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chapter eleven

FROM OUT OF NOWHERE

Back then.

What does Dad call it? When his favorite baseball player is looking a little flabby around the edges? When he isn’t hitting as far, as fast or as often?

Going to seed.

Yeah. Max is going to seed. And fucking quickly. Just months ago, he was stronger, he had more stamina, he was more flexible, and now? Three angry red marks on his ribcage and he lets it all go. Years of hard work. Years of getting targeted at school. Years of triumph and years of shit. All of it wasted, gone in an instant.

His shirts are loose on him already.

Avery tried to get him to keep up with his training over the summer, to come with her to the gym, to not let the bastards win, but the first time he put on his gym gear he had to go lock himself in the bathroom until he stopped struggling for breath and for purchase. It was like an airless cavern opened around him, and he was made powerless as the darkness swallowed him.

Nowadays he exercises in sweats or in board shorts. He keeps up his form as best he can in the backyard, and he tries not to collide with the fence.

At least he has Clay’s apparently endless supply of vintage band shirts to wear, leftovers from when his bulky older brother was a skinny seventeen-year-old who spent every weekend trying to get into gigs with a fake ID and a couple of older, larger friends to vouch for him. The shirts never fit before, but now they’re kinda perfect. And they prompted him to look into the bands Clay used to listen to, the ones younger Max wrote off as just noise; it turns out most of them give him a very different workout than the contemporary stuff that used to soundtrack his gym sessions.

Fuck. He pulls at the hem of the Faith No More shirt he has on and raises an arm. His reflection in the bathroom mirror tells him what he doesn’t want to believe: that the stupid band shirts are starting to feel loose now, too.

Incredible how fast muscle melts when he doesn’t keep it up, when he barely eats, when he loses at least one meal a week to the disgust that ripples through him when he catches his naked body in the mirror and the three vicious burns that have branded him for life are all he can see. This is it, now, isn’t it? He’s never going back. He’s never going to make himself fly ever again.

He always thought he was stronger than this. That the guys who bullied him wouldn’t get to him. That if he were ever truly knocked down, he would fight to stand tall again.

Another illusion burned away.

“Maxxy!” his mom calls up the stairs. “Avery’s here!”

Oh yeah. It’s after seven. Time to go.

He doesn’t look at himself again. He doesn’t need to. He just collects up his messenger bag, grabs an old collared shirt to keep out the early fall chill, and runs down the narrow stairs, bracing himself off the wall at the turn like usual. Avery’s waiting at the front door, smiling, her gym bag tactfully hidden inside a backpack.

“Hey, bitch,” she says as soon as the door’s shut behind them and Mom can’t hear them being overly familiar with each other.

“Hey,” Max says, trying to find some enthusiasm and failing.

“You ready for this?”

Max looks around. A handful of other guys and girls he kinda knows are bounding out from front doors, yelling to friends, or—in the case of the two girls who go to the private school a few blocks away—loosening their uniform ties and swapping out their parentally mandated sensible shoes for fashionable ones. He hopes they don’t slip in their heels; the leaves haven’t started to turn and fall yet, but the trash pickup got missed again so the sidewalk is still precarious.

Down the street, someone’s playing music.

Last year, this might have been almost pleasant, despite what awaited both of them at the end of their morning walk. This year, however…

“Am I ready for the first day back at school?” he says. “Fuck no.”

“We’re juniors! Isn’t that even a little exciting?”

“I repeat my ‘fuck no’.”

Avery reaches for his hand, quickly squeezes it, and lets go. In return, he smiles at her, drags out the half-smile that’s all he can manage these days, and they set off.

“You sure you’re not coming to see Coach third period?” Avery asks.

“Yeah. Sure.”

“Max, you could still—”

“Avery. I’m sure.”

“Okay,” she says. “Sorry.” She’s shaking her head, but she’s not disappointed in him, she’s just… Fuck. They talked about it. How unfair it was. How it’s not his fault. How he was targeted again and again. How they kept escalating until one day they followed him, trapped him, burned him.

How he doesn’t want to find out what comes next.

Max doesn’t want anyone to ever hold him down like that again. The claustrophobia of it wakes him up still.

Already he can see people he tries to avoid scattered amongst the crowds. Most people don’t know exactly what happened to him, Avery says, but everyone knows he was out of school for a while at the end of the spring semester, and it’s gotten around that he’s quit gymnastics. That they got to him.

He should have kept up with the weight training, at least. He feels weak now, too weak, too weak to be here, here with the people who hurt him, with the people who stood by and let him get hurt.

As he and Avery walk the short path up to the main school building, the rushing in his ears comes back, the screaming, oppressive silence that used to make him reach for his Walkman until one of the guys smashed it. Clay got him a Discman to replace it, but Max doesn’t take it to school. He knows what’ll happen to it.

Swallowing feels like it ought to make the hissing in his ears go away, but it doesn’t. It’s like he’s being dunked underwater, like he’s being held down.

He barely hears it when Avery says goodbye and rushes off. Barely notices it when he gets shoved in the corridor. Barely feels it when he bounces off the locker. Barely hears it when some guy says—

* * *

Now.

“Good morning, girls!”

“Hey, Mom,” Taylor calls, leaning over the back of the couch, but not leaning too much, so she doesn’t disturb Max while she’s working.

“Hi, Lynn,” Max says without looking up. Her eyes are all scrunched at the corners, which betrays how much she’s having to concentrate.

“It’s still weird when you call my mom by her first name,” Taylor whispers, ducking her head back down.

“She asked me to, and— Damn.”

“What?”

“I got some on your toe.”

Taylor shrugs. “Just lick your little finger—” she demonstrates, “—stretch out the skin, and wipe it off. Quickly, though.”

Max hesitates for a moment, then licks her little finger and wipes away the excess polish from the side of Taylor’s big toe. She cleans her finger on a tissue and carries on painting. At the contact, intimate despite their surroundings and the mundane task, Taylor shivers, but she’s pretty sure she manages to confine it to her upper body; hopefully Max doesn’t notice.

“You really don’t want to come today?” she asks, covering for her reaction.

Today’s the Scott family six-weekly mother-daughter bonding slash highlighting session, when they go together to have their hair touched up, to chat about school, cheerleading, real estate, and anything else that might come up, to absorb the ambient gossip floating around the salon, and to convey appropriate amounts of sympathy when Tilly, Mom’s usual stylist, relays the latest bruise, bump or abrasion acquired by her wayward toddler. Which means that Max can’t stay here today, not unless she wants to hang with an unconscious Garrett.

At least they painted Max’s toenails first, so they’re (mostly) dry; ten toes, each of them colored a beautiful iridescent pink, gleam from under Max’s crossed legs as she paints Taylor’s in return.

“I can’t,” Max says, and Taylor blinks at her for a second. Max, frowning at her, adds, “I’m still figuring out what I want to do with my hair?” with a slight elevation at the end; it’s a question, but only just, and the question is—

Duh, Taylor. No, Max can’t come to the salon with them, not right now, not until they work out how they’re going to approach the whole hair situation. She can’t come and just ask for something nice, something feminine, because Max is a guy.

Kinda sorta.

Taylor keeps forgetting. Even when she’s over at chez Giordano, where Max has to use her deep voice, she has a habit of letting it slip her mind. But Max can’t forget, not ever, and her hair is no different from any other part of her: she can’t exactly get a cute bob or flowing layers or anything, not unless she wants her family to start asking really awkward questions.

“Oh yeah,” Taylor says sheepishly. She drops to a whisper again to add, “We should figure something out before school, though. We’ll get you into a salon just as soon as we know what. Agreed?”

Max’s eyebrows pinch together, and she looks for a moment like she’s going to object to Taylor’s ongoing and decreasingly subtle attempts to make her look as hot as she possibly can before school starts. And then she nods, giving in like she always does. Taylor beams at her.

Because, wow, Max really does need to do something about her hair! Right now it’s just, like, long, it lacks shape, and it has split ends, but it could be gorgeous! Except they can’t exactly ask a stylist for something that could be worn by a girl and a boy, like, simultaneously. It would only raise more questions.

Maybe they need to find a gay hairdresser. Someone who’d understand…

“You’re thinking, aren’t you?” Max says, grinning. “I know that look. You’re scheming.”

Taylor places an innocent hand in the center of her chest. “I don’t know what you’re talking about!”

“I don’t believe you,” Max sings, and then she sits back, screwing the brush back into the bottle. “Done!”

“Good!” Taylor’s mom says, surprising both of them. “The fumes were getting a little excessive.”

“It’s the price of beauty, Mom,” Taylor says innocently. Max giggles behind her hand.

“When you can walk,” her mom continues, eying the cotton balls between Taylor’s toes, “come to the kitchen. I’m making coffee and I have bear claws.” She glances at Max and adds, “I got you a pastry, too, Max; I hope you like raisins.”

“Love them, Lynn,” Max says, smiling for her. “Thank you.”

As they get up, walking gingerly so as not to smudge their freshly painted nails, Taylor mouths, Stop calling my mom Lynn!

Never! Max mouths back, and sticks her tongue out, which causes Taylor to have to turn away to hide her blush.

Yeah. The boys at school are going to go psycho when they see her. Every single one will be lining up to ask her out, and—

Ick. Taylor’s just realized they’re going to be doing the same thing to her, since there’s no way it hasn’t gotten out yet that she and Gordo are over. Head cheerleaders do not, as a rule, remain single very long.

If only Max were a guy, then they could solve both problems at once…

Whoops. Taylor fakes a cough to hide her laugh. The implications of that thought have just sunk in. She’s really got to stop forgetting about that.

Except she doesn’t actually want to.

Mom’s laying out paper towels on the kitchen table when an unfamiliar ringtone starts up from somewhere in the living room. Max quickly excuses herself and rushes off, and Taylor, curious to the end, follows her halfway, hiding behind the dividing wall that separates the living room from the entryway.

“Yeah?” Max says. “Today’s fine. It’s perfect, actually. I’ll be home in, like, half an hour? Yeah, anytime before three. Yeah, I will.” She laughs. “What? No way! No, I will not. I have a brother, remember? Big guy, hangs around the house a lot? Yeah, yeah. Okay. Cool. See ya.”

There’s a soft thump—Max throwing her phone back into or on top of her bag—and then Max is poking her head around the wall, catching Taylor before she has a chance to escape to the kitchen and assume an innocent expression.

Sorry, Taylor mouths, but Max just smirks at her, takes her hand, and pulls her back into the kitchen.

“Boyfriend?” Taylor’s mom asks when they both present themselves again, and Taylor’s happy neither of them have started on their coffee yet, or they’d have soaked each other.

“M— Me?” Max says, pointing at herself.

“On the phone,” her mom clarifies.

“Oh. Right.” Max cups her coffee mug in both hands, like it can protect her from this conversation. Taylor, however, is too intrigued to offer her a way out, so she starts nibbling her bear claw over her paper towel and simply smiles when Max looks to her for help. “Just a friend,” Max says eventually, looking back at Taylor’s mom.

But Mom is not to be dissuaded. “Is this friend a boy?”

“Um. Yes?”

Okay, so that’s too much. Taylor cannot possibly be expected to maintain her cool after an admission like that! “Oh my gosh!” she exclaims. “Who is it?”

“Oh, it’s just, um… Remember Jim? Garrett’s friend.”

“Jim?” Taylor taps her fingers on the table while she thinks, sorting through every reprobate a-hole her brother has ever associated with. Trouble is, Jim is such an unmemorable name…

“You know, Jim!”

“Jim…”

“Banger,” Max says, looking briefly to the heavens as if for help.

“Oh. Right. Him?”

“Oh dear,” Mom says. “Do you disapprove, Taylor?”

“No, actually,” Taylor says. “It’s just… unexpected.”

Despite Max’s occasional insistence that she isn’t gay—or straight or whatever; ick, gender is complicated—and that she hates the concept of guys, like, in general, Taylor’s been waiting with her heart in her mouth for Max’s eye to turn toward boys. It feels inevitable. She’s been idly sorting through the undeserving and unwashed guys of VP High in preparation, but she never even thought of doing the same with Garrett’s harem of stoner losers. Although, if Max were to pick one of Garrett’s friends, Banger’s probably the best choice. Even the age gap isn’t too bad, since Banger’s younger than her brother.

Perhaps they won’t have to make up a story for Max, after all.

Shoot.

“He’s not my boyfriend,” Max says with some exasperation, and Taylor’s much-abused heart leaps again. “He’s just… bringing something over for me.” Clearly she hopes to leave it at that, but Taylor leans closer, and she has to laugh a little when she notices her mom has done the exact same thing. The Scott women are drawn magnetically toward gossip. “Fine. Okay. I wasn’t going to go into it, because it’s boring and technical, but you know I play guitar?” Mom looks blank; Taylor nods. “My amp got damaged in the move. It needs a new tube. He can get them cheap, so.” Max spreads out her hands: discussion over.

Only it isn’t. “A new… tube?” Taylor’s mom asks.

To her credit, Max doesn’t sigh. “Yeah, a tube. The really good guitar amplifiers use them. Makes them sound better. Warmer.” She glances at Taylor’s mom. “More like Led Zeppelin and less like, um, Kraftwerk?”

Mom smiles. “Thank you for pandering to my generation, Maxine,” she says sardonically. “Though you’re off by a few years. I swear… Taylor with her computers, you with your guitars… Girls are into some interesting things these days.”

“It’s the twenty-first century, Mom,” Taylor says, after draining her coffee. “It’s not enough to be pretty anymore. You need a trade.”

* * *

It’s a risk, going home without getting changed first, with his androgynous exercise clothes still stuffed into a gym bag, but Taylor’s mom was right there, and it would have been weird to go upstairs and change back into board shorts and a loose shirt just to go home. And, sure, he could have stayed in his exercise gear the whole time, but where’s the fun in that? What’s the point of hanging out at Taylor’s if he doesn’t get to be Maxine?

And his new cargos aren’t all that feminine, anyway, just a little tighter around the butt than a men’s cut would be. The light blue babydoll tee with the flared waistline might be pushing it, though. As might the tits.

Admit it, Max: you’re trying to cut your Maxwell time to the bone.

It doesn’t matter anyway. What’s the time? Like, ten? Mom’s out all day—interviews—and Dad’s at work, which leaves Clay, whose new job is keeping him out so late that he’ll probably still be asleep at midday. So it’s fine! It’s definitely fine. As long as he doesn’t make too much noise, it’ll be fine.

As a precaution, though, he pulls his messenger bag up and holds it over his breasts, before unlocking the front door as quietly as he can.

Inside, he holds his breath.

No movement downstairs. Nobody moving around upstairs. And definitely nobody rushing up to him to lecture him about some aspect of his life they disapprove of, or to ask searching questions which have no useful answers.

Cool. In the clear.

He sneaks up to his room, closes the door silently, kicks the towel into place, and dumps his messenger bag.

Home again. And still Maxine.

How long can he push it? When’s Jim due again? He checks the alarm clock on the nightstand, does some quick math and determines: any minute now.

Fuck.

Still, it was nice to look in his mirror, right here in his room, and see Maxine. To not have to struggle to find her on a plain, un-made-up face with hair pulled back tight. Swimming in ill-fitting clothes. To just see her.

Probably not a feeling he can afford to chase right now.

Sighing, he starts stripping everything off. He drops the babydoll tee, his ankle socks, sports bra and panties into one pile on the bed, and the exercise clothes out of the bag into another pile. Then, once he’s thrown on a plain shirt, he starts adding to each pile: onto the first go all the girl things he’s amassed over the last few days; onto the second goes any of his guy stuff that needs washing. Next, the two piles get sorted into six: darks, lights and whites, separated by gender. Finally, he strips two pillows of their cases and drops the girl darks into the darker pillowcase and the girl lights into the lighter one; he’ll wash the guy and girl loads together and, if he’s interrupted, rely on the pillowcase to hide the girl stuff. The girl whites can get washed loose with the guy whites; there aren’t many of either set, and if he washes them first, it’ll be fine. Once it’s all done, he’ll leave his guy clothes in the dryer and hang the girl stuff up behind a locked door in his bathroom to air-dry.

It’s not a perfect plan, not by a long shot, but the nearest laundromat is a hell of a long walk away.

Whites first. He dumps the pillowcases in his bathtub, loops a hair tie around his wrist—he kinda wants to leave his hair down for now—and scoops all the whites into his little wicker laundry basket. On his way back out, he listens carefully at Clay’s door until he hears a snore, then grins to himself and carries on.

He’s just started the laundry cycle when the doorbell chimes, and he skips his way out through the kitchen and up to the door, bounces on his toes a couple times to expel some energy—he doesn’t want to seem too excited to see Jim in case the guy asks him out again—and then opens the door.

There’s Jim, wearing his usual denim jacket over a white hoodie and a battered pair of jeans. God, and he’s even wearing Docs! He dresses like Clay used to, only this isn’t New York, and even Clay left off the thick leather boots in the summer. How Jim isn’t boiling to death, Max doesn’t know. Maybe Welsh people have a different relationship to temperature.

“Hey, Max,” Jim says. He hefts a paper bag and tilts it forward, reaching inside and pressing a jumbo bag of M&Ms to one side. “Contraband’s underneath,” he whispers, and yeah, under the candy, there’s a nondescript opaque white plastic bag.

“So get inside!” Max says, stepping aside to let him past and closing the door behind him. “You didn’t have any problems, did you?”

“Nah. It’s not exactly crack, love.”

Max shrugs. “If I get caught with it, the consequences are probably the same. At least from Mom.” He gets a laugh out of Jim, and Max matches it with a smile, beckoning Jim up the stairs.

Halfway up the stairs, Jim stops and says, “Uh, I don’t wanna go in a girl’s room, Max. That’s beyond the—”

Max rounds on him and hisses, “Shut up, will you? Don’t you remember? My brother’s home!”

“Oh. Oh! Okay then.” And the next moment, it’s like Jim’s auditioning to be on Scooby-Doo or something, because he’s tiptoeing up the stairs with exaggerated care and looking left and right as if a cartoonish monster might leap out and grab him at any moment. And, shit, they don’t have time for that! Max grabs Jim by the hand and pulls him the rest of the way, succeeding after a moment in getting him to pick up the fucking pace.

He doesn’t dare stop by Clay’s door again. He’ll just have to hope he’s still asleep.

Practically pushing Jim into his bedroom, Max shuts the door and kicks the towel under it. With Jim here, blundering around and calling Max a girl on the fucking stairs, almost right outside Clay’s room, Max is insanely exposed. And he’s been so stupid today! He didn’t get changed before coming home; he’s mixed his white panties in with his regular laundry; now he’s inviting Jim up into his room; what is wrong with him?

He feels like his heart might choke him.

Jim picks up on it. Not so surprising, really, considering Max just clenched both his fists.

“You alright, love?” Jim asks, and at least he asks it fucking quietly.

“I…”

Shit. He might not be able to speak right now. He’s leaning against the door, and now he slides down it, dropping to the floor, resisting the urge to clutch at his chest, because it’s not like that’ll actually help or anything. Instead he makes himself breathe, forces himself to realize that they made it into his bedroom, that Clay didn’t come out to see what’s going on, that he’s okay.

“Hey,” Jim prompts, “you okay?”

“I have no fucking clue,” Max says, allowing a frustrated snort to break through, and running his hand through his hair. “I think I nearly had a heart attack.”

And then Jim’s waving a hand up and down in the universal gesture for be quiet. “Hey, since your brother’s home and all, maybe you shouldn’t talk like that?”

“Like—? Oh, fuck.” Max hangs his head. “I’m so fucking stupid,” he says, still in the voice, but with the presence of mind to whisper this time.

“I wouldn’t say stupid.” Jim pulls out the dining chair from under the computer desk and sits on it, throwing the paper bag onto the bed as he does so. “Forgetful, perhaps? Maybe foolish?”

Max swallows hard, and when he speaks again, it’s with the adolescent squawk that is the usual halfway house between the two voices. “Yeah. Definitely foolish. Ugh; gimme a moment.” He massages his chest, coughs a little—he’s been trying to get better at switching back to his old voice without coughing, but the longer he spends talking as Maxine, the harder it becomes—and tries again. “Hello? Hello? Ah, yeah.” His shoulders sag. “There he is.”

“I can’t help noticing you don’t seem happy about that.”

Max pushes up from the floor, feeling heavy and fatigued. He snatches the paper bag from the bed, retrieves the screwdriver from his (male) underwear drawer, and pushes open the door to the bathroom. “Yeah, well,” he says, “every time I have to come back here, I think about Julia, Chelsea and Anna. I think about Coach. Christ, I even think about Clinton, the asshole who pushed himself on me. I wonder what they would say if they saw who I am here. If they saw—” he flicks derisively at his loose shirt, “—this.”

“Nothing wrong with that, love,” Jim says.

“You,” Max says, pointing at him with the screwdriver, “are unusually open-minded.”

“Nah,” Jim contests. “I’ve just smoked industrial quantities of skunk.” He grins. “Same difference, I suppose. What’s with the screwdriver?”

It’s a redirection tactic, but Max’ll take it. He doesn’t want every moment he spends with Jim to be consumed with misery about his stupid life, or the man might stop doing him favors. So Max forces as much enthusiasm as he can, and says, “Come and see.”

Max’s bathroom here is as large as his whole bedroom was back home, so there’s more than enough room for Jim to sit on the toilet lid while Max unscrews the wooden panels under the bathtub. Jim makes suitably impressed noises as Max unpacks the pills from the paper bag, pops open a pack to inspect them—excellent; they don’t have the stupid sugar pill week Willa’s do—and stashes them all in a couple of Tupperware containers.

“Not a bad little hidey-hole,” Jim says.

“Thanks. It’s more secure than under the bed, at least.”

“Why are there pillowcases in the bath?”

“Laundry,” Max says.

“Fair enough.” Jim hops down off the toilet and squats by the tub. “So, whatcha got under there?”

Suddenly embarrassed, Max says, “Nothing important, really.”

“Come on, tell me!” Jim says, nudging him. “I’m a naturally interested person.”

Still Max hesitates. Why? He’s not sure. Jim knows everything already, not just who Max really is, but why he’s had to become Maxine. But he’s still reluctant to discuss the details with him, the dirty stuff. Hell, it’s why Max didn’t want to get changed back to Maxwell at Jim’s apartment.

Except Jim’s here now, isn’t he? Right at the heart of it all, where Max has no choice but to be Maxwell, and he’s not judging. And, to the point, Jim also just brought Max six months’ supply of birth control pills.

Max is being absurd.

“Fine, fine,” Max says. “Breast box.” He points. “That’s where the breasts live when they’re not, you know, on me.”

“Just out of curiosity, how realistic would you say your boobies are when they’re on you?” Jim asks, cupping his chin with one hand and tapping a finger on his cheek. “One to ten.”

“Two.”

“Aw. Really?”

“They look fine under clothing, and they feel fine. I can even glue them on, for, like, cheerleading. But they don’t look like real skin at all. I have to pick my clothes so I don’t show cleavage. You probably can’t even get breasts that realistic.”

“Y’know, if you want me to have a bit of a shufti—”

“A what?”

“A look around,” Jim says. “You know, go online, ask around. I bet someone, somewhere, makes boobies that are impossible to tell from the real thing.”

“For a thousand bucks, maybe,” Max says. Max’s were a hundred, according to Willa; she told him she’ll take the fee out of his hide in ‘effective cheerleading’. “The ones I have are fine, Jim. What would I do with hyper-realistic breasts, anyway? Play strip poker?”

“Fair, fair. I suppose you’ll grow your own soon enough.”

Max snorts. “That’s still kinda hard to believe, you know.”

He’s thought about it—hard not to after Jim raised the subject that night he drove Max home—and he’s come to the conclusion that, no, guys can’t just grow breasts. It’s obvious! They don’t have any of the right material under there! Real breasts have all those parts to them, lobules and ducts and stuff; he looked it up.

Still, to be certain, he looked into Jim’s claim. He cited Jerry Springer and Maury, shows Max had absolutely no inclination to binge, but he also mentioned a show called Eurotrash, which turned out to be a British show from the nineties focusing mainly on sex, weird people, and weird people having sex. It’s exactly the kind of show he can picture Jim watching as a kid, before he and his family moved to the States; something about it—the irreverence, perhaps, or the open-mindedness—says ‘Jim’ to Max.

He eventually found a single relevant clip on a near-defunct fan website, marked as ‘transsexual dances on Antoine de Caunes’, and when he got it to download—which took several tries, whether because it was hosted overseas or because it was hosted on a nineties PC in someone’s closet, or both—it was everything the caption promised. The clip was about six seconds long and so blocky it was almost illegible, but wasn’t hard for Max to make out the woman’s breasts: they took up most of the screen. In fact, her breasts were so comically enormous—and so perfectly round—that they couldn’t be anything other than a surgical addition.

There’s no pill in the world that will grow beach-ball breasts on anyone.

And then he got distracted wondering where she could possibly buy tops that fit, and dismissed the whole topic. On the whole, he prefers not to think about it.

Jim, though, just shrugs. “It’s what the telly said. You’ve had your warning; don’t come crying to me when you’re all chesty all of a sudden.” He rubs his hands together. “So! What else’ve you got in there? What? I’m interested in the whole process!”

Max, who was shaking his head to dispel the image, planted there again by Jim, of an ordinary pair of breasts sitting on his chest as naturally as they sit on Taylor’s, takes a moment to catch up. “Yes,” he says, “but why are you interested?”

“You know how people are mostly boring?” Jim says. “Well, you’re not. And that’s cool.”

“Is that really it?”

“That’s most of it. C’mon, talk me through it all. I’m a vault, I promise.”

Max shrugs and points to another of the Tupperware boxes stacked in the empty space under the tub. “Waxing kits. One for my legs and, uh, other areas, and one for my face.”

“You wax your face?”

“Upper lip.”

“Harsh.”

“Yeah, it hurts, actually.”

“You’re a braver woman than I, Maxine.”

Ignoring that, Max moves on. “I’ve got some makeup, but only for practicing.”

“How’s that going?”

“Imagine poking your eye with a pencil,” Max says. “Now imagine doing it, like, six times in a morning. That’s how it’s going.” He sighs, still looking away. It feels… wrong to be admitting incompetence at all this girl stuff. Either he shouldn’t be doing it at all, or he should be amazing at it. “I need to get some magazines or something. Beginner’s guide shit.”

“Let me know if there’s anything I can do,” Jim says helpfully, as if he’s suddenly going to become a master makeup tutor in addition to his birth control smuggling and car owning skills.

“I don’t suppose you know how to blend highlighter,” Max says.

“No.”

“How to glue on false eyelashes?”

“Never tried it. I might be good at it?”

“What’s the likelihood?” Max asks. “One to ten?”

“Two,” Jim admits. “Okay. Fine. You got me. I was just saying it to, you know, be thoughtful. You want to finish the tour?”

“That’s basically it. Got some underwear under there, some marine tape, some—”

“Marine tape?”

Max hefts the wooden panel back into place, but that’s all he gets to do, because Jim shuffles in next to him, takes the wooden panel in one hand, and starts collecting screws with the other.

“You probably don’t want to know,” Max says.

“No, love, I told you: I’m fascinated. Never known anyone doing anything like this before, it’s like— Pass the screwdriver? Thanks. It’s like you’re exploring a whole other planet.”

Max sits back on his haunches while Jim screws everything back into place. “I picked it up yesterday,” he says. “The tape. I was thinking about my gaffs, about keeping everything in place while cheerleading, and I realized that, yeah, I’m probably not going to be an official flyer, unfortunately—”

“Why ‘unfortunately’?”

“I’d love to do it, but the squad’s full on flyers and I don’t want to bump anyone out of their role. Kind of a bad way to make a first impression.”

“Oh, I’d’ve thought maybe it’d be your height, or something.”

“Hey!” Max nudges Jim, causing him to drop the screwdriver and to have to hunt around for it between his feet. “I’m not that tall! And being a flyer is only partly about size: it’s also weight, balance, control, core strength. Anyway, even if I’m not an official flyer, which means the other girls aren’t going to be catching me, I’m still going to be in the pyramids and doing other stunts, and we’ll probably do role swaps during practice, and, well, if anyone’s hand slips…”

“So how does tape help with that?”

“I’ll show you,” Max says, standing.

Jim stands, too, so he can back away. “Whoa, there, girlie! You don’t have to—”

“On the computer,” Max finishes. “Not on me.”

“Oh. Right. Lead the way.”

It takes a minute to start Max’s PC and navigate through six nested obfuscatory folders—C:\Homework\JuniorYear\Math\Calc\Draft\Draft2\—to where Max saved several images and a how-to guide he found on a website for budding drag queens. Jim absorbs the information with a sober expression.

“Wow,” he says. “That looks… almost real?”

“I don’t need it to look real,” Max says.

“No?”

Max is over by the underwear drawer, idly shifting things around. It’s better than standing behind Jim as he scrolls through the pictures, but it’s not actually good. “I just need it to not pop out when I get sweaty, I need it to not feel obviously like there’s anything there to feel if some other girl’s hand slips, and I need to be able to pee.”

He moves another few pairs of socks from one side to the other. Anything to keep moving his hands, to keep from having to turn around. Because he’s said too much. Far too much. He should have taken the pills from Jim and wished him a good day. And now he’s here, once again saying too much.

Why does everything good become artifice as soon as someone else knows?

“Have you tried it?” Jim asks.

Max goes still. “Um…”

“Are you… like that right now?”

If he doesn’t move, maybe Jim will go away. Maybe his vision is based on movement. Maybe the industrial quantities of skunk he says he’s smoked will suddenly erase the memory of the last five minutes. Maybe Taylor will come running over and announce that she has another boyfriend, and she accidentally told this one that Max is a cat, and now he’s got to wear these ears, and—

“You don’t have to answer that,” Jim says gently, and from much closer. Max shrugs, looking down into the underwear drawer. He doesn’t want to say anything. He’s already standing here, Maxwell to his fucking core, in front of a guy who is persistently generous enough to pretend not to see him that way. “Should I get out of your hair?”

Max shakes his head. As much as he wishes this had never started, the one thing he doesn’t want right now is to be alone. Because even if Jim is only humoring him, that’s more than Max will do for himself right now without someone to distract him.

“How about we put a brew on, then?” Jim says.

Max shrugs.

“Max?” Jim says. “Maxine?”

Fuck.

Max bends over into the stupid underwear drawer with all his stupid socks and boxers in, and a great ugly sob rips its way out of him. Fuck! Fuck fuck fuck!

After the attack, he couldn’t really cry. He couldn’t before, actually, but it never seemed like a problem back then. Some guy would shove him into a wall at school, or he’d find FAG painted on his locker, or someone would yell anonymously at him in the halls between classes, and he’d shrug it off, because that’s just how his life was. But after the attack, when it all became too much, Max wanted desperately to cry.

And he couldn’t. The only time he got even close was in Avery’s arms, with her whispering her support and promising him everything would be okay. There, he cried a little, but it was akin to bleeding a stone.

Sometimes it felt like if he could just open up, everything would be okay. That the memories would fade, that the dreams would leave him alone, that he’d find his passion again, if he could just fucking cry. Just once. He used to beg the darkness: please, just once.

Now he seems to cry every other day. And while sometimes it feels good, it doesn’t fix anything. Other times, like now, it’s just humiliating.

But he won’t go back. If it’s the pills that let him cry, that lend his body and his soul the capacity to exhaust themselves, then he’s taking them for the rest of his life. Because there’s a tactility to his world now, a texture, and even if it means that sometimes he cries uselessly at his reflection and sometimes he embarrasses himself in front of his friends, it would be worse never to feel this way again. It would be worse to be numb, like he was.

He cries and it batters his ribs and it robs him of all breath and it creates great yawning aches in his lungs, and Jim, closer now, too close, close enough finally that Max can’t avoid him, holds out his arms, and Max accepts him.

“There, there, love,” Jim says, gently rubbing Max’s back. “You get it all out.”

“I don’t know what this is,” Max whispers between gasps.

“You don’t have to.”

Max gets it all out. It takes a while.

Eventually they put a brew on, as Jim suggested. Max washes his face and runs water through his hair and changes his shirt—behind a closed bathroom door—for something less sodden, and they relocate to the kitchen, where Max recovers the scraps of his mood and Jim makes tea with some tea bags he extracts from a baggie in his back pocket and a kettle he retrieves from the trunk of his car.

“You never know when you might want a cuppa,” he says, “and you Yanks never have the equipment. I can see you have green tea—” he taps at a box on the counter, “—and I don’t want to know how you heat up the water for it. Especially not if you use the microwave. That’s worse than the tape thing you’re doing to your downstairs parts.”

Max is running his hand through his damp hair for approximately the fiftieth time today—it’s comforting; it feels like he’s putting himself back together, one strand of hair at a time—and he’s absorbing a second cup of tea when Clay finally emerges from his room and stomps down the stairs in search of something to eat. He gratefully accepts a cup of tea from Jim, and makes significant eyes at Max when he sits down to drink it. Max, however, ignores him.

“So, ‘Banger’,” Clay says, “what do you do?” And he sounds so much like a prurient parent that Max covers his amusement with his hand.

“I’m in computers,” Jim says, straight-faced but meeting Max’s eye across the table. “Do you know Munchie Portal?”

“Yeah.”

“I owned a piece of that. Not as much as the founder,” Jim allows, shrugging, “but it bought me a condo.” And, it goes unsaid, industrial quantities of skunk. Though that might be a chicken and egg situation.

“And what do you do now?” Clay presses.

“I live in the lap o’ luxury, my friend. And I’m working on new projects, of course.”

“Hmm,” Clay says, folding his arms, still all parental. Max resolves to tease him about it later: his punk rock older brother, the guy who works in a dive bar, the guy who bought a cop car in which to careen around San Diego, is acting like a carbon copy of their mother.

“Hey—” Max says, but he’s interrupted by Jim clearing his throat, ostensibly choking on a mouthful of tea gone down the wrong way. It takes him a second to understand the purpose of the interruption: Max is speaking in his Maxine voice again! Not all the way—he’s not projecting the way he does as Maxine—but his cadence and his timbre are right there. When did that happen? How long has he been talking like this?

He’s got to watch out for that.

Coughing, Max relocates his voice and tries again. “Are you going to grill every girl I bring home, Clay?” he says, making Jim choke on his tea for real. Clay, however, merely raises an eyebrow.

The next couple of minutes are spent cleaning up spilled tea, and then Jim excuses himself, wishes them both a good day, miraculously avoids calling Max ‘love’ or ‘Maxine’, and drives off in his station wagon, waving out the window.

“Interesting guy,” Clay says, as they sit back down at the kitchen table.

“He likes you,” Max says, to stir the pot and redirect the conversation before it even has a chance to locate itself on him.

“He— What?”

Max grins broadly. “He said you’re ‘not bad’.”

Clay just blinks at him. “He didn’t.”

“Yeah,” Max says. “He damned you with faint praise.”

“Somehow, I’ll cope,” Clay says, matching Max’s smile and shrugging. “But what about you? What’s with the hair, Max?”

“The hair?” Max runs his hand through it again. “Oh. Yeah. I just didn’t put it up.”

“‘Put it up’? You mean like in that ratty ponytail you always wear? That kind of ‘put it up’?”

“Uh, yeah, I guess.”

“Right. Sure. But that’s not what I meant, Max. You’ve been running your hand through your hair a lot. It’s— Okay, look, I know I said I wouldn’t be like Mom—”

“Too late.”

“—but it’s kind of an effeminate gesture, dude. And it’s not the only one I’ve seen you doing lately. You’ve been hanging out with girls too much.”

“Shit, Clay, you really have turned into Mom.”

Clay takes a deep breath and says slowly, “All I’m saying is, if you act like this at school, sooner or later, it’ll be just like it was back home. They’ll come for you.”

“They won’t,” Max says. Who the fuck does Clay think he is right now? Aside from Mom. “You think I’m dumb enough to act naturally at school? Really? After everything?” He drains his tea and stands from his stool.

“Max, I’m just looking out for you.”

Max doesn’t stop. He’s halfway out the kitchen when he says, “I know.”

“Maybe you should think about cutting your hair!” Clay calls, but Max is on the stairs by this point, and doesn’t answer. He wants to get away from Clay, wants to get back the feeling he had before. He was feeling normal at home for the first time since, well, ever. So obviously Clay had to ruin it, had to start calling attention to things. Can’t have Max feeling comfortable.

He doesn’t slam his bedroom door, doesn’t give in to the mood that’s playing at the edge of his mind. Instead he sits on the end of his bed, closes his eyes, and thinks.

Runs his hand through his hair. Laughs at the idea that it’s the sort of habit he needs to break; no, he needs to build these habits, he needs to hang out with the girls more and more until behaving this way, imitating them, is second nature, or he is, not to put too fine a point on it, fucked.

So how does he do that and survive under the scrutiny of his mom and his brother at home?

Max rolls the hair tie off his wrist and sets his hair in a low ponytail, like he always used to wear it.

It’s a start.

* * *

Mom Giordano won’t let her go upstairs.

It’s no big, really. Max is showering, and Mom G insists that nobody is allowed to walk into his room in case they see, for example, a naked Max, but what that means in practice is that Taylor has to wait with her in the front hall until such time as Mrs Giordano decides her son is ready to see his friend.

Taylor reinforces those words in her mind: son; his.

Ick. Not pleasant. But when Max is here, she’s not the Max Taylor knows; she’s a boy, unhappy, too thin, a shadow of his former self. But when she’s out of here, when she’s Maxine…

When she’s Maxine, she’s everything.

“So,” Mom Giordano’s asking, “is it just the two of you today? Again?”

“No, Willa’s coming, too,” Taylor says, and it’s the truth. But Mom G’s expression lets her know that that’s probably an insufficient answer, so Taylor starts naming boys. “And Eddie. And Justin. Danny, too, actually.”

Mom Giordano folds her arms. “And they are?”

Aha! Max’s mom clearly isn’t as experienced with teenagers as she thinks she is—which is kinda sad, actually—because she just asked Taylor a question that can be answered absolutely truthfully and with much time-filling detail without actually giving away anything about their plans today.

Amateur hour.

“Well, Eddie’s a cheerleader,” Taylor says, “but he’s not one of the flyers, you know? He’s a base, and he’s really good. And Justin and Danny, they’re on the football team. Justin’s a tight end—though Jewel said that Sandy said that Meredith said that Coach Penderson’s thinking of making him the new QB—and Danny? He’s a receiver. Oh! Actually? The party we went to last week? Justin’s house.”

“Nice boys, are they?”

Taylor wants to shrug. Danny’s fine, though he’s as closeted as Eddie and prefers not to hang around with him or Willa for just that reason, which Taylor finds kind of insulting. And Justin? Justin’s, like, a guy. Standard model. He likes football and beer and he dates a lot. He’s a guy.

He was kind to Max after the party, though. He was awkward about it and stuff, but it counts. So he’s upgraded to an okay guy.

Before Taylor can reply, there’s the sound of a door upstairs, and shortly after, Max appears, messenger bag slung over her shoulder, in standard-issue guy-mode cargos and band tee. Taylor has to hide a smirk: she hasn’t even bothered to tie her laces.

“Mom,” Max says, “are you interrogating her?”

“I’m just checking up, Maxxy,” her mom says as she approaches. Max doesn’t get past her without being drawn in for a kiss on the cheek, to which she gracefully submits. And then her mom says, with a slight frown, “You want we should talk to a doctor about this?” and taps Max’s jaw lightly, twice.

Max steps away from her, towards Taylor. “About what, Mom?” she asks, rubbing her face.

“Your father was shaving twice a day when he was your age.”

“I’m not Dad,” Max says, opening the front door. “Don’t try to make me into him, Mom.”

As they escape, with Max walking double-time and Taylor trotting along behind her, her mom shouts through the open front door, “I worry because I care, Maxwell!”

“Oh my God,” Max mutters, when the door slams. “Tell it to the whole world, why don’t you?” She glances back, making sure they’re just past the line of trees that separates their driveways, and then pulls out her hair tie and shakes her head until her long, near-black hair falls smoothly across her shoulders. “So, what are we doing today?”

Taylor runs her hand through a stray few strands of Max’s hair—noting the split ends and the general slight frizz of it all—and says, “We’re doing this.” And with two fingers, she mimes scissors. 

“Oh.”

* * *

Yeah, he’s nervous. He’s been nervous ever since Taylor said they were going to a salon today. It’s why Taylor overcompensated with the clothes and the makeup. Made him look pretty enough that when Willa showed up with the car, she wolf-whistled.

He likes the outfit a lot, actually. Taylor picked out a long white vintage skirt—one of hers—with pleats and a lot of room to move, and accented it with a black belt. On top, over a plain white bra stuffed with his usual glued-in-place helpers, he’s wearing a light beige cropped tank, with a gauzy white blouse over it all, to hide his arms. Though he’s started to think he doesn’t need to do so as much.

And that can’t be true, can it? He’s been taking Willa’s pills—and now his—for, like, nine, ten days; surely it’s too soon for any of the effects she spoke of to be especially noticeable? Except for the occasional itching around his nipples. And the mood thing, obviously.

Whatever. Maybe he’s just not as self-conscious about his arms anymore. Willa’s got kind of veiny wrists, hasn’t she? Maybe he’s just going to go with it, and if they go away in time, they go away, and if they don’t, he can just say he’s an athlete, of course he has prominent veins. It’s not like he wants to be attractive to men, anyway.

He did take the blouse, though, after submitting to a quick sunscreen application from Taylor, because they’re going to be out for a lot of the day, and the sun here really does beat you down if you don’t have something between it and your skin.

“Oh my gosh,” the stylist says as she gathers his hair up into bunches and plays with it this way and that, “you’re so pale! How are you so pale, sweetheart?”

“I just moved here from New York,” Max says, leaning into the accent a little.

“Oh, so you did, honey, so you did. Now, I’m going to wash this gorgeous hair, and then you and me, we’re going to talk about what we’re going to do with it, okay? Now just lean back, sweetheart, and let me do all the work…”

* * *

Willa doesn’t like to enter salons if she can avoid it—she box dyes her hair, and says the stylists get all judgy—so she’s off at the bookstore, which leaves Taylor killing time. She’s got a magazine in her hands and she’s flipped through like half of it and if she were challenged, she would not be able to quote a single line from any article, name a single item of featured clothing or makeup, or even identify the celebrity on the cover.

She’s been watching Max.

They put Max in the chair closest to the couches, and that’s double good for Taylor, because it means she gets to see Max experience her first ever real salon pampering, and even though it’s only a wash, a cut and a style today—and some eyebrow threading, just to tidy them up—it’s more than she’s ever had before. In the car, she told an incredulous Taylor and Willa that with guys, when you go to the barbers, they sit you down, they buzz off all of your hair with clippers, they charge you fifteen bucks, and you’re on your way inside five minutes.

She hasn’t been since she was fifteen, apparently.

The hairdresser’s massaging Max’s head as she washes her hair, and Max has closed her eyes.

They talked through the plan: Max is going to get her split ends trimmed—like, obviously—but she’s not going to have her hair layered like Taylor, because she needs to be able to tie it up at the nape of her neck when she’s at home, so nobody there is any the wiser. She’s going to get it feathered instead, which might be a little old-fashioned but which ought to give her hair enough volume that it won’t look flat, while being subtle enough that she can continue flying under her mom’s radar. Combined with the tidier—but still stealthy—eyebrows, she’s going to look great.

Max is mostly done, it looks like, when Willa comes through the door to the salon slightly too quickly, nods to the girl behind the reception desk, and rushes over to Taylor.

“Red alert!” she whispers. “Red alert! Max’s mom is in the mall.”

“What?” Taylor says, dumping her magazine back on the pile and idly noting, huh, it was Britney on the cover. “Again?”

“People have been known to visit malls more than once, Tay.”

“And you’re sure it was her?”

“I’m sure! I’ve seen her before, haven’t I?” Willa plops down on the couch next to Taylor, the better to continue whispering. “She looks exactly like Max, only if she aged like twenty years and also, you know, ate food.”

“Hey! Max eats now, kinda.”

“Not the point, Tay.”

“Whatever! Give me a location.”

“Barnes and Noble. The trashy romance section. Which is absolutely not where I was, incidentally.”

“That’s on the other side of the mall, isn’t it?”

“Yes?” Willa says. “And? I got here, didn’t I? It’s not like it’s a hike.”

Taylor reaches for the magazine again and makes a show of inspecting it. “It’s fine, Willa. She won’t be coming here.”

“What? How are you so certain? Didn’t Max say she thinks she got this job she interviewed for? What if she wants to, like, look her best for her new job?”

“Willa,” Taylor says, “you get your hair done for the interview. Not to start work. I bet that’s why she was here last week, actually.” She tilts her head, replaying her encounter with Mom G this morning. “She did look good today. I just wish I could remember what she looked like when they first moved here…”

“Taylor. Focus.”

“Relax, Willa! Max is almost done, and if her mom’s here at the mall, we just… go somewhere else. We go hang out at home, or something.”

“Again?”

* * *

“We can’t go in the yard unless Max butches up because her mom might see. We can’t go to the mall because Max’s mom, like, haunts the place, or something. Are we going to have to start driving a hundred miles just to hang? To meet people?”

“Taylor, I’m sorry, you should go back out and I’ll—”

“No. Nuh-uh. Not your fault, remember? Mine. All mine. Hey. Hey! C’mere. I’m annoyed with myself, not you.” Taylor pulls him into the hug and puts her all into it before releasing him again. “And kinda your mom.”

Max laughs weakly, lays back on the couch, and crosses his hands behind his head. Under no circumstances will he tell Taylor that her mistake, her tiny little error that was the pebble that started this landslide, has given him fucking life. Has proved to him that when you hate being who you were, well, you have another option. And that’s just not the kind of thing you can say to people.

“Join the club,” he says.

“Hey,” Willa says, from her position on a pile of cushions on the floor, “what about a club? Like, a nightclub?”

“Eighteen,” Taylor says, pointing at Max. “Seventeen, seventeen,” she continues, pointing from Willa to herself.

“Not for long,” Willa grumbles. “Anyway, I go with Eddie sometimes to this gay and lesbian night at a club on the other side of town. They let you in even if you’re underage, you just have to get a wrist stamp that says, you know, Cokes only. So there have to be clubs we can get into.”

“Ick,” Taylor says, and sticks out her tongue. “Clubs have guys. Worse, they have older guys. I’m taking a break from guys, Willa. They get all over you and they’re gross.”

“But—”

“No guys.”

“What about Willa’s gay and lesbian night?” Max suggests. “Gay guys aren’t going to, uh, get all over you. Or me.”

“That’s just a night,” Willa says. “As in, a night. One a month. And it was last week.”

“Doesn’t Eddie go somewhere else, too?” Taylor asks.

“Yeah, but he has a fake ID.”

“Soooo… What if we had fake IDs?”

Willa’s brows knot. “But we don’t.”

“But what if we did?”

“But we don’t,” Willa repeats.

“Is your blood sugar cratering?” Taylor says. “Do you need something to eat? Because I have—” she roots around in the couch cushions, “—uh, a pencil, and one of Garrett’s old Doritos.” She sniffs, and then curls up her nose and throws the Dorito on the table. “Gross. What is that flavor? I thought he liked cool ranch.”

Max props himself up on his elbows, the better to look at the offending chip. “I think it’s a hardened fragment of Pop-Tart, Tay.”

“Oh my gosh! I am going to kill him.” Taylor jumps up out of her seat, and then pauses, halfway out of the living room. “Correction: I’m going to get us fake IDs, and then I’m going to kill him.”

The process, it turns out, takes very little time at all. Garrett used to make and sell IDs back when he was in high school, only stopping when he started making money from his dot-com, and he still has the equipment. The three of them snap headshots for him and then leave him to it, though while they’re sorting through Taylor’s closet, looking for something to wear tonight, Garrett knocks on her door and pokes his head through.

“Just to be clear, Max,” he says, “I’m putting an F on yours, yes?”

Topless but for a bra, Max turns around, quickly covering his chest with the nearest item of clothing to hand. “What do you think?”

Garrett boggles at him for a moment, clearly having trouble deciding whether to look at Max’s face or chest, and then presumably asking himself why it matters. Finally he says, “Hey, I don’t know what to think about you.”

“An F, Garrett. And make it say ‘Maxine’. Please and thank you.”

“Okey dokey.” Garrett shuts the door again. He yells, “I get hazard pay for this!” as he retreats to his room.

Taylor opens her door long enough to reply, “As if!”

They’re going to the gay club, and they’re going tonight. The logic seemed sound at the time: it’s the club Eddie goes to all the time, so they know it’s probably safe enough and it’s probably kinda lax about fake IDs, since Eddie is extremely not twenty-one; today’s a Thursday, and that’s usually Eddie’s babysitting day, when he sits for his eldest sister, so he won’t be there to accuse them of being ‘fag hags’ and of ruining his ‘moves’, which Willa swore blind he definitely would; and because today’s a Thursday, it’s likely to be less busy.

Still scary, though.

Willa gets her outfit sorted first. Getting ready at Taylor’s is enough of a regular thing that she has a few things here, and she picks out a checkered pinafore dress more or less instantly, with a cry of, “I knew I didn’t lose this!” With a white shirt under it, a little leather satchel and a pair of low-heeled black Mary Janes, she looks like a British schoolgirl.

“Thanks!” she says to Max when he points it out. “That is exactly what I’m going for. But, you know, kinda sluttier.”

Taylor chooses a short red skirt, a wide-necked black top and a pair of black boots, and calls herself ready, bar the makeup. This is entirely so she can spend the rest of the afternoon dressing Max.

It’s useless to protest and he knows it. Besides, it’s fun, stepping in and out of various dresses and skirts, and posing in front of the mirror, awaiting Taylor’s approval. It’s also kind of a destruct test of his tape-tuck, and it holds up fine.

He winds up in a matching light brown faux-leather skirt and ruched knee boots, with another of Taylor’s black belts—a wide one, this time—wrapped mostly loose around the top of the skirt. She hands him a white spaghetti-strap top to go over his white bra—“Don’t worry, visible bra straps are, like, in, for some reason.”—and she’s rooting around for something for him to wear over his arms when he stops her.

“Uh, Tay? I think I’m okay to just go without.” He stretches out his arms in front of him and then, suddenly self-conscious, hugs them to his belly. “Maybe, anyway…”

Taylor takes an arm in each hand and gently pulls them away from him. Holds them out in front of her. She drops one, holds the other higher, and with her finger, starts tracing the line of one of Max’s veins all the way down his forearm. “You know,” she says, “I think you’re right. I think they look better. What do you think, Willa?”

Turning around from the vanity, at which she is applying a non-schoolgirl-appropriate quantity of lipstick, Willa says, “Hey, yeah, kinda. And that’s from just a few pills?”

With the hand Taylor doesn’t have trapped, Max rubs the back of his neck. “I guess. And I’ve been eating more, too. Trying to fill out.”

Willa shrugs, her eyes flickering briefly to Taylor. “Probably helps,” she says, and returns her attention to the mirror.

“You’ll go without,” Taylor says.

“You really think it’s okay?” Max whispers.

“Yes,” Taylor whispers back, sounding pleasingly certain.

One less thing to worry about, then. One less thing about which to obsess. Cool.

They’re done with Max’s makeup and moving on to Taylor’s when Garrett knocks at the door again, and when he is given permission to enter, he does so, holding out three IDs like a magician inviting an audience member to pick a card. Willa immediately leaps up and swipes them off him, and hands Max’s and Taylor’s over.

They do look good.

“Hey,” Max says, pulling on Taylor’s arm to see hers better, “you made me the youngest!”

“You look the youngest,” Garrett says. “So congratulations on your twenty-first birthday, three weeks ago.” He shrugs. “I just added four years to their ages and three years to yours; if anyone asks your date of birth, you’re less likely to fuck up if it’s the same but for the year. Now go! Go out! Do—” his eyes land briefly on Max, “—whatever it is you’re doing! And never, ever tell me what it is!”

“Do you think he thinks I’m weird?” Max asks when Garrett has once again returned to his lair.

“He eats his weight in potato chips and smokes his weight in weed and does literally nothing else,” Taylor says, patting her lip with a tissue. “Do you care what he thinks?”

Max just shrugs.

* * *

Garrett’s fake IDs worked!

Like, of course they did; before he was the sultan of snacks, Garrett had a tidy little business selling them at school. He even had a sneaky online persona which stood between himself and the kids who picked up their IDs from that one locker in the science building that still doesn’t close properly. As far as Taylor knows, nobody at school ever figured out it was him, they just mourned the loss of a community resource that happened to coincide with the checks starting to come in from Munchie Portal. Taylor herself didn’t even find out that her own brother had been the tsar of teen drinking until she overheard him reminiscing with Banger that one time. Banger being the guy whose network, conveniently located in another country, they passed the ID requests through; Banger’s family might have moved to the States, but he still had his ‘mates’ back home.

‘Mates’. Garrett started using that word, and other Britishisms, while he was still in high school. At the time, Taylor thought he was just watching too many foreign sitcoms on PBS, but it turned out he was also conspiring with the new kid from the year below.

She’s pretty sure they kissed once but Garrett wasn’t into it. Didn’t stop them collaborating, though.

Anyway. Garrett’s IDs worked, and they got them into the club, and it’s not exactly what Taylor was expecting. It’s nice, she’s sure of that, but it’s a gay club, and she was kinda expecting…

More drag queens? Just, like, trotting about, towering over everyone else? She hasn’t seen a single one, just a couple guys with body glitter on, and Taylor hopes they know to remove it with a sponge or a lint roller before they get in the shower, or they’re going to have some unpleasant experiences with a drain snake in their near futures. Trust a cheerleader’s word on that.

More gay women? There are definitely women here, but the ratio isn’t in their favor, so maybe the lesbians of San Diego have other haunts, places Eddie doesn’t know about and Willa hasn’t yet found. Taylor imagines moody bars with girl-rock playing on the speakers, with all the women drinking lite beer and wearing bandannas and… Is she just rerunning a movie she once saw?

More sophistication? She’s always thought of gay people as inherently classier than straight people, but now she’s wondering where she could possibly have gotten that idea, because this place is as sweaty and as tacky as anywhere she’s ever been. It has the air of a high school prom that started in the late eighties and is still going in 2003, but has yet to significantly update its taste in music.

Whatever. They’re here now, and the beautiful thing, the wonderful thing, the marvelous thing about being here is that she and her objectively beautiful girlfriends have been inside for a whole two minutes and still none of the guys are looking at them.

Bliss.

“I’m going to find a table!” Willa shouts, decoupling her hand from Taylor’s and heading off, leaving Taylor walking slowly through the thin crowds of mostly guys milling about, with only one other hand to hold.

“Wow,” Max remarks, right in Taylor’s ear, “this place is definitely… loud. And I think my mom dances to this song.”

Taylor laughs and squeezes Max’s hand. And then, having seen Willa waving to them from a sort of lounge area, she points, and the two of them make their way over. The pounding music becomes a lot less insistent as they go, and it becomes possible once again to talk without yelling or without putting your mouth right up to your friend’s face.

Which might be a point against, honestly.

Max nods when Willa asks if she wants something to drink, and then fusses with one of the barstools around the tiny table Willa’s captured, and Taylor watches her. Which, yes, is becoming a habit, but everything Max does fascinates her: every twitch of her lip, every time her fingers move, every flick of her wrist. And there’s a lot of Max to watch tonight, because the skirt Taylor picked out is short, and though the metal buckle detailing around the hemline helps to weigh it down somewhat, it still leaves Max’s thighs mostly uncovered.

Taylor’s been waiting to stop being attracted to her. For her straightness to step in and say, yeah, no, Max has gone too far to the girly side. But Max, who seems somehow remarkably more of a woman than she did mere days ago, continues being the most arresting sight in any given room. And then Willa returns with three premixed Absoluts in colorful bottles, and Max takes hers and wraps her painted lips around the straw, and Taylor can do nothing but watch and sigh.

As Max drinks, her eyes flicker around the club. Taylor wonders what she’s looking for. And then their eyes meet, and Max offers her a shrug and a slight smile, and Taylor will take it, Taylor will take it all.

* * *

The second-worst thing about being a girl? The line for the bathroom. And he wouldn’t have thought there would be enough women here for there to be a line, but apparently there are, and Max is behind nine other women, shifting in his boots, hoping that his tuck is still holding up. If he needs it, he has a gaff in his bag—his tiny brown bag, borrowed from Taylor, and almost a perfect color and material match for his skirt and boots—and the short skirt will make it easy to slip it on, should the need arise.

He’d be more nervous about having the gaff tucked away in there, but he thought ahead and stuffed it into the bottom of a half-finished pack of pantyliners; if anybody gets it into their head to search his bag, they’ll have to be pretty dedicated to unearth it.

Their table’s just about visible from where he is, and he can see Taylor and Willa, talking about something, still drinking from their second round. Taylor takes another furtive sip, looking around in case anyone’s watching, and Max laughs, remembering Willa’s lecture while they were waiting for the cab: don’t drink enough that you act drunk or you’ll be noticed; don’t get rowdy or you’ll be noticed; cover your drink and don’t leave it unattended. It was as if Willa thought that they’d never gone drinking somewhere they shouldn’t before, though judging by Taylor’s rapt attention at the time, she hasn’t.

The girl next to him nudges him with her elbow, and he looks around again: the line’s moved on. He smiles at her and she smiles back before returning to her conversation with her friend.

It’s weird how quick it’s become not weird to be a girl in public. Oh, sure, he worries about being discovered, but his worries there are very specific: he worries about his tuck coming undone; he worries about somebody groping him—somebody like Clinton, he remembers with a shudder—and finding something they shouldn’t; he worries about forgetting to do the voice, though that has become so natural, he’s more worried that he won’t be able to go back one day. But he doesn’t worry anymore about being found out on sight, and that’s simultaneously comforting, strange, and sort of emasculating.

To become a girl so easily! Was he even really a guy before, in that case? No wonder his parents always seemed kinda disappointed in him, even when he was winning minor medals as a high school gymnast. No wonder Clay was always trying to get him into guy shit.

Christ. Perfect example of a stupid thing to beat himself up over; the main reason he ever cared about not being enough of a guy was that it was generally the excuse people took when they wanted to make his life hell. So why is he even thinking about that now? When abandoning the whole idea of being a guy has improved his life a hundredfold? It doesn’t make Matty Weller and the other guys who attacked him right; it doesn’t excuse what they did; it doesn’t change anything.

Fuck it. He moves up the line again—he’s first by the door now, and it’s propped half-open, enough for him to see an occupied stall and the beginning of another—and smiles at some woman coming out. Being a guy mattered so little to him that he discarded it at the first opportunity. And the only reason it still matters at all is that he still has a guy image to maintain at home, to his mom, to Dad, to Clay. If he was going home tonight to his bed as Maxine, would he even be thinking about his masculinity at all?

Maybe he should go home like this anyway. Dare them to tell him different.

He shudders. Mom’d probably shave his head.

And he needs to be honest; it’s not the only reason his masculinity matters to him.

Ick. Really? Introspection? In the line for the bathroom? Shut up, Max.

Another woman exits the first stall, so Max enters, and the reason for the line becomes clear: all but the first two stalls are busted. He slips into the open one, locks it, and sits, peeking out through the gap in the door to make sure nobody’s looking, just in case.

He pulls down his panties and everything stays in place.

Hell yes.

Peeing like this is kind of strange; he has to angle his legs just right so he doesn’t compress his bladder with his thighs but also so he doesn’t pee all over his butt. He manages it perfectly, and needs only a couple tissues to clean up.

Yeah. He’s fucking got this girl thing.

He quits the stall, stands aside for the woman from before, the one who nudged him, and goes to wash his hands. He’s touching up his lipstick—even drinking through a straw wears it away a little!—when the same woman comes up behind him, and he makes room so she can use the sink.

“Thanks,” she says, smiling.

“No problem,” Max says.

The woman rips off a paper towel and starts drying her hands. “I’m Brandy.”

“Max.”

“Max! Cute name.”

“Um. Thank you?”

“Y’welcome, Max,” Brandy says, and leans forward, eyebrows pinched, to inspect herself in the mirror. She’s older, Max is pretty sure, maybe mid-twenties, with short hair, dark skin, thick-rimmed glasses, and she’s wearing a vest as a top, with nothing under it that Max can see but a bra.

She makes him nervous. He doesn’t know why, but he wants to… impress her?

“So, Max,” Brandy continues, leaning away from the mirror and standing aside so another woman can get at it, “are you here alone?”

“Um, no,” Max says, “I’m with friends. We, uh, don’t usually come here. Don’t ever come here, actually. But, uh, you know, it’s all, um—”

Brandy’s smile turns wicked. “Oh, you’re a straight girl?”

“What? Yeah, I’m—” He realizes what he’s about to say. “No,” he corrects himself. “I’m not straight. But my friend is, so…” He shrugs, and it’s easy to find the forced nonchalance that conceals the desire for Taylor he’s been trying to bury.

“Aw, I’m sorry, sweetie.”

“I mean, she did just dump her boyfriend,” Max says, mostly to himself.

Brandy’s smile softens, and to Max’s surprise, she leans up on her toes and kisses him on the cheek.

“My advice?” she says when she’s returned to her normal height. “Try not to get hung up on her. Straight girls are usually, in my experience, straight.” She wiggles her fingers in a little wave and walks away, turning around once more as she passes through the open door to smile at Max again.

Max puts his lipstick back in his bag, dodges another woman who wants to use the same sink he’s been lurking nearby, and leaves the bathroom. And he kinda doesn’t want to go right back to the table, right back to Taylor.

Because it’s true, and it’s the bad thing about being a girl: the straight girls usually are straight. He gets to be close to Taylor, but there’s a limit to it, and there seemingly always will be. That she’s committed to seeing Max as Maxine is obvious from the way she acts when they’re alone together, and on one level that’s even more comforting than it is when, say, Jim makes it clear that he sees Max as Maxine, but on another…

She’s his best friend. As close as Avery already. Who did Taylor come to when she broke up with Gordo? Max.

And that’s just it. Gordo. Her linebacker ex. The kind of guy Taylor likes. And here he sighs at himself, because he’s once again following a familiar path, a self-loathing spiral that leads only deeper into the shit, because Max wasn’t anything like Gordo even before his unexpected shapeshift.

He can’t have her. Not as long as he’s a girl almost all the time. Maybe not ever. Because, sure, she might be swearing off guys right now, but sooner or later, someone will catch her eye. And then she’ll be gone. She’ll still be his best friend, most likely, but there’ll be someone else, someone who can give her what she craves, and Max…

Max will still be there. And he’ll love her like a friend and look out for her like a friend, and that will have to be enough.

Maybe…

He looks around the club.

Maybe Max wants to fucking dance.

* * *

Taylor would throw a peanut at the first person to suggest that she’s been watching the half-open door to the women’s bathroom like a hawk, waiting for Max to emerge, but it’s true—and isn’t it, like, against regulations to keep the door open like that? Surely that’s a fire code violation or something?

She would throw more peanuts, should she find them, at anybody who would challenge the perfectly reasonable justification she has for staring at the bathroom door so continuously—that Max is still new to being a girl, and she needs someone to keep an eye on her!—but they’d be right to question her. Taylor might be going mad.

Max left to go pee. She turned down Taylor’s offer to come with her after Taylor stupidly admitted that, no, she didn’t need to go, and off she went. Taylor instantly felt her absence. It doesn’t help that Willa’s started talking to this hot Latina girl with Daisy Dukes on, someone Taylor suspects is much like them, a closeted high schooler here on a false ID, and thus not a girl it would be too icky for Willa to mack on.

Well, Willa’s closeted. And Max is, kinda, if you count ‘actually a boy under there’ as a closet? Taylor, however… is just single.

And then Max leaves the bathroom, stands for a moment like she’s thinking, and makes a beeline for the dance floor, for the sparse group of people in the center of the club—Taylor wonders briefly what this place is like on a Friday or Saturday night, if there are even enough age-appropriate gays and lesbians in their little tumorous growth on San Diego’s butt to fill a club like this—and starts grooving to the music, and if Taylor couldn’t take her eyes off her before…

This is worse than at the party. At the party, Max found her, came up to her and danced with her right there in the middle of the room, but tonight Max is far away, dancing for herself, and if Taylor wants to be a part of that, then it’s up to her.

Jeez. She aches. It’s like her heart is pulling her towards Max, like it doesn’t understand why she doesn’t just leap up right now and go join her.

“I shouldn’t,” she whispers to herself, and almost jumps, startled by her own stupidity at speaking any of these thoughts out loud. But she looks around and Willa’s gone already, having melted away sometime while Taylor was staring into the corner of the club, and it’s just Taylor, on her own, with the dregs of her Absolut and her little obsession.

She shouldn’t, because Max will become too much like a girl for her. It has to happen, because she’s never felt like this for a girl. Never.

It’s always been guys.

Max dances.

It’s always been guys.

Okay, Taylor, really? Has it? What did she actually like about Gordo? He’s a big guy, he’s handsome, and he’s only gotten bulkier and more masculine since he got off the bench. He’s everything a girl like her should want. Everything she thought she did want. And, yes, when he put his hands on her, it was exciting—at least until he started to do things with them she didn’t want—but when she imagines Max doing the same things…

Max dances, and now there’s another girl, shorter, with dark skin and glasses, and she’s brought a friend, a tiny little white thing, and Max is smiling at them like she knows them, and now they’re all dancing together.

Taylor missed her window.

Swearing under her breath—really swearing, exorcising her frustration with the words she usually doesn’t allow herself—she drains the rest of her bottle and sucks emptily on her straw while she watches the three of them dance. They’re too close! And the other girls, the ones Max seems to know, they’re being kind of intimate with each other, dancing with their hands on each other, in their hair, all up and down each other’s backs, and Max isn’t joining in, just dancing with them, exchanging the odd word, laughing…

Taylor looks around, desperate suddenly for Willa, for someone to talk to, and she finds her, but she’s going to be useless for a distraction, because she’s walking back from the bar with a couple of waters and that girl from before, and as Taylor watches, they kiss, apparently unaware of her, and—

And—

And what, Taylor Scott?

The surge is back in Taylor’s chest, the pull, the need for something, for anything, and at the sight of Willa and her new girl, at the memory of Max in her short skirt, dancing with the other girls, Taylor finally gives it a shape, gives it a name, and if she doesn’t understand it, not yet, then she at least understands what it’s been leading her toward.

Max, the first time she saw her, with her lithe, supple limbs and the enthusiasm that seemed to leak from her only when she tumbled, when she flew.

Maxine, the first time she saw her, all false confidence and quivering delight.

Maxine now, dancing.

Robyn. Oh, gosh, Robyn.

Through it all, Gordo, pushing himself on her, accruing in his diseased little head all the points he’d earned from tolerating the things Taylor wanted, demanding access to her. Taking everything beautiful she ever thought they shared together and twisting it into obligation. Revolting.

And Max dances. She picks out intricate steps, her long fingers painting invisible pictures in the air, her skirt swinging with her hips. Taylor laughs because it’s the same kind of aimless dance Max did at the party, but it’s sweet, it’s beautiful, and it’s so Maxine, so much a part of the life and the enthusiasm she brings to everything that gets her out of that house, out of that life.

Before Taylor knows it, she’s pushing aside her empty bottle and she’s standing, her eyes locked on Max.

* * *

She looks kinda funny as she approaches. Kind of… intense? Enough that Max wants to ask if something’s happened, if Willa’s okay, but a quick glance is enough to confirm that Willa’s back at their table. She’s there with a girl Max doesn’t know, and they’re talking and casually touching each other and, yeah, okay, it makes sense: Taylor needs space. So when she comes up, he smiles at Brandy and her friend, finger-waves the way Brandy did in the bathroom, and dances off to the side, making room for Taylor.

Brandy giggles at him, then turns all her attention to her friend.

And Taylor links hands with him, and they dance.

God. Max loves dancing. It would be entirely fair to say that he doesn’t know how, that every move he has is improvised, that he’s probably making a complete ass of himself, but he doesn’t care, because he gets to move, and next to gymnastics, next to the things they’ve done practicing for cheerleading, it’s the best thing he’s ever done with his body.

He feels free.

And he’s definitely more flexible than he was when they moved here. Stretching every day again, and all that practice? It’s paying off. He can fucking move.

Not so much with Taylor holding his hands, though. But that’s okay. They dance together, kinda like they did at the party, though there’s nobody around who cares enough about them to be impressed, and that’s better, because it means they’re just doing it for each other.

Her hands in his. Fingers intertwined. And the music moves them.

The next song has a different energy, and Taylor lets it carry her. She turns a broad smile on Max, lets go of his hands, and starts really fucking dancing, moving like a cheerleader, and is Max up for this challenge? Hell yeah, he absolutely is.

They dance wild, and when the sweat is drenching them both, when the exhaustion is taking them, she smiles at him again, and leans in, kisses him on the cheek.

“Thanks, Maxine,” she says, her breath heating him more than the press of bodies, more than the sweat in the air.

And then she’s gone, back to the table, leaving Max on the dance floor, not entirely certain what just passed between them.

All he knows is that he needs water. Like, now.

He’s still got his little purse, the strap pulled tight between his breasts to keep it from bumping around, so he loosens it, drops it into his hand, and heads for the bar, miming drinking something as he nears their table and mouthing the word Water. Taylor, Willa and the new girl all nod, so he joins the hustle at the bar and waits to be served.

Taylor watched him way longer than Willa or the other girl. It was like her gaze lingered. And, okay, it makes sense, because Willa is otherwise occupied, but the way Taylor looked at him… Max wants to go to her now. Like right now. Like forget the water, forget it all, just go to Taylor.

An ache begins to form in his belly.

Then a hand slapping on the bar catches his attention, and the bartender says loudly, “What are you having?”

So Max runs his hand through his sweaty hair to clear it out of his face, and asks for four waters, turning as he does so.

And there’s Clay, manning the bar, waiting for him, his face already twisting from bored professionalism to absolute astonishment.

“Max?”


chapter twelve

FOREVER

Why is Clay here?

Why is Clay here?

And why is he wearing a shirt that says QUEER PUNKS DO IT BETTER—UP THE ASS?

“Max?” Clay says again, leaning on the bar like he’s about to reach over it.

How fucking dare Clay be here, honestly? Can Max not be allowed to feel good for one night? Can he not be allowed to feel normal anywhere he goes? 

Clay’s actually reaching for him now. “Max! What the hell?”

“No,” Max mutters. “Fuck this.”

Before Clay can grab him, Max turns on his toes and heads back out into the club, aware that Clay’s still behind him and likely trying to decide whether it’s worth risking his job to abandon the bar and come after him. Well, good luck, because Max is going to do what he came here to do. He’s going to fucking dance again, and if Clay wants him, if he wants to intrude on Max’s life like this, he’s going to have to come get him.

He can feel Clay’s eyes on him as he walks away, so he puts in the effort to swivel his hips more than usual, to walk heel-to-toe, to bounce on his feet and click his heels against the hard floor. Clay likes watching Max so much? He can watch this.

It’s kind of thrilling, actually, seeing himself so instantly redefined in Clay’s eyes. He almost wants to go home right now, dressed like this, just to watch Mom and Dad’s carefully constructed and entirely fake idea of who he is collapse, just as Clay’s has. The Maxwell they thought they knew hasn’t existed for a long time, and even the Maxwell who just about made it through last year is essentially dead. Or, at the very least, he’s taking an extremely long vacation.

Taylor catches up as Max struts onto the dance floor.

“Max?” she says. “Are you okay?”

Max spins around to face her. “Never better,” he says, smiling. “Just one small problem,” he adds, as Clay fucking vaults over the bar and starts striding toward him.

Taylor’s eyebrows pinch with concern, and right at that moment, Max’s heart breaks for her, because she’s constantly making space for him, arranging her days around him, bringing him into her life, and Max’s baggage keeps showing up and spoiling things.

Well. No more. This is Clay’s problem, not Max’s and definitely not Taylor’s.

And Clay’s been fucking lying to him! This is no dive bar. This is… Well, it’s somewhere that answers a lot of questions about Clay that Max wasn’t even aware he had until, like, a minute ago.

He leans forward and says to Taylor, “My brother’s here,” and takes her hand, turning her around right in time for her to see Clay marching towards them both.

Taylor seems to struggle for a moment for something to say, and then, right as Clay reaches them, she contorts her face and says, “Oh. Ick!”

* * *

Does Max’s family have her chipped or something? Is there a blinking light somewhere on Max’s body, a Hollywood tracking device broadcasting her location? Or are they all just freaking psychic? Because Clay’s here and he’s right up in Max’s face. Worse, it’s like he might put his hands on her, and that’s not allowed.

She’s readying herself to step between them, to make herself into a freaking doorstop or something, but then Max looks at her and shakes her head, so Taylor backs down. If Max wants to do this quietly, they’ll do this quietly.

Unless Clay tries something. Taylor’s got new Mace, after all. But Clay’s just standing there. He came running over and now he’s a foot away from Max and bursting so much with energy that his hands are twitching, but he doesn’t know what to say and he definitely doesn’t know what to do.

Max, still vaguely grooving to the music, speaks first.

“Where are my drinks?” she says, smiling. “I asked for four waters.”

“What?” Clay says. He blinks, like, way too many times. “Max… Why are you doing that with your voice? No. No. Doesn’t matter. Max, you need to stop this right now.”

“Stop what?”

“This!” Clay waves one of his spasming hands at Max.

“Dancing?”

“Be fucking serious for a second, Max, okay?”

Max leans closer to Clay. “It’s not going to be a problem, Clay. Now will you just chill?”

“Max, we moved across the country for you, and this is what you do? If the kids at that school find out you’ve been going out in drag, they’re going to fucking kill you, Max. Do you want that to happen?”

That’s enough finally to rip Max’s good mood off her face. She stops swaying to the beat and solidifies her stance, folding her arms, cocking out a knee. Taylor wants to applaud: that’s how Robyn used to stand when the squad were giving her crap; she looks like a real bee-yotch right now!

Oh, shoot. That is how Robyn used to stand, isn’t it? Taylor feels her throat dry up.

“If you keep your fucking mouth shut, Clay, it won’t, okay?” Max says. She nods at Taylor; Taylor, for her part, swallows very hard, banishes her inappropriate thoughts and concentrates on being there for Max. “I’m here with friends. I’m safe.”

“Max,” Clay says, “we’re talking about this right now.”

And he reaches for Max’s arm.

That’s Taylor’s cue: she hops closer, dips one hand into her purse, and says, “Hi! I have Mace. I’m holding it right now. Don’t touch her or I’ll put you down and I’ll tell the first bouncer who comes up how you couldn’t keep your hands off her, and you can say goodbye to your nice new job.”

Max smirks and Clay pauses, seems to fight with himself for a moment, and then steps back. He looks so crestfallen that Taylor wants to say something—maybe apologize—but Max beats her to it.

“I’m okay,” Max says to him, taking his hand. “I promise. But remember how I said you need to trust me? Trust me. Please.”

“We’re talking about this, Max,” Clay says. “We’ve got to.”

“Tomorrow. We can talk about it at home. Just… let me have this, Clay? Please?”

Clay looks from Max to Taylor; Max keeps her hand on Clay; Taylor keeps her hand on her Mace.

“Fine,” he says. “Tomorrow. And you’re cut off, by the way. I won’t take your fake IDs, but no more alcohol tonight.”

“I asked for water, didn’t I?”

Looking like he wants to say something else—maybe yell it—Clay nevertheless backs off farther, shaking his head again. He looks at Max for a long time, looks her up and down, takes her all in—and in her boots and her miniskirt and her cute little top, everything there is to see is wonderful—then finally returns to the bar, walking stiffly.

“Jee-sus!” Max says, letting out some of the tension that’s been building inside her. “I’m so sorry, Tay; my fucking family are around every corner lately.”

“You’ve got nothing to apologize for,” Taylor says. She holds her arms open, and Max joins her in the hug by taking one of Taylor’s hands and winding her in. The music’s still going—obviously—and everyone around them is still dancing, so they start swaying again.

A couple people are looking, but probably nobody overheard anything; it’s loud here in the middle of the club! That other couple, the lesbians Max danced with before, seem to catch Max’s eye, and Max gives them a thumbs up and then returns to hugging Taylor.

“This sucks,” Max says. “Tonight was going so well.”

“Maybe it’s not so bad. Maybe he’ll be fine with it.”

“He’s been riding my ass lately, just like Mom. He keeps saying he won’t, that he’s going to leave me alone, and then he keeps having these anxiety attacks about me, like poor little Maxwell can’t walk three feet without some guy attacking her.” She giggles. “I mean, him. Shit. Can’t keep the pronouns straight.”

Taylor pulls away, looks her in the eye. “That’s why I gave up,” she says. “I was in danger of getting a headache.”

* * *

They don’t hang out at the club much longer, making it less than another hour before the persistent sensation of Clay’s eyes on him becomes too much. As much as Max wants to stay until closing, to show Clay he’s not afraid of his judgment, the fact remains that he is, that he’s facing down a growing terror of what Clay might do, and he can’t put up a front indefinitely. The fact also remains that Taylor might actually Mace his older brother if it comes to it, and right now there’s still a chance this can be resolved quietly, if Max finds the right story for Clay.

He thinks Max went out in drag, right? That’s what he said. So that’s the story. It was a one-time thing. And, okay, Taylor called him ‘her’ in front of Clay, but he didn’t notice that, did he? He didn’t comment on it, anyway.

So that’s fine. Max did drag for one night. For fun. Even though it makes his chest ache to contemplate it, he can put up the front again long enough to sell it.

But they were having a great time before Clay showed up, and they all looked hot as hell, and Taylor got more pictures for her wall, and Willa’s gotten the number of that girl—she’s a senior like them, just not at VP—so even if the night’s over kind of early, it’s not a complete waste.

The club’s not the only place in the area that’s heaving with people at this time of night, and the three of them walk more or less straight out of the building and into a minor taxi swarm.

“That looked scary before,” Willa says as they all climb into the back seat of the closest one. “With Clay. Was that scary?”

“It’s just Clay,” Max says. “He only looks scary. What he is is annoying sometimes.”

“Where to, ladies?” the driver asks, and Taylor leans forward to give him the street.

“So was that the best night out ever, or what?” Willa asks.

Max shrugs. “Better than the party, I guess.”

“Oh shit!” Willa gasps, eyes wide. “I didn’t mean—”

“Don’t worry about it,” Max says, laughing. “It’s completely fine.”

Taylor drops back into the middle seat. “What’s completely fine?” she asks.

Max evades: “Willa’s new girlfriend.”

“She is not my new girlfriend,” Willa quickly insists. “We’re just… going to see each other again. Socially. As friends.”

“Naked friends?” Taylor says.

Willa looks down shyly, grinning. “If I’m really lucky.”

* * *

Having Max in her bed hasn’t stopped being exciting, no matter how often it happens, and no matter if Willa’s here, too; which she will be, when she gets done in the bathroom. Taylor and Max are perched on the end of the mattress, faces freshly scrubbed and shiny with moisturizer, going through the Polaroids from before they left, trying to pick some out. Taylor already showed Max her pride of place on the photo wall, but there are holes there now after she took Gordo’s pictures down, so they’ve been documenting their outfits every time they get together.

They pick out the two best—Max and Willa laughing and making rude gestures at Taylor, who has the camera; Max and Taylor posing sexily—and Taylor jumps up to pin them into place. There. Two more photos of Max, handily placed so Taylor can see them from bed and when she’s sitting at her desk. And plausibly deniable, too!

Jeez. Taylor’s got it bad. At least she has context for it now. For weeks she’s felt like Max just appeared out of nowhere and inserted herself right into Taylor’s heart, upsetting everything that was already there and making her into someone entirely new, but as it turns out, Taylor’s liked girls for a long time. She was just too caught up in herself to notice.

She feels kinda silly about it.

It leads to a complication, though: if she isn’t going to grow less attracted to Max as she becomes more and more like a girl, then what are they going to do? Are they going to, like, date? She’s pretty sure Max likes her—like, likes her likes her—but is dating something Max can even do as a girl? It’s one thing to be Maxine for school and for fun, to escape into her for long enough to survive until graduation, but if they were to date, if she and Taylor were to become a thing together, Taylor feels like it could be forever.

Like, forever forever.

Except it’s not possible. Because Maxine is a temporary thing. A year from now, Maxwell—the guy looming behind Taylor’s every thought of Max—will be gearing up for college, and Taylor’s already not looking forward to the day Max leaves; if they’re dating, if Taylor’s girlfriend has suddenly got to dissolve, to become Maxwell again, and to do so permanently… That might be worse than Gordo yelling at her in the parking lot.

The only alternative, though, is worse still: if they start dating, and Max feels obliged to stay as Maxine for Taylor. Bad enough that Taylor’s forced her into a year of this; any longer is unconscionable.

The world dropped Taylor’s dream girl into her lap before she even knew she liked girls, and now that she finally knows she wants her, really, truly wants her, she also knows she can’t have her.

“Hey,” says a quiet voice, accompanied by an arm enclosing her shoulders, “what’s up?”

Taylor turns into Max’s hug, burying her head in Max’s shoulder. “Gordo,” she says after a moment’s thought. “I took his pictures down, but it’s like I can still see them, you know?”

A total lie. She barely thinks about him, except to worry about what he might do. Funny that she doesn’t miss him at all.

“So we take more pictures,” Max says, and plants a kiss on Taylor’s temple. “And we cover that wall. Okay?”

Platonic kiss. Platonic kiss. That was a platonic kiss, right?

“Okay,” Taylor says, almost in a trance. She’s drawn back from Max now, and can’t seem to take her eyes off her lips. Even with the lipstick wiped away, they seem almost too bold for her face. And she could just lean forward and—

“Hey!” Willa says, exiting Taylor’s bathroom. “You picked Polaroids without me?”

“If you didn’t take so much time in the bathroom, you’d get to join in,” Max says instantly, and Taylor silently thanks her for being the one to say something and giving her time to recover.

Willa touches a careful finger to the air next to her face. “It’s not my fault I get breakouts,” she says, pouting.

“She has four face creams,” Taylor stage-whispers to Max, feeling like she can talk without making an idiot of herself if she keeps her sentences short. “Four.”

Max smirks, and her lips are mesmerizing.

Willa says something else that Taylor doesn’t catch, but Max does a good enough job of responding that Taylor lets them talk, and while they do, she imagines what her photo wall will look like when there are a dozen pictures of Max on there; when there are a hundred.

* * *

Max makes certain the door to Taylor’s bathroom is locked before he starts unpacking his messenger bag; just because Taylor and Willa both know about the fake breasts—they got them for him, after all—doesn’t mean he wants them seeing him remove them to clean and re-glue them. And it also doesn’t mean he wants either of them to see what he’s been doing with tape.

He woke early, earlier than Taylor or Willa, and though he’d have preferred not to climb out of the bed he was sharing with two of the most beautiful girls he’s ever met, he badly needed to pee. And then he checked his phone and found a text from Mom saying she hoped he had a nice time last night and to be home for dinner—she’s out all day again, thank God, or she’d be ordering him home for a breakfast interrogation—so he figured he might as well get ready for another day at Taylor’s.

Also, he plain doesn’t want to go home. Home is where Clay is, and while he knows he’ll have to deal with his brother sooner or later, later is preferable. Maybe it’ll give Clay a chance to calm the fuck down.

Dropping the sleepshirt into the hamper, Max straightens up and examines himself in the mirror. Looks closely, runs the back of his hand along his cheeks, his jaw, his upper lip. Nothing; not a surprise, since he’s been staying on top of his facial hair, but still a relief.

Next, he cups his breasts in his hands and bounces them a few times. They’re still glued in place, but they’re starting to come away at the edges, so he wets and warms a washcloth and gently peels them away, drying them with a tissue and placing them on top of the sleepshirt for now. He makes a mental note: next time he wears them all day and all night, he should use more glue.

Finally, he checks his armpits, forearms and legs. Again, except for his armpits, everything is as smooth as if he’d waxed them just days ago—because he did. He digs out a razor blade from his bag and sets it on the edge of the tub, ready to take care of his underarm hair in the shower.

He hates these inspections. They’re a reminder that Maxine is artificial, that she’s superimposed on top of Maxwell, that she’s just a costume. He resolved last night to tell Clay that he was out in drag just that one time, thinking it a lie, through and through, but the truth is, Maxine is drag, isn’t she? She’s not real. The real creature is the one cowering underneath her, the raw, battered and broken thing he spends his time as Maxine trying to forget and his time as Maxwell trying to block out.

He returns to the mirror. Takes in as much of himself as he can. Covers his chest, fluffs out his hair. It’s vital, at times like these, to take the memory of Maxine into the shower, so she doesn’t flee somewhere inaccessible when it comes time to wash his flat chest, to un-tape and clean his genitals. So he stares at her, fixing her in his mind, and then he swallows his first pill of the day and climbs into the shower, pushing back as hard as he can at the insensate numbness spreading throughout his body.

The sooner he’s showered, dried, taped back up and dressed again, the better.

* * *

Taylor wakes to someone knocking at her door, and of course she jerks upright and checks around the room to make sure that Max isn’t dangerously exposed, and of course her heart sinks when she realizes Max isn’t even in bed with her anymore. She suppresses a brief flash of guilt at that, before remembering that she dumped Gordo and thus has no reason to feel bad about her feelings for Max, gets hit by another flash of guilt over the indisputable fact that she inadvertently guided Max into yet another awkward situation last night, follows that up with a vivid and arousing memory of Max shaking her ass on the dance floor, and has to shake her head to dislodge all the confusing emotions coming at her from all angles.

Shizz sucks.

“Hi,” Max says quietly, from somewhere on Taylor’s left, and Taylor twists to find her sitting fully dressed on one of Taylor’s computer chairs and wearing an outfit Taylor hasn’t seen before—short gray skirt, striped black and gray top, bright red pantyhose; nice! Max finger-waves at her, and glances over at the door in time for it to shudder under the weight of someone’s pounding fist again.

Only one person in this house announces themselves like that.

“I’m awake, Dad!” Taylor yells. “But don’t come in!”

“I wasn’t born yesterday!” he shouts through the door. “Is Maxine awake? Her brother’s here!”

Max and Taylor both go still at the same time, and thus provide a comical counterpoint to Willa, who complains her way back to consciousness, writhes around under the comforter, and almost falls out of bed when she realizes what’s going on.

Clay? Willa mouths at Max.

Max, rolling her eyes, shrugs at Willa and then calls out, “I’m awake! I’ll be down to get rid of him in a minute! Just keep him away from sugary breakfast cereals!”

There’s a laugh from the other side of the door, then receding footsteps.

Taylor checks the clock on the nightstand: just past eight. Dad’ll be on his way out, then.

“I guess I’ll go talk to him,” Max says, standing and slipping on a pair of sneakers.

“You don’t have to,” Taylor says automatically.

“The quicker I deal with him, the less chance there is he’ll call me ‘lil bro’ or whatever in front of your parents.”

“Point,” Taylor concedes. “Just give me a minute to get dressed and I’ll come with.”

“Sure,” Max says, nodding. “You’ve got exactly one minute.” She smiles at Willa, who is climbing up off the floor, using the bed for leverage. “Morning.”

“Hey, Max,” Willa says. “I’ll come, too. Moral support. Just in, like five minutes, okay?” She falls back onto the bed. “Maybe ten.”

As Taylor rushes around the room, locating pants and a hoodie—the bare minimum; it’s just Clay—she can’t help noticing just how put together Max looks. She’s brushed out her hair, which looks amazing with the feathered tips she got done yesterday. She’s put on makeup, and she’s even done a little eyeliner. How long has she even been awake?

And when did she get so good at this?

“Ready?” Max says when Taylor’s done yanking on a pair of grippy socks. Taylor nods, and together they rush out to face Clay and deal with whatever bullcrap brought him to Taylor’s house at eight in the mother-freaking morning.

* * *

He should have known Clay wouldn’t leave it alone. And while, sure, he guesses he can see it from Clay’s point of view—his vulnerable, easily broken little brother’s been wandering around gay clubs in a skirt; assemble the Justice League of meddling assholes!—he wishes his family would see things from his point of view for once. Like Taylor. She gets it.

At least she’s here to support him in this.

She’s dressed kinda funny, though. Not objectively, but it is amusing that Max is the one wearing makeup and a nice skirt—the same outfit he wore to go see Jim, which he brought with him last night because it’s too nice to get just that one outing—while Taylor’s dressed like Max did the entire previous year, in a hoodie and jeans. He’ll have to remember to point it out to her later, when they’ve gotten rid of Clay.

Speak of the fucking devil. There he is, sitting on a barstool at the Scotts’ kitchen table, drinking a coffee. Taylor’s mom’s there, but she’s not sitting down; she’s in that universal mom pose that says I’m generously giving of my valuable time for the sake of my children, whom I love, but who are mere seconds away from inviting my wrath.

“Taylor!” she says as he and Taylor present themselves. “Your father and I both have to go to work. Now. Maxine’s brother can stay, but only as long as Garrett’s in the house, okay?”

“Mom,” Taylor whines, putting in the effort to sound appropriately teenager-y, “why does Garrett have to get involved?”

“Because he’s bigger than you. You know the rules about boys, Taylor.” At ‘boys’, Clay’s eye twitches, but Taylor’s mom doesn’t notice. “Maxine,” she continues, directing her smile Max’s way, “you look lovely this morning! Did you sleep well?”

“Hi, Lynn,” Max says, leaning harder than usual into the Maxine voice; his range has been improving, and this is a good opportunity to really exploit it. “I slept great. Clay,” he adds to his brother, who is frowning uncomfortably into his coffee, “what are you doing here? I told you I’d be home later, didn’t I?” He walks over and drapes himself around Clay’s shoulders, pulling the same annoying-younger-sister crap he’s seen Taylor pull on Garrett when she judges him clean enough of chip dust to be hygienic. “Don’t you trust me?”

“Um,” Clay says, “what?”

Max can’t blame his brother for being discombobulated; when was the last time Max acted so carefree? He probably shouldn’t be actively trying to get a rise out of him, though, not until Taylor’s parents are gone, so he lets him go and gets himself and Taylor a bottle of water each instead, so he has something to do with his hands.

Behind his bright smile, Max is thinking fast. The ‘just one night in drag’ story is dead before he even got a chance to try it out; no way Clay’ll believe Taylor’s WASPy parents are progressive enough to call a queen by her drag name and let her stay in their daughter’s room. Unfortunately, all that remains to tell is the truth. Or a portion of it, at least.

Taylor’s dad appears in the entrance hall, which is Taylor’s mom’s cue to leave. On her way out, she says to Taylor, “Your father woke your brother; he’ll be down in a minute to keep an eye on things. Maxine, I hope you understand that your brother can’t make a habit of coming over here when we’re going to be at work. You know you’re always welcome, but…” She shrugs at Max.

“I understand, Lynn,” he says. He punches Clay in the upper arm, hoping it looks like a friendly poke to Taylor’s mom. “Listen to the nice lady, Clay.”

“It’s okay, Maxine,” Taylor’s mom says. “But only for today. And,” she adds, smiling again, “he’s very handsome.”

“He is!” Max agrees. Remembering Clay’s shirt from last night—QUEER PUNKS DO IT BETTER—he adds, “I can’t imagine why he doesn’t have a girlfriend.”

Hopefully Clay’ll take the hint: they both have secrets.

Taylor’s mom raises her eyebrows, but she doesn’t have time for followup questions; her husband’s waiting with the front door open, so she disengages, flashes a final smile at everyone present, and departs.

“Max—” Clay starts, but Max holds up a finger to silence him. Incredibly, Clay actually fucking listens, and stays quiet for a whole ten seconds—long enough for Taylor’s parents to be safely in the car and away—before he tries again. “Max, what the fuck is going on?”

Max, wanting suddenly to enjoy another handful of seconds of near-normality—however many he can grab—says brightly, “Isn’t it obvious? I spent the night at Taylor’s!”

Even Taylor thinks that’s too much. “Max,” she says, “don’t antagonize your enormous brother.”

“Hey!” Clay protests.

“Fine,” Max says, sighing, “but you’re gonna freak, Clay.”

“Yeah, well,” Clay says, “that seems like an inevitability.”

* * *

Taylor, playing peacemaker, makes them all smoothies, and tries not to wince when she can still hear Clay all the way from the living room, even over the mixer.

“Max, you’re out of your fucking mind! Taylor’s parents think you’re a girl? This is— This is beyond insane, Max! If this gets out, you’re going to get yourself killed!”

“Only if you can’t keep a secret,” Max says, almost inaudible compared to Clay’s full-throated bellowing.

“Tell me you haven’t been out like this.”

“I’ve been out like this, Clay.”

“More than just last night?”

“Yeah.”

“People are going to know, Max,” Clay yells. “All they have to do is look! I recognized you immediately.”

“Yeah? And? I don’t see how that’s a bad thing. It’s not like I’m in disguise.”

“Max— What? What do you mean?”

“The people who know me like this,” Max is saying as Taylor decants the contents of the mixer into three metal cups and brings them through into the living room, “only know me like this. So if they see me, you know, the other way, they’re just going to wonder why I didn’t do my makeup that day.”

Taylor sets Clay’s cup down on the coffee table, and immediately has to steady it, because Clay thumps on the table to emphasize his next point.

“No! Max. No. You can’t let people see you when you’re… like that.”

“Hey!” Taylor says, pointing at Clay with the straw from her cup. “No thumping the table. No thumping of any kind. I’m serious! You need to calm down, Clay.”

“But what he’s doing is—”

“She,” Taylor says.

“What?”

Taylor sits on the other couch next to Maxine, puts her hand on Max’s knee and tries to ignore the feel of her. “When Maxine is dressed like this,” she says, gently emphasizing the second syllable of Max’s name, “she’s a she. Get used to it.”

Under her hand, Max is trembling. Taylor glances over: she looks for all the world like she’s taking this all in her stride, but she’s shaking. Probably why she crossed her legs, to keep them still.

“Besides,” Max says, “I’ve already let people see me like this. I told you: people know me like this. Not… the other way.”

Clay takes a deep breath before he allows himself to speak again. “Who?”

“Gordo. That’s Taylor’s ex. Willa; she’s upstairs, actually. Probably fell right back to sleep.” Max starts counting on her fingers. “Julie, Chelsea and Anna from the squad. Some of the girls from band. Eddie; he’s also from the squad. Eddie’s mom, too. Justin and Danny from the football team. Clinton, but don’t ask me about Clinton. Oh, and Coach Dale.”

“Max, that’s half the high school!”

“It’s a couple of percent at most.”

“What are you going to do when you show up at school,” Clay asks slowly, in the manner of someone patiently talking a very stupid person through defusing a bomb, “and all your new friends see you as Max? As Maxwell, I mean?”

“They… won’t?”

Clay takes another deep breath. And another. “What are you telling me, Max?”

Max’s turn to breathe deeply now. Taylor squeezes her knee, and Max covers her hand with hers, smiles at her, and leans forward. “This is how I’m going to go to school, Clay.”

It feels like an hour passes in the span of just a few seconds. And then Clay jumps up from the couch and reaches for Max’s arm. “No,” he says, his voice dead, emotionless. “No. We’re going home. You’re taking all of this off. We’re calling Mom. We’re fixing this.”

Max sinks back into the couch. “I’m not going anywhere.”

“It’s okay, Clay,” Taylor tries.

“Max,” Clay says through clenched teeth, “this is fucking— This is— No. Come on.” He’s holding his hand out now, like he expects Max to just grab it and be dragged back to her old life. “We’re going home.”

“Clay,” Taylor says, “you can’t just—”

“Oh my God, shut up!” Clay shouts. Taylor jumps.

“Hey,” Garrett drawls, and they all turn, frozen almost in tableau, probably looking really incredibly dumb, to find him leaning against the arch into the living room. He’s dressed in his usual slacker crap but, to Taylor’s surprise, he’s cradling a baseball bat and tapping his fingers idly against it. “Don’t yell at my sister, dude.”

Clay straightens up. Steps away from Max and Taylor. Hands by his side. “Garrett, right?”

“Right,” Garrett says. “And I know I’m not very intimidating, but I called someone, and he’s on his way, and he’s— Well, actually, he’s not very intimidating either, but then it’s four against one, and we have the home field advantage, so…” He shrugs. “I think you should calm down, dude.”

“How can I calm down,” Clay says icily, “when my brother, who has already been almost killed once, tells me he’s going to go to school in drag?”

“It’s not drag, Clay,” Max says.

“Whatever!”

“Well, it’s not.”

“Man,” Garrett says, “just chill, okay? Roll with it. Maxine’s cool.”

“His name is Maxwell.”

“That’s not what it says on her ID, dude.”

* * *

Clay’s been persuaded to drink his smoothie. He’s also been persuaded to sit the fuck back down. And Max told Garrett that they don’t need Jim, that Clay’ll behave, but Garrett said he doesn’t trust Max’s clearly volatile older brother, and Jim’s on his way, and that’s that.

Garrett’s put himself on the other end of the couch from Max and Taylor, acting as their protector, and while Max doesn’t seriously believe either of them need protecting from his big brother, he’s kind of impressed that Garrett’s courageous enough to put himself in the way like that; even with the baseball bat, Clay would walk right through him.

“Let me get this straight,” Clay says, holding the metal smoothie cup in both hands as if it can somehow anchor him. “You changed your name on the school registry to Maxine. You tried out for the cheer coach in a girl’s cheer uniform. And you went to a party and met all the people who could punish you hardest and most publicly for what you’re doing… as a girl.”

“Yeah,” Max says.

“You’re going to die,” Clay says, shaking his head.

“I’m not. And I didn’t have a choice, Clay.”

“It’s true,” Taylor says before Clay can reply, “she didn’t. It’s my fault— No, Max, it is,” she adds, preemptively shushing him. “I messed up. Made my boyfriend think I had a boy in my room.” Her brow furrows and she shakes her head. “Which I guess I did. At the time. And he came over when Max was here one night, looking to hurt her, so we made… a rash decision.”

“I can guess what it was,” Clay says, looking directly at Max.

“Gordo already told his coach and half the team about a guy named Max. A guy I was cheating on him with. So we invented Maxine to throw him off, and—”

“And it snowballed from there,” Max says. He’s not going to let Taylor take the blame for all this. He could have stood up to Gordo. He could have gone to school as the guy who faced down the linebacker. And, yeah, he would have gotten the shit kicked out of him, and then that would have been it. It would have been over. Gordo might have tried to put him in a locker or something, but—

Wait, didn’t Taylor say something about a kid who died? A kid who, as she described it, ‘effed with the team’?

Never mind then.

“Look, Clay,” he says, “it’s done, okay? I’m in the system as Maxine. I’m on the cheer squad. I’ve made friends as Maxine. So it’s happening. There’s no going back to Maxwell. There’s nowhere for Maxwell to even go! And I can do it, okay? I’m good at this. This isn’t like that time you dressed as a girl for Halloween, with the socks sticking out of your dress; nobody spots me.”

“Someone will,” Clay says. “You might think you’re perfect, but you’re not. You’re still a guy under there. Someone will work you out. Or someone will touch something they’re not supposed to.”

“They won’t,” Max says. “Some guy already tried it. And,” he continues quickly, because Clay’s already heating up, “the girls on the squad stopped him and a guy from the football team hit him for me. And it’s gotten out: if you try something with Maxine Giordano, Justin Lawrence or some other big, popular guy will fucking clock you.”

He doesn’t actually know that, not for sure, but half the party seemed to know what was happening by the time he left, and he hasn’t stopped getting texts from the girls, either. People haven’t forgotten.

“This is insane,” Clay mutters.

“I’m safer like this, Clay,” Max continues, pressing what feels like the advantage. “As Maxwell, I’m a target. I always have been. Yeah, I wasn’t going to do gymnastics here, so I might have gone under the radar, but high school is high school; I was never going to be completely safe. You know that. You know what it was like for me even before… you know. Before it. But like this, it’s just better. I have friends who’ll protect me. I’m going to be a cheerleader, Clay!”

“All eyes will be on you. You’re going to have to be perfect. All the time.”

“She already is,” Taylor says.

“S’true,” Garrett says. “Banger thought she was a real girl.” Then he shakes his head and looks at the floor. “Uh, sorry for telling him, Max. He kinda yelled at me about it.”

Max shrugs. “You didn’t know.” Doesn’t seem worth berating Garrett over it if Jim’s already done so. “Just don’t tell anyone else.”

Garrett spreads his hands as if to say, Who would I tell?

Clay stares at Max like he’s an out-of-reach insect. “What does Banger think about this?” He waves a hand at Max, presumably to indicate his whole deal.

“What do you mean? What about him?”

“He’s your boyfriend, right?”

Taylor quietly hiccups.

Sighing, Max says, “For the tenth time, no. I realize you might find this hard to believe, but I don’t like guys, Clay. And actually,” he steamrollers on, “when are we going to talk about you?”

“Me?”

“I’ve been a girl for like ten days and didn’t tell you; fine. But you, Clay, you’re gay and you never told me!”

“Oh!” Garrett says, sitting up. “That’s interesting!”

“It’s not,” Clay says, glaring at him.

“You are gay, right?” Max says. “You didn’t just take a job in a gay club for the atmosphere?”

“Of course I fucking didn’t,” Clay says, hunching his shoulders. “I need to meet people here. And yeah, I’m gay. And I never told you, Max, because I’ve only just— Fuck it. This is new for me, too. I didn’t even know if it was right or not.”

“Yeah,” Max says, “you did.” He’s leaning forward again now. All the thinking he didn’t have time for last night at the club, all the implications of Clay and that fucking shirt… “Christ. Everything makes sense now. Shit, Clay. How long? Really?”

Clay, leaning on his hand, taps his fingers on his cheek for a moment before answering. “Yeah,” he says. “Okay. Fine. A while. A long fucking while, okay? And don’t look at me like that, Max. Don’t look at me like you understand what I’ve been through. What the last few years have been like.”

Clay’s still fidgeting and Max decides: yeah, fuck this; time to risk it. If Clay does try to drag him home against his will—and though the moment seems to have passed, it’s not a complete impossibility—then Garrett’s got a baseball bat and Taylor’s got Mace somewhere and Jim will be here soon. But all the while Max has been dealing with this, and for way longer before, Clay’s been dealing with his own crap. The difference is, Clay’s been dealing with it alone. Maybe Max isn’t the only one here who needs help.

So he stands and walks the short distance to the other couch. Holds out both his arms.

“Clay,” he says.

“Max, no. Don’t. Just don’t.”

Clay doesn’t move, so Max reaches down and grabs one of his hands. Yanks on it as hard as he can.

Clay continues to not move.

“For fuck’s sake, Clay,” Max says, exasperated, “will you stop being a macho idiot and just hug me?”

“You don’t get it,” Clay mutters. “It’s not— I can’t take it off. I can’t stop being gay. It’s just… fucked everything up.”

“Clay,” Max snaps, and pulls on him again, and this time Clay comes with. Max is under no illusions that it was his manly strength that did it, though: Clay’s staggering to his feet entirely under his own power. But he submits to the hug anyway, and Max wraps himself around his big brother.

When did they last do this? He doesn’t even know. There’s been something between them for the longest time. Like a glass wall.

“Maybe I do get it,” he whispers, just for Clay.

“What do you mean?” Clay whispers back.

“I mean,” Max continues, and he starts shaking a little, because these are thoughts he’s only just begun to examine, and they aren’t even remotely ready to be aired, but Clay needs them, and Max needs him to hear them, and maybe Max needs to say them out loud, too. Maybe that’s how he makes progress. “I get it. I’ve been thinking back through the last, like, forever, and I get it. All the little things about you that never fit. I see them clearly now. And I know what you think when you look at me, Clay. You worry that I’m like you. And… you’re right. Kinda right, anyway.”

Clay pulls back, looks Max in the eye. “What are you saying, Max?” he whispers.

“I don’t know yet. This is all new. So I don’t know.” And he’s suddenly just got to smile, both at Clay’s incredulity and his own. “But I don’t think I’d be okay with being like this if I was a regular straight guy. Do you?”

“Max… What’s going on with you?”

All Max can offer in reply is a shrug.

And then the front door’s opening, and they all turn around—again. Jim’s there, with a paper bag held in the crook of one arm and his usual terrible jean jacket folded over his other.

“What on God’s green Earth did I miss?” Jim says.

* * *

Taylor, ever the good host, rushes over to relieve Banger of his paper bag. She checks inside before she brings it over to their tense little group in the living room, and she doesn’t set it down on the table before she’s made sure that there’s no contraband inside, and there isn’t; just donuts.

“Hello again, Clay,” Banger says, following her in.

Max and Clay are still hugging, though they’ve separated a bit. Max clearly doesn’t want to let go of her brother, and that’s something Taylor can only encourage after the last difficult half-hour. He seemed so dead set on pulling her out of school or, worse, sending her to school as Maxwell or something, and she’s grateful that whatever Max whispered to him seems to have sealed the deal.

Mostly, right now, he seems kinda shell-shocked.

“Hi, Banger,” Clay says softly. Max disengages from him and gives him a little push, and he sits again, back in the anxious divot that he’s dug in the couch. Max sits with him, holding his hand. With her free hand, she waves at Banger.

“G,” Banger says, not looking away from Max, “are we still on for tonight? Because if we are, I’m going to need to crash here for a bit.”

“Yeah,” Garrett says, “sure.”

“He got me out of bed,” Banger tells the room. “A bed I had been inhabiting, I should note, for approximately six minutes.” He joins Clay and Max on the other couch, on Max’s side, but a good distance away. He’s not crowding her or anything. He and Max exchange looks, and holy crap, Taylor wishes she knew what’s going on between the two of them! They seem almost conspiratorial!

Which isn’t fair. Only she gets to conspire with Max.

“So I take it everything’s calmed down?” Banger asks, when nobody else says anything. “Yes? Good. I’m vindicated in my decision to stop for donuts. Help yourselves, by the way. Max! I can’t help noticing you’re wearing the same threads as the other day.”

“I like them,” Max says, blushing. She’s looking at Banger, and doesn’t see Clay twist to look at her again, incredulous. “Wanted to wear them again. Didn’t think I was going to see you again today.”

“A day without me,” Banger says, reaching into the paper bag and extracting a donut, “is like a day without sunshine, love.”

Clay takes his hand back from Max so he can count on it. “So,” he says, “that’s a party, my club, trying out for your coach and going to see Banger. All dressed like this.”

“Technically,” Max says, “I was dressed like this only to go see Jim. But yeah. Also we went to the mall a couple times.”

“She got her hair done,” Taylor says.

Clay blinks slowly at her. “He went to the barber?”

“What? No! The salon.”

“In drag.”

Banger rolls his eyes, Taylor shakes her head, and Max says, “Not in drag, Clay. Just like this.”

“What’s the difference?”

Max shrugs. “Everything.” When she says it, though, her eyebrows knot together. Taylor wants to smooth them out.

“I don’t get it,” Clay says.

Max bumps against Clay’s shoulder. “Not sure I do, either,” she says.

While Clay processes this, Taylor reaches over to pinch the material of Max’s red pantyhose between her fingers, “Hey, Max, when did you buy these anyway? They’re not mine.”

“Oh, uh, we went back to that mall on Sunday. Me and Clay. I saw the whole outfit on a mannequin and thought it looked… nice.”

Taylor grins at her; she was going to say ‘cute’ or ‘pretty’, wasn’t she? Max, blushing, grins back, all but confirming Taylor’s hunch.

“Max,” Clay says, “you were Maxwell on Sunday. I distinctly remember driving my brother to the mall.”

“I was,” Max says, shrugging, “until I wasn’t. I planned it all. I wore a sports bra underneath and I stuffed it with a couple socks and put on some lip gloss so I could go buy shit without getting hassled. No,” she adds, holding up a finger, “wait, actually; it was chapstick.”

Banger laughs. Clay says, “That’s it?”

“Yeah.”

“You just… stuffed your bra with socks and ran off to buy women’s clothes?”

“Yeah.”

“And nobody gave you any shit?”

“No.”

“And you went to the salon?”

“Yesterday.”

“You see why you worry too much, Clay?” Taylor says. “It’s like she was born for this.”

“No,” Clay says, “no, this is bullshit.”

“When I met your sister,” Banger says, leaning forward on his knees so he can address Clay directly, past Max, “she was all dressed up pretty. And I didn’t think anything of it, save that she was hot. Which she is.” Taylor directs her raised eyebrows at Max, who blushes again. “And I’ve seen her a couple of times since then. And even knowing the ‘truth’—” he does the rabbit ears thing with his fingers; adorable, “—it’s kind of hard to remember. Like Taylor said, she’s a natural, your sister.”

Max is still sitting between Banger and Clay, and she tucks her knees up under her chin and backs away, farther into the couch cushions. She already looked small between the two guys, and now she looks positively tiny.

The poor girl’s not used to being complimented; she gets all blushy and squirmy about it. Taylor files that information away so she knows to tease Max with compliments more often. Maybe next time they’re alone together.

“And,” Banger continues, “don’t forget, I’ve seen her in guy mode, too. She got changed at my place before I drove her home Sunday night.”

Max buries her head between her knees.

“You were at his house?” Clay says.

“Oh,” Banger says. “Shit.”

“Right,” Taylor says, “for the… the tube thingie?”

“‘Tube thingie’?” Banger says. Max scrunches up even more, and Banger looks at her. “Oh. Double shit.”

“Max,” Clay says, “why did you go to a strange man’s house?”

“It’s a condo, for the record. And I’m not strange.”

“Yeah, you are,” Garrett says. “You’re a Welsh guy living in Southern California. And you always wear a jean jacket.”

“It’s a look, G.”

“Max,” Clay says. “Why were you at his house?”

“Sorry, love,” Banger says. “But you should tell them, I think. So they know you’re serious about this.”

“Tell us what?” Taylor asks. She knew the tube story was bullcrap!

Max uncurls a little. “I need something to eat,” she says.

“Max,” Clay says, “you can’t—”

“I’m dizzy,” Max says sharply, “and I need something to eat.” Banger reaches for the paper bag, and she adds, “Something not a donut.”

“Stop dodging the question, Max.”

“Hey,” Banger says. “If she says she needs to eat, she needs to eat.”

Yeah, Taylor decides. She likes Banger. He can stay. “It’s true,” she says, hopping up from the couch. “She gets all dizzy if she doesn’t eat. I guess the smoothie wasn’t enough, huh.”

Max says, in a very small voice, “It gets worse when I’m stressed.”

“Got it,” Taylor says. “Got it. Well, it’s too early for takeout. You want cereal?”

“What have you got?”

Garrett answers for her: “We’ve got everything.”

* * *

They’ve relocated to the kitchen, and more of them than just Max have chosen to supplement their smoothies and donuts with something almost resembling real food. Max has a bowl of one of Taylor’s mom’s healthy cereals and a small stack of pancakes; Taylor’s just having pancakes. Garrett’s got a bowl of something with so much sugar plated onto every piece that it sparkles when he pours milk over it.

Jim’s brewing tea again. Have kettle, will travel.

Clay isn’t eating. He’s pulled up a stool to the kitchen table and he’s waiting.

It’d be wonderful to just run, wouldn’t it? Max can see it: he’d grab Taylor’s hand and make a run for it. They’d crash through the door and fall into her Beetle. They’d pull away, laughing, tires squealing, leaving a pair of movie-perfect tire tracks behind them. Thelma & Louise, except instead of every cop car in the state chasing them, it’s only one cop car, and it’s got Max’s brother in it.

Except Clay will definitely tell Mom if they don’t get through to him today.

At least he doesn’t feel like he’s going to pass out anymore.

“So, yeah,” he says, with an empty bowl and only one pancake left on his plate, “when I went to Jim’s, it wasn’t for a tube for my amp.”

“Wouldn’t know where to start getting that, love,” Jim says, depositing a mug of tea in front of him.

“Your amp doesn’t even take tubes,” Clay says in a flat voice.

“Remember—” Max starts. And then he’s got to stop and take a sip of tea, even though it’s too hot, almost scalding, because his dry and constricted throat is trying to stop him, and he needs to get this out there. Like everything else today, apparently. “You remember Willa’s pills, Taylor?” Taylor nods. Clay stops moving entirely. “They’ve been helping. Like, a lot. So… I asked Jim to get me more.”

“But you had enough for months,” Taylor protests.

Max winces. “Only if I took three a week. Lately I’ve been taking up to three a day. One in the morning, one at night, and one whenever I can. Whenever I need it.”

Taylor’s eyes land on Max’s exposed forearms for a moment, and he can tell the exact moment when she gets it, when she understands why his skin is softer already, why his veins are receding. No way a handful of pills a week for less than two weeks was ever going to do that.

“Oh,” she says. “Um. Why?”

His shoulders hunch. It’s involuntary. Like his body’s trying to protect him. But the only way out is through.

“Because they make me feel normal, Tay,” he says.

She nods. “Normal,” she says, chewing over the word.

“Max,” Clay says, and when Max looks over again, Clay’s holding himself very tight, very still, with his arms folded such that his hands are gripping his elbows. “What kind of pills?”

He can’t say it. He can’t say it. He can’t say it.

But there’s no choice, is there?

It would have been so nice to have been able to put this off for another few weeks. Another month. Another six.

Fuck.

Fuck!

“Birth control,” he says.

“Birth control,” Clay repeats.

“Yeah.”

“Birth control pills. For women.”

“Yeah.”

“And you got more for him?” Clay says to Jim.

“She asked,” Jim says.

“You can’t tell Mom,” Max says. “You can’t.”

Still unmoving, Clay says, “And why wouldn’t I?”

Yeah.

Okay.

Fine.

That’s it.

Only one way he’s getting what he wants here. Only one way he’s getting what he needs. Only one way he’s getting Clay off his back.

He’s not ready.

But he’s going to have to be.

He just hopes Clay’s ready, too. Because this has the potential to hurt both of them.

“I said why,” Max says. It’s barely a breath, but just speaking is like pushing through tar. “They make me feel normal.”

“That’s not—”

“You know what it’s like, don’t you? To be abnormal? To be different? I remember when you switched, Clay. I fucking remember. When you shaved all your hair off. When you were going to throw away all your shit. And I said I’d take it all, all your shirts and your CDs and tapes, and you asked me to pretend to Mom like you’d just decided to give it to me. I didn’t know why you asked, but I do now. I remember when you killed some of yourself, Clay, just to get along. Everything that didn’t fit, you cut away. Not just your hair. Or your clothes. You cut off bits of yourself. We stopped touching, Clay. You and me. I think just now is the first time we’ve hugged, like properly hugged, in years. Because you trained yourself to be like everyone else. Like the other guys. And you got good at it. But it was killing you, right? I didn’t see it before—I was too wrapped up in my own shit—but, looking back, it couldn’t be more obvious. It was killing you.”

Everyone’s looking at Clay now. It’s unfair, but it’s the only way.

“Yeah,” Clay says.

A silence descends between them, and Max turns the same interrogation on himself. Clay deserves as much.

So, Max. Why do you feel better when you’ve taped yourself up? When you’ve put your breasts back in? When people call you Maxine? When Taylor calls you Maxine? Why does taking Maxine off feel like dying?

“When I’m like this,” Max says, “when I take those pills, when I do my hair, when I’m Maxine… I feel like I think you did, right before you started making yourself into someone else. I have this gift, this thing that lets me feel good, that lets me make friends, that lets me be me, and I’m surrounded by reasons not to do it, and it would be so easy, you know? But I remember what it was like for you after you cut your hair, Clay. I remember. And, fuck, I’m happy I know what’s been going on with you, because the whole last few years I’ve been thinking you were just slowly becoming Dad, you know? Or Mom, even. But all along that was just you getting so scared of breaking the rules that you started to think inside them.” He laughs gently. “My punk rock brother. Coming here was a new start for you, too, wasn’t it?”

“Yeah,” Clay says, sounding as wrung out as Max feels.

“I’m happy for you,” Max says. “I want you to be yourself. To live for yourself. Can you be happy for me?”

“Max…”

Clay’s getting it. He probably wishes he weren’t, but he is, and now all Max has to do is push through, to make him make the connection.

“Do you remember what you told me,” Max says, “after you pulled me back from the road?”

There’s a gasp from the other side of the table—Taylor—but Max stays focused on Clay for now.

“Yeah,” Clay says.

“You said, ‘It’s never worth it.’”

“Yeah.”

“I didn’t see it at the time,” Max says, “because I didn’t want to. After Matty, after he burned me, after I gave up everything to play by the rules, just like you did, I didn’t think I had anything left. And I didn’t. I was empty, Clay, and you know it. I had nothing. I couldn’t be me anymore. Not until I came here and found this. Found there was someone else I could be, someone who gets to play by different rules. You know how long it’s been since I last thought about just walking out into fucking traffic?”

“Max—”

“About two weeks.”

“Max, this is different—”

“No,” Max says. “It’s the same. It’s the same as when I was burned, and I gave up. It’s the same as you, when it went to shit, and you gave up. I could give up again. Right now. But I’m not going to this time, Clay. I’m not letting the fear win. I’m not letting them win. Not again. So you can’t tell Mom. You don’t have to approve, you don’t have to understand, you don’t have to help, but you can’t stop me, Clay, not unless you want me how I used to be. Half-dead and hoping for the rest of it. You’d get back the me you think you know, but it wouldn’t be worth it.”

Clay says nothing. He’s frowning, fingers tapping on themselves. Thinking.

Max plays what he hopes is his winning card.

“Don’t you wish you hadn’t given up?” he says.

* * *

Clay’s gone. Max asked him a question he couldn’t answer. He just looked at her for a long, long time, and then left. And Max was going to follow him but Banger stopped her, and now they’re all exhausted and back on the couches again.

“Wow,” Garrett says.

Taylor can’t stop thinking about what Max said. All of it. That she tried to step into traffic isn’t exactly a surprise, she guesses, because even though Taylor’s seen only glimpses of what Max is like when she has to be Maxwell—when she has to play by those rules she was talking about—she can absolutely imagine how desolate, how depressing it must have been to live that way 24/7 with no escape valve. No fun cheerleader neighbor to get her out of her shell.

But there’s also what she said about feeling normal when she takes the pills. What does that mean? And three a day! Is that healthy?

“I should go talk to him,” Max says again, for like the thousandth time.

“Give him time,” Banger says, also for the thousandth time.

Mom G isn’t home, supposedly, so unless Clay calls her—which he can do from anywhere, whether Max is around or not—there’s nothing to be gained from Max going over there, from getting in his face again. Max pulled a lot of ground out from under Clay’s feet this morning, and if Taylor knows men, he needs to recover himself somewhat before he can even begin to deal with Max on a rational level.

Plus, they’re going to get Chinese.

* * *

It never doesn’t suck, becoming Maxwell again, but it seems a little easier than before. Maybe because he has a better idea now why it sucks. Maybe because, of his two identities, it’s Maxwell that’s starting to feel temporary.

Whether he actually is, and whether Max ends up trapped in him again, is sort of up to Clay, though.

Willa woke in time for a late lunch, and then Taylor, Jim and Garrett all announced they needed more sleep, so now Max is handing out hugs like there’s no tomorrow, before he goes home to talk to Clay.

Taylor squeezes him as tight as she ever has, kisses him on the cheek, and makes him promise to call her if he needs her, and to come straight over if he really needs her.

Willa reminds him that her mother’s never met him, and that no Giordano apart from Max has even seen her except at a fairly extreme distance, so if he needs somewhere to crash, she could probably hide him in her closet. Under the bed, if it comes to it. Just don’t read her diary while he’s under there.

Garrett declines Max’s hug, citing personal space issues, and also that he hasn’t had a shower, and also that he isn’t a hugger.

And Jim hugs him last. Kisses him on the cheek, just like Taylor did.

“Just a reminder,” he says, “that you’re still pretty, even like that.”

“Thanks, Jim,” he says.

“You’re absolutely positive you don’t like guys? Because, I mean, your brother, he’s cute, but he’s clearly going through it, and you—”

Max kisses him the same way, right on the cheek. “Sorry,” he says. “But if I did like guys, I’d like you.” He steps away, grinning, to find everybody looking at him. “What?” he demands. “I like it when guys aren’t dicks to me.”

And then, with his tits, skirt, top and pantyhose all carefully put away, it’s time to go home and face the music.

The house is empty still. Mom’s out and Dad’s at work. Clay, presumably, is up in his room. And the drapes are all closed, the way Dad likes them during the day—he took one look at the average California power bill and started scheming for ways to keep the house cool without relying on the AC—which, combined with the closed doors on the first floor, makes the place seem almost spooky. Max feels like the girl in the first five minutes of the horror movie, the one who suffers the terrible but instructive fate that the heroine spends the rest of the movie trying to avoid.

Nothing for it but to go see Clay.

His door’s open, enough to see inside, and Clay’s in there, lying on his bed, headphones on. There’s no music playing that Max can hear, though, and since Clay’s eyes are closed it’s safe to assume he fell asleep and ran the album out.

Fair enough. He must have been out pretty late last night. What time do bartenders get off work? Late late, he assumes. He’ll ask, when things are back to normal between them.

Clay’s computer is on. It’s older and less capable even than Max’s, but he does have Dad’s old printer from before he got the LaserJet, and the desk is covered in printed pages. Too curious as to their content—and worried that they might be about him somehow—Max creeps inside and picks up the first piece of paper.

It’s a summary page for what looks like an article from a medical journal on ‘the effects of cross-sex hormones’.

Huh. Max bends over the page, trying to make sense of the dense and poorly printed text.

“I did the reading,” Clay says. Guiltily, Max drops the sheet of paper back onto the desk and whips around. Clay’s sitting up in bed, his headphones in his hand. “When I came home. Went online. Looked it up. Read about what you’re doing.”

“Uh,” Max says, and taps the page. “I’m not doing this. Not cross-sex whatever. It’s just birth control.”

“It’s the same stuff, Max.” Clay puts his iPod aside and stands, joins Max by the desk. Picks up the top piece of paper. “It’s exactly the same stuff.”

Heart racing, Max says, “Different quantities, then.”

“Same quantities. Especially if you’ve been taking three a day. You did know this, didn’t you?”

Maury. Jerry Springer. Eurotrash. Jim telling him what to expect. “Yeah,” he says. “I kinda did. I just… haven’t been thinking about it too hard.”

Only half a lie.

“The medication you’re taking,” Clay says, turning Max gently around to face him, “is fundamentally the same as what MtF transsexuals take.”

“What does—?”

“Male to female.”

“Right.”

“If you keep taking it,” Clay says, with both hands on Max’s shoulders now, “you’ll grow breasts. And you’ll change in all sorts of other ways, too. Banger, he said he sees you as Maxine even when you’re not? You keep taking those pills, you’ll change enough that Mom will see you as Maxine even when you’re not. Do you have a plan for that?”

Max shakes his head. “No.”

“What were you going to do, just tell her you’re putting on weight?”

“I guess.”

“Max,” Clay says, “you need to look at these pictures.” He pushes Max gently down into his desk chair and rolls him up to the computer. “Look at them. Please.”

Max makes himself as comfortable as he can—legs crossed, like always, because it helps him feel centered—and starts sheafing through the papers on the desk. Clay’s printed out a lot of shit, but near the top of the pile is a page of black and white photos labeled Timelines. The quality’s terrible, but the pictures are big enough that it doesn’t matter too much, and there’s enough detail for Max to see, on the left, a set of photos of people who are unambiguously guys, and on the right, a set of photos of people who are mostly women. A few are sort of inbetween-looking, and when Max looks for a reason why, there’s a timeframe listed under most of the photos; the people who have changed the least have the shortest timeframes.

Some of these women are so pretty.

“This is what’s going to happen to you, Max,” Clay says quietly. “Your face will change. It’ll get softer. And I guess you can explain it to the friends you’ve made here that you’re putting on weight, and they’ll see you as just a girl who finally started eating, but Mom’s going to notice eventually. There’s no getting away from it.”

Max switches to another set of photos. These are full-body shots. Three women, all in the scratchy black-and-white of Clay’s inkjet printer, all wearing underwear just like the stuff Max wore last night and this morning. Like he’s still wearing on his bottom half. And all of them have breasts. Real breasts. Not the cartoon tits he saw on the woman in that video he found. Breasts that are shaped more like the ones he glues on every day.

Breasts that are theirs.

“You were right about me, Max,” Clay says. “But, more importantly, you were right about you. And, fuck me, I’m worried for you. I’m terrified. But I don’t just remember what I told you after I pulled you back from the street. I remember how it felt to almost lose my brother.” Two hands on Max’s shoulders again. “I can’t do that again. So all I need to know, Max, is: is this what you want?”

Max looks down at the scattered papers on Clay’s desks. It’s easier than he expected to see himself in those women, to understand how they might feel when they look in the mirror and discover—at last!—a woman looking back at them. And whatever their motivation for making the change, he understands the smiles on their new faces, the life in their new eyes.

He sees it every time he looks at himself and Maxine looks back.

Is this what he wants?

“Yeah,” he whispers. “Yeah. It’s what I want. But Clay, I don’t—”

He doesn’t get to finish, because Clay—massive, unstoppable Clay—has already pulled him into his arms, into an inescapable embrace.

“Okay, Maxine,” Clay says. “Okay.”


chapter thirteen

ALL THE WAY

Max could use one of Garrett’s joints right now. He could use two, actually. And some alcohol. And maybe a quick baseball bat applied directly to the forehead.

Anything to put him to sleep.

After Clay, after everything, Max is wiped out. It’s as if even the new person he’s become still has a limit on the quantity of emotions she can experience in one day, and he’s blown way past it. Sorry, Maxine; he feels almost guilty, like he should be doing better by her, like Clay’s approval, combined with the support from Taylor and everyone else, ought to have him dancing around his room, dressing up cute, putting on makeup, and otherwise acting out an eighties movie montage.

Instead, he’s lying on his bed, staring at the ceiling. Not moving.

He went through it all with Clay. Not in any great detail, because after the hug, Max was kind of anxious to get out of there, to go hang in his room and decompress, to let the emotional high dissipate, but he stuck around long enough to make sure Clay agreed to his conditions: don’t tell Mom and Dad; don’t fuck with school or cheerleading.

He didn’t ask Clay to call him Maxine, but he did it anyway, and that’s…

Christ. Max doesn’t know what that is. All he knows is that he’s locked into this course, that he’s going to go to school as Maxine, that he’s going to be a cheerleader. And that for all of that shit, Maxwell is beyond superfluous. He’s past tense: useless; outgrown.

And sometimes he really does feel like Maxine: when he dances, for example, or any time he’s put on the uniform and thrown pompoms (or Willa) around.

Any time he’s gotten to fly himself.

Is it any wonder he’s so attached to Maxine when she’s been there for every good thing that’s happened to him lately? Is it any wonder that when she looks back at him from a mirror or from the poorly printed pages of transsexual women presented to him by Clay, Max wants to embrace her, wants to become her, wants to leave Maxwell so far behind that maybe everyone will forget about him?

Everyone, Max included.

He’s past all the hangups. Men don’t wear dresses. Men don’t wear makeup. Who gives a shit what men do? But being okay with doing this, and even being okay with taking the pills and having his body change under him, that’s something else.

That’s a lifetime commitment. He’s only just eighteen! He’s too damn young for lifetime commitments. But his biology won’t wait around for him to make up his mind.

Sometimes he thinks he would have been better off never knowing this was even possible. If he hadn’t met Taylor. If he’d gone to school as Maxwell and been just another anonymous face in the halls, clocking out his time at high school like so many others. Maybe Maxwell really would have joined the yearbook club, if such a thing exists. Maybe he would have made friends.

But it’s too late. Maxine’s here now. He knows what it’s like to be her. And he’s addicted.

Is he truly ready for everything she brings with her? Is he really prepared to become like the girls on the printouts?

Max saved the two pages of transition pictures. Clay’s going to burn the other printouts the first chance he gets, as soon as Mom and Dad aren’t around for a decently long time; Mom, he said, would not take kindly to him starting an impromptu bonfire in the backyard, and he met Max’s suggestion that they go to a park and burn it all there with a snort and a reminder that starting a fire in public is an excellent way to get shot by a cop.

But Max has the transition pictures. The befores and afters, where sad boys of all shapes and sizes—though with string-beans like Max overrepresented—are replaced by smiling, energized young women, and they say to him, Why wouldn’t you want to be like us?

They say the same things Maxine does every time he sees her.

He flicks at the paper in his hands. All these girls lined up. Each one of them a potential future. Curves, breasts, rounded-out faces. Smiles. Three of them even said they got shorter! Max would disbelieve that, except he’s already been proved wrong about the whole ‘growing breasts’ thing, so maybe he’s going to get shorter, too.

Maybe Taylor will end up taller than him! She’ll be so smug.

He sits up on the bed, the printouts still in hand, and looks over at the closet. The doors are open, and the mirror is angled so he can just about see himself. And it’s definitely himself he can see, in his cargos and his loose Hum shirt—which makes him want to put on Stars, just to listen to it, so he hops up, finds the CD, drops it into the stereo, waits through the somber intro, and starts swaying absently to the music.

All those girls on the printout. All of them not just a potential future, but a potential missed opportunity. The idea that he could give it all up right now, that he could come clean to Mom and Dad, that he could put Maxine behind him for good, that he could never become one of those women, that he could become like Clay, that he could become like his dad, is…

It’s a thought he can’t express. Behind it, only static.

So he turns the music up. And he walks in lazy circles back across the room and falls onto his bed again, facing up, looking away from what remains of his reflection and directing his gaze to the ceiling, where he can imagine are painted stars, just like the ones Taylor has.

Faded but still beautiful.

* * *

The sun is low in the sky already. How long did she sleep? Like, sure, she woke up suddenly this morning, already kinda wiped out—Dad hammering on her door, announcing yet another minor emergency, will do that to her—and then they had to convince Clay not to go postal, and then lunch, and then…

And then Max went home to talk to Clay some more, and Taylor and everybody else just kinda passed out.

She’s leaning out of her window, jammed into the corner, in the only part of the window that’s clear of computer crap—the only part of the window that she could theoretically throw a bedsheet rope out of, if she ever wanted to recreate the curfew-breaking scene from a hundred thousand teen TV shows—watching the sky, watching the occasional lonely cloud wander idly toward the horizon, and only incidentally watching Max.

Max’s drapes are open, which is cool. It means Taylor gets to see what she does when she’s on her own. Right now, that’s getting up from her bed and wiping her eyes, then shaking her head at something and leaving for her bathroom. When she comes out a minute or so later, she’s drying her wet face—patting it, just like Taylor showed her!—and she throws her towel onto the bed.

But she doesn’t look sad. She looks invigorated.

Taylor needs to know what Max is thinking. If only she could—!

Oh yeah. She has a way to find out. She doesn’t need to snoop through Max’s window like a huge creep, and she definitely doesn’t need to contemplate slipping into Garrett’s room to steal his Boy Scout binocs.

Her Sidekick is on the desk beside her. Without taking her eyes off of Max, she picks it up and starts typing.


Taylor: Hey babe!



Is that too much? No, Taylor calls all her girlfriends that. All her girl—careful and conspicuous space—friends.


Taylor: How are you doing? Did it go okay with Clay?

Taylor: He was pretty shook up when he left.

Maxine: He’s good. He’s really good, Tay. He looked up all this stuff.

Maxine: He’s got pictures.

Maxine: He even



Taylor waits, but Max doesn’t finish, doesn’t send another message. Max still hasn’t noticed she’s being watched, and Taylor can see her just staring at her awkward little phone, thumbs poised on the keypad.

She should have grabbed those Boy Scout binoculars.

Eventually, the next message appears, and Max is wiping her eyes with the back of her hand again.


Maxine: He even called me Maxine.

Maxine: It was like it wasn’t even hard for him.

Taylor: That’s so great, Maxine.

Maxine: I think this could really be okay, Tay.

Taylor: It will, Max. It really will.



Taylor’s wiping her eyes, too. She wants to ask Max about it, about how she feels, but it’s obvious: another obstacle to Max’s safety has been removed. Clay’s going to help her—or not hinder her, at least. No wonder Max is relieved!


Taylor: I was so worried he was going to give you shizz.

Maxine: Haha

Maxine: Shizz

Maxine: Shizz

Taylor: What about it?

Maxine: Shizz

Taylor: Max.

Maxine: I bet you swear like a sailor inside your head.

Taylor: I do not!

Maxine: You THINK the word shizz?

Taylor: I’m thinking it a lot right now.

Maxine: That’s incredible.

Maxine: You’re amazing, Taylor.



Taylor’s staring out the window still, and Max is there now, too, staring back at her, waving, smiling, so Taylor does her best not to look as dumbstruck as she feels. She waves back, and then returns both hands to the Sidekick and moves her fingers like she’s typing something, but the truth is, this is one of those moments she wants to bottle, to put on a shelf so she can take it down every so often and remember it.

You’re amazing, Taylor.

And there’s Max, illuminated by the setting sun, animated by a slight breeze that kicks her long, silky hair about. She’s stuck in Maxwell mode, in a band shirt as usual, but she’s still not all that different from her other self. Not with her hair down, not with a smile on her face. And that’s part of the difference, of course: Maxine smiles.

Taylor really should type something already!


Maxine: Hold that thought.

Maxine: Dinnertime.



Max vanishes from the window with another wave, but Taylor lingers, grateful for the save, drawn to the space where Max stood moments before, her window like a stage, waiting for its star.

When she’s absolutely sure that Max has gone, that she won’t see a thing, Taylor blows a kiss across the distance between their houses.

* * *

Dinner was only a salad and some leftover meatballs, but Max is still weighed down by it. He tries not to show it at the table and he especially tries not to show it during the two hours of family TV time he feels obliged to put in while everyone digests, but as soon as he gets back up to his room, he cradles what feels like an abominably full belly in his hands and sternly tells himself that this is how he’s supposed to feel.

He can’t fill out if he doesn’t fucking eat.

At least he can take another pill. He hasn’t had one since this morning, and it’s probably why he feels like his mood is about to crash, because, shit, it’s late. He’ll take another before he goes to bed, try to even it out.

He pushes up from the bed, grabs a half-finished lukewarm can of Diet Dr Pepper from the nightstand, and heads into the bathroom, retrieving the screwdriver from the cabinet as he goes. Unscrewing the panel under the bath reveals his ever-growing stash of Girl Shit, and before he takes a pill, he picks up the box with the mastectomy forms in it and weighs it in his hand.

He’s going to grow his own. This weight will be on his chest, permanently.

Huh. Weird thought. But it doesn’t make him panic, and it doesn’t make him question his masculinity, such as it is. He’s beyond all that now.

He’s looking forward to it.

Though he still feels like crap right now.

Ethinylestradiol. Levonorgestrel. And some Diet Doctor Pepper for good measure. All that he needs to feel right again.

Energized once more, Max screws the panel back in place and returns to his bedroom, yanking his hair out of its ponytail as he goes. He rummages in his closet, going to the back where he stuffed all the borderline shit he could probably explain away to Mom but doesn’t particularly want to, and comes out with a skinny tank and a pair of leggings.

Okay, the leggings are beyond borderline, but Taylor sorted them into the wrong pile when she was dividing their mall purchases, and he hasn’t wanted to take them back over. He likes having them in there, and since he never really undoes his tuck anymore except to shower, they look right, too. He can imagine Clay scowling at him, though, instructing him to be more cautious, so he leaves a pair of oversized cargos on the bed; if Mom comes knocking, he can have them on over the leggings in seconds. It’s not like there’s not room to spare in every pair of pants he brought from New York.

He checks himself out in the closet mirror. He still doesn’t have much of a figure—the pills, unaccountably, have not hourglassed him in the twelve days he’s been taking them—but he looks decent enough. He’d look even more decent if he threw on a bra and chucked the boobs in, but it would be far too much of a risk. And his imaginary Clay would definitely yell at him.

He’s not one of the girls from the printout yet. But yeah. He can work with this.

He’s starting his PC to maybe look up the website Clay found and see if there are more pictures, when he notices Avery’s just come online.


Maximillion: Hey bitch!

A-Very-Nice-Person: Hi

Maximillion: How’re things?

A-Very-Nice-Person: Okay

Maximillion: That’s not a very okay thing to type

Maximillion: Normally you’re

Maximillion: Well

Maximillion: You’re normally more Avery than this

A-Very-Nice-Person: And you’re alarmingly chipper, Maxwell

Maximillion: Sorry

A-Very-Nice-Person: No

A-Very-Nice-Person: No it’s fine

A-Very-Nice-Person: I’m just snappish

A-Very-Nice-Person: More silent phone calls

A-Very-Nice-Person: And Mom picked up once and decided it was a stalker and got paranoid and called the fucking cops

Maximillion: Oh shit

A-Very-Nice-Person: Yeah they traced the number and sent a cop over and obviously the girls were all innocent like, oh I’m sorry officer, we must have knocked the receiver by accident, we were just having a sexy sexy sleepover, oh my officer, your baton is so big, how many minorities have you brutalized with it

A-Very-Nice-Person: And so on

A-Very-Nice-Person: I’m dramatizing

A-Very-Nice-Person: Anyway I got a congratulations on coming out card in the mailbox

A-Very-Nice-Person: Hand delivered

A-Very-Nice-Person: Signed with a heart

A-Very-Nice-Person: So yeah I think Mom calling the cops on them and them getting off scot free emboldened them

Maximillion: Oh Avery, I’m so sorry

Maximillion: That sucks

A-Very-Nice-Person: At least I know who’s doing it now

Maximillion: Sherri Pitchford?

A-Very-Nice-Person: LMAO no

A-Very-Nice-Person: Sherri Bitchford wouldn’t sully her hands with someone like me

A-Very-Nice-Person: It’s her little squad tho

A-Very-Nice-Person: Bekki Partridge and Cassi Otterson and Eriki Hill

Maximillion: Pretty sure Cassie spells her name with an e

Maximillion: And Eriki is Erika

A-Very-Nice-Person: I see their real selves Max

A-Very-Nice-Person: Their real selves are perky and pretty and spelled with an i

A-Very-Nice-Person: And the dot on the i is a heart

A-Very-Nice-Person: And the heart is filled in black like their souls

Maximillion: Yeah, that sounds like them

A-Very-Nice-Person: Fuck

A-Very-Nice-Person: I just wish I had my Max

A-Very-Nice-Person: I miss you so much

Maximillion: You wanna talk on the phone?

A-Very-Nice-Person: Yeah but I’d better not

A-Very-Nice-Person: It’s late

Maximillion: Oh yeah

Maximillion: Fuck

Maximillion: I forget I’m three hours behind now

A-Very-Nice-Person: Stay online with me tho?

Maximillion: Of course

Maximillion: Is there anything I can do?

A-Very-Nice-Person: Rewind time so you don’t move

A-Very-Nice-Person: But I guess you were always going to right

A-Very-Nice-Person: After everything

Maximillion: Yeah

A-Very-Nice-Person: Max

A-Very-Nice-Person: Are you going to be safe

A-Very-Nice-Person: You’re going to be a cheerleader

A-Very-Nice-Person: Matty Fuckwad came after you for MUCH less

Maximillion: I know

Maximillion: But I’m safe

Maximillion: I promise

Maximillion: I know loads of cheerleaders, they’ll protect me

Maximillion: And I’ve got a friend on the football team already

A-Very-Nice-Person: What

Maximillion: Justin Lawrence. Nice guy.



Does Justin count as a friend? He offered to hurt Clinton on Max’s behalf, so, yeah, he counts.


A-Very-Nice-Person: Max

A-Very-Nice-Person: Are you actually in California

A-Very-Nice-Person: Or did you fall through a wormhole and now you’re in opposite land USA

A-Very-Nice-Person: ASU

A-Very-Nice-Person: Where cheerleaders and football players are nice but the computer club rules the school with an iron fist and the chess club beat people with rooks and knights and shit

Maximillion: Maybe

Maximillion: I’ll let you know when school starts

Maximillion: Although if the computer club comes for me I bet Tay could hold them off

Maximillion: She’s already hacked something for me

A-Very-Nice-Person: Oh?



Whoops. Max laughs to himself and frowns at the screen as he tries to think of a convincing lie. What did Taylor say she hacked the school for before?


Maximillion: Class schedules

Maximillion: So we can have lunch together

A-Very-Nice-Person: Wow

A-Very-Nice-Person: Do I need to book the u-haul

Maximillion: Um

Maximillion: What

A-Very-Nice-Person: Oh LOL sorry

A-Very-Nice-Person: Sometimes I forget

A-Very-Nice-Person: It’s a lesbian thing Max

A-Very-Nice-Person: The old joke: what does a lesbian bring to a second date? A u-haul

Maximillion: I’m so confused

A-Very-Nice-Person: You’re very close with her

A-Very-Nice-Person: That’s all I’m saying

Maximillion: Just friends, Avery

Maximillion: Also, she’s not a lesbian

A-Very-Nice-Person: That’s so weird

A-Very-Nice-Person: Everyone should be lesbians Max

A-Very-Nice-Person: It would be so much better

A-Very-Nice-Person: Then I wouldn’t have the heart dotted i club coming at me

A-Very-Nice-Person: Fuck

A-Very-Nice-Person: Sorry

A-Very-Nice-Person: Made myself sad again

Maximillion: Hang on then

Maximillion: I can cheer you up



He already plugged in and tried out the webcam he bought last Sunday, but he’s yet to take any pictures with it, somehow contriving to feel embarrassed in a way that he doesn’t when he just, for example, looks in the mirror. Maybe it’s that the picture isn’t reversed, so he gets to see himself as everyone else sees him, and that’s weirder than seeing Maxine in his place.

Whatever. Avery asked, ages ago, for a picture of his new place, and she’s going to get one. He loads the photo program and pulls the webcam out on its cord, snapping pictures of his bathroom, his bed, the wall with his posters and TV, and the window. Lastly, he returns the camera to its mount on top of the monitor and takes a picture of himself. It seems a bit characterless, though, so he takes a second one, and this time he blows a kiss at the camera.

A cursory glance in the folder confirms all the pictures came out okay, so he drags them into the AIM window, where for two minutes Avery has been talking to herself.


A-Very-Nice-Person: You can’t cheer me up Max

A-Very-Nice-Person: It’s impossible

A-Very-Nice-Person: I’ve tried

A-Very-Nice-Person: And I’m better at everything than you

A-Very-Nice-Person: It’s been scientifically proven

A-Very-Nice-Person: Remember when we proved it

A-Very-Nice-Person: Scientifically

A-Very-Nice-Person: You fell out of that tree

A-Very-Nice-Person: OH HELLO PICTURES OF MAX’S ROOM

A-Very-Nice-Person: Damn

A-Very-Nice-Person: Can’t believe you have your own bathroom

A-Very-Nice-Person: After all that shit you talked about the bourgeoisie

A-Very-Nice-Person: Going to have to rip up that picture I drew of Karl Max

A-Very-Nice-Person: Oh shit you look nice

A-Very-Nice-Person: Aw kissy face

A-Very-Nice-Person: You’re so cute

A-Very-Nice-Person: I like you with your hair down

A-Very-Nice-Person: Hey Max

A-Very-Nice-Person: Uh

A-Very-Nice-Person: Quick question

A-Very-Nice-Person: Um

A-Very-Nice-Person: Is that a sports bra

Maximillion: It is definitely not



He types it quick, just to get it out there, and only once his denial is safely on the screen does he switch back to the folder with the pictures. He opens the two of himself and checks them over thoroughly, like he ought to have done before he sent them, but comes away confused.


Maximillion: Avery

Maximillion: How do you confuse a tank with a sports bra

Maximillion: They’re like two completely different articles of clothing

Maximillion: For example, one is a bra and worn mainly by women

Maximillion: The other is not

Maximillion: And is unisex

A-Very-Nice-Person: I see becoming a cheerleader has kickstarted your fashion education

A-Very-Nice-Person: And don’t worry!

A-Very-Nice-Person: I was just joking

A-Very-Nice-Person: In all seriousness tho

A-Very-Nice-Person: It’s a little

A-Very-Nice-Person: Snug?

Maximillion: Taylor picked it

Maximillion: She said skinny is in

A-Very-Nice-Person: I mean

A-Very-Nice-Person: It kinda is

A-Very-Nice-Person: It kinda always is

A-Very-Nice-Person: Fashion and fascist sound alike for a reason

Maximillion: Really?

A-Very-Nice-Person: What am I a linguist

A-Very-Nice-Person: I jump around on mats

A-Very-Nice-Person: I go in circles and do stuff on bars

A-Very-Nice-Person: I don’t know

A-Very-Nice-Person: Maybe they do maybe they don’t

A-Very-Nice-Person: You do look cute tho

Maximillion: My goal in life



Now he’s lying: Taylor never said ‘skinny is in’. Max read it in one of Taylor’s magazines, the ones she has lying around in her room that she buys, she confided in him, in occasional moments of madness. And Max figured that if he’s supposed to be more like a girl now, he ought to do the reading. Though he threw the magazine under the bed when Willa came in, and pretended to have been playing on Taylor’s GBA.


A-Very-Nice-Person: Hey Max

A-Very-Nice-Person: It’s mondo late there right

A-Very-Nice-Person: I know because it’s double bastard mondo late with a cherry on top here

Maximillion: It’s fine

Maximillion: I don’t know when I’m going to sleep

Maximillion: Been kinda wired all day

A-Very-Nice-Person: What I was doing there

A-Very-Nice-Person: Max

A-Very-Nice-Person: Is hinting that I am getting sleepy

A-Very-Nice-Person: And that you should be a gentleman and wish me a good night’s sleep

Maximillion: Hell yeah I’m such a gentleman

Maximillion: Look at these gentlemanly moves:

Maximillion: Goodnight, Miss Avery

Maximillion: May sleep find you well

A-Very-Nice-Person: LOL

A-Very-Nice-Person: Bitch

Maximillion: Miss you

A-Very-Nice-Person: Miss you too Maxxy



* * *


A-Very-Nice-Person: Hey Taylor

A-Very-Nice-Person: It says you’re online but I know you’re asleep because it’s evil o’clock

A-Very-Nice-Person: Even there in the land of the beach bunny it’s evil o’clock

A-Very-Nice-Person: You probably left your computer on or something

A-Very-Nice-Person: I should be asleep too

A-Very-Nice-Person: But there’s literally nobody else I can talk to about this

A-Very-Nice-Person: And I know you’re his friend too

A-Very-Nice-Person: So when you get this, let me know when’s a good time to talk

A-Very-Nice-Person: Because I need to talk

A-Very-Nice-Person: I’m worried

A-Very-Nice-Person: About Max

YourCaptainTaylor: No, no, I’m here!

A-Very-Nice-Person: Oshit you’re still awake

YourCaptainTaylor: It’s been a weird day. I don’t expect to sleep again for a while. What’s wrong with Max?

A-Very-Nice-Person: Nothing’s WRONG with him

A-Very-Nice-Person: It’s just

A-Very-Nice-Person: He seems

A-Very-Nice-Person: Different

A-Very-Nice-Person: And look at this picture he sent me!



Taylor’s first thought is that, wow, Max bought a webcam! Did she know Max was going to buy a webcam? That’s so cool! They can video chat late into the night now.

Her second thought is that Max looks cute in her little tank, with her hair down and her beautiful brown eyes center-screen.

And her final, most suddenly urgent thought is that, oh yeah, Max looks way too much like Maxine here. She hasn’t told Avery about Maxine, has she? She hasn’t said. And she would have said, right? It’s not like they don’t talk about Avery, and Taylor does her best to contain her jealousy whenever they do.

Shoot. She needs to nip this, as Eddie would say, right in the butt.

Garrett would also say that, but he would not be joking. Dumbass.


YourCaptainTaylor: Yes, that’s Max alright.

YourCaptainTaylor: I can tell because we saw each other just recently.

A-Very-Nice-Person: He said you bought him that tank top

YourCaptainTaylor: Mostly we bought it together. MAJOR shopping trip. Remember the thinness problem? Nothing fit!

YourCaptainTaylor: I fixed that RIGHT away! :)

A-Very-Nice-Person: I remember the thinness

A-Very-Nice-Person: Vividly

A-Very-Nice-Person: I was there when he poked a new notch in all his belts

A-Very-Nice-Person: It SUCKED

A-Very-Nice-Person: And he seems way more okay with it now and that makes me happy

A-Very-Nice-Person: It’s been months since he let me take a picture of him

A-Very-Nice-Person: And now he’s just fine with it???

A-Very-Nice-Person: Oh fuck Taylor you don’t know how much that makes me happy

A-Very-Nice-Person: I want a Max who can look at himself in the mirror

A-Very-Nice-Person: But like

A-Very-Nice-Person: Right now

A-Very-Nice-Person: In these pictures

A-Very-Nice-Person: Doesn’t he look

A-Very-Nice-Person: I don’t know

A-Very-Nice-Person: Sort of

A-Very-Nice-Person: Girly?

YourCaptainTaylor: I don’t think so.

YourCaptainTaylor: That’s just what Max is like, right?

A-Very-Nice-Person: I guess

A-Very-Nice-Person: He never used to wear his hair down

YourCaptainTaylor: Still mostly doesn’t. But it gets hot here, you know that, right? Sometimes, if you have your hair up all day, it gets gross and sweaty. So when I get home, when I get back to the AC, I let it all hang free so it can dry out.

YourCaptainTaylor: I bet that’s what Max is doing.

A-Very-Nice-Person: Yeah



Be persuaded! Be-ee persuaded!


A-Very-Nice-Person: But



Darn.


A-Very-Nice-Person: I don’t know

A-Very-Nice-Person: I’m going to hate myself forever for saying this

A-Very-Nice-Person: But I think he shouldn’t have shaved off his mustache

YourCaptainTaylor: You’re kidding, right?

A-Very-Nice-Person: I know I know

A-Very-Nice-Person: It was objectively awful

A-Very-Nice-Person: I never mentioned it because he seemed to like it

A-Very-Nice-Person: But without it

A-Very-Nice-Person: He’s so thin

A-Very-Nice-Person: With the long hair and shit

A-Very-Nice-Person: He already looked so different to how he used to

A-Very-Nice-Person: So much less like my Max already

A-Very-Nice-Person: And now this

A-Very-Nice-Person: Now he looks almost like a girl and people are going to hurt him for it

A-Very-Nice-Person: Oh god Taylor I worry so much

A-Very-Nice-Person: Shit I’m dumping aren’t I

A-Very-Nice-Person: I barely know you and I’m dumping all my shit on you

YourCaptainTaylor: Avery, I know you enough to like you. And this is about Max, right? Dump away. Dump all the shizz you need to dump.

A-Very-Nice-Person: Ha

A-Very-Nice-Person: Shizz

A-Very-Nice-Person: You’re so cute

A-Very-Nice-Person: I get why Max likes you

A-Very-Nice-Person: He gets really shy when he talks about you

A-Very-Nice-Person: I never would have thought he’d like a cheerleader who can’t bring herself to swear

A-Very-Nice-Person: But now that it’s happened it makes perfect sense

A-Very-Nice-Person: Like of course he would



Every instinct Taylor possesses is screaming at her to follow up on the whole ‘Max likes you’ situation, but right now she has one job: reassure Avery. And that thing about Max not looking like ‘Avery’s Max’, even before she became Maxine? It’s got Taylor worried. What will Avery think if and when she learns the truth?

Will she be mad?

Will she hate Maxine?

Freaking heartbreaking, just the thought of it.


A-Very-Nice-Person: Christ though

A-Very-Nice-Person: The cheerleader thing

A-Very-Nice-Person: He’s a cheerleader

YourCaptainTaylor: Yep!

A-Very-Nice-Person: That’s not a good thing Taylor!

A-Very-Nice-Person: I mean

A-Very-Nice-Person: Yes it’s great that he found a way to do gymnastics again

A-Very-Nice-Person: You don’t know what it was like being around him when he couldn’t do it

A-Very-Nice-Person: He was a shell

A-Very-Nice-Person: All his insides gone

A-Very-Nice-Person: Hollowed out

A-Very-Nice-Person: Humpty Dumpty got the shit kicked out of him

A-Very-Nice-Person: And branded with a fucking cigarette lighter

A-Very-Nice-Person: And

A-Very-Nice-Person: Fuck

A-Very-Nice-Person: Hate this metaphor

A-Very-Nice-Person: He wasn’t Max anymore

A-Very-Nice-Person: Not really

A-Very-Nice-Person: I tried to keep him going but

A-Very-Nice-Person: It was awful

A-Very-Nice-Person: It was like he was dead already

YourCaptainTaylor: I think I can guess what it was like. I know a lot of the details; Max has talked a lot about what it was like before.

YourCaptainTaylor: Clay has too, some.

A-Very-Nice-Person: You’re friends with Clay too

A-Very-Nice-Person: Whoa

YourCaptainTaylor: I mean, we’ve talked. He’s invested in Max’s wellbeing.

A-Very-Nice-Person: So am I

A-Very-Nice-Person: You know what happened to him at his old school right

YourCaptainTaylor: Of course.

A-Very-Nice-Person: It’s going to happen again

A-Very-Nice-Person: I know it

A-Very-Nice-Person: Shit

A-Very-Nice-Person: He’s all cheerleadery now

A-Very-Nice-Person: He’s making himself even more of a target than when he was just the gym fag

A-Very-Nice-Person: Shit fuck shit

YourCaptainTaylor: Avery, I promise you this:

YourCaptainTaylor: Max will not be attacked again. Max has friends, good friends, and we’re looking out. Furthermore, there are other people, guys on the football team, other people we know, who will protect Max.

A-Very-Nice-Person: WHO

A-Very-Nice-Person: Who and how and

A-Very-Nice-Person: And fucking WHY, Taylor??

A-Very-Nice-Person: I love Max to death but even before he started getting bullied he was quiet

A-Very-Nice-Person: How does he have so many people going to bat for him all of a sudden?

YourCaptainTaylor: Max is sweet. People have noticed.

YourCaptainTaylor: And, not to be immodest, but it’s also because of me. I’m popular. I have influence. And I love Max.



There’s got to be a way to mollify her! Preferably without disclosing the whole ‘Whoops, Max is a girl now!’ thing. But Taylor’s struggling: despite the odd hours she’s been keeping today, she’s getting tired, and it’s a surprising mental load to keep rereading her replies before she sends them to delete any accidental pronouns.


A-Very-Nice-Person: I want to believe you

A-Very-Nice-Person: I want to believe he’ll be okay

YourCaptainTaylor: Max will be okay. I’m certain of it, Avery.

A-Very-Nice-Person: Promise me Taylor

A-Very-Nice-Person: Please promise me

A-Very-Nice-Person: I’ll believe you

YourCaptainTaylor: I promise!

YourCaptainTaylor: We’ll take care of Max for you. There’s me, Willa and Eddie all looking out. The other girls from the squad, they love Max, so there’s them, too. And then there’s my brother and Max’s brother and a dude called Banger, if you can believe that. And, like I said, some of the guys on the football team like Max, too. Justin, who’s like the richest guy in the school, asks after her every few days, just checking in. Max has friends, Avery. I promise. Nothing’s going to happen.

A-Very-Nice-Person: Alright

A-Very-Nice-Person: Thanks Taylor

A-Very-Nice-Person: Shit

A-Very-Nice-Person: It’s so late

A-Very-Nice-Person: I should probably sleep

A-Very-Nice-Person: Sorry to bug you with this

YourCaptainTaylor: I’m not bugged! Promise. And I should probably sleep, too.

YourCaptainTaylor: Goodnight!

A-Very-Nice-Person: Night



* * *

Sunday. Sunday, and Mom and Dad are out test-Catholicking some potential new church, a process Dad confidently said would be over by dinnertime, so Max doesn’t expect them back until late evening at the earliest. Sunday, and Taylor doesn’t want to work out today because she needs to rest up for tomorrow, for the first practice of the semester, and she’s strongly suggested for Max to follow suit. Sunday, and Max has nothing he plans to do and nothing shocking, weird, unpleasant or traumatizing in his immediate past from which to recover.

It’s fucking Sunday!

And it’s barely ten o’clock and Max is bored already. He’s just got done running through a basic routine of stretches—Taylor might be taking the day off, but Max still has flexibility to recover—and now he’s casting around for something to do, something to take his mind off of things, off of first practice tomorrow; off of Avery.

She seemed… kinda weird after Max sent her his picture. Nothing he could really put his finger on, but still. Weird. And he’s looked at the picture a bunch of times since and found nothing out of the ordinary. God, he wishes he could just see her. Hold her hand like they used to. Promise her that, contrary to what she might think, he’s not going crazy down here in sunny Southern California.

He could just tell her what’s going on. Except that’s perhaps the most terrifying thought he’s ever had, because what if she hates him for it? She almost definitely won’t, but in that doubt lives a whole shitload of fear. Until Taylor, nobody knew him like Avery; until Taylor, nobody accepted him unconditionally.

But it never occurred to him that becoming a girl could be a test of their friendship. That it could be a step too far for her. Because this thing he’s doing, not many people do it, and the ones who do… He’s read the life stories of those girls, the ones on the website Clay found. Almost all of them have lost friends, lost family. Some have lost everything, everyone. Lost people they thought would accept them, who turned out to have a limit to their love after all.

If Avery rejects him, he doesn’t know what he’ll do.

It’s good, then, that Clay comes along to bust him out of his funk.

“Hey, kid,” he says, leaning on the frame of Max’s door. His hair’s unkempt and he hasn’t shaved, but he’s always been able to pull off that kind of look. He also looks hungover, or just really, really tired, and that’s less attractive on him.

“Hey, Clay,” Max says, getting out of bed by means of rolling briefly backward and then pushing forward, bouncing up onto his feet.

Clay shades his eyes, as if Max is an unwelcome and particularly bright stellar object, come to park itself right in front of him. “Please stop being so energetic. It’s way too early for that.”

“It’s after ten.”

“I repeat: way too early.”

“You feeling okay?”

Clay shrugs. He’s wearing a shirt with short sleeves and the action causes the ample muscles in his thick upper arms to briefly tense, and what’s weird is that this is maybe one of the first times ever that Max’s brother has casually and unconsciously shown off his vast physical superiority—in strength and bulk, anyway—and Max hasn’t found even the slightest glimmer of jealousy.

If he were built like Clay, he couldn’t be Maxine. Not as easily, anyway. He’d need way more of those pills, for one thing.

Huh. Kind of a big change in his base assumptions, there.

“Saturday night,” Clay says. “Worked late.”

“Anybody give you trouble?” Max asks, running a hand through his hair and then, remembering Clay’s comments about that from the other day, disguising the action as preparing his hair for a ponytail. He slips a hair tie off his wrist and snaps off a high ponytail.

“Well, nobody was dressed as a girl who shouldn’t be, so no; nothing I couldn’t handle. Actually… I wanted to talk to you about that?”

Instantly wary—Clay accepted him yesterday, sure, but he’s had all night and a whole shift at the club to think more on it—Max asks, “About what?”

“The Maxine thing.”

“I still want it, Clay,” Max says. “Nothing’s changed.”

“No, I get that. But we need to talk logistics, Max. In detail. And I need to see you as Maxine again.”

“What? Why?”

“Just do it. I know you’re more comfortable that way, anyway.”

“Not while I’m here, I’m not,” Max says. It’s only half a lie.

“Mom and Dad won’t be home for hours. And I can intercept them if they show early. I just… I need to see you like that again, Max.”

“Okay, pervert.”

“I need to know you’ll be okay, Max!” Clay snaps, and Max instantly regrets the stupid joke. “You’re committing to a hell of a lot, you’ve got a week before school starts and I need to know you’ve got what it takes!”

“What makes you the expert?”

“Nothing. Except I’m going to try really, really hard to see you as Max—as Maxwell, I guess—under all that makeup and junk.”

“You’ve seen what I look like, Clay,” Max says, frowning.

“I wasn’t taking it all in properly before. You get that, right? Freaking out, ergo not in my best state of mind?”

“Yeah.”

“Max, if you’re going to go to school as Maxine, and if I’m going to be complicit in that, then—”

“‘Complicit’? What am I, a war crime?”

Clay sighs heavily. “I want you to survive, Max. And I want to help you survive. But that also means that I refuse to be—yes—complicit in putting you in a situation that will get you killed. I’ll fucking homeschool you myself if I have to. You can still be Maxine, just here.”

“I can’t be Maxine here.” The thought is ugly enough that Max’s distaste for it must show on his face, because Clay’s expression softens. “That’s part of the problem.”

“So show me,” Clay says, unfolding his arms and sitting on the edge of the bed. “Show me Maxine. Let me meet her properly, without all the… oppositional stuff from yesterday.”

“I barely have anything to wear!”

“Mom does.”

Max does his best not to splutter at that. “I am not wearing Mom’s clothes, Clay.”

“Really? I thought you might have tried them or something.”

“No! But I’m starting to wonder if you have.”

“You’ve got to have something, Max.”

Christ. Clay’s serious about this. Better go find Maxine, then.

“Yeah,” Max says. “Sure. I have something.”

* * *


Maxine: SOS

Maxine: Clay’s being weird.

Maxine: He wants to see Maxine again. He wants to see how good I look.

Taylor: Oh my gosh! That perv!

Maxine: That’s what I said.

Maxine: But no, he says he wants to make sure I’m safe to go to school as Maxine.

Taylor: What makes him a better judge of that than me?

Maxine: He says he’s going to try really hard to see Maxwell ‘under all my makeup’.

Taylor: Holy crap, he’s an idiot, isn’t he? No wonder he dropped out of college.

Taylor: Where are you right now? I don’t see you.

Maxine: Putting myself together in my bathroom. I’m not exactly spoiled for choice here when it comes to girl clothes, though. I have something, but I don’t know about it.

Taylor: Put it on. Something’s better than nothing. And I’ll be over soon with something better.

Taylor: Your parents are out, right?

Maxine: Yeah.

Maxine: They’re on a tasting tour of communion wines and incense fumes.

Taylor: Cool.

Taylor: Be over soon.

Taylor: <3



Taylor stares at that last line for a long time. It sits there, unsent, waiting for her. It seems to stand out from everything else on the screen.

It shouldn’t; she annoys all her friends with text-speak shorthand—especially those who don’t have phones with keyboards, for whom special characters are a pain in the ass to type—and Max should be no different. Of course she loves her! Just as she loves Willa!

But it’s more consequential with Max.

And it’s also not enough.

Kiss me again, Max, she wants to send. Be my girlfriend. Stay with me forever. Be Maxine forever. But she can’t.

She giggles at herself, remembering how a long time ago—several days ago!—she used to wish that Max had never had the mix-up with Gordo, had never had to become Maxine, so they could date like normal people. She doesn’t want that anymore, and she questions if she ever really did, if it wasn’t just another in a series of excuses she’s been making since she started dating: I like the way people look at me when I’m with him; I like to be desired; I like to be normal.

In Max’s case, it was that even before Maxine, he was enough like a girl that as soon as she saw him, she pretty much couldn’t look away ever again. The world handed her a beautiful boy, a sensitive boy, a boy who was, as Max said that Avery repeatedly observed, not like the others.

That events conspired to make him into a girl should, by the logic of her whole life up to this point, have made him less appealing to her, and she feels stupid that it took her so long to understand why it didn’t.

<3 sits on the Sidekick’s screen, waiting for her.

Screw it, Taylor decides. She hits send, and then jumps up to begin assembling everything Max is going to need to show her dumbass big brother that, yes, she’s got this.

* * *

It’s one thing for Max to tell himself that he’s over what happened at the party.

Quite another to hold the same damn dress in his hands, the one Clinton tried to slide up over his hips, the one he made wet with tears. The one he hasn’t even washed yet, because he hasn’t had the chance, so it still smells of the party, of alcohol, of boys.

But what else does he have? Until Taylor gets here, his only women’s clothes are underwear and sportswear, and going out there in bike shorts and a sports bra isn’t exactly putting his most girlish foot forward. If he wants to convince Clay that he can do this, that he can be Maxine convincingly, continuously and safely, he needs to show him that he can do it without Taylor’s help, because he knows what Clay will say: what if Taylor’s sick? What if Max has an emergency and she’s in another class? What if you two have a fight?

Maxine must be an independent, complete woman, or she won’t be allowed to exist. He knows what Clay is like: when he puts his mind to something, he’ll get stubborn as hell about it, and he definitely would not be above telling Mom about Maxine if he thought it would be best for him. Like he said, Max already tried something drastic.

Standing there in his bathroom, with the door locked and Clay doubtless getting bored somewhere on the other side, Max wears a simple pair of panties and a bra with his forms in—unglued, in case of a Mom-related emergency. And while he can look at himself in the mirror this way and see Maxine effortlessly, thanks to the light makeup he’s applied, he kinda thinks Clay’s eyes will go right to the boobs, and he’ll get stuck on how obviously fake they are.

So he’s got to make it work.

He’s got to make it work on his own. Taylor can come over and she can help him look his best, but he’s got to show Clay he can do this without her.

Which means he needs to put on the dress. The dress that still stinks a little of Clinton.

Shit.

He’s been staring at his face— Correction: he’s been staring at her face in the mirror, searching her for the confidence to do this. He’s not sure he has it in him; does she?

And then his phone buzzes again, startling him out of his thoughts.


Taylor: <3



Hah. That’s cute.

Shame it can’t be anything more, but it’s enough. It’s Taylor. She’s there for him. She loves him, the way she loves Willa and Eddie, and that’s strength, isn’t it? That’s a bond he can fall back on, even when his own confidence falters.

So.

Yeah.

Fuck it.

Max throws on the tank he brought in with him and smooths it out. He carefully repositions his breasts, which were slightly crooked, and checks to make sure they look good under the tank; they do.

Then he picks up the dress and steps into it. He can’t do the zip on his own, not all the way, but he gets it part of the way up, and it’s enough to mold the dress to his figure, to shape him.

Maxine, in the mirror, looks back at him, remembering the way Clinton blocked her in, held her in place, pressed himself on her. But she also remembers that the girls pulled him off of her. She remembers them threatening him with Mace. She remembers them crowding around her, protecting her, comforting her. She even remembers Justin promising to keep Clinton away from her.

More than just bad memories in this dress. In this dress, she was loved.

And fuck Clinton, anyway; Maxine isn’t going to let the slimy bastard ruin something that looks so damn good on her.

So she smiles at herself, checks her makeup one last time, and unlocks the bathroom door. Kicking it open, she stands there and grins at Clay and his suddenly dumbfounded face. Finding the voice first try, she says, “Clay, sweetheart, can you zip me up?”

* * *

Clay yells, “It’s open!” and that’s Taylor’s cue to struggle backward through the Giordanos’ front door with her sports bag full of clothes and her shopping bag full of shoes and smoothies. Max is going to be working hard today, and that means she needs a patented Taylor-brand smoothie.

She made a smoothie for Clay too, so she’s pleased that it’s him who rushes out to meet her. She unloads the sports bag into his arms, extracts two of the three metal cups from the shopping bag, and gives him that, too, freeing her up to follow him through the house to the kitchen, where Max is waiting for her.

And she stops in her freaking tracks.

Max is wearing the dress. The one Taylor fell in love with when she saw it in the outlet store. The one she never thought she’d see Max wear again after Clinton got his gross hands all over it. But she’s wearing it, and sitting there on a stool at the kitchen table, legs crossed at the thigh and one bare foot dangling over the other, swinging idly from side to side. She’s lightly made up and she’s swept her long dark hair to the side, and Taylor can’t believe that Clay needs any more proof than this, because Max is beautiful.

She’s also wearing her forearms bare again, and Taylor loves to see that. Maybe they did harp on her forearms too much early on, but with the little weight she’s put on—and probably the pills, too—she looks like any other athlete now. It’s not the model aesthetic, but some people use their arms for more than just posing.

Their strong, athletic arms…

“Hi,” Max says with a shy smile.

“Um,” Taylor says. “Smoothie?”

“Oh my God.” Max reaches out, meets her halfway, and accepts the smoothie. She takes it, but doesn’t lean back in, and she meets Taylor’s eyes. Looks like she wants something.

Oh. Right. She’s proving she can do the whole girl thing so her brother doesn’t put her under house arrest or something. Better commit, then, right?

Taylor leans in and presses her cheek to Max’s.

She’s so warm.

“Mwah,” Max says, her accent slightly exaggerating the vowel.

“Mwah,” Taylor replies, copying her accent a little and giggling.

“What’s in this?” Clay asks, holding up his smoothie.

“Only good things, I promise,” Taylor says.

* * *

She felt like she was kinda forcing Maxine when it was just Clay. Felt like she had to push further into Maxine’s head than ever, just to be believable. Felt like she left Maxwell behind as soon as she opened that bathroom door and stepped through; like she turned around, pushed him back, locked him in that fucking bathroom. Felt like she stepped a little too far outside of her comfort zone, stepped mostly back into the version of Maxine that she had inhabited in front of Gordo; not something she can keep up forever, at least not yet. But it worked: in a daze, Clay zipped her up, then followed her down the stairs to the kitchen, where they sat together in the sun and talked about nothing.

Clay kept trying to turn the conversation to more serious matters, but Maxine kept him carefully off-topic. The whole point is to see her, right?

So fucking look!

And, yeah, he looked. Maxine perched on a stool and strategically dangled a foot, legs crossed at the thigh, sitting like Maxwell never would. She drank coffee; she gingerly ate a Pop-Tart. And she talked to her older brother.

Clay, for his part, seemed to waver. Like he was talking to Max, the kid brother he’s known since the day he was born, for maybe half the time. But since that meant that the rest of the time he acted like he was talking to Maxine, she decided to call that a big fucking victory. It was getting to be a strain, though, so it was a relief when Taylor showed up, gorgeous as always, and carrying smoothies—as always.

It’s easy to be Maxine when Taylor’s around.

With a bag each, they go upstairs together, leaving Clay in the kitchen by mutual agreement. In Maxine’s room, Taylor tips the contents of the sports bag onto the bed, and Maxine starts pulling out shoes from hers.

“How is he?” Taylor asks.

“Clay? He’s… dealing. He made a lot of promises yesterday, about respecting my wishes and all that, that I think he might be slightly regretting. But he seems to have realized he can’t talk me out of—” Maxine pulls at the fabric of her dress, “—this, so he’s going with it. The only way he knows how: with maximum interference.”

“And how are you doing?”

Maxine shrugs. Turns away, curiously embarrassed. Like she should have this on lock already. She starts pairing off shoes and boots, for something to do. “I’m angsting at high speed. Same as usual, you know? Like, I think I got him convinced that I can do this, that I don’t need him to fucking homeschool me, but—”

“That’s on the table?”

“I wish it weren’t, but yeah. If he’s not satisfied that Maxine can take care of herself…”

“Okay,” Taylor says, with a smile in her voice. “Yeah. In that case, I think we go for the nuclear option right away.”

“The nuclear option?” Maxine asks, turning around to find Taylor holding up the top from her Vista Primavera High cheerleader uniform, posing with it like it’s a microwave Maxine could win if she correctly guesses what’s in these three fucking boxes or something and Jesus, Mary and Joseph, she’s completely lost the ability to think straight because the other thing that happened while she had her back turned is that Taylor took off her shirt.

She wonders if her pupils are dilating or something, because she’s certain her eyes don’t wander to Taylor’s chest or anything horribly male like that, but Taylor’s grin broadens anyway.

“The nuclear option,” Taylor confirms.

* * *

It was like Max took it as a challenge. Taylor’s taken off her top? Cool. Maxine can step out of her dress, too, and stand there in her bra and her little safety shorts, daring Taylor to look, to drink her in and, gosh, if only she hadn’t worn the shorts.

Taylor could swear, though, that every time she looks at Max’s crotch, it gets flatter. And, yeah, now she’s definitely looking, so she needs something to say, and quick, before Maxine catches her just outright staring at the place where Maxwell’s junk used to be.

But if there’s one thing she’s learned as a cheerleader, it’s to think fast.

“Hey,” she says, “are you keeping up with your leg hair?”

Another challenge, one Maxine rises to. She walks over to the bed, still in her underwear—and now so close that Taylor can smell her—and rests her bare foot on the mattress. Running a cupped palm along her thigh, she says, “Yeah.”

“Yeah?”

Taylor holds out a hand, asking for permission, and Max grins and nods, so Taylor brushes gently against her leg, checking for stubble and stray hairs. She’d be able to see them, she knows that—it’s not like Maxine’s near-black body hair is exactly subtle—but there’s no harm in being thorough.

And she really did take the task seriously for, like, three whole seconds! But then it properly filters through that she has her fingers on Maxine’s leg.

Gosh.

She’s so smooth.

Not just hairless, but like, really smooth, like those pills have already had an effect. Were they expecting that? Willa said they’d change Maxine’s skin, but so quick? Or is it just lotion or something?

Taylor struggles with a hundred simultaneous thoughts, some of them concern for Max, who is changing so rapidly it’s like Taylor can’t keep up, but most of them about how she’s touching Maxine’s leg.

“It’s not so bad,” Maxine’s saying, “if I check every couple days. Run a razor over anything that shows up. I’ve only re-waxed once, and it was probably overkill then, anyway.”

“Yeah,” Taylor says, her mind only half on the conversation, “waxing lasts a long time. And it gets easier. The hair gets thinner, and— Hey!” She finally catches up to the implications of that. Max, changing so fast. “Maybe you should switch to shaving. It’s more hassle, but—”

“Waxing’s fine.”

Taylor straightens up. Reluctantly stops touching Max’s leg, but realistically she couldn’t keep her hand there any longer without graduating from just checking to actively molesting. “Even if your body hair is thinner, like, forever?”

Maxine laughs. “You remember what my body hair was like, don’t you?”

“Yeah,” Taylor says, giggling, “I waxed it.”

“Nobody would miss body hair like that.”

Nodding, Taylor lets Maxine go, and pulls the other uniform out of the sports bag. She’s got to look away for a second to hide her expression, because now that she’s started thinking about how permanent all this stuff is, how much Max is changing, she can’t stop.

Change, Maxine, change. Change and never go back!

Shoot. Avery’s going to hate her, let alone Maxine.

They divide the cheer uniforms between them, and once again, Max looks amazing. Looks right. Looks so much like the perfect cheerleader—despite her still kinda not-there figure—that it seems weird to even try to think of her any other way. The nuclear option: present Maxine and Taylor to Clay, dressed in their uniforms—or Taylor’s uniforms; Max’s don’t come until next week—and dare him to spot the difference. And it’s going to work. So Taylor beams at her, and tells her she looks amazing, and tries not to feel guilty about it all.

“Oh,” Max says, straightening her skirt, “before we go back down; I’m due.”

“You’re due? But it’s only been— Huh. Whoops.” Taylor giggles. “Never mind.”

Maxine’s halfway into the bathroom already, but she turns around, a sweet little pucker between her brows, and says, “Never mind what?”

“Never mind never mind,” Taylor says, unwilling to say that, yet again, she’s defaulted to thinking of Maxine as a regular girl, a girl like her, even in the midst of her guilt about her not being. She’s tied her brain into one of Maxine’s New York pretzels, a category of thing that Taylor assumes Maxine’s probably eaten, like, at least one of. “Go do the thing you’re due for.”

Maxine shrugs and grabs a screwdriver from the cabinet above the sink. She unscrews one of the wooden panels under the tub—and, yeah, Max told her about this!—and pulls out a Tupperware box full of pills.

Oh. Right.

“Three a day, huh?” Taylor says as Max pops one straight into her mouth and swallows.

“Come rain or shine.” Max makes a show of looking out the bathroom window. “Mostly shine.”

She does a little pose, checks herself out in the mirror, and struts out of the bathroom, leaving Taylor to follow her, trying her hardest not to look at Max’s butt, and trying even harder to keep her shizz together.

Checking herself out like a girl! Walking like a girl! That little hair flip? And not to forget the way she’s popping birth control pills like M&Ms. How can Maxwell have a future if she carries on like this? There won’t be anything left of him to go back to in another month, let alone another year! And while the thought makes her heart sing, she feels colossally irresponsible just… watching it happen.

But there’s nothing she can do. Max needs to be Maxine. It’s, like, the most thoroughly established fact of their whole current deal! It’s just that all the eventual outcomes suck, in all the ways she’s been obsessing over.

Except there’s one other possibility. The one she’s been trying not to think about, the one she dare not hope for. That Max is Maxine forever, and not because she doesn’t have a choice, or because she feels an obligation to Taylor, or for any other of the bullcrap reasons Taylor’s been stressing about; that Max is Maxine forever because she chooses it. Because she wants it for its own sake. Because being Maxine is just plain better.

If only such an outcome didn’t seem so outlandishly unrealistic. Oh, Taylor knows about transgender people—she’s seen them on TV just like everyone else—and they sure do this for life, but Max just kinda fell into this, right? She didn’t choose it. And while Taylor fully gets the idea that being a girl is vastly preferable to the alternative—offer her a chance to be Guy Taylor for a day and she might take it out of curiosity, but she can’t imagine trading for good—there’s more to it than that, right? The whole gender thing.

And then there’s Avery.

Shoot.

Taylor needs to do some research.

She follows Max down the stairs. If nothing else, they’re going to blow Clay’s mind.

* * *

When they were kids, Max and Clay, when Max was maybe eight, nine, they used to hang in Clay’s room most weekends. The walls back home weren’t the thickest, but Clay’s room put them on the other side of the house from Mom and Dad, and thus they got a little grace when it came to staying up later than Max ought to have. Clay had a VCR, and one summer he won a Super Nintendo at the mall, so he’d save his allowance for movie and game rentals. Max wasn’t all that into Nintendo, but he liked to sit and watch Clay play, especially when the games were more about the story than the action.

They’d lay out cushions and pillows on the floor by Clay’s bed and sit with their backs against the frame, and when Max got tired, as he often did, he would lean on his brother’s arm. Sometimes he would fall asleep, and Clay would play his video games or watch his movies, and eventually someone would put Max to bed.

It’s been a long time.

Clay changed first. Seemed like he became brighter for a while, and then things went wrong at school and he started hanging out with what Mom always insisted was the wrong crowd. But he survived high school. He shaped up.

And now he seems more like his younger self, more like the boy from before, the brother Max used to fall asleep alongside, than he has any time since.

Max, though.

Maxine wonders if she’ll ever be anything like the person she was ever again.

And she wonders if that really matters.

She’s sitting there, curled up on a cushion on the floor, head resting on Clay’s shoulders. Still the smaller of the two, still mostly uninterested in the DVD Clay’s put on. Tired out again—the days are taking a lot out of her lately—and just enjoying a little echo of their shared past. Clay wants to talk logistics, the way they did until Mom and Dad got back and Taylor had to go home, but Max is done with that shit for now. They’ve got plenty of time for it.

“Dad’ll usually be gone by the time you leave,” Clay’s saying, “but your classes start early enough that Mom will usually still be around. Taylor’s driving you, right?”

“Most days, probably,” Maxine says reluctantly. She’s sleepy; she just wants to rest.

“Who else, then?”

She shrugs. Feels her bare shoulder rub against Clay’s shirt. “Willa. Eddie. It’s not much of a walk, though, if it comes to it.”

“Cheerleaders don’t walk to school, Max,” Clay says. “Not in Southern California.”

“You’ve been watching—” Maxine has to pause as a yawn trembles through her, “—too many movies. I bet cheerleaders walk. It’s good for stamina, probably.”

“Not my point. What I think is, you’ve got all these baggy clothes, right?” Clay pulls at the material of Max’s pants. Before Taylor left, she reluctantly switched out of the cheer uniform and back to her guy crap, over-tightened belt and all. It scratches. “So use that, right? You wear cargos and a shirt over whatever you’re actually gonna wear, and you just take off your outer clothes in Taylor’s car.”

Max sits up a bit to look at Clay. “Huh,” she says. “That’s not bad.”

“I’ve been thinking about it all afternoon. Can’t come up with anything better. What were you planning to do?”

“There’s an office building a couple blocks away,” Max says, settling back against Clay’s arm. “It’s got a gym. Open twenty-four hours. I figured I’d go there as Maxwell, come out as Maxine.”

“Like Superman.”

“Like Supergirl.”

“Call that Plan B.”

“Sure.”

She yawns again, and Clay chuckles, reaches over and rubs her on the arm. They don’t talk much after that, just watch the movie the way they always used to, illuminated only by the TV.

This is good. Feels like she’s got her brother back. Even if she has to wonder what Max, that eight-year-old boy she once was, would think of her.

Hopefully he’d be impressed by how high she can fly.

* * *

They convinced him, and it was so easy. Maxine’s such a natural that when Clay saw her and Taylor together as cheerleaders, Taylor knew it was already over. But they made sure: ran through some routines in the backyard. It was kinda difficult, though, because something in Max kept making her laugh, and eventually they just sort of collided with each other in the middle of the yard, giggling and holding each other up.

Max is happy.

Clay is convinced. He’s going to help, not just stand by, and that’s great, but Max is happy, and that’s everything.

She showed Taylor the progress pictures, the ones Clay printed out for her, and Taylor had to swallow a couple times before she could talk again. Because the girls in the photos, they were real girls, they had breasts and curves, and Taylor had to ask, she had to ask if Maxine was okay with that being her.

And what did she say?

“It’d be nice to not need these anymore.”

And she poked herself in the fake boob.

She’s too casual about this. She’s too accepting of it! And this is the same Max who had a breakdown in the mall? It feels unreal!

But it’s happening. And that means Taylor needs to be prepared. Like, really, properly prepared. And she doesn’t mean Clay’s ‘logistics’ crap, no; she means she needs to prepare for Max’s future as Maxine.

Because if Max really does want that, then that’s wonderful, but it won’t be an easy ride. She’ll need Taylor’s help.

Fortunately, she saw the URL on the printed pages and memorized it, and she’s there now, scrolling on her iBook, doing her best not to linger on the pictures of the girls at one, two, three years later—nice to see them in color—and focusing on the links that deal with the long-term effects of hormone replacement therapy, on how long it takes to get a name officially changed, on all of it.

On surgery.

All of it.

She’s going to be ready. Because if Max is going all the way? So’s Taylor.

* * *

It’s a trial run. Dad’s gone to work already but Mom doesn’t leave for another forty minutes. Max already told her that he’s going with Taylor today to support her in her first practice as captain and to meet more of her friends. Unaccountably, he failed to mention that he’ll be pulling on a cheer uniform with the rest of them; seemed like the kind of information that Mom might take poorly. But it means she’s still hanging out, still getting in Max’s way, so it’s a chance to see how it’s going to work from now on. If there are any kinks that need to be worked out, they can be a few minutes late to cheer practice while they work on them. Probably.

Max is waiting by the front door for Taylor, with his hair tied back and a loose shirt over his sports bra. He already glued the mastectomy forms in place—he really didn’t want to fuck with the glue in Taylor’s car—so the shirt is the biggest one he owns, a Soundgarden concert tee with tour dates on the back. It belonged to one of Clay’s older, even larger friends, Max is pretty sure; not even Clay was ever this big.

The whole look is ridiculous, and it’s part of why he hasn’t been able to find Maxine yet. Despite having his breasts in place, despite the tuck, despite everything, Maxwell stared stubbornly back at him from the mirror this morning. He only hopes he can find her before practice.

He shifts inside his cargos. At least they’re not one of his old pairs, the ones that don’t even fit and sit roughly on his skin. He hates the feel of his guy clothes, which is something he never noticed before but can’t stop thinking about now. Maybe it’s because he doesn’t have hair on his legs anymore, or maybe it’s because of the changes to his skin.

Veins on his forearms sinking deeper. Cheeks feeling softer. And his chest is itching like fucking crazy, enough that it’s actually preferable to wear the breast forms, because then his nipples aren’t rubbing themselves raw against the inside of a band shirt.

“Awful early to be getting up just to cheer your friend on,” his mom comments. She’s been waiting with him, ostensibly to keep him company, but Max can’t help but feel there’s an ulterior motive there, like she’ll be able to divine what’s going on with him from the way he stands or the exact cadence of car-horn beeps Taylor chooses to announce herself with.

“I want to support her, Mom,” he says. “And it’s a chance to see the school. Meet people. I told you.”

“You didn’t meet enough people at that party?”

“These will be different people, Mom. It’s a big school.”

“Hmm.”

It’s uncomfortable being on the other end of his mom’s stare, and he’s still desperately trying to convince himself that she can’t see right through his shirt to the sports bra underneath, and the flattened boobs beneath that, when Taylor’s horn sounds outside.

Five times. Pop Goes the Weasel.

He laughs, and Mom rolls her eyes. He’s opening the front door, though, when he finds her arms around him, pulling him into a hug, and she had to do this now?

“Mom,” he says, locking off her access to his upper body with his elbows, “Taylor’s waiting.”

“You’re so thin, sweetheart,” she says, ignoring him.

“Working on that, Mom.”

“And what are you putting in your hair these days? It smells… fruity.”

“I think it’s fruit, Mom. There’s a picture of fruit on the bottle.”

“Hmm.”

He tries unsuccessfully to shrug her off. “Mom!”

“Oh, fine, fine, fine,” she says, releasing him and stepping back. “You got your phone? Keys? Emergency money?”

Max nods yes to all three, though he’s not actually sure if he has any money on him. He just needs to escape.

* * *

“Oh my gosh, Max! Dawdle much!”

Taylor’s got the Beetle’s roof up, despite the sun, because she wants Max to have a little privacy while she drives. Unfortunately it means that she’s been freaking baking while she sits here, waiting for her.

Huh. Maybe it’s good. Maybe the sweat that’s already running down her face will make Coach think she’s been working extra hard.

“Sorry, sorry,” Max says as she jumps into the passenger seat. “Mom wanted to be my mom and not, like, a faceless source of disappointment.”

“So let’s go?”

Max buckles up. “Yeah,” she says.

As Taylor drives, she keeps glancing over. Max has been using the Maxwell voice, but she doesn’t want to point it out. Not yet. There’s probably a whole process, and Max’s nerves are making it so that she doesn’t want to do the switch until she’s at school. Or something.

Max gets changed, though all it means is that she drags off her ugly shirt, pulls a white tank out of her bag, and wriggles into it. She throws her bag in the back when she’s done, and relaxes in her seat.

“You’re going to school like that?” Taylor asks.

Max shrugs. “They’re girl’s cargos, Tay,” he says, still in the Maxwell voice. “I kinda didn’t want to wear a skirt at home. It was bad enough hiding the boobs from Mom.”

“Okay, but you’re not wearing cargos every day once school starts. Maybe every day we park somewhere, and you get changed? Or something? Shoot. Maybe we should have let Clay strategize some more.”

“Have you got the uniform?”

Taylor jerks a thumb toward the back seat. “Yep. It’s all ready for you.”

“Cool. Cool.”

“Um,” Taylor says, as she pulls the car into the school lot, “are you going to switch voices?”

“Am I…? Oh crap!” Max coughs and swallows and rubs her chest, and then says, “Uh, testing?”

Taylor hadn’t realized how much she missed that voice. How unwelcome Max’s old voice sounds to her. Because in two words, her Maxine is back, and that makes her happier than she wants to think about right now.

“Perfect,” she says.

* * *

All it took was a change of scenery, a change of clothes and a little makeup, and Max has found Maxine again.

It helps that she has a stall to herself in the staff locker room, that she can shut herself in with a mirror and a faucet and a place to hang all her shit, and just loosen up without anybody watching her. She can check her tape-tuck is still in place under the cheer skirt, the bike shorts and the panties without getting spied on.

“Ready?” she says to herself quietly. “Okay!”

It sucks to need to get changed in here, of course. Taylor was already wearing her uniform when she picked Max up, but she’s in the girls’ locker room anyway, checking her makeup, chatting with the other girls, and Max realized approximately three seconds after she shut the door to her stall that she would rather be in there with Taylor than in here alone. It’s isolating. Having to have her own space where her little secret can be checked and tidied and hidden away.

But she can imagine what the other girls would say if they knew, so it’s best.

Fuck, though.

Fuck.

“Maxine?”

Shit. Coach Dale.

“I’m ready!” she calls, quickly stuffing all the rest of her shit in the locker.

Coach is waiting for her right outside the stall, and Max has to tell herself not to salute; the woman can lend a shirt with Go Titans! on it the gravitas of an admiral’s uniform.

“You good, Giordano?” Coach Dale says.

“Yeah,” Max says, nodding. “I’m good.”

“You know you can get changed at home, right? You don’t need to wait to get to school to put on the uniform.”

“I know, but, uh, it’s Mom. She doesn’t know I’m doing this.”

“She wouldn’t approve? Of you being a cheerleader?”

“Absolutely not.”

“Huh. Most moms are desperate to get their girls on the squad. You should see the fruit baskets I get.”

“We’re, um… It’s a New York thing?”

“Try again.”

“She doesn’t like cheerleaders.”

“Some people don’t. Not enough to stop their daughters joining the squad, though.”

Max sags. “It’s been… Ever since I was attacked… Shit. Sorry. Mom just doesn’t want me to stand out. She’s scared for me. And I get it, but it’s stifling. This place?” Maxine looks around. “It’s not New York.”

Nodding, Coach says, “Yeah. Yeah. Okay. I get that. But Maxine, you’re going to need someone who’s responsible for you to sign off on you being on the squad. What about your dad? Is he in the picture? Could he keep it a secret?”

Shit. “What about an older brother?”

“Sorry.”

“Okay,” Max says, nodding. “Okay. I’ll, uh, come out to one of them, I guess.”

“Good girl. I’m sure they’ll be proud. Eventually.”

Max can’t help laughing. “Yeah. Maybe.”

“Pick up a form from my office after practice. Oh, and Max?”

“Yeah?”

“I know it’s hard being the new girl, and harder still being different…” She pauses, and Max has time for her heart to jump out of her chest before Coach Dale continues. “But if any of the girls give you shit because of your scars, or because of your history, or because you’re using the staff locker room, my advice is to throw it right back at them. Give as good as you get. Better. Show ’em that New York attitude. Save coming to me for if they don’t back down; you don’t want a rep as the girl who goes whining to Coach when she doesn’t get her way.”

“Sure,” Max says. “Thanks, Coach.”

“And don’t worry; I don’t think the girls will give you any trouble. Taylor’s already read them the riot act on that front.”

“Cool.”

Nodding, Coach Dale grins and rubs Max companionably on the shoulder. “Come on, kid. Your adoring public awaits.”

Max finds it in herself to return Coach’s smile, and then they’re out of the locker room, and Taylor’s waiting for them, arm outstretched, so Maxine puts her worries out of her mind, takes Taylor’s arm in hers, and together they head for the gym, and Maxine’s adoring public.


chapter fourteen

THE LAST BREATH

Taylor’s heart skips a beat. And then another. And then, like, five more, because Max is here, at Taylor’s school, and she’s wearing the full VPH Flying Titans uniform, and she’s walking with Coach, and she’s just…

She’s in Taylor’s life. All through it. She makes it full, complete. Like the last puzzle piece that Taylor didn’t even know was missing. Like Taylor had Gordo all jammed in there, an ugly piece from another set, and she finally saw how bad he fit and ripped him out, and now here’s Max, and she’s the sun and the sky and she doesn’t have to be forced in. She just fits. Just drops in, like she always belonged. And Taylor’s had it on her mind for days now—longer, way longer—but it really is like she fell from heaven, like the stupid pickup line, only real, and yeah, it probably did hurt when Max fell, when her old life collapsed around her and almost took her with it, but now she’s here and Taylor’s not some cheesy guy trying to pick her up, she’s her best friend and she’s going to make sure Max never gets hurt again and—

Max takes the arm that Taylor’s had kind of absently outstretched for what feels like the last fifty years, and Taylor shakes her head, annoyed at herself. She’s way too prone to losing track of time when she looks at Max, and she needs to get that on lock before they join the others in the gym or she’s going to look like an idiot and mess up bad. They don’t need two Merediths; Sandy’s parents probably can’t afford to get her nose fixed again.

Coach meets Taylor’s eye and grins at her, so Taylor just grins back and leads Max down the hall to the gym. With the school mercifully free of its usual never-ending flow of students, they get to take the direct route. In no time flat they’re in the hall outside the gym, and Max is deep breathing, getting herself ready to meet, well, everyone.

It’s darkest here, right by the gym, because the skylights stop at the turn-off to the football team’s fancy locker room, and the school doesn’t like to run the lights when they don’t have to. Except, Taylor couldn’t help noticing as they passed, the hallway out to the football team’s locker room still has the lights on, and the team’s not even there anymore! Even when they’re out on the practice field, the school’s still spending money on their luxurious accommodation.

Unfair, but old news. Max, right here, is the new news, and Taylor’s so excited to show her off—again—that she forgets to warn her to close her eyes, and forgets about it herself, too, so when she opens the double doors and sweeps them inside, they’re both forced to stand there in the sudden glare, blinking like idiots, thoroughly on display to the girls and the guys who are, variously, stretching, sitting on the benches and—this is most of them—lazing on the gym mats, gossiping.

The gossip immediately stops. Everybody wants to see the new girl.

* * *

Willa saves her.

“Max!” she yells from across the gym. And then she’s jumping up and running over, Eddie in tow, and by the time she gets there, Maxine’s eyes have almost recovered from the blast of light from the skylights in the gym roof, and she can make out Willa in her cheer uniform and Eddie in his.

Whoa. She saw Eddie in his uniform before, when she tried out for Coach Dale, but here, in this context, it’s really hitting her: even if joining the squad as a guy had been seriously on the table, no way would Maxwell ever have looked good in the guys’ uniform, her formerly flat chest and hairy legs be damned. It seems to assume a certain level of girth that Max never possessed even in her bulkier days. In her mind’s eye, she places her old self in the uniform and stands him next to Eddie, and the thing she is most reminded of is when they visited with Alice and her family in England, and Alice’s mom broke out the pet pictures. Eddie’s the family cat, proud and strong, and Maxwell is the photo of when it was a kitten, rescued out of a garbage bag, tiny and scruffy and confused. 

She laughs.

“Hey, Willa,” she says, and Willa bounces into her, arms out, apparently expecting Max to drop everything—Taylor’s arm—and catch her, lest she fall awkwardly to the ground like a discarded red-headed stuffed toy.

“Good catch,” Eddie says, sauntering up after her. He holds out a hand, fist closed, and Max frowns at it for a moment before she remembers that this is high school, and that means Eddie’s in straight-guy mode for now. So she hefts Willa to the side, gives him a fist-bump, and shares an amused smile with him; they’re both in their alternate personae under this roof.

And just how alternate is yours, really? an annoying internal voice asks her, but she ignores it. The shape of her future is something she’s still working on, but she doesn’t have to think about it now, not when she has cheerleaders to meet.

She puts Willa down, and lets the girl grab her hand and drag her across the gym to the biggest cluster of girls, who are sitting on a couple of gym mats. They’re all in uniform, and some of them look a little sweaty, like they’ve been stretching and warming up. Some she recognizes, and she fields a hug from Julie and another from Chelsea. Anna, still sitting on a mat with her long legs stretched out over the gym floor, gives Max an awkward little wave, and then Julie’s joining Willa in dragging Max the rest of the way.

Nicole Walker’s first, a Black girl who bounces up from where she was sitting with Chelsea. And Max can see why they’re sitting together: they both seem pretty alike, with immaculate makeup that makes Max feel strange about her quick-and-dirty locker-room application, and they exude the same kind of intense energy. “If Chelsea’s the band’s mascot,” Nicole says, “then I’m her mascot.”

“Oh?” Max says. “You play?”

“No, but I want to. Mom says we might be able to get me a sax or a clarinet or something in a couple months.” Chelsea giggles at that, and Nicole elbows her good-naturedly. “Fuck you, Chel! You got dibs on the sexy wind instrument and I’ll never forgive you.”

“How is the sax not sexier than the flute?” Max asks.

“I don’t know,” Nicole says. “It just isn’t.”

“I thrive on her jealousy,” Chelsea says, and pulls Nicole aside so Max can work through more introductions.

“Hi,” says the Asian girl sitting next to Anna. She sits forward and leans up, offering a hand, which Max loosely shakes. “I’m Sandy. You’re Max, right?”

“Right,” Max agrees. “And, oh, hey, Sandy who got dropped?” she adds as the appropriate neuron fires. And she winces. “Sorry. Not tactful?”

“It’s fine,” Sandy says. “I’m so over it. And I’ve been coaching Merry, so it can never happen again!” Another girl, dark-haired and white-skinned and wearing too much foundation, smiles up at Max but makes no other attempt to move. “Meredith!” Sandy snaps, looking back at the girl. “Don’t be rude.”

“Sorry,” says Meredith, “I just hate how everyone seems to know everything about me before I even meet them.”

“Oh, hey,” Max says, squatting down and smiling at her, “me too.”

Meredith smiles. “Right,” she says. “Sorry about all the… you know. About everything. Back in New York and now here. With Clinton. What?” she adds suddenly, twisting her head, and Max realizes Chelsea’s pinching Meredith’s upper arm.

“We said we wouldn’t say his name, Meredith,” Nicole says as Chelsea pinches Meredith again.

“I never agreed to those terms,” Meredith says. She turns back to Max. “I just wanted you to know. We all think he sucks.”

“We totally do!” someone calls out from over on a bench. It’s a white girl with bleached hair; not someone Max knows. She’s probably seen her picture, but with this many new people at once, it’s hard to put names to faces. “Just because we’re not crowding you doesn’t mean we don’t, like, support you and stuff,” she adds.

“Thanks, Kennedy,” Taylor shouts back. “That’s Kennedy,” she says to Max. “I’m gonna go say hi.”

“Sure,” Max says, nodding, and Taylor trots over to Kennedy and the other girls sitting with her; the school’s A-listers, no doubt. Kind of intimidating just to be in the same place as them; Max’s old school had a similar clique, and not only were they not pleasant to be around, they seem like they’ve moved on from snickering at Max in the halls to actively taunting Avery now that she’s been outed. And, sure, maybe these A-listers are nice—Taylor’s definitely chatting with them like they are—but there’s a reason Willa and Eddie are fake-dating, isn’t there? Maybe it’s these girls.

Still. At least if Taylor’s friends with them, they’re likely to leave Max alone. And hey, that Kennedy girl hates Clinton, same as Max.

Yeah. It’s fine.

It’s probably fine. Though, as Max chats with Meredith, Sandy, Chelsea and the others, she can’t stop herself from glancing over nervously.

* * *

Coach sets up on the other side of the gym, and that’s Taylor’s cue to break away from her catch-up session with Kennedy and the queen bees. It was a good talk: she’s reassured herself that they will once again this year use their powers for good, not evil, and that they especially will not be weird about Max. Kennedy even seems nicer, somehow, and more focused. Maybe the private gymnastics lessons her mother is rumored to have gotten for her have done her good.

Taylor waves behind her without saying goodbye—and the queen bees have got to get up off the bench and look like they care, anyway, so they get it—and trots over toward Coach, who’s just dropped her favorite fruit crate on the floor and hopped up onto it.

The room calms down. When Coach stands on the box, that means everybody shuts up and pays attention.

“Okay!” bellows Coach Dale in the deeper voice she uses when she’s really projecting. “Welcome back to school, Flying Titans! Give me a Go Titans!”

“Go Titans!”

They all yell it in perfect time, Max included, and Taylor resists the temptation to reach down and squeeze her shoulder on the way past, because Taylor’s on now. It’s time to be captain.

“Today’s session,” Coach continues as Taylor makes her way over to her, “is to make sure you’ve all still got what it takes, and I hope you’ve all been practicing over the summer, because nobody is safe! Tryouts are on our first proper session after school starts, on Wednesday of the first week, and if you are disappointing today, your places will be up for grabs! We have only two missing spots to fill this year, thanks to Maxine stepping up over the summer, but I will happily make it three or four if I find any of you have been slacking! Remember that: tryouts are first session; second session we push the newbies as hard as we can, and that means I need you all on form. Got that? Good!” She steps down from the fruit crate and Taylor, grinning at her, steps up.

“Good morning, Flying Titans!” she yells. She’s gratified to hear Max’s voice among the loud greetings that are thrown back at her. “Like Coach said, you’d better have been keeping it up over summer, because we’re going right into it! Pushing you right from the start!” She counts on her fingers, laying them flat against her extended forearm as she does so. “Stamina! Flexibility! Core strength! Balance! And skill! Oh, and we’re going to make sure our flyers can still fly and our bases can still catch, and we’ll be switching it up if there’s time. On mats for now; we’ll be on grass once we know the new girls aren’t going to break their faces. A hundred percent!” she finishes. “From everyone!”

Hopping down from the crate, she smiles widely at Coach and goes back to join the squad, squatting next to Maxine on the mat in the middle of the gym.

“Thank you, Captain Taylor,” Coach Dale says. “Now, before we get started, you should know that we will once again be voting on whether to compete regionally this year. I know many of you want to; I also know some of you don’t. I put it to you that while it will be a lot of work, I know you all have it in you. You wouldn’t be on the squad if you didn’t. And getting even as far as regionals looks great on college applications, so any of you girls or guys with weak academics—think about it! We’ll be voting on that in our third session after school starts. First session: tryouts. Second session: hazing the newbies. Third session, that’ll be the vote. Got that? Good!” She claps her hands. “Now, you’ve got ten minutes to warm up, and then I want five laps of the practice field from each of you. Yes, the football team is out there and, yes, five laps. Yes, I know, it’s hot and yes, the boys will be looking, but—”

“Not at me, they won’t!” Eddie yells.

“Keep it down, Barrera. The boys will be looking,” Coach continues, “at most of you. I suggest you ignore them! If they keep looking at you, they’ll mess up their practice, and Coach Penderson will be grilling balls instead of burgers tonight!” She pauses for the ripple of laughter that passes through the squad, and then she claps her hands. “Okay? Go!”

* * *

Behind the gym, there’s a secluded patch of ground. It’s not on the way to anywhere else except, via a locked hallway, the staff locker room, and it certainly doesn’t expose them to the practice field, where the football players did indeed watch as they ran their five laps. As it turned out, though, the guys didn’t run into each other or fumble the ball or whatever and thus invite the wrath of Coach Penderson; they were mostly doing incomprehensible football prep work and didn’t even have their gear on yet. Hell, do they even wear all the gear for practice? Max assumes they do, but she’s never willingly subjected herself to any situation that would grant knowledge of football shit before.

Gordo kept staring at her as she ran. Intermittently at Taylor, but mostly at Max. He didn’t look mad, is the thing. He looked… interested.

“You cold, Maxine?” Julie asks.

They’ve ended up sitting with their backs to each other on a few old gym mats, just the girls. Bare shoulder to bare shoulder means that Julie felt Max’s shudder when she recalled being intensely looked at by Gordo.

Ugh. Awful.

“I wish,” Max says, and takes another swig of Gatorade. She stretches out her aching legs and wiggles her toes. They’ve all taken off their shoes and socks—Meredith joked that the smell of sixteen pairs of practice feet will keep the boys away—and it’s nice to rest her feet in the grass, just off the edge of the gym mat.

It’s also nice that she waxed her toes, like she waxes everywhere else. It’s not like she had a lot of hair there, but she’s a Giordano; even Mom grows it in places she doesn’t want it.

The practice, though. The thing that got all of them so pleasantly, universally exhausted.

It was amazing.

Yeah, some of them were rusty, and Meredith fell twice, despite her improved strength and stamina, and Max almost fumbled a catch and at one point Kennedy shrieked and leaped away from one of the guy cheerleaders, swearing he was trying to get his fingers in her spankies—no bike shorts for Kennedy, apparently, not even for practice—but here, amongst the girls, all of them damp with sweat, their hearts still beating hard, their shoulders and chests still heaving…

Here, Max feels right.

Shit, not even gymnastics was like this. Back home, before everything went to shit, when it was just Max and Avery, it was good, it was fun, and it encompassed all the best moments of her life up to that point, but this… This was fucking transcendental.

Oh yeah, and she got to fly again, too. She and Taylor both. Caught expertly by Eddie, Anna and Shannon, a tall Black girl with short hair and a beaming smile. One of Kennedy’s clique, according to Taylor, but it didn’t stop her patting Max on the shoulder when they were all back on their feet and whispering, “You’re good, new girl.”

Subsequently, Eddie warned Max about her: Fashion, he mouthed, looking scandalized and—for the first time all practice—actually like himself. Don’t let her get you alone, he warned, or she’ll try to get you to model something. Not good for anyone who enjoys spending their free time doing anything but making minutely different poses in experimental outfits. But especially not good for Max, because Max has a secret.

Yeah. She managed to forget about that, too. All practice, from the moment they stopped circling the field and came back to the gym to run routines, Max forgot that her tits were fake, that her dick was taped up between her legs, and that her voice was not technically her natural one. It had all been so easy, so real, and Maxwell had, for a handful of brief hours, ceased entirely to ever have existed.

She’s trying not to be bummed out that he came back.

She’s also trying not to be creeped out by Gordo. Watching her like a freak! At least Justin Lawrence provided a distraction, which was kind of him, and waved at her. Max waved back, and then got distracted in turn by Coach Dale, who yelled, “No fraternizing or you get an extra lap!”

Here’s Coach now, actually, emerging from the gym, still flushed; she kept up with them every step of the way, which ratcheted Max’s respect for her up another couple notches.

“Alright, girls,” she says. “The team’s gone and even the guys on the squad are showered, and that means it’s time to go. Come on!” She taps at her sports watch. “I want to be home today, girls. Fifteen minutes to shower and get changed. Go!” She claps her hands. “Go! Go! Go!” And as they all start to get up, Max and Julie’s sweaty skin separating from each other with a comical little pop! sound that makes both of them giggle, Coach Dale turns to Max and says, “Come on, Maxine, I’ll show you the way.”

Oh. Right.

Max comes back to earth with a fucking slap. Like a lump of soil thrown onto a coffin at a rain-swept funeral. It’s final, it’s ugly, and it fucking hurts.

“What’s up?” Meredith asks, frowning.

“Oh,” Max says, “uh—”

“Remember what I said?” Taylor says. She doesn’t put herself between Max and the squad—nothing so confrontational—but she’s kinda possessive all the same. Max would love to see it if it weren’t for everything suddenly crashing down again.

“Oh, shit! Yes, I remember. Sorry, Maxine.”

And then the girls are all talking at once, and it’s too much to follow. Too much, and Max doesn’t particularly want to pick out individual voices anymore, anyway. Max doesn’t get to shower with them, and it burns. And it’s not because they’re going to be naked or anything; they’re just…

They’re going one way. Max is going another.

“You should come with us anyway!”

“We won’t bite, honest!”

“And we won’t tell anyone if you don’t shave your bush.”

“Oh my God, don’t be gross!”

“Seriously, you should come with us. I want to talk to you. You seem... interesting.”

“Kennedy, let her do what she needs to do.”

“But I really—”

“Kennedy.”

“Sure, fine, whatever. Don’t be a stranger, Maxine.”

Taylor, turning to Max, is the last to speak. “Meet out front?” she says, smiling, and Max, trying very hard to keep the tears at bay, smiles in return, and follows Coach Dale as the chattering of the girls recedes.

“Maxine?” Coach says when the doors have closed, when it’s just the two of them alone in the gloomy hallway. “Are you okay?”

“Yes,” Max has to say, though it’s impossible to make it convincing.

“We don’t know each other very well yet,” Coach says, with a hand on Max’s shoulder, “but I want you to know that my girls can tell me anything. Anything at all.”

“Yeah,” Max says, nodding. “Thanks, Coach.”

“Now you go on and shower, and you can meet up with the others out front. Or don’t. Whatever you like.”

Max nods again and turns away from Coach Dale, so she won’t see him cry as he walks briskly toward the staff locker room, where he will shower and get changed alone.

* * *

The Queen Bitches of Junior Year—no, Taylor corrects herself; they’re the Queen Bitches of Senior Year now, or they will be in, like, a week—didn’t stick around. Before they left, Shannon told Taylor to tell Maxine that if she ever does decide that she’s up to showering with them, they’ll be, like, totally and completely nice to her, and Kennedy asked quietly and with an amused grin about Taylor’s new ‘borderline-lesbo’ relationship with the hot New York girl; faced with both of them at once, Taylor just kind of nervously giggled and hid her face in the locker.

At least they’ve reaffirmed the truce that was nonverbally struck back when they all became cheerleaders together: Kennedy and her clique will keep their biting little comments to the locker room and be outwardly supportive. Heck, Kennedy and Shannon both seem to genuinely like Maxine, Dominique is kind of casually interested, and even Sherry activated a neuron for long enough to be impressed. They’re all into her, and that’s both a surprise and a relief: a sexy new girl from out of town could conceivably have been a threat to them, and Taylor’s seen what Kennedy does to people she feels threatened by. It’s not pleasant.

So with Kennedy’s clique having already departed in Shannon’s 2003-model BMW, presumably to go stand in a mall somewhere and glare archly at girls who wear insufficiently fashionable outfits, and with everyone else having drifted off in ones and twos—Meredith and Sandy left together, which is super weird, but there’s no accounting for taste—that leaves Taylor waiting out front with Willa and Eddie and Anna and Jewel.

Waiting by the cars, sitting on hoods or leaning on doors.

Waiting for Max.

Shoot. That’s not good, is it? Max was having a great time all through practice, and even after, when they went to their little hideout nook to pour Gatorade into themselves and cool off. She was having a great time until, suddenly, she wasn’t. She really wasn’t, right there at the end. So how’s she going to cope with Anna and Jewel, a pair of curious cheerleaders who are now off the clock and ready to pepper her with questions?

Well, it’s time to find out, because here she comes. She’s walking with Coach Dale out through the main entrance and down the steps and, hey, at least she looks good. Taylor picked out a few options for her, and given the heat, she’s not surprised Max picked the lightest: she’s wearing a battered and ever-so-slightly green-dyed denim miniskirt that barely covers the tops of her thighs, and a cream bodycon top with red accents and a cute little cherry pattern that only just doesn’t reveal the fake nature of her breasts. It really doesn’t hide how she doesn’t have much of a figure—not yet, anyway—but on her, it works.

It really works.

Taylor would probably be more appreciative, though, if Max didn’t look so apprehensive. Oh, she’s smiling and waving and exchanging words with Coach amiably enough, but Taylor knows her better than that. This girl is brittle right now.

But why? Didn’t it go well today? Or is it only because the girls were asking why she isn’t showering with them, and it brought back memories of the incident?

That can’t be all of it.

“Hey,” Max says, jumping the last couple of steps to the parking lot—she still has some energy to burn off, then; relatable—and throwing her gym bag into the back of Taylor’s Beetle. She looks around; the remaining cheerleaders are all looking at her. “Are we waiting for someone, or…?”

“Um,” Anna says, contriving still to be kind of awkward even though the attention is very much on Max and not on her, “you, I think?”

“Ah,” Max says, stopping with one hand on her hip, in the default ‘Maxine’ pose.

“Congrats on being foreboding, Anna,” Jewel says. “We just wanted to go eat,” she says to Max, “and thought it would be rude if we left without you. Especially as we kinda wanted to say hi again. You know, after the party.”

“And we’re gonna report back,” Anna says quickly. “Sorry,” she adds to Jewel, “but Chelsea asked us to! You know she did!” Back to Max: “We’re worried about you.”

“Not worried!” Jewel corrects. “Not worried. We just want to help you ease into life in the shark tank here at VPH.”

Anna nods vigorously. 

“Right,” Max says, slightly arching one eyebrow. And then she brightens, smiles properly, genuinely, and says, “Sure. Let’s go eat. Where are you thinking?”

Jewel takes her by the hand. “Maxine, my girl, we’re going to treat you to a meal at the fanciest restaurant in town.”

* * *

It’s a burger joint. But it’s a nice one. Drapes on the windows, sneeze guard on the salad bar. Low-fat and vegetarian options.

He shouldn’t have worn the stupid skirt. It’s too fucking short and it’s worse now that he’s sitting down; it’s riding up so high that he’s had to check like ten times to make sure his panties aren’t on show. But the outfit looked so damn cute when he pulled it out that it would have been a tragedy to not at least try it on. Fashion therapy, Taylor calls it, and she’s right.

Well. Usually she is. This afternoon, though, he’s put on a cute outfit and he’s put extra effort into his makeup and he still feels like shit. He still feels like Maxwell. The guy who doesn’t fit. The guy who doesn’t have a place.

The girls all go one way and he goes another. The girls go to their locker room and Max goes to his little stall in the staff locker room. It’s alienating and it doesn’t just remind him that he’s different than them, which is on his mind basically all the time he isn’t actively cheering; it makes him feel male. Like a member of the predator sex, a creature from whom the innocent must be protected.

Worse, he’s pretty sure that if they knew, every single one of the girls he had such a good time with today would agree. Liar. Creep. Man. And then they’d step aside and the guys on the squad would beat the shit out of him. And then the football team would get involved.

Fuck. And then the cops and the media and the fucking PTA… And his parents, if there’s anything left of him.

He’s so fucking stupid.

He’s been telling himself he can do this, that he can pass himself off as a girl—and Taylor’s been telling him that, too; five times a day somedays—but the problem, the thing that he’s been trying not to think about, the thing that might ruin it all, is that it’s only true for as long as he holds his nerve.

He's screwing this up just by thinking about it, but he can’t seem to get out of his own way.

It should have been obvious, especially over the last few days, since Clay, that his own worst enemy is himself. Because when he left for the staff locker room, when he separated himself from the girls, with every step he became more Maxwell and less Maxine, more a male and more a fraud and more a fake and less and less fucking real.

He’s seen how the other half lives. In every way that is accessible to him, he’s lived it. And now that he’s so close, now that he’s a sliver of glass away from the lives they have, he’s realizing that the last fraction of an inch of distance between them might as well be a canyon. He can wear the fake tits and he can tape himself up and he can even take synthetic versions of the hormones they have in their systems and become shaped like them, but he’ll never be like them. Not really. Not in the way that everybody has agreed actually fucking counts.

The conversation that’s going on around him seems, fortunately, to be going just fine without him. He’s reassured Julie and Anna that he’s okay, that he hasn’t seen hide nor hair of Clinton since the party, that he doesn’t have nightmares about it or anything, and that yes, sure, they can tell everyone. So now he’s picking at his burger and occasionally taking a fry from the basket in the middle of the table and he’s absorbing the excitable chatter from everyone else.

It’s still nice. To be close to them, to what they have, even if he can’t, ultimately, have it for himself. He’s like a moth, drawn to the flame which will inevitably consume him, but until it does, he will bask in its warmth and marvel at its beauty.

* * *

Max didn’t want to come with them to the bathroom, not even after Taylor made sure she had her back to Anna and Jewel and waggled her eyebrows at her in the most firmly expressed message of encouragement she could manage nonverbally. And of course the girls have noticed; Anna in her shy, awkward and insistent way, and Jewel just flat-out asking as they wash up and check their faces.

“Is she really okay? I mean, I know she said she is, but like, why is she minding the table instead of coming with us? Why’s she really showering in the staff locker room?”

“She’s okay,” Willa says. Too quickly.

“She’s not,” Taylor says. She fields the alarmed look from Willa with a wave of her hand. “I’m sorry, but it’s true. What happened to her back in New York, it freaked her out real bad. Like, it was way more than a year ago, and it still controls her life. All she wants to do is fly, and sometimes I think that’s all she can do. Without getting in her own head, I mean. You saw her, right? When she was running, when she was working the mat, when she was catching, but especially when she was flying?”

“I did,” Jewel says.

“She’s only really real when she’s out there. The rest of the time… She does her best. And I love her, guys, I really do. She’s sweet and kind and funny and I knew we’d be besties within, like, a minute of talking to her for the first time, but she’s also… I don’t know. It’s like there’s a bear sitting on her all the time. Weighing her down. And it only really gets off her when she’s out there.”

“Maxine’s careful,” Willa says, having understood what Taylor’s trying to do here. “She avoids situations that cause flashbacks. That’s something her therapist taught her to do, back in New York? But she thinks she was avoiding too much. So she’s trying to get herself back, but she’s got to be super careful about it. She doesn’t want to push herself too far, too fast. So if she needs to shower in her own space because otherwise she might get all flashback-y, cut her some slack, okay?”

“Sure, got it,” Jewel says. “Consider her slack cut.” She makes scissor motions in the air; behind her, Anna’s nodding.

“Cool,” Taylor says. “Now, we probably should get back to her and Eddie before she realizes we’re hiding in here, talking about her like a bunch of freaks.”

The girls all nod for her, so Taylor leads them back out. And she tries her best to not immediately stop short, because as soon as she can see the table where they left Max and Eddie, she can see someone else there, too.

And just what the hell is Justin doing there? He’s not exactly friends with Eddie. Oh, he’s not hostile, either, he’s just a jock, which is something that Eddie, despite his stellar acting around school, is not.

Justin’s there, in jeans and a loose shirt, looking like if Gordo was less bulky and a few shades darker in hair, football gear tan lines on show. Looking like the lead love interest on a WB show. Looking way too interested in Maxine.

Shoot. Taylor’s been worried about Gordo making a rebound run at Max, but should she have been worrying about Justin this whole time? He did, like, wave at her at the start of practice, when they were running laps. At the time, Taylor’d thought nothing of it, that it was just a hi-sorry-you-got-molested-at-my-birthday-party thing, but like, what if, right?

What if?

She should scare him off. A plan to do so is half-formed in her head—she’s going to start loudly discussing period bloat with Willa—when the guy at the counter calls a number and Justin straightens, looks around. He catches her eye as he does so. Flashes that TV smile and stops the girls dead.

He’s too good-looking. His family’s loaded, right? Did he get teen plastic surgery or something? 

“Hey, Taylor,” he says. “Maxine was just telling me about her first practice.”

“Cool,” Taylor says, “did—”

“Sorry,” Justin continues, rolling straight over her, “but they called my number and Rosie’s waiting for me at home, so I gotta go.”

“’Kay,” Taylor says, not having to pretend to sound unbothered by his impending absence.

“See ya, Maxine, Eddie,” Justin calls, already moving off toward the counter to collect his food. The girls with Taylor watch him go—Jewel and Anna for entirely different reasons than Taylor and Willa, probably—and he waves as he pulls open the doors out to the street.

Waves specifically at Max. Again. Yeah, she’s gonna keep an eye on him. He dated a lot in junior year, and she’s never heard of him being an asshole, but there’s always a first time. Even just saying no isn’t necessarily safe, and Max is more vulnerable than most girls.

The others sit but Taylor doesn’t. Instead she reaches out a hand for Max and says to the table, “We gotta go, okay? Mom’ll start selling everything in my room if I don’t show my face tonight.”

“Sure, sure,” Jewel says easily. “I get to finish your portion of the fries, then?”

Max screws up her nose at that. “They’re cold,” she says, and Taylor can hear the slightest wobble in her voice. Whatever’s gotten to her, she’s trying so hard to keep it at bay that it makes Taylor’s everything ache for her.

They say their goodbyes, but Max doesn’t say a word after, not even when they get outside. And Taylor wants to respect her need for privacy or whatever, but she’s burning to know what’s going on in that head of hers, so as soon as they get into the car, before she even starts the engine, she speaks up. 

“Max,” she says, “are you okay?”

It takes a moment for Max to reply. She sits there in the passenger seat, turning her hands over in her lap, wrinkling her skirt. “Yeah,” she says softly. “Yeah.” Then, coming back to life, she shakes her head, smooths out her skirt, and contradicts herself. “No. Shit, no, Tay. It was hard today. Really hard. Like—” and her face briefly lights up, “—practice was amazing. But after… After sucked.”

“Sucked how?”

“Difficult to explain. Fuck. Difficult to think about.”

“Well, maybe if you—”

“Tay?” Max says, smiling gently to apologize for the interruption. “I think I just wanna go home, if that’s okay?”

“Sure, Max.”

Taylor starts the car and pulls them out onto the street, trying to ignore how the silence in the car feels like it might suffocate her.

But she’s not going to make Maxine talk. She just tried that, and it went all wrong. If Max wants to go the whole way home without saying another word, Taylor will let her—and maybe just have a cry about it later.

Only a couple minutes later, though, Max speaks up. “I am okay,” she says. “Or I will be. But I just… I’ve got some shit to work through, I think. More than I expected. Right now it’s just…” She holds her hands up either side of her temples, a few inches from her head. “It’s like it’s too big to fit in me. Too big for me to understand. But I will. And when I can put it into words, I’ll tell you about it. I promise.”

“You don’t have to tell me everything, Max.”

“I promise,” she says with another smile, one that Taylor can’t help returning. Even when she’s sad, even when she’s struggling, Max is just so Max.

“Tell me Justin didn’t give you any trouble,” Taylor says.

“Honestly?” Max shrugs. “He wasn’t so bad. Just picking up dinner for himself and his sister. He seems… nice enough.” She looks out the window. “Guys can be easier than girls sometimes. Not often. And only when they’re not, like, assaulting me. But they can be. Guys can be easier.”

“You don’t like the girls?”

Max doesn’t look round. “I love the girls. But I’m not one of them, am I?”

“You are to me,” Taylor says firmly. And too quick, like Willa, but Max doesn’t react. Doesn’t say anything more. Just keeps on looking out the window, away from Taylor, and chews on her lip.

Taylor doesn’t reach over to correct her, to save her from getting all messed up. To even touch Max right now would be, Taylor suddenly feels, incredibly intrusive.

* * *

He’s such a fucking cliché. Sitting on the floor of his room with the lights down low. Sad, slow music on the stereo. Trying his best to think of nothing. Fiddling with a strand of hair with his fingers because if he tries to sit completely still right now, he might go mad.

So he’s a cliché. What almost made him laugh is that he can’t decide whether he’s being a teen girl cliché right now, or a teen guy cliché. Which of them is most commonly found in the dark, in their room, listening to music that makes them want to vanish entirely?

Maybe it depends on the music.

It’s Nirvana playing. Unplugged in New York. Just moved from About a Girl to Come As You Are. And he’s there with it in the room. There and little more.

Max’s lips move silently, mouthing the words. Max’s fingers play with his hair. Max’s foot gently taps out the rhythm.

Max’s body. This thing that divides him from the others.

Max’s body.

This thing.

Clay used to play this album a lot. Between them they’ve got all of Nirvana’s albums. Everything down to random bootlegs on tenth-generation tapes. But Unplugged in New York is the one Clay always used to return to back when things were bad for him. Bad in a way Max didn’t understand at the time.

Yeah. He gets it now.

Trapped outside the world you want. Looking in. Refused entry.

He’s never wanted anything before like he wants this.

He should be strong. He’s a guy, isn’t he? Guys take what they need. They don’t get scared and they don’t let people stop them. Guys take.

Twist a strand of hair around a finger and pull. Hold it taut. Skin goes pink and white. Hold it. Skin’s whiter still. Hold it. Take a breath. Let it unravel. His hair curls away. And the end of his finger returns slowly to normal, as if it had never been starved of blood.

Repeat.

Nine fingers to go.

Guys take.

He’d rather die.

The album’s on Polly when there’s a knock at his door. It’s gentle, so it’s not Mom, who when she bothers to announce herself at all, usually knocks a brisk two-step and then immediately comes in, and it’s not Dad, because… Well, Max can’t remember the last time Dad came to his room at night. So he calls out that it’s okay to come in, remembering to do so in his Maxwell voice, and Clay opens, takes in the scene—not like he couldn’t have guessed what’s going on in here just from listening at the door, anyway—and immediately fetches a cushion so he can sit down next to Max.

He doesn’t say anything.

Polly plays out. On a Plain takes over. Then Plateau. That’s a cover. Band called Meat Puppets. Max is listening to a near-decade-old recording of a band covering another band from more than two decades ago.

Perils of inheriting your older brother’s taste in music.

“Talk to me, Max,” Clay says.

Max doesn’t say anything. Just listens to the music. He keeps returning to that moment after practice.

Because that’s his life, isn’t it? A handful of pivotal, fucked-up moments he can’t seem to get away from. This time it’s the moment that he understood that it was over, that he was done flying, that it was time for the real girls to go one way—

—and for Maxwell to go another.

Something about Clay’s presence makes it impossible to keep a dam on it anymore, but it’s Clay, and it’s the new Clay, the big brother who actually fucking acts like it again, so it’s instinctual when he clings to his brother’s arm, when he presses his face against his brother’s shoulder. When he cries himself fucking dry.

The album plays out.

Clay always said the end of Unplugged in New York made him sad. Kurt finishes off this amazing, emotional set, and the CD slowly spins down, comes to a halt, and Kurt’s already dead. Died almost seven months before the album even came out.

Kurt Cobain’s last breath, Clay always said.

“I was at practice,” Max says. “And it went great. It was amazing, Clay. Better than it ever was. But I didn’t even understand until it was over… Forgot who I am. Who I’ve got to be. That I’m…” He shakes his head, rubbing his cheek roughly against Clay’s shoulder. “Shit.”

“Take your time.”

“I was a guest in their house. You get it? I was with the girls and it was normal and it was fun and then… then it was over. Time to go home. I can’t shower with them, Clay. Can’t get changed with them. Oh, we’ve got it all worked out. A way for me to shower and change without revealing my secret. It’s so fucking clever. But I’m sick of the secret. School’s not even started and I’m sick of it.”

“What do you want to do about it?” Clay asks quietly.

“Nothing. I want to fucking stop. I want to walk out of this house and never come back and— No,” Max corrects himself as Clay’s light grip on his arm hardens. “That’s not what I want. That’s what— what feels appropriate. And that’s fucking stupid, isn’t it? I have one solution to every problem and it’s to take myself out of it. But it’s not what I want.”

“Tell me what you want, Max.”

Max isn’t even here. There’s a body and it’s grabbing onto Clay for dear life, but Max isn’t here. Max is elsewhere, and in his absence, the secrets are coming out.

“I want to be like them, Clay. I want to shower with them. Get changed with them. Go to the bathroom with them. Be normal like them. And I hate myself for it! Because I’m fucking broken! Because this is the only thing that makes sense to me now! And I don’t even— Fuck. I don’t even understand why.” The body needs air. Breathes ragged and cold despite the heat. Body’s breaking down without him. “I don’t understand why. Never wanted this before. Never wanted anything before, I guess. Just to be Avery’s friend. To be a gymnast. For people to leave me the fuck alone. But here… Here’s different. I’m pulled toward it. All of it. I don’t understand why but I can’t stop it. And I don’t want to stop it. The stupid parts of me keep pushing me to walk out of here but what I want to do is go deeper, to go all the way, to never have to be Maxwell again. To throw him off. To be Maxine.”

Max isn’t here. Max is an idea, a suggestion of a person. And Maxwell? He might as well be gone. How can someone who wants nothing survive when faced with someone who wants everything?

How can Maxwell possibly compare to Maxine?

“I know,” Clay says. “What you told me before—”

“It’s more than that. It’s all of it. Christ. It’s too big to say. Too big to think. It’s everything.” Hoarse and cold. Still. Maxwell’s last breath. If he were to turn around, he feels like he would see complete and total blackness, would see the end of the world, and only if he doesn’t acknowledge it, only if he keeps moving forward, can he escape it. “After practice, I had to walk away from them. From the girls. Get changed alone. It was necessary. Like I was in fucking quarantine, or something. And after, all I knew was how it felt to do that. It was like it caught me and wouldn’t let go. I want to be like them, Clay. I need to be like them. And I don’t understand why. But it doesn’t matter. Because I can’t have it.”

Clay pulls Max in closer. Both arms around him now. “Why can’t you have it?”

“Because I’m not them. They’re them and I’m… this. They’re girls and I’m a guy. And I always have to know that. I can’t ever forget it. Because if I forget, if I stop thinking about it for even one second… then maybe I fuck up and maybe I show them something they shouldn’t see. And then it’s over.”

“Okay, Max,” Clay says. “Okay. I think I understand.”

They’re silent for a little while. Truly silent. It’s late, and Mom and Dad are both long asleep, and the album’s been done for a while now. It’s just Clay and Max in the quiet and the dark.

Max is still crying. But he’s wrung out and empty and dehydrated, and it doesn’t have a hold of him anymore. He’s crying like it’s a habit, and wiping his cheeks every so often.

“I did some more reading...” Clay says, and trails off. He’s thinking. Max can feel his heart beating. Counts the thumps. And then Clay clearly decides, fuck it, and comes out with it. “You’re my sister,” he says. “If that’s what you want to be, if that’s what you need to be, then you’re my sister.”

It should be true. In a better world, the world Max has been visiting, on and off, since they moved to California, he might already be.

“I want to be,” Max says.

“You are.”

“Clay—”

“You’re my sister,” Clay says, more sure of himself. “For as long as you need to be.”

“Don’t say that,” Max says quickly. “Don’t. Don’t talk like it’s going to end.”

“Sure.”

“Sorry.”

“Maxine,” Clay says, “you’re my sister. Whatever happens out there, whatever you have to do, whatever you have to think about to get through the day, when you’re here, when it’s us, you’re my sister. And it’ll always be true, and easy, and simple. And I love you, Maxine. You’re my sister, and I love you. Whatever you need from me, if it’s in my power, it’s yours.”

Max is exposed. Ripped open by this. Everything, the needs, the desires, the things that don’t make any fucking sense, all there to be seen. And Clay’s seen it. All of it.

And he’s accepted it. All of it.

The thought is almost too delicate, too much like something unreal, something that will dissipate in the daylight, something that can exist only on the edge of not existing at all.

But it’s enough. And if it is believed, it will get stronger. It will become true. It will become real. It will become everything.

Here. At home. When it’s just them.

She’s his sister.

And Maxwell has breathed his last.

* * *

Maxine didn’t answer her phone last night. She didn’t reply to any of Taylor’s texts. She didn’t even get on the computer so Taylor could hassle her on AIM! Whatever happened yesterday after practice, however it made her feel, it was clearly pretty freaking awful to make her shut down like that!

So Taylor’s over at Max’s house, bright and early. Not so early that Maxine’s dad will still be around, though, and not even so early that she has to deal with Mom Giordano and her air of simmering mistrust. But early enough that she can pre-empt Max thinking of a good excuse to avoid coming over to practice; early enough that Max has no chance to get away from her. Because Taylor’s going to do some freaking good today!

She’s at the front door at eight-thirty on the dot, a gym bag over her shoulder and a smile on her face. And when Clay answers the door, in his shorts and nothing else—a sight that would make every other girl on the squad bar Willa swoon at least a little—she ups the brightness of her smile and pulls out one of the smoothies she mixed this morning, thrusts it toward him. Charm offensive on overdrive.

“Hi! Is Max up yet?”

“Hey, Taylor,” Clay says, grinning back at her. He reaches around behind her and slams the front door shut, then leans away from her, looks vaguely in the direction of upstairs, and yells at the top of his voice, “Maxine! Taylor’s here!”

Huh. So older brothers do the mom thing, too, the lean-and-yell. Maybe Garrett only doesn’t do it because his vocal cords have been atrophied by all that—

Wait.

What?

Clay’s calling her Maxine now? At home? Like it’s normal? Well, so does she! It takes more than that to rattle Taylor Scott!

She repositions her gym bag on her shoulder, renews the smile she’s still directing at Clay, and only turns when she hears the sound of feet, which is how she discovers that what it takes to rattle Taylor Scott is to see Maxine trotting down the stairs of her own house, just minutes after her mom left for work, in the little green-dyed denim skirt from yesterday, some clean sneaks, and a tight gray tank, none of which leave much of her to the imagination. She’s already done her makeup and she’s brushed or blown volume into her hair and she looks so happy.

Like.

Wow? Wow! Max is being Maxine just, like, casually? At home? This is big. This is huge! Taylor wants to call someone and tell them. It sucks that it needs to be a secret to most people, but the second she gets a free moment she’ll be texting Willa to pass on the good news and, okay, sure, crow just a little at the dissolution of Willa’s never-actually-implemented plan to hang at Max’s sometimes so she can be a guy because, hey, it doesn’t seem like Max wants that.

Maxine drops the last couple steps and bounces on her sneaks. “Hi!” she says.

Taylor should be cool. She should just be like, hi, happy Tuesday, you wanna go practice? She probably shouldn’t drop her gym bag on the floor and rush forward to hug her friend, to embrace her as tight as she possibly can.

That’s the kind of thing that makes you seem needy.

“Um,” Max says, slightly muffled, “good morning, Tay.”

“You look great,” Taylor says, through a thickening throat.

“Thanks. I, um. I made an effort.”

Taylor pulls away, looks her right in the face. She’s done her lips, used a little blush and—wow—she’s done eyeliner! “I can tell,” she says. She’s aware that she’s grinning like an idiot, but Max doesn’t seem to mind: she grins right back.

“Hey, listen, Tay,” Max says, disengaging and accepting the smoothie Taylor immediately pushes on her, “can we go light on practice this morning? I’m still sore from yesterday.”

“Oh, no, missy,” Taylor says. “You’re a cheerleader now. We go hard.”

Off to the side somewhere, Clay laughs. Max shows him a middle finger and says to Tay, “Not even a little bit light?”

“Nope!” Taylor pops the plosive with a giggle, and Max rolls her eyes at her. She doesn’t, however, resist when Taylor grabs her hand and pulls her toward the front door. “Now c’mon! We gotta go to Willa’s!”

“Willa’s? I thought we could maybe practice here for a change.”

“It’s a good idea,” Taylor admits with a shrug, “but Willa’s got something very special at home.”

“Oh?”

“Your uniforms came.”

“Oh shit.”

“Clay,” Taylor says, pausing, her hand on the front door, “I’m going to borrow Max for the day, okay?”

Clay’s leaning against the wall by the kitchen door, smirking at them both. “Bring her back before five,” he says.

“Promise!” Taylor calls, opening the door and tugging again on Maxine’s hand, dragging her back to Taylor’s house, where her car awaits.

* * *

“So,” Taylor says, once Max is strapped in and ready to go, “he calls you Maxine now, huh? Like, around the house?”

It would be so nice to not blush right now. Max’s cheeks, unfortunately, have other ideas; fortunate that she took the initiative and reddened them a little already.

Fuck, who is she kidding? She’s blushing and Taylor can see it; no chance she can’t.

“Yeah,” she says, looking down at her lap, and at her bare, smooth thighs that have just started to pick up a California tan. Another thing about her that’s changing. “I asked him to.”

“You—”

“Do me a favor, Tay?” Max says. She’s talking too fast already, but she’s got to get this out before she loses her nerve, and if she loses her nerve, the whole good mood she worked so hard on this morning will be for nothing. Because while being Maxine around Clay is a Band-Aid—a lifesaving one, for sure, but still, a Band-Aid—if Taylor agrees to this, it could be exactly what she needs to get through the year. And she’s going to agree, right? Of everyone, she’s always been the one who’s happiest when Maxwell goes away and Maxine comes out to play. Max can’t remember the last time Taylor treated her like a guy. So it’s going to be fine. “I don’t want to be Maxwell when I’m around you. Like, ever. I know it sounds weird—”

“It doesn’t,” Taylor says, but Max needs to keep talking.

“—but leaving the squad yesterday to shower on my own? It fucked me up, Tay. It was like I’d spent hours making myself a part of something and then I had to rip myself away. I felt temporary. Disposable. I almost lost it at the restaurant. And I can’t afford that. I can’t afford to fuck up. So I think, when I’m not around Mom and Dad, when I’m with Clay or when I’m with you, I need to be Maxine. I need to be the— the girl who belongs. And then I think… I think I’ll be okay when it comes to the things I need to do to keep the secret. I’ll be okay using the staff locker room. I won’t be temporary anymore. I’ll be okay.”

Taylor’s had her hand on Max’s thigh from about the second sentence, and now she’s squeezing it, reassuring her, turning briefly away from the road to smile at her.

“Of course, Maxine,” Taylor says. And then she laughs dryly. “Honestly? It was getting kinda hard to remember about Maxwell.”

“Forget him,” Max says urgently. “He should have died in New York, I think. He almost did. And I can’t keep him around while I’m doing this, or he might drag me back down with him.”

Taylor’s eyes briefly widen, and she nods. “You’re Maxine. I’ve been saying so for, like, weeks, anyway.”

“I wish I could forget him completely. But if you can? It helps, Tay. It helps so much.” Max pauses. Takes a few deep breaths. “You’re really okay with this?” It’s a difficult thing to ask but an impossible thing not to ask.

“I’m really okay with it.”

“Je-sus,” Max mutters, sinking down a little in the passenger seat. It’s a weight off. Hell, it’s the weight off. A weight she’s been carrying longer than she knows, one of those things you gradually become aware of and then can’t shake. And she’s danced around this, they both have, talking about how Maxine’s here to stay, how she needs to be, how it’s only practical or whatever the fuck, but this is the first time Max has said it outright. And with the adrenaline dissipating, she feels tired again, tired like she didn’t get much sleep. Which, yeah, she didn’t; Clay eventually put on another album, and they stayed up for hours. Her stupid, sweet, lovely brother stayed up with her half the night and eventually slept on her floor. “I don’t want him back, Tay,” she whispers. “Not ever, I think.”

And then she’s drifting off in Taylor’s passenger seat, so when Taylor says, “Me neither,” it might be real, and it might just be her imagination.

* * *

How to be normal in front of Willa? How to act like the same Taylor as usual when Maxine just dropped that on her? That’s, like, impossible.

Max wants Taylor to treat her as Maxine all the time? She wants Taylor to forget that Maxwell ever existed? And she doesn’t want Maxwell back? Not ever? She might as well have just given Taylor a decade of birthday and Christmas presents all at once.

That whole thing where Maxwell ‘should have died in New York’ is less welcome, but it’s just more reason for Taylor to take care of her. And the way she felt ‘temporary’ after having to shower apart from the other girls? Yeah, Taylor thinks she gets that. It makes sense. Gosh, it makes so much sense.

And she said it all with such urgency! Like she turned over a rock in herself and found all this… this stuff just festering, and had to get it out!

At least Maxine doesn’t seem to remember much of the rest of the conversation. The next time Taylor looked over at her, she was asleep, and Taylor doesn’t know how much of what Max said she meant to say aloud, so she’s not going to press on it. But Taylor’s going to act on it. Oh, yes, she’s going to act on it. Maxine is Maxine. All the time. Not exactly a difficult thing for Taylor to get her head around at this point!

But it makes it super hard to be normal in front of Willa. Fortunately, she’s wobbling atop a footstool and necessarily not looking at Taylor right now.

Willa’s mom and dad are both lawyers, and the house Willa shares with her parents and an ever-decreasing supply of older sisters always seems to Taylor like the kind of house a pair of lawyers would choose: outwardly straightforward but full of cubbyholes and complications. Lots of places to hide incriminating things, like Max’s new cheer uniforms.

“I didn’t want Mom to ask why I sent away for more uniforms,” Willa’s explaining as she extracts the plastic packages from the filigreed little space above her free-standing closet. “Also, they’re too big for me. Sorry, Max,” she adds, craning her neck around, “but some of us are blessed with shortness.”

“I’m precisely the right height, thank you,” Max says. “For now.”

“For now?” Willa asks.

“Oh. Nothing.”

“Does your mom even come in here?” Taylor asks.

Willa hops down, wrapped uniforms in hand. “It’s been known to happen. And when she does, she rummages. Like she thinks she’ll find better grades under the mattress, or a valid reason to pay my college tuition in my sock drawer.” She presents them to Max, who is sitting on the end of Willa’s bed, looking tired but happy. “Here.”

“Thanks, Willa,” Max says, smiling, and Taylor extracts all the meaning she can from those three syllables: Max is relieved Taylor wasn’t weird about the whole ‘forget Maxwell’ thing; Max is excited to practice this morning, despite her aching limbs; Max thinks her legs and butt look freaking hot in this denim mini.

Okay, maybe that last one is Taylor projecting. Max does look hot in Taylor’s denim mini, but she’s going to look even hotter in her new cheer uniform. Almost identical to the one she borrowed yesterday, of course, but this one’s hers.

Hopefully that’ll help her not feel so temporary, even if she does have to keep her uniform at Taylor’s. She’s on the squad!

“Try it on,” Taylor says, and before Max can react, she’s reached forward and taken one of the packages off of her and set it down on the bed. The other she grabs, and then she’s sweeping her gym bag back up off the floor and pulling Max into Willa’s bathroom. “I can’t wait to see you in it!” she adds when the door’s shut, injecting every ounce of cheerleader enthusiasm she can muster into the short sentence.

She’s holding it out, and Max takes it with a bemused expression on her face, as if Taylor is giving her a perfectly normal but contextually inappropriate object, like she’s handing over a golf club in a movie theater or a slice of pizza at the dentist.

“You’ve seen me in this already, Tay,” she says.

Taylor shrugs expansively. “I’ve seen you in mine,” she says. “This one should fit you even better. And we’re gonna practice, anyway! You need to get used to wearing a skirt while you jump around. I saw you fiddling with the hem a couple times yesterday.”

“Oh,” Max says. “Uh. Yeah. Little bit.” She’s blushing, and Taylor can’t help it if she finds that the most adorable sight on planet Earth, can she? Just as long as Willa doesn’t catch on that she’s gazing. “I was kinda self-conscious. At the start, at least.”

“Trust in your spankies, Maxine,” Taylor says. “Or your bike shorts, depending. They will keep you safe,” she adds piously, clasping her hands together briefly, like a nun.

Max grins. “I’m trying. I’m getting used to it. All of it.”

“Good!” Taylor bounces a bit; she’s not used to being home to so much unearthed excitement, and Willa’s bathroom is too small to truly charge around the place like she needs to. “Now, we need to get changed!”

With that, she pulls her own uniform, bike shorts and sports bra out of her gym bag and starts disassembling her current outfit, though when she has her top off, she stops, because Max is just standing there.

“Um,” Max says.

“It’s fine,” Taylor promises. “Didn’t I tell you, it’s fine?”

“You did, only… I need to pee.”

“Oh. So pee!”

“Just like that?”

Taylor giggles and she doesn’t even need to force it. “Just like that.”

There’s a pause as Maxine looks at her, examines her, and then she shrugs, mutters, “Just like that,” to herself, lifts up her skirt, and pulls down her panties. She sits down quickly, but not quickly enough that Taylor doesn’t see something she shouldn’t.

Or, more precisely, that she doesn’t see something she should.

“Um,” she says slowly, “Maxine?”

Max is looking determinedly at the floor and doesn’t answer. A tinkling noise answers on her behalf, and Taylor can’t bring herself to look away. Eventually, she’s done, and she cleans herself and stands, pulling up her panties quickly but, again, not quickly enough. She doesn’t look at Taylor as she wriggles her skirt back into place and starts washing her hands.

She can’t avoid Taylor’s gaze when she turns round, though.

“I’m so sorry,” Taylor says. “I shouldn’t have looked. I’m sorry. Sorry. I’m a perv, aren’t I?”

Something about that breaks through Max’s embarrassment, and she giggles. “Maybe you’re just curious,” she says.

“Damn right I am, Max! What did you do? There’s, like, nothing there!”

“I taped it up.”

“You— You taped it up?”

Max grins at her, no longer seeming ashamed or reticent. Maybe… maybe now that Taylor’s promised to forget about Maxwell, Maxine feels free.

She hopes so.

“It’s not that big of a deal,” Max says. “And it means I don’t have to worry about it coming undone during the day or when I do the splits or something. I can even pee.” She laughs. “As you saw.”

“It doesn’t hurt?”

She shrugs. “Itches sometimes. Less than my nipples, though, so there’s that.”

“Less than— Your nipples are itching? Oh. Oh, Max. Oh, shoot.”

“Yeah. I kinda guessed what that means.”

“Can I see?”

That makes Max uncomfortable again. “Maybe not today? It’s… weird having you see my fakes right now. Not sure why. It’s just—”

“Weird,” Taylor finishes. “Gotcha. And you don’t need to know why. It just is.”

“Yeah.”

“Gosh. Tape.”

“Tape.”

“What about, you know, when you pull it off?” Taylor mimes ripping tape away from skin. “Doesn’t it hurt?”

“You know how I waxed all around the area before? Well, I went back and did, uh, the rest of it. Can’t rip out the hairs with tape if you’ve already ripped them out with wax.”

“Huh. Practical.” Do not imagine what that looks like, Taylor. Do not.

She does anyway.

* * *

If there’s one thing Max doesn’t ever want to get used to, it’s that flushed, too-warm, sweat-drenched sense of absolute exhaustion after a good workout or practice session outdoors. Her limbs might ache, her head might swim, and her balance might occasionally need outside assistance as fatigue unpredictably quivers through her, but she has pushed herself, she has expanded the capabilities of her body once again, she has stepped up to the world and the wind and the ever-beating sun and made it a part of herself, and it has, in its turn, embraced her.

Jesus, she feels good. She feels like shit, also, but that’s good too.

“Wow,” Willa says. “I don’t think I’ll be able to move ever again.” She’s practically horizontal on the couch, her head buried in a large, fluffy cushion and her legs spread in an unwomanly fashion, with a beach towel down to act as a barrier between the expensive leather and what her next-sister-up Simone called ‘all that gross cheer sweat’. Max and Taylor also have a towel each; Simone showed up mid-practice, heckled them from the kitchen door, and then made them rub off their surface sweat with one set of towels and lay down another before they all got to rest.

“Just seeing you out there is exhausting,” Simone says, though she does so as she brings them an energy drink each, so as far as Max is concerned, she can say what she likes. “What happened to my little Wilhelmina who only cared about books?”

“She got bullied for being named Wilhelmina.”

“Your bullies have no taste. Anyway, Mom’s home this afternoon, so you’d better go shower, like, soon, and I’ll do you the favor of not telling her you had your cheer goop in such close proximity to her couches. Later!” And Simone waves at them, flashes an insincere smile, and leaves for her bedroom.

“I’m going to be a cliché here,” Willa says, “and apologize for my sibling.”

“She seems okay,” Max says, wanting to stand up for the woman who rehydrated her.

“She used to be way worse,” Taylor says, and takes a long drink. “Like, all these arch little comments all the time.” She wrinkles her nose and puts on a snootier voice. “‘Oh, are those new shoes? Because I swear I saw them last year. On clearance.’ Gross. But this is the third time I’ve seen her since she got back, and she hasn’t commented on my outfit once, so I figure she did some personal growth.”

“Got back?” Max asks. “From where?”

“She took a year out before college,” Willa says. “To go do ‘Africa stuff’. Since she came back, she’s been at least thirty percent more bearable.”

“What’s ‘Africa stuff’?”

“Nobody knows! She just says it was very spiritual.”

Max indulges. Closes her eyes. She doesn’t sleep—doesn’t want to—but she’s still glowing, or feels like she is, and for now, she doesn’t want to talk. She just wants to be, and this is as good a place as any in which to do so, in which to be Maxine, the cheerleader girl, the girl who’s best friends with Taylor and Willa, the girl who just worked herself until she aches.

The girl who’s going to keep doing this all year.

* * *

They got out of Willa’s house before her mom got home, because Taylor did not need an encounter with Mom Bauer, whose youngest daughter is bringing shame to the family name by being a lesbian (she doesn’t know, fortunately) and bringing shame and glitter to the family name by being a cheerleader (she knows that; it sucks). Taylor’s been in a cold war with almost Willa’s entire family since they first met, and though diplomatic relations have been in place for some years now, and all involved are capable of being very polite, it’s best not to metaphorically fly spy planes over Bauer territory by, say, yelling ‘Go Titans!’ too many times in their backyard.

Taylor also had to get away from Willa’s because she was unsteady, even more so than she was immediately after they got done practicing, and she was unsteady because she saw Maxine completely naked.

It was for like only half a second! And she blinked during, which cuts it down even more! A handful of frames of time, really.

Unforgettable. And illuminating.

Since the club, Taylor’s been pushing and pulling at the boundaries of her sexuality, trying to establish which parts of it are real; which parts are intrinsic and which parts are habitual. And she’s decided that, yeah, guys are hot, and she does like them, but there are so many things about them that are dealbreakers, things she put up with about, say, Gordo, because that was just what you did.

Like the smell. She’s pretty sure she made herself like it, because it was either that or spend their dates with a clothespin on her nose.

So: guys; hot. From a distance.

But girls. Girls are something else. Girls are shaped so perfectly, smell so wonderfully, and they’re so soft, and these are all things that Taylor’s known all her life, obviously. They just weren’t making themselves known to her.

Admittedly, most of that was because a part of her stuck her fingers in her ears and started tunelessly singing whenever the presence—or the touch—of a pretty girl got the rest of her to sit up and take notice. Robyn, for example; gosh, if Taylor had been her current self when Robyn was in her life… Well. She wouldn’t have gotten any cheerleading done, that’s for sure.

Girls: way hotter. And, like, more intrinsically pleasant to be around. So, bonus.

Funny that if Max had never shown up, Taylor might never have worked it out. But she’s basically perfect for her. Like, grown in a lab for Taylor’s exact situation. Maxine came into Taylor’s life, caught her interest as the most enticing possible kind of boy—the kind that both respects her and needs her—and then started walking almost casually toward womanhood. And she took Taylor’s sexuality with her.

And now Taylor can’t believe she ever didn’t think girls are the hottest thing ever. Especially girls with glossy near-black hair and deep brown eyes and dark red lips. Especially girls like Maxine Giordano.

But while there’s the way Max looks in a cheer uniform, or in a dress, or in her cargos-and-band-shirt ‘guy’ drag, or even in her underwear—all of which have kept Taylor up at night, in a good and only slightly guilt-inducing way—there’s been the nagging question: now that Maxine has shown Taylor the light, now that Taylor is looking at girls, like, properly looking, is Max enough for her? If they were to, just for example, kiss, and if kissing led to more, how would Taylor feel about it? Would she be able to commit without letting Max down? Would she be able to hold Maxine’s hand, kiss Maxine’s lips, press herself against Maxine’s body, and not wish for a real girl?

Yeah. Taylor knows now.

Maxine is a real girl. And she drives Taylor wild.

She climbed out of Willa’s shower, her wet hair plastered unflatteringly back against her skull, her chest bare of the breast forms she wears whenever she gets the chance, her tuck slightly undone by the hot water, and the only thing Taylor saw was the beautiful, graceful, damaged girl she’s fallen head over freaking heels for. Scars and all, Maxine is stunning.

She’s pretty sure that Max doesn’t know she saw her. The door was open only a crack, and Taylor shut it quietly and quickly, and the bathroom was all misty, and when Max came out with clean underwear on, she seemed happy and unembarrassed and that does not seem how the Maxine from earlier, the one who wouldn’t show Taylor her unenhanced chest, would have reacted.

So Taylor left her with Willa to pick out an outfit and jumped in the shower for just long enough to wash off the sweat, because right then she did not need to be alone with her thoughts and all the temptations they might have presented to her, any more than she needed an encounter with Mom Bauer. And now, towel-dried and dressed and out of the house, all Taylor’s got to do is drive them to the mall without getting distracted by Maxine, fresh-faced and happy, in her passenger seat.

* * *

Falafels, because Max is eating at home tonight, because Mom keeps going on about how she never sees her son. Max doesn’t want to give her cause to clamp down on her new social life just because it’s been a while since she had one, and Mom’s gotten used to having her around the house. And also falafels because the three of them felt so limp when they got to the mall that they couldn’t go another foot without something, and there was a vegan pop-up stand like right in the entrance, to which Taylor dragged Max by the hand, because she’s bought from there before, and you’ve got to try the one with the seaweed, it’s not anything like as gross as it sounds.

And it’s not. It’s pretty good.

She’s in Willa’s clothes this time, which is a first, but when they decided they were going to come hang at the mall, Willa reacted with well-rehearsed horror to the thought that Max could wear the same skirt out two days in a row—“You’ve gotta learn to fake an interest in fashion if you’re going to be on the squad, Max.”—and picked out something that would fit. No pants because, hey, witness the height difference. The skirt is nice, though. It’s in a color Max has never had to describe before but which Willa called ‘wine’, and it’s layered, consisting of an outer skirt that feels almost like velvet and an inner skirt—a ‘slip’—in diaphanous black. It’s kinda goth, Willa admitted, so she suggested that Max just go with it, and handed her a black top with red accents to pair with it.

The shoes don’t go, though. Max kept her sneakers on, because Willa’s not even close to her shoe size—Taylor called her a bee-yotch for her tiny feet; Willa beamed at her—and neither Taylor nor Max had thought to bring anything else.

And that’s at least part of the excuse for coming to the mall: Max needs boots to wear with an outfit like this. And not heeled boots, no; she needs something chunky to anchor the silhouette, or so said Taylor. And Taylor was very complimentary about the outfit, even laying a hand on Max’s belly, smoothing out her top to best show off her figure, so Max is following her advice.

“Oh!” Taylor’s voice carries across the shoe store. “Maxine! You’ve got to see these! They’re perfect!”

Willa finishes folding her falafel wrapper into a tiny triangle and grins at Max. “I guess we follow the squeals,” she says, and together they go find Taylor, who is sitting on a fitting bench with a pair of what look to Max like army boots, if army boots came in black fake leather and had little skulls and hearts printed all over them in white.

They’re actually cute. And they fit perfect.

She buys the boots and wears them out, to more squeals from Taylor. Willa’s just suggesting they go hang at the bookstore until it’s time to go home—and Taylor’s bargaining with her, saying they still have time to buy Maxine way more dresses—when they’re interrupted by a deep, male voice yelling from across the way.

“Hey! It’s the lesbos!”

Willa freezes, doesn’t react at all, and Max doesn’t recognize who’s shouting. Taylor clearly does, though, because she yells back, “Shut up, Shane, you freaking loser!”

Max quickly runs through the football roster in her head, and yeah, she’s pretty sure there’s a Shane on the team and she’s pretty sure he matches the guy hanging out by a store on the other side of the main walk. He’s flanked by a couple other guys, both of whom Max has definitely seen before, but can’t place.

“Yeah!” Shane yells. “Lez it up! Lez it up!”

Oh yeah. The party. The mass of drunken football guys and their pals, all chanting at her and Taylor. That’s where she saw the other guys. Cool.

Taylor’s about to yell something else when another group of guys Max kinda recognizes appears from out of the music store. One of them pushes Shane in the chest with both his hands, and it looks for a second like it’s about to escalate to a fight, but then Shane looks up at his attacker and backs down. The new guy says something to Shane and his friends that Max can’t hear, and then turns and starts walking toward Max, Taylor and Willa.

Oh! It’s only Justin Lawrence. Yeah. He’s fine. Max sorted him onto her (short) list of guys who don’t scare the shit out of her when he was kinda nervously nice to her after the whole Clinton thing, and he got his position on the list solidified after he picked up food for his little sister.

Huh. Does Max feel safe around big-brother types? That’s… psychologically interesting, at the very least. She needs to keep flicking through the Psych textbook, see if there’s anything about that.

“Hey, girls,” Justin says. He’s not flanked by his friends, who hung out for a moment to make sure that Shane wasn’t coming back and then returned to the music store, so it’s just him, which suits Max fine. Even guys she’s not scared of are best experienced in low numbers. “Hey, Maxine,” he adds, smiling at her.

“Hi,” Max says, and Taylor and Willa echo her. “Thanks for… that.”

“I’m just sorry I had to. Listen, you girls wanna get a smoothie or something? I know you cheerleaders live on them.”

Taylor pulls out her phone to check the time. “We really ought to go soon, Justin.”

“Ten minutes?” he says. “One smoothie. To apologize for those jerks just now on behalf of the team, and to apologize to Maxine for what happened at my birthday party.”

“Don’t worry about it,” Max says. Justin starts walking away, so she keeps up, and Willa and Taylor follow along. “And hey, I didn’t know that was your birthday party! Or maybe I did. I don’t remember. I was kinda distracted that night. Happy birthday, anyway! Uh, belatedly.”

“Yeah, I always have my party before we go back to school. Mom didn’t want me to always be the youngest, so she held me back in preschool and now I’m always the oldest one at school.”

“Nuh-uh,” Max says as they reach the boundary of the food court, “if that was on your birthday, I’m older than you.”

“No kidding!” Justin says, stopping to look at her.

“Yeah, by like two weeks. My mom held me back, too. It was kind of awkward always being older than everyone, but at least I wasn’t taller than them. I always expected it, but it never happened.”

Justin laughs. “Yeah, there’s always a taller girl. Not a problem for me, of course,” he adds, standing up straighter. “I like tall girls. Well, tall-ish girls.”

Max nods to cover her temporary mortification: she’d forgotten for a moment that a girl who is almost five-eight is not the same height, relatively speaking, as a guy who is almost five-eight. Stupid. At least Justin doesn’t seem to think anything of it. He’s too busy presenting the smoothie place to her as if he had it gift-wrapped.

“Ladies?” he asks, with his arms still spread out wide. “What do we all want?”

Willa and Taylor, who’ve been bringing up the rear, both ask for Very Berry, and Max opts for Mango Burst. Justin orders two Very Berries and two Mango Bursts.

They pick a table and Max sits first. Taylor, for some reason, dithers about which seat to pick and eventually plops herself down next to Max. Justin takes the seat opposite, and Willa sits opposite Taylor.

Taylor keeps trying to make eye contact with Max, so Max shrugs at her. One or both of them really need to develop more functional telepathy.

“The goth look suits you, Maxine,” Justin’s saying, and he’s pointing at her with the straw of his Mango Burst.

“Thanks,” she says, unable to keep from smiling. Incredible how much confidence she can access now that she can be pretty certain nobody’s going to spot her as a guy, and now that she has friends who will tell her as she gets dressed that, yes, that shizz looks hot on you, Maxine. “It’s Willa’s, actually. We practiced over at hers this morning and I only had—”

“She didn’t bring a change,” Taylor says, rolling her eyes theatrically.

“I’m leaning into it,” Max says, holding out a booted foot for Justin to inspect. “I just bought these.”

“Whoa! You’re like a taller Willa. Don’t let Eddie see you; he might kiss the wrong one.”

“I’m safe.” Maxine hooks a finger into a few strands of hair and twists them around, pretending to examine them. “Very different hair color.”

Taylor nudges her under the table, presses her foot up against Max’s and pushes rhythmically, but it’s probably not Morse code—which Max can’t remember much of from Avery’s brief foray into it as a way of passing notes—so she shrugs and turns her attention back to Justin. He’s smiling at her again.

* * *

That does it. Max needs a crash course in how to deal with attention from guys, because Justin thinks he has her on the hook and is reeling her in, and— Wait, he doesn’t have her on the hook, does he? Maxine’s said she doesn’t like guys! Like, multiple times!

Yeah, just like Taylor told Willa like fifty times over the years that she doesn’t like girls; like she told her that Miss Burke, the twentysomething history teacher, might well habitually wear tops that make her boobs look like they’re about to jump right out, but she doesn’t see how that’s her problem.

Shoot. Justin’s into Maxine and she doesn’t seem to get it and just because he’s being charming and nice and buying them all smoothies…

“Hey, Justin,” she finds herself saying, interrupting some conversation they’re having about Maxine’s first cheer practice, a deeper and more involved one than at the burger place yesterday, which Taylor has at least been gratified to note has been entirely fulsome on Max’s part, “this was really nice of you, but we’ve got to go. I’ve got to get Maxine here home before her mom, like, plotzes.” She frowns. “Is that the right word? Max, is that a New York word?”

“I think it’s Yiddish,” Max says, smiling and nudging against her.

“Cool word,” Taylor says, nodding to herself. “Very cool. Good sound.” What is she doing? ‘Oh, Justin, I know Max better than you because I know she’s from New York!’ Duh. That’s, like, the one fact that everybody knows about her. “Um. Anyway. Justin. We gotta go. Because of her mom. And stuff.”

“Yeah, I heard your mom was super strict,” Justin says to Max, as if Taylor hadn’t interjected at all. “Meredith says she doesn’t want you cheerleading at all.”

Freaking Meredith! First she breaks Sandy’s nose, then she starts gossiping! Just because she’s tutoring Justin’s sister! He shouldn’t get to know things about Max!

“She doesn’t want me doing anything,” Max says. “If she had her way, I’d be sealed in a box until college. Maybe until I’m twenty-five.”

“Then I’m happy she’s not—”

“Max?” Taylor says. “It’s past four, so we really gotta go. Didn’t your brother say your mom’s home at five today?”

“Oh,” Max says, “shit. Yeah.” Taylor beams in satisfaction; her gambit has the benefit of being entirely truthful and consistent with what the best course of action would be in this scenario anyway, and it’s purely good luck that it gets Maxine away from Justin so Taylor can get a chance to explain to her that handsome football guys are not to be trusted. “Thanks for the smoothie, Justin. And for the save.”

Justin does the cool-guy thing, leaning back in his gaudy food court chair and knotting his hands behind his head. “Sure,” he says. “See you at school, Maxine.”

Max waves as Taylor drags her away. “See ya,” she says, and then, finally, she’s looking away from him and walking with Taylor and Willa, so Taylor can get all the thoughts she’s been stacking up for the last half-hour off the top of her head and into Maxine’s.

“Max,” she says urgently, “Justin was flirting with you.”

“He so wasn’t!”

“He was.”

“No, he was just being— Shit. You really think he was?”

“Duh.”

“I just thought he was being nice!”

“He was being nice,” Willa says, and then she rears back as Taylor rounds on her. “What? He was! Justin’s a nice guy,” she adds, leaning around Taylor. “It doesn’t mean he wasn’t flirting, but he’s just a nice, normal guy.”

“As far as you know,” Taylor says.

“Defamation of character, Tay.”

“As if! After Gordo, I think I’m right to be skeptical about guys.”

“He’s not Gordo.”

“Willa,” Taylor says, “all guys are a little bit Gordo.” She turns back to Max, whose eyebrows are pinched. “You’ve got to be more careful!”

“Taylor,” she says, “do you think I’m—?”

“No.” She cuts that dumb shizz off before Max can even finish saying it. “No, absolutely not. One, you’re not a guy—” and she punctuates this with a shoulder nudge, like Max gave her at the table in the food court, “—and two, ew ew ew, no! It’s just, like, wrong to think of you in the same sentence as Gordo.”

“Okay. Cool. Cool.”

“Max. Seriously—”

“I’m good, Tay,” Max says. “I’m just, I don’t know, feeling like an idiot. I should be better at seeing that shit.”

“You’re not an idiot,” Willa says. “You’re just new.”

“I’m not saying you can’t talk to Justin,” Taylor says. “But he’s a guy. And he likes you. So just remember, if he can, he will. He’s probably the kind of guy who waits for an invitation,” she continues, nodding at Willa, “but he’s going to be thinking about it.”

“Always?” Maxine asks, looking bewildered, and Taylor would laugh if it weren’t the worst thing she could possibly do right now. Max really never was like the other guys, was she? She’s a picture of innocence. Maybe that’s what it does to you, having your best and more or less your only friend be both a girl and a lesbian: inoculate you against guy crap.

Or maybe she’s always been like this.

Yeah. That’s the more comforting thought. Max isn’t some guy who’s been fixed by other girls. Max is Max.

She frets a little more as they drive, but by the time they’re depositing Willa at chez Bauer—and Willa’s telling her not to worry about the clothes, just give them back anytime—Maxine’s gotten her confidence back, and she’s laughing and smiling like normal, like she usually does when it’s just the three of them. Or, now that Willa’s gone with a wave and a blown kiss, just the two of them.

“You gave me a crash course in girl before,” Maxine says as Taylor pulls the Beetle back onto the street. “Maybe it’s time for the advanced course?”

“The advanced course is very simple: don’t trust guys. Even the nice ones.”

“But, Tay, with me, when we first met, you came right up to my—”

“Okay,” Taylor says, interrupting her again and counting by raising the fingers on the hand she has on the wheel, “one, I’m not perfect at following my own advice. Two, I think you were more scared of me that day that I was of you.”

“Yeah. True.”

“Three, remember when you were in my room the first time and you were scared to even sit on the bed with me? That’s when I knew I could trust you. Justin, ‘nice guy’ though he may well be, would’ve sat on the bed. And four, you’re not a guy, Maxine. Not as long as you don’t want to be.”

“I don’t want to be,” Max says quietly. But she’s still smiling, so Taylor smiles back at her.

“Just be careful.”

“I will.”

They’re back at Taylor’s with ten minutes to spare, and Max has already shown Taylor the text from Clay confirming neither of their parents are in, so they’re not going to have to suffer through any clothes-switching shenanigans at Taylor’s. They hug, and Taylor leans back to get one last look at her in Willa’s cute goth outfit before she lets her go.

“Thanks for today,” Max says. “Not just for helping with Justin, but… I needed it. After yesterday, and… you know.”

“I know,” Taylor says.

“I can’t believe those guys yelled at us like that.”

“You know what guys are like. They see two girls kissing and they think it’s all for them.”

Max laughs and looks away. “Yeah.”

And Taylor knows that Max is thinking about Justin coming in to shut them up, and she doesn’t want Justin to be in Max’s thoughts at all, because what if Max is like Taylor, only the other way, and now that the possibility has been properly presented to her she’s going to be thinking about Justin, about guys, about—

“Hey, Taylor?”

It’s awful thinking of Max with a guy, and that’s even without her safety in the picture! Just the image of it, it’s gross, it’s wrong, it’s—

“I should go, Tay,” Max says, and Taylor looks up at her, and the light catches her just right and her lips look so delectable that Taylor hates to even entertain the thought of someone else kissing them the way she got to at the party, so before she knows what she’s doing, she leans in.

Taylor kisses Maxine.

Right there in front of her home.

She kisses her on the lips.

She wraps an arm around Maxine’s waist and pulls her in.

The pressure of her...

And then Taylor’s mind catches up with events and she steps away, wide-eyed, and rushes back into her house without looking back.


chapter fifteen

THE MOST NORMAL

The only move is to stand there and look dumb. That’s obvious, right? Your new best friend kisses you, looks right after like she just summoned all the demons of hell by doing so, and runs away at top speed, so what do you do? You just kinda stand there. Dealing by not dealing. Processing by not processing.

Only Max needs to go home sooner or later, and preferably sooner, because Clay’s promise that their parents aren’t home has an expiration date.

With a quick look at the Scotts’ front door, as if it might open and disgorge Taylor with an explanation—or maybe another kiss—Max shakes her head. Obviously, nothing happens. Nothing was going to happen, because Taylor ran like hell.

Max probably should, too. She hefts her bag, turns around—looks back one final time—and heads home.

Clay’s waiting at the door, having obviously heard her coming.

“Cutting it a little tight, aren’t we?”

Max snorts. “‘Aren’t we’?” she quotes. “Do you inherit Mom-ness when she’s out of the building, or do you aspire to it?”

“You’re not too old to get slapped upside the head, Maxine,” Clay says, closing the door and following Max up the stairs.

At the top, Max twists around to grin at him. “You wouldn’t hit a girl, would you, Clay?”

It’s enough to make Clay stop for a moment. Then he laughs. “Have you been taking lessons in being a little sister?”

“Yes. From Taylor.”

“That’s not fair. I’m not Garrett.”

Opening the door to her room, Max nods. “You smell better,” she agrees. She’s surprised when Clay follows her in, but she doesn’t try to kick him out or anything. They’re still feeling out their new relationship, working out how much of their old selves to bring forward into it. But it all feels easy, probably because they never really did the brotherly scuffles thing, so they don’t have a toxic pattern to fall back into. It’s unformed, but it’s easy.

Clay flops onto the end of the bed and Max throws her gym bag into the bathroom before joining him. She’s got some bottled water in the nightstand, so she retrieves a couple bottles and hands him one.

“You’re not getting changed?” Clay asks.

“When Mom gets home, sure. Until then…” She leans back on the bed and stretches out her leg.

“Nice boots. Nice outfit, actually. But,” Clay adds after taking a long swig of water, “it’s not what you went out in, right?”

Max shakes her head. “It’s Willa’s. The boots are mine; we bought them today to go with. But the skirt and the top are Willa’s.”

“Really leaning into this, aren’t you?”

Taking a drag from her bottle gives Max the moment she needs to think about her answer, about the implications of it. Her conclusion: yeah, fuck it. Clay already knows how serious she is about this. She should stop being so reticent.

“Yeah,” she says. “I gotta make up for eighteen years of girl stuff, Clay. Borrowing clothes from your friends and going shopping together is just part of it. If Taylor or Willa or Julie or any of the others give me an opening, I’m taking it. No questions asked.” She grins. “Remember how you were on my case about playing with my hair in a girlish way?”

“Sorry,” Clay says, frowning at her.

“That’s the kind of shit I’m working on. Walking right, sitting right, talking right.”

“Not very feminist of you. Surely there’s more than one way to be a woman.”

“No, no no no,” Max says, waggling her water bottle at him in rebuke. “I already had this conversation with Willa. This is high school, Clay. This is high school and I’m a cheerleader. I gotta do it right.” She giggles. “There’s time to be a feminist in college.”

And then she’s alarmed, because Clay’s choking on his water. Quickly, she takes the bottle from his limp hand and caps it. Shuffles up next to him so she can rub his back.

Boots on the comforter. Who cares? She can get a clean one out before she goes to bed.

“Hey,” she says softly, “you okay, Clay?”

He nods in that shaky, uncertain way people do when they’re dealing with body shit that currently occupies them entirely, but they still need to reassure, for example, their sister that they’re not in danger of choking to death, so she kicks off her boots, dumps them on the floor, and holds his hand until he stops coughing and wheezing.

She’s holding her brother’s hand. She wishes she could go back and tell young Maxwell that; depending on which version of him she picked, he’d be super jealous. Or maybe just confused. Also, it’s kinda funny to compare their relative hand sizes. It’s not like Max has tiny hands or something—her hands, like the rest of her, are somewhere in the crossover between the larger girls of her age and height and the smaller guys—but Clay’s? They’re way big.

They used to be smaller. More like hers. Is he sad about that? Does he miss being smaller? She remembers matching fingers with him one time, years and years ago. She was trying to learn guitar, and he was teaching her, and she gave herself cramps in her fingers. And Clay had said that the way to fix it was to put your hands against someone else’s, fingers stretched out like a starfish, and push. And they were nearly the same.

Now…

How much longer would she have had? How much longer until she started to grow into him? Scary thought.

“Fuck,” Clay eventually whispers, and he lies down on Max’s bed, pulling Max back with him until they’re both looking straight up. Max, reminded of all the times she’s laid back like this with Taylor, laughs lightly.

And is briefly reminded of the kiss. Shit, yeah, she still needs to think about that…

First, though, she has a brother to tease.

“Who taught you to drink?” she asks.

“Oh my God,” Clay mutters, “you really have been taking little-sister lessons from Taylor."

“She is the expert.”

“Max,” Clay says. “When you said college…”

“Yes?”

Clay shakes his head. Because he’s lying on the bed next to her, he rocks the whole damn thing, and her with it. Christ, he’s so big. Max’s other future, lying there with her.

“Forget it,” he says.

Max rolls over, props herself up so she can look at him. And compare herself to him, as well, and it’s weird: now that she’s given herself permission to enjoy the shape of her body, to revel in its androgyny—at least inasmuch as it is a starting point for a new, even better shape—it’s like she’s also given herself permission to be relieved that she’s never going to be Clay. She was always kinda back-of-the-mind worried about bulking out, but she always rationalized it as being because it would have been the end of her gymnastics career for certain.

Now, she’s wondering if that was always the whole of it. Certainly, by the time they left New York, her gymnastics career was long over already, but she still hadn’t wanted to be Clay. And there’s no doubt she makes more sense to herself this way.

“Tell me,” she says.

“You said last night you didn’t want to talk about the future,” Clay says.

“No, I said I didn’t want to talk about things ending. I think.”

Clay looks right at her. “When you mentioned college, it was like you’re planning to go… like this. As a girl. As Maxine.”

Max affects a light shrug, her nonchalance hiding how her heart’s suddenly beating in her throat. It hasn’t yet stopped being terrifying, talking about this shit; she’s always scared that someone who has so far seemed to understand what she’s going through will find a Rubicon they cannot cross with her.

“Kinda,” she says.

“‘Kinda’.”

“It’s not like it’s a plan or anything,” Max says awkwardly. “I don’t know what I’m going to do next year or how I’m going to do it. But right now, going back to Maxwell, going back full time, I mean, not just for dinner with Mom and Dad or other dumb stuff like that… I can’t face it. Even thinking about it… It’s like I’m inside, and everything’s calm and simple for the first time in as long as I can remember, but outside, on the other side of the window, there’s a howling storm.” Her fists have clenched of their own accord. She loosens them, shakes out some of her tension. “I don’t want to go out there.”

“You’re going to have to face that storm sooner or later,” Clay says quietly.

“Later. Much later. I want to survive senior year. Then I’ll start thinking about college. Hell, maybe I’ll put it off for a year, go do ‘Africa stuff’ like Willa’s sister.”

“What’s ‘Africa stuff’?”

“I’m still not sure. I think it’s a rich kid thing. You know, go tour another country. Maybe build a house or something.”

“You know Africa isn’t a country, right?” Clay says, poking her. “It’s lots of countries. It might even be a continent.”

“I’m aware.”

“Hundreds of languages,” Clay continues, “maybe more. More populous than all of the Americas.”

“Stop showing off,” Max says. “So you paid attention in school? Yay you.”

Clay pokes her again. And then his expression sobers. “So. College as Maxine, huh? If the storm doesn’t get you first.”

“I don’t know,” Max mumbles. But now that she’s thinking about it—again—she wants it. To go to the same college as Taylor and to leave Maxwell back here; no, to leave Maxwell back in New York… God, she wants it. “Yeah,” she admits. “Yeah, I think so.”

“Then you need a plan for telling Mom and Dad. I don’t mean today,” Clay continues patiently, ignoring Max’s sudden recoil, “and I don’t even mean tomorrow. But soon. And, little sister?” He leans in and, with a single finger, gently raises her head to make her look at him again. “Tell them before they find out on their own, okay?”

Max would nod, but Clay’s finger is still under her chin, so she says, “Sure. Fine.”

“Good.”

“But not today.”

“Not today,” Clay agrees.

“Not next week, either.”

“Max—”

“I need to establish myself,” Max argues, steamrollering over whatever Clay was going to say. “Before I tell Mom, I need to be at school, going to classes, meeting teachers. I’m already on the squad, and that’s good, but my position at school needs to be unassailable. I need to be able to tell Mom that everyone knows me as Maxine. Everyone. Teachers, students, the fucking janitor, the cops at the doors… I can’t tell her yet.”

Clay’s eyes soften. “Honestly, Maxine,” he says, “she’s going to go ballistic no matter when you tell her.”

“One month,” Max says. “No, two months. Fuck, just let me get through the Fall semester, okay?”

“I’m not going to tell you what to do. And I’ll do my best to help no matter what happens. But Max? You need to think about this. About all of it. You can’t put it off forever. Not now that you’re taking those pills.”

“Yeah. Yeah. I know.”

Suddenly smiling, Clay says, “Okay! Big brother shit over.” He bounces up out of the bed, away from Max. “I should leave you be and go shower.”

“Oh, Clay,” Max says before Clay can leave, “one more thing. Can you still forge Dad’s signature?”

Clay visibly deflates just a little. “What now, Maxine?”

* * *

She kissed Max. She kissed Max. She kissed Max.

“Hey, Taylor, pass the potatoes?” Garrett says.

She kissed Max. She was right there, and so pretty, so sexy in Willa’s skirt and her cool, chunky new boots, and Taylor was so in her head about Maxine maybe suddenly starting to like boys or realizing that she’s liked them all along or whatever, that she just impulsively went in and kissed her!

“Hey, Taylor. The potatoes?”

What did Maxine think of it? Did she think anything of it? She brushed off their kiss at the party, didn’t she? Except when they were talking about it after, up in Taylor’s room, she outright said that one day she wanted to be kissed for herself, right? She wanted to be kissed because of who she is, by someone who wanted her and her alone? And that’s exactly what Taylor did! She kissed Max for Max. And she kissed her for Taylor, too. But it was all Max, Max’s lips, Max’s eyes, the shape of her, the sound of her voice, the way she talks and the way she thinks… She kissed Max for all that. So it’s good. It’s good. It’s fine. It’s good.

“Earth to Taylor…”

“Leave your sister alone, Garrett. She’s clearly got something on her mind.”

“She’s got a mind?”

“Enough of that, young man.”

Oh shizz, there’s a problem: Max thinks Taylor’s straight, doesn’t she? Which is totally understandable, because Taylor thought Taylor was straight until very recently, but if she does, then maybe she’s thinking like Taylor sees her as a guy, when that couldn’t be further from the truth. And if Maxine thinks Taylor sees her as a guy, well, she got screwed up enough just from being separated from the other girls to go shower, so this could really hurt her! Stupid, Taylor, stupid!

“Hey, Taylor, pass the baby elephant? I want more trunk.”

“Garrett…”

“I’m serious! I could use a tusk to pick my teeth clean of the potatoes I don’t have.”

“Don’t make fun of your sister, Garrett. And don’t make light of the plight of the elephants! They’re beautiful animals, aren’t they, Jack?”

“Garrett, don’t make fun of the elephants.”

“Or his sister.”

“Or your sister.”

* * *

Clay left with the cheerleader registration form and a deepening scowl on his face, but he already promised to forge Dad’s signature and even put down his own cell as the contact. Clay can be ‘Mr Giordano’ on the phone, no problem; it’s not even technically wrong.

“Oh, Maxine,” Clay said before he left, “don’t kid yourself. This is a huge lie. Just don’t get us both caught in it, okay?”

But he said it while hugging her, so it’s fine. He also said he wouldn’t do it for her if she weren’t eighteen already, if the parental permission weren’t so obviously a legacy requirement, an artifact of a system that doesn’t take into account people in Max’s position at all, if she weren’t a legal adult, if it weren’t quite clearly an emergency…

She shooed him out. He can be such a mother at times. Even when he’s being her father.

And now she’s standing there under the shower, her chest bare and flat and her tuck pulled out, trying as she always does not to slip into the numbness that she’s started to label not just with her old name, but with the sensation of his encroaching return, like he’s a horror movie monster come to stalk her while she washes. Like he’s going to be right on the other side of her sensibly plain shower curtain, only instead of a knife he’ll have, like, gender, or something.

She giggles, and then coughs as she accidentally swallows water. The ludicrousness of the thought—and the momentary retching to get the water out—is enough to get her through washing her junk and her chest, and then she’s just working on the handful of stray hairs with a razor.

So.

Taylor.

Time to think about that.

Taylor kissed her.

And like, okay.

So?

Why did Taylor kiss her? Was it just a goodnight kiss?

Yeah, right, Maxine. Why would anybody be that flustered after a simple goodnight kiss?

Well, Taylor kisses Willa, doesn’t she? To say bye and stuff.

On the cheek, sure.

And she’s kissed Max on the cheek before, hasn’t she? Maybe she just missed.

Nah. It was a real kiss. It was quick, but it wasn’t nothing. If Max hadn’t been sure of that while they were kissing, she sure was the moment Taylor pulled away.

She rinses the conditioner. Carefully, running her fingers through her long hair, teasing it out, squeezing the ends for a moment before washing it out entirely, because she read on the back of the little packet of conditioner in Willa’s bathroom that that’s a thing you might want to do. And maybe that’s only for someone like Willa, who box dyes, but she wants to get everything right.

So…

Taylor likes guys, right?

But that’s not why she kissed Max. Like, that’s more than obvious, and not just from the way Taylor habitually acts around Max lately: she spent the whole day telling Max she doesn’t see her that way. Hell, there was a moment when Taylor made some offhand comment about ‘all guys’ and Max, forgetting herself—or remembering herself, maybe—was taken aback, and when Taylor noticed she corrected Max immediately, acted like she’d forgotten Max could ever have thought of herself that way.

And it wasn’t the kind of kiss you give a guy, anyway. Not a guy like Gordo, not the kind of guy Taylor’s used to dating. Max has seen Taylor kiss Gordo; she does so delicately, with birdlike little pecks. When she wasn’t merely putting up with him slobbering all over her.

Ick.

Yeah, Taylor’s kiss today wasn’t anything like that. It had force behind it, had passion in its pressure and its intensity. Taylor put her arm around her!

Does that mean anything, though? Like, what, really, has Max eliminated here?

She probably should just talk to Taylor about it. Her entire history suggests that when she thinks about things on her own, she tends to pick the wrong option.

Shutting off the water, she pats herself dry and ties a towel around her chest, noting once again that the persistent itch in her nipples intensifies when it comes into contact with rough fabric. She needs new towels, towels like the ones Taylor’s got, which are like stepping into a pastel-pink cloud.

Becoming a girl sure is expensive.

Speaking of, though…

She fetches a hair tie from the cabinet over the sink, ties her hair in the Maxwell ponytail, decides once again that it looks silly, that she was an idiot for ever thinking it didn’t, and inspects herself carefully, firming up her jaw, twisting her face this way and that. Dinner again with the family tonight; does she look enough like a guy to get away with it? She’s not above drawing on a mustache if it comes to it.

It was so hard to find Maxine yesterday morning. It was as if Maxwell had reached out from the mirror, taken her by the throat, and refused to let go until she started painting her face again. But today, in her misty reflection, she gets no more than flashes of him.

Maybe the fucker’s given up.

Satisfied, she skips out of the bathroom and starts assembling a suitably masculine outfit. She picks one of her old pairs of jeans, the ones that fit terribly—though not, now that she’s started filling out again, quite as terribly as before. She’s been keeping them unwashed, figuring she needs to keep some shit around that at least looks like it’s been worn all day. She eschews a band shirt for tonight—Mom’s never liked them—and instead throws a checked collared shirt over a plain black tee.

Winces again. Stupid nipples.

Shit.

Wait.

Idea!

* * *

Banished from the dinner table—because she couldn’t stop staring into space and twirling her fork around in her fingers, which creates messes—does at least mean that Taylor’s up in her room when she gets Maxine’s texts; she can properly obsess over them—the things she says! the things she doesn’t say!—without fear of interruption.


Maxine: Exciting announcement

Maxine: About to have dinner with the parentals

Maxine: With Band-Aids over my nipples

Maxine: Because oh god oh god they itch so much

Maxine: How long will that last?

Maxine: Based on your experience with puberty

Maxine: And if you have any answer that isn’t five more minutes I’ll never talk to you again

Maxine: Kidding

Maxine: Anyway

Maxine: Dinnertime

Maxine: Talk later?



Taylor’s got the Sidekick open on her bed, and she’s sitting over it, legs crossed under her, chin propped on her hands, just staring at the freaking thing. Like it might suddenly leap up and bite her. Or like it might, of its own accord, start texting Maxine insane things, things like I think I love you and Let’s kiss again a lot.

Talk later.

Like, yeah. Obviously they should. They should talk about the kiss. About how even though it lasted like a hundredth as long, it was way better than the kiss at the party, because this kiss wasn’t immediately followed by some guy being gross. They should talk about how Max’s lips are soft but firm, how they are built for dark colors with a bit of shine, how they opened just slightly when Taylor kissed her.

Taylor inhaled her. Tasted her. Just a little bit.

Shoot. She should probably reply before Max thinks she’s being weird.


Taylor: OMGosh Band-Aids?

Taylor: I never would have thought of that. Although, I guess, I had training bras and stuff.

Taylor: Note that this is not a suggestion that we get you a training bra. I think that would be exceptionally strange.

Taylor: You have normal bras.

Taylor: Normal bras are better.

Taylor: And you look super cute in them.



The problem with having a phone with a proper keyboard, Taylor reflects as she gnaws on the end of it, is that it makes it a lot easier to nervously ramble. Maxine, stuck with T9 texting, is forced to be more deliberate.

Advantage Max.

No. Taylor can still win this. Taylor can still be the most normal, the most relaxed.

Take a breath, then type.


Taylor: I already had dinner.

Taylor: So if you want to talk...

Taylor: Video chat?

Taylor: I can help set it up if you need.

Maxine: Yeah I might need the assist LOL

Taylor: LOL! Look at you with the textspeak!

Maxine: I learned it from Avery

Maxine: I’m very modern

Maxine: I understand cellphones and computers and when I was a kid I successfully set the timer on the VCR

Maxine: Anyway dinnertime for real

Taylor: Just come on AIM. I’ll be waiting.



Of course she’ll be waiting for Maxine. What else would she be doing?

* * *

Max is acing dinner and it’s making her feel powerful. She got to spend the whole day as herself, and as soon as she’s done with Mom’s famous reheated bulk-prepared meatballs, she’s going right back upstairs to be herself again, so this little excursion back to Maxwell? It’s fine. She can do it. She can put him on like a costume, and yeah, he’s not such a bad person to have to pretend to be.

Just as long as she doesn’t have to be him full time again.

Besides, this is the fake Maxwell. He’s sardonic but cheerful, and he responds to questions from Mom with earnest and eagerly told lies. She’d feel bad about that, since Mom wants the best for her, and Max is lying to her face, but lies are what Mom wants to hear: she wants to know that Maxwell, her younger son, is healthy, happy, and looking forward to starting at a new school, and none of that’s been even close to true for a very long time. And, sure, Max used to find Mom’s expectations stifling, her wishes for her son naive, and her attention actively shameful, but Maxine’s insulated from all that. She’s free of it all: the son her mom wants to have so desperately that she seems sometimes to hallucinate him, is just fucking gone.

She’s no longer Maxwell, no longer failing to live up to the standards of the people who love him; she’s someone else now. Someone better. And maybe, eventually, when Mom meets her, she’ll see.

Or, if she doesn’t, then at least she might be persuaded of the truth: that the Maxwell she thought she knew was miserable, desperately lonely, and doomed to fizzle out, to end with a whimper, not a bang, either when some guy decided once again to go for him, or when Maxwell himself took matters into his own hands.

But not her. Not Maxine. Maxine’s free. And that means she can present to her Mom, who she loves—who she doesn’t want to be sad or worried—a reassuringly happy and absolutely unreal boy to love in return.

* * *


Maximillion: I don’t got it

Maximillion: I’ve been trying to get it, and I don’t got it

YourCaptainTaylor: Just run the .exe.

Maximillion: Just run the exe, she says.

Maximillion: Where did it even go

YourCaptainTaylor: I thought you were modern, Maxine.

YourCaptainTaylor: I thought you understood computers.

Maximillion: I absolutely understand computers

Maximillion: You press the button on the front and then you move the mouse around

Maximillion: Sometimes internet happens

Maximillion: Occasionally it breaks

YourCaptainTaylor: It better not break!!! I fixed it up properly, Max. Just for you.

Maximillion: Aw. Thank you Tay <3



Taylor definitely does not stare at that little sideways heart symbol. She absolutely ignores it while she talks Maxine through the process of installing and configuring the video chat program, and she totally doesn’t think about it when she fields Max’s pouty complaint that it would have been quicker and easier to just come over.

She assumes Max is pouting, anyway. Easy to imagine with those lips…

Then Maxine’s picture flashes up on her computer, and Taylor drags it into pride of place, center screen. She waves at Max through her webcam—and sees herself in the mirror view, at a glorious fifteen frames per second—and then drops her cheap call-center headset over her ears and waits for Maxine to do the same.

Maxine tries to say something but nothing comes out, and then her pixelated—but still cute, still so adorably cute—image rolls her eyes. She gestures to her webcam and stands up, giving Taylor a fantastic rear view as she leaves the room. Maxine’s wearing a pair of loose jeans and some kind of boring black shirt but that doesn’t matter, because no amount of clothes can hide the way Max moves. Different from the way Maxwell moved, subtly so, and less exaggerated than when she’s really pushing the Maxine persona, but still identifiably something that she created in herself after she started living her new life. Her real life.

Also it’s just, like, hot. The way her hips wiggle.

“I’ve got it bad,” Taylor whispers to herself, and then covers her mouth, because that probably came out over the speakers or the headphones or whatever Max has hooked up. Way to keep your secret crush secret, Tay.

A minute or so later, Maxine re-enters the room, holding a stumpy black object. Taylor leans forward and narrows her eyes at the little video window, as if that’ll help resolve the fuzzy pixels into a clear image, but it becomes obvious what it is when Max starts hooking it up: it’s a microphone. Probably Clay’s, and since Clay’s been in bands, it’s almost definitely better quality than the crappy headset Taylor’s wearing.

“Hi,” says Maxine, through Taylor’s headphones, and she says it in Maxine’s voice. She also says it quiet, so she won’t be overheard, and it’s so intimate, so much something for Taylor and only her, that Taylor shivers, feels Max’s voice crawl all the way down her spine.

Yeah. She really does got it bad.

Taylor waits for Max to get settled, with the microphone on a little stand on her desk and the headphones from her Discman over her head, before she replies. “Hi,” she says as huskily as she can, hoping against hope that she can replicate in Maxine the sensation that is still battering against Taylor’s impulse control. Maxine, however, remains unmoved.

Maybe Taylor needs a real microphone. Maybe then she could make Maxine shudder with nothing more than a whisper.

Whoa. Down, girl.

“This is cool,” Max says, and by way of illustration, she reaches up to tap her webcam, which instantly knocks it out of position. Taylor giggles as Maxine audibly sighs and puts it back. “Okay,” she continues, when she’s settled back down again, “I’m prepared to admit that maybe, just maybe, I’m shit with computers.”

Taylor grins at her. “I’m shizz with guitars,” she says. And then, because she senses that Max wants to move the conversation onto a topic that Taylor wants desperately both to address and to bury at the bottom of the ocean, she quickly asks, “How was dinner?”

Maxine shrugs. “It was okay, actually. I put on my Maxwell drag—” she pinches out the material of her black shirt, “—and I acted like I’m super excited for school to start. Easy.”

“You are excited, though, right?”

“I guess. Yeah. I think so? Just… not the way Mom thinks, you know?” She props her chin on her wrist and looks contemplative. “Makes me kinda sad, really. Thinking about Mom thinking about me. She’s imagining Maxwell going to school, making friends and shit, and that’s just… extremely not happening.”

“I’m sorry, Max,” Taylor says. “I really did come crashing into your life like the Kool-Aid Man, didn’t I?”

Maxine sits up. “And I wouldn’t have it any other way. My life is a hundred times better with you in it. No, it’s a thousand times better. And if we’d never found Maxine, if we’d never done the thing with the height mark, it’d still be, like, a hundred times better.”

“That good, huh?”

“Everything’s just better when I’m Maxine,” Max says. “You wouldn’t have kissed Maxwell tonight, for example.” Taylor doesn’t point out that, yes, she would have, and the only reason that’s a bad thing is that Maxwell, while obviously as enticing a boy as she’s ever met, has nothing on Maxine. “We’ve fallen into this casual intimacy,” Max continues thoughtfully, “and it feels like something that can only exist between girls. I never had it with Avery. And it’s…” She trails off, leaning back in the uncomfortable dining chair she keeps at her computer desk, looking up at the ceiling.

“Yes?” Taylor prompts.

“I don’t know. It’s hard to put words around it.”

“I mean, I can stop being, I guess, casually intimate—”

“No!” Max says. Too quick. Taylor doesn’t smile at that, though she really, really wants to. Maxine needs their closeness as much as Taylor does. “No, I guess, I mean, I think, if you’re okay with it…”

Feeling bold, Taylor says, “I’m the one who kissed you, aren’t I?” 

Maxine laughs. “Yeah, you are. And it was nice. It was a real nice kiss. Hell, it’s all nice. All this girly intimacy stuff? It makes sense to me. Like it’s the natural way people should be, and it’s just guy shit that gets in the way of that. And some of that guy shit I had a part in; like, now that I’m shedding it, I can tell how much of it I was kinda… playing along with? Even while I hated it? And then there’s the other side of it, because women can’t get close to guys, not properly, because it’s dangerous.”

Remembering Gordo—in the parking lot at the restaurant; up in her room when he first saw Max’s name; hammering with his massive fists against her front door—Taylor nods. “Yeah,” she says. “I think I felt it when it dropped away between us. The first night you slept over? After Gordo? The first time you were Maxine?” Taylor’s heart is thumping hard now, but she’s wandered out into the kind of conversational territory where you just have to push through, because you can’t take it back. “We slept next to each other that night. And I remember waking up and feeling so… so flattered that you had a hand on my shoulder. That you felt safe with me. After that night, it never even occurred to me that I ought to worry about how you might behave. Although, Max…”

Max’s turn to prompt her. “Yes?”

“I told you before that I trusted you that first time you ever came up to my room, and I meant it. And after, when I was thinking about it? It was just, oh yeah, I was right, she’s not like a guy at all. Except, y’know, with the pronoun flipped.”

Eyebrows puckering, Maxine says, “You really thought I wasn’t like a guy from the start?”

“I mean… Yeah, kinda. More than kinda, actually. You were thoughtful, and I don’t just mean like you asked me nice questions or whatever. I mean, you gave me space. You decided to. You were fully aware that you were a guy in a girl’s room.”

“Yeah,” Max says, chewing on her lip a little. “I always hated that. Hated the way it made me feel, you know? Like, guys are dangerous, and I was a guy, so I had to know that girls would be wary of me, and I didn’t want them to be, but I couldn’t exactly say, hey, I’m safe, because…”

“Because that’s what guys who aren’t safe say,” Taylor finishes. “Oh, Max. I’m so sorry. Being a guy sounds like it sucks.”

“It sucked a lot. I hated other guys for that. Not just for what they did to me. But what they made me into in the eyes of everyone else.” Max smooths out her brow and smiles again. “It’s all part of it. Being Maxine, it’s just better. I don’t have to be that guy anymore. I don’t have to have him out in front of me, getting in the way.” She giggles. “Like I said, you wouldn’t have kissed Maxwell. Not like that. And he wouldn’t even know what he was missing. But I’d miss it all the same.”

And just like that, Taylor realizes, The Kiss has been discussed. ‘Casual intimacy between girls,’ that’s what Maxine’s decided it was. Something that came about because they don’t have Maxwell between them, making them both wary.

Kinda true. But it’s less than half of it. Less than a quarter of it. Because Taylor wanted to force open Maxine’s lips and thrust her tongue inside. She wanted to rip off Maxine’s pretty goth skirt. She wanted to do all the things her parents wouldn’t approve of, her being not quite eighteen.

She should say so. But she won’t. Because it’s kind of a reprieve, isn’t it? She gets to have her kiss, and Max gets to have liked it, and they both get a little more time to sort out their complex feelings.

At least, Maxine does. Taylor’s feelings are nicely resolved and all pointing in the same direction: Max-wards. But it’s a reasonable assumption that Max also has complicated, confusing feelings, and Taylor’s pretty sure they’re pointed her way. Critically, she doesn’t want to rush her into resolving them, since Maxine, of the two of them, has had by far the most chaotic and stressful transition into senior year.

Taylor’s got to check one thing, though.

“So, you liked the kiss, huh?”

There. The blush. The color definition on Maxine’s webcam is better than on Taylor’s, and it’s enough that Taylor can see just a hint of rose in her cheeks.

“Yeah,” Max says. “Yeah, I liked it a lot.”

And she smiles again, her tongue poking minutely out between her lips, and that’s the confirmation Taylor’s looking for.

Maxine likes her.

* * *

They don’t talk about the kiss again. But that doesn’t mean Max doesn’t think about it. Like, every day. Like, multiple times a day. Like, every time she goes to sleep.

She wants so much to tell Taylor what it means to her that someone so incredible would consider her, Maxine Giordano, worthy of a kiss—any kind of kiss. She wants to tell her how honored she is to be trusted, to be allowed right inside Taylor’s life, especially after Gordo behaved the way he did. She wants to tell her that if Taylor wants to try kissing again, then Max is available, and even if it’s just for practice, like with Avery, or for fun, or for some reason Max doesn’t dare hope for… Yeah. Max is incredibly fucking available.

But she’s trying to be a normal girl right now. A normal girl getting ready for her first day of senior year. And even in Southern California, normal girls don’t kiss other girls for any reason except for friendship and maybe teasing the boys. She can’t let herself believe Taylor had any other motivation.

Even though she swears that the look in Taylor’s eyes when she pulled away said something entirely different.

* * *

Taylor’s rolled around on the bed so much during this conversation that she’s gotten herself tangled in the phone cord, and getting it stuck between her toes is the last straw, so she decides, screw it, and hops out of bed. She takes the phone with her to the computer desk and makes herself comfortable with the handset wedged between her chin and shoulder, all the while listening to Willa talk about an encounter she had with Meredith and Sandy at the bookstore yesterday.

“There’s something going on, Taylor,” Willa’s saying. “I’m so sure of it. Why else would they be hanging out together on a random Wednesday?”

“Maybe they just ran into each other, Willa. People do that in bookstores.”

“No! No. They were way too cozy. And they looked super guilty when I ran into them!”

“Do you think maybe they’re conspiring to drop more people on their face?”

Willa whispers, “I think they’re seeing each other.”

Laughing, Taylor says, “Just because you started seeing a girl doesn’t mean there are suddenly lesbians everywhere. This is Vista Primavera, Willa. I think we have more straight people per head than the Vatican.”

“I’m not seeing her,” Willa protests. “I’m just, y’know, talking to her occasionally. On the phone.”

“How retro.”

“Tay, we’re on the phone.”

“Hey,” Taylor says, “you called me. You need to get a webcam; then we can video chat. Maxine and I are doing it.”

“Hmm.”

Taylor waits for a moment for the explanation. When none is forthcoming, she demands, “What does ‘hmm’ mean, Willa?”

“You like Max, don’t you?”

“Way to be direct.”

“You do, though.”

“I mean, yeah.”

“I’m so sorry, Taylor,” Willa says, sounding like a funeral greeter.

Taylor goes practically cross-eyed; that was not even in the galaxy of things she expected her to say! “Sorry?” she says. “Why are you sorry?”

Again, Willa goes silent, with a faint rustling sound audible down the phoneline that suggests she’s squirming uncomfortably on her bed. When Willa’s got to give bad news, she either goes full Queen Bee-Yotch mode and lays it out straight, or she writhes like a worm caught on a hook.

“Umm…” she says eventually. “Because you like him.”

Oblivious to the heat in her cheeks, Taylor says, “Yeah.”

“And he’s always Maxine now. Like, you said he’s even Maxine at home when his parents aren’t around.”

“She is.” Taylor can’t keep her sudden, broad smile out of her voice. “Gosh, Willa, when I saw her on Wednesday morning, before we drove over to your place… She just looked so natural. Like, there was Max. In her home. Like everything was the way it’s supposed to be.”

“Yeah,” Willa says, still mournful.

“Willa, I don’t get it. What’s up?”

“You like him,” she says again.

“Willa, get with the pronoun program.”

“Nobody can hear me!”

“Wills, I can hear you.”

More squirming on the other end of the line. “Isn’t it, like, disrespectful, though? He’s just doing this because he has to. He’s still Max. Ugh. Maxwell, I guess. This is confusing.”

Taylor can picture exactly what Willa looks like right now: Willa’s features have always seemed to Taylor like they were placed just lightly on her face, and it’s like they only don’t blow away because they’re all individually so small that they stay attached by friction alone. And it makes her face mobile. Her nose scrunches up like nobody’s Taylor’s ever seen, and her eyebrows can pinch in until they almost obscure her eyes or they can tent halfway up her forehead. And when she’s surprised, her mouth drops open like she’s a cartoon character.

Right now, she’ll be frowning with just one side of her mouth, and her eyebrows will have collided above her nose as she works through her confusion. And it’s a shame, because Max’s gender is very simple, and until Willa figures it out, she’s going to keep confusing herself over it, and her eyes are going to keep screwing up in concentration, and—

Oh shoot. Willa’s cute, isn’t she? Yeah. Yeah, she is. Gosh, Taylor, please don’t be awkward next time you see her!

Taylor shakes herself. Yeah, Willa’s cute. She knew that already! She just never, like, properly appreciated it before.

Willa’s cute.

Maxine’s cuter.

And Willa’s got her new girl, the one who goes to another school, and Willa’s never shown any sign of being interested in Taylor anyway, and—

Focus, Taylor.

“Willa,” she says, “Max is a girl.”

“Yeah,” Willa says, likely still doing adorable things with her face, “for now.”

“It’s— Ick, I hate doing this shizz over the phone, but Willa, you have to swear to me right now that you don’t talk about this with anybody else, okay?”

“Talk about what? Okay, okay, I swear.”

“This is heavy stuff.”

“Okay?”

“Just so you’re prepared.”

“Taylor, spit it out.”

“Maxine said that Maxwell should have died in New York.”

On the line, Willa gasps. “He said what?”

“And she asked me to forget about him. About Maxwell. She says it’s too hard to keep him around. She says he drags her down. And that’s not something you say if you’re just holidaying in the Land of Woman, Willa!”

“Tay, I really think you’re overblowing this.”

“She’s growing boobs,” Taylor says quickly. Why won’t Willa get this? Why doesn’t she see it? It’s so obvious! All anyone needs to do is talk to Maxine and it’ll become instantly clear that Maxwell was, like, nature’s mistake, one that she is finally getting around to correcting.

“She’s— Really? I mean, Eddie said he should keep his dose low, and I know he’s taking more than he should, but— Boobs?”

“She’s taking two or three a day, Willa. And Clay found pictures of MtF women. Transsexuals. Showed them to Maxine. Those girls grow real T and A, Willa. Taking the same stuff.”

“Maybe he doesn’t get it,” Willa says. “Maybe he doesn’t know.”

“She gets it. Willa, she knows. She knows that she’s going to look more and more like a girl, even when she’s naked. And she’s fine with it.”

“Just like that?”

“Just like that.”

Another long pause, but zero squirming this time. It sounds like Willa’s sitting absolutely still. After a long time—time Taylor kills rolling over to her wall of Polaroids and looking at pictures of Willa, to confirm to herself that yes, she is cute and yes, Max is cuter—Willa says, “I’m coming over.”

“What?”

“It’s like you said, this shit isn’t good to talk about over the phone.”

“Willa, it’s almost ten.”

“And? We’ll have a sleepover!” She sounds excited now. “Just the two of us! It’ll be like old times.”

“Um,” Taylor says, momentarily discombobulated. And then she rallies; not even Willa gets to startle Taylor Scott so easily! “Okay, cool! I’ll go tell Dad not to turn the alarm on yet.”

It’s a weird impulse, sure, but on reflection, Taylor will take it. It will be nice to spend time with Willa again, just the two of them, like she said, and if she’s still unconvinced about Max, well, Taylor can be very convincing in person. It’s a cheer captain thing: you can’t make someone stand at the apex of a pyramid or agree to be thrown in the air by Meredith unless you’re persuasive.

The drive from Willa’s isn’t a long one, especially not at this time of night, but Taylor’s got time to fetch a box of Pop-Tarts, a couple of plates and the backup toaster up to her room, and to tell the first parent she sees what’s going on. It happens to be Mom, watching some reality show.

“Hungry?” her mom asks, eyeing the toaster.

“Willa’s coming over,” Taylor says, hefting it under her arm, as if it is explicatory and not, e.g. simply a toaster. “Emergency sleepover,” she adds. “Boy stuff, you know?”

Amazingly, she makes it through that sentence without laughing.

“Well, have fun,” Mom says, turning back to the TV, and that’s the extent of their interaction. She must be tired; long day selling sun-bleached boxes to sunburned Californians. “I’ll send her up when she gets here,” she adds.

Taylor nods her thanks like her mom can even see it, and returns to her room to lay out snacks and wait nervously for Willa to show.

She’s being weird about this, right? About Max. Or about something, anyway. And Willa’s not one to keep things in; whether she shouts it or stammers it, Taylor’ll find out what her beef is tonight.

Hmm. Maybe she should borrow some of Garrett’s weed.

* * *


A-Very-Nice-Person: Hey

A-Very-Nice-Person: Cool to see you online

A-Very-Nice-Person: It’s been a few

Maximillion: Avery!

Maximillion: How’s life in the big apple

A-Very-Nice-Person: If I see one I’ll let you know

A-Very-Nice-Person: You start school on Tuesday right

Maximillion: Yeah

Maximillion: I mean, I had first cheer practice on Monday

Maximillion: And that was AT school

Maximillion: So I kinda know my way around

Maximillion: But yeah. School for real. Tuesday.

A-Very-Nice-Person: Thursday for us

A-Very-Nice-Person: So like a week from now

A-Very-Nice-Person: And

A-Very-Nice-Person: Max

A-Very-Nice-Person: Fuck fuck fuck

A-Very-Nice-Person: Max

A-Very-Nice-Person: I don’t wanna go

A-Very-Nice-Person: I don’t wanna go back to that fucking school

A-Very-Nice-Person: I don’t wanna go and I’m freaking the fuck out about it

Maximillion: I’m going to call you, ok?

A-Very-Nice-Person: No!

A-Very-Nice-Person: No Max it’s late here

Maximillion: Oh shit right

A-Very-Nice-Person: And I can barely talk anyway

A-Very-Nice-Person: Just fucking crying

Maximillion: Did something happen?

Maximillion: Avery?

A-Very-Nice-Person: No

A-Very-Nice-Person: Nothing else, not yet

A-Very-Nice-Person: But I know they’re there

A-Very-Nice-Person: Waiting for me

A-Very-Nice-Person: Max how did you deal with this

Maximillion: I didn’t

Maximillion: Shit

Maximillion: This is so unfair

Maximillion: If I could just drop everything and come over I would

A-Very-Nice-Person: I know

A-Very-Nice-Person: Stupid Matty

A-Very-Nice-Person: He really did break us up didn’t he

A-Very-Nice-Person: Remember how people used to say we were like girlfriends

Maximillion: Yeah

Maximillion: I mean they didn’t JUST say that, but yeah

Maximillion: I always thought it was incredible how they could say I was dating you and then call me a fag in the same breath

A-Very-Nice-Person: Like if schrodinger’s cat came out of the box and refused to collapse into a single state

A-Very-Nice-Person: Just gets out of the box because it’s bored and it’s simultaneously alive AND dead

Maximillion: Huh

Maximillion: Yeah

Maximillion: Fuck

Maximillion: That’s kinda how it felt actually

A-Very-Nice-Person: Shit

A-Very-Nice-Person: Sorry Max

Maximillion: I’m over it

A-Very-Nice-Person: Yeah

A-Very-Nice-Person: The California air

A-Very-Nice-Person: Lots of healthy sunshine

A-Very-Nice-Person: Lots of pretty people

A-Very-Nice-Person: I should ask my dad if WE can move down there

A-Very-Nice-Person: Christ

A-Very-Nice-Person: I’m so tired

A-Very-Nice-Person: My ankle’s better and I’ve been killing myself getting back in practice

A-Very-Nice-Person: How can you stiffen up so much in so little time?

Maximillion: I know the feeling

Maximillion: I almost lost the ability to do the splits

A-Very-Nice-Person: Damn

A-Very-Nice-Person: You?

A-Very-Nice-Person: DAMN

A-Very-Nice-Person: Hah

A-Very-Nice-Person: I always wondered when you do the splits

A-Very-Nice-Person: Where does your junk go

A-Very-Nice-Person: Like mine is safely inside me

A-Very-Nice-Person: But you’re just like

A-Very-Nice-Person: Fucking going for it

A-Very-Nice-Person: Just fucking hammering your nuts into the floor

Maximillion: Yes Avery that’s exactly how it works

Maximillion: My nuts are basically pancakes now

Maximillion: My children will be very short and wide

A-Very-Nice-Person: Natural limbo-ers

A-Very-Nice-Person: Does that qualify as doping

Maximillion: Not if it’s a natural advantage

A-Very-Nice-Person: You should get Taylor to only ever stand up

A-Very-Nice-Person: So her eggs are long and thin

A-Very-Nice-Person: Then your children will be exactly normal shaped

Maximillion: ?????

Maximillion: Taylor?????

A-Very-Nice-Person: Yes she’s the one who types like that

A-Very-Nice-Person: Correct

Maximillion: I am not having children with Taylor

A-Very-Nice-Person: I thought she broke up with her bf

Maximillion: I repeat

Maximillion: I am not having children with Taylor

A-Very-Nice-Person: Aw

A-Very-Nice-Person: Sorry Max

A-Very-Nice-Person: Teasing

A-Very-Nice-Person: You like her tho

A-Very-Nice-Person: Right

Maximillion: Yeah

Maximillion: Yeah, I do. Way too much

A-Very-Nice-Person: So go for it!

Maximillion: I can’t, Avery

Maximillion: She’s not

Maximillion: Hah

Maximillion: Fuck LOL

A-Very-Nice-Person: What

A-Very-Nice-Person: Max what

A-Very-Nice-Person: Lemme in on the joke

A-Very-Nice-Person: What is she not

A-Very-Nice-Person: Is she not a real blonde?

A-Very-Nice-Person: Is she not a real cheerleader??

A-Very-Nice-Person: Is she not a real girl???

Maximillion: Nothing like that

Maximillion: She’s not into skinny guys is all

Maximillion: She’s a really good friend

Maximillion: She’s my best friend here

Maximillion: But

A-Very-Nice-Person: Yeah ok

A-Very-Nice-Person: I gotcha

A-Very-Nice-Person: I still think you should ask her

A-Very-Nice-Person: She can only say no

A-Very-Nice-Person: And you’re cute enough that I don’t think any girl would mind if you asked her out

A-Very-Nice-Person: Hey

A-Very-Nice-Person: Hey Max

A-Very-Nice-Person: Um

A-Very-Nice-Person: How are you doing

A-Very-Nice-Person: Like really

A-Very-Nice-Person: Is there anything going on

Maximillion: I’m good, Avery

Maximillion: Real good

Maximillion: Being away from all those people

Maximillion: It’s like being able to breathe again

Maximillion: The only downside is I miss you like crazy

A-Very-Nice-Person: Nothing going on then

Maximillion: Nothing except cheerleading

A-Very-Nice-Person: Oh yeah ROFL

A-Very-Nice-Person: That

A-Very-Nice-Person: And hey I miss you too Max

A-Very-Nice-Person: Like I guess that is obvious, like the entire tone of every chat with me lately is I miss Max, I’m lonely without Max, bluuuuh

A-Very-Nice-Person: I guess I’m boring huh

Maximillion: NO

Maximillion: ABSOLUTELY NOT

Maximillion: You’re Avery

Maximillion: I’ll always be happy to hear from you

Maximillion: You’re practically my sister

A-Very-Nice-Person: And you’re basically my brother

Maximillion: Yeah

A-Very-Nice-Person: Shit

A-Very-Nice-Person: It’s late

A-Very-Nice-Person: I said that already

A-Very-Nice-Person: But it’s late

A-Very-Nice-Person: Max

A-Very-Nice-Person: Thank you

A-Very-Nice-Person: Not crying no more

A-Very-Nice-Person: You made me smile for the first time today

A-Very-Nice-Person: Love you so much

Maximillion: Love you too, sis

A-Very-Nice-Person: Oh god see now I AM going to cry again

Maximillion: Sorry

A-Very-Nice-Person: Kidding

A-Very-Nice-Person: Kinda

A-Very-Nice-Person: Anyway

A-Very-Nice-Person: Sleep tight, cheerleader Max

Maximillion: Night Avery



* * *

Taylor’s inserted a Pop-Tart and a mug of low-cal faux-cocoa into Willa, and she’s prepped the room for phase two of her plan, which involves stuffing a towel under the door, Max-style, to protect against any weed smell getting out into the rest of the house. She also opened the windows and turned on a bunch of fans. She probably needn’t have bothered; even if she and Willa smoke all the joints she borrowed from Garrett, every last one of them, there’s little chance that they’ll overpower the perpetual stink that lurks around her brother’s bedroom door, which no amount of plug-in air fresheners has ever been able to tame. But being careful is a healthy habit.

Unlike smoking weed.

“Don’t munchies come after getting stoned?” Willa says, pinching the little joint between her fingers and rolling it around. She has a Pop-Tart crumb on her chin.

“Efficiency, Willa,” Taylor says. She’s got a joint of her own, so they don’t risk dropping ash everywhere passing one back and forth, and she’s holding it over an ashtray for easier clean-up. Willa is, too, and it occurs to Taylor that they could put on an exhibit right now: the dorkiest girls ever to smoke weed.

Willa nods a few times, slightly too emphatically. “So,” she says, “Max. Max and boobs. Max and boobs and—”

“Lemme show you something,” Taylor says, carefully placing her joint in the ashtray before reaching behind her for her laptop. “I’ll show you and then you’ll get it.” She’s already got the website in her bookmarks, so it doesn’t take more than a few seconds to find the right photo to illustrate the point she wants to make. When she has it, she turns the laptop to face Willa.

Who almost drops her joint in her lap.

“Jesus Christ, Tay,” Willa mutters. “Thought that was a picture of Max for a moment.”

“Give her time, Willa, and it will be.”

Willa’s looking at an after photo of a transsexual girl, a girl called Brooke. She’s super pretty. She’s wearing simple underwear and very little makeup, she’s smiling and waving at the camera, and she looks a hundred percent girl. Though her tuck isn’t as good as the thing Max does with the tape.

“Why are you showing me this?”

“Scroll left,” Taylor says.

“Holy shit. That’s her?”

“Yeah. Used to be, anyway.”

That’s the other reason Taylor picked this girl. Her before picture looks a lot like Max. Facially, they’re pretty different, but their bodies? Eerily similar. Her potted bio says she’s a cyclist, which explains how they both have the same too-thin-but-still-strong thing going on.

“This is real?” Willa says. She sounds stoned and she’s barely half-done with her joint. “There’s no, like, surgery or anything?”

“No.”

“Just pills?”

“Just pills. Like with Max. I thought you knew about this stuff?”

“Tay, it’s one thing to kinda sorta vaguely know that eventually you might grow little boobies. Like—” she cups herself with her free hand, “—little insect-bite lumpies. But this is… She’s… Shit, Tay. She’s got breasts.”

“She’s hot, right?” Taylor says with a grin, and she nudges Willa. “Right?” she adds, after Willa doesn’t say anything immediately.

“I guess… But she’s a guy, right?”

Taylor, unfortunately, has her joint in her mouth when Willa says this, and in her shock—she thought Willa was better than this!—she inhales way too hard. It puts a further damper on the mood, because Taylor’s got to cough herself to death quietly, so Mom won’t hear. As she does so, Willa moves the laptop somewhere safe, grinds out the joints, and leaves the ashtrays by the window. She returns to sit by Taylor on the end of the bed, and gently rubs her back until Taylor’s gotten her shizz back together.

After a couple of minutes, Taylor’s lungs don’t feel like they’re full of LA smog anymore, and her belly doesn’t feel like it’s going to come right out of her mouth and just kinda flop around, so she stands, stretches, and declares herself no longer choking.

“Gross,” she whispers.

“You okay?” Willa asks.

“Maybe next time, wait until I’m not smoking to hit me with the surprise bigotry, Willa.”

Willa blinks at her. “Bigotry? What? What did I say?”

The laptop’s sitting on the other side of the bed, still open, facing them. Taylor points at it. “You said she’s a guy.”

“Isn’t she?” Willa says. “Like, where it counts?”

“No!”

“I mean, isn’t there a penis? What do you do with a penis?”

“I’m not supposed to know that for another two weeks,” Taylor says. “Besides, Max has one and she copes okay.” Hmm. Probably not the right angle of attack. “Look, forget about the penis. Look at her. Don’t think about what you think you know. You see a girl, right?”

“Yeah.”

“So. Girl.”

“Yeah, I guess so.”

“The others on that website,” Taylor presses, sitting back down, and fetching the laptop again, “are all girls, too.” She starts scrolling through pictures. “Look. Girl. Girl. Girl. Doesn’t matter what’s in their underwear.”

“Yeah,” Willa says warily.

“I really thought you’d be more open-minded, Willa.”

“I am open-minded! Maybe I’m just… less of a quick study than you.”

“What do you mean?”

“I don’t know…” Willa whines.

“Just don’t be weird around Max, okay?” Taylor says. Willa’s not nearly as cute as she was, like, half an hour ago. This is… It’s freaking rude, is what it is!

“I won’t! God.” Willa, biting her lip, moves down the mattress a little. “I really won’t. I love Max. I won’t be weird. Shit, Tay. I’m sorry. I’m just… I don’t know. I feel like shit about this all of a sudden and I don’t even know why.” She’s looking up at the ceiling now. “I’m barely starting to date a girl for the first time ever, and it’s all really new, and I keep worrying, am I doing it wrong? Do I seem like a total loser? Can I even kiss good? Am I actually a real lesbian or am I just really scared of guys? I’m, like, beginner-level gay. And now here you are with your… transsexual telephone directory! I can’t keep up. Just, like, one queer thing at a time, you know?”

“Okay,” Taylor says.

“Tay, I’m sorry. I… I get what you’re saying. I guess it’s… it’s more real than I was expecting. Not just with those girls. But with Max. Like, it’s not just drag anymore. It’s not just dressing up.” 

“You’ve been dancing with Maxine. You’ve been to the bathroom with her! And at Eddie’s, when we all got changed together, you were fine with her! Where’s all this coming from, Willa?”

“I don’t know,” Willa says again. “I don’t like it. I don’t mean I don’t like Max,” she adds quickly before Taylor can really go ballistic. “I don’t like this. About me. I hate it. I feel like my mom. I feel like I just opened a birthday present and there’s a poop inside. It’s a surprise, and I feel all itchy about it.” She sighs. “I guess it’s just not something I understand.”

There. The perfect entry point. Smiling, Taylor says, “So make it simple. You don’t understand all this stuff, but you understand girls, right?”

“I guess so.”

“So why are you looking at these girls and making yourself think about guys?”

Willa pauses. She’s thinking, and that’s when Taylor knows she’s gotten through, that she’s made her point. Willa’s not cruel and she’s not stupid, and she’ll get to where Taylor is soon enough, because the thing with girls who used to be guys, Taylor’s decided, is that everyone used to be someone else. Taylor didn’t even used to be a cheerleader! It’s who they are now, and what they do with it, that matters. Willa will see that.

Taylor’s always lived in the moment, so for her, it was an easy conclusion to reach. Willa, who’s got to triple-check everything she does and says, seems to exist spread out over a far greater span of time. Maybe it makes it more difficult to see a transsexual woman and not try to see who she used to be.

“I don’t know why I’m thinking guy,” Willa says slowly. “I just am. Does that say something awful about me?”

“Forget what you know about them,” Taylor suggests again, “and just look. Imagine you met her at school. Or,” she adds, realizing how many of them are wearing nothing but underwear, “like, at the beach, or something.”

Willa frowns in concentration as she stares at the screen. Taylor helpfully scrolls through a few of the girls, and then playfully wobbles the laptop around, which makes Willa giggle.

“Okay,” she says, “fine. I see girls. I get it, Tay. It’s me who’s bringing guy to the equation, not them. I’m Keanu Reeves in The Matrix, stuck in my old world. I need to free my mind.” Her eyebrows pinch, and she’s cute again. “There is no spoon.”

“No, not after surgery,” Taylor agrees.

Willa giggles again, and then goes suddenly very serious. “Max…” she whispers.

Taylor asks, “Is it different with Max?”

“Yes,” Willa says miserably.

“Walk me through it,” Taylor says. “Go through your reaction step by step. Tell me where it feels wrong. Because it didn’t before, back when you thought Max was just doing this for school or for cheerleading.”

Willa nods. “Yeah. Like, I trust Max. I trust… her. And she’s not like a guy, not at all. I feel comfortable with her. Yes, even when we’re changing together, or going to the bathroom together. But it’s— Oh shit, Tay, that’s just it!”

“What’s just it?”

“You like her!”

“And?”

“You like her!”

Oh. Right.

Okay.

They’re doing this, then.

“Yes,” Taylor says.

“But if she’s— If she’s a she now…” Willa trails off, but her eyes are locked with Taylor’s.

“I still like her, Willa,” Taylor says.

“Even though she’s—”

“Yes.”

Willa’s very, very quiet for a moment. And then she says, “But what about the changes? Boobs and stuff?”

“Yes,” Taylor says again. “I like her without them, Willa, but…” She swallows. Just fly, Taylor. Fly like Maxine does. “I’m going to like her with them even more.”

“I’m… so confused.”

“I saw her naked. At your house. I saw her without her boobs on and with her tape undone.”

“Tape?”

“Don’t ask. And don’t tell her I said that. Look, I saw her without all the stuff she’s got to put on to be Maxine, and… and she was still Maxine. She was still a girl. And I wanted her, Willa.”

“You wanted her… like a girl.”

“She made me understand myself,” Taylor says. “At the club, before all the shizz with Clay, I was watching her dance and I was thinking about exactly what you said just now, if I’d still like her when she gets more like a girl. No,” she corrects herself, biting her lip for a moment while she thinks, “when she gets more female. Or something. I don’t know. I’ve been doing the reading and I still don’t know half the words.” She reaches for Willa’s hand, and Willa lets her take it. “The point is, I was watching her, and I realized that I like girls. Maybe more than guys. Maybe a lot more.”

“Huh,” Willa says. It’s a very final-sounding syllable, and it seems to say more than Taylor can extract from it without help.

So she prods her a bit more. “Remember Robyn?”

“Yeah.” Willa smiles. “Yeah, I remember Robyn. She was so pretty, and the way she moved, and when she looked at me, I always felt, like, ten feet tall. She was so…” And then her gaze, which has been locked on Taylor’s eyes for so long, seems to soften, and she leans back, just a little. “You too, huh?”

“Me too. I didn’t get it at the time, but thinking back… Yeah.”

“Taylor Scott likes girls,” Willa says, shaking her head. “Damn.”

“And I like Max,” Taylor says, bringing the conversation back to its more pertinent point. “And Max is a girl.”

“Yeah. Yeah, sure.”

“No, really. She wants me to forget Maxwell ever existed, she only feels alive when she’s Maxine… She’s seen those pictures. Clay showed her and Banger talked to her about it and she knows she’s going to turn out like that and, Willa, she wants it. You can see it in her eyes.” Taylor’s aware that her own eyes have gone all misty, and she wipes them with the back of her hand. “I think she was always supposed to be a girl, but she only just understood that.”

“Because you wrote her name on your door frame,” Willa says, looking over at it.

“Yeah,” Taylor says, laughing. “Wild, right?”

Willa, still looking away, nods. “Wild.” It takes her a little while to look at Taylor again, which does at least give Taylor time to dry her eyes properly and smooth out her hair. She feels bedraggled, exhausted by this whole conversation—and by the coughing fit. And there’s something else about Willa, something she can’t work out, something that’s making Willa hesitate when she talks, and Taylor’s pretty sure that it isn’t about Max. Not directly, anyway.

They can talk about it some more. They’ve got time.

And, wow, she’s glad they got all that stuff sorted out! For a moment, Taylor was contemplating what she would do if she had to choose between the two of them, and she was a little shaken to realize that she’d pick Max without hesitation.

It’s funny; she never would have picked Gordo over Willa. Maybe it was because he always seemed so temporary, so unserious. Nobody dates the linebacker after high school.

When Willa turns around again, she’s a little red in the face. Taylor offers her a tissue, and Willa takes it with a grimace and cleans herself up.

“I feel like an idiot, Tay,” she says, still wiping her cheek.

“I know the feeling,” Taylor says. “I’ve been an idiot before.”

“And now you’re a lesbian. The two states are remarkably similar, especially when a pretty girl enters the room.” Willa stands, balls up the tissue, throws it in the trash, and walks a few paces. Expels some of her energy. “So? What are you going to do about it?”

Willa’s in the middle of the room now, and Taylor’s still on the end of the bed. She looks at her feet and says, very quietly, “I kinda kissed her.”

“Yeah,” Willa says. “At the party.”

“Tuesday night,” Taylor whispers.

Spinning around to face Taylor again and looking like she might lunge at her, Willa exclaims, “What?” And then she clamps a hand over her mouth and repeats herself with a hoarse and almost silent, “What?”

“I took her home. And we were talking about Justin, and she said he was nice, and I said he was flirting with her—”

“He was; we covered this.”

“—and she was horrified, and then I couldn’t help it. I just kissed her.”

“Where?”

Taylor giggles. “On the lips?”

“No,” Willa says, returning to Taylor and sitting heavily on the bed next to her, “where did you kiss her? Geographically?”

“Out front.”

“Oh my God,” Willa whispers. “Oh my God, Taylor? And then what happened?”

“I… kinda ran away.”

Laughing, Willa leans against Taylor and puts an arm around her. “Yeah,” she says. “See what I mean? Lesbianism is adjacent to idiocy.”

* * *


A-Very-Nice-Person: Can’t sleep

A-Very-Nice-Person: Keep thinking about you

A-Very-Nice-Person: And the shit you have going on

A-Very-Nice-Person: Or not going on

A-Very-Nice-Person: Just cheerleading

A-Very-Nice-Person: That’s what you said

A-Very-Nice-Person: But Max

A-Very-Nice-Person: It’s not just cheerleading is it

A-Very-Nice-Person: When Taylor talks about you

A-Very-Nice-Person: And when you talk about Taylor

A-Very-Nice-Person: Shit

A-Very-Nice-Person: You don’t need this

A-Very-Nice-Person: And I’m being stupid

A-Very-Nice-Person: Shit

A-Very-Nice-Person: Deleting this



* * *

Thank goodness Janey was at Justin’s party. Janey from the school computer club, a.k.a. one of the girls Taylor should not, in theory, be seen dead associating with, but since they are both computer girls and thus entirely capable of communicating online, there’s nothing to see! Information is invisible! Information is everywhere! Information cannot be stopped!

Ick. She feels like Garrett when she thinks shizz like that. For a guy who was extremely critical of that Angelina Jolie hacking movie, he sure does act like the entire cast all rolled up into one Dorito-dust-covered, weed-smelling barnyard creature.

Janey, though. Janey’s friends with Lauren, from the not-quite-as-uncool photography club, and Lauren was at Justin’s party, too—her twin brother’s on the basketball team, so she’s kind of a default invite to anything that’s happening—and long story: she took her camera. Because she takes a camera everywhere. Digital, usually. Not one of the good ones, especially not to a party, because beer gets thrown around at parties and so do guys, sometimes, so she’s not showing up with a top-end Canon, but they do these smaller ones now, and they have only three megapixels, but it’s enough, and…

And she’s got pictures of Taylor and Max kissing. Because Janey pointed and squealed and was like, hey, stop photographing moody looking vases and sad little piles of peanuts and take a picture of this.

Taylor’s already told her and Janey to keep them out of the yearbook, to which Janey was, like, duh, and that’s good, because even though they were surrounded by people, even though Taylor’s ex was there yelling vulgar shizz at them both, it was still, somehow, a private moment, something precious, just for them.

And it was also extremely hot.

“Whoa,” Willa says. She’s nursing a coffee and one of Garrett’s British breakfast items—something called a crumpet—and she’s sitting at Taylor’s computer, away from the harsh morning sun, clicking through the pictures. Pictures Taylor’s looked at approximately a hundred times since Lauren sent them, through Janey, yesterday morning.

“I know,” Taylor says. “Doesn’t she look perfect?”

“She really kinda does.” Willa takes another long drink from her coffee. “And you really like her, don’t you? As her, I mean. As Maxine.”

“I think I’m in love, Willa.”

“Yeah,” Willa says, stopping on the last photo. “Yeah, I think you are too.”

The background’s all blurred out and Taylor and Max happened to be right under a ceiling light and the effect is to pick them out from the scene, from the room, from the party, as if everybody else who was there had faded away, just for that moment, just for that kiss, for their first kiss, and one day, Taylor’s going to show Maxine this picture and tell her that this is when she knew.

* * *

“Holy shit.”

It’s more than a little surprising to find Willa opening Taylor’s front door, but clearly Max has gotten her own back by being dressed in her full uniform this early in the morning.

“Hi!” Max says, with as much cheer as she can manage, which is, unusually, quite a fucking lot right now. She slept well last night; it was good to be able to talk to Avery, to be her best friend again, to provide for her something solid against which to lean, and despite the distance, it seemed like it worked out. Max looked at her messages again this morning as she was getting ready, and she saved out Avery’s line where she said You made me smile for the first time today.

That’s the energy she wants to bring with her from now on. She’s done the mopey guy thing and it was miserable; if she’s switching up her sex, she’s going to switch up everything else, just because she can. And it’s not like it’s hard to be happy and generous when she’s Maxine. Just putting her on in the morning, seeing her come together in the mirror, is enough to put Max in a near-unassailably good mood.

Willa squints at her, shielding her eyes. “Look at you!” she says.

Maxine, still standing in the door, takes the hem of her cheer skirt in one hand and bobs at the knee, to which Willa mutters something inaudible and beckons her inside, where Taylor’s preparing smoothies.

“Maxine!” Taylor calls, waving from the kitchen, so Max practically skips over to her and jumps up to sit on the sideboard with her legs crossed at the ankle. “It’s good to see someone has energy this morning.”

“We got stoned, Taylor,” Willa mutters. She’s leaning against the arch, and now that Max can see her without her being all bleached out by the morning sunlight, she looks like a girl who will fall down and stop moving the second her body runs out of caffeine. “And we stayed up late. I’m mostly happy I can see straight.”

“Willa’s not practicing with us this morning,” Taylor stage-whispers. She shows none of the fatigue that Willa’s got wrapped around her, and Max wonders if it was only Willa who stayed up late, like maybe she got so high that she talked to herself for three hours and didn’t hear Taylor snoring.

Taylor barely snores, anyway. So, yeah, good theory.

“Shame on you,” Max says, smiling. Willa sticks out her tongue.

Taylor finishes up the two smoothies, sticks the metal cups in the fridge for after, and walks right up to Max, stands just inches away, smiling nervously.

“You look good in that uniform,” she says quietly.

Max didn’t wear foundation this morning—she’s having a good skin day; not a zit in sight—and she’s regretting it now because it means her blush isn’t even remotely hidden. With Taylor this close and smiling so unselfconsciously, Max is reminded of exactly why she fell for her in the first place: before she even knew how sweet Taylor is, how considerate, how unstoppable in every way, she was swept away by that toothy smile.

“Thanks,” Max says, and that she manages it without stuttering is a minor achievement.

Taylor’s smile widens. “I think I need to match your energy,” she says, bouncing on the spot. She spins around to face Willa, announces to the room that she’s going to go change into her uniform, and that if Willa doesn’t want to be completely shamed by the both of them then she can come practice in a pair of Taylor’s shorts.

“I politely decline,” Willa says, and she twists around to watch Taylor vanish up to her room. “Hey, Max,” she continues immediately after Taylor’s door slams closed, “I gotta talk to you.”

“Um,” Max says, “okay? Sure.” She drops down from the counter and walks over, leans against the arch on the other side. “What’s up?”

Willa’s not looking at her. She’s inspecting the cuffs on her mom jeans and twisting around on the balls of her feet. “Look, Max, you’ve got to be more careful.”

Max shrugs. “Mom and Dad aren’t home. It’s fine.”

“I don’t mean the clothes,” Willa says quickly. “I don’t. It’s the whole— Okay, so you and Taylor kissed.” It comes out as a blur of words, almost too quick for Max to understand.

“Yeah? She kissed me, but yeah.”

And then Willa’s suddenly moving, stepping forward, pushing herself off the arch with one foot as if it’s the only locomotion she can deal with right now. When she’s up in Max’s face—or as close as she can be, considering the height difference—she says quietly but fiercely, “Be careful, Maxine. Don’t go kissing girls outside their houses. Don’t kiss girls at parties. Don’t kiss girls where people can see you, okay?”

“Again,” Max says, “she’s the one who kissed me.”

Willa waves that away. “Doesn’t matter. Tay’s Tay: she leaps and she doesn’t check if there’s anything to land on until after. You’ve got to be the bigger m— the bigger woman here, okay, Max? Take it from a girl who’s been hiding her sexuality since she first accidentally touched a boob in Biology.”

“In Biology?”

“We were doing blood stuff. She passed out. I took her to the nurse. Not the point. Taylor can’t get a reputation as a lesbian, Max! And neither can you! So be careful, okay?”

“Yeah,” Max says, nodding, getting it. She can practically feel Willa’s fear; it rolls off her like thick, cloying fog, and makes Max kinda want to hug her, so she does. Willa jumps, but doesn’t try to escape Max’s embrace, settling into it after a couple of seconds. “I won’t put her in danger, Willa,” Max whispers. “I promise.”

“She’s special,” Willa mumbles.

“I know.”

“She’s special to me.” Willa leans back, looks up at Max again. “Really special, okay? I was gonna be, like, a total dork through high school. No friends. Popular girls bullying me. I know it. But Taylor picked me. She lifted me up, Max. Just like she’s doing with you. It’s what she does. She helps people. She can’t stop herself; her poor impulse control doesn’t cover just kisses.” She says that last part with a smile, undercutting how deadly fucking serious she’s been for the rest of it. Max has been feeling, very suddenly, like she’s intruding in something private, like she’s been unknowingly in the way ever since she moved here, but that smile? It says something to Max.

Something very particular.

Shit. Willa likes Taylor. Willa’s always liked Taylor. And now here’s Max. She shows up in the neighborhood, and within weeks, Taylor’s broken up with her boyfriend and started kissing girls, or girl-looking people. It doesn’t matter whether or not Taylor actually likes girls—or girl-looking people—what matters is that Taylor’s kissing them, and all of them are Max and none of them are Willa.

“I’m sorry, Willa,” Max says softly.

“Don’t.” Willa presses herself against Max’s chest; Max responds by tightening the hug. “Don’t apologize. Just keep her safe, okay? Be. Careful.”

“I will,” Max promises.

Willa leans away again, just a little. “I should hate you,” she says with a lopsided smile. “But you’re the second-least hateable girl I know.”

* * *

Willa sits out by the pool and watches Taylor and Max as they practice, occasionally shouting encouraging slogans and yelling along with the cheers, to which Taylor has responded only twice with the rude chants they pull out when another school’s squad is getting confrontational. And Willa’s doing better this morning, or so it looks to Taylor. She’s pretty sure they had a little talk while Taylor was upstairs, and since neither of them are pissed at each other, it obviously went well.

Trouble in paradise: averted!

Willa’s brought out a Pepsi and she’s shielding herself from the sun on Taylor’s mom’s preferred lounger, and that means that when Taylor and Max come walking over to collapse onto various bits of plastic poolside furniture, Willa still looks serene and Taylor and Max both look like drowned rats.

It’s hot today. Maxine’s running her hand through her hair and having it come away wet, and Taylor’s doing the thing she never does when her mom’s around, which is to straddle the plastic chair with her legs apart and fan herself between the thighs.

“Sexy,” Willa comments, and she follows it up with a whistle. Both of them notice Max wincing at that, but it’s Willa who gets there first, leaning toward her and saying, “Hey, Max, what’s up?”

Despite the heat, Max looks cold. She hitches her legs up—and Taylor banks just how darn cute that looks to think about hard later—and says, “It’s nothing.”

“Max…” Taylor says sternly.

“Okay, but you’re going to tell me off for breaking the girl code, like, immediately after you told me about it.”

“What did you do?”

“Remember when I went to see Jim?”

“Jim?” Taylor and Willa say simultaneously.

“Banger,” Max clarifies with a sigh.

“Oh.”

“I took the bus. I left home as, uh, Maxwell, I snuck into an empty backyard and got changed into Maxine, and then I got the bus. Alone.”

“Max!” Willa says.

“Jim told me off for it as well.” She smiles. “He insisted on driving me home. Anyway, I got off the bus and this guy started whistling at me, and yeah, I was wearing that gray skirt and the red pantyhose—”

“I love those,” Taylor can’t help saying.

“I know, right?” Max says. “They make my legs look killer. And—” She looks from Willa to Taylor and back. Caught. They both had the same reaction. “What?”

“I’m sorry,” Willa says from behind her hand, “but you’re just so… I don’t know. You’re just so girl.”

Yeah. Yeah, she really is. It’s good that Willa sees it, finally. Or that she always saw it, but that she’s dealt with it now. She’s internalized it. Maxine is a girl, same as Taylor, same as Willa; she just has a couple extra things to put on alongside her morning makeup. And a couple other extra things in her panties.

“Thanks,” Max says, smiling shyly.

Willa’s biting her lip again—it’s a freaking epidemic! how many times does Taylor have to say how bad it is?—and Maxine, clearly sensing Willa’s chewing on something, something other than her lip, waits her out.

“Hey,” Willa says, speaking carefully, “I gotta ask. I need to check, you know? Max… You’re okay with everything, right?”

Smiling broadly, Max says, “I am.”

“You really prefer being a girl?”

“Don’t you?”

Taylor laughs out loud at that. Because, like, yeah. Willa’s just looking at Max like she’s trying to work her out, and after a little bit, she says, “Yeah. I do. Shit.” And Willa’s laughing now, too. “I get it. Shit. I really get it.”

“It’s just better,” Maxine says, running a hand through her hair again.

“Even if guys whistle at you,” Taylor says.

“Yeah,” Willa says. “I don’t know any girl who doesn’t hate that.”

“Kennedy doesn’t seem to mind.”

“Kennedy is not a girl. Kennedy is the devil’s daughter, and we’re just lucky she’s on our side. Whistles and catcalls probably recharge her evil devil power or something.”

Max tilts her head. “Should I watch out for Kennedy?”

“Not really,” Taylor says. “But, like, if she gives you some advice and it’s actually kind of insulting? She thinks she’s being genuinely helpful. Like, she thinks that letting you know you have a dumptruck ass or your pierced ears aren’t level is actually her generously giving you the opportunity to fix it. If she truly wants to be evil, she’ll put an announcement in the school paper.”

“Gotcha,” Max says. “If she tells me my dick is showing, it’s just an opportunity to tuck harder.”

Maxine holds the straight face long enough that when Willa realizes she’s joking, she spits up Pepsi.

* * *

Willa catches her again while Taylor’s showering and Max is just lying in a still kind of exhausted heap on Taylor’s bed. She apologizes for being weird, and Max waves it off, because why wouldn’t she? Max hasn’t ever met anyone who’s done what she’s doing, so it makes sense Willa hasn’t either, her third-hand knowledge about birth control notwithstanding. And what do you do when you run face-first into something new and unexpected? You ask questions, you sort it out in your head, you make space for it in your world.

Or you don’t. But Willa did.

“It’s the permanence,” Willa’s saying. She’s lying next to Max and they’re holding hands, tapping out arrhythmic little sequences on the backs of each other’s knuckles. “I think that’s when I started overthinking it. When I finally got that it wasn’t just this temporary thing you were doing to escape Gordo and throw me around. And I didn’t get that until last night.”

“Really?”

“Really! I know you had the whole thing with Clay after the club and you said you were taking, like, a bunch of pills a day instead of a handful a week, but I didn’t put it all together, not really. And then it was suddenly like, there was this guy, and then we came along, and now there’s this girl, and she seems happy, but things are going to be so difficult, and we did that…”

“It’s not your fault, Willa,” Max says.

Willa rolls over so she can poke Max with her other hand. “Did you forget who dressed you up the first time?” she says. “Me. I did it. I put you in Taylor’s I Heart NY shirt and stuffed your bra full of socks. And after, you know, the whole Clinton thing, I was thinking, what if I hadn’t done that? What if I’d tried harder, came up with another solution?”

“I’m glad you didn’t.”

“You actually are, aren’t you? Shit. Taylor Scott realizing she likes girls is such an epochal event, it makes a brand-new one out of the boy next door. Um, no offense.”

“It’s fine,” Max says, giggling, relieved that Willa’s still onside, that she’s still a friend. “He was just raw material, anyway.”

“Don’t be rude about him!” Willa says. “You might need him again someday!”

Just the thought of it inspires enough dread in Max to make her shiver. “No,” she says firmly, trying to will it into fact, “never.”

“For serious?”

“Willa,” Max says, “I’m never going back. I don’t care how hard it is.”

“Shit. Welcome to womanhood, I guess.”

“Thanks. Do I get a special shirt?”

Willa giggles. “Yeah, but it says I Heart NY on it, so it’s kind of anticlimactic at this point.”

* * *

“You talked to her, huh?”

“Yeah. And I feel like less of a huge jerk now. Still like a huge idiot. But less of a jerk.” Willa holds up her hands like scales and moves them up and down. “It’s a careful balancing act.”

Maxine’s showering, and she’s got her little box with the breast adhesive and the solvent, and she’s got her little bag with the tape in it, and Taylor definitely isn’t going to look this time, because she still feels like a creep from last time—yeah, it was an accident that she saw anything at all, but she could have looked away quicker. Besides, she doesn’t need a preview of Max’s outfit for the rest of the day, because she already picked it out for her, and they’re going to go out and she’s going to look stunning.

“Max doesn’t think you’re an idiot or a jerk,” Taylor says.

“You don’t think she does a little?” Willa asks miserably, and Taylor shakes her head, both to force herself back to the present moment and, belatedly, to answer Willa’s question.

“No. She likes you, Willa. And you like her, right?”

“I mean, not the way you like her…”

“Bee-yotch.”

“Lesbo.”

“You little—!”

Taylor’s entirely justified and incredibly rude response is cut off by a buzzing sound coming from somewhere on the bed, and the two of them look at each other for a moment before diving for their bags and checking their phones.

“Not me,” Taylor says.

“Me neither.”

“Max’s?”

Willa’s closest to Maxine’s messenger bag, so she pulls it up onto the bed and digs around inside until she finds the little Nokia.

“It’s a text,” Willa says, thumbing at the keys. “It’s— Oh shit, Taylor. It’s her dad!”

Taylor, who was about to lecture Willa on the importance of respecting Maxine’s privacy, gives up on it to rip the phone out of her hands. The screen’s still on, and Taylor reads, in blocky, dim text:


Dad: COME HOME RIGHT NOW SON



* * *


Max: Clay why is dad home?

Punklosersayswhat: No idea

Max: He just texted me. Wants me to come home NOW. Find out why for me?

Punklosersayswhat: Cool plan, one problem. I’m not home.

Max: CLAY

Punklosersayswhat: Sorry, sis, bad timing for me to get a life I guess

Max: When dad’s done killing me I’m going to piss on all your guitars

Punklosersayswhat: Ghosts can’t piss Max

Max: I’ll find a way



“Clay’s no help,” Max announces, throwing her phone back into her bag.

Taylor’s hugging her from behind, her chin on Max’s shoulder, and she butts heads with her before saying, “Maybe it’s nothing.”

“Willa, didn’t you say I could live under your bed if I needed to?”

“Sorry, Maxine,” Willa says, “but I promised it to Eddie to get him out of babysitting. Boyfriend privileges.”

“You really didn’t bring any guy clothes?” Taylor asks.

“No,” Max says. “And I know I’m an idiot. I just… I dunno. I don’t like to think about him when I don’t have to.”

Taylor unloops from around Max’s belly and slides off the bed. “Well,” she says, “only one thing for it.” She opens her closet and starts rummaging.

“You’re kidding,” Willa says.

“We can do ‘guy’! It can’t be that hard. We just don’t dress her in anything with obvious buttons.”

“Okay. Why?”

“They’re the other way round,” Max says.

“Okay,” Willa repeats. “Why?”

“Don’t ask me. I didn’t design gender; I’m just victimized by it.”

* * *

The bed’s covered in clothes. Pants, fortunately, are not one of their problems: Max left a pair of her cargos over at Taylor’s, and while yes, sure, they’re girl’s cargos, nobody who doesn’t know about clothes is going to know that. It’s the rest of it that’s the problem, and Maxine sits glumly on the chair, wearing beige cargos and a tank and absolutely nothing else.

Maxine gave them ten minutes to fix it so she looks like a guy again. And what really sucks is that they don’t know whether her dad wants her home so he can chew her out, give her bad news, or because he’s excited to show her some new dad thing he bought, like a sit-down mower that plays golden oldies. They can’t prepare properly because they don’t know what to prepare her for. Questioning her dad over text was no help; Dad Giordano texts exactly like Taylor’s dad, like most dads she’s encountered: as if he is writing a telegram and will be charged by the keypress.

“I still think the green one,” Taylor says.

“It’s pretty girly, Tay,” Maxine says, looking again at the super cute green shirt with the high collar. It sits long on the body and, okay, it has one problem, which is that it kinda flares out at the hem.

“You’ve only got to get home in it. Then you can, like, take a shower, or something.”

“Unless her dad wants to take her somewhere,” Willa says.

“Or unless he wants to yell at me,” Maxine says. “If he’s pissed, he’s not going to give me a chance to go to my room first.”

“Forget the green one,” Willa says. “We all know what the only option is.”

“Willa,” Taylor says, “it’s hot out. She’ll boil in her own sweat.”

“But she can just wear it over the tank. And it covers her arms and it evens out her chest, which, Max, I don’t know if you’ve noticed, but your nipples are getting kinda… pointy.”

Sighing, Maxine says, “I’ve noticed.”

“Do you need more Band-Aids, Max?” Taylor asks.

“Sure, actually. Please.”

“Band-Aids?” Willa asks.

* * *

She left her breasts and everything with Taylor, who promised to find an excuse to bring them back tonight or tomorrow morning, assuming Max hasn’t been, like, killed or something. Which means that it’s just her, her messenger bag and cargos, a pair of Taylor’s old tennis shoes—the oldest and shabbiest she owns, for that authentically masculine ‘I don’t take care of my shit’ look—and, most importantly, a borrowed hoodie.

She left the tuck in, though. Dad’s not likely to be directing searching gazes at her crotch, and she’s more comfortable with everything taped up and out the way.

The hoodie, though… It’s a good thing she showered at Taylor’s, because she’s already working up a fresh sweat just from wearing it. It’s thin for a hoodie, but still too warm for the weather. Taylor said she’s worn it, like, three times ever, when the needle drops below sixty-five and she’s got to go somewhere she can’t drive.

At least it’s a nice, neutral gray.

Pausing at the front door, she tries to decide where Dad’s going to be. If he’s angry—for reasons which could range from residual weed stink on Max’s clothes to, uh, everything else about Max’s clothes—then he’ll be waiting on the stairs like a massive, Dad-shaped bear trap, or he’ll be in the living room, angrily channel-hopping. If he’s not, he’ll be… Shit, this house is too new and they’re all still working on building their habits. In the den?

Fuck it. She’s not going to get anywhere just standing here. Twisting the key in the lock, she kicks the door open, and is faced immediately with Dad advancing on her.

“Max!” he says. “It’s time!”

She’s wincing, she realizes. She’s hunched up a little and she’s standing there in Taylor’s clothes and she’s pre-wincing, like he’s going to hit her. And he wouldn’t, probably, but she’s never been sure with Dad. Clay said he hit him once and never again, when Max was too young to remember, but the thing with Dad is that he’s so much bigger than her. He’s got Clay’s height and, though he might not share Clay’s muscles, he’s definitely broad. He’s got the kind of build where he had to enter his favorite bodega basically sideways, because it had a narrow door and Dad’s shoulders seem never to end.

He doesn’t hit her. She realizes when she stops hunching that he’s holding out his arms wide, like Mom would when she’s asking for a hug, but this is Dad, so it means either that he’s got something that he wants to show her—shit, maybe it is a new mower—or that he’s prepared some other kind of surprise.

“Time for what, Dad?” she asks, remembering just in time to switch to Maxwell’s voice and making it most of the way through the short sentence without coughing.

The triumphant look on Dad’s face shifts a little, and he says, “Are you okay, son? You’ve been coughing a lot recently.”

Well, yeah, she has, hasn’t she? Downside of constantly switching between two voices; particular downside of doing most of her talking as Maxine. Shifting her voice from the front of her mouth, where it’s been habitually living for like two weeks now, all the way down into her chest seems to take it past a kind of cough barrier in her throat. Worse, it’s beginning to hurt when she shifts down.

“Oh,” she says warily, “it’s just the sand in the air, I think.” Is there sand in the air? Is there sand anywhere around here?

“Right,” Dad says, nodding, like he’s paid as much attention to the wider landscape as she has. Sand everywhere. Very believable. Probably just behind all the palm trees she keeps looking out for.

“I have cough drops in my room,” Max says, hoping to get by him and into a new, more believably boyish outfit.

“You can worry about that later,” her dad says, plastering his broad, lopsided smile back onto his face. “Your mother and I have agreed on a church, so get in the car, son; we’re getting you fitted for a suit!”


chapter sixteen

YOU GOTTA EXPERIENCE IT FOR REAL

She hasn’t been in Dad’s car since they drove across the country. It used to be a shitty memory: she got hot, she got sweaty, she got itchy; Mom and Dad bickered about routes and Mom dropped the printed maps several times; Clay was quiet and reserved the whole way; Max was stuck in that mode she used to live in, just waiting for the next thing to happen, and for most of the trip, the next thing was another identical small town. And the whole time, she knew that they were moving for her, which is another way of saying that they were moving because of her, ripping up their established and happy lives because Maxwell fell apart and couldn’t put himself back together.

Now, though, the memory’s been revitalized. Yeah, it still sucks that they had to move at all, but when Maxine thinks back to the journey cross-country, when she pictures all those little towns and the thousands of miles of scenic USA that they mostly drove right past, it’s as if every inch brought her closer to here, closer to Taylor, closer ultimately to Maxine. And she’s been holding that as close to her heart as she can, because it transforms the move from something miserable into a gift, makes it into perhaps the most precious thing she’s ever been given, and she wants to act like it.

She should be grateful to Dad and to Mom.

Kind of difficult to remember to be, though, when she’s sitting in the passenger seat of that same car, and everything feels like it’s going wrong again. She’s dressed entirely in girls’ clothes, and she’s being driven to a tailor to get fitted for a fucking suit.

“You really looked specifically for an Italian tailor?” she asks, remembering to keep her voice in her chest and trying, for bonus points, to keep it steady.

“Found one, too,” Dad says. “Not an easy task around here. Are you proud of me? I know you’re proud of me. It’s okay to be proud of me, son.”

“Was it in the Yellow Pages? Did you look under T for tailor or I for Italian American?”

“Actually, I asked at church.”

Oh yeah. Church. One of the many Swords of Damocles currently dangling over Max’s head; this one’s shaped like a crucifix. She’s got no idea whether anybody at school is likely to attend whatever church her parents have picked out. She did ask Eddie about it a while back, but his family go to a place in the next town over; for all Eddie knows, at this other church, every other member of the cheer squad could be in and out of the confessional every week, fake-crying over all the times they screwed up a routine. Forgive me, Father, for I have dropped Sandy again.

This, at least, is information Max can fish for.

“Are there a lot of Italians at this mysterious church of yours?” she asks.

Her dad lifts his hand off the wheel just long enough to knuckle her on the shoulder, then rights his posture again; Dad’s a man who diligently drives the way they said to in the book. Probably a book that was last revised in the seventies.

“I know what you’re asking,” Dad says. “And, no, sorry to say, we didn’t see that many young people. Very few pretty girls, I’m afraid!”

In any other circumstances, he would absolutely ruffle Max’s hair at this point. But that would involve taking a hand off the wheel for far too long and violating the sacred ten-and-two.

‘Very few pretty girls,’ though. Doesn’t mean there aren’t guys; doesn’t mean there aren’t parents. When the time comes for Maxine and Clay to attend, to provide proof of life to the local Catholic community—and inevitably to submit to much enthusiastic pawing from the older members of the congregation—she’s terrified that she’ll be introduced, and some well-meaning mom will be like, oh, you look exactly like that girl Maxine who cheers with my daughter. And then they’ll have to clear the church before Mom goes off.

Still, she’s got to do it only once. She’ll put her best foot forward, as the Giordanos always do, and then never attend again until maybe Christmas, when she can hide in the crowds.

Unfortunately, putting her best foot forward means, among other things, being properly dressed.

Clay still owns a few suits, and he keeps one in particular in the back of his closet, safe from damage, precisely so he never has to get fitted again. But Maxine’s last suit fitting was when she was barely fifteen, and she’s not even remotely the same shape anymore. The old suit, if she even still has it—she doesn’t remember packing it—will be a peculiar combination of too short in the arms and legs and way too broad across the chest and shoulders. If she put it on, she’d look like that guy from Talking Heads.

She laughs to herself. This is not my beautiful wife…

Maxine’s still trying to remember just how intimate a tailor gets when he measures you when Dad pulls in at a parking lot near a small mall. She’s hardly an expert on mall varietals, but this place looks enough like the last strip mall she visited for her to slot it into the same category, though it’s considerably more smartly appointed and—she confirms after taking in a few storefronts—has more lawyers. The tailor’s an outward-facing place on the far end, and Dad proudly marches her inside, into a store she instantly knows.

It’s a family business, that much is obvious. It’s something about the look of the place: stock doesn’t turn over super fast, there’s no corporate office to take back clothes that don’t sell, and there’s also no corporate office to instruct local stores to arrange their wares in the most confusing and baffling manner possible, the better to trap unwary customers, so the inside of the store is simple but packed. It’s a museum of the last five years of smart men’s fashion. Narrow aisles braced with all manner of suits and menswear accessories lead her and Dad through to an open area at the back, with padded seats for waiting customers, an ancient-looking ticket machine, and a sign instructing them to wait their turn.

They’re the only ones there, though, so the tailor—sitting just inside, sipping from a delicate cup and saucer—immediately and enthusiastically rushes up to greet them.

He is immaculately presented, and he is not at all what Max expected.

Dad’s last tailor—the one she and Clay were both presented to—was a stout Italian man, and an authentic one: he had an accent so impenetrable that Max asked him once if he exaggerated it for the tourists, and he said, no, he exaggerates it for the Italian Americans so they can feel closer to their ancestral home. But this guy is tall where Dad’s guy was short, young where the other guy was old, and clean-shaven. He also wears his suit as if he is a walking ad for his store, and, yeah, he probably is; it seems unusual only because Max is used to tailors being so elderly that they don’t give a shit anymore. Dad’s guy always seemed like he might one day decide to open the store wearing only a bathrobe. But if Dad’s as taken aback as Max, he doesn’t show it, and with a broad smile he shakes the tailor’s hand as soon as it is presented.

“Luca Giordano,” Dad says as he shakes. “And this is Maxwell.”

Shit. She’s got to actually say something now.

Since she entered the store, she’s been reaching for Maxwell, aiming to retreat into him to get through this, to become him in a way that she doesn’t bother to anymore for dinner with Mom and Dad… but he’s not fucking there. He’s gone. Or never existed in the first place, perhaps. Maybe the bundle of coping mechanisms that she used to think of as a whole person really has just fucking peaced at the first opportunity, leaving her stranded in front of an Italian tailor with only herself, Taylor’s thin hoodie, and a pair of Band-Aids for protection.

Funny how quick things can change.

“Um,” she says quietly, “hi.”

“Aladino Sabbatini,” the tailor says with a minor flourish, nodding to them both as he disengages from Dad’s hand.

“Really?” Max exclaims, laughing. She can’t stop herself, but the name is just so much like it should announce itself at her table alongside an order of bucatini amatriciana and a generous scraping of pecorino.

“I know, right?” Mr Sabbatini says, winking at her.

“Wow.”

She can do this. She made it through cheer practice, didn’t she? This is just one guy. One guy and her dad…

She can fake it. She can do it. She’s been a guy lots of times before!

Yeah.

And then Dad claps a hand on her back hard enough to rock her on her feet and starts talking about her to Mr Sabbatini like Maxwell is real, like he’s the one standing there, like all the progress she’s made since she moved here has vanished, and she just can’t listen to that shit, so she goes the fuck away for a while. And it’s not just what Dad’s saying, it’s the whole damn store. It’s the suit fabrics: she can see samples laid out, and a whole rack of suit jackets and pants, and she remembers now how it works, that the guy is going to have her put on something roughly the correct size, and then he’s going to start measuring her, touching her, fitting her into the suit, closing it around her, and with Dad still talking and talking and fucking talking, it feels like the two of them are conspiring to lock her into a life she no longer wants anything to do with, to wrap her in harsh fabrics to keep her from growing, from becoming.

“Ah, excuse me, Mr Giordano?”

Mr Sabbatini’s interrupting Dad while he’s in full flow, and that’s not ordinarily something Dad would tolerate, but tailors—Italian tailors, specifically, even Italian tailors whose stores are in strip malls—occupy the same place in Dad’s heart as priests, restaurateurs and certain kinds of businessmen. He brings himself to a stop without so much as a glare or a raised eyebrow.

“A first suit,” Mr Sabbatini says, “is something of a rite of passage. Might I suggest that you visit some of the other stores we have locally, while I attend to young Maxwell here?”

“Well, it’s not his first suit,” Dad says, and when he does so, Mr Sabbatini’s eyebrows pinch momentarily. Dad doesn’t seem to notice, continuing with, “But I suppose it is his first properly fitted suit. We took him with us when we got his big brother fitted, and we had something nice made. But that was…” Dad pauses a moment. “That was under different circumstances.”

Max almost winces. Yeah, that was before they sold the house, cashed in everything they had, and crossed the fucking country. That was when they could afford to take Clay to the good tailor. No way this guy is the only Italian tailor in San Diego; just the only one in their reduced price range.

Mr Sabbatini smiles and says, “Maxwell is a man now,” and Max could swear he hesitates ever so slightly with that. “We will perform the fitting in private, with your permission.” Dad hesitates just a moment, and then nods. “Across the street, you will find a remarkably acceptable pasta restaurant. And there are several stores on our block that may prove of interest, including a perfumery around back, in case you would like to bring home something nice for your wife. Of course,” he adds with an affected shrug, “you may wish to return home. This will take a little while; you can pick up your… Maxwell when we are done.”

Dad nods seriously, as if the tailor has given him detailed instructions on how to find, excavate and restore the Ark of the Covenant. “Max?” he says, “You have your phone?”

“Yeah,” Max says, sounding hoarse. She wasn’t ready to be called upon to speak.

“Right. Right. You can call me or your brother to come for you when you’re done. Well, then! I think I’ll have a look at that perfumery, and then I’ll head home, make a start on the backyard.” He rubs his hands together with every sign of eager anticipation, and leans forward to confide in Mr Sabbatini. “If I have the afternoon off, I might as well use it!”

He ruffles Max’s hair before he goes, because of course he does. With it tied up in the traditional Maxwell low ponytail, he succeeds mostly in just pulling the strands around with his rough hands and yanking a bunch of them up and half-out of the hair tie.

She’s got to look like a mess.

But a guy wouldn’t care about that, right?

Maybe a guy at a tailor’s would.

Shit. She was bad at being a man even before she knew she didn’t want to do it, like, vocationally, and now she feels even more lost than before. The feminine instincts and habits she’s been trying as fast as she can to pick up are at the forefront now, crowding out all the old shit she learned how to do so she could survive high school. Which, hah; fucked that up, didn’t she?

Glancing around, she finds herself in a mirror and realizes to her horror that she’s even standing like Maxine: forearms wrapped around her belly, back arched, knees together, one ankle slightly raised. That’s so wrong for Maxwell. Feeling inordinately looked at, she untangles her arms, plants her hands in her pockets, and flattens her feet.

And her hair is a mess.

“Maxwell,” Mr Sabbatini says, which makes her jump; she’d almost forgotten he was there. He’d become a part of the ambient cloud of observers she always felt watching her when she was Maxwell, judging her on how well she articulated guy that day. Whoops, didn’t stick the landing properly, better shove him into a locker. Undeterred by her twitchiness, Mr Sabbatini tries again: “Max?”

Shit. She’s losing it again. She digs around inside herself for a functional person and lets it rip.

“Hi!” she says. Hah. Nope. Too enthusiastic. Too cheerleadery. And she even let her voice creep back up into her mouth! Guys speak out of their chest; they speak like they’re ashamed of any inflection they might accidentally let slip in. They’re allowed to express exactly two emotions: murderous rage, and sports. She coughs and tries again. “Hello, Mr Sabbatini.”

Deeper. Less excited. Less interested.

Better.

“Call me Aladino,” he says, and gestures toward the back area. “Come with me.”

She follows him up to the partition. He waits for her to go through and then draws a pair of drapes closed, separating them from the rest of the store. Max’s heart rate instantly climbs: if her performance is less than perfect—and she’s already made a number of mistakes—and he senses anything unusual about her, anything that needs to be corrected, well, now nobody else can see them.

Girl code, she remembers. She fucked it up again.

Aladino leaves her where she is, dithering in the entrance, her hands balled into fists in the tight pockets of the cargos, and sits on the edge of a desk at the far corner of the room. “Welcome to where the magic happens,” he says.

He’s different from Dad’s last tailor in more ways than just age and appearance, then. Mr Beneventi would take you into his little alcove, ask you a handful of gruff questions, and go still for up to a minute, vanishing into what Clay said was probably a mind palace full of swatches and pretty dancing Italian girls, from which he would emerge with a suit jacket and pants which he thrust at you, wordlessly. After that, there was just the measuring and the prodding, which went on in near-silence, bar the muttering as he committed various measurements to memory.

The man never wrote anything down, but Clay said his suits fit perfectly, and even Max’s kiddie suit had hung off his frame like it was meant to be there.

“It’s, um, very nice,” Max says, looking around, seeing nothing.

Breaking into a broad grin, Aladino says, “Thank you, Max!” He tilts his head, and asks, “So, your first suit, huh? Or close enough.”

“Uh, yeah.” She sounds good and deep; the Maxwell voice is almost comfortable once again. Like an old friend. Like an old friend who is so happy to see you that he might never let you leave, might bar the door, might keep you locked away forever… Shit. She’s being stupid. It’s just a fucking suit fitting. She swallows and continues, “Like Dad said, I got a kiddie suit. When I was fifteen. And it was nice, but…”

“You were fifteen.”

“Right.”

“Well, there’s no need to be nervous. You’re in good hands here.” He cranes his neck and shouts, “Marina!” and a moment later an extremely blonde girl—so blonde that her eyebrows are mere suggestions—pokes her head through the drapes. “Bring us some water, please.”

Marina nods wordlessly and vanishes from the drapes.

“Couldn’t get an Italian girl, huh?” Max says, trying to channel her dad.

“In every other respect, I assure you, she is delightful.”

* * *

“Do you think she’s okay?”

“I think you need to stop obsessing over her, Tay.”

“I can’t! I, like, physically can’t. You saw her text!”

“‘Getting fitted for a suit, no big deal.’ She said it was no big deal.”

“She was just downplaying it so I wouldn’t worry. But do you know how many things could go wrong? Willa, she’s probably still taped up!”

“Taped up? Like… down there? Why?”

“Because she never takes it off anymore, that’s why.”

“Uh—”

“She hates having… it hang loose.”

“She said that?”

“Not exactly, but you’ve seen how serious she is about being Maxine, yes?”

“Yeah, yeah, I said so, didn’t I?”

“Well, right now, Maxine, our friend Maxine, is probably being… being molested by a creepy old guy in the back of a store somewhere, and he’ll be asking her about the tape and the Band-Aids and he’ll be touching her and—”

“They don’t make you get naked for a suit fitting, Taylor.”

“They— They don’t?”

“They just pick out something that looks close to right, something that kinda fits, and then they take a bunch of measurements. Through the suit.”

“They do?”

“Sure. I went with Eddie when he got his funeral suit. Mostly they just kinda push and pull the suit around while it’s on. It’s like rolling pastry dough.”

“Eddie paid for a tailored suit?”

“The estate did. His great aunt wanted a smart funeral. That’s why he only inherited sixty dollars.”

“Willa, this is important: which tailor did you go to?”

“I don’t know. It was in some strip mall, I think.”

“We’re going.”

“It’s not going to be the same tailor, Taylor. Hah! Tailor-Taylor. That’s fun!”

“I’ve got to do something!”

“Why? It’s just a suit fitting. Hey, where are you going?”

“I’m going to look for a Yellow Pages, and then we’re going to work out where Dad Giordano took Maxine.”

“Taylor, even you’ve got to admit that you’re being insane right now.”

“Look, all we need to do to find her is think like an Italian-American dad. How do Italian Americans think? My sample size is basically Max, and I don’t think she’s particularly typical.”

“They think like the rest of us. With that big, squishy pink thing in their heads.”

“Not good enough.”

“Taylor, sit down! What are you going to do, drive to every tailor until you find her?”

“Yeah! Yeah. Maybe I will.”

“Oh my God. Fine.”

“What do you mean, ‘fine’?”

“You’re being crazy, Taylor. And that means you need a chaperone.”

* * *

When they browse the suits on the rack, Max tries to take it seriously. She tries to envision the kind of man her parents want her to grow up to become. She tries to imagine a future for Maxwell, as someone distinct from Clay and her father. She tries to find a suit that Maxwell, this stranger she’s trying to will into temporary being, could wear to church, to a wedding, to a funeral.

It’s fucked up. He should be a memory by now, and he sure isn’t accessible to her any longer, but here she is, picturing a future for this imaginary guy. Does he get married? Have kids? What does he look like?

Maxwell Giordano, the fucking ghost, feels like he’s got his cold hands all over her.

And then Aladino takes her by the shoulder, presses into her grip one of the bottles of water that Marina brought, and guides her gently to a plush chair at the side of the room. When he hands her a tissue, she realizes, suddenly, that she’s been crying.

“Max,” he says.

“Sorry,” she whispers, and dries her face. She pulls out her hair tie and fixes her ponytail, pulling the hair taut again, because she already fucked up her performance of stoic manliness by bursting into tears, and it’s been bugging her.

“You’re certain it’s a suit you want?” he asks. He’s looking at her intensely, like he’s trying to work her out, and that’s worrying, especially because she’s going on instinct again and she’s crossed her legs like Maxine would. Quickly she uncrosses them, spreads them like Clay does.

She’s terrible at this.

“Dad wants a suit,” she says. Her voice is wavering; she can’t stop it. “He just wants me to wear it.”

“Would you like to tell him no?”

She looks up sharply, but the guy’s just standing there, arms crossed, an inquisitive but not cruel expression on his face. There’s something familiar about him, something firing off pattern-recognition neurons all over her brain, but she’s too rattled to put a finger on it.

“Definitely not,” she says.

Nodding, Aladino mutters to himself, “Dad wants a suit… Dad wants a suit…” Then he walks up to Max and squats down in front of her, so he’s got to look up a little to meet her eyes. “Would you like me to choose for you?” he asks.

“Yes, please.”

He doesn’t stand immediately. Instead he bounces a couple of times, suddenly reminding Max of Taylor, when she’s too full of energy to function.

“Max,” he says, “if you need to take a break, let me know. Until then…” Now he stands, spreading his arms, smiling. “We’re going to make a man of you.”

* * *

“Clay! Clay. Don’t hang up. It’s Taylor.”

“Hi. Where did you get my number?”

“Max’s phone.”

“She didn’t give it to you?”

“Um. No?”

“That is a profound invasion of privacy, Taylor.”

“We can worry about that later! We know why your dad wanted her to come home today: he’s taken her to get a suit fitted.”

“Oh. Okay. Yeah. That sounds likely. They picked out a church, which has started the countdown to them presenting the kids to the congregation like we’re a plate of fancy appetizers. I’ve already got a suit, so—”

“Clay!”

“Yes?”

“Don’t you see the emergency here?”

“Not really.”

“Maxine was at my house when your dad texted. She was at my house and she didn’t bring any guy clothes.”

“Wait. What?”

“We dressed her up in the most guyish clothes we could find, but—”

“Why didn’t you borrow something from your brother?”

“Ick! No way. One, because of the smell; two, because he doesn’t have anything that wouldn’t be, like, huge on her; three, because of the smell.”

“Okay. Okay. Got it. So my little sister is getting a suit fitted while wearing women’s clothes. Fine. That sounds about how life is going right now.”

“Don’t you sigh at me, Clay Giordano! Try doing something useful, and think which tailor your dad would have picked.”

“I’m not psychic, Taylor Scott.”

“You don’t have any idea?”

“…I’m near a library. I’ll find a business directory and call you back.”

* * *

Aladino presented her with three suits, all chosen as per spec: suitable for church and all other formal occasions, and exactly what a dad would want his son to wear. She picked the gray one, because it seemed masculine without being showy, and he smiled at her like she’d done something right. Then he sent her behind a screen to put it on, along with a basic white shirt.

And that’s a scary place to be. Because she’s stripped down to her panties with only a taut swish of fabric stretched over a wooden frame between her and this guy, this guy who is being all confusing, this guy she can’t get a read on.

At least he told her that they’re not doing the full shebang. He’s not going to be all over her with a tape measure, like she feared. For one thing, Dad can’t afford a fully custom service; even this is costing him more than Max thinks he ought to be spending, especially on a guy who doesn’t exist anymore. For another, she thinks that Dad’s noticed that she’s filling out again, that she is marginally less skeletal than she was when they left New York; if she outgrows an affordable suit, that’s less disastrous.

“Max,” Aladino calls, “are you ready?”

Shit. She’s dithering again. Keeps getting trapped in her thoughts, and why wouldn’t she? She buried Maxwell for good very recently, but events have conspired to require her to dig him up again, and he is unsurprisingly worse for wear, uncooperative, and kinda stiff.

She’s got to quit with the corpse and ghost metaphors. Didn’t she say she was going to be grateful to her parents? It’s not a very nice thing to think about their second son.

“Nearly,” she replies.

“It’s a tragedy to take off your hoodie, I know. And those cargo pants are very chic. But you must come out, Max, so we can see how your suit fits, and how we must alter it to properly flatter you.”

Fuck it. Do it like a cheerleader, Maxine: execute as best you can and then get the hell off the field.

Do it like Taylor.

It’s go time! Hands in!

She practically jumps into the pants, hoping like hell that Aladino won’t somehow be able to detect her pink-striped panties—and her tape-tuck—through the material, and then shrugs on the collared shirt. She’s briefly confused by the buttons being the wrong way round, but she gets there. Finally, the jacket. She doesn’t know whether to button it or not, so she leaves it loose.

And. Yeah. Loose. The sleeves are about the right length, and so are the pants, but everywhere else, it’s all hanging off her. Everywhere except the butt, where the pants are kinda snug.

“I’m coming out,” she says.

“Stun me,” Aladino replies, and she steps out from behind the screen to find him smiling. “Brava,” he says, clapping. “Brava, Max.”

Basically the only way Max can respond to praise without trying to contradict it—something which has earned her numerous scoldings from Taylor—is to accept it with a degree of irony, and she almost lifts up an imaginary skirt and dips at the knees like she’s the Queen of England before she remembers who she fucking is and where she fucking is. So she freezes, locks up for a second, realizes what an idiot she probably looks like, and bows instead.

Who the hell even bows anymore?

She’s so bad at this.

To add insult to injury, the suit constrains her at the shoulders.

“Ah-ha!” Aladino says, beckoning her in and rushing around behind her, hovering like a hummingbird and picking at the material between her shoulder blades. “Stand straight for me, Max.” Max complies. “No, straight, like you normally would.” Max really complies, uncurling out of the Maxwell slouch and standing like a cheerleader waiting for her coach. “There! You see how tight it feels around your shoulders and upper arms?”

“I guess?”

“Most men, they dip forward. They slump. You, Max, you stand very erect. It gives you a hollow back, and it quite changes the fitting of the jacket.”

“Is that good?”

Aladino leans around so Max can just about see his face. “There is no ‘good’ or ‘bad’, Max. There is only the shape. And your shape—” he sweeps a palm, vertically flattened, up and down through the air, “—is very erect. Tell me, are you an athlete?”

“I’m… a gymnast.”

“That, Max, explains a lot.”

Yeah. She’s got no idea how to read him.

He continues his work, pulling at the fabric here and there, muttering measurements and numbers. They are taken down by Marina, who Max hadn’t even realized was back in the room, and who is smiling slightly, despite her furrowed brow of concentration. Aladino has a little device that measures angles, and he pronounces her shoulders ‘astonishingly even’, which Max kinda preens at. Yeah, astonishingly even shoulders, that’s her.

And then he runs a tape measure around her chest, brushing against both her nipples, and Max quivers like he just hooked her up to a live wire.

“Oh, I’m terribly sorry,” he says quickly.

Max, shaking her head, mutters, “Don’t worry about it.”

Aladino tocks his tongue, hums tunelessly to himself for a moment, and then turns and asks Marina to fetch them some more water.

“Thirsty work, in this heat,” he says to Max after she’s gone, as if the store isn’t air conditioned to hell and back. “Listen, Max, I must ask a delicate question. Normally I wouldn’t—none of my business—but the answer will have… implications for the cut of your suit.”

Max can’t speak, suddenly. What did Aladino feel when he touched her chest? Or was it her reaction that did it? All she can think about is her wavering voice, about how unconvincing her masculine stance is, about hugging her stupid belly when Dad first brought her here. About redoing the ponytail, like a guy would give a fuck about that.

“Max,” Aladino says, “are you a woman or a man? And I mean biologically. Not, ahem, aspirationally.”

She’s got to clear her throat before she can answer. “Uh,” she croaks, “a man? I guess?”

“I see.”

Max squirms. “Yeah.”

“Are you aware, Max the man, that you wore women’s pants to this appointment?”

“I didn’t.”

“I assure you, you did.”

“I— What’s the difference?”

“Besides the cut? The fly is reversed. Surely you’ve noticed.”

“Oh. Yeah, actually.”

“So,” Aladino says, “you are a man.”

“Yes?”

“In women’s pants.”

“Yeah.”

“And you require a suit.”

“Yeah.”

“A man’s suit.”

“Yeah. For church.”

Aladino nods. “Ah. Yes. I understand.”

“You do?”

“I think so.”

And Max laughs nervously. It’s a stupid reaction, but Maxwell is nowhere to be fucking seen, and all she’s got is Maxine, standing there being quizzed by this guy, with no referent as to how to react and no idea what’s going to happen. And Maxine finds it hells of satisfying—and kinda funny—that she’s become so bad at being Maxwell that she’s got this guy in a spin.

Terrifying, also. But what else can she do now but ride this insane scenario to its end? Worst case, she can make a fucking break for it.

“I’d be amazed if you did,” she says.

“You are a girl, Max.”

“Yes and no.”

“Hmm. Let me try again. You are a boy.”

“No.” It’s beyond instinctive; it’s a reaction on the level of her immune system. An outright rejection.

“Ah. Yes. Now I understand.”

Coughing again to try to lower her voice, which keeps creeping up, Max says, “What do you understand? No, actually,” she corrects herself, getting some of her confidence back, “how do you understand? Because I barely do.”

“Max Giordano,” he says, stepping away from her to lean on the end of the desk again, “I’ve been around for a few decades now, and I’ve met every kind of person it is possible to meet. I have also not always lived in this… charming little suburb of San Diego. Until I needed to take over the store, I lived in San Francisco. Worked in a very open-minded boutique.”

“Oh.”

“Do you understand what I’m saying, Max? Do you understand what I’m saying about myself?”

“I think so?” Max says. Yeah. It’s the familiar thing. The thing about Aladino Sabbatini that’s been ringing bells all over her mind since they met.

He reminds her of Eddie. Out in the store, with Dad, he reminded her of Eddie when he’s doing his act in front of the other guys from school; back here, he’s been relaxing it, testing Max’s responses, becoming more and more someone who reminds her of Eddie the rest of the time. Eddie was the same when Max first met him, only he went through the stages much faster.

“Why move here?” Max asks. “If you lived in San Francisco, why move?” She doesn’t need to acknowledge what she knows. It’s just there, between them, suddenly obvious as hell.

And Aladino looks her up and down, brushes an imaginary speck of lint off the shoulder of the suit jacket she’s wearing for her father, and says, “The things we do for family.”

* * *

“I don’t believe it,” Willa says. Taylor’s parked the Beetle in the parking lot by the strip mall—after they made sure Max’s dad’s car wasn’t there anymore—and she and Taylor are walking slowly along the sidewalk, past a place that sells TVs and a laundromat and a discount perfumery. For a strip mall, it’s pretty nice. She likes the stylized signs above each store.

Clay called them back only a couple minutes after, confidently nominating this place as the most likely location for Max’s impromptu torture session. It’s the only tailor within practical driving distance where the location implies reasonable prices, and the guy has an Italian name.

Iron-clad reasoning.

“What don’t you believe?” Taylor asks absently. Max is in there, and there’s a guy with her, probably alone with her, and who knows how she’s dealing?

“This is the same tailor Eddie dragged me to! I didn’t recognize the name, but the smell, Tay! All the perfumes? This is the place. I, um, don’t think we need to worry.”

“Oh?”

“The guy? The guy who runs this place? If he’s the guy doing Max, she’s fine.”

“Walk me through it, Willa.”

“He’s gay.”

Taylor stops and spins around to face Willa, who’s been lagging. “He’s gay?”

“No doubt about it. Him and Eddie in the same room? It was like they connected telepathically the moment the drapes closed, and then it was just… Do you know how many innuendos you can fit into one suit fitting? Because I do. Taylor, it’s a lot.”

“What are the chances Max would get a gay tailor?” Taylor says, and scowls. “A gay suit-fitting guy. I swear, I’m going back in time and getting Mom to name me something else, because the conversations we’ve been having this afternoon? Confusing.” She shakes her head. “How did Max get so lucky as to get a gay suit-fitting guy?”

“I’m not sure it was luck,” Willa says. “After we left, Eddie got sad, said he hated to see someone like him have to come back to Vista Primavera. They were talking for a while after I got bored and went for a look around. Apparently, like, half the tailors in town are gay. Okay,” Willa adds, facing down Taylor’s skepticism, “maybe not half. But a lot. The younger ones, anyway. You know, the old guys are getting the shakes, they can’t do it anymore, and the straight sons, they’ve gone off for other careers. They do straight-guy stuff, like repairing cars? And banking. Probably. But the gay grandsons, they come back. They uphold the family name.”

“Really?” It sounds pretty outlandish to Taylor.

Willa nods. “It’s like… Buying acceptance, I guess? You get back the family you lost when you came out, because now you’re doing something for them. Maybe you can’t give them great-grandkids, but you can make sure the family store stays open. Maybe you can be part of the family again.”

Willa’s biting the inside of her cheek, like she does when she’s trying to stay in control. Bad sign.

“Willa?” Taylor says. “Are you okay?”

“Yeah,” she says, nodding again, too much, too fast. “Yeah, I’m okay. Shit, I’m really okay, Taylor. I’ve got other sisters to give my mom grandchildren. And when I leave here? I’m staying gone. I’m not going to be like this guy. I’m not going to get dragged back here just to make my mom happy. Even if it would probably work.”

Taylor doesn’t hesitate. Pulls her into a hug. “I’m sorry, Willa,” she whispers, and Willa returns her embrace, leaning against Taylor’s shoulder and squeezing as hard as she can. Which, like, it’s Willa, so it’s nothing like as hard as Taylor or Max can squeeze. Kind of adorable, really.

Shoot. Getting away and staying gone. Is that going to be Taylor? She always thought she’d leave because VP is boring, but she expected to come back eventually. Reunions, stuff like that. But what if she can’t? What if she does make a thing of it with Max and she’s suddenly unwelcome? What will Mom make of the daughter she tried so hard to make into a cheerleader bringing home another girl?

She wouldn’t even let Taylor have a Nintendo.

“Oh, shit,” Willa says, pulling away. “Shit!”

Taylor, in a panic, whirls around, looking for the source of Willa’s concern, expecting to find Max bleeding out on the sidewalk or something. But she doesn’t see anything, and when she turns back to Willa, Willa’s not even looking in her direction anymore.

“Parking lot,” Willa whispers, and Taylor looks, and there, parking next to the Beetle—and noticing the Beetle, too, with a smile—is Justin.

Justin freaking Lawrence! What’s he doing here?

* * *

The rest of the fitting is much more relaxed. It’s actually kinda nice, which would have shocked the hell out of the Max who walked in here an hour and a half ago, but then she wouldn’t have expected for the tailor to admit he spent the first half-hour of their acquaintance thinking Max was a transsexual man, an FtM, with an unusually considerate father.

He'd been planning to give her tips on how to appear more masculine. Incredible.

“Still,” Aladino says when he checks Max’s inside leg, “this is mostly what I was expecting. This flat spot. Shall we say that you… dress on the right?”

They laugh about it.

And yeah, Aladino knows people. He’s never known an MtF transsexual in person, not really—he says ‘transwoman’, which Maxine also saw on the website a few times and kinda likes the sound of; it’s pithier and requires wrapping her tongue around less of a sibilant—but he’s known friends of friends, and when he was apprenticing in San Francisco he once did a funeral suit for a transwoman, to try to make her look as much like her old self as possible, so as not to cause a scene at her grandfather’s wake.

“She hated it,” he tells her.

When he adjusts the suit, he’s going to do the same stuff for Max that he did for the other transwoman: stitch and pad the shoulders to broaden them, narrow the sleeves slightly so the hands look bigger, let it out around the butt, that kind of thing. And when Max makes a face at the thought of actually wearing it, and at the idea that the event she’s here to get attired for is coming up soon, Aladino grins, tucks a finger under her chin, and says, “Cheer up. It’ll only be for one service, right? Two hours and then you’re you again.”

That endears him to Max all the more, because it reminds her of Clay. And then it frustrates her, because she starts wondering where all these people were back in New York. She really could have used a friendly gay tailor back then. A friendly gay anything.

But she wouldn’t have met them in New York, would she? When she lived there, she’d thought she was a straight guy. Hell, she’d thought Clay was a straight guy, too. A whole community, a family that seems to find its brothers and sisters through a combination of luck and careful personal assessment, locked away from her by her own ignorance. And, yes, she’d had Avery, but Avery’s not exactly queen of the social scene. She found her current girlfriend in an online chat room! Their early flirtation consisted of carefully and politely making sure that they were both girls in real life!

Things are better now, though. Avery’s been seeing Rebecca in person, and Max? She’s doing better than she ever expected. Better to start finding your community at eighteen than never find them at all. She smiles up at Aladino, who beams back at her with the bright whites of a lifelong Californian.

He’s just promising to keep all this quiet from her dad for her—“I have a whole service for closeted customers. It’s very five star.”—when the drapes twitch and a familiar face appears.

“Taylor?” Max says, her voice hopping once again squarely into the Maxine register, at which Aladino looks annoyingly smug.

“Hey,” Taylor says. “Hi, Mister Suit Guy,” she adds, nodding at Aladino.

“Aladino Sabbatini,” Aladino says.

“Cool. Wow. Huh.” She shakes her head, which jiggles the drapes around her. “Look, Max, your dad’s not around, is he?”

“No?” Max says.

“Right. Listen, we’ve got a minor emergency. Justin’s here.”

Life really is just a series of bewildering, painful, and occasionally psychologically disabling punches to the solar plexus, isn’t it? Max doesn’t waste any more time than she needs to on battling disbelief, though, because, yeah, Vista Primavera isn’t the biggest town in the world, and she’s met quite a lot of her fellow students now, and they’re all still off school so those of them who don’t have summer jobs are mostly just kind of wandering around, so it’s not too ridiculous that one of them happens to be passing this particular strip mall on a Friday afternoon.

Justin, though. He’s developed a habit of showing up in her life lately, and now that she’s seen what Taylor and Willa pointed out, that he likes her, or at least that he’s interested, she kinda doesn’t want to see him ever again. She knew how to deal with him when he was just a nice guy, but now…

Shit.

“Why the fuck is Justin here?” she demands.

“He’s picking up his sister. Guitar lessons, apparently. But he saw my car, and—”

“Yeah, actually, Taylor,” Max interrupts, “why are you here?”

“We came to rescue you. Willa and me.”

“I’m so sorry about this,” Max says to Aladino before returning her attention to Taylor. “That’s nice of you, but I’m fine. Really fine. I’m getting a suit,” she adds with a slightly hysterical giggle.

“Do you want a suit? No, don’t answer that; it’s not important. What’s important is that Willa’s keeping Justin busy, so you’ve got time to go change. I have, uh—” she glances at Aladino, “—I have your things in this bag, and something to wear, and we need to find you somewhere to go—”

“He knows, Taylor.” Max nods at Aladino.

“He knows? He knows?” Taylor almost shouts. “Maxine, do you just go around telling everyone? First Banger, now—”

“It came up naturally in conversation,” Aladino says.

“I’ll bet. Fine! If he knows, he can put up with you a little longer. Come on, Maxine. Behind the screen.”

Shrugging at Aladino, who so far has offered no protest, Max follows Taylor to the other side of the room. She’s already put her cargos back on and she’s halfway into Taylor’s hoodie, but Taylor’s unpacking other clothes, clothes that are very much not cargos and a hoodie. She’s also unpacking Max’s breasts.

“Take that crap off,” Taylor commands, clearly brooking no argument. Okay. Cool. Max is getting changed on Taylor Time, which doesn’t allow for any squeamishness about her chest. She swallows, steels herself, and pulls everything off except her panties. It’s… not as bad as she thought it would be. Still sucks, though. “Bra,” Taylor says, handing it to her. 

A couple minutes later and they’re done. Taylor’s put Max in a lightweight blue sundress and a vague dusting of makeup. The hoodie and the cargos get stuffed into the bag, and then Taylor’s pushing Max out from behind the screen, enough that when she appears in Aladino’s view again, she’s stumbling.

“Well,” he says, “it’s nice to see you dressed for the weather, I suppose.”

Maxine just shrugs.

* * *

“Where do you find these people?” Taylor whispers to Max as they wave to Aladino Sabbatini on their way out of the store. Aladino Sabbatini, who didn’t seem to bat an eye when Maxine exited his store as Maxine when she quite obviously entered it with her Dad. As Maxwell. 

“Ask Eddie,” Max says, giggling softly. “I’m beginning to think the heterosexual lid Vista Primavera puts over its population is not very firmly attached.”

“Um. Walk me through it?”

“He’s gay. Lived in San Francisco. He’s seen it all, I think. A lot more’n I have, anyway. And now he’s back home, making suits for people like my dad. Sounds like purgatory, if you ask me.”

“Cool,” Taylor says. “Well, it’s time to put that, uh, heterosexual lid back on, because Justin’s over by my car.”

“Sure,” Maxine says lightly. She shakes herself, and Taylor’s got to hang back just a little, because on the short walk back to the parking lot she can see Max becoming Maxine again, doing so properly, working herself into the persona, becoming the girl she’s going to be at school. She’s distinct from the girl she is when she’s around only Taylor: her hips sway a little more; her stride is more confident; she flicks her hair in the light afternoon breeze.

The whole effect is so profoundly sexy that Taylor almost stumbles.

“Justin!” Max calls as they round the corner to find Justin’s car parked by Taylor’s Beetle.

“Maxine!” Justin calls back, waving. He’s leaning against the hood of his— Shoot, Taylor doesn’t know cars. It’s an SUV of some kind, and it could probably eat the Beetle as an appetizer; it’s big enough that a guy of Justin’s height has to lean on the side of the hood rather than sit on it. “We keep running into each other,” he says, when Taylor and Max are close enough to talk normally.

“Actually,” Maxine says, “this time you ran into Taylor and Willa and you just… hung out?”

Justin shrugs, like it doesn’t matter. Ick! He’s such an asshole, doing the whole ‘confident guy’ routine in front of Max! As if she’d ever kiss him!

Right?

Double ick. Taylor’s getting paranoid, and she does not enjoy it.

“I’m here to pick up Rosie,” Justin says. “So I’d be hanging out anyway. That you’re here is just my good luck.”

Max stands a little way away. “I heard. Guitar lessons? Cool.”

“Hey, uh, so, Maxine… I heard on the grapevine that you play, too.”

“Freaking Meredith!” Taylor whispers to herself. Willa nudges her with an elbow.

“I do,” Max says. “I’m not exactly a virtuoso, but I get by.”

“What would you think about jamming with my sister?” Justin asks. He leans forward, closer to her. “Please? She’d love it. A cool older girl? A cheerleader? You? She’d lose her shit.”

“I’ve only been a cheerleader for like five minutes, you know.”

“Still counts. She wants to try out when she’s old enough. So a cool, kinda punk cheerleader who plays guitar? She loves you already, Max. I’ve caught her looking at your picture on the website, like, twice already.”

Oh shoot. Taylor forgot about—

“There’s a website?” Max asks, and she can’t keep the sudden fear and desperation out of her voice.

“Her mom’s super strict,” Taylor says quickly.

“I remember,” Justin says, nodding. “She doesn’t want you cheering, right? Bummer. Maybe you can ask Coach Dale to blur your face or something. Like on the news.”

“Maybe,” Max says, sounding dazed.

“Your mom won’t look on the cheer website,” Taylor says to Max, trying to sound reassuring.

“I’m sure she won’t,” Justin says.

“So, hey, about my sister? She’s— Oh hey, she’s coming!”

And, yeah, Justin’s little sister—Taylor’s seen her in the crowd at football games with Justin’s parents—is waiting at the crossing on the other side of the road. Justin, though, has stepped closer to Max again, and Taylor wants to pull him back, to get him away from her, but he’s done nothing to justify taking that kind of action, so she just watches as Maxine conquers her fear and makes herself look up at him.

“You just want me to play guitar with her?” Max says. “That’s all?”

“Yeah. Like, at my house. Sunday, I was thinking?”

“Sunday?” Max says, apparently forgetting that she was ever worried about, like, anything, and breaking out into a huge smile, as if Justin has personally handed her a winning lottery ticket and a government-issued writ telling her she has the right to legally murder one (1) enemy. “Yeah, Justin. Yeah. Sunday. Sunday’s perfect. In the morning, right?”

“Yeah. Unless you want to stay for dinner. Which, uh, I think would be weird. And— Oh, hey, are you okay with coming to my place? Will that be alright?”

Eyebrows pinching, Max says, “Um, yeah?”

“I mean, after Clinton. I get it if it feels—”

“Oh, no, it’s fine. Really.”

“He’s uninvited for good,” Justin says. “And me and the guys, we got the code for his locker, and— Hey, how are you doing with that? With him, I mean?”

At least Justin looks slightly sheepish for bringing up Clinton. Max doesn’t seem put out, though. She rolls her eyes and says, “I’m embracing celibacy. No more guys, you know?”

Taylor laughs and so, after a moment, does Justin.

“God, you’re funny, Maxine,” he says. “So, Sunday at ten?” Max nods, and Justin turns around to call to his sister, who just alighted on this side of the street. “Hey, Rosie!”

“I’m coming!” Rosie yells back in the voice of little sisters everywhere; Taylor feels a kinship.

“Hey, guess what?” Justin says when Rosie trots up beside his SUV, the guitar case slung on her back making her look exceptionally small.

“What?”

“Maxine’s coming over. Sunday morning. She’s bringing her guitar. She’s gonna jam with you.”

Rosie immediately turns wide eyes on Max. “Really?”

“I sure am,” Max says, and Taylor giggles, because Max has switched on her New York accent. “You’ve got amps, right?”

“We have Marshalls,” Rosie says proudly. “They’re the best.”

“Wow, yeah,” Max says appreciatively. “Marshalls are amazing. I’ve only got this little Fender. It’s fine for practicing with headphones, but it doesn’t have a tube.”

As Justin quietly steps away, beckoning for Taylor to join him, Rosie’s saying, “Oh, you gotta have tube amps. Dad says he’s going to get me a full stack, but not until I’m sixteen…”

“Thanks for this, Taylor,” Justin says. They’re over where Willa snuck off to while Justin and Max were talking, and Taylor glances over in time to see Willa furtively returning her phone to her bag.

“Thanks for what?” Taylor asks.

“This is gonna make Rosie so happy.”

And Taylor’s struck by a horrible thought, one she wants instantly to reject, but she can’t, and she knows as soon as she thinks it that it’s going to be hanging around in her head, like, forever: if Maxine ever gets found out, if she ever gets exposed, then this right here just made it a whole lot worse. She’s not just hanging out at school anymore; she’s going over to a thirteen-year-old’s house! Yeah, it’s only to play guitar, it’s practically babysitting, but she can kind of already hear what her mom would say about a ‘guy’ in Max’s position.

Shoot. What would Maxine’s mom say about that kind of ‘guy’?

Ick.

She wants to shake her head hard enough to dislodge the idea, to throw it as far as it can go, but the fact remains that the more friends Maxine makes, the more ties to the community here in Vista Primavera she establishes, the worse it’s going to be if it all comes crashing down.

Better make sure that doesn’t freaking happen, then, right?

“Rosie seems like a sweet kid,” Taylor says absently.

“She’s the best,” Justin says. “I mean, she needs help with some stuff, but she’s getting tutored by Meredith, she’s in catch-up class at school and, well, she’s got it where it counts.” He taps himself on the heart. “She’s gonna be famous. I’m gonna be her manager.”

“Good for you, Justin,” Willa says.

“Okay then!” Justin says, turning around and marching back to his car. “Rosie! Get in. Mom’s waiting.”

Rosie starts turning away, but she realizes that Maxine’s waiting for her, hand raised in the air. Delighted, she high-fives her, giggles, and then climbs into the SUV.

Maxine waves as they drive away.

* * *

“Mom, I promised! I made a promise to a thirteen-year-old girl!”

“It’s okay, Gina,” her dad’s saying. “Mr Sabbatini probably won’t have the suit ready for this Sunday, anyway.” Dad’s thing about tailors is on full show again: he’s Mister Sabbatini.

“It’s church, Maxwell,” Mom says, folding her arms. “You can show up in your underwear or you can show up naked—it doesn’t matter to God—and then you can show up in your nice suit. Just as long as you show up.”

“Look,” Max says, avoiding the hell out of that mental picture, “I’m not saying I won’t go. Just not this Sunday. And maybe not next Sunday, either.”

“Not even next—?”

Maxine gets the interruption in before Mom finishes winding herself up. “Rosie wants to learn guitar, okay? Like, properly learn.” She’s beefed it up to ‘guitar lessons’, because her mom definitely won’t countenance skipping church just to go jam with a girl five years her junior.

“Max,” her dad says, “are you going to have a chaperone? It’s not going to be just you and this girl, is it?”

“What? Oh, uh, no, it’s not. Justin’ll be there.”

“Maybe we should come,” Mom says. “Meet this girl’s parents.”

“Mom,” Max says firmly, “no. She’s in middle school. Whatever you think is happening—” she shudders, and wonders if they can tell, and if it’s helped her case if they can, “—it’s not. God, Mom, she just got excited that I play. She wants to learn from a cool older— uh, a guy. Me.”

“You are cool,” Clay observes.

“Thanks.” Yeah, she’s cool, but she should have thought for like five more seconds about the gendered implications of visiting a younger girl at her house before starting this fucking conversation.

Next time. Look, think, attach giant comedy safety springs to shoes, then leap.

“Fine,” Dad says, and Mom seems like she’s going to erupt again until Dad puts his hands on her shoulders. It calms her down, or at least delays her. “It’s fine. You’ll see this girl on Sunday, Max. And next Sunday, as you’ve promised. But the week after? You’re going to church. All four of us. As a family. You’ll wear your new suit and you’ll sit with your brother and you’ll pretend like you’re enjoying it. Okay?” He looks around at Mom, Max and Clay, and there’s no point fighting it. He’s got his Dad face on, and that means the discussion’s over.

“Yeah,” Max says.

Clay nods and Mom says heavily, “Fine.”

She doesn’t get away without a hug, though, one which Mom makes linger while Clay watches awkwardly. Worring that Mom’s going to feel the same thing in her chest that Aladino did, Max squirms in her arms, but eventually Mom lets her go without comment, pinches her cheek, and shoos her away. Clay follows her back upstairs, still holding the messenger bag that Mom grabbed out of Max’s hands and passed over to him when Max said, almost as an aside, that she has plans this Sunday morning.

“Bold move, lil sis,” Clay says when the door’s closed behind them both.

Max drops onto the bed. “Do you live in here now? Should I make you up somewhere to sleep? Would you like a wake-up call and a continental breakfast?”

Clay rolls his eyes and drops the bag off in the bathroom. “‘Thanks for bringing my guy clothes over to Taylor’s, Clay. Thanks for saving my ass again, Clay.’”

“Thanks, Clay,” Max says, laughing.

“You know how complicated this is all getting, right?” Clay says, pausing at Max’s door.

“It’s worth it.”

“Yeah,” Clay says, smiling sadly. “Yeah, I know it is.”

* * *


Taylor: Hey Justin. It’s Taylor Scott. Just texting to say be nice to Max on Sunday, okay? And by that I mean don’t hit on her.

Justin: I wasn’t going to I swear

Taylor: You sure about that?

Justin: You think I’d ask a girl over to play guitar with my sister and then spend the whole time hitting on her?

Taylor: I think most guys would.

Justin: I just want my sister to have a cool older friend

Justin: She doesn’t know anyone around here

Justin: Downside of private school

Justin: Doesn’t have many friends at school either

Justin: The other downside of private school

Taylor: Maxine will be good with her

Justin: I know

Justin: I like her Taylor

Justin: She seems really great 

Justin: I know what you’re going to say so don’t worry

Justin: No hitting on her

Justin: I got the message loud and clear and not just from you

Justin: She’s not ready I get it

Taylor: She’s really not.

Justin: She’s going to get enough attention when school starts

Justin: I don’t need to add to it

Justin: I’ll just think happy thoughts about her sometimes

Taylor: Ick! Gross!

Justin: Besides I think Meredith wants me to ask her to Homecoming

Taylor: Are you gonna?

Justin: Yeah I think so

Taylor: Really? Meredith?

Justin: She’s cute

Taylor: She’s a disaster movie on two legs.

Justin: I’m pretty big Taylor

Justin: I can take her

Justin: Hey you should know Gordo’s talking about you

Taylor: I’ll bet. What’s he saying?

Justin: That you wouldn’t put out

Justin: Sorry but that’s what he said

Taylor: Tell him I said that him constantly trying to get blow jobs by way of shoving my head toward his penis does NOT count as me being frigid

Justin: Ha

Justin: I’ll tell him

Justin: Also that’s gross

Taylor: Very gross.



* * *

Justin’s house looks better in the daytime. For one thing, there are no heaving crowds of teenagers, no massive speaker stacks, and there’s no Clinton. And for another thing, the neighborhood’s actually kinda nice. Like, tacky as hell, and Max hasn’t seen as many columns in one place ever—possibly she hasn’t seen as many columns cumulatively across her entire life—but it climbs a hill as it goes, depositing houses every so often, and with Justin’s place at the top, it’s like the rest of Vista Primavera doesn’t exist anymore, like there’s only this one—massive, tasteless—house, and the blue sky.

The endless blue sky.

You don’t get this kind of sight in New York.

Clay’s driven her. He got out of church by making the argument that if they’re going to all present as a family, if he shows up without Max, it’ll prompt the most horrifying thing in any Italian mother’s life: searching questions from the congregation. No children in attendance is a decision; only one child in attendance is a lapse in parental influence. So he’s grateful to Max for his morning off.

She suspects he has another motive, and she’s proved right when he rolls up his sleeves and walks up the drive with her. At least she’s got someone to carry her guitar and pick bag.

She dressed for the occasion. Justin said that Rosie likes that Maxine’s kinda punk, so she put together something a little less femme than Taylor would, something that feels right for this morning, based around some old—really old—pants of Clay’s, in red and black tartan and held up with one of his belts with the studs on. She’s accessorized with a few plain bracelets and her new skull-patterned boots, and she’s thrown a tank over her bra and breast forms. She did her face in Clay’s car, much to his amusement—she had to hit him to stop him making her laugh and fucking up her lipstick—and she’s gone dark on the eyes and the lips, the better to support the look.

Honestly, she thinks she looks kinda badass, and apparently so does Rosie, because her eyes do the thing again when she opens the front door, with Justin right behind her.

“Maxine!” Rosie says, bouncing on the spot.

“Hey, Rosie,” Max says, leaning into the drawl. “Happy Sunday. Hi, Justin,” she adds, nodding at him.

He’s grinning like a fucking idiot where Rosie can’t see, but he zips it when Clay says, “Justin, is it?”

“Uh, yeah,” Justin says. “Hi.”

“I’m Maxine’s brother.”

“Ah.”

“C’mon,” Rosie says, pulling Max away from the two guys, “I wanna take you right through to my room, but Mom and Dad are all…” With the hand that isn’t pulling on Max, she twirls a finger around by her temple, sticks out her tongue and rolls her eyes up into her head. “So we gotta go pay our respects.”

The kitchen she takes Max to is the one from her encounter with Clinton, but it doesn’t faze her: it’s bright with sunlight and airy with the back doors open, there are no drunk people milling about, and there are two older people sitting around the central island, nursing coffee and turning critical gazes upon her. Max doesn’t have time to have her brain break down on her; she’s got to put in a properly parent-pleasing performance, like, now.

What did Taylor say? The three Ps.

“Good morning, Mr and Mrs Lawrence,” she says, in her clearest and least New York-ish voice.

“You must be Maxine,” Mr Lawrence says.

“Yes, sir.” Shit, do girls say ‘sir’? It’s something that was drilled into Maxwell, but would Taylor say it? Fuck it; if anyone asks, it’s a New York thing. Or an Italian thing, maybe. “Maxine Giordano.” Oh yeah, and please don’t call her folks, because they might have something to say about the whole Maxine thing.

“You look… very nice,” Mrs Lawrence says.

“It’s an aesthetic, you know?” Max says as Justin enters the kitchen, carrying her guitar case and pick bag. Clay must have given him the big brother speech and left. “I like to mix it up a little, especially when I play guitar, because I’m on the cheer squad, so normally I’m all—” she thrusts her arms out in a perfect 9-12 and executes a little jump.

She tries not to think about the appreciative look Mr Lawrence turns on her when she does so.

“You’re a cheerleader?” Mrs Lawrence asks. The thought of it clearly pacifies her, and what is it Taylor says? Cheerleading’s a parental cheat code. Up down left right rah rah rah.

“Have you been on the squad long?” Mr Lawrence asks.

“O-kay, Dad, Mom,” Rosie says before Max can figure out how to respond. “Justin? Will you keep them busy for a while?” She reaches for Max’s hand. “Show them some football plays or something? Maxine and I have work to do.”

Justin hands off Max’s guitar and picks—Max passes the pick bag straight to Rosie, who clutches it to her chest—and then they’re walking through what seems to Max like a full-on mile of mansion. Rosie’s ‘room’ isn’t upstairs like Max assumed, which means that it wasn’t, thankfully, one of the rooms being fertilized by fumbling couples on the night of Justin’s birthday party. Instead it’s like its own mini-wing of the house, a little suite with a bedroom, bathroom and kitchen, all arranged around a central room that’s as big on its own as Max’s entire bedroom, covered in band posters and hosting couches, a TV, a PS2, an enormous pile of DVDs and games, and Rosie’s guitars.

She’s got a whole corner of the room for guitars. And she’s got the Marshall amps she told Max about, too: two smaller ones, combo units, and one ‘real’ amp, a head, sitting atop its own cab. Rosie’s looking up at Max, waiting for a reaction.

“Nice,” Max says, letting some of her accent back in. “Real nice, Rosie.”

“So? What do we play?”

Max unclips her case and pulls out her guitar, looping the strap over her neck and allowing her hands to come to rest on the frets and the body. She gives it a quick strum—she knows it’s perfectly in tune; she got a brand-new tuner just lately—and takes in Rosie’s admiration. Max’s guitar isn’t anything special; it’s an Epiphone Les Paul with custom pickups chosen for warmth rather than Clay’s preferred harsh sound. But she knows she looks cool when she holds it, because she road-tested the whole look in the mirror last night, and she feels a responsibility toward Rosie to be the cool guitar girl, the cheerleader, the girl she apparently wants to become.

It’s flattering. And a little scary.

“Rosie,” she says, “we play everything.”

* * *

Taylor wanted Maxine to come over tonight so they could game-plan for Tuesday, for Max’s first real day of school, but Mom G didn’t want to let her only daughter out of her sight after she skipped church this morning, so Taylor instead expended much energy sufficiently ingratiating herself that she would be allowed up to Max’s room. She’s not staying the night—duh—but Maxine negotiated a midnight stay on her behalf, because tomorrow’s Labor Day and although the Giordanos are planning a family day, it’s a holiday, and holidays don’t start until after ten.

They’ve got the towel under the door as per usual and Max, who Taylor expected to be in a good mood, is struggling to keep a smile on her face.

“I mean,” she’s saying, lying on the floor with her knees tented, “I’m eighteen, aren’t I? Why do I have to get stupid suits at all? Why do I have to go to church? I could move out right now. Live on my own. Legally. If I had more money, anyway.”

“They’re parents, Maxine,” Taylor says. She’s sitting cross-legged on Max’s crappy dining chair, the one she keeps at the computer desk. Taylor wishes it were one of her office chairs; she feels like spinning back and forth right now. “It’s their job to keep you on a tight leash until you graduate. You know you’re not really an adult to them until you leave for college.”

“God,” Maxine mutters. “That’s a year away. And I still don’t know how I’m going to handle it.”

“Whether you’re going to go as Maxine?” Taylor asks.

Maxine laughs. “No. I’m definitely going as Maxine. I just…”

Ah. There’s that warm feeling in her belly again: Maxine’s going to college as Maxine!

Wait. She’s waiting for her. Or she’s trailed off. Shoot! Where was Maxine even going with what she was saying?

“Whoa,” Taylor mumbles. It’s a good all-purpose response.

“Yeah,” Maxine says, looking troubled. “I don’t know how I’m going to handle it.”

“I’ll help,” Taylor says. “Anything I can do.”

“Thanks, Tay. It’s like this big scary thing. I should probably think about it more.”

“Pshaw. You’ve got time. College applications aren’t due until January, and it’s not even September until, like, tomorrow.”

“That’s in an hour, Tay.”

“You can afford to put it out of your mind, is what I mean.”

“Yeah. I guess.”

“And hey, at least you got to hang with Justin Lawrence’s much cooler sister today. Not every member of the Lawrence family hits on you.”

“Just Justin and his dad,” Max says, which shoots Taylor’s eyebrows, like, up to the ceiling, but Max continues before she can ask the several thousand questions that suddenly arise. “Justin didn’t today, though. I think he’s chilled.”

“He says he’s going to ask Meredith to Homecoming.”

Maxine snorts. “Did you tell him to wear his gear? Or find some other way to protect his head?”

“No. Dammit! I should have.”

“But yeah,” Max says, “Rosie’s awesome. Reminded me a lot of Avery, although she talked about boys more than Avery ever did.” Maxine cycles her legs in the air a couple times. “It’s that kid energy. When you’re thirteen and you feel like you’re practically an adult, and you’re impatient for school to get out of the way so you can do shit.”

“Yeah. I remember that.”

“Same. I think I miss it. Oh, and she’s got some seriously old-school taste, though, Taylor. She wanted to play Metallica!”

“And did you?”

Sitting up to face her, Maxine says, “Of course! I even said we should have had Clay stay, so he could play bass…” Her face falls for a moment. “But Rosie said no guys allowed. She said it was just a girls’ day. I tried really, really hard to not feel like shit about that.”

“You’re not a guy, Maxine,” Taylor says. She hops down from her chair to join Maxine on the floor, squatting down beside her and putting a hand on her thigh. “You’re not.”

“You think she’d agree with you if she knew?”

Taylor nods emphatically. “Yeah. I think she would. She might be into boys from a distance, but I don’t know any girl who’d swap places with the guys if she could. Not if she had to have their gross, greasy bodies, not if she had to behave like they do all the time. All it takes is explaining it the right way.”

“Like with Willa, huh?”

“Yeah. Exactly like with Willa. Only we don’t tell her we used the same logic on a thirteen-year-old as we did on her.”

Maxine shakes her head. “It still feels… dishonest? I don’t know.”

“That’s because you’re thinking of it the wrong way round,” Taylor says.

“I am?”

“You’re not a girl who used to be a guy, or even a guy who’s become a girl.”

“You know my boobs aren’t real, right? I haven’t become anything.”

“Hey!” Taylor says sharply, squeezing Maxine’s thigh. “No sulking! And your boobs will be real, won’t they? With time?”

“Yeah,” Max says. She’ll be thinking of the website, of all the girls in their underwear, looking pretty, looking complete. Taylor surely is.

“You’re a girl. You just… had to be a guy for a while, and you hated it, and you sucked at it—”

“Hey!”

“You did, though, right?”

“I mean, yeah, I kinda did.”

Taylor squeezes Maxine’s thigh again. “There you go,” she says.

They’re close enough that Maxine can lean her head against Taylor’s shoulder, and though it’s kind of an awkward position for Taylor to be in, she decides the moment Maxine’s head falls against her that she will only move if there’s an earthquake or something. She reaches up with her other hand and gently strokes Maxine’s hair.

“You’re a girl, Maxine,” she whispers. “Just like me. Just like Willa. You’re a girl. Don’t doubt yourself.”

“I’m trying not to,” Max replies equally quietly. Her voice seems to reverberate throughout Taylor’s body. “Mostly I feel good, you know? And then something happens to remind me, or, like, I have to think about my future, and I feel like shit again. And it’s not like I doubt myself. I know what I want. But I start doubting everybody else.”

“Well, everybody else will have to go through me.”

“Big, scary Taylor,” Max says with a smile in her voice.

“Damn straight,” Taylor says, and scrunches the hand in Maxine’s hair into a loose fist. Under her fingers, Maxine shivers.

You’re a girl, Maxine, Taylor says to herself, moving her lips but not quite vocalizing. You’re my girl, Maxine.

* * *

She’s got her music on full blast because it’s the only way she can deal. It’s a new CD, one she got from Clay, and it’s a mix of old favorites and new tracks. Right now, it’s Celebrity Skin.

It’s loud enough to block out everybody.

She got a ride from Clay this morning. Taylor got kidnapped by her mom, like it was a first day back at school thing and her mom wanted to drop her off at school herself, so Max kicked Clay out of his bed and made him stop at the side of the road so she could put on the outfit Taylor brought over Sunday night. And she wished as she did so that she’d checked it over more carefully, because the skirt is short and the shirt is tight and she can feel every other student looking right at her.

At the second chorus, she turns the music up louder. Where was her locker again? Shit, she thought she had this down! In her bag, her phone’s buzzing, probably getting text after text, but she ignores it because she’s fucking tunnel-visioning, seeing and hearing and even thinking only the things she needs to, because it’s the first day at a new school and she’s here as Maxine and what the fuck was she even thinking, this is fucking crazy, but she’s in too deep and she can’t get out now.

She’s a girl and everyone is looking and there’s only like two layers of fabric and some tape between everyone else and the parts of Maxine that could ruin her forever.

It’s like a nightmare.

One of the girls from the squad waves at her and she does her best to wave back before she returns her attention to the hallway, to the mass of students, to the noise only barely kept at bay by the CD player, and then suddenly her headphones are yanked off her head and the noise intensifies and becomes too much, far too much, and—

“Hey,” Taylor says, walking around Max until she’s right in front. She’s holding Max’s headphones and she’s smiling and, yeah, okay, if Max can concentrate on her, like right on her and on nothing else, she can cope with this for the next five or six seconds. She might even make it to ten.

Tinnitus rises in her ears.

“Can I have my headphones back, Taylor?” she asks.

“Nuh-uh.” Taylor takes Max by the elbow and turns her around, makes her look. So many people. Bigger than her old school, somehow, even though VP is just a suburb of San Diego and Queens is Queens. So many people! And so many of them are staring. “This is your first day, Maxine, and you’re a cheerleader. You gotta put on the right face.”

“I can put on the right face with headphones on.”

“Oh, Maxine,” Taylor says, turning Max around again so that she’s suddenly facing what she realizes is, yeah, actually her locker. “This is senior year. You only get one. No tuning out. You gotta experience it for real.”

Max would complain, but as Taylor says it, she butts up real close, and her hand curls around Max’s, and she rubs the back of Max’s thumb, and then Willa’s bounding up, and so’s Eddie, and it’s still fucking noisy and people are still looking at her, but she’s got her friends and she’s got Taylor and, most importantly, she’s got Maxine, and she can do this.

She can do this.


chapter seventeen

THE FUNDAMENTALS

She’s decanted her shit into her locker and kept only what she needs, and that means her bag is finally of a weight where it’s not totally uncomfortable to keep it slung over her shoulder. And she needs that more than she expected, because she’s sore all over the place lately, and it’s not entirely from all the healthy outdoor exercise she’s been getting.

Yeah, she read about it. She’s not exactly on her second puberty—she got maybe halfway through the first one—but she’s still shifted her body onto a whole different track, and with that, so sayeth the website, comes a lot of funny aches and pains. In her back, in her hips; the itching in her nipples and the occasional weird shots of sensation in her chest that feel like being flicked with a rubber band.

But she’s used to aches and pains; she can deal. Being an athlete means waking up some mornings so fucking sore that you don’t want to get out of bed, but you do anyway, because that’s what being the best is all about!

Shit. Cheer aphorisms are sneaking into her thoughts again. Taylor ought to come with a government health warning: Caution! Listening to this woman may increase your levels of pep and self-belief!

She might also turn you into a girl, but that could be a Maxine-specific problem.

Anyway, her shoulder isn’t quite as weighed down anymore, so: yay. And her new backpack is better for that than her old book bag, too; it has a wider strap, which distributes the weight better, and thus Maxine can pretend that that is why she bought it. Yeah, it’s also cuter than her book bag was, with a couple of little charms hanging off the zippers and a daisy decoration on the main compartment; so what? At least she didn’t get the one with hearts on it.

Maxine shuts her locker and leans against it, looking out into the corridor past Taylor, who is still rummaging in hers; looking past Willa and Eddie, who are talking about something that Maxine hasn’t even been remotely listening to; looking past the crowds of people. Looking at nothing much, really. Just taking it all in. It helps that homeroom’s approaching and the crowds are thinning out, but it also helps that she’s here, and so’s Taylor, and so’re Willa and Eddie, and nobody has yet pointed out that she is, technically, a boy in a skirt.

Just another first day of school. And a fuck of a lot better than her last one; by this time on her first day of junior year, she’d already been shoulder-barged into a wall of lockers and at least two guys had called her a fag. Like, okay, this time last year, her ass wasn’t on show; that’s a thing. She was a whole different gender, too, but right now that doesn’t seem quite as important as the need to keep her ass covered.

She tugs at her skirt again.

“Aren’t you glad you got in with the girls’ lockers?” Taylor’s saying as she closes up her bag. “The guys are stuck outside—”

“And it sucks,” Eddie says, leaning in.

“—but we get the indoor lockers, with the camera and the cop and the way less chance of anybody stuffing gross things in your locker.” She bounces on her toes. “You made the right choice, Maxine,” she adds in a whisper. “Safe come rain or shine.” 

“When’s the last time it even rained here?” Max asks, and Taylor’s eyebrows collide over her nose as she thinks about it. It’s adorable; far too adorable a thing to just let happen without comment, so Max pokes her and Taylor jumps, then giggles, then bounces off her, shoulder to shoulder.

It’s actually kinda funny that Taylor considers getting indoor lockers to be just another perk of Max’s recent swap to womanhood. Maybe Maxine ought to find some guy in sophomore or junior year and be like, hey, did you know, you can get an indoor locker with this one simple trick…?

“C’mon,” Taylor says, grabbing Maxine’s hand and pulling her along. “Homeroom time.” She calls, “See ya later Willa, Eddie!” over her shoulder, and then returns to dragging Max out of the central building and into the open quad.

It’s still weird how outdoors the school is. In New York, Max’s school was made to survive snowstorms, torrential rain, and Biblical plagues of rats, tourists and people from New Jersey—everything the world could throw at it—but here it’s like they don’t feel the need to acknowledge anything so crass as the elements. Here, there is nothing but the sun, and it stains everything it touches the same color.

At least there are palm trees. She’s been looking for those.

And yeah, she notes as they pass a group of guys boisterously doing guy stuff to each other under the veranda: outdoor lockers. Huh. Maxine’s not sure she agrees that it’s good to have all the guys’ lockers outside, because it means she’s got to walk the gauntlet on her way to homeroom; every guy’s getting an eyeful.

She tugs her skirt down again and itches to dig her headphones out of her bag, but Taylor’s keeping up low-level chatter about the layout of the school—maybe to keep Max’s mind off of things, maybe because sometimes Taylor just can’t stop talking—so Max latches onto that, still following her, still forcing herself to remember that nobody who looks at her legs and imagines what she keeps hidden at the join is going to be guessing right.

She’s Maxine. She’s the girl from New York. She’s the new cheerleader. She’s a regular girl, just like the rest of them. She’s not a guy, she’s not a guy, don’t look too closely at how she doesn’t have much of a figure and definitely don’t look up her skirt because she’s not a fucking—

She’s about to walk into the classroom door.

Taylor catches it before it hits Maxine in the face, gets her into the classroom, gets her seated, dumps her shit at the desk next to her and sets to work beaming at the people who want to welcome her back to school, who want to get in good with the cheer captain, so Max busies herself going through her bag, making it look like she’s getting organized. It keeps her from having to do more than say hi to a handful of girls and confirm that, yeah, she’s from New York and, yeah, she’s Italian and, yeah, she’s on the cheer squad, until Mrs Dyess is calling for everyone to shut the hell up, because the semester’s officially begun, and frivolous nonsense like ‘talking to your friends’ can wait until, like, the weekend.

It sucks that she’s got to split from Taylor after homeroom, but the only class they have together today is English, and that’s not until fifth period. It’s okay, though, because when they go their separate ways, Taylor’s hand lingers on hers just a little longer than it has to.

Maxine’s got a friend who would do anything for her.

It’s going to be fine. She memorized most of the layout of the school already—up to but not including the non-cheer-related sports facilities—and she’s got study hall last period and there’s no cheer practice until tomorrow, so she can get the hell out at 2pm. All very do-able. Six hours isn’t the longest she’s been Maxine around people who didn’t know—that was the day of her first cheer practice, probably—and it’s not so onerous that she’ll snap and attack a guy for looking at her legs before Clay comes to pick her up.

Easy.

All the same, she slips her headphones back on for the trek to her first period class. It helps.

* * *

They have the same lunch period, which is a minor miracle. When new students join, the admin tends to throw them in the A lunch period, which starts too early and messes you up if you’ve eaten breakfast (like you should!). You’re not hungry enough when lunch comes around, so you don’t eat enough, and then by the time you’re done with school and cheer practice and everything else, you’re freaking starving and about ready to drop! It’s known as the slacker lunch slot for a reason, at least among the people Taylor hangs with, and most of the cheerleaders, football players and other sportspeople have begged, bargained, lucked or—in Taylor’s case—hacked their way into the B lunch slot. Taylor’s long been convinced that the A lunch slot is worth at least a five percent drag on your grades, and she got herself, Willa and Eddie out of it at the first opportunity.

But Maxine got put in B by default. Just more serendipity: she was always supposed to be right here, at this time, in this place. Always supposed to be here as Maxine, no less. And yeah, that’s the kind of magical thinking her Advanced Calc teacher likes to mutter about, but Taylor, the computer-hacking cheerleader, has always contained multitudes. And all of them are thinking, constantly, about Maxine.

And, hey, here she is!

Maxine’s making her appearance. She’s idling in the big glass double doors, looking around, tapping a foot and holding her backpack strap with both hands, and she’s flooded in Southern California sunlight, her long legs and lithe arms lit golden and—

Holy shizz, Taylor Scott! Get it together!

She stands up and waves, catches Max’s attention, and then decides that that’s not enough, so she leaves her stuff on the table with Willa and Jewel and rushes over to Maxine, the better to show her where they keep the trays and to advise her which lunch items to avoid like they will literally give her the plague, with boils and gross ugly death and everything. Max flips her headphones down around her neck as Taylor approaches—Taylor can hear Max’s retro punk music blaring out of them—and together they pick up kinda-sorta-mostly healthy food and a Diet Coke and a bag of chips to share.

People are looking and Maxine is self-conscious—it’s wicked obvious—but she’s riding it, and nothing about her says that she’s anything other than the new girl from New York, done up in the cute skirt and shirt Taylor picked out, but with enough accessories—including her battered black headphones with the duct tape around the band—to say that this girl isn’t quite like the others: she’s cooler, sexier, better; a hundred percent hot girl, here to rule the school with the other cheerleaders.

And, Taylor thinks to herself as she glances around the cafeteria, the guys can look all they want, but she’s not available to any of those drooling male mouths.

Wait; most of those guys are looking at Taylor, too. Ick. She picks up an apple for herself, to go with the doomed-to-be-half-finished turkey sloppy joe she left in Willa and Jewel’s care, and guides Maxine to their table, where the girls have been joined by Eddie and—ick again!—Justin.

“Hey, Maxine,” Justin says, grinning his TV grin at her and pulling out a chair.

“Justin, hi,” Maxine says, taking the seat and dumping her tray on the table. She greets Willa and Jewel, who respond with an amused shrug and a finger-wave respectively, and cracks her Coke.

“Be honest,” Justin says, “it’s lunchtime on day one; how many guys have asked you out already?”

“Justin!” Jewel snaps, reaching over to slap him gently on the forearm. “At least let the poor girl get through her first week without making her all uncomfortable.”

Max smiles at Jewel, and says to Justin, “None, I think. Or, if they have—” she tugs on her headphones, “—I wouldn’t know. Playing this shit real loud.”

“Oh?” Justin says, leaning closer. “Whatcha listening to?”

Max hits the stop button and pops the lid of her Discman so Justin, and everyone else close enough, can see the handwritten track listing. “Just now? L7. Pretend We’re Dead.”

Justin laughs. “You and my sister have the same taste in music.”

“And that, Justin, is why we get along.”

“You should get an iPod, though.”

Max snaps the lid of her Discman shut. “So buy me one, rich guy!”

“Maybe for Christmas.”

“No fair,” Jewel says. “Buy me an iPod.”

“Don’t you have one?” Willa asks.

“Last year’s. Still has the stupid weird connector thing. I have to plug it into Dad’s Mac to add music.”

Justin pretends to be shocked. “Truly,” he says, “you are the most downtrodden of us all.”

“I kinda like my Discman, anyway,” Maxine says quietly. “Clay got it for me.”

“There you go!” Jewel says. “She loves her Discman and would never part with it. It’s a beloved gift. Justin, you’re buying me an iPod for Christmas.”

“Fine,” Justin sighs, “I’ll put you on the list.”

“Yay!”

“I get an allowance, you know. I don’t actually have access to my dad’s accounts.”

“Oh, boo hoo. How many cars could you buy with your so-called allowance?”

“New or used?”

Maxine’s inspecting her chicken burger—it’s Tuesday, which means that every option in the cafeteria comes inside a burger bun; the trick is to pick the ones that are either dry or really and truly wet—and she’s sharing a significant look with Taylor.

“Somehow,” she says, gesturing around the room with her burger, “I thought this would be different in California.”

“What,” Taylor says, “you eat lunch different in New York?”

“Bagels,” Willa puts in confidently before Max can reply. “They eat nothing but bagels. And street pizza.”

“Street pizza?” Max asks.

“Pizza from the mean streets of New York City,” Willa says brightly.

Max takes another pull from her Coke and looks at Willa for a moment. “We just call that ‘pizza’,” she says. “And we don’t get it from the street. Just, like, pizza places.”

Willa screws up her face. “That can’t be right. Don’t you have to buy it from guys with little carts?”

“That’s hot dogs.”

“Willa’s never been to New York,” Eddie says, “but she’s watched a lot of TV shows.” Willa leans into him as he talks; they’re doing their couple act again. “I think they left a bit of an impression. And possibly a concussion.”

“All I meant,” Max says, “is why are we all in the cafeteria when it’s so sunny and shit? Don’t you guys have, like, outdoor dining, or whatever?”

“It’s always sunny and shit,” Jewel says, rolling her eyes at Maxine. “Gets obnoxious after a while.”

“Still missing Seattle?”

“More than ever. It’s September! It should be raining.”

“You’re so right.”

“If you want to experience the cliché,” Taylor says, “we can go eat on the bleachers tomorrow.”

“Might be nice,” Max says with a smile and a shrug. “Everything here’s already like out of a movie. I think I kinda want to eat on the bleachers.”

“Tomorrow’s an after-school practice day,” Eddie says, “so if you really want to be in a movie, you have an excuse to wear your uniform all day.”

“You really do that here? Wear your cheer uniform all day?”

“You didn’t back in New York?” Justin asks.

“I didn’t, personally,” Max says. “The cheerleaders didn’t, either. I guess maybe when it was sunny? I don’t know.” She shrugs again, frowning this time. “Didn’t really interact with the cheerleaders if I could avoid it.” Looking around the table, she adds, “Witness the irony.”

“Not it,” Justin says, but Maxine doesn’t seem to notice. She’s biting her lip now, seeming not exactly anxious—no more than she was when she first walked in—but reticent, on the verge of closing off. Hoping to pull her out of it, Taylor rubs Maxine’s leg, and Maxine instantly covers her hand with hers. They stay like that for a moment before Taylor remembers about the whole thing where she needs to be subtle about her raging crush, and withdraws her hand. But she got to comfort Max, and she totally got away with it, too. Could have gone worse! Yes, Justin’s looking at them both, but he looks at all the girls, all the time. Taylor glares at him and he shrugs at her.

“What were they like?” Jewel asks. “The cheerleaders back home, I mean.”

Maxine chews harder on her lower lip. “I, uh, kinda don’t want to talk about them. Maybe not about anyone from New York, actually? Memories and shit.”

“Oh. Yeah. Sure. Right! Sorry.”

“Oh, God,” Max says, leaning on the table with both elbows. Taylor pats her on the back, which is a safe place for her to put a hand. “Everyone knows, don’t they? Like, the whole school knows.”

“I don’t think so,” Willa says.

“It’s just the squad,” Taylor says.

“And a few select friends and allies.”

“Knows about what?” Justin asks. “Is it—” he leans closer and lowers his voice, “—the, you know, the scar thing?”

Jewel hits him again. Harder this time. “It’s not just a scar, Justin. Jesus! Learn to read between the lines.”

“Shit,” he says. “No, I did. I mean. Shit.”

“She was bullied,” Jewel stage-whispers.

“Can we please stop talking about this?” Max says.

“We’re stopping,” Taylor says firmly, glaring around at everybody else. “We’re stopping, right?”

“Yeah,” Justin says. “I, uh, should probably go hang with the guys before Gordo gets on my back again about talking to his ex. It was good to see you again, Maxine.” He knuckles her awkwardly on the shoulder. “Later. Enjoy VPH.”

They all, Maxine aside, watch him go, ambling away across the cafeteria and out through one of the side doors, presumably to go find his fellow Neanderthals from the team, and it’s only when the door shuts behind him that they all, as one, look back at Max. Between them, almost tangible, as if it has manifested on the table in front of them, as unsightly and upsetting as Taylor’s abandoned sloppy joe, is the certain and horrible knowledge that they screwed up.

“Hey,” Willa tries, “uh, Max?”

And then something unexpected happens: Max straightens up from where she’s been looking down at nothing, and she smiles. She runs a hand through her hair and sits back, legs crossed, suddenly a picture of confidence.

“Man,” she says, “that was awkward, huh?”

“You okay?” Taylor asks.

“Yeah. Totally. Just… caught me by surprise is all. Sorry for making it weird.”

“You don’t need to apologize at all,” Jewel says firmly. She looks up at the ceiling, thinking for a moment, and adds, “Justin might need to, though.”

“Justin’s fine,” Max says, waving a hand idly.

“He likes you, you know.”

Maxine snorts. “He thinks he does, maybe.” Taylor tries to catch her with a warning glare, but Max doesn’t see it, and she continues, “If he knew me better, he wouldn’t.”

Max! That’s too revealing! And Max knows it, too, because she freezes, just for a moment.

But Jewel just laughs and says, “Yeah, no, he’ll still like you even after he sees the big wart on your butt or whatever it is you’re worried about. You’re jamming with his sister, Maxine. He might actually be in love.”

At that, Maxine starts choking on her Coke. Quickly, she sets the can down on the table and covers her chin with her hands, so she doesn’t drop on her top. Taylor, rolling her eyes at Jewel, passes her a tissue.

“Justin,” Max says, smiling again and delicately patting her face, “is not in love with me.”

“He’s in lurve,” Jewel insists.

As Max pulls out a compact and starts checking herself, Taylor locks her jaw so she doesn’t laugh. And it’s not because Max is doing anything funny, or fixing her face wrong; she’s doing it all so right, she’s doing it like she’s been doing it every day for the last five years, and nobody’s going to figure her out. It doesn’t matter that she’s still too thin or that her hips haven’t filled out yet or whatever else she’s worried about that Taylor’s been able to glean from the things Maxine has and hasn’t admitted to… They both said it, didn’t they? Nobody just shows up to school as a different sex, so nobody’s going to think anything of some random cryptic utterance.

Security through obscurity.

Taylor’s still going to tell her off, though. ‘If he knew me better’! The girl needs some self-love, stat. She needs someone to tell her every day that she’s beautiful, to remind her that no matter what she keeps in her panties, she’s a girl, and she’s too gorgeous to let herself get all depressed about her biology. She needs someone who’s gone online and read like a hundred blogs and journal entries and even made a start on a couple of incredibly boring autobiographies, someone who knows that what Maxine needs is to feel like a girl all the time, even when—especially when—her self-destructive need to tell herself otherwise surfaces.

That person is Taylor.

‘If he knew me better’. Sheesh! Justin’d be lucky to get to know Maxine that well!

They’ve got English together fifth period, so they bus their trays together, walk to class together, sit down together and appreciate The Grapes of Wrath together. Sucks that they’re not going home together, since Max has study hall after and she’s skipping out early, but Taylor got to extract a decent amount of Maxine time from their first day at school, and she’ll have to be satisfied with that.

And so what if she brushes her hand against Maxine’s a little too hard again when it’s time for Taylor to go to Advanced Calc and Max to go home? So what if she grabs Maxine’s hand and keeps her there in the rapidly emptying little outside space? So what if she waits until the coast is clear and then steps in and kisses her quickly on the cheek?

So what, right?

Except Max is looking back at her with that expression on her face once again, the one that speaks to Taylor of hope and of fear, and Taylor realizes that, yes, once again, she’s acted without thinking. She’s exposed herself again, laid bare her desires, and she’s done so in another unacceptably public place.

Shoot.

Oh well!

Quickly, flushed with success and embarrassment, and feeling both foolish and delighted, Taylor once again runs away.

* * *

Whoa. Got kinda close there a couple times. Almost lost her shit at lunch. She shouldn’t have let her brain run away with itself, comparing what happened to her back in New York to what might happen here if anyone finds out. She can’t afford that kind of indulgence! She can freak out at home, on her own time; at school, she’s Maxine, and Maxine does not lose her shit. Maxine keeps her shit on lock. And even here, in the parking lot, alone and waiting for Clay, she’s Maxine.

She pulls down the hem of her skirt again. She’s done it so much today that it’s almost become reflexive. She’s going to have to watch it at home, not least because if she pulls on the stupid baggy pants her parents think she wore to school today, they’ll fall down.

Fuck, though. Her first day of school, and she made it! Classes were fine. Lunch was fine, if she discounts her little blip. And she didn’t get lost once. Tomorrow, maybe she can take the next step and actually talk to someone in class, someone besides Taylor. She doesn’t want to get a rep as a loner.

“Hey!” some guy shouts, and she doesn’t look, because she long ago developed the habit that when some guy shouts at you, you pretend like you didn’t hear, you act like you’re lost in thought, and maybe they won’t do the shit to you that they’re obviously tempted to. But it doesn’t work; possibly because she’s not Maxwell anymore; possibly because this guy has something else on his mind. “It’s the lesbo!” he yells. “Lez it up!”

Yeah. Okay. Something else she doesn’t want to get a rep for. Fuck, she’s got to deal with this bullshit. Thinking herself back into her New York Bitch persona, she spins on her foot and prepares to show him her middle finger.

She doesn’t, though. It’s Shane, sure, but it’s also a bunch of other guys with him, all of them standing in an open garage, staring at her, and she absolutely doesn’t want to antagonize a whole group of assholes. They’re hanging out at the back of the auto shop, which connects to this part of the parking lot; she makes a mental note to wait on the other side of the lot next time.

She’s still sorting through how—if—she’s going to respond, when they look behind them and hurriedly duck back into the garage. An older guy, presumably their teacher, replaces them in the entryway, so she shrugs at him. He nods at her and then follows the guys inside. Maxine hopes they’re getting yelled at or pelted with car parts or something.

“Sorry about them,” some other guy says, and Max, feeling exhausted already and just wanting to go home, whirls around again to find three guys standing a few feet away. She recognizes them as being from some team or other—maybe basketball, since they’re not so much built as they are tall—and she shrugs at them, too.

“Assholes are assholes,” she says, trying her best to sound like she truly doesn’t give a shit. “They’re not your responsibility.”

“Crappy welcome to VP High, anyway,” the guy says.

“Hey,” another one of them says, “are you really a lesbian?”

“No,” Maxine says, while her stomach cramps. “They got an eyeful at Justin’s party is all. They’ve been obsessed with it ever since. Kinda sad, really.”

“Nice. I’m Rudy, by the way.”

“Darrell,” says the first guy, the one Maxine’s decided she dislikes the least. “And that’s Corey,” he adds, jerking a thumb at the guy who hasn’t spoken yet. Corey, lurking at the back, smiles at her.

“Maxine,” she says.

“Yeah,” Darrell says. “Yeah, I know. So, uh…”

He doesn’t finish assembling his thoughts, because the approaching engine sound just started getting a hell of a lot louder, and the three guys stop looking intently at Maxine and instead start watching Clay’s battered cop car as it pulls into the parking lot as if it is a large and unpredictable spider that might, without warning, rush at them, palps and/or fenders extended.

Max, for her part, has possibly never been so happy to see her brother. She waves at him. She might even bounce on the spot.

“Boyfriend?” Rudy asks.

Maxine laughs giddily. “Brother,” she says, and then she throws her dazzling, whitened smile at Darrell and the guys. “Gotta go! See you around.”

Clay’s pulled up pretty close, and he’s leaning out of the window, waiting for her, so she skips toward the car, fighting the urge to laugh when he looks heavenward in response to her exaggeratedly feminine display, and throws her backpack through the open back window.

And then she’s dropping into the passenger seat and plugging herself in.

“Drive,” she says. “Oh God, drive.”

“You don’t want to stay and talk with your friends?” Clay asks innocently. She doesn’t have the time to express her annoyance with him over that, so she hits him instead. “Jesus,” Clay says, gunning the engine, “I’m driving, I’m driving…”

As he pulls them out onto the street, Max quickly texts Taylor, like she promised she would, that she’s in Clay’s car and safely on her way home. Then, job done, she grinds her shoulders into the seat and sighs heavily.

“So,” Clay says, “how was school?”

“I am never letting Taylor dress me again.”

“I was gonna say, you’re showing a lot of leg.”

“Allegedly, my legs are my best feature.”

“I could have told you that,” Clay says, laughing.

Maxine hits him again. “Perv,” she says.

“Nope.” Clay hits the P with a pop. “I don’t care how hot you are, one, you’re my sister, and two, I’m gay.”

“You’re gay?” Maxine says, pretending to gasp, leaning forward again and placing a hand on her chest. “Well I never!”

Clay laughs even harder. And then becomes abruptly serious, shaking his head and glancing at her. “Shit, though, Maxine…” he mutters. He slows the car down a little, and for a second, she wonders if there’s traffic or something, but no, her brother’s just having a thought of some kind, a thought so massive that it requires his whole brain. “I don’t know how you’re going to keep hiding this from Mom,” he says. “I just don’t.”

“Jeez, Clay,” Maxine says, “way to bring down the mood. I was happy to see you for a whole minute.”

“I mean it!” Clay gestures at her. “I’m already half-forgetting you used to be my little brother. I show up for school and you’re wearing the shortest skirt I’ve ever seen, and you’re flirting with guys—”

“That wasn’t flirting; that was deflecting.”

“You’re too… normal like this.”

“Good.”

“They’re going to see it in you.”

“They won’t,” Maxine says, looking away from him. “I can be Maxwell just fine.”

Another look from Clay. One of those kinds of looks. “Just do me a favor, okay? Get changed into Maxwell as soon as we get home.”

“But—!”

“Maxine! I’m serious! You’ve been a girl all day. And you love it, despite the horny guys. You’re in your element. And I can’t tell you what it means to see you smiling, to see you being you again. It’s huge.”

“Thanks,” she says grudgingly.

“But you’re not going to be able to drop it quick. You’re not going to be able to go straight from Maxine to Maxwell when Mom gets home, are you? You know it as well as I do.”

She wants to protest. Wants to tell him to fuck off. But she does her best to imagine it, to picture herself flipping straight into Maxwell mode when her Mom’s due home, quickly stripping off her clothes and washing her face and emerging from her bathroom as a guy exactly in time for when Mom opens the front door, and she can’t. She can barely remember who Maxwell even is.

“Yeah,” she says. “You’re right. Shit.”

“You’ll change as soon as we get home?”

“Yeah. I will.”

“I’m sorry, Maxine. I know it sucks.”

She sighs again. “You’re right, though. Stupid wise big brother.”

“Hey,” Clay says, “at least I’m getting to be your big brother again. I think I’ve been kinda lax with my brotherly responsibilities up until now.”

Maxine reaches over, this time to squeeze his upper arm, to show him how grateful she is. Not to hit him again, though that is always a temptation. “You’re good at it,” she says. “You’re a natural.”

“Thanks, little sister.”

“And hey, you really like seeing me this way?”

“Maxine,” Clay says, “I like seeing you happy. If this is what it takes, then yeah, I guess I like seeing that, too.”

At that, she giggles and rearranges herself in her seat once more, recrossing her legs, the better to show them off. The movement gets him to glance over at her again, like she hoped it would.

“Perv,” she says.

* * *

Willa’s sister’s using the car again, so Taylor’s driving her home. Home to Taylor’s, because if Willa’s sister is around enough to take the car, it means she’s likely to be home again, if only to return it, and that means that Willa, if she happens to be in close proximity at the time, will be forced to eat family dinner with her.

For Willa, this is an event which needs to be avoided on the same level as World War 3.

A side-effect is that it’s keeping Taylor from freaking out too much, because she’s got to keep her shizz in check so Willa doesn’t use her freaky lesbian psychic powers to figure out that Taylor kissed Max in public again. And like, for real in public this time! At school! Where anyone could have seen! She did check around them for prying eyes, but she was too excited and too in the moment to look properly. And she’s got to stop with that! Because getting outed would suck for both of them, but much more for Maxine: Taylor could probably weather a bit of lesbian-based unpopularity and the scrutiny that would go with it, for all that it would scupper her plans to appear squeaky clean on the college applications she’s lining up, but Maxine absolutely one hundred percent could not.

“She did good today, don’t you think?” she says to Willa as she pulls them out of the parking lot.

“Hmm?” Willa says, still strapping herself in. “Max? Yeah. I mean, I only saw her at lunch, and she was kinda… freaked?”

“She was dealing,” Taylor insists.

“Oh no, I agree. Plenty of dealing. Dealing out the wazoo.”

“Hey,” Taylor says, “are you okay, Willa? You seem distracted.”

“I’m good,” Willa says, shaking her head, but her slightly vacant expression doesn’t dissuade Taylor.

“You’re distracted.”

“I’m not.”

“You so are.”

“Taylor,” Willa says sharply, “you don’t wanna know what I’m thinking right now.”

“You know you can’t just say that and not immediately tell me what you’re thinking. It’s not fair.”

Willa’s looking out the window. Won’t turn around. “Yeah,” she says, “I can.”

Shoot. What’s going on?

Taylor tries a few more questions, needles Willa with kindness and curiosity, but ends up with only monosyllables out of her friend, so she decides that she’ll get them both back to her place and up to her room, there to get to the root of whatever’s bugging Willa, when she’s not hampered by having to drive the stupid car. Taylor can put on the best pout in the world, but while she’s busy watching the road and Willa’s resolutely not even looking at her, it does no good.

In the meantime, she puts on some music.

* * *

Maxine needs a real camera.

Wouldn’t fix the problem of the light being terrible in here, but it’d mean not having to drag her computer mouse out to the maximum extent of its cable so she can use it as an awkward remote control for the webcam, and it’d probably also mean that she would feel like slightly less of an idiot when she does this.

But she’s got to document it. She’s got to know.

Three shots of her face: front, left and right. And three shots of her body, naked but for her panties: front, side, back. Back’s the hardest to get, because she can’t see the stupid computer screen and the pointer keeps wandering off the button that takes the picture.

She finally gets the last shot and winds the cable back in, puts everything where it’s supposed to be, and then rushes to her bathroom for a shower, suddenly very aware of how incredibly naked she is. Throwing her panties into the corner and ripping out her tape-tuck, she hops in and turns the water on, waiting for the heat to wash away her discomfort with all this shit.

Maxine’s a forever thing, it seems. Like, if she had any doubts remaining—and she really didn’t—then today would have utterly dispelled them. Yeah, she was kind of antisocial, and yeah, she hated the way the guys looked at her, and her skirt was way too short and her top was too tight and her legs were generally just kinda out there, but she also got to sit dead center in the cafeteria and chat with her friends while she ate two thirds of a chicken burger, hassle-free, and she got to walk from class to class without being bounced off a locker or having to hold on to her shit extra hard in case someone tries to take it off of her and flush it.

She went to school. And nobody fucked with her.

Luxuriating in the water, Maxine feels more relaxed already.

Of course, she still held on to her stupid backpack with both hands anyway. Old habits and shit. But the rest of it? Amazing! And it was still only the perks, the good stuff that comes alongside being Maxine. The icing on the cake.

She was a girl today, in front of hundreds, maybe thousands of people. In front of her teachers and her peers. And it was normal.

She’s found the missing piece in her life, and it was her all along.

So she decided on her way home, chatting to Clay with half her mind, that she’d best start keeping track. The birth control pills are going to change her? Cool. She wants to see how. She wants to see when. And, kinda crucially, if ever she starts getting depressed about how long it takes—because it’s going to take a while, she knows—she wants to be able to pull up her pictures from now, from today, from the start of her fourth week taking the stuff, and see that, yeah, she has changed. In a month, she still won’t have boobs, won’t have significantly more than the firm itchiness she’s developing under each nipple, but hopefully she’ll have gained more of the weight—and thus more of the shape—she’s trying for.

She’ll have gained weight the way girls do. In the places girls do.

Shit. She’s going to have to start watching her thighs and ass, isn’t she? She’s going to be inspecting herself from behind in the mirror, looking for cellulite. She’s going to be pulling on new pairs of jeans and asking random onlookers if they make her ass look fat.

Holy shit.

Maxine giggles into the stream of water.

* * *

Mom’s home, which Taylor would have expected if she’d remembered—she’s had a lot on her mind today!—so they perform the dutiful teen bit for a few minutes, asking her how her day was, whether she sold any houses and whether the Worst Broker in the World tried to pinch her butt again, and then Taylor and Willa vanish upstairs, carrying a pair of water bottles and a promise that dinner will be at seven-thirty on the dot and probably won’t be takeout.

“You think she’s gonna cook?” Willa asks as Taylor rushes over to the other side of the room to yank the drapes open.

“Definitely not,” Taylor says. “I know that look on her face. She’s going to have a glass of wine, she’s going to watch some TV, and then in like two hours she’s going to get up, contemplate the contents of the kitchen, and tell Dad to pick something up on his way home.” She turns briefly back toward Willa. “You like completely random food, right?”

“Yum,” Willa says. “What are you doing?”

What Taylor is doing is leaning half out of her window, trying to work out if Maxine is home and, if she is, what she’s doing. Her drapes are open but she’s not in her room, though that doesn’t mean she’s not in her bathroom or something, and—

“Tay?” Willa prompts.

“Oh. Sorry.” Taylor drops down onto her heels. “I was just…”

“You were checking on Max, weren’t you?”

Taylor replies with a little shrug, “Kinda?”

“Taylor!” Willa sits heavily on the bed, arms folded. “Will you stop with this? Every hour of every day, you’re obsessing over Max, and it’s not healthy! I miss my friend, Tay. I miss the girl who had, like, other stuff to talk about. And,” Willa adds before Taylor can get properly offended, “you’ve gotta give her some space. She just had her first day at school! New school, new gender. She needs time to chill.”

Stepping away from the window—awkward and chastened because Willa has a point, and Taylor hates it when Willa has a point; at least, she does when the point is currently puncturing her—Taylor says, “I just wanted to see if she’s okay.”

“If she’s not okay, you know she’ll text, right? You two are joined at the hip.”

“That’s not fair, Willa. She’s my friend.”

“She’s your obsession, Taylor,” Willa says.

“I just—”

“Look, I know you like her. I can’t get away from that. And if she’s not, like, denser than a neutron star, she knows it, too. But you’re pushing, Tay! I saw you at lunch! You had your hand on her leg!”

“It was just—” Taylor starts, and then she interrupts herself, because—again—Willa is freaking right. “Shoot,” she mutters, and drops to the floor, folding herself into a complicated sitting position that allows her to hug her shin. “Do you know how hard it is, Willa?”

At that, Willa smiles, and Taylor’s heart, which had been doing its best to shrivel up into an apricot stone, starts to relax. Willa’s pissed, but she’s pissed because she’s worried. Mostly. She doesn’t hate Taylor, anyway.

“I know, Tay,” Willa says. “Of course I know. But you’re new to this, and you’ve always been a heart-on-your-sleeve kinda gal. You were so touchy feely when you and Gordo first got together.”

“Ick. Don’t remind me.”

“But you can’t do that with Max. You gotta pull it back. And I told you this already!” Willa leans forward. “At least I only had to tell Maxine once.”

“You… told her?”

“After your little kiss out front? Damn right I did.”

“Oh gosh… That’s so embarrassing, Willa.”

“Sorry, not sorry,” Willa says.

Taylor unfolds a little. “Do you think she likes me?”

Willa doesn’t reply immediately. Instead she joins Taylor on the floor, sliding down the edge of the bed and landing on her butt. She holds out a hand, and Taylor takes it.

“Yeah,” Willa says. “She likes you. And you like her. And I know, heart of hearts, that you’ll end up together. Somehow, sometime. Real soon, I bet. But not today, okay? Right now, she’s probably turning herself back into a guy so when her parents come home they don’t, for example, comment on how short her skirt is. And when she turns up at the dinner table in her boring guy clothes, you know she’s going to have to field, like, a gajillion questions. You know, like, ‘How many incredibly manly activities did you involve yourself in today, son?’ and ‘How many hot straight girls did you kiss?’” She shrugs. “And probably some stuff about her classes. Point is, it’s been an intense day for her, and it’s going to be an intense night. So let her deal. Let her get through the first week. And put her in something less slutty tomorrow, okay?”

“It wasn’t slutty,” Taylor murmurs. “It just showed off her legs. She has good legs.”

“She kept pulling on her skirt. Let the girl wear pants, okay?”

“Fine.” She’ll tell Max to wear a pair of her new cargos. Taylor’s got several tops that would look cute and that would let the world see that incredible waistline. “Can I at least text her?”

“One text,” Willa says, holding up a finger. “And then you let her do the Maxwell thing and you and I can, oh, I don’t know, talk?”

“Fine,” Taylor says again, overdoing the play-sulking to hide how genuinely put out she is. But Willa’s right, she’s been more and more right this whole time, and no matter how much Taylor wants to be in every part of Maxine’s life, she’s got to accept that sometimes, she’s more hindrance than help.

Especially when she kisses her at school. When she touches her in the cafeteria.

Ick. This sucks.

Mock-glaring at Willa, she runs off a quick text to Max, then focuses her attention for the rest of the evening on her other best friend.

* * *

Band-Aids on her nipples again. And a long-sleeved shirt and a short-sleeved shirt and a pair of oversized jeans. She’s wearing boxers, and she hasn’t even redone her tuck. If she’s going to find Maxwell for her parents tonight, she’s going to have to go all the way. Because she can look at herself in the mirror now, even when she’s naked, even when her bare, flat chest is fully exposed, and still see herself. And that’s wonderful, but really fucking inconvenient.

She ties back her wet hair and leans into the closet mirror, examining her androgynous features for traces of Maxwell. Strange how all it seems to take is a little makeup and the right hair and clothing, and people who are just meeting her for the first time will see Maxine; stranger still that she does, too, even with all that stripped away. But Mom and Dad still see Maxwell, the mostly unchanged guy underneath it all.

Or she hopes they do.

Still, again, refuge in obscurity, or whatever it was that Taylor called it. Why would they imagine their son is turning into a girl? Even if it seems kinda true? That shit just doesn’t happen. Not even on TV. He’s just putting on weight, right? Like they hoped he would? California’s good for him.

Her phone buzzes, so she digs it out of her bag.


Taylor: Hope you had a good first day! Won’t bug you since you’re probably tired. Wear cargos tomorrow! Thinking of u.



Huh.

That’s the other thing she’s got to think about. That’s the thing that’s been playing at the edge of every thought for the last… shit, she doesn’t know exactly how long.

Willa said that Taylor likes girls. And it wasn’t a euphemism and she wasn’t fucking around. She dropped it into their conversation like it was an accepted fact, like it was something they both were already well aware of. She said it so casually that it took Maxine a while even to properly notice it.

And she said it like it was new. Like Taylor had discovered something about herself.

Willa’s exact words: Taylor Scott likes girls. Maxine remembers clearly, because she committed those words to memory and then fucking buried them, because she still, idiot that she is, could not bring herself to believe that Taylor Scott, captain, pep monster, and source of so much good cheer that she might sometimes outshine the sun, wanted her. Maxine Giordano, a confused new girl still learning the absolute basics. A girl with a flat chest and only the barest hints of curves, and, oh yeah, a penis, which Max might be dealing with okay for the moment but which, it’s got to be said, is not a thing normally found on girls.

Taylor kissed her and Max made excuses.

Willa said Taylor likes girls and Max made excuses.

But today…

Oh God, today. Every time they reunited, Taylor was just so damn happy to see her. She touched her hand, over and over. She touched her leg. She put a hand on her back. And she kissed her again.

Taylor likes girls.

Taylor likes Max.

Thinking of u.

Yeah. Yeah, Taylor. Same.

Shit.

Shit.

Shit a goddamn fuck.

This might be the best thing that has ever happened to her. Better even, maybe, than finding a girl lying just below the surface of Maxwell Giordano.

She dances across her room, falls haphazardly into her bed, and squeals happily into a pillow.

Shit, okay, that might be the girliest thing she’s ever done.

She squeals again.

A couple of minutes—and a few more squeals—later, and Clay’s at her door, letting himself in, pushing hard enough to shove the towel Maxine put down out of the way, and she rolls over onto her back to greet him with a smile and a wave.

“Uh,” he says, “I thought I heard, like, really quiet screaming?”

“Sort of,” Maxine says, and giggles.

“Are you okay?”

Swallowing, Maxine props herself up on her elbows, tries to fix her shit. She wants to laugh, wants to yell out, wants to grab her brother by both hands and dance around the room with him, but she figures she ought to be a little more sober about this. Especially because she’s supposed to be Maxwell right now; she’s dressed as him, anyway.

“I think,” she says carefully, “that my life just got way more complicated.”

“Oh,” Clay says.

“No, like, in a good way! In an amazing way.”

“I stand by my ‘oh’.”

Maxine pouts at her brother. “I’m very happy about it,” she insists.

“Fine,” Clay sighs, leaning against the door. “Sum it up for me.”

“Taylor likes girls. And I’m pretty sure she likes me.”

Thumping his head against the door frame, Clay says, “Mom’s never getting grandkids, is she?” He shakes his head at her, and then, frowning, steps closer, arms wide. “Max, is that your Maxwell?”

Self-consciously, Maxine shuffles up on the bed. She stretches one leg out in front of her, leans an arm on her other knee, and adopts an appropriately masculine expression.

Just a guy. Just an ordinary guy.

“Yes,” she says, in the deepest voice she can manage right now.

Clay pinches the bridge of his nose. “Your Maxwell sucks.”

* * *

It’s not until lunch on Wednesday that Taylor has a chance to properly link up with Maxine, and not until cheer practice after school that she gets any real alone time with her. So she’s waiting outside the staff locker room, supposedly so she can walk with her in her time of need—in her time of showing off to everyone still on campus that, yeah, she’s a freaking cheerleader—but also so she can get a chance to talk to her alone. Because she’s been chewing on what Willa said all night and all morning, and she needs to look Maxine in the eye when none of their friends are around.

Maxine likes her. That’s what Willa said. And Taylor knew anyway? Like, it’s been obvious since they first met, in a way that’s been, for Taylor, part vain hope and part something she’s so rock-solid certain about that she could build houses on it. When Maxine was a guy, she had this way of looking at Taylor: her eyes would soften and she’d get this exasperated little smile, usually because Taylor was about to make her do something energetic or embarrassing. Since she became Maxine, since she grew into herself, those looks have only gotten softer, those smiles more indulgent. And she doesn’t get embarrassed or anxious about being a girl anymore. She just is.

Maxine likes her. She’s always known. The doubts she had—that Maxine might turn to guys now that she’s a girl; that maybe she was always into guys and Taylor horribly misread her; that Taylor just isn’t her type—were always Taylor throwing bricks out in front of herself to trip up on. Never really serious, no matter how wildly important they felt at the time.

Because Maxine likes her.

And Taylor likes Maxine more than anyone she’s ever met.

And they’ve both been talking to Willa about it, and Willa has, in her way, made them both face up to it.

Which means, yeah, they gotta talk about it.

Lunch was awkward. They kept smiling at each other like a pair of idiots, and it took Willa inserting herself between them to get them to stop. Whereupon Maxine got into an involved conversation with Jewel and Chelsea that had no room for Taylor, and Willa drew Taylor into her thing with Eddie and Sandy, and that was it. Their friends forced them to be responsible, to act like all the eyes of the school were on them, which, to be fair, they kinda were.

Nobody at Vista Primavera High is as watched as the cheer squad.

“Hey, Taylor, looking fine!” some guy calls from the intersection, where the main corridor through to the gym connects to the dark little hole out of which the teachers crawl when they’ve struggled into their moth-eaten, un-ironed gym clothes. Taylor doesn’t even look, just directs a raised middle finger behind her.

The guys have been obnoxious these last two days. She’d thought they were bad before, but she hadn’t really gotten how much dating Gordo had shielded her from the attention of every unwashed ass-dragger in the school until she no longer had his rep to hide behind, and she almost misses having a quick-tempered linebacker positioned constantly in front of her to keep the guys in line.

But the reason she doesn’t just walked out of the staff locker rooms, looking as good as she’s ever looked.

No. Better. Maxine hasn’t stopped practicing her makeup—she shyly admitted to Taylor that now that she’s got the basics down, she bought a couple magazines and has been trying to replicate celeb looks, which was such an exciting thought that Taylor squealed out loud—and she’s gone bold today, really working with her dark hair and her brows that are still slightly thicker than is fashionable. And she wears the school’s cheer uniform like it was designed solely for her.

“Hey,” Taylor says, which makes Maxine jump, probably because she wasn’t expecting anyone to be just, like, lurking right by the door. “Sorry. Um.” Jeez, she looks good. Taylor needs to say her thing before she loses all sensibility and just goes right for Maxine’s mouth. “We should be careful.”

There. Right to the heart of the matter.

“Careful about what?” Maxine asks, tilting her head and pinching her eyebrows together and becoming, in Taylor’s estimation, at least ten percent more attractive.

“Oh. Right. Um. Yes?”

“Taylor…”

“You’re going to make me say it, aren’t you?”

A smirk plays at the edges of Maxine’s otherwise placid expression, teasing itself in the crinkle of an eye and the quirk of a lip.

“Say what?” Max says innocently.

“Oh my gosh!” It bursts out of Taylor with a laugh, and she pushes Maxine away, two hands on her belly—and, wow, what a firm belly. “You heifer!”

Steadying herself, Max holds up her hands in a gesture of innocence. “I promise I don’t know what you’re talking about.” Her smirk becomes a smile, and she adds warmly, “I really do promise.” And then she stops, goes still. “Or I guess I’m scared to think that I might. Or that I might not. Because if I think about it too much, I start to think that I’m arrogant and presumptuous and, well…” She looks away and starts chewing on her lip again.

Taylor says nothing. Just reaches out with her little finger and frees Maxine’s lip, and that would be the moment, if they were to allow themselves an indulgence they cannot possibly afford, that they would kiss. Taylor can almost hear the rising music, the appreciative sighs from onlookers; can see them both from the outside, embracing, kissing, exploring.

She takes an awkward step back.

“Straight to the point,” she says to herself. “Straight to the point.” She looks around again. The corridor here isn’t well trafficked, but she does not want to be overheard. “I like you, Maxine,” she whispers, looking up and getting to see Maxine’s eyes widen, her lips part. “I like you like that. I like you a lot. You’re practically all I think about. And I think you like me, which is, like, the most incredible thing ever to happen to me, if it’s true, but—”

“I do like you,” Max says. She doesn’t step closer, doesn’t do anything to make the scene that’s still playing intrusively in Taylor’s head any more of a reality. Wise.

“But…” Taylor says again. She doesn’t want to go on with it.

Max plays with her hands. “I think I know what you’re going to say. And you’re right. Because, yeah, Taylor, I think about you, too. Like, constantly. Like I’ve never thought about anyone before. Enough that I almost wish I hadn’t—” She stops again. Shakes her head. “But Willa’s right. We shouldn’t.”

“Y— Yeah. Willa’s right. That’s her. She’s so right.” Right about what, exactly? Just that they shouldn’t be showy, that they should be careful? Or did she tell Maxine that they shouldn’t get together at all? What exactly did Willa say to her?

“We’ve got too much to lose,” Maxine says. “Although—” and now she comes closer, visibly checking the hallway before laying a hand on Taylor’s bare upper arm, “—can I just say for the record that I kinda hate that she’s right?”

Taylor quickly covers Maxine’s hand with her own. “Yeah. Yeah, you can say that. It sucks.” Right about what?

“It really does.” They’re quiet for a moment, just holding each other, a hand on a hand and nothing else. And then Max shakes her head and smiles. “We should get to practice.”

“Yeah,” Taylor says, rallying, remembering all the other shizz going on in their lives right now. “We gotta look intimidating for the tryouts. Scare them into doing their best.”

Maxine laughs, and there’s only a little tension in it. She’s trying to make it normal again, and she’s doing better than Taylor. “Do I look suitably intimidating?” she asks, lifting the hem of her skirt and bobbing at the knees. 

Taylor can’t help it: she dissolves into giggles. Maxine’s just so cute sometimes! In a way that has nothing to do with how much Taylor wants to kiss her, wants to hold her, wants to—

“No,” Taylor says hurriedly, interrupting her thoughts before they get out of hand. “Not intimidating at all.” She wags a finger. “Try harder, Maxine Giordano.”

“So give me pointers, Captain Scott.”

And, yeah, that’s it. The moment’s come and it’s gone, and they discussed… something, and they came to… some kind of a conclusion, and all Taylor’s gotten from it is that they need to talk again, like, soon, just not at school, and that Maxine only gets prettier and harder to resist by the hour.

But they handled it. They got their mutual attraction out in the open like mature adults probably would if they were also awkward teens in cheer uniforms, and even if the ultimate takeaway is a mystery to Taylor, she can feel good about one thing specifically:

Maxine Giordano likes her. No guesses, no maybes, no probablys. Max likes her. And if they’ve gotten garbled messages about what to do next—primarily from Willa, but also from each other and themselves—then that’s okay, because they can figure it out together.

No final decisions ever get made in dark little corridors outside staff locker rooms.

And so they walk toward the gym, and as they do, as they fit back into the mass of people—reduced, since classes are over for the day, but still pretty intense—Taylor lectures Maxine on how she ought to present herself to be properly intimidating, how she ought to be the cool New York girl with the attitude. How they should have gotten her some bubblegum.

She can do scary popular girl pretty good, it turns out!

And at no point do either of them touch each other. Which, for the record, royally sucks.

* * *

She doesn’t want to pull down on the cheer skirt. Which is weird, right? Because yesterday’s skirt, picked out by Taylor, was about the same length, and she couldn’t stop yanking that down all day, as if by fiddling enough with the hem she could magically make it cover more of her thighs. But today, shucking off her pants and slipping into the uniform, she didn’t feel like she was readying herself for more unwelcome exposure; she felt right. She felt at home.

Crap. Maybe she’s more into this cheer shit than she thought she was. And she already thought she was really into it. But she checked herself out and she thought she looked so damn good, she put on extra makeup to really push it over the edge.

That’s going to be embarrassing to admit to Avery. Of course, she’s going to have to get past the thing where she’s a girl now, and she’s going to have to get past that soon, because now that it’s forever, Maxine doesn’t want to keep her new life from her any longer, but Avery’s reaction to that is going to be pretty binary: either she’s into it or she’s not, and that’s scary enough in itself. The cheer thing, though… ‘Hey, Avery, I started cheerleading because there was this whole thing with a really big guy and an I Heart NY shirt, but now I think maybe it’s the best thing ever, and you should try it, too.’

Yeah, no. She shouldn’t put it like that, or Avery will fucking murder her.

Still, here, now, lounging in the gym with the other cheerleaders, legs splayed, watching as a succession of (mostly) younger girls present themselves for consideration, Maxine feels at home, feels right in a way that she can only place in being part of something. Not just one of the girls—though she is, when she lets herself stop overthinking shit, and she’s getting better at that—but one of the squad.

Avery might murder her anyway.

Taylor’s up front, sitting behind a row of desks with a clipboard and a bunch of sheets of paper that Max knows for a fact are entirely blank below the top one; it looks more official if there’s more than one sheet. She’s sitting up there with Eddie, who catches Maxine looking and gives her a little wave, and Kennedy, who’s been wearing her uniform all day—because nobody milks being a cheerleader like Kennedy, Taylor told Max on the way into school this morning. Coach is up there, too, standing back a little, providing a professionally friendly face to counteract the increasingly tired looks on Taylor, Kennedy and Eddie, who have had to judge a seemingly never-ending series of—and Max is being charitable here—gymnastically only semi-talented girls.

Okay, that’s not fair. There’ve been a couple who’ve been okay, and Maxine’s already guessed which two girls will be filling the open slots. They’re both juniors with some gymnastic experience, and both of them are mid-height and not so slight that they don’t have the heft to help catch someone, while not being so heavy that they’ll be difficult to throw. Max’s shape, more or less.

It’s funny. If she’d become a girl amongst any other group, she might have felt more self-conscious than she already does about her slim hips, her flat chest, and the veins that are still a little prominent on her forearms. But these girls use their bodies, and as a result, she’s not so far off the curve, really.

It’s possible that, in her entire life, Maxine has never felt as confident as she does right now.

Which leaves only one major thing left unresolved, besides making sure that she doesn’t run out of birth control pills and tucking tape:

Taylor likes her.

Like, for real.

Like, for fucking real.

Shit, maybe that’s where all this confidence is coming from. Maybe the fact that Taylor fucking Scott likes her is enough to take her the rest of the way, to transform her from, yeah, being able to see Maxine in the mirror and appreciate that she looks pretty good, to understanding that she is actually, in fact and in flesh, pretty fucking hot.

Maxine’s never been hot before. Oh, back when she was Maxwell there were girls she thought were maybe looking at her, and one of Avery’s friends said once that if Maxwell were ever interested, she’d be there, and sometimes when she and Avery were out together, girls would approach her… But she never felt it. She never understood it on a physical level. She could never make the connection, form a bridge from the idea that Maxwell Giordano might have been passably attractive to the concept that, therefore, girls might want to go out with him. It never made sense.

But now?

Yeah.

She gets it.

Because Taylor Scott likes her.

* * *

They get in an attenuated practice after tryouts. They’re not doing the full shebang because everyone’s got to go home and eat dinner at some point, but they’ve had time for stretches and a run around the track, and now they’ve split into groups to tackle the fundamentals, with Taylor and Coach checking on each group. She’s had the new girls do a few more tumbles and take the track run, and now that she’s confirmed that they’ve most likely got what it takes—just about—and extracted a commitment from them to rapidly improve both fitness and form, Taylor can forget about them for now and go right back to watching Maxine.

It amuses her to note that the two new girls are watching her, too.

Right now, Maxine’s with Meredith and Sandy, and they’re working on throws with Kennedy—who agreed to be thrown by Meredith only if she had someone like Maxine, with her strong New York arms, to catch her. It’s a thing of beauty to watch Maxine catch and throw, and not just because the muscles she never quite managed to lose while she was hiding from herself stand out so appealingly; Max in the zone is something else.

Taylor’s reminded of why she wanted so much to impress her when she first moved in, when she vaulted her way across the Giordanos’ new backyard. Maxine is an athlete, she’s serious about it, and she’s really freaking good.

And then a hand closes around Taylor’s shoulder, and Willa leans up on her toes and whispers into Taylor’s ear, “You’re staring.”

Yeah. Yeah, she kinda is.

* * *

Almost a shame to change out of her cheer uniform, but she needs to hand it off to Taylor so she can wash it, else she’d definitely wear it home. Maxine would wear it home and she’d practice her cheers in the yard and when Mom came home, she’d prance up to her and show her just how damn good she’s gotten. Even Kennedy was kind of impressed! And she’s rumored to have had special coaching over the summer!

Doesn’t matter though, because she looks hot enough in her cargos and shirt, and she’s grown to like all the bangles and other accessories Willa once insisted would be so perfect to complete her look. She clinks a little when she moves, but that’s not terrifying like it would once have been, like it would have been to the guy who had to look around every corner, because Maxine Giordano? She’s done hiding. She can show herself off a little.

Maybe a lot.

But she still jumps like a foot in the air when she pulls open the door to the staff locker room and runs right into Coach Arroyo. All six foot one of her.

“Shit!” she yelps, and then remembers about the whole teacher thing and adds, “Uh, sorry. You surprised me.”

“I’m sure I did.” Coach Arroyo says, taking a step back and looking Maxine up and down. She nods at the door that Max got only halfway out of. “Should you be in there?”

“Um, yeah. Permission. I’ve got permission? From Coach Dale.” Very smooth, Maxine. “I’ve got, um… Actually, shit— Sorry! I’ve got a letter.” She slides her backpack off her shoulder, and she’s about to start looking through it for the permission slip when Coach Arroyo stops her.

“Don’t worry, I remember now. You’re Maxine Giordano, yes? From New York?”

“Yes, Coach.”

“Settling in okay?”

“Yes, Coach.”

Coach Arroyo laughs. She’s got an easy laugh. It goes well with her whole demeanor, which, Max noted when she saw her around school this morning, is the kind that makes high school boys fall in love with their teachers.

Good thing she’s not a high school boy anymore, then.

“You can stop calling me Coach,” Coach Arroyo says. “Ms Dale is your coach; to you, I’m just… Hmm. I have you for Chemistry, yes? Thursdays, first two periods.”

“Probably,” Max says, trying to match her dazzling smile. “I haven’t checked my schedule that far in advance. Just getting through the first week, you know?”

“Smart girl. So call me Ms Arroyo in the future, alright?”

“Alright.”

Ms Arroyo steps aside and waves her past. “Now, shoo! Go do… teenage things.”

Maxine’s backing away from her now, hefting her bags over her shoulder. “Good idea,” she says, and waves. Ms Arroyo waves back and disappears into the staff locker room, and fuck yes, another successful student/teacher interaction in the fucking bag! Maxwell only ever talked to his teachers to get the standard ‘You can do so much better’ speech, but here’s Maxine, knocking it out of the park every time.

She’s so damn good at this.

* * *

It’s been an uneventful week so far, thank goodness. Okay, so Willa’s still being kinda weird with her, poking her every time she looks too long at Maxine or otherwise acts in a fashion that publicly betrays her massive—and mutual—crush, but Taylor figures that when she stops actively pining, Willa will let up. She’s worried about them both, is all.

And Willa, like Taylor and Maxine and everyone else, is under a lot of pressure. They’ve been canvassing amongst the squad, and Taylor’s confident the vote’s going to go her way, which means they’re going to be trying for regionals, and that means more work, more practice, more sessions after school, weekend sessions, and the whole squad basically living together for the foreseeable future. Their first regional qualifying event is October 30th, and Coach Dale has been real with them: it’s not enough time for them to learn a whole new routine. But they can polish and augment what they have. It ought to be enough, Coach says, to get them to regionals; from there, it’s anybody’s guess.

Nobody expects them to get to nationals. They’re too new at the whole competitive thing, and their routines are—what did Kennedy say?—kinda parochial. But qualifying for regionals is more than any squad here’s ever done. Plus, Kennedy and her little squad-within-a-squad are going to be running ideas to punch up their shizz over the weekend; she promised to return on Monday with something that will blow all their bleach-blonde pussies out, which, ick. But that’s just how Kennedy talks, and if she comes through, and if she and Taylor can whip the new girls into shape, they might have a shot.

Kennedy as Taylor’s cheer lieutenant. It’s weird. The sacrifices one must make for regionals!

And then there’s Maxine.

Taylor aches to kiss her. To run to her whenever she sees her, to kiss her gently and then firmly and then push her against the nearest wall and do all the things with her that she once thought she wanted to do with Gordo, only better, more so, and with someone she actually, you know, likes. But she can’t mess things up for Max. Can’t distract her. Definitely can’t accidentally make her look like more of a lesbian than she already does. Surviving high school is the priority.

She knows this. Doesn’t mean she’s got to like it.

The girl’s been doing good, anyway. She even came out to the burger place with Taylor, Willa, Kennedy and the new girls. She didn’t complain when Kennedy ordered her to get a turkey burger, and she chatted with the girls like she’s been doing this all her life. And she wore a skirt again! Didn’t seem to think about it once after putting it on. Just casually went about school, looking hot as shizz. Taylor’s heart practically exploded with pride. Other parts of her nearly exploded, also.

People are starting to notice Maxine. Starting to talk. They’ve seen her around, and although the school’s big enough that she’s still, for the moment, just the rumor girl, enough people have spotted her in the halls or by the lockers or caught a glimpse of her in her uniform to realize that, oh yeah, this is the girl the guys on the football team were talking about; this is the girl Kennedy said was kinda cool—a ringing endorsement. But still, most people haven’t seen her. Or they haven’t known they’ve seen her. They might have passed a hot girl on their way to class, but this is California; they have more than their share.

That’s all going to change when they cheer their first game. And Homecoming week’s going to blow her anonymity forever. The pep rally on the Monday is going to catch even the misanthropes who don’t go to games and thus don’t encounter cheerleaders anywhere but math class and the school bathrooms, and the game on Friday’s going to cement her celebrity status. The hot new girl from New York really is hot!

By the time the dance rolls around on the Saturday, she’ll be as recognizable as Taylor, Kennedy or Shannon, and on as many guys’ radars, too. And she can’t keep having Clay show up to be the hilariously gigantic older brother to scare the guys off, because some guys don’t scare so easily.

So she’s got, like, a month of being the new girl before she becomes, truly and in earnest, The New Girl.

She’s up to it, though. She is! Taylor’s a hundred percent certain.

* * *

School’s good, for the most part.

Home sucks. Clay’s had her changing back to Maxwell at the first opportunity, even on the days she has plenty of time. It’s miserable rubbing her face with wipes in Taylor’s back seat, and she’s pretty sure it’s gotten even harder to get the voice back. It’s definitely getting harder and harder to care about properly performing Maxwell for Mom and Dad. What did she say to Clay, to give her the Fall semester before she tells them? At this rate, she won’t make it as far as Homecoming before she gives up and fucking yells it at them, just so she doesn’t have to be that guy anymore. Blow the damn dynamite and let the rubble fall where it may.

She’s not going to, though. Because she’s not fucking stupid. 

So home sucks. But school’s mostly good. Unfortunately, one of the reasons it kinda isn’t has a class with her on Wednesday and another, it turns out, today. She escapes from government with Shane from the football team once again smirking at her and making loud insinuations that she’s a ‘lesbo’, and while he isn’t shouting ‘lez it up’ like he did in the parking lot and at the mall, he’s making other people talk. And she doesn’t even need the reminder from Willa that she can’t get a rep as a lesbian; Avery’s texts this week have only gotten more despondent as her first day back at school approaches.

Shit, actually. Her first day was yesterday. And Maxine hasn’t heard from her since. She should text or call or something. 

“Hey, lesbo,” Shane says, leaning against her locker as she dumps her government class shit.

“What are you even doing here, Shane?” she asks, leaning into her accent to disguise her shock. She hadn’t noticed him follow her all the way from their government class. He must have been sneaky, which for him means that he must have really, really hurt something holding off on the instinct to call her a lesbo at top volume. “These are the girls’ lockers, and I’m pretty sure you’re not a girl.” She wishes Taylor or Willa or anyone were here. Anyone instead of the gaggle of girls she mostly still doesn’t know, who are surreptitiously watching in case something dramatic goes down. Shane’s got a rep, she’s found out.

“Hey, I’m just walking. Got a free period, and I like to see the sights.” He leers at her, and points at her too, in case the stupid flirty voice he put on didn’t make his dumb bullshit clear enough. How does a guy like this get a rep for getting with girls? He’s okay looking but he acts like the dictionary definition for asshole. “Hey, isn’t that what you New Yorkers say?” He turns around to address his friend, one of the hangers-on whose name Maxine hasn’t yet bothered to learn. “I’m walkin’ here!”

“Flawless accent,” Maxine mutters, slamming her locker shut and walking away without looking back.

Shane jogs to catch up. “Hey, so now that we know each other so well, how about we do something tonight?” He nudges her; she recoils, but he isn’t dissuaded. Maybe that’s where his rep comes from: the asshole never goes away, so you fuck him just to get rid of him. “Friday night, you and me. It’s my last Friday before we start playing again, so I wanna make it a good one.”

Maxine turns her fakest smile on him. “You can have a good time without me, Shane,” she says. “Not interested.”

“Oh, right,” Shane says, turning again to his minion, “she’s a lesbo, I forgot.”

“I like guys,” Maxine lies, rolling her eyes. “Just not you.”

She shoves through the double doors and tries to escape him in the crowds outside, but the bulky bastard is quicker than he looks, and he puts himself in her way when she’s just a few feet from the science building.

“Just one date,” he says.

“No,” she says, and pushes past him.

“Fuckin’ dyke!” he yells after her.

She flinches. It’s all getting too familiar. Hell, he just used the gender-swapped version of what people at her old school used to yell at her, and she knows what comes after. Escalation. Whether she acknowledges it or not, whether she retaliates or not, it’ll keep coming harder and harder, and it won’t stop with words. Oh, the exact nature of it will be different for girls—cheerleaders especially—but she doesn’t want to find out what the female equivalent is of being tripped on the stairs or being pushed against a locker or being trapped by three guys and held down and—

Fuck. No. She knows what the female equivalent of that is.

Maxine doesn’t cry. She doesn’t lose her shit. And she doesn’t shut down like Maxwell did, doesn’t let the numbness take her. Doesn’t just accept it.

No, she’s going to end this now, before it gets legs, before Shane’s big stupid mouth breaks everything. She finds a seat and chucks her bag under the desk, and while everyone else is still getting situated, she pulls out her phone and, with shaking hands, quickly texts.


Max: Hey. I need a BIG favor.



* * *


Justin: Hey Taylor. Just a heads up before practice starts, but Shane Peters was hassling Maxine again today.

Taylor: I thought you were going to tell him to leave her alone?

Justin: I did. But he thinks with his dick.

Taylor: Ick.

Justin: No, D I C K, dick.

Taylor: You’re not funny.

Justin: Yes I am.

Justin: Maxine thinks I’m funny.

Taylor: Maxine is just polite.

Taylor: She’s the only nice person from New York.

Taylor: And she’s n

Taylor: Hey Justin Maxine here

Taylor: I’ve stolen Taylor’s phone

Taylor: She is slightly too short to get it back

Taylor: And yeah Shane’s an asshole

Taylor: I am super nice tho Tay’s right abt that

Taylor: About Shane I got an idea

Taylor: Listen your practice ends same time as ours right? Roughly

Justin: Yeah.

Justin: Hi Maxine :)

Taylor: Hi Justin. So you’ll all be in the parking lot about the same time right?

Justin: Yeah.

Taylor: Cool.

Justin: Hey, Maxine, I’m funny, right?

Taylor: Sorry, this is Taylor again.

Justin: Ah OK.

Taylor: I saw that smiley when you said ‘Hi Maxine’.

Justin: I was just being friendly.

Taylor: Anyway, she’s too busy to talk to you anymore. She’s doing sexy sexy cheerleader stuff instead.

Justin: OK.

Taylor: She’s doing a handstand! Her skirt’s fallen around her hips! Justin! You’re missing it!

Justin: Now you’re just being mean.

Taylor: Yep!

Justin: Anyway I don’t have my eye on Maxine anymore. I asked Meredith to Homecoming this morning.

Taylor: I know. She won’t shut up about it.

Justin: Isn’t she cute?

Taylor: No.

Justin: You’re SO mean.

Taylor: YOU don’t ever have to balance on her shoulders.

Justin: Depends how lucky I get after the dance.

Taylor: . . . How would that even work?

Justin: I don’t know actually.

Justin: Shit, I think you’re right. I’m not funny.

Taylor: I’m always right.

Justin: Getting yelled at by Coach gotta run

Taylor: Don’t give my love to Gordo.



* * *

She’s left the cheer uniform on for this because she wants to be highly visible. And because she kinda wants to rub it in Shane Peters’ gross little face: hot cheerleader; not yours. Bonus: she didn’t need to change in the staff locker room. She just ran in, grabbed her sports bag and backpack and headed out to the parking lot to wait for the girls.

And, shit, it’s a nice day. It’s always a nice day here, sure, but today the sky is particularly blue, today the breeze is particularly fresh, today they voted to take the squad to regionals, today she’s looked hot as hell all day, and today she’s taking control of her fucking narrative. She won’t be made a victim, not again. Not ever again.

Kind of a weird way to go about it, though. Kind of a funny way, especially given what she was victimized for at her last school. Something almost liberating in that, she thinks.

The girls exit the main building in groups. Taylor, Willa, Julie and Chelsea are first, then Kennedy’s clique, who have timed their exit perfectly to coincide with some of the football team exiting from their own, more gratuitously built-up complex. Kennedy’s had her eye on Nick Walsh, or so Maxine’s been told, and that’s likely why the groups ‘naturally’ converge in the parking lot, close to where Maxine’s waiting.

And yeah, Kennedy isn’t exactly all over Nick, but she does stand nearby and cocks her hip at him in a manner that causes him instantly to pay attention to her. Maxine feels like she ought to be taking notes. Now that she’s seeing him in the flesh, Maxine recognizes him as one of the guys who hung around looking mortified but embarrassed after the Clinton thing at Justin’s party. Which makes him probably okay, for a guy, and she’s gotten to know Kennedy a little bit, so that’s good; she wants someone probably okay for her.

“Hey, Maxine,” Justin says. 

“Hey. Good practice?”

“Yeah.” Justin stretches and rubs his shoulders, an action that causes his muscles to interact interestingly; if Maxine liked guys, it would probably be having the same effect on her that Kennedy’s hip thing had on Nick Walsh. “Great practice. You?”

“Well, I’m not gonna rub anything, but yeah.” She smiles. “I got to fly again.”

“She loves being thrown,” Julie says.

“Yeah,” Justin says. “Yeah, I get that. Think I might need the whole squad to throw me, though.”

“Should have thought of that before you got all big,” Maxine says, and she controls an involuntary shudder at the thought that that could have been her one day, if only she’d let nature take its course. “So,” she continues, forcing a subject change, “Meredith, huh?”

Justin smiles. “You’re not disappointed, I hope?”

“Well…” she says, pretending to consider it. “I think Meredith can do better.”

He smirks and shows her his middle finger. She returns the gesture in kind, and Justin gasps, pretending to be shocked.

“I thought cheerleaders were supposed to be demure!” he says.

“You’d better hope they’re not, if you’re dating one.”

“Shit. True. Oh, hey,” Justin adds, grinning widely, perfect teeth on show, “I made QB.”

“He acts like he doesn’t want it,” Nick says, pulling his attention briefly from Kennedy, “but he wants it.”

“I like being the quarterback. I’m just not sold on, you know, being the quarterback.”

Maxine makes a show of frowning at Justin. “What were you before?”

“Tight end.”

“Downgrade, huh,” Maxine says, nodding sympathetically. “Sucks to be you.” 

He laughs at her and makes to lightly punch her on the shoulder; she dodges. “You’re still on for Sunday, right?” he says. “Rosie’s talked about you—” his eyebrows knot as he performatively searches his memory, “—nineteen times a day, every day, for a week.”

“I am.” She grins at him. “Like I said, gets me out of church.”

Another group of guys from the football team emerges from their special little covered corridor, and Maxine spots Shane’s face in the crowd, which means it’s time. She’s had her phone palmed since she picked up her bags, so she wakes it and hits send on the text she’s had ready. A few moments later, Jim’s station wagon turns the corner and pulls into the parking lot.

Maxine makes a show of noticing it. “My ride’s here,” she says loudly. “Gotta go!”

Taylor looks momentarily puzzled, but she’ll figure it out. Maxine waves to her specifically, then to the group, and then turns and half-runs to Jim’s car. He’s already climbing out of the driver’s seat, so she skips the last few steps and leans into the hug he’s offering her. They squeeze for a moment and then throw all her shit in the back. Under her breath, she thanks him for leaving off the fucking jean jacket like she asked him to. He looks, actually, almost cool, though she laughs when she spots the jacket: the stupid thing’s just been thrown onto the back seat. It’s almost like he can’t leave his condo without it.

And then they’re standing there by his car, and everyone’s looking at them, so it’s time to make it look good.

Huh. She should probably be more apprehensive about this, but she just kind of isn’t. Maybe if you get called a fag enough, the fear of actually kissing a guy just kind of leaves you.

Or maybe she’s not a guy anymore, so it doesn’t matter at all if she kisses one.

Whatever. It’ll be fine. And he’s put in some effort: he shaved for her, which is nice of him, and he smells pretty nice, too. Overall, she could have picked a worse candidate for her first—and last—kiss with a guy.

“You’re sure you’re up for this?” she asks him quietly.

He responds by wrapping his arms around her waist and pulling her close. “Are you kidding?” he says, with his head hidden on the other side of hers, so nobody in the parking lot can see. “I always wanted to get with a cheerleader.”

“One kiss, horndog,” Maxine says, giggling.

“Okey dokey,” Jim says, pulling back.

They kiss.

Wow.

Perfunctory.

It’s not like it’s bad. Like, he doesn’t get all pushy with his tongue and he doesn’t press his dick up against her or otherwise act all gross, but he doesn’t excite her the way Taylor does. He isn’t even as arousing as kissing Avery used to be. But it’s fine. Inoffensive. And when they separate, she’s smiling, and so’s he.

Job done. She’s pretty sure she can hear voices back in the parking lot, as everyone who shut up to watch them kiss now starts talking all at once.

“Can I take you home, ma’am?” Jim asks, and Maxine laughs, nods, and runs around to the passenger side. For effect, she waves again at the girls and guys in the parking lot, and then ducks inside.

“That did it,” she says.

Jim pulls them out onto the street as Maxine clips her seatbelt. “For the record,” he says, “if, for some reason, they’re not persuaded, I’d be willing to do it again.”

“All I want is for Shane Peters to look like an idiot.” Folding her arms around her waist, she tries to imagine the look on his face. “I don’t care if he calls me a lesbo; I care that other people might believe him. Now, they won’t.”

“But you are, right?” Jim says. “A lesbian, I mean.”

“I guess.”

“You’re not bisexual, by any chance?”

“Sorry, no.”

“That didn’t do anything for you, then?”

“Other than rescue my rep before it nosedives, no.”

“Just checking. Hey, out of curiosity, do you happen to know if your brother kisses like that?”

Maxine almost chokes on her own spit. “What?”

“I can’t help it if you Giordanos are hot,” he says, grinning at her. “And if the sister’s not interested, maybe the brother will be. Set me up?”

“Dude,” Maxine says, “I am not setting you up with Clay. You want him, you’ll have to go get him yourself.”

Jim shrugs. “Deal. So, am I taking you home, or…?”

Oh yeah. She didn’t really consider the logistics of her plan when she was throwing it together. And now she’s realizing a minor flaw: she’s in Jim’s car, still in her cheer uniform, and her gym bag in the back seat has only the girl clothes she wore today in it.

“Shit,” she says. “I left my guy clothes in Taylor’s car.”

“Ah. Yeah, I can see how that would be a problem. You wanna borrow something of mine?”

Maxine covers her mouth. The idea is… well, it’s fucking weird is what it is. In a way that borrowing clothes from Taylor just isn’t. She’s still chewing on the thought of it when her phone buzzes again: another text.

Probably Taylor. She didn’t exactly warn her about her plan; she kinda didn’t want to talk about it out loud.

But when she checks, it’s from Avery, and it’s just one word: BATSIGNAL.

“Oh, fuck…” she murmurs.

“Maxine?” Jim says. “Max? You okay?”

“Avery needs to talk,” Maxine says. Her voice feels weird suddenly; she’s not making the effort to project or to speak in head voice, but it hasn’t fallen back into her chest, either. It’s like it’s stuck in her throat, which feels gross and thick.

“That’s your friend from New York, right?”

“Something’s— She needs to talk. She started back at school yesterday, and— Shit, Jim, she sent the Batsignal. I need to call her. Like, now.”

“On that?” Jim says, nodding sideways at the phone she’s holding in both hands. “Cost a fortune. Come back to mine. I’ll put the kettle on, and you can talk to your friend.”

“Are you sure that’s okay?” She’s not looking at him. Not really. She’s aware that he’s there, and she kinda knows that he’s glancing over at her every second or so, checking on her. But all her attention is focused on that one word, sitting there on her phone screen like an accusation. Like a brand, burned into her world.

Something’s happened to Avery.

Jim says it’s okay, or she’s pretty sure he does. But he doesn’t say anything else, and he stops looking over, just keeps driving, and that’s good.

That’s good.

* * *

“Oh my gosh, I can’t believe she kissed Banger!”

“Yeah, well, I think everyone else could believe it, Tay. And I think that might have been the point?”

“I mean, yeah, I guess I know Shane Peters has been all over her, so was that to get him off her back, do you think? To be like, no, I have a boyfriend.”

In the passenger seat, Willa sighs. “No, Taylor. I think it was because Shane Peters has been calling her a lesbo. A lot. And you know how when I say stuff to Max, she listens? She knows it’s not good to get outed.”

Taylor nods. “Right,” she says. “Right. Got it.” For a moment she almost forgets where she is and what she’s doing, and she almost shifts out of drive before the fact that she’s driving right freaking now sinks in.

Whoa. She’s also speeding. She pulls back on the gas, and the car and Willa both seem to relax at the same time.

“Sorry,” she says.

“Don’t worry about it,” Willa says. “Just don’t do sixty on this street ever again, okay?”

“Right,” Taylor says. “Right.”

“And keep your hand off the gear shift until we get home.”

“Sure.”

“And don’t worry about Max. That was just a performance.”

“You really think so?”

“Taylor,” Willa says, shifting in her seat, “how can you be so antsy about this? Max is crazy about you. It’s obvious every time she looks at you. Plus, didn’t she, like, tell you?”

“I know,” Taylor says awkwardly. She checks her speed again, because she doesn’t feel super in control right now; she’s a hair over. She relaxes her foot again. “It’s just that I keep thinking, well, she’s a girl now, right? And girls like guys. Mostly.” She wants to screw her eyes shut and reset her brain. She knows she’s being stupid, because Maxine outright told her that she likes her, that she can’t stop thinking about her, but she can’t seem to push the dumb thoughts out of her head. She just keeps seeing Maxine kissing Banger, over and over. In slow motion. “Listen, can you text her? Tell her my parents are out tonight, and ask if she wants to come over and, like, talk. Only if she wants to. I don’t want to pressure her. I don’t want her to feel like she’s got to talk to me just because— Shoot. Just ask her? Please?”

“Did you want me to put your entire anxious ramble in the text, or just ask if she wants to come over?”

“Willa—”

“I’m texting, I’m texting.” It takes only a few moments for Willa to send the text, and then they have to sit awkwardly—drive awkwardly, in Taylor’s case—while they wait for the reply. It comes quickly, at least. “‘Rain check.’” Willa reads. “Huh. Oh no, wait,” she adds before Taylor can truly spiral into a panic, “She sent another. And another. This is— Does she always text like this?”

Taylor grits her teeth for a second. “What does she say?”

“Avery called. Something’s up with her. An emergency. So Max is going to call her. Might take a while.”

“That’s exactly what she said?”

“I’m paraphrasing, but yes, it’s what she said.”

“Shoot.”

“Look, Tay,” Willa says, dropping her phone into her lap, “we can still have a fun night, right? Just you and me? And you can go over to see Max in the morning.”

“I guess so.”

“Taylor—”

“Look, I’m sorry. She makes me crazy. She makes me stupid. And I know that must be a chore to deal with, but—”

“All I was going to say was, do you wanna get high tonight?”

“No,” Taylor says decisively. “I think I wanna get drunk.”

* * *

It’s been a long time—whole weeks—since Maxine last truly resented Southern California, but she’s feeling it now. She’s feeling the distance between here and New York, the thousands upon thousands of miles. It’s fucking straining at her, pulling her down, and it’s all she can do to fight through it, to stay upright, to keep talking, to keep listening.

“Cuppa,” Jim whispers, placing a hot mug of tea down on the table in front of her.

Maxine briefly covers the mouthpiece to say, “Thanks,” and then returns her attention to Avery.

“There’s a biscuit as well,” Jim adds, but he leaves before she can ask him why the hell he’s serving a biscuit with a hot drink. Then she remembers: that’s what they call cookies. And, sure enough, there’s a little one on a plate next to her tea. It looks like someone stretched out an Oreo and colored its insides brown.

“Sorry,” she says down the phone, “I missed that. Jim was bringing me a biscuit.”

“Jim?” Avery says, her voice still quivering.

“My friend. He was giving me a ride home when you texted, so we stopped at his place so I could call.”

“Oh. Right. Sure. I’m— It’s good you’re making friends, Max. Guy friends, I mean. Non-unpleasant guy friends.”

She probably shouldn’t tell Avery that she’s kissing her guy friends now.

Shit, though. Avery’s life is fucked. She’s been laying it all out, and it’s had Maxine wanting to buy a plane ticket and go right back to New York just so she can hug her.

Rebecca, Avery’s girlfriend, has been outed at her school. She goes to one of those fancy schools, the ones that make their students wear a uniform for no reason Maxine’s ever been able to work out. The uniform certainly doesn’t make the students any more civilized: Rebecca’s been coming in to find slurs scrawled on her locker, and she’s been tripped and pushed in the corridors. And she was dealing with all that okay, Avery said, until yesterday, when two of the girls dragged her into a bathroom and dunked her head in the toilet.

Yeah. Maxine doesn’t need to wonder what the equivalent of the homophobic bullying she received is for girls; turns out, it’s basically the same fucking thing.

Rebecca broke it off with Avery. She likes her, she really does, but she also needs to make it to graduation. Maxine hates how much she understands that, how much sense it makes to her. Especially because she can’t say so, not with Avery crying down the phone with her.

Avery’s been hugging her bear, the one she and Max got together that one time. Maxine’s been hugging a cushion off of the couch.

It’s not the same and it’s not enough.

“Max,” Avery says, “what the fuck am I going to do? We’ve been back two days, and I’m the school lesbo, and I don’t have Becca anymore, and I don’t have you, and I… Shit. Jess and Claire are catching hell because of me, too. I’m trying to not be seen with them, but that means it’s just me… and I’m alone… and I hate it, Max. I fucking hate it.”

“I’m so sorry,” Maxine whispers. She’s only kind of half in her Maxwell voice, but Avery hasn’t said anything about it. Cross-country call quality isn’t good enough that she sounds all that different, maybe.

“Cassie Otterson got me with a compass. Oh, she said it was an accident, and of course Mr McLaurin believed her, because he wants to fuck her.”

Maxine finds herself nodding. Yeah, Mr McLaurin always did want to fuck Sherri Pitchford’s whole putrid clique. It was so obvious. Disgusting little man.

“She ‘got you’? With a fucking compass?”

“In the arm. Yesterday. Mom took me to get a tetanus shot, and when I got home, Rebecca called to break up with me. This morning there was a fucking compass in my locker. Christ, Max, I can’t go back to that school.”

“So don’t,” Maxine says, sitting up. “You don’t need to graduate high school anyway. You’re a gymnast.”

Avery’s reply is preempted by a noisy and slightly disgusting sniff. It goes on for a while. “Yeah,” she says. “Yeah, I should do that. Tell Mom I’m betting it all on the Olympics.” She laughs wetly. “She’d go for that, I’m sure.”

“Can you talk to a teacher, or…?” Maxine trails off, because no, Avery almost definitely can’t talk to a teacher. She can’t think of a single one who would give a shit. They never did a damn thing when Maxine was getting called a fag and routinely having her things stolen. “Sorry. Dumb idea. California sun’s getting to me.”

“Hah, right,” Avery says, and Maxine can hear the faintest smile in her voice. “It’s been raining all week here but of course it’s sunny down there. I bet you’re in shorts all the time.”

Max looks down at herself; she’s still in her cheer uniform. “Um, yeah,” she says, and she’s not exactly lying: she is wearing bike shorts under her skirt.

“I wanna see that. Wanna see you getting a tan. God, I miss you, Max.”

“Miss you, too. Especially now.”

“Come see me,” Avery says, her voice modulating a little, like she just rolled over in bed. “Come visit the ol’ Big Apple.”

“I’d love to,” Maxine says, “but I’m cleaned out. My whole family’s cleaned out.”

“Oh yeah. Moving’s expensive. Duh. Maybe I’ll come see you. You can buy plane tickets for—” and there are fabric noises as she shifts around on her bed, “—eighteen dollars, right?”

“You might need a little more than that.”

“Well, shit. Because I have eighteen dollars. I just counted.”

“You know you can always call, right?” Maxine says. “Or text, and I’ll run for a phone. Like right now.”

“I know. It’s not the same.”

“Yeah.”

They don’t return to the topic of Avery’s troubles at school, but they talk for a while after. Maxine wants so much to tell Avery everything that’s been going on with her, but it’s just too heavy to drop on her when she’s dealing with so much shit, so she edits, tells her about the cheer squad and her classes and leaves out all the stuff about wearing a skirt. Jim brings Maxine another cup of tea when she gets done with her first, and another bourbon cream—which is apparently what the biscuit is called, though it doesn’t taste alcoholic. She looks over a few times, trying to see how he’s keeping himself busy while she takes up his phone line, but he’s using his computer, that’s all she can see.

When finally she hangs up the phone, she feels like she’s been talking for days. She drops the handset into its cradle and sits back on the couch, stretching and moaning.

“Jesus,” she mutters, rubbing the feeling back into her limbs.

“I heard some of that,” Jim says, coming over to join her with his cup of tea. “Was it as bad as it sounded?”

“Worse. Being outed at high school? Not good.”

“Right. Oh,” he adds, and pulls his phone out of his pocket, “I texted your brother, like you asked. He says you owe him big time, and your mom thinks you’re at Willa’s. You and some guys called… Uh. Sorry. It was just a bunch of names. I can’t remember them.”

“Thanks, Jim,” Maxine says. God, she sounds as tired as she feels. A full day of school, a full cheer practice, and then that? She could sleep for a month.

“No, thank you,” Jim says.

“Um. Why?”

Jim waggles his phone back and forth. “Now I’ve got your brother’s number.”

“Oh,” Maxine says. “Shit.”

* * *

Garrett’s lounging around downstairs when they get back and, astonishingly, he’s not even stoned yet, which usually means he’s got plans to go elsewhere and do more interesting—or at least more varied—drugs.

“Hey,” he calls.

“Hey,” Willa replies.

Taylor rolls her eyes at him. “You’re gonna be out of here, right?” she says, marching into the living room and leaning on the back of the couch. “We kinda have plans.”

“Let me guess,” he says, muting the TV. “Your plans are to steal my weed and giggle at bad movies all night.”

“Actually,” Willa says, “Taylor’s talked me round on stealing your mom’s alcohol instead.”

“Oh, shit, Taylor, no. She’s going to notice if you keep at it the way you have been. Just take something from my room, okay? I don’t know exactly what’s in my mini-fridge, but as long as you pay me back, I officially don’t care if you take it.”

“Fine,” Taylor grumps. “You’re going out, right?”

“Soon as Banger gets here,” Garrett says with a nod.

“Um,” Willa says, awkwardly knotting her fingers together, “that might not happen for a while. He’s… kinda helping Max right now.”

“What?” Garrett says.

“Max is still with Banger?” Taylor exclaims. “Why didn’t you say so before?”

“You were in control of a vehicle,” Willa says. “I didn’t want to give you any information that might, you know, alarm you.”

“Banger and Max?” Garrett says, suddenly grinning. “That’s… Whoa. I mean, okay, I can see it, actually; he’s always been into weird shit—”

“Maxine is not weird,” Taylor says.

“—and she is cute, if you pretend you don’t know what sex she is, or I guess if you don’t care—”

“She’s a girl, Garrett.”

“—and you’ve got to admit, they’ve got a very British-sounding couple name…”

“They’re not dating,” Willa says. “Jim just did her a favor, is all. Her friend from back home? Avery? She had an emergency. Jim let her use his phone.”

“That’s what she said in her texts?” Taylor demands. “That she was going to Banger’s place to, what, make a call? And that’s all?”

“Yes. Promise.”

“Okay. Good!”

“Taylor, you’re still being crazy.”

“I know.”

* * *

“Ugh,” Maxine mutters, leaning her head back far enough on the couch that she’s looking mostly at the ceiling, “I don’t want to go home.”

“What’s so bad about home?” Jim asks. He’s brought them both another cup of tea and, in deference to the fact that Maxine probably won’t be eating a real dinner tonight, he’s made her a sandwich. She asked for a PB&J but he refused to make her such an abomination, so she’s got grilled cheese. Jim, for his part, has made himself toast with what looks like tar spread on it.

“Gotta be Maxwell there. And the first couple of days after school, it wasn’t so bad, you know? It was almost fun, getting to be me all day, and then getting to sit at the table and be the guy my mom thinks I am. I told her all these really comforting lies about Maxwell’s life, about all the friends he made and all the fun he had.”

“But?”

“Turns out, lying to my mom sucks, actually. I mean, fuck, Jim! Her son’s gone. He’s gone and he’s never coming back, and I, me, the girl who replaced him… I’m just faking him for as long as I can. And I’m not even the kind of girl she would’ve wanted for a daughter. Mom, when she was my age? She rode motorbikes. I’m a fucking cheerleader.”

Jim takes a bite out of his toast, and when he speaks next, his teeth are slightly stained with his weird tarlike sandwich spread. Maxine’s glad she kissed him before he put that stuff in his mouth. “And you’re not going to tell her who you really are, are you?” he says. “You probably should, you know.”

“You sound like my brother.” Maxine takes an aggressive bite out of her grilled cheese. It’s good. There’s mustard.

“Then I’ve probably got a point, then, don’t I?”

“No,” she says with her mouth full.

“I’m not going to lecture you, Max,” he says. “But, speaking as someone who has seen you both ways… You’re the same person. You’re still her kid. You’ve just… found the shape that suits you. Is there a chance she’ll see it that way?”

“She’s Catholic. And she’s serious about it. Or, I guess, she’s serious about being seen to be serious about it. You know any good Catholic boys who up and became girls one day?”

“Other than you? No.”

“My point,” Maxine says, and attacks her sandwich once more. “Shit,” she adds, talking with her mouth full again and not caring at all, “Clay’s been trying to coach me to be a better Maxwell. He thinks I’ve forgotten how.”

“And have you?”

She shrugs. “Yeah, pretty much. The thing is… Maxwell was miserable. Like, he was concentrated misery. It defined him, I think. He had one thing he loved, one thing that made everything make sense, and it was taken away. Without that… Actually, no, I’m wrong. Maxwell wasn’t defined by misery; he was defined by ignorance. He was the version of me that didn’t know who he was. Hell, he didn’t even know why gymnastics made him feel good. Why it was such an escape.” She taps herself on the chest and feels the reverberation in her sensitive nipples. Timely reminder. “I do. I know. And it’s the kind of thing that when you work it out, it changes you in a way there’s no coming back from. I left Maxwell behind, somewhere back there, and now all the roads back to him are closed.”

Jim’s shaking his head, and Maxine wants to snap at him, demand to know what she’s doing that inspires disapproval, but she bites down on it. He’s probably just trying to express solidarity or something, or giving voice to some confusing Welsh emotion she’s not qualified to understand. She needs to take a breath: she’s tired, she’s emotional, and she’s— Oh, right; she’s due a pill.

“One second,” she says, holding up a finger. She reaches down by the couch where she stashed her bags and rummages around until she finds her tray of pills. The advantage of birth control over other forms of hormone therapy: if anybody at school catches her with them, well, it’s the kind of thing that’s easy to explain away, being a teenage girl. Less easy if Mom finds them, but that’s why she cut a little flap in the lining of her bag to keep them in. She pops one out into her palm, cups her hand over her mouth, and chases it down with tea.

“How are you doing on those?” Jim asks as she returns the tray to its hiding place.

“Well, I don’t have boobs yet.”

He laughs. “You feel good, though?”

“Yeah. I feel good. Not about—” she gestures at the phone, “—all that shit, or about my Mom and stuff, but… Yeah. I feel like me. It’s the weirdest feeling.”

“S’funny,” Jim says, leaning back with the remains of his gross-looking toast, “normally people have to do highly illegal drugs to get as in touch with themselves as you are. But they give yours out at Planned Parenthood.”

Maxine smiles tiredly at him. “I’m a rebel.” The phone’s still in the corner of her eye, and she finds herself drawn to it, as if she could pick it up and find Avery still on the line, waiting for her, breathing heavily and wetly and no longer crying only because she’s been falling apart all day, and there’s nothing left of her that hasn’t already collapsed. “Shit,” she whispers to herself. “I’m sorry, Avery.”

“You okay, kiddo?”

She falls back into the couch again. “Not really,” she says. “I’m tired, Jim. I feel old, you know? Too old to be only eighteen. Like, I’ve been dealing with stupid bullshit for years now, and it just won’t go away. And when I remove myself from it, when I leave the fucking city, the fucking state to get away from it, I find a whole new variation on it here, down in sunny California. And it comes for Avery, too. And Willa and Eddie. You know what I mean, though, don’t you?”

“Me?”

“A Black Welsh guy in America who likes girls and boys? Either you played hide and seek with your real self like the rest of us, or you got the shit kicked out of you in school.”

He frowns and looks away. “Six of one,” he says, “half a fucking dozen of the other.” Laughing humorlessly down his nose, he picks up one of the little brown cookies from the open pack and starts picking it apart, pulling off the top and exposing the chocolate cream inside. “Why do you think I started hanging with Garrett? He was cool—don’t laugh, Maxine, he was—and he was smart and he was cute—again, don’t laugh.”

“I won’t. Promise.”

“He was a good guy, and unlike most of the guys I had class with, he’d talk to me. And he had the weed hookup.” Jim bites into the dry half-cookie, laying down the other half, the half with the cream on, on his empty plate. “I think I was a little bit in love with him for a while there. Unfortunately for me, Garrett Scott is as straight as an arrow.” His eyebrows pinch. “Probably, anyway. He might just not care about sex at all.”

Jim’s quiet, seems to be turning inward. Maxine tries to pull him out of it. “Did you date in high school?” she asks. “Any cute guys or girls?”

Jim finishes the dry half-cookie before he answers. “One or two. Nothing serious.” He smiles again, and meets Maxine’s eyes for the first time in a while. “I guess high school didn’t get any less awful since I left, huh.”

“Let me see…” Maxine starts counting on her fingers. “Avery’s girlfriend got bullied bad enough for being gay that she broke them up. Avery spent the summer getting harassed by the popular girls and yesterday she got stabbed with a compass. Willa and Eddie are fake-dating so they don’t get outed. And Taylor and I… We basically outright told each other we like each other, and yet we can’t do anything about it in case anybody finds out.”

“Yeah,” Jim says, sighing, “that sounds about right.” And then his eyebrows fully knot. “Wait, Taylor’s into you?”

“Yeah.” It pulls a smile out of Maxine, despite everything.

“Like, into girl you?”

Maxine nods. “It’s been a fucking ride. First, I like her but I can’t do anything about it, because she’s got a boyfriend. Then she breaks up with her boyfriend but, oops, it’s too late, because I’m already a girl. Then she figures out she likes girls, actually, but I still don’t know if she likes me because, well, not exactly a real girl.”

“Could have fooled me,” Jim says.

“At least we know now.”

“And you’re… what? Why aren’t you doing anything about it?” He holds up a hand to stop Maxine repeating herself. “I know, I know, you don’t want anyone at school to find out. But you have houses, don’t you? Who’s to say you can’t be secret girlfriends?”

“Because…” And Maxine stops. Because all along it seemed kinda obvious, but only when she didn’t spell it out, when she didn’t confront it. And now that she’s doing so, what seemed obvious is revealing itself to be, actually, fucking stupid. “Because we wouldn’t be able to be normal around each other at school?”

“That’s so dumb,” Jim says.

“No, yeah,” Maxine says, “I’m getting that. I’m really getting that. It’s just that, like, Willa said… And then with Avery…”

“Those are warnings, Maxine. Object lessons, like. Not instructions you have to follow.”

“Yeah. Yeah. Shit. I’m so stupid.”

Jim grins at her. “You’re eighteen. It’s a stupid age.” He picks up the other piece of his bisected biscuit off his plate, sticks it half-in, half-out of his mouth like it’s a weirdly shaped cigarette, and says, “You want a ride?”

“A ride where?” Maxine asks. She’s still kinda reeling.

“To Taylor’s.” Jim stands and starts putting on his jacket. “I’m doing a thing with Gar, assuming he hasn’t fallen asleep or something, so you can come along and kiss your girl and stuff. Sound good?”

“Sounds good. Sounds… really fucking good.” She almost laughs as she says it. Jesus, she’s let herself get all wound up about something so simple! It’s so stupid to panic about being seen to touch each other or whatever at school, because again, who’s going to think that makes them lesbians? They’re cheerleaders! And Taylor has a very public history of dating guys, and Maxine… Maxine kissed Jim in front of half the cheer squad and half the football team.

It’s just like the girl thing. Nobody expects her to be a guy under her skirt. And nobody expects her to be a lesbian. Not even with Shane Peters refusing to shut up about it. Straight girls get touchy with each other all the time; when she was Maxwell, she used to see it and feel something deep and unpleasant that she now recognizes as yearning.

Stupid, stupid, stupid.

Paranoia can save you, but it can also tie you in knots.

“Earth to Maxine?” Jim says.

“Shit,” Maxine says, shaking her head. “Yes.” She stands, smooths out her cheer skirt, and starts gathering up her things.

“You ready to go see Taylor? Maybe even kiss her?”

“Yeah. I mean, if she wants to.”

“She’ll want to.” He’s waiting by the front door, smiling broadly. “Who wouldn’t want you?”

Maxine looks down at herself, at the girl she’s been pretty fucking proud, lately, of becoming.

“Good point,” she says, matching his smile.

“And I’m only assuming,” Jim says, swinging the door open, “that this means you don’t want to borrow my clothes anymore, right?”

She doesn’t dignify that with a response. She just hands him one of her bags, and they head down the outside stairs together.

* * *

Taylor found a bunch of twist-top bottles of alcoholic soda in Garrett’s mini-fridge, and they turned out to be very tasty but also very strong, especially on an empty stomach, and she’s just thinking of pausing the movie that she hasn’t really been paying attention to anyway and suggesting they call for takeout or maybe burn down the house trying to heat up a frozen pizza when Willa, sitting behind her, hiccups.

Willa hiccups, and her thighs briefly press against Taylor’s shoulders, because Taylor’s sitting on the floor and Willa’s on the couch, her legs splayed. She’s been playing with Taylor’s hair for the last… five minutes? Half an hour? And it’s been nice. They haven’t had many chances to be close like they used to lately.

Taylor’s been all about Max. And, yeah, understandable, but she can’t let herself neglect Willa, because they got each other through, like, all of high school so far, and there’s not a single secret they’re keeping from each other, and— and Willa’s just special.

She’s special, and Taylor’s so happy she’s found someone. They talked a little about her girl, Natalia, and how she consistently makes Willa laugh when they text and when they call. They’ve only seen each other twice in the flesh, and once was the night at the club when they met, but like Willa says, even if the relationship doesn’t develop into anything, it’s just good to have another queer girl to talk to.

It’s good to build a world with someone in which you’re the normal ones, where you don’t have to hide all the time.

“Sorry,” Willa says, giggling lightly. Rolling back on the couch, she lifts her legs up and over Taylor’s head, tucking them under herself and letting Taylor stand, which she does.

Taylor stretches. Wow. How long was she down there?

“Oh my gosh, Willa,” she mumbles. “I’m so stiff!”

Willa laughs into her hand. “Stiff,” she says. “Funny word.”

They’ve been talking about Max, too. Not as much as Taylor wants, but Taylor wants to talk about her all the time, so she figures she needs to get used to expressing herself in moderation where Maxine is concerned.

She told her about the kiss, though. And it was just a little one! On the cheek! Willa told her off, anyway. Drunkenly. Because they’d had three bottles each before Taylor thought to check the alcohol content, and then another one each before it occurred to them that, maybe, they ought to slow down.

Taylor’s going to owe Garrett so much money.

Hah. Garrett. He’s in the den, availing himself of Dad’s other sound system, sulking because Banger’s busy with Max and not busy with him. Stupid guys. Banger’s just doing her a favor! It’s not like she’s replacing him in Banger’s life or anything! People can have more than one friend!

Yeah. Guys are stupid.

“Hey, Taylor,” Willa says. “Hey, Taylor. Hey—”

“Yeah?” Taylor replies, swaying a little.

“Help me up. I need to— I need to eat something.”

“That’s what I was going to do!” Taylor realizes. “That’s why I got up! I was going to get us food.” She looks very seriously down at Willa. “You want food?”

“I want up.”

“Sure. Sure.”

Taylor holds out both arms, and Willa grabs them by the wrists, wrapping her hands around Taylor’s forearms. It’s a good hold, a strong hold, a cheerleader hold, and that’s probably why, instead of pulling Willa up, Taylor falls straight forward.

She twists at the last moment, bouncing mostly off the couch cushions and only a little off Willa, but it doesn’t matter, because Willa’s giggling again, giggling and snorting and having to wipe her mouth after.

“You fell,” Willa observes, holding her face still and sensible for like half a second before she cracks and starts laughing.

“I fell,” Taylor agrees, muffled by the couch cushion.

They dig her out. It’s ungainly and it takes a little while, but they manage it, and end up sitting facing forward on the couch next to each other, breathing heavily. Everything’s too easy when you’re drunk. Too easy and really, really hard, like you could climb Everest in a single step, but at the top you’d find yourself struggling to breathe and needing a lie down.

Taylor laughs at herself. There are other reasons you’d find it hard to breathe on top of Everest…

“Tay?” Willa says.

“Yeah?”

“S’funny.”

“Wha’s funny?”

“You. Liking girls. You liking girls all along. That—” Willa belches indelicately, “—is what is funny.”

“What’s not to like?” Taylor says. “Girls are good. Maxine’s good.”

“Not just Maxine.”

“No. True.”

“Tay?”

“Yeah?”

“I’m going to start seeing Nalia— Nalia—” She blinks a few times and tries again. “I’m going to start seeing Natalia. Properly. We talked about it. And we think it’s worth it. We’re gonna— We’re gonna try. We’re just gonna be careful. We can’t really do stuff in each other’s rooms much, but there’s the club, and there’s prob’ly other places. We’re gonna do it. And— And—”

Taylor rolls her head over on the couch cushion. It feels heavy, unnaturally so, but there’s something in Willa’s voice that makes her want to look at her. That makes her need to look at her.

Willa’s crying. Soft, silent tears that shine in the low light.

“Willa?”

“And it’s not fair,” Willa continues, still facing forward, “that I get this and you don’t. I’ve spent all week being the sensible one, looking for reasons that you shouldn’t… that you shouldn’t have what you want. I was being so sensible, Tay. Like I am. Like I always am.”

“You were right,” Taylor says. She’s pushing herself to concentrate, to listen carefully, to speak clearly. This is important.

“I was full of shit,” Willa says quickly, messily. She leans on her knees and laughs bitterly. “I was so fucking full of it. But it’s not fair. And I’m not fair. And— And nothing is fair…”

“What’s not fair, Willa?” Taylor asks, leaning forward to meet her.

“Just once?” Willa whispers. “Just once, okay?”

“Willa?”

And then Willa takes Taylor’s hand, and with her other hand she guides Taylor’s face toward hers. They meet too hard, their mouths bashing into each other. Taylor’s lips press painfully against her teeth, and she tries to pull away, but now Willa’s hand is on the back of her head, and Willa’s kissing her, and it’s messy, it’s so freaking messy and wet and clumsy.

Willa pulls suddenly away. Stands up. Trips. Falls to the floor. Lands on her hands and her butt. Looks up at Taylor.

“I’m sorry,” she says. “I’m sorry. Christ, I’m sorry. But I had to— I had to know…”

What the absolute freaking hell just happened?

* * *

She changed out of her cheer uniform on the way over. She made Jim promise not to look—he said, sure, love, he’ll be busy watching the road, anyway—and she climbed awkwardly into his back seat to dig the outfit she wore to school today out of her gym bag. It wasn’t exactly easy or dignified, but she managed to get dressed without injuring herself more than just bumping her elbow on the window a couple times.

It would have been cool to show up in her uniform, all romantic and shit, but something in Maxine has been insisting that she wants to do this as her, as all of her, and cheering is merely an aspect of that. A recent and very surprising one, at that; though that goes for, like, the whole entire rest of her personality lately.

It makes sense in her head, and that’s enough for her. Even though it probably shouldn’t, given all the other dumb shit she’s been keeping in there lately.

But that’s what she’s here to fix! And also Jim’s here, to hang with Garrett, probably. They were going to go out, but it’s gotten kinda late, so they’ll probably just get high and watch bad movies. Jim wants to rewatch Phantom Menace, he said, to see if he still hates that despicable lizard guy.

He pulls them into the Scotts’ driveway and tucks his station wagon in front of the second garage, where the trees will mostly hide it from the neighbors—Mrs Scott’s request, apparently: as cars go, it’s not the most attractive. He insists on carrying both of Max’s bags, and she insists on taking one of them off of him, because she’s an athlete and she has muscles and fuck you, that’s why. He grins at her and hands over the lighter one.

At the front door, she straightens her skirt, smooths down her shirt, and nods.

Jim knocks.

But when Taylor eventually comes to the door, unsteady on her feet and with wide, bloodshot eyes, with Willa following limply after her, looking very clearly like she’s been crying, Maxine forgets everything she came here to do. She lets her bag drop to the floor and she rushes forward, taking Taylor’s hand and holding out an arm so Willa can stumble into her embrace.

“What happened?” she asks urgently. “Is everything okay?”

“Maxine,” Willa says, heavy against her shoulder, “I’m a fucking bitch.”


chapter eighteen

ON THE OUTSIDE

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

“You might be. Mostly, I think you’re drunk.”

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

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

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

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

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

“Thanks,” Maxine says.

“Welcome.”

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

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

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

“Maxine…” Taylor says.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

“I’m bigger.”

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

“Need to talk to you.”

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

“What about—?” Willa starts.

“That goes double for you.”

“Maxine… I’m sorry.”

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

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

Without really knowing why, Maxine half-stands, leans in, and presses her cheek against Willa’s, hoping to comfort her. For a moment, Willa freezes, and then she practically leaps into Maxine, colliding bodily with her and hugging her with what feels like all her strength. And, yeah, she’s pretty strong, actually; not as strong as Taylor, but strong enough that Maxine winces and pulls away, which causes Willa to laugh guiltily.

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

“I’ll live.”

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

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

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

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

“Will do.”

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

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

Avery is reaching out for comfort and finding a ghost.

Ick.

No.

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

Avery would recognize her in a heartbeat.

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

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

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

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

“Eat,” she says. “Drink.”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

“Sorry,” Taylor says. “I feel—” and she looks nauseous for a moment, but it clears. She swallows. “I feel silly. Ambushed by alcohol.”

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

“But—”

“I’ll be back.”

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

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

“Is everything—?”

“Yes. Everything’s okay with me.”

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

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

“You sure?”

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

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

This girl will never hurt her.

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

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

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

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

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

That’s cool.

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

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

She leans against the wall.

Wraps shaking hands around her waist.

Rests her head.

Closes her eyes.

Relives the kiss a thousand times.

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

That kiss can be her fucking world.

And it hasn’t even been their only one.

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

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

“Max?” Garrett whispers.

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

“Hey, Garrett,” she says quietly.

“You get kicked out?”

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

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

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

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

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

“Trying my best, Garrett.”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

* * *

Ick.

Head’s pounding.

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

Oh.

It’s just her heartbeat.

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

Maybe she should risk opening her eyes.

Yeah.

Okay.

On three.

One.

Two.

Three!

…Ow.

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

It’s Maxine.

It’s Maxine!

Or Maxine’s head, at least. The most kissable part of Maxine.

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

She is the cutest damn thing.

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

She kinda wants something with electrolytes, anyway.

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

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

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

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

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

Huh. Glass houses, stones, etc.

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

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

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

“I want a cake.”

“I, uh, don’t think we have cake.”

“Oh,” Garrett says, spacily, “damn.”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

“So’ve you,” Banger says.

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

“Weird name for a band,” she mutters.

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

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

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

“Yeah. Yeah, though.”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

Shoot. Her brain isn’t working right.

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

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

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

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

Together. Exactly where they should be.

* * *

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

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

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

Cool. She can stay right here for now then.

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

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

Maxine, meanwhile, could use a fucking shower.

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

The thought of it is unpleasantly like imagining herself dismembered.

She sits up in bed and cups her hands to her chest, checking that everything’s still in place, as if merely thinking about them slipping away might cause it to happen; they’re fine. Not as solidly attached as she’d like, but they’re secure enough for now, as long as she doesn’t mess with them. Fuck, though; bad enough that her breasts don’t look anything like the real thing, requiring carefully chosen clothing to hide their texture and the obvious join lines. That they can just fucking fall off…

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

Fake girl. Fake fucking girl.

And what was she even thinking, anyway? Last night, about Avery? How is it a foregone conclusion that she’ll take one look at this mess and decide, yeah, I’m glad this half-a-girl came along and replaced Maxwell; I’ll love her just like I loved him.

Imposter.

Fake.

Shit.

Shit!

Breathe, Maxine.

Breathe like you give a fuck.

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

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

Betraying the girl she sees in the mirror.

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

Don’t push it, Maxine.

Look at the ceiling and count those fucking stars.

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

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

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

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

Get up, Maxine.

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

She looks damn good.

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

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

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

…Huh.

She looks at herself in the mirror again, one eyebrow raised, and she just can’t control her smile.

Her girlfriend.

Yeah. That’s kind of a thing now, isn’t it? Isn’t it? They like each other, and Taylor asked for a kiss last night, and she hugged Maxine all night…

Is she jumping the gun?

Maybe.

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

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

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

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

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

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

Well. There’s a solution to both problems.

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


Max: Love you A

Avery: Love you more M

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

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

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

Avery: YOU survived this.

Avery: You survived worse.

Avery: So I feel like a big whiny crybaby.



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


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

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

Max: Okay Jesus calm your tits

Avery: I refuse

Avery: Max my tits are going haywire

Avery: And who the hell says calm your tits

Avery: Is that a cheerleader saying

Max: I don’t think so

Max: It might be Welsh

Avery: Welsh???? 

Max: Look Ave are you okay? Did you take something or something?

Avery: Yes I’m ok

Avery: No I haven’t taken anything

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

Max: What

Max: Who the hell says THAT?

Avery: Me!

Avery: You see I’ve been thinking

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

Avery: Fuck those bitches right?

Max: Right

Max: How?

Avery: You need me to draw you a diagram?

Max: Avery what are you going to do?

Avery: I’m going to fight fire with fire

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

Avery: No!

Max: You’re going to set her on fire?

Avery: Super no

Avery: Although maybe...

Avery: No. I’m bringing in Coach

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

Avery: “Snitches Alley”

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

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

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

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

Avery: Figure I can make up whatever else I need

Max: You’re skipping school?

Max: And how is this fighting fire with fire?

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

Avery: Coach will go for it I’m sure

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

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

Avery: Or get stabbed by it

Max: Shit

Max: That’s actually kinda genius

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

Avery: But then I was never going to anyway

Avery: Not without you

Max: Avery, I’m sorry

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

Avery: Don’t wanna guilt trip you

Avery: We’re both victims in this

Avery: I fully support your Southern California adventure

Avery: Even the cheerleading shit

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

Max: Shit, Avery

Max: Love you

Max: Miss you

Avery: Love you miss you too

Avery: Okay now I’m kinda sad again

Avery: I need a Max hug

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

Max: Because it’s very cool

Max: Taylor and me

Max: We kissed

Max: Like a bunch of times

Max: Avery?

Max: Hey Avery?

Max: Should I not have told you that?

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

Avery: This is AMAZING

Avery: I need to know EVERYTHING

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

Avery: But tonight ok

Avery: Be on AIM

Avery: Fuck, wow

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

Max: Yes and no

Avery: What

Avery: Explain

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

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

Avery: Go kiss her more

Avery: And more and more and more

Avery: Until she says it

Max: Okay I will

Max: Good luck with Coach

Avery: I don’t need luck she loves me

Avery: Like I love you

Avery: Now git!



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

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

That many kisses must mean they’re dating.

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

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

And the hug is a girlfriend hug.

And the kiss is a—

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

“Hi,” Maxine says, matching her smile.

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

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

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

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

“Eat pancakes?” Maxine asks.

“Kiss.”

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

“You had one job!” Garrett yells back.

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

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

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

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

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

“Me too.”

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

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

* * *

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

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

And Maxine’s going to hear that.

Because Willa kissed her.

Like.

Huh.

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

…With her other friends who are girls.

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

Taylor didn’t used to think so, anyway.

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

Nah.

Damn.

Willa’s got a crush on her.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

“Yes,” she says.

She doesn’t say anything else.

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

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

How could you not love someone so gentle?

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

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

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

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

Do straight guys even have lesbian besties?

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

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

* * *

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

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

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

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

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

Willa smiles sadly. “Same.”

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

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

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

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

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

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

“Hey—”

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

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

“With Avery,” Taylor says quietly.

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

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

“Why was it weird?” Willa asks quietly.

“Because I wasn’t me.”

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

“Yeah?”

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

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

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

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

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

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

“Duh. You’re a girl who likes girls.”

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

“Max—” Taylor says.

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

“Good.”

“What are you, Max?” Willa asks.

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

“And?”

“I guess I’m queer?”

“Good girl.”

* * *

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

It was wonderful.

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

* * *

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

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

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

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

“Wish granted?” Taylor suggests.

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

“Yeah?”

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

“Boo,” Taylor comments.

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

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

Warm hands encircle her and draw her in.

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

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

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

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

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

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


chapter nineteen

AVALANCHE

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

Still, a decent performance overall. On her mental scoreboard, Maxwell gets maybe sevens and eights. One asshole judge probably gives out a five, just to keep her humble.

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

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

Okay, it can be shaken a bit.

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

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

Taylor’s a fucking miracle.

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

She covers her mouth first, though. She learned that lesson already. And apparently she’s a Destiny’s Child girl now! That might be more unexpected than the rest of the girl thing.

She hums really loud into the shampoo bottle.

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

Like, actually naturally.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

“You were gone all day yesterday. I got a garbled message from Clay about you being at someone’s house…” She’s still stirring—making up one of her massive batches of meatballs, most of which end up frozen—so Maxine doesn’t rise to it. She just waits, and after a few more moments, her mom rests the wooden spoon on the side of the pot and turns around, folding her arms over her apron. “But you’re here now,” she says, smiling a little, “and that’s good, because—”

She doesn’t get to finish because as soon as it’s safe to do so, Maxine jumps up from her stool, walks right over to her, and pulls her into a hug. She hugs her tight, and it doesn’t take her mom more than a second to get over her surprise and hug her back.

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

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

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

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

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

Understatement.

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

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

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

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

“Mom—”

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

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

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

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

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

“But it’s Taylor’s birthday, Mom.”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

“Yeah. Yeah, Mom, I can.”

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

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

“Hey!” her mom squeals. “Careful!”

Laughing—and carefully maintaining her lower register—Maxine disengages and backs away, leaving the kitchen for the living room, thinking that that could have gone better, but that it could also have gone a lot worse. Yes, she’s got to show up for church next Sunday, which means she’s not going to be able to stick around at Taylor’s for breakfast, and that sucks, but as long as Taylor knows that she’s got to go early, it’s fine.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

“Really?”

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

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

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

For the first time in forever, she’s happy, and if they have eyes in their heads, they can see that. Of course it will change her.

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

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

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

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

“No, really?”

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

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

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

“Max…”

“Maybe Maxwell’s a girl now.”

“Oh my God.”

“Okay. Fine. What should I change?”

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

“It’s comfortable!”

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

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

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

“And don’t cross your legs!”

“I wasn’t gonna.”

“You were gonna.”

“I wasn’t gonna.”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

“Oh?” she says.

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

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

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

Yeah. It’s going pretty well.

* * *

It sucks the big one to not get to see Maxine on Saturday night or at all on Sunday, but on Saturday she was talking to Avery again—her Coach went for it, apparently, the whole dumb plan to skip classes; madness, Taylor still thinks, but at least it’s madness with purpose—and on Sunday she was jamming with Justin’s little sister and then immediately after had to hang with her parents so they wouldn’t get too mad at her for skipping church. Which is a total bummer, because Maxine can’t even use her past good behaviour to get out of church this Sunday! Parents—Moms especially—should know how important your best friend’s eighteenth birthday party is, and not require you to get up obscenely early the next day to go get Catholicked at.

They talked it over, though, and agreed that while it sucks, it’s not the absolute worst thing in the world. Like, there are going to be people at Taylor’s party who don’t and can’t know about the whole thing where Maxine and Taylor are monumentally gay for each other, so they can’t exactly spend the whole night being girlfriends. But the week after? When all churchy obligations are out of the way? When Taylor’s got more time to herself? And, kinda importantly, when Taylor’s officially eighteen and thus can do whatever she wants? That’s when they’re going to be real girlfriends.

She can’t wait. And like, yeah, they’re real girlfriends this week, too, but between family, school, practice… Their timing’s been kinda terrible, really.

But they’ll get there. They’ll discharge their various responsibilities and then they’ll have nothing but time for each other.

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

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

Double shoot. This sucks!

At least Taylor gets to watch her girlfriend make kissy faces at herself in the vanity mirror.

“You look hot, Maxine,” she says.

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

“With that skirt? Absolutely not.”

“Cool.”

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

Maxine looks around. They’re parked at the McDonald’s close to school, which has been their first and most convenient place for Maxine to put herself together—though they’re actively looking for better places—because it builds up the myth of her tyrant Mom. Random classmates will drive past and see Maxine applying lipstick in a fast-food parking lot and remember, oh yeah, that’s the Giordano girl, whose mom is weird about letting her look nice for some reason. The downside? The random classmates.

“Better not,” Maxine says with a sigh.

“Yeah.”

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

This super-duper double extra-sucks! With freaking whipped cream on top!

* * *

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

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

“Wow,” Dominique breathes, “that’s… Okay, so it’s not exactly exotic, I guess.”

“Exotic places are hot,” Kennedy says. “Wales is— It’s in England, right?”

“Close by,” Maxine says. She’d laugh, but she’s hardly an expert on non-American geography herself. Or American geography, come to think of it.

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

“He’s got an accent.”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

Kennedy and her clique are kinda nice, actually.

* * *

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

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

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

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

Total bullcrap, obviously.

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

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

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

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

“Gotta go, ladies,” she says, slamming her locker shut and hauling her bag up onto her shoulder. “I’m driving Maxine home again. Gonna grab her from the staff locker room so she doesn’t have to do the jerk slalom alone.” There. Simple. Just because she knows why she’s in such a hurry, doesn’t mean anyone else will guess.

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

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

“Who signed for her then?”

“Maybe she batted those pretty long eyelashes for Daddy,” Dominique says, and that’s gross enough that Taylor picks up the pace, though as the locker room door shuts behind her, she’s amused to hear Kennedy telling her off for being, yes, gross, and Dominique defensively arguing that dads are putty in their daughters’ hands, and it doesn’t mean anything else except that dads are easily manipulated. 

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

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

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

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

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

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

“Um…”

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

“Oh. Sure. Gimme a second.”

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

“Taylor?” Maxine says.

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

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

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

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

* * *

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

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

Maxine’s gotten fully into the rhythm at school now. Her classes are fine, and she’s even found some nice, normal people to talk to in a few of them: guys who don’t stare at her chest or her legs too intently or for too long; girls who inexplicably don’t spend their time after school standing on other girls’ shoulders and discovering religion every time Meredith wobbles. And, sure, she doesn’t get to go over to Taylor’s most nights, but by the end of practice, she’s always exhausted, humming with fatigue and aching like crazy; all she wants is to go home, eat a plausible percentage of whatever Mom’s reheating that night, and crash out in her room. Sometimes Clay joins her. Sometimes she chats with Avery on AIM. And she always talks to Taylor, no matter what.

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

She thought she would be more nervous. But she’s performed for an audience before. Not a high-school-football-sized audience, no, but if anything, it’s easier; judges are watching you for form, for execution, for screwups, but high school boys mostly want to see girls jumping around and jiggling. And yeah, she’s kinda squicked out about that part of it. About everything else, though? She’s excited as all hell. And how could she not be? The atmosphere today is electric.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

“It’s game day!” he yells.

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

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

Shit. Singled out. “Um…”

“Maxine?”

“Go for it, Max,” Willa says.

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

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

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

Maxine waits.

Just for a beat.

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

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

That guy didn’t know shit.

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

Maxine’s ears are ringing.

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

Go Titans and stuff. Yeah.

* * *

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

“Dunno,” Willa says.

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

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

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

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

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

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

“This is a fake stadium?”

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

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

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

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

“‘People’ did, huh?” Willa says.

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

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

She laughed at the skits. Which was heroic.

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

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

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

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

* * *

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

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

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

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

“Ah. Yeah. Got it.”

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

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

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

“How come?”

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

“Where is Sanoria, anyway?”

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

“Have you been?”

“Ick! No! I looked it up online.”

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

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

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

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

“Do we have a dissenting opinion?”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

“More than yours, you said.”

“Dominique.”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

This is beyond everything she ever expected.

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

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

Yeah.

Yeah!

She doesn’t need to think.

She just needs to do.

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

She can do anything.

* * *

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

The guys are going to score, and you’ll cheer until they do, and you’ll cheer when they do, and when those points go up on the board they belong to you a little, like they belong to the team, the coaches, the crowd, the whole freaking world.

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

* * *

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

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

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

“Maxine!”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

That’s my boy, she would have said.

She would have been so fucking proud.

Shit.

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

Shit, shit, shit.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

“Shit,” Maxine says.

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

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

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

“Shit,” Maxine says again.

“Hence us dragging you away,” Dominique says.

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

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

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

Which might not survive contact with reality.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

Well, shit. Now or never.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

“You were freaking. Now you’re not.”

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

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

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

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

“Why?”

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

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

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

* * *

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

Which, ick. It should be. And if she’s gotten away with it somehow, good!

Sucks to have missed it. She wants to be there for Maxine’s every revelation.

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

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

“Gordo was creeping,” Shannon says.

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

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

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

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

“Dork.”

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

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

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

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

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

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

“Go,” Kennedy says. “We’ll take her.”

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

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

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

* * *

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

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

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

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

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

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

“She recruited you, didn’t she?”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

“‘Bring clothes’?” Kennedy says. “Sorry. I can read upside down. You should learn, if you can’t. But Maxine, you’re telling him to bring you clothes?”

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

“Been there,” Dominique says.

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

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

“Oh. Yeah. Sure.”

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

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

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

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

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

“You gotta show us!” Shannon pipes up.

“Oh, no. God no.”

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

“In a good way?”

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

A couple minutes later and Clay’s there, stopped in the Crown Vic in the lot outside, texting Maxine and tapping the horn to summon her. When she gets there, though, he’s out of the car already, engine off, which means both that she gets to hug him and that he gets exposed to the girls.

Clay does his big brother routine, and it’s funny to see Shannon and Sherry reduced to giggles at his lame jokes. Then he admits that, sorry, he’s got to use the bathroom, that he should have gone before he left, but he got her text and was just, like, outta there, and while he’s gone, Kennedy says to her, “God, Maxine, your brother is so hot.”

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

“Oh!” Kennedy says. “Yum.”

* * *

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

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

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

But yeah. This is good. This is wonderful.

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

* * *

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

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

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

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

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

All she wants to do is sleep.

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


chapter twenty

HOMILY

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.

Although maybe it is for Avery right now, actually, with her practicing more, skipping classes, going for broke.

Maybe that’s why Avery was always better. She can do this on her own; Maxine needs a whole squad to motivate her.

“Holy crap,” she mutters to herself, pushing up in bed and blinking at the sunlight, offended by its presence. She didn’t shut the drapes all the way last night, and Mom didn’t notice the gap through which the sun is now currently fucking blinding her.

Yeah, though. Mom helped her upstairs. Brought her a cocoa and sat with her while she drank it. Stayed with her while she brushed her teeth. Just hung out, waiting for her.

Mom 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 all soft and warm about it.

Except, no. Not like being a kid. Avery’s mom treats her that way all the time. And it’s probably exactly how Taylor’s mom was with her last night, on her last day as Lynn Scott’s little girl.

Moms don’t treat their daughters like kids. No, what they do is 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. Last night, maybe Mom thought she was babying her son, Max, but what she was really doing was treating her daughter, Maxine, like a whole person again.

Maxine almost doesn’t want to go to sleep here ever again, because it’ll go back to the way it was. She’ll be her mother’s son again.

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. Maybe she’ll take the hint and keep being the kind of mom that Maxine needs, that she craves.

Back in her room, showered and shaved and with her upper lip freshly plucked of the wispy stubble that was starting to burrow up from under her 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—or out from under the tub, mostly—but this isn’t like the rest of it. This isn’t something she’s hiding from Mom; this is something she’s been hiding from Taylor. 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 in paper she found 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 and everything else she needs—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 barely overheard, and sure, she followed up with Willa—who loved the idea and 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 it to go up on Taylor’s picture wall, and obviously Taylor’s not going to deny her that, especially because she paid for everything Taylor got done this morning but double especially because she and Dad are getting the H-E-double-hockey-sticks out for her party. So she happily strikes a pose and makes her mom copy her, and hits the shutter button. The little camera clicks and thunks and whirrs, and Taylor hands over the picture to her to shake.

Taylor puts on some music. Delightfully, Mom grooves to it, wiggling her hips and seeming decades younger. Taylor’s reminded that, yeah, Mom 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 vintage cheer uniform—throwing the pompoms around and then going on to do something actually, like, useful and important. So many of the guys and girls at school make these snide little comments when they think Taylor and the others in the squad can’t hear, like they think that cheerleaders 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. It’s actually kind of exciting to think of the two of them up there at the altar in their pretty white dresses! 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. Maxine wrapped it recently—in some of the most adorable wrapping paper ever—and it’s taken all Taylor’s discipline to keep from slicing open a bit of tape and taking a look whenever Maxine’s been in the bathroom. But she likes surprises, especially when it’s Maxine who is delivering them, so she’s been a good girl.

* * *


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: 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: You’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: Shit Max I really 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? Nothing aside from talk to Avery and, occasionally, homework; she doesn’t sit here enough to get truly achy, or at least, no more achy than she is by default these days.

She’s got to admit, though, that even now, when she can feel it throughout her whole body, the aches aren’t such a bad price to pay. She’s never been so fit, never been so in control of her body. And, like every other good thing in her life right now, it’s because of Taylor: cheering has similar requirements for all-round fitness that Maxine’s used to from gymnastics, but it also makes her do things over and over, and with different people. More regularly, too. It’s a more rounded workout. And it’s given her so much confidence!

It’s right there to see in the picture she just took. She looks relaxed, looks comfortable in her body. There’s just one thing Maxine’s got to check for before she sends it to Avery: that the girl in the picture could also plausibly be Maxwell.

Yeah. Yeah, definitely. It’s totally fine. She’s wearing a loose Foo Fighters shirt and a pair of cargos. It’s all very Maxwell; this time there are absolutely zero tanks that could be mistaken for sports bras—or sports bras that could be mistaken for sports bras.


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: Not really but it’s nice to see you anyway

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: Keeping it secret for obvious reasons

Maximillion: But it’s good

Maximillion: It’s AMAZING, Avery

Maximillion: Everything’s amazing here

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

Maximillion: Not at all

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 and don’t wanna date publicly

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: Haha

A-Very-Nice-Person: Shit Maxxy

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

A-Very-Nice-Person: Uh

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

A-Very-Nice-Person: For real this time

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: 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, makes herself relax again. Because, yes, she asked Coach Dale to take down any pictures of her that had been put up, and to make sure that they keep her name and face off the website from now on—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 help catch a flyer. 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 on their school websites. 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 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 start counting guys. Because the guys on the squad are all anchoring the pyramid, and Maxine isn’t one of them, and she’s pretty sure that she told Avery one time 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 ahold 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, and quotes from cheerleaders, from the marching band, from 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 might not be all that recognizable, anyway; Taylor’s plan with the makeup was a good one, and Maxine’s going to keep it up for games. 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 don’t blame her

A-Very-Nice-Person: I’m not mad at her

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 events and shit back in New York

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! 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—and very nearly her life—whereas Avery’s just quit school. And where she’s going, she doesn’t need fake quotes she learned in government class. Not unless they start asking Olympic athletes really weird questions.

* * *

Smuggling Maxine out of her house and into Taylor’s is an art and a 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 Mom G. 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!—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. Taylor intercepts her, but it’s actually fine for her to see Maxine from a distance in her crappy cargos. Like everybody else, she’s gotten the message that Mom Giordano likes for her only daughter to dress like she’s allergic to showing skin.

Still, Mom turns to Taylor and whispers, “That hoodie again? How is she not way too hot?” so Taylor shrugs and jerks a thumb behind them, in the direction of the Giordanos’ place. Mom nods and frowns. She chews on the end of her thumb for a moment, and Taylor wonders if she’s planning a Maxine heist, a rescue effort to get her out of her oppressive living situation and into an environment in which she can wear pink and show off her legs.

“Garrett!” Maxine’s at the top of the stairs now, and she’s knocking on the door to Taylor’s brother’s room. “I’m here! Wrap a towel around anything I’m not supposed to see!”

“I’m naked above the waist!” Garrett yells back, muffled by the door.

“How hairy are you?” Maxine replies at full volume.

“Like a three?” Garrett’s quieter now, embarrassed by this performance. Or just, like, out of breath from his weed-packed lungs. “A three out of ten.”

“Fine. I’m coming in.”

His door opens and then, after a moment, slams closed. Taylor meets her mom’s eyes and grins.

It’s today’s pretext for getting Maxine away before Mom can look too hard at her overly compressed chest: she’s stashing Taylor’s gift in Garrett’s room for safekeeping. And if Maxine takes the opportunity to open all the drapes in there, air it out, fill it with natural light, and incidentally also change into her party dress, that’s fine, too. The plan requires Garrett’s cooperation, but he’s hanging out all night tonight anyway; no chance Mom and Dad would leave Taylor with the house to herself on her birthday 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 twenty 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 really 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.

Awesome!

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

Stepping away from the arch, Maxine smiles slyly at Taylor before standing to very cheerleaderly attention in front of Taylor’s mom. And, wow, yeah, she looks good. Taylor recognizes everything Maxine’s wearing, has seen all of it before, but putting it all together like this, wearing it with such confidence, 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 touching Maxine!

Though she would probably have her hands elsewhere.

“Yeah, well,” Maxine says, “ever since your daughter got me into skirts, I’ve been trying out different stuff. Everything I can think of. 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. Though I made him put on a shirt and comb his hair first.”

Mom strides back across the living room, slinging her purse over her shoulder as she goes—and she’s dressed to impress today, so she’s carrying the impractically tiny one with the shoelace strap. “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 her smile on 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? With the other girls? You were something else.”

“Thanks, Lynn,” Maxine says. “That’s… That means a lot, actually.”

Oh, shoot. Maxine’s looking all messed up suddenly. Did Mom just bum out?

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

“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 smiles again, shrugs off her brief melancholy. “She would not approve. As far as she’s concerned, I was out on the bleachers, cheering for Taylor. Not with her.”

“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 Taylor’s 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 ceremonial, really.

They 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 vast collection of travel bags—has passed out of view, Taylor turns away from the window by the door and finds Maxine right there, close enough to touch.

Close enough to kiss, 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, like, 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 read some books on it or something. Wouldn’t want Maxine’s first time to be disappointing because Taylor doesn’t know how to work another girl’s—

Oh, shoot. They probably don’t even make books about girls with Maxine’s bits and pieces, do they?

Think about it later, Taylor.

“Hey,” she says, concentrating for now on Maxine as she is right now, fully clothed and ready for a party and not, like, naked or anything. “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, trying to control her amusement, while Taylor checks Garrett for brain damage and then, when she’s confirmed that he has as many functioning braincells as usual—which is, like, some—she asks the question that’s obviously been waiting at the front of her mind, probably giving her a huge stress headache.

“How did you not know that we’re dating, Garrett? Didn’t you see us kissing last week? On the lips?”

Garrett squints at Taylor like she’s a powerful light source or a particularly difficult equation. “Yeah,” he says in his lived-in drawl, “but wasn’t she kissing, like, everybody last week? On the lips, and everything?”

Taylor takes a beat to look from Garrett to Maxine—who just shrugs—and back, possibly hoping that the brief pause will force her older brother to make sense to her; unfortunately, it just seems to make him worse. “What?” she snaps.

“She kissed Banger, didn’t she?”

Taylor nearly shrieks, and Maxine has to explain that, no, dude, that was subterfuge. A smokescreen. So the guys at school don’t make a move on her and, more importantly, so they don’t know she’s a lesbian.

“How does that even work with you, anyway?” he asks. Maxine just shrugs again, and Garrett shakes his head, laughing. “I can’t believe you’re worried that people will figure out you’re a lesbian and not, you know, the other thing.”

Maxine thinks on this while Taylor lays it out for Garrett: yes, they’re dating; yes, they’re serious; yes, it is a pretty big freaking secret! And it’s funny how this secret, arguably much less consequential than the one he 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 her so thoroughly that Aladino picked up on it despite her playing at being Maxwell when they met, 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.

“So!” Taylor chirps, bouncing on her heels. “You good, Garrett?” She’s looking around, catching Maxine’s eye occasionally; full of energy. Excited for the party.

“Yeah, yeah,” Garrett says. “Won’t tell a soul. And as far as I know…”

“Maxine and Banger are very happy together,” Taylor finishes for him.

“Ten-four.”

Taylor reaches down to where Garrett’s been slouching against the kitchen arch, getting lower and lower as Taylor’s been talking, intending to help him up, but he waves her off. As he forces himself back up the wall, there’s the sound of a car outside, and as he finally stands upright—or as upright as Garrett ever gets; Maxine has never seen someone other than her former self so naturally given to be curled around the front pockets of their hoodie—and shares what seems like a weirdly significant look with Maxine, there’s an excitable knock on the door.

“Well, shoot,” Taylor says mysteriously, and opens the door to find Willa and Eddie, clutching their bags of sleepover shit. Willa screams happily, thrusts her bag at Eddie and almost leaps into Taylor’s arms.

When the high-volume birthday wishes are done with, Taylor starts dragging them all upstairs, but Garrett touches Maxine’s arm and gives her that look again, so she waits.

He 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?”

“What?”

“Second time we met, I think? You said you liked me more than Gordo.”

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 careful.”

“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, “because I know you know what my sister’s like. She gets excited and sometimes I don’t know how much of what she says is what she wants to believe. So.” He points 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 calling in like a hundred guys from school and throwing a kegger?”

“We’re gonna be careful.”

“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, Willa’s been waiting, sitting cross-legged with her hands stuffed into her lap. She waited through Maxine bringing in her bag and placing it gently on the floor, and she waited through Maxine reaching for Taylor, kissing her, telling her that it’s all good, that Garrett’s fine, that everything’s fine, that the only thing that’s up is that Garrett needs to get high less often, to aid his cognitive function, which, duh. Willa’s been waiting so patiently, being so good, that she didn’t even complain too much when Taylor snatched the objectively terrible soft pink hat from her head and threw it under the bed because, wow, it might have color-matched her outfit, but friends don’t let friends wear berets. 

No matter how much Taylor wants to keep kissing her girlfriend, though, it’s clear that the timer on Willa’s patience is finally up.

“Presents now?” Willa says, bouncing again.

Maxine withdraws, smiling sweetly, lips damp, a string of saliva briefly connecting them before it snaps and wets Maxine’s chin. Taylor reaches up, dabs her dry, allows herself a final moment to look into those beautiful brown eyes, and then spins around to face Willa and Eddie. “Yeah,” she says, “Presents now.”

“Whatcha bring, Maxine?” Willa says.

With an outstretched foot, Maxine carefully and protectively nudges her gym bag behind her. “You first,” she says to Willa.

“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.

And 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 at school and around the girls—and guys; ick—that she wanted to impress. And while Willa did that too, she did it… less. She used her cheerleader status and her quirky nature to get away with being still intrinsically herself, all the time. 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. Well, not just from me. You’ll get it when you see it. But 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 handing 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,” Maxine 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 in her cheer uniform, taken at 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.

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

“She did,” Willa says smugly.

Lauren also added a sprinkling of paper stars to the photo, outlining Taylor’s body. They’re just like the faded stickers on her ceiling.

“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. “Or The Seven Cheer Itch. Or The Sum of All Cheers. Or—”

“You see how he didn’t contribute anything of use?” Willa says.

“Or Blood, Sweat and Cheers,” Eddie continues.

“Eddie.”

“Girls have no taste.”

“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 are even 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 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 of a gift they’ve made for her.

“Shoot,” she mutters, “I should’ve invited Lauren tonight. 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 me—and Eddie, I guess—”

“Thank you,” Eddie says.

“—but also 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 Taylor made things better just by being on the squad. Said that even before Taylor was anything more than just Robyn’s project, she was changing things. 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 knew who she even was! And she wasn’t on the main squad yet, anyway!

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!

Point is, it was all of them.

“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 overalls—terrible party outfit in Taylor’s opinion, especially with the pink shirt underneath, though it is, she’s got to admit, very Willa, and infinitely better without the beret. Maxine stays close, one hand on Taylor’s knee.

“It’s just sleeping it, Eddie,” Taylor says. “I wanna show Kennedy and Dominique and Jewel 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 that 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, Eduardo,” 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’m not a rich girl.”

* * *

Taylor insisted that Maxine should be the one to fix her makeup, partly because she wanted to see how good she’s really gotten—pretty good, Maxine thinks—but mainly, she whispers halfway through when Eddie and Willa are busy talking to each other, because she wanted to get a little bit of semi-alone time, some time during which she could stare right into Maxine’s eyes without anybody calling her, like, antisocial and neglectful of her other guests. And yeah. It’s a good time, a time during which Maxine gets to ruminate on how lucky she is that anybody thinks that way about her. It’s good enough, intense enough, that when she gets done, she can’t resist leaning in and kissing Taylor quickly, right on the lips.

“You gotta kiss-test lipstick,” she says when Eddie theatrically sighs.

“There’s no way that’s a thing.”

“No, no, it’s a thing,” Taylor agrees.

And then it’s time for Maxine’s present. She makes them all sit in a circle at the foot of Taylor’s bed, and then she produces from out of the huge plastic bag she brought along with her sleepover stuff an equally huge box, wrapped and ready.

“Congratulations, Taylor,” Eddie says, “it’s a box.”

“Eddie!” Willa says, slapping him lightly. “It’s a big box,” she continues, turning to Taylor and beaming.

“Very big.”

Willa hands Taylor a halved pair of scissors. “Your sword, milady,” she says. 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! Oh my gosh!”

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 more 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 opens 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 holding up one of the loose carts. The sticker proclaims it to be a game called Vampire Queens. “I played the sequel to this one,” she says, waving it about. “We have got to try it!”

“Might have to be later, Tay,” Willa says. She and Eddie have moved back up to the bed and are 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 pokes him all the same.

* * *

Justin’s actually a couple minutes late, and that’s good, because it gives Taylor time to check that kissing Maxine again 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 so’s Dominique, which means Taylor is under pressure to look good—and exits her bathroom feeling light, alive, and so grateful her chest might burst open. Maxine takes her hand, shares an air-kiss with her, and then they decouple and head downstairs to where Willa and Eddie are waiting for them.

Garrett’s there too, 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; 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 the same reason 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 front door, which shudders under the enthusiastic knocking of, she’d bet, Justin. For a moment, she’s reminded of Gordo, that night when 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 him; 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. 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 comes 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, kind of 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 transformed her into a student of celebrity outfits—the logic goes that if it’s in a magazine, somebody 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 that Kennedy saw the same picture and either had that shit lying around already or went out and bought it special. 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, like, 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.

“It was at 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 they had 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. Wobbled a bit at the end, but I was still the shit, you know?”

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, in a voice that makes Maxine think again of the rumors that Kennedy had private gymnastics tuition over the summer, at her mom’s insistence. She was already that good, and her mom wanted more? Jesus.

“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 that 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. It’s 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 Dominique.

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 and cousins all over, 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 and 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 in a hoodie and a sports bra. If I go home—hell, if I go around to the other side of the yard—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 been talking guy stuff with Danny and Nick, 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. “I was checking on something upstairs.”

“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? She’s going to feel like shit in the morning.

If she’s got to play guitar, though, she’s got to be loose and she’s got to get a handle on her shit, and that means she should probably help herself out and 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 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. You gotta name guitars.”

“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?”

“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 told her one time—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. She wedges the sole of her boot into the footrest and uses her thigh to support the guitar. Giving it a strum, she’s surprised to find that 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 as she thinks, wondering what Maxine would play, and then realizes—as she has been continuously lately—that she’s dumb and that it’s obvious. 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,” Dominique’s saying, “I think, hey, I should ask about it, but I never do.”

“Ask,” Jewel says. “They said Nicole could try out on the school saxophones if she brings her own mouthpiece. And for piano, you don’t need to worry about that shit. So ask.”

“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, all facing each other. Maxine ends up between Taylor and Julie, and as Justin selects 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 was 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 and found your 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 a 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 Taylor told her, 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—and 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?”

“No, just the opposite,” 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,” Justin says. “Sorry. But 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!”

What?

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 middle of 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 or crushed walnuts or something.

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 remaining braincells functional.

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. To, uh, being single. 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 feeling 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 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 keeps 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 only had like one joint and two drinks. And the last one was ages ago. I’m good.”

“Tell Rosie 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 that 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 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, anyway.

“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, “Guys are banished to the guest bedroom. Eddie said he’s going to lock it and booby trap the door. 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 and plunges the room into near-darkness, with the only light coming from the strip of moonlight through the drapes.

“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. Taylor 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 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 in 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 get home before her and randomly decide to conduct an impromptu search of her room.

She should have set a fucking alarm. At least, in her adrenaline-fueled haste, she’s already sweated off half of yesterday’s makeup, so that’s a time-saver. Her heart’s beating a fucking ska beat inside her chest, too, at the thought that she left herself just a handful of minutes to get ready to be presented to a bunch of church people. A bunch of church people who are probably going to be Mom and Dad’s whole life here in Vista Primavera. Can you die of a stress-induced heart attack at eighteen? Because she fucking might. 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 even the messy remains of makeup can be stubborn and she might not get all of it, so she needs a backup option. “Clay?” she calls, leaning halfway out of her door. “Got any of those 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, slotting everything into place in her head, 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 today it’s better to smell like a guys’ locker room than like a girl.

It’s time for the suit. It’s been hanging in her closet, waiting for her, hateful avatar of this very day, 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, she is wearing panties to church! And where in the Bible does it say not to? Because that would be surprisingly specific. Does the Holy Father have an opinion on panties she should know about?

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 further 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 just because that’s been the plan all along, it 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 to 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. But 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, tell her 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.” 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 he’s still on the line, and 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 fake being him for one measly church service? She can do that! She cheered for hundreds of people just two nights ago! She played guitar in front of people last night! 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. If she doesn’t panic, if she works at it steadily for a few minutes, it’ll come. She’s got this. “Yeah,” she repeats, standing, 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 turns at the last second and rushes back in to grab her 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 and he’s keeping it on his person so it doesn’t get caught up in the laundry or something. Maybe Maxwell is a perfect gentleman.

Maybe nobody will ask. Maybe nobody will care about him at all. 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 the other girls are putting the living room back together. In the kitchen, with the coffee machine burbling away to 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 cynically, Kennedy says, “Of course.”

“What do you mean?”

“Willa and Eddie? They’re so not dating. And Eddie’s upstairs with Danny. I think the conclusion is obvious, don’t you?” Kennedy laughs again. “Maxine Giordano comes here from New York and sweeps you off your feet. I love it.”

“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. Whatever that is.”

“I guess.”

“When are you going to retire the no-swearing thing, by the way?”

“Um? Never?”

“Amazing. Taylor Scott eats pussy but she won’t say—”

“I do not eat pussy!” Taylor blurts out before she has a chance to censor herself.

“Maxine’s not putting out?” Kennedy says, and holds her expression of sincere concern for a full second before breaking it with a snort. “Sorry. You’re fun, Captain Scott.”

“I’m glad you think so. And, well, we only just started going out…”

Kennedy waves her hands. “Don’t need the details. Really.”

“Wait,” Taylor says, frowning, replaying the conversation in her head, “when you said you’re full of— full of shizz, did you mean that you’re also…?”

“Hah! No. I like guys, Taylor. Big, hairy, dumb, douchey guys. I love looking up at their big dumb faces and sinking my hands into their hairy chests. I love a guy who towers over me and makes me feel like a girl. And I think you’re missing out by going all lesbian. 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 leaves me and the rest of the squad all the way out. Because my plan for getting out of Vista P doesn’t involve navigating the student body discovering that lesbians aren’t just in pornos.”

“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 the 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, 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 a glance.

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 improve 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 and meet Dad at 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 found being close to 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 chilling this whole time, and deposits it right in the center of her forehead.

Yeah, okay, she probably ought not to close her 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 from the weight of the shirt and the jacket—and the constant slight irritation of her nipples; she forgot to put on Band-Aids—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 become 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’s struggling hard enough to maintain consciousness that she lacks the focus 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, but she’s been training her paranoia well in preparation for this moment, in case it turns out that, say, the entire football team attends this church on Sundays and likes to sit backward in their pews, facing the exact pillar she’s currently leaning against.

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 and the way she’s sitting, and— 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 Dominique, 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’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 she’s Maxine, the new cheerleader at Vista Primavera High, in a men’s suit, with mascara daubed on her upper lip.

Except it’s not quite that simple, is it? She’s an anonymous guy with androgynous features, and sure, she 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 because the cut of the VPH cheer uniform flatters girls like her, girls who are narrow of hip and 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 the shadow on her upper lip is apparently convincing enough to have repeatedly fooled Clay. 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 for a greeting, 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, who’s looking at the floor right now anyway, likely also bored as hell.

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 like she’s—

No.

Shit.

She is.

No doubt about it.

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

“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. And that’s only 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, and the crater in New York they’ve been using to justify them. They could have been preaching about this every week.

Mom’s always been kinda funny about Avery. It’s so clear now, looking back. 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 Maxine and Clay 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 been able almost to feel that connection lately, been close to manifesting it.

But it’s all been in her head, hasn’t it? Just a fantasy, a foolish wish. And now it’s gone, wiped away by a couple minutes of fire and brimstone. God snuck in and replaced what Maxine mistook for motherly 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 Maxine’s eventual reveal to inspire shock and denial. She’s been prepared for Mom to push back against everything, and she’s had a plan to deal with 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 immediately rip her out of school and away from her friends and 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 got to go.

She needs to get out of this fucking pew first. But she’s beaten to it.

Pushing away, Clay glances down at her, and it’s the first time he’s moved in forever. 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? Stay and deal with Mom? Fuck that. Clay’s walking quickly now, and half the eyes of the congregation are on them both, so she skips faster to keep up with him, tries to keep in his shadow, tries to position herself so that he’s between her and the rest of the church, and maybe he’s 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.

Into the parking lot.

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.

The sound of 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.


chapter twenty-one

DON’T CHEER ANGRY

Clay stares directly ahead as he drives, not saying anything, barely even blinking, and it’s bad enough that Maxine almost wants to kick him out of the driver’s seat and take the wheel herself, out-of-state learner’s permit be damned. Lucky that it’s Sunday morning, that there isn’t much traffic, or she’d be a lot more scared than she is.

No, she’s not scared at all, actually. Too much else going on.

What’s fucking with her, fucking with her so bad, is that Mom and Dad picked out that church, like, that church specifically. Over dinner one time, Dad went over their whole process. They will have visited the buildings and met some of the parishioners and talked to a priest or a lector or someone. They will have gotten really fucking exacting with it, and that means that picking the one where the asshole in the vestments stands at the front and calls people like her brother ‘deviant’ cannot possibly have been an accident.

Shit, and she’s a deviant too, isn’t she? Except they get her coming and going: she’s becoming a girl and she’s dating one; however you slice it, she’s denying God’s will. She’s the destruction of the family, in walking, talking, cheerleading form. She’s just lucky that only a handful of trusted people know the whole story, and that she didn’t just effectively publicly out herself, like Clay did.

It would be great if they could get Clay out of this, if there were another explanation to throw at Mom and Dad—no, Clay isn’t gay, he’s just morally outraged on behalf of some friend of his, or something—but there isn’t. To the best of Maxine’s knowledge, Clay doesn’t have any gay friends; definitely none that Mom and Dad know about. He had the guys in his crappy band, but they were mostly deadbeats and definitely all into girls. Maybe if Maxine had stood first, she could have tried to spin it that she was standing up for Avery, but it would have been a hard sell.

And Maxine didn’t stand first. Clay did. So he’s out by default. Without saying a word, Clay’s out. And everything is new again. New and—most likely—utterly fucked up.

Maxine’s recent life has been characterized by moments like this, moments where everything she previously thought she knew gets thrown out, and she’s got to scramble to adjust to a whole new world. Sometimes it’s good, like when she was becoming Maxine, when things started to feel right for the first time ever in her life. More often, though, it’s shit like this, shit that breaks her over its knee and leaves her confused, scared and ashamed. Ashamed, because she should have known better. She should have known that the guys at her old school wouldn’t stop at pushing her around, calling her names, fucking with her locker; she should have known that her mom, who out of all of them was always the one most concerned with what God wants for the family, would with delight and satisfaction internalize the requirement to hate, just because God says.

Except, no, fuck being ashamed. Fuck hating herself for not seeing this coming. Fuck thinking of herself as stupid for expecting a little justice from the universe, a little compassion. Maxine’s made no errors here.

If she’s going to be mad at anybody, she can be mad at Mom.

And just like that, it settles into her chest and stays there. A little ball of heat, a seething core of rage. It’s the thing that’s going to get her through this and out the other side, out into whatever the future’s going to look like, now that she and Clay know they can’t trust their own mother.

Clay’s still staring ahead, his gaze locked on the road, and Maxine’s heart aches for him. Without Mom and Dad, she’s still got Taylor, Willa, Eddie, Jim, even Garrett. Who does Clay have? Shit, and he’s her brother. She loves him more than she ever knew. And while he might be older, out of school and working, right now, of the two of them, Maxine’s better placed to deal with this.

He’s her brother, and she’s going to protect him.

“Clay,” she says, loud and clear and in Maxine’s voice. She probably sounds dumb as hell, talking like this while she’s wearing the stupid suit, but Maxine is where her strength comes from, and she’s going to need all of it today. “Clay, take me home. Take me home, pick up your shit and go. I’ll deal with Mom.”

He doesn’t say anything.

“Clay!” she snaps, louder still. “Take us home. And then go! Let me deal with Mom’s bullshit.”

Clay comes back to her as sudden as a thunderclap, whipping his head around to stare at her. Maxine just raises her eyebrows at him and nods at the road, but he keeps staring at her for maybe half a second more before he seems finally to remember where he is and what he’s supposed to be doing, and faces forward again. His arms go slack and he sits more in his seat like he usually does, with a slouch.

Slowing the car and using his turn signals for the first time—thank God they didn’t pass any cops—he takes them off the main drag, and then tuts softly, shakes his head. “I’m not leaving you to deal with them alone, Maxine. No.”

“Yeah,” she says, “you are. It’s you they’re going to be mad at, right? You’re the one who got up and left. I just followed you out. Looking after my older brother.”

Clay laughs bitterly at that. Looks for a moment like he’s going to contradict her, but then he’s thinking. Pinching his brow, grinding his teeth, he’s thinking. Which is good, because up to exactly this point, he’s been reacting.

“Okay,” he says after maybe twenty seconds, “you’re right. It probably is only me that Mom’s going to be pissed at. But I’m still not leaving you alone with them.”

“You are and you should. Think about it: if you see them now, you’re going to blow the fuck up at them, right? You’ll have a screaming match with Mom and you’ll both say shit you can’t take back, and—”

“You’re not mad at her?” Clay snaps, slapping the wheel with his palm and wincing; yeah, he hit it too hard.

“Clay, I’m so angry I think I could spit blood. And if she starts yelling at me, it will all come out, which would be really fucking bad, probably. But—” and Maxine starts emphasizing her words with a pointed finger, “—it’s not me she’s mad at. So I can keep it in check somewhat. Hell, I bet she fucking loves me right now for chasing after you. Probably thinks I’m trying to talk some sense into you.”

“I’m not leaving you,” Clay says, quieter now, so quiet that it’s difficult to hear him over the music. So Maxine makes the controversial decision to lean over and turn the volume almost all the way down. Clay doesn’t stop her; just drives. But he’s driving home, at least, which is kinda fucking important, because Maxine left a lot of her shit strewn around her room, not very well hidden, and she needs to do something about that sooner rather than later. Eventually, faced with Maxine’s silence and with no more screeching guitars to drown it out, Clay starts talking again. “Where would I even go? I’m serious, Maxine; where? I came here for a fresh start, like you. Had lots of friends back home, and I think, overall, I hated all of them. But some of them would have let me crash. I haven’t met anybody here. I had all these plans to make new friends, and I just… haven’t.”

“I know somewhere you can go,” Maxine says. “Question is, what do I tell Mom?”

Clay thinks on it for like three seconds. “Fuck it. Tell her. Tell her I’m gay.”

“Really? I mean, she’s almost definitely thinking it, but still—”

“So confront her with it. Fuck, Max, she’s probably been trying to tell herself I’m not gay for years. It’s not like I ever had a girlfriend, not properly.”

Maxine stops for a moment. “Shit,” she says, chewing briefly on her lip before cutting that shit out, “that makes this worse, you know? If she was thinking that way anyway?”

“Yeah. It does. So tell her. Make her face it.” Clay hits the wheel again, but not as hard and with his other hand. “Make her understand that her bullshit has a human cost.”

“Are you sure?”

“Yeah. Yeah, I am, Max. Tell her that I’m gay, that I’m fucking pissed as hell at her, and that I see her for real now.” Clay drums his fingers on the wheel, taps them on the shifter. Blows off energy. Eventually, he says, “This is a surprise to you, isn’t it? That Mom’s like this?”

Maxine shrugs. “I think… I thought she was better than that. Smarter, you know? She’s Mom.”

“Yeah, well,” Clay says. “I’ve been an adult in her house longer than you, Maxine. I’ve been her son who conspicuously doesn’t date for longer. I’ve been her peer for longer. And— And— And, fuck, Maxine! They picked that church! They toured every place they could find, and they picked that one!”

“Yeah. Yeah, I know.”

“Look, don’t feel like you need to give it to them with both barrels. Just tell them that I’m gay and that I couldn’t stay in that church another second and I don’t wanna see their faces. Tell them that you came out to calm me down, and that you did, and that I’m going away for a while.” He makes the turn onto the street that will, after another couple turns and a long straight section, become their street. “Now, where am I going?”

“Jim’s. I’ll text him. He’ll be fine with it. He likes you.”

“Jim?” Clay asks. “Who’s Jim?”

“You know Jim, Clay.”

“I don’t.”

“What? You fucking do! He’s… He’s Jim! You know, nice guy, little bit insane, takes a kettle and a weed baggie of teabags wherever he goes? Wears Doc Martens and a jean jacket like he doesn’t own anything else? Black? Welsh?”

“Oh! You mean the guy you brought home that one time? I thought he was called… Shit. I thought he was called something.”

“Banger,” Maxine says with a sigh. “Everyone calls him that.”

“Well, they should. It’s more memorable than ‘Jim’.”

“Not to you, apparently.”

Clay laughs, and for a second, everything’s okay. They’re just brother and sister, hanging out, shooting the breeze. Then it all comes back to both of them.

“Shit,” Clay says, shaking his head, “I’m sorry, Maxine. I should’ve just stayed there and took it.”

“No. No, and fuck that.”

“Right.” He sighs. “Mom had to find out sometime. And I guess I’m rescinding my earlier advice to you. Remember, about telling her about Maxine? New advice: never ever come out to that fucking woman. Keep your secret until you graduate. And go to college out of state.”

“Yeah,” Maxine says, and takes a few seconds to breathe in, hold it, and let it out through her nose. “You’re not the first person to tell me that. So I guess that’s what I’m doing.” She cracks her neck, still a little sore from cheerleading on Friday, and feeling it more than she was before. “You know, I was just starting to think it might all work out.”

“It’ll work out, little sister,” Clay says, parking in the street outside the house and cranking the parking brake. “It’ll just work out different.”

* * *

It’s down to Taylor and Kennedy now. Julie had to go first, because her parents like to do the Sunday dinner thing and they like to do it early, and about twenty minutes after, Willa, Eddie and Danny all left together. Kennedy, thankfully, kept her mouth shut about their various sexualities until they left, but she was persistent enough right after that Taylor had to tell her that Willa’s life is Willa’s business, and that if Kennedy wants to advance from postulation to fact, she needs to ask Willa herself. Guessing is not knowing.

Kennedy laughed in her face for that. Sometimes, she said, guessing is all you need.

She’s too perceptive. Taylor’s just glad that Kennedy hasn’t figured out Maxine’s other secret, the one that could really screw her over.

Now they’re watching TV together. Garrett’s been observed moving slowly around the house like some kind of dying mammal, but he didn’t say anything about their clean-up job when he passed briefly by the living room, so Taylor’s decided that means he’s either given it his seal of approval or he’s too out of it to care; either is fine with her.

Kennedy hasn’t said that she wants to go home, but she hasn’t said that she doesn’t want to, either, and Taylor’s picked up enough about her home life to guess that this living room right here is a more pleasant place to be than chez Williams, so she hasn’t brought it up.

That whole clique has always been kind of impenetrable, and now Taylor’s wondering if she hasn’t been wrong about why the whole time. Because Kennedy’s thing about having a safe guy that she can point at other guys? It’s making Taylor think about Gordo, and about Kennedy’s warnings to Maxine about Gordo. Maybe they’ve never been bee-yotches. Maybe they’ve always been… guarded. Protecting each other. And, okay, they’ve kinda been bee-yotches as well, but the best defense is a good offense, as Taylor has repeatedly heard.

“Hey, Tay?” Kennedy says. She’s lazing on the other couch, her feet up on the table, in a pose that, Taylor is absolutely certain, would give ninety-five percent of the guys at their school fatal but delighted heart attacks: Kennedy’s wearing last night’s outfit again, and there is not much to her skirt.

She’s, like, so hot.

“Hmm?”

Kennedy points. “Your cell.”

“Oh.” Taylor left the Sidekick on vibrate, but she also left it on a cushion, which has apparently been muffling it to the point that Scooby-Doo has been drowning it out. “Hey, thanks.” Flipping it open, she finds a few texts from Maxine, so she quickly types out a reply.


Maxine: Hey sorry I can’t come over to help with the cleanup

Maxine: Problems at home

Maxine: Not my problems but it’s gonna be rough

Maxine: I’ll be on AIM when I can be

Taylor: Sure sure sure!

Taylor: Kennedy and I got it all done, actually. So it’s fine.

Taylor: Are you okay?

Maxine: TBD

Maxine: Gotta go



As Taylor reads that last message, she hears the sound of a car outside. Throwing down her phone and rushing to the window, she’s just in time to spot Dad Giordano’s car as it pulls in and vanishes behind the tree that occludes the view between her house and Maxine’s. And, sure, she could go rushing over there to find out exactly what’s been happening, but she’s still got company, and if Kennedy’s going to continue to be as observant as she has been, it’s probably better that she’s looking at Scooby-Doo and not whatever’s happening at Maxine’s place.

“‘Problems at home,’ huh?” Kennedy says.

Taylor whips around, but Kennedy’s not holding Taylor’s Sidekick or anything. She just got up, interested, and saw what’s on the screen on her way past. So it’s like, a violation, kinda sorta, but if that had been Kennedy’s phone, Taylor would have looked.

“Yeah,” Taylor says, still looking out the front window.

“Sounds like drama. Wasn’t she at church this morning?”

“Supposed to be. But if she’s home already…”

“Maybe her hot brother took her rollerblading instead, or something.” With that, Kennedy returns to the couch. “Whatever. Home sucks wherever you are. At least your ’rents aren’t around.”

“Uh huh,” Taylor says, uncertain as to how else to respond.

“You wanna order in?” Kennedy says, digging out her own cell and wiggling it from side to side.

“I mean,” Taylor says, considering it, “we do have pizza from last night.”

“Yeah,” Kennedy says, laughing contemptuously, “if we wanna be bloated. I have the number of a Thai place, and I raided Dad’s wallet recently…”

“You know what? Sure. Garrett can have the rest of the pizza.”

And Taylor can try to put whatever’s happening with Maxine out of her mind—at least until an opportunity arises where she might actually be able to help with it—and concentrate on spending time with Kennedy, who seems, unexpectedly, to need it.

* * *

Maxine got all her shit stowed away quickly enough that she also had time to find the MapQuest printout that originally led her to Jim’s and leave it by Clay’s door, but Clay took longer about things, and now Mom and Dad are back and Clay isn’t ready and Maxine doesn’t know what the fuck is about to happen. Quickly backing out of her text conversation with Taylor, Maxine pockets her cell, checks in the mirror to make sure that she still looks appropriately Maxwell-ish after taking off the suit jacket—she’s going to be more vigilant about that from now on—and rushes out of her room to find Clay already at the top of the stairs and heading down, a stuffed-to-bursting gym bag hanging from his shoulder.

“And just where do you think you’re going, Clayton?” Mom demands, yelling up from the front hall, already in full attack mode.

Wow. Zero humility? After what they all just sat through at that fucking church? Unbelievable. Or, going by what Clay said in the car—and what Maxine, if she’s honest with herself, has always kinda thought, somewhere in the back of her mind, in the place where she keeps all of her fears and doubts—very, very believable.

“Clay,” Dad says, bringing up the rear. Usually his role in family conflicts. “Put down the bag and talk to us. Why’d you leave church, son?”

Clay hits the floor at the bottom of the stairs hard enough that Mom steps back. “Why do you think?” he spits.

“What do you—?”

“Hmm, let me see,” Clay says, dropping his gym bag to the floor and sarcastically stroking his chin for a moment. He broadens his accent, tries to sound like Dad. “‘Why did my son, who has never had a girlfriend, get mad and leave when the priest started with the homophobia?’ I’m gay, Dad.” Clay’s not even looking at Mom. All of this is going right to Dad. Which, wise, maybe. “I’m gay and I always have been.”

“No, Clay, you— you can’t be…”

Clay’s laugh is the emptiest that Maxine’s ever heard out of anyone. “Why not? Because good Catholic boys aren’t gay? Or because Luca Giordano’s son can’t be gay?”

“That’s not fair,” Mom says.

“Not fair?” He still won’t look at her. “I just had to sit through your hand-picked priest telling an entire church of people that I, me, am a deviant, that I am against their God, that—”

“He’s your God, too!”

Maxine, halfway down the stairs and moving slowly, has to briefly close her eyes at that one. How can Mom be so fucking stupid?

“My God doesn’t call me shit like that, Mom,” Clay snaps. He’s not just looking at her now, he’s right in her face, exploiting his height and build advantage over her. But Mom’s not backing down. Her fists, actually, are clenched. “My God doesn’t whisper in my ear that maybe I was made wrong.”

“Who got to you, Clay?” Mom asks. Maxine kinda wants to hit the wall in frustration at how ridiculous that is, but Clay just laughs again. “Who made you like this?”

“You think I was, what, recruited? Are you that much of an idiot?”

“Clayton!”

Dad tries again, though whether it’s on Mom’s behalf or because he’s into this shit too, Maxine can’t guess. “The Holy Father—”

“—can suck my dick, Dad.”

That’s it for Mom. She grabs Clay’s shoulders with both hands—like Clay did for Maxine this morning, she suddenly, perversely remembers, though with entirely the opposite intent—and it’s like she’s trying to move him, to control him, but he can’t be moved. Not by her and probably not by Dad.

“Son,” Dad says, definitely speaking for Mom this time because she’s gotten so mad she can’t form words, “you need to take that back. Now.”

That laugh again. Christ, Maxine wants to rewind. Redo this entire morning and rescue Clay from this. Herself, too, but she’s not the one standing in the path of the great flood of bullshit. It’s all on Clay, and, like he said in the car, he’s got nobody. Nobody but Maxine.

“I’m not taking anything back,” Clay says, wrenching free of Mom’s grip with a shrug. He points a finger right into Dad’s chest. “If you’re going to drag me and— and Max into places like that, if you’re going to do that and not even recognize how utterly fucked up what that priest was saying is when it’s thrown in your face like this? When your son tells you he’s gay and your response is anything but to apologize for the bullshit you just put him through? No. No takebacks.” He turns around, faces Mom again. “And don’t think you can come crawling to me with an apology when you finally work out what you should be sorry for. You had your chance to be good people. You could have rejected this crap out of hand as soon as you heard it. Hell, you could have followed me out of church to see if I was okay, like Max did! You could have, I don’t know, cared about me? But no, even now, you’re too concerned with God to see that you’re losing your son.”

“God will forgive you, Clay,” Mom says, her voice steady, but steady like a concrete foundation, like something dug so deep into the ground that it can never be moved. “He will forgive you, and so will I.”

“Maybe God needs to ask for my forgiveness.”

“Clay…” Dad says, as if a strong, fatherly tone is going to do shit right now.

“I’m going.” Clay hefts his bag on his shoulder. “Don’t ask where. And don’t ask Maxxy; he doesn’t know. And definitely don’t call me, not even to apologize.”

If Maxine wasn’t already frozen solid, she would have been made so by that moment where Clay very definitely stumbled on her name, only managing to convert it to Mom’s preferred diminutive somewhere past the critical point. But even though Mom and Dad are too focused on Clay to notice, the shock of it is still enough that she can’t make herself say anything, can’t make herself do anything. She watches, unmoving, useless, as her big brother looks around the house one last time, glances up at her, and leaves, slamming the front door behind him.

She only just got him back. And now he’s gone.

“Let him go, Gina,” Dad’s saying, with a hand on Mom’s shoulder. “Give him time to calm down.”

Shit, and here’s Dad, playing peacemaker between the right side and the wrong side, as if they are both equal, as if this is some family drama that can be ironed out and not a fracture that goes all the way down to the bedrock.

“What will we tell people at church?” Mom asks, shell-shocked, her pious certainty having drained out of her the moment that Clay left.

“Yeah, Mom, what will you tell people at church?” Maxine says, only half-realizing that she’s saying anything until she already is. Thankfully, it comes out in Maxwell’s voice. Mostly. She can be forgiven—hopefully—for not sounding perfectly masculine, given what’s been going on in front of her. “Let’s think about that! That’s clearly the most important thing right now!”

“Maxwell!” Dad snaps as Mom glares up the stairs at her.

“You don’t understand, Maxxy,” Mom says, still sounding lost, and it’s that self-pity that really pulls Maxine’s rage back out of her, rips it from her chest and throws it bloody to the floor between herself and her parents.

“Tell them your son is gay, Mom,” Maxine says. Her voice is coming out deep enough overall, but it’s entirely without finesse. She sounds like an adolescent again. “Go back to that church and tell them your son is a deviant. A freak. Tell them your son is immoral. Tell them he is—how did that asshole priest put it?—a darkness that threatens to corrupt God’s creation.”

She could be talking about herself here, she could be talking about Maxine, she could be talking about the thing that fixed her life, that saved it.

Not just Clay. Not ever just Clay. In this especially, they are brother and sister.

“Max—”

Fuck no, Mom doesn’t get to speak. “Or maybe,” Maxine continues, her voice wobbling and wavering almost entirely out of control, “tell them that you’re having a crisis of faith.” She’s descending as she speaks, the heavy thump of her feet on the stairs a percussive accompaniment. “Tell them that you heard what the priest said, and, actually, you were disgusted! Tell them that no human being deserves to be seen as a contagion! Or tell them nothing. Tell them nothing because you’re too good to go back to such a rotten, twisted place. Tell them nothing because you refuse to associate with anybody who would talk about your onl—” Shit. “—your oldest son like that.”

Fucking Christ. She needs to concentrate! She can’t afford slip-ups like that!

Again, though, they don’t seem to notice. But she won’t keep getting so lucky.

“Maxwell, the people at church, they’ll think we’re bad parents, and—”

“Oh, fuck off!” Maxine says, pushing it as loud as she thinks she can without tripping over into the voice she uses to yell out cheers. It’s difficult to keep her mind on shit like that, but she’s got to. Especially now. “Clay just left, and all you can think about is— is— your reputation? That’s disgusting! You’re worried that they’ll say you’re bad parents? Guess what? You are.”

Mom’s hand swings for her, but Maxine’s amped up and ready and she’s been training hard for a month now. She dodges away from the slap. Two steps back up the stairs.

“Gina…” Dad says, like Mom’s name will fix anything.

“See that?” Maxine taunts her, shaking, high on the adrenaline. “Good parents don’t try to hit their kids.”

“Go to your room,” Mom whispers, regathering her fury.

There are so many things Maxine could say. So many ways she could hurt them, the way they deserve to be hurt. But if she keeps going, she won’t be able to hide what she is anymore. It will all spill out of her. So she has to bite down on it.

Deep breath. Count it. Let it out.

“There’s nowhere I’d rather be,” she says. Without another word, she turns and marches back up the stairs and slams the door to her room. She kicks the towel under it, pulls out the spare chair and wedges it against the door, and then puts all her weight behind the chest of drawers, shifting it through a lightly carved groove in the floor until it bumps against the door handle.

There. Safe. And she can stay here: she’s got a bottle of water she can refill from the faucet in the bathroom, she’s got some energy bars in a drawer somewhere, and she ate pretty well yesterday; she doesn’t have to come out of here until school on Monday morning.

She doesn’t cry. For the first time since she started on the pills, since she became Maxine, since she discovered that there are emotions beyond desolation and emptiness, she doesn’t think she even can.

* * *

Taylor doesn’t know if she’s giving Maxine a ride. Doesn’t even know what’s going on. All she got on Sunday, instead of the promised AIM update, was a one-line text telling her that everything’s all messed up with Clay and her parents, and that she can’t freaking wait for freaking school in the freaking morning so she can get out of the freaking house.

Taylor is paraphrasing.

She went to bed worried and woke up worried, and now she’s waiting outside Maxine’s place anyway, with the Beetle’s engine ticking over and a bag of clothes in back, hoping that she’ll show, that everything will be like it was last week.

It’s on the verge of being too late when Maxine finally emerges from her front door, and Taylor’s heart briefly leaps before she gets a good look at Maxine’s face and realizes that whatever the problems at home are, they’re not over.

“Hey,” Maxine says, dropping into the passenger seat. “Sorry I didn’t show up on AIM last night.”

“You don’t have to be sorry!” Taylor says. Like, way too quick, she’s well aware, but she wants everything to be normal so bad. She decides to put all that energy into driving instead, and pulls them away.

“Clay left.”

“He left?”

Shoot. She almost hits the brake on accident. The car lurches as her foot slips off the gas, but she gets her shizz together in time to stop from crashing or skidding or doing anything other than making everyone else on the street think she’s a bad driver.

Maxine tells her everything, and she gets changed as she does so. Taylor wants to interrupt her to remind her that she’s got to pull over somewhere out of the way, but Maxine’s got it covered: she left the house wearing a comically oversized hoodie, and she just retracts her arms into it, shuffles around for a minute, and then unzips the hoodie and throws it in back. She’s now got a pair of sports bras looped around her neck like a life preserver, and she pulls them up and over her head and discards them with the hoodie, leaving her wearing nothing more than cargo pants, a tank, and a regular bra. She dropped her backpack on the floor between her legs when she got in, and now she’s rooting around inside it, extracting a few sparse items of jewelry, which she slips onto her wrists and loops around her neck.

Taylor reaches over and hooks her little finger into the strap of Maxine’s bra, pulling it back up onto her shoulder. Lets her hand linger for a moment. And Maxine’s still talking, still filling out the details, talking like she can’t stop, like she shouldn’t stop.

No surprise that she’s picked such simple clothes, that she’s not interested in anything Taylor brought for her. More important shizz on her mind.

Knock-down fights with the parentals. Clay gone, staying with Banger of all people. And Maxine’s Mom and Dad not grounding her like she feared, not even trying to get into her room too hard after they realized that she’d basically barricaded herself in. They got real quiet, which is as out of character for them as Taylor thought it might be, and retreated to their bedroom for the night. And then, this morning, they detained Maxine for long enough to make her almost late for school, only they didn’t say anything of use. They just looked passive-aggressively sad at her, and reiterated their position with less shouting than before—and without Maxine’s mom trying to slap her.

Taylor thinks she might actually try to kill Mom G for that.

“They’re not going to stop going to that church,” Maxine says, adding a little mascara and apparently calling her eyes done as she does so, because she closes her makeup bag and drops it back into the backpack. “I told them good luck with that, that they can go without me, that I would never go again, and they just gave me these kicked-puppy eyes. Well, Mom did. Dad was even quieter. I think they’re broken.” They’re coming up to the parking lot at school, and some guy yells something at them as they drive past. It’s the usual misogynist bullcrap, the pattern-recognition algorithms in his brain spotting a pair of cheerleaders and lighting up the associated neurons. Stimulus/response. Maxine scowls at the guy. “Can’t say I’m sad about that.”

“Maxine—”

Maxine’s stepping out of the car almost as soon as Taylor’s pulled on the parking brake. “They fucking broke me,” she says through the open door, “and I’ve already been broken at least once. Fucking sick of it. So I’m choosing not to be sad. My mom’s not who I thought she was; okay, fine. Done. Everything from now is just… moving on from it.”

“The only way out is through,” Taylor remembers.

“Yeah.”

“Hey,” Taylor says, stepping out of the Beetle and reaching in the back, “don’t forget your gym bag. Practice after school.”

Maxine rounds the hood and takes her gym bag out of Taylor’s hands. “Looking forward to it,” she says. “Got a powerful need to burn off some energy.”

“Don’t cheer angry, Maxine!” Taylor says, trying—futilely—to lighten the mood.

“Tay,” Maxine says, “I think that’s going to be my only mode for a while.”

* * *

Her old coach texts again after homeroom, and Maxine swears under her breath—earning herself a sharp look from a nearby teacher—because she forgot to call her back yesterday. She rattles off a quick reply to the effect that she’s at school and she can’t talk until tonight, and gets a typically terse ‘OK’ back.

Good. Fine. That’s on lock, then. Under normal circumstances, Maxine might be worried about what Coach could want, but she’s got more shit on her mind right now. Like getting through the school day.

There was a brief moment this morning when she wondered if becoming Maxine again would be a problem after such a massive shock to her system. But she fell into Maxine as easily as ever, basically as soon as she climbed into Taylor’s car. If anything, this bullshit has chased Maxwell even deeper into the dark; he’s Mom’s son, and Maxine renounces her and everything to do with her. All she’s got to do at home is remember to talk in a deep voice and to wear baggy clothing; she’s far too pissed at her parents for there to be much of a distinction between her Maxwell act and her real self.

Both of her hate them.

She doesn’t pay much attention in class. She tries, but her mind keeps wandering and, after a while, she decides to fucking let it. Maxine might be okay, might be doing just fine, but Clay’s out there with Jim, and all she’s heard from them is a quick text from Clay to say that he’s there and safe and he’s turning his phone off, and one from Jim to say that her brother’s cute when he’s sad, to which she replied with as many NOs as would fit in one text. What are they doing to keep busy at Jim’s place? Like, she’s reasonably sure Jim has a TV and stuff, and he’s definitely got internet and a stereo system, so it’s not like Clay will be bored, but like, what is he actually doing? It’s impossible to picture him just hanging out, not with how fucked up he was when he left, so is Jim, like, comforting him?

They’re not… kissing, are they?

It’s still on her mind when she drops into her usual seat at their usual lunch table, enough that she forgot to actually go get food, but it’s fine; she’s not hungry. Though when Taylor sits down next to her and slides a tray in front of her—apparently it’s pizza day—she consents to put something in her stomach, if only because she’s got cheer practice later and she prefers not to, like, faint.

“How’s it going?” Taylor asks.

Maxine shrugs. “It’s going.” She takes a bite and, wow, it is not New York quality. It’s not even, like, New Jersey quality. It’s gooey. “I figure I’ll get better at this the longer I do it. Just like everything else.”

“‘This’?”

Maxine says, “With it being just me and Clay now,” and then she wishes she fucking hadn’t, because Dominique and Kennedy and the two Esses, Shannon and Sherry, are sitting down, and of course Dominique overheard. With one slice of pizza per tray, the girls all sit down and start nibbling, though Kennedy, sitting at the far end of the table, just gives Maxine a little smile and busies herself dabbing at her pizza slice with a wad of tissue.

“What’s going on with you and Clay?” Dominique asks. “Is it about—” and she leans in closer and lowers her voice, “—what happened at church?”

Shit. Still, Maxine can probably tell most of the truth. She whispers, “You gotta keep this a secret, okay?” Dominique nods and leans closer still until their foreheads are practically touching. “Clay is… Well, he’s gay. And—”

“Oh,” Dominique says, “right, the sermon. It was gross. I saw him storm out.” Her brows pinch together. “Didn’t see you, though.”

Maxine already worked this out. “I didn’t go. Clay was going to drive me, but I was still kinda fucked up from the party and he said he didn’t want to get throwup in his car, so I stayed home. Slept until the commotion started.”

“The commotion?”

Yeah. Cool. Dominique’s intrigued, and she hasn’t contradicted Maxine’s story at all. And why would she? At church, when she was looking around, she almost completely ignored the skin-and-bones guy sat next to Clay. The pews aren’t one family per row; Maxine, in her suit, could have been any random guy who picked that spot because it was spare.

“Mom was shouting, and then Clay was shouting. He packed up his shit, called Mom an asshole, said something about how the Pope should suck his dick, and then said that until they apologized, he didn’t want anything to do with them. And then he left. So, uh, things have been kinda tense since then. I basically didn’t leave my room all Sunday.”

“Wow. That’s… That’s fucking heavy, Maxine.”

Maxine can’t let it go without testing the waters a little. “How bad was the sermon, really?”

“Same old shit,” Dominique says, shaking her head. “It’s been like this all year. I try to let it pass over me, you know? Like when you’re cheering and you get in the zone and nothing else matters? Like you can’t even see the crowd or the team, it’s just you and the squad and the ground and the next part of the routine.”

“Yeah, I get that,” Maxine says, and despite herself, a little of that old thrill passes through her. She might not have much of a family left, but she’s still a cheerleader.

“Well, I have a church zone, too. I put my body on autopilot and let it do its thing until it’s time to go. You should cultivate that.”

Maxine laughs. “I told Mom and Dad that if Clay’s not going, I’m not going.”

“Shit. How did that go?”

“Surprisingly well. They were still kinda shell-shocked from Clay leaving, though, so I guess I’ll see if they try to drag me outta bed on Sunday morning.”

“So,” Dominique says, smiling, “you’re saying I might still get a chance to see you all dressed up for church?”

“I wouldn’t bet on it.”

* * *

Don’t cheer angry, Taylor said to Maxine, but sure enough, Taylor’s got to watch as Maxine does anyway, and makes mistakes, and gets sent to sit on the side by Coach. Everyone has an off day, Coach says, and Maxine just nods and hangs out for a couple more minutes, and then leaves early to go get changed.

This sucks.

She’s waiting for Taylor outside the locker room and, following Kennedy’s advice, she’s not alone; she’s talking to Justin. Taylor barges him out of the way so she can hug Maxine, and for a second, Maxine clings to her so tight that Taylor thinks she might get nail imprints in her back, but then the door opens again and the other cheerleaders start to file out, so it’s time to be normal girls who are normal friends and, more pertinently, it’s time for Taylor to drive Maxine home.

They stop for Maxine to get changed and then Taylor insists on kissing her while she’s in her neutral mode, just to drive home to her that however much things suck right now, Taylor’s here for her; moreover, that she’s here for her—and hot for her—in all her forms and permutations.

Taylor takes her home, where both Maxine’s parents are waiting, and Maxine wordlessly exits the car, twists back around to face Taylor, holding her little finger and thumb to her ear—the universal sign for call me—and then disappears into her house, her dad closing the door after her.

Shoot.

This really sucks.

* * *

Dad uses sports metaphors. Mom cries. And Maxine just sits there, watching them across the empty dining room table, keeping her voice deep and her legs uncrossed, giving every impression of listening. But the truth is that until they are willing to put Clay before God, she doesn’t care at all what they have to say. Doesn’t care how many tears Mom sheds or how many times Dad tries to back her up with a reference to some sport Maxine’s never cared about. Even if, once, he uses a football term that Maxine is shocked actually to know.

She clings to that absurd little detail. It might be the only thing in the whole conversation she gives even half a shit about.

And then they’re done, Mom and Dad sitting back in their chairs. In sum: they agree that if Maxine has a moral objection to the teachings of the Holy Church, it is best that she does not attend; they understand why she’s upset on her brother’s behalf, but they urge her to reconsider her position. They are approaching her as an adult, as a man who can make his own choices.

They ask Maxine for a reaction. And Maxine says, with the greatest possible economy, that she will be taking dinner in her room. Without another word, she gets up, leaves for the kitchen, microwaves herself something crappy, and takes it upstairs on a TV tray.

Someday soon, Maxine’s going to buy a lock for her door and fit it herself, and if they don’t like it, they can take it off again, which will really show how much they actually respect her. Until then, she’s got to make do with the towel under the door and the chair under the handle.

She puts on some music and she eats at her homework desk, reading one of Taylor’s books, keeping her mind carefully numb. Tapping a finger on the wood in time with the music.

She scrapes her plate clean and places it aside.

She double-checks the barricade under her door.

And then, moving carefully, as if she is, the way her mother once feared, so fragile that she might come apart at the slightest jolt, she walks over to her bed, picks up both pillows, buries her face in them, and screams.

Screams long and screams bloody. Screams for Clay and how he’s had to leave his home. Screams for every other kid in that fucking church who had to hear that shit about themselves, or who might internalize it and wield it against their peers. Screams for herself, for her naivete, for the beliefs she once held, for the brutality with which they seem always to be taken from her, each time taking a part of her with them. And when she comes away, staggering, freed for the first time since she walked through the front door with her mother and her father, she feels fluid again. Like a person, like a woman, and not merely a carrier for a bitter rage that feels like it might never leave her.

“Jesus fucking Christ,” she gasps, throwing the pillows onto the bed and almost overbalancing and falling over backward. She rights herself, leans on the edge of the bed, on the little brace of wood around the mattress, and gives herself some time to breathe, to center herself again.

The TV’s on downstairs. Hopefully nobody heard. But if they did? She doesn’t much care. They can live with what they have wrought.

“Right, right, right,” she mutters, running through everything she’s got to do now that she’s home and her parents are dealt with and she’s put something in her stomach.

First thing: she calls her old coach. And Coach Heisler is very clearly glad to hear from her, so that puts aside the slight nagging worry Maxine’s been having that Coach got curious about how her old charge was doing and looked at the school records or something. No, the problem is Avery.

“She’s missed practice, Max. Twice. Normally that wouldn’t be so bad, but she’s at a crucial time, not just physically, but—”

“Mentally,” Maxine interrupts. “Yeah.” They already talked about Avery’s breakup, about the bullying at school. What Maxine didn’t know, though she probably ought to have guessed, is that Avery’s been dejected ever since Maxine left. Like, medically dejected. And it’s been getting worse.

“I spoke with her parents,” Coach Heisler says. “They were… no use. They still want her back in school, despite everything. I think they’re in denial about just how bad it had gotten. Can you talk to her? I know you’re in touch already, but can you talk to her specifically about this? You’re the only thing she values more than her career.”

Well, shit. No pressure.

Maxine agrees, and they chat for a while longer about nothing in particular: Maxine deflects about school, talks mostly about cheerleading, while declining to reveal that she’s ever been thrown, claiming to be mainly a catcher and anchor; Coach Heisler enthuses about her partner’s successfully pitched lifestyle articles. After, Maxine texts Avery and checks AIM, but she doesn’t answer and she’s not online, so that leads directly into the other thing that Maxine’s got to do tonight before she allows herself to have a shower and to fume properly about her poor performance at practice today.

Jim sent her a file that turned out to be an install wizard, and now that she’s done on the phone, she can devote all her attention to it. Stepping through Jim’s instructions and having to start over again twice—sometimes Maxine feels like a normal person surrounded by tech nerds—she eventually gets this awful Skype thing running and working, and she gets everything set up: Clay’s microphone, her headphones.

Skype was Clay’s idea. Or, more likely, Jim’s idea, communicated via Clay and then handed immediately back to Jim to handle the tech shit. It’s brand new, so new it’s still kinda shaky, but it’s also so new that even the savviest parents don’t know about it yet. It lets you make voice calls over the internet, which among other things means that no phone numbers show up on the house phone bill or on Maxine’s cell; it’s snoop-proof.

She’s been warned to expect the quality to suck.

“Shit. Fuck. Shit. Hi!”

Jim’s voice is, yeah, not exactly clear over the noisy connection, but she can understand him, and that’s enough. He sounds kinda like when Maxine’s talking to Avery and the cross-country line suddenly goes bad; she can deal with it.

“Jim,” she says, smiling and allowing the warmth to flood her voice—which is, once again, hers, and not Maxwell’s. “Hi. Did you kiss my brother yet?”

“I’ll have you know, I’ve been the perfect gentleman!”

Almost inaudible on the line, Clay shouts, “Let me talk to my sister, Banger.”

Jim says something Maxine can’t hear over the sudden intense noise on the line—Jim taking off the headset and handing it over—and then Clay’s there. “Hi, Maxine.”

Yeah. There’s her brother.

There’s her family.

Maxine feels better already.

* * *


Maximillion: Hey

Maximillion: I know it’s late

Maximillion: But I just want to say

Maximillion: Thank you

Maximillion: I think I already thanked you but I’m thanking you again

Maximillion: Thank you for finding me when even I didn’t know how lost I was

Maximillion: Thank you for standing by me even when it made your life SO much more complicated

Maximillion: Thank you for everything

Maximillion: Shit

Maximillion: I really need to get some sleep

Maximillion: So fucking tired LOL

Maximillion: I didn’t get to talk to Avery but I talked to Clay and he’s doing okay

Maximillion: Better than I expected

Maximillion: I miss him already and isn’t that ridiculous?

Maximillion: I feel like I barely knew him before

Maximillion: Another gift

Maximillion: From you

Maximillion: I love you, Taylor

Maximillion: Shit I REALLY got to sleep

Maximillion: Goodnight

YourCaptainTaylor: I’m here!

YourCaptainTaylor: I was washing my hair!

YourCaptainTaylor: I missed you, didn’t I?

YourCaptainTaylor: Shoot.

YourCaptainTaylor: Sleep well, Maxine.

YourCaptainTaylor: And I love you, too.



* * *

Dad’s gone to work already and Mom’s getting ready to go, but it doesn’t matter, because Maxine doesn’t pay her any attention as she jogs down the stairs on Tuesday morning. Mom says something, something probably involving the other name that Maxine goes by, but not listening to her is actually kind of critical, because if she’s not careful, the anger she’s still riding will reach up and take control of her, and she’s got another school day to get through.

She’s feeling better about this one, though. She’s already decided to wear whatever clothes Taylor has brought her, and as she gets changed in their spot under the bridge—into a pleated blue skirt and a white top that Maxine lacks the language immediately to describe, except that it’s billowy and reminds her of Willa—she keeps leaning over and planting kiss after kiss on a delighted Taylor. And yeah, some of it feels a little forced, but the happiness is real, and the rush of joy when Taylor kisses her back is definitely real; she doesn’t need to let the thing coiled around her throat and buried in her chest define her or motivate her.

It can just remain ready for her when she needs it.

* * *

By their next practice, Maxine’s got her shizz mostly back together. She’s still a little stiff, a little mechanical, but a mediocre performance from Maxine is up there with the best that anybody else on the squad can do. She doesn’t screw up, and Coach doesn’t comment except to check in quietly with her after. Understandably, though, she’s sad—sad and unbelievably pissed—which comes through in the way she talks to people, in the way she responds to instructions from Coach, even in the way she moves. People are picking up on it, and not because she’s being mean or anything—Maxine doesn’t have a mean bone in her body—but because she seems, like, a half-step out of time with the world.

Avery going quiet has made it worse. Unbelievably terrible timing!

It’s tempting to try to intervene, to message Avery and ask what she’s thinking, putting Maxine through this, but Taylor’s already screwed up talking to Avery at least once—she’s not completely perfect at keeping pronouns out of the conversation when talking about Max—and Maxine’s got her own plans there anyway. Maxine will reveal herself when Avery isn’t incommunicado for mysterious reasons of her own, and when Maxine’s family isn’t literally falling apart. You need to block out a good amount of time to tell one of your besties that you’re not the sex she always thought you were, is the thing.

After practice, Taylor rushes through getting changed. She doesn’t skip the shower this time, because she doesn’t want to be, like, actually gross, but she charges in and out, being among the first to claim a spot and washing only the essentials, though her hair still gets kinda wet, thanks to Meredith almost falling in the showers again. Taylor and Jewel had to catch her.

Maxine’s still showering by the time Taylor gets there, and that’s a good sign: taking care of herself, like showering, like wearing the cute outfit Taylor brought her this morning, like doing her full makeup routine, none of it’s anything you can do if you’re so consumed with anger and sorrow that your hands shake. So today’s clearly a better day than Monday was. Waiting outside the full-length door to Maxine’s cubicle, Taylor even hears some humming over the sound of the shower.

J.Lo. Whoa.

A couple minutes later, after the shower’s been quiet for a bit, Maxine unlocks the cubicle door and Taylor tries to make herself look as attractive as can someone who still has half-wet hair from Meredith’s total inability to walk straight on a slippery surface. It clearly works, because as soon as Maxine sees her, she smiles broadly, loops a hand around Taylor’s waist, and drags her back into the cubicle.

They kiss. Urgently, lovingly. Taylor tries to put into her side of it everything that she’s scared to vocalize about Maxine’s parents—what if they never come around on Clay?—and about Avery—what if she figured it out and decided she wants nothing to do with Maxine? She puts into her kisses all the reassurances she wants to offer, all the love. She, Taylor, will be here, and will always be here, even if Maxine’s mom and dad and best friend all abandon her.

That clearly also works, because when Maxine pulls back, her eyes are wet in a way that has nothing to do with the shower she just took—and which has kinda ruined her light ‘going home’ makeup—and she’s smiling still. Different from before; she’s smiling like Taylor isn’t just someone she’s into, but like she’s someone who loves her.

Which, duh.

“We should have kissed like that under the bridge,” Maxine says, tucking a lock of damp hair behind Taylor’s ear.

“Let’s,” Taylor whispers, leaning in to kiss Maxine’s cheek. “Screw the inevitable onlookers.”

Maxine kisses her one more time, and then starts packing up her stuff, throwing her cheer uniform into her gym bag—Taylor will wash it for her tonight; the work of a captain is never done!—and repacking her school bag. She’s about to put her makeup away when she pauses, then pulls out her compact and checks her eyes.

“When were you going to tell me that I’m a panda now?” she asks.

“In five more seconds?”

“Shit, fine.” Maxine squints at herself in the little mirror, then dabs carefully at the streaked spots with a cleansing wipe. “No point fixing it really,” she adds, eyebrows pinching in concentration.

“You’re so pretty…” Taylor mumbles.

“Hmm? You say something?”

“No, just thinking aloud, I guess.”

“Hey,” Maxine says, scrunching up the wipe and dropping it in the trash can—and Taylor notes, wow, what luxury; the staff locker room has trash cans!—“I was thinking: you wanna go out on Friday night? After the away game?”

Oh! This is a really good sign, right?

“Sure! Where? Is there somewhere in Brookside you’re thinking of?”

Maxine hauls her backpack over her shoulder and picks up her gym bag, nodding for Taylor to unlock the door again and let them out. “I was thinking, what about Clay’s club? We won’t get back to VP all that late, and it’s, you know, safe there.”

“And you get to see Clay again,” Taylor says, nodding. She kicks open the door out to the hallway and they start on their way to the parking lot.

“Right. As long as your parents are okay with you staying out late?”

Taylor giggles. “I’m eighteen now! If I keep my grades up and don’t, like, fall on my head during practice, I’m home free. Metaphorically speaking. Physically, of course, I’ll be at the club. With you.”

“Cool.”

“What about your mom and dad? They won’t mind?”

Maxine shrugs. “I honestly don’t care.”

Ouch. Yeah, Taylor gets it, but ouch. She can’t imagine what it’s like to have so little trust or faith in your parents. When she gets home, she decides, she’s going to hug her mom extra hard.

“Hey Maxine!” someone yells, and it doesn’t take either of them more than like half a second to do near-identical full-body spasms when they realize that it’s Gordo, and that he’s hanging with his guys again, all sweaty and gross and unshowered after football practice. “Guess Shane was right about your family, huh?”

“Oh shit,” Taylor whispers to herself, not even noticing until after the fact that she broke her streak of not swearing. It doesn’t seem to matter right now.

Maxine ignores him. Picks up the pace. But it doesn’t matter, because Gordo’s tasted blood, and now he’s following her, following both of them, a mass of freaking muscle that they do not, right now, have an answer to.

“You’re a lesbo, your brother’s a fag… Does your mom like girls, too? Are you all that way?”

How does he even know about Clay? Maybe someone heard Maxine and Dominique talking and didn’t realize that it was sensitive information. Or maybe there was someone else at that church who saw what went down and made an educated guess. Or maybe…

Shoot. It doesn’t matter at this point.

“Go away, Gordo!” she calls over her shoulder. She’s got an arm hooked around Maxine’s elbow, and she squeezes her as tight as she dares, as tight as she can without slowing them both down.

There are footsteps coming from in front now, too, and that could be good or bad, depending on whether it’s someone angling in from the girls’ locker room, or someone from the football team, jogging up their ostentatious trophy corridor to see what all the noise is about. Taylor chews on the inside of her cheek and hopes for girls. In large numbers, preferably.

Except, no, it’s guys. It’s— Oh! It’s Justin and Danny. Meredith, too, but Justin’s here and Taylor doesn’t think she’s ever been so pleased to see a guy. It’s not that she’s scared of Gordo, not here at school—he’s not actually stupid, and he ought to know that physically hurting a girl on school property would be too much even for Coach Penderson—but he has right now an incredible ability to hurt Maxine irreparably with nothing more than his pig-ignorant chauvinist bullcrap.

Justin’s already frowning slightly, like he’s heard something of what’s going on, but then Gordo repeats himself at full volume, except he uses an even less polite word for Maxine this time. Taylor and Maxine are on the corner, so Taylor gets to see the exact moment that Justin realizes, yeah, there’s something going on here.

Five seconds later, and Gordo’s been interrupted in the middle of saying one of his favorite words by Justin’s fist and, most satisfyingly, he’s fallen on his ass the way he refused to at Taylor’s party.

Undignified.

Unathletic.

And really stupid-looking.

Gordo compounds the stupidity by leaning up on his elbows and glaring at Justin. There’s already blood dripping from his nostril. “What the fuck are you—?”

“Gordo,” Justin says levelly, “I’m not going to ask you to apologize to her because I don’t think you have the capacity. All I’m going to say is that I don’t care how much bullshit Coach is prepared to take from you; if you don’t leave Maxine alone, I will wreck your life.”

If it were only Justin, Gordo would be on his feet and pushing back, but just like at the party, there are more people gathering, pulled from all the groups of students who hang out at school after class: cheerleaders, football players, people from other clubs. And Gordo’s good at what he does, which is why his coach loves him, but he’s popular in that generic football guy kinda way: people don’t seem really to like him, they just want stuff from him.

And, on the floor, with Justin—someone who is actually popular; also now the QB, the face of the team—standing over him, Gordo doesn’t have a lot to offer.

“Coach is going to fuck you up,” Gordo mutters.

“Don’t think so, Gordon,” Justin says, articulating his full name with contempt.

And then he turns his back on Gordo and walks directly over to Maxine and Taylor, who have stopped together just around the corner, close enough to see what’s going on, far enough away to be disconnected from it. Or as much as they can, considering it was Maxine and her brother that Gordo was freaking yelling about.

Meredith runs up to Justin again as he returns, but he doesn’t turn to face her, merely accepts her hand as he walks up to Maxine.

“You okay?” he asks gently.

“Yeah,” Maxine says. She’s not looking up and she doesn’t seem like she’s going to. “Um. Thanks. Again.”

“Anytime,” Justin says. He reaches out for Maxine, like he’s going to tuck a finger under her chin or something, but then reconsiders and just kinda stands awkwardly. He glances at Meredith before he adds, “Do you need a ride home?”

“I’ve got her,” Taylor says hurriedly, and yanks on Maxine’s arm. On autopilot, she comes with.

“See you tomorrow!” Meredith chirps.

“Yeah,” Maxine says absently, and then she shakes herself. “Yeah, tomorrow. And, hey, great catching today, Merry.”

They were switching out the substitute flyers in practice today, in case the tiny girls are ever all sick at once. And, yes, Meredith had to catch a bunch, and she did good. Meredith beams at them both, and Taylor and Maxine get out. 

It doesn’t take long to extract themselves from the gathering crowd, what with Maxine still kinda subdued and most people around them having picked up on why. Sucks that Clay’s cat is entirely out of the bag now, but Taylor’s pretty sure Justin’s punch—and Gordo’s nosebleed—will be the talk of the school tomorrow. Like Clinton’s locker, the message will be, simply, don’t be a freaking douche.

Sometimes that stuff sinks in. And it helps that Maxine’s a cheerleader, and an increasingly well-known one, at that. Enthusiasm for bullying cheerleaders is never high.

“Thank fuck for Justin,” Maxine says when they’re outta the doors and halfway across the lot.

“He’s still into you, you know,” Taylor says.

“Shit, I hope not. Merry likes him. A lot.”

“Yeah.”

“Tay?”

“Yeah?”

“Can we just… Can we just fucking go?”

“Yeah. Yeah, Maxine.”

* * *


Maximillion: Hey Avery

Maximillion: Been trying to get in touch

Maximillion: You know that

Maximillion: At least, I think you do? I’ve sent texts, I’ve messaged you on here

Maximillion: I’m worried

Maximillion: Yeah I know Coach is Officially Worried and I bet your mom and dad have been ragging on you

Maximillion: But I’m the more important kind of worried

Maximillion: The realer kind

Maximillion: The kind you get when your best friend won’t talk to you

Maximillion: Anyway, I don’t know if you’re there or not

Maximillion: But some shit’s been going down here

Maximillion: With Clay and with my mom and dad and it SUCKS and I want to talk to you about it

Maximillion: More than that

Maximillion: I want to talk to my best friend

Maximillion: I want to check in with her

Maximillion: I’ll try again tomorrow

Maximillion: Love you A

Maximillion: Love you



* * *

Brookside High School is a lot like VPH, and that makes it familiar and kinda comforting. Taylor’s always liked it here, every time they visit for an away game. Brookside’s not a hick town and neither is it one of those sun-drenched, salt-bathed seaside paradises that make Taylor want to give it all up and go live on the beach. It’s a place you can visit, have a good time, and leave without regrets.

And Maxine seems to like it here, which is good! She spent all day at school in her uniform so she wouldn’t have to get changed at Brookside, though she wore leggings for modesty that she ditched in the locker room, and now that the game’s over—they won 21-10, and this time Maxine didn’t even need explaining to her what that actually means—they’re relaxing on the bleachers around Brookside’s practice field, which is adjacent to the main stadium but has the benefit of being on the other side from the parking lot and thus completely empty of local families draining out into their cars.

“We’re coming, Maxine,” Kennedy’s saying. She’s still in uniform, as they all are: the Brookside girls are using their shower facilities right now, so some of the VPH squad are hanging out until they’re free, and some of the squad are just… hanging out. “That’s cool, right?”

“Coming where?”

Maxine’s perched with her butt on one seat and her feet on another. Her pompoms are in her lap, and she’s idly picking at them, not seeming to pay much attention to anything. She did great during the game, and she definitely hasn’t been on edge or anything—she greeted the Brookside squad as happily as any of them, exchanged hugs with them, even blew a kiss at some guy from the Brookside team who whistled at her—but she’s still got that feeling to Taylor, that sense that she’s not quite here.

“To this club of yours.”

Maxine laughs. It’s only a little bitter. “How does everyone know everything, all the time?”

“Cheerleaders talk, Maxine,” Jewel says. She’s sitting a few seats over with Sandy, Meredith, Nicole, Anna and Chelsea; the bloc who are definitely not coming tonight. Or they haven’t asked to, anyway.

“In the case of your brother,” Chelsea adds, twisting around to address them, “I believe it was Sherry who talked.”

“Sorry,” Sherry says, blushing. She and Shannon are leaning on each other like usual; sisters in more than just their shared first consonant sound. “We were talking—”

“About how it’s a shame,” Shannon puts in, “because your brother is, like, so hot.”

“Right, because we heard you telling Nique about it. We didn’t know it was a big secret.”

“All the whispering didn’t clue you in, Sherr?” Dominique says, rolling her eyes.

“It’s fine,” Maxine says, shrugging. “It’s the twenty-first century, isn’t it? We have gay guys now. Sometimes they’re our brothers.”

“Are you… okay with it?” Sherry asks.

“He’s my brother,” Maxine says quickly, firmly. “He’s always stood by me.”

“And her bestie from back in New York’s gay, anyway,” Shannon says conversationally, “so of course she’s okay with it, Sherr.”

“Right, right,” Sherry says.

“So,” Kennedy says, “we’re coming, right? Just me and Dominique. To your hot brother’s gay club.”

“You know there aren’t going to be straight guys there, right?” Taylor says.

“No, really? Yeah, Tay, we know. I’ve got a boyfriend, and she—” Kennedy waves a hand vaguely at Dominique, “—refuses to soil her loins.”

“I have high standards,” Dominique says. “I can’t help it. But it’s fun to look. Nothing wrong with window shopping.”

“Even if we don’t have the thing the guys are all looking for,” Kennedy says, wiggling a finger to represent, Taylor gets after a moment, a penis. At that, Maxine’s expression flickers, and then returns to kind of neutral-exhausted, same as the rest of them. “C’mon, Maxine. I started my period two days ago, I feel like I could shit a bowling ball, and I just got thrown in the air, like, two dozen times without so much as farting. I need to chill out. I need to look at boys.”

“Sure,” Maxine says. “Come. Come chill out and dance and stuff. Honestly, seriously; it’s gonna be cool. And you can say hi to Clay. Tell him that the cheerleaders outed him to the entire high school.”

“I’m really sorry, Max,” Sherry says.

Maxine suddenly kicks off from her position on the bottom row of the bleachers. It’s a perfect launch, executed with energy, and she lands on both feet, steady and confident, as if she didn’t just spend the duration of an entire football game working her ass off.

“I’ll make sure he gets the message,” she says.

* * *

Maxine wanted to look nice for Clay. And that’s dumb for so many reasons, but she wanted to anyway, and she also wanted a shower, so Taylor drove the four of them to Willa’s place, and while Maxine got herself cleaned up, Taylor and Willa searched Willa’s closet for something appropriate. And now here she is, back at the club, waiting in line with her fake ID ready and wearing a weird kind of scrunchy black and blue dress with a buckle theme to its detailing and with shoulder straps that are basically thin belts. The whole outfit—with torn fishnets from Willa’s last Halloween costume and a pair of Taylor’s ankle boots that she left over at Willa’s—looks kinda weird and kinda punk, and, well, Maxine likes being the girl who is kinda weird and kinda punk. Plus, back at Willa’s house, Eddie proclaimed her to be chic as shit when she descended the stairs with the others; the official gay guy seal of approval.

“Remember,” Taylor’s lecturing Kennedy and Dominique, who showed up only a couple minutes after, “no kissing boys. They won’t like it.”

“Not my first gay club, Tay,” Kennedy says. With her pink lipstick and her hair done up in pigtails, she looks like a fucking Barbie doll, and from the way she winked at Maxine when she arrived, she definitely knows it.

“It is mine,” Dominique says, “but I’m naturally well behaved.” She’s wearing a patchwork gray dress that looks dangerously short in places, but she’s covered: she’s wearing shorts, like all of them—bar Kennedy—wear for practice.

“And,” Taylor adds, “just to reiterate what you ought to already know…”

Ah. Maxine’s been waiting for this bit. Taylor turns around, hooks her hands around Maxine’s waist, and draws her in for a kiss. It’s kinda chaste and it’s over quick, but it’s as good as kissing Taylor always is.

“You want me to pretend like Kennedy didn’t tell me?” Dominique asks, grinning. “I could act, like, super shocked and stuff.”

“That would be nice, yes.”

Dominique places her hands on her cheeks. “Gawsh,” she says, sounding like a character from Scooby-Doo.

“You, um, know about me, too, don’t you?” Willa says, and she’s nervous as hell about it. But then, secrecy’s been her habit for years.

“It was so obvious,” Kennedy says.

“But only to us!” Dominique adds quickly. “Honest. Nobody else knows.”

Willa’s trying her best not to seem too needy—she told Maxine earlier that Kennedy still kinda scares her, and thus she’s likely to reach too far for her approval—but she’s not great at it. Her “Really?” comes out like a kid who just got reassured that Santa is definitely real, and don’t listen to the older boy from down the street.

Kennedy laughs into her hand. “Half the girls on the squad are still jealous you landed pretty-boy Eddie over there.”

Eddie, who’s been staring into space this whole time, leaning against the wall with his hands in his pockets, rolls his head against the concrete—or whatever it is—and grins. “Yeah,” he says, “that’s me: the pretty boy.”

Maxine leans closer to Willa and whispers, “Is Natalia going to be here tonight?”

“Nope,” Willa says emphatically, shaking her head to match. “She couldn’t make it. Which, maybe, probably better, I think? I’m not sure I’m prepared for Kennedy Williams to see me kissing girls. She might be able to psychically hear all the fantasies I used to have about her.”

At that, Maxine laughs.

This week has been such a fucking rollercoaster. Something new almost every day, from the bullshit sermon on Sunday, to having to talk to Dominique about it, to fucking up Monday’s practice, to Gordo coming for her and ensuring that the whole school knows her brother is gay… She’s actually kind of amazed that she even made it through the away game today, she’s been so distracted. It was Dominique’s advice that helped her, actually, though Dominique didn’t know she was even giving advice at the time: her ‘church zone’, adapted for cheerleading. Maxine’s always been so present when she flies, so exuberant, so eternally fucking delighted, that it never even occurred to her to just mentally go somewhere else, but, shit, it worked. It got her through practice on Wednesday and Thursday and it got her through the game and the required chill-out time after. The only time this week it really failed was with Gordo, and she can probably be excused that.

Right now, queuing up outside Clay’s club, might be the first time she’s fully switched it off since, like, maybe Tuesday.

Taylor’s still with her, holding her hand, gently stroking her knuckle with a thumb, and her friends are here—a group which has, recently and unexpectedly, expanded to include Kennedy and Dominique—and she’s going to see her brother.

And she’s gonna dance. If she couldn’t fly this week, not properly, then she sure can fucking dance.

* * *

Maxine’s here! And not, like, in the purely physical sense, the sense in which Maxine is touching her, sharing heat with her, inadvertently rubbing her near-naked thigh against her… She’s back. She’s herself again. Free—or mostly free—of the crap that’s been holding her down all week. Taylor’s holding her hand as they walk into the club together, and Maxine’s idly caressing Taylor’s fingers as they go.

That’s the difference: Maxine hasn’t been doing anything idly this week. Everything’s been deliberate. This is the first time she’s relaxed her control. And yeah, Taylor’s well aware that after tonight, Maxine will have to be vigilant again—against her parents; against people like Gordo; against her own self—so it’s beyond reassuring for Taylor to know that her Maxine is still in there. She’s just being guarded for a while. Just taking care of herself. And if there’s one thing Taylor appreciates more than anything in the world, it’s Maxine taking care of herself.

“Holy shit,” Kennedy says, loud enough for Taylor to hear her over the music. Her eyes are roaming the sea of gay guys like she’s— Ick! Gross! Did she just lick her lips?

“Down, girl,” Dominique shouts, laughing.

Kennedy pouts. “No.”

“Just window shopping, remember!”

“Uh huh. Fuck me, look at that guy, Nique!”

Not your first gay club, huh, Kennedy? Yeah, right. Taylor grins to herself, and then returns her concentration to Maxine; she’s angling them off to the side, taking them toward the bar. Looking for Clay.

* * *

Forty-five minutes later, because Clay had to wait until he could take a break—time Maxine made use of to dance off some of her energy—they reconvene in the club’s office, which looks less like an office and more like what you get when you section a building that used to be a warehouse into a bunch of interlocking cuboids and fill the leftover area with lockers, a table with gum stuck to the underside, an arcade game that is definitely older than Maxine and might be older than Clay, and a coffee maker. It’s depressing, but there are places to sit and there’s a pallet stacked with water bottles in the corner, so it’s fine.

But Maxine doesn’t let her big brother sit down yet. The man needs a hug right now more he has, like, ever before, and thus she’s got a job to do.

“Maxine?” he says.

“Yuh-huh?”

“You’re hurting me.”

“Oh.” Maxine relaxes her arms somewhat; she was squeezing him kinda tight. Those lifts she’s been doing with Taylor’s little pink weights have been paying off, evidently. “Sorry.”

Clay kisses her on top of her head. “It’s all good. What’s that lyric? ‘You bleed just to know you’re alive.’”

“Ick,” Maxine says, kicking him lightly on the ankle. “No quoting songs from Nic Cage movies.”

“Sorry, but he’s hot.”

She steps away, looks up at him. Doesn’t let go, though. Keeps a hand against his side, buried in the folds of his oversized logo shirt. “He is so not.”

“It’s a confidence thing. Have you seen Snake Eyes?”

“Clay,” Maxine says, “who are you right now?”

“Someone who has only eight minutes left on his break,” Clay says, pulling away from Maxine and pushing her lightly toward the gross little table in the middle of the room. Maxine picks the second-least-nasty-looking chair, directs Taylor—who has been watching them both with quiet amusement—to the cleanest one, and sits.

That shirt Clay’s got on. It’s for a band called Catatonia, and Maxine’s never heard of them, nor has she seen the shirt before. Is it Jim’s? Are they… sharing clothes?

Are they kissing?

She decides that she maybe never wants to ask.

“Those girls you came with,” Clay says, sitting down and cracking open a water bottle, “I don’t know them. Are they safe?”

“You met Kennedy,” Taylor says. “I don’t know if I’d call her safe, but she knows about us—” she wags a finger back and forth from Maxine to herself, “—and hasn’t told anybody.”

“And Dominique’s safe,” Maxine says. “Though, shit, Clay, it’s gotten out at school that you’re gay.”

Clay shrugs. “It’s fine. It’s not like I go there or anything. As long as it’s not causing problems for you?”

“Just—” Taylor starts, but Maxine interrupts her.

“No,” she says. “No problems. What about you? Everything good at chez Cadwaladr?”

Taylor snorts, covering her mouth, and when Maxine looks over, puzzled, she explains, “I don’t know if I ever heard his surname before. No wonder everybody calls him Banger.”

“Everything’s fine, Maxine,” Clay says. “Although—” he reaches behind himself and cracks his back, “—Banger’s spare bed is not comfortable. I think the mattress might be stuffed with rolled-up quarters.” He laughs to himself, takes a swig from his water bottle, and asks, “How are Mom and Dad?”

“They’re a mess,” Maxine says.

“Shit.”

“No, seriously, they deserve it.”

Clay shrugs. “Maybe, but it was still me that caused it. Kinda sucks to know.”

“It wasn’t you,” Taylor says quickly, before Maxine can. “It was that preacher. Priest. Whatever. It was him. And, like, Catholicism? That’s at fault, too. Maybe the Pope. Maybe everybody. But not you. You’re the victim in this, Clay. You are.” She meets Maxine’s eyes. “What? It’s true.”

“Yeah,” Maxine says, smiling, relaxing again, because the thought of Mom and Dad had snuck into her body and made her neck stiffen and her shoulders tighten. “Yeah, it’s true.”

“Scary, though,” Taylor continues. “I’m worried about my mom now. I mean, she was normal when she heard about Avery? And she likes Will & Grace. But now I’m thinking, your mom was at least kinda normal about Avery, too, and everybody likes—”

“She wasn’t. Not really. She always wanted me to make other friends. Guy friends. It was one of her top ten topics of conversation: ‘When are you going to make some new friends, Maxxy?’ And yeah, some of that was that she wanted me to be a normal, safe, boring guy, not the kind of guy who gets beat up for being a fag. But I realized that some of it was just that she’s… Shit, she’s a homophobe, Taylor. I hate it, but she is.”

“Maybe I should move back anyway,” Clay says, “if they’re such a mess. I mean, I just left you to deal with them…” He trails off, staring wretchedly into his water bottle like it’s a fucking scotch or something.

“I’m not dealing with them,” Maxine insists. “Seriously! I’m not. Barely exchanged two dozen words with Mom all week. Less with Dad. Sure, it’s tense, but I don’t care; if I’m home, I’m in my room. I eat my meals there, I drink water from the faucet in my bathroom. I’ve got everything I need.”

“I think…” Taylor starts, and when Maxine and Clay both look at her, she’s chewing on the end of her thumb, eyebrows pinched. “I think you should stay away,” she goes on. “If Banger’s bed is so horrible, then maybe you could stay in our guest room, or Garrett could hide you under his bed, or… I don’t know. But you should stay away.”

“Oh?” Clay says.

“Think about it! They gotta learn. Right now, they’re miserable and quiet and they leave Maxine alone. You go home right now, Clay, and what do you think happens? How does the dynamic change?” She stares searchingly at Clay, and he stares back. After a moment, he mimes pulling the pin from a grenade with his teeth, and hurls it into the center of the table, blowing out his cheeks as he does so to create a soft explosion sound. “Ex-actly,” Taylor says triumphantly. “It all blows up! Suddenly you’re all fighting again, and that hurts your whole deal, because they can blame you again. You’re right there, and your mom and dad get to fight with you. But if you stay away…” She holds out her hands.

“They’ve got nobody around to fight with but each other,” Clay says quietly, nodding. “And Maxine, I guess, but if she’s staying out of it… Yeah. You’re right. If I go home—” he slaps his half-empty water bottle down on the table, “—they don’t learn.” He reaches for Maxine’s hand. “Maxine, you’re really okay waiting this out with them? I mean, assuming they ever even—”

“I’m okay with it,” Maxine says, taking his hand and squeezing. “They’re not giving me any shit, anyway. They’re so checked out, I could go home in my cheer uniform and I’d give only fifty-fifty odds they’d even notice.”

“But you’re being careful?”

“Yeah. Yeah, I’m being careful. More than before. And, um…” Blushing again, feeling foolish, but also reveling in being so damn relaxed, here in this gross back room, that she feels able to, Maxine has another try at expressing the thought that suddenly needs to be gotten out there, that needs to be heard. “And I’ve got Taylor. She’s amazing.” Taylor makes a sound like she’s trying to downplay her contributions to Maxine’s wellbeing; Maxine ignores her and rushes on. “I know you knew that, but she is. Clothes in the morning, coming to see me in the staff locker room after practice so I don’t have to feel like it’s just me in there… Just looking out for me, day-in, day-out. And that’s on top of everything she already did for me. She’s out of this fucking world, Clay.”

“Max…” Taylor mumbles, and she gasps for air, like she’s on the verge of bursting into tears and she’s trying to keep it all in.

“Taylor,” Clay says, his voice warm and sincere, “thank you for taking care of my little sister.”

Yeah. That did it. Taylor hiccups as the tears come, and Maxine shifts her chair around and draws her in.

* * *

If this were a movie or a TV show, there’d be, like, a bunch of drag queens at the gay club, and they’d see her red eyes and ruined makeup and they’d be all, oh honey, time to fix you up, it doesn’t even matter that you’re a mess and you kinda have cramps right now, nobody can tell, sweetie, and then there’d be a montage and they’d do her face and hair and nails and find her a new dress, and Taylor would come out the other side looking like Jessica Rabbit. But there’s just this little room, and Clay helplessly telling her that he needs to get back behind the bar, and they can’t stay here without him. Maxine suggests they go out to the bathroom, the one for regular club goers, and fix her face there, but Taylor waves her off.

She doesn’t need to look amazing. She just needs to be with Max. So she keeps Clay back for one more minute, long enough to wipe her face clean and pat it dry, and then she and Maxine go back out to the dance floor together, with Maxine looking like a million bucks and Taylor looking tired as hell, still kinda red in the cheeks, and more barefaced than she’s been in public at any point since, like, middle school.

It’s been a stressful week. She didn’t realize, not really, being so focused on Maxine. But it has! And with Maxine and her very large brother and nobody else around, she finally felt safe enough to let it out.

Maxine’s not the only one who’s had barriers up lately, huh. Of course, the barrage of gratitude was a lot of help in knocking all Taylor’s barriers down, and that’s useful to know. If Maxine gets too wound up next week, Taylor knows how to relieve some of that tension: she’ll take her somewhere quiet, somewhere that it’s just the two of them, and she’ll kiss her, and she’ll tell her that she loves her, and she’ll remind her of all the things about her that make her so freaking amazing.

She should make a list.

Back out there, together, they dance a while, shuttle back to the table where Dominique’s camped out people-watching, drink more water, and get back to the dance floor. Clay very pointedly refuses to serve them alcohol, which causes Maxine to tell him that while he got to spend most of the day on his ass, she and Taylor and the others have been not just on their feet all day but standing on each other’s shoulders, and that if they drink anything alcoholic, they’ll probably just fall asleep right away. And it’s good. It’s a good night. Taylor gets to kiss Maxine and dance with her and get kinda naughty once or twice without ever, like, going below the clothes, and yeah. She could stand a night like this at least once a week for the rest of her life; or until Maxine’s crappy family situation gets fixed and she doesn’t have as much of a pressing need to blow off steam.

But it can’t last. Because they are tired, all of them. Even Eddie, last seen headed to the bathroom with some guy, comes over to join them before it’s even one in the morning. As a group, they wave to Clay; Eddie and Kennedy blow him kisses, and Maxine joins in, laughing, a moment later. And then they’re outta there, grabbing a pair of cabs, with Kennedy and Dominique headed off in one direction—after exchanging hugs—and the rest of them going back to Willa’s, where Taylor left the Beetle.

* * *

Maxine long ago got tired of the need to get changed twice in situations like this—once, at Willa’s, making the switch to more androgynous clothes, and again in Taylor’s car, wiping off her makeup and covering her layered sports bras with a shirt and a hoodie—but even with Mom and Dad barely paying attention to events, she can’t risk being caught. The stakes, while being exactly the same as they’ve always been, feel higher now, and Maxine’s sure that all it would take to pull Mom out of her fugue would be for Maxine to show signs of being like Clay, of being another deviant.

It sucks, but it’s life, and whether or not she’s tired of it, she’s got to do it. At least, when she’s done, Taylor doesn’t start the car again until they’ve kissed the hell out of each other, so she doesn’t have to feel entirely gross when she catches a glimpse of her reflection and realizes she needs to pluck or wax her upper lip again.

Thank fuck for the pills. If that shit on her lip had ever spread more seriously to the rest of her face—more than requiring a few minutes’ attention with tweezers a couple times a week—she doesn’t know how she’d deal with it. She looked up what MtF transsexuals do to get rid of their beards, and not only does it sound painful as hell, it is not something that she could hide with anything less than, like, the thick stage makeup that Elaine Newton from the drama club complained was giving her zits, that one time in government class.

Waving one last time to Taylor, Maxine nudges the front door open as quietly as she can, finding nothing waiting for her. Time was, Mom would be standing there, arms folded, ready to lay the what-time-do-you-call-this bullshit on her, but now? Who even knows where Mom is?

Maxine kinda misses it. An overbearing mom is better than no mom at all.

Shit. Clay was getting emotional about this, but Maxine refuses to. Mom did this, not Max, not Clay—Mom with help from the Pope, like Taylor said—and if Maxine misses what she thought she had with her mom, well, that fucking sucks, but it sucks the same way it sucks that Maxine didn’t grow her own breasts yet: it’s just a fact of life.

To the kitchen. Grab a glass of water. And haul ass upstairs so she can get her door shut behind her; just because Mom’s been derelict in her motherly bothering responsibilities lately, doesn’t mean she can’t choose tonight to make up for lost time.

Dumping her shit out on the bed, Maxine notices that her phone’s lit up: she’s got a text.


Avery: Sorry. I’m on AIM. I’m not going to bed until you come talk to me. So come talk to me, OK?



Maxine’s never run to her computer so fast. She slaps at the power button and then, finding herself suddenly with an excess of energy where just previously she was ready to sleep for a fucking week, she uses the time it takes to grind its way to the desktop to make sure that all her stuff is secured.

Even when the stupid computer’s finally ready for her, AIM seems to take an age to load, but sure enough, when it’s done, there’s Avery, online and waiting for her, spamming those dumb little yellow emoticons she likes to bombard Maxine with sometimes.


Maximillion: Avery!

A-Very-Nice-Person: MAX

A-Very-Nice-Person: MAX MAX MAX MAX MAX MAX MAX MAX

A-Very-Nice-Person: IM SO SORRY MAX

A-Very-Nice-Person: IM A COLOSSAL MORON

Maximillion: I mean

Maximillion: Yeah, but you’re probably not a moron about THIS

Maximillion: Are you okay?

A-Very-Nice-Person: I’m stupid, Max, I’m just so fucking dumb

Maximillion: You’re not

A-Very-Nice-Person: I am so shut up and let me tell you why

A-Very-Nice-Person: Hold on I got to set the scene:

A-Very-Nice-Person: EXT. NEW YORK CITY, THE BIG APPLE, BABY

A-Very-Nice-Person: ENTER AVERY MURRAY STAGE LEFT

A-Very-Nice-Person: SHE IS BEING A FUCKING DUMBASS

Maximillion: I can see it as if I were there

A-Very-Nice-Person: Shutup

A-Very-Nice-Person: Ok so

A-Very-Nice-Person: Coach yelled at me basically

A-Very-Nice-Person: She called me up and in a moment of weakness I actually answered and she told me I was wasting her time

A-Very-Nice-Person: She said she called YOU and she talked up how worried you were

A-Very-Nice-Person: I was so angry, Maxxy

A-Very-Nice-Person: I hung up on her

A-Very-Nice-Person: And I just kinda sat there

A-Very-Nice-Person: It was like my brain fucking exploded

A-Very-Nice-Person: Wet meaty chunks everywhere

A-Very-Nice-Person: Because the thing is

A-Very-Nice-Person: The thing is

A-Very-Nice-Person: Shit this is hard

A-Very-Nice-Person: Harder than your hot cheerleader body

A-Very-Nice-Person: Sorry

A-Very-Nice-Person: LOL

Maximillion: Um… what?

A-Very-Nice-Person: It’s called trying to relieve the tension with a joke, Maxwell Giordano, keep up

Maximillion: What does my hot cheerleader body have to do with anything though?

A-Very-Nice-Person: Ok, well, I was talking to Jess

A-Very-Nice-Person: You remember Jess right

A-Very-Nice-Person: Anyway this is weeks ago

A-Very-Nice-Person: Before shit really went to shit

A-Very-Nice-Person: And she asked about you and I said you were a cheerleader

A-Very-Nice-Person: And she was like oh so he’s working out again

A-Very-Nice-Person: And she fake drooled for a while

A-Very-Nice-Person: Also maybe real drooled a bit

A-Very-Nice-Person: So long story short we joke about your hot cheerleader body sometimes

A-Very-Nice-Person: Bet you can bounce a pompom off those abs etc

A-Very-Nice-Person: You can guess the rest

A-Very-Nice-Person: Sorry

Maximillion: It’s fine

Maximillion: I AM a cheerleader and I AM hot

Maximillion: And I DO have a body

Maximillion: ANYWAY

Maximillion: You were saying? About something being really hard?

Maximillion: Uh. Something really hard that’s not me?

A-Very-Nice-Person: FUUUUUUUUCK yeah I was wasn’t I

A-Very-Nice-Person: Gonna come out and say it

A-Very-Nice-Person: I thought I was a failure

A-Very-Nice-Person: Like complete and total

A-Very-Nice-Person: You kept going through SO MUCH SHIT Max

A-Very-Nice-Person: They pushed you around and

A-Very-Nice-Person: Shit I don’t need to go into it all

A-Very-Nice-Person: But you KEPT. GOING.

A-Very-Nice-Person: Me? I get stabbed with a compass ONE TIME and I quit school

A-Very-Nice-Person: It’s completely healed now!

A-Very-Nice-Person: Like it never happened!

A-Very-Nice-Person: You? You’re back on your feet, you’re a fucking cheerleader, walking right up to the kind of people who hurt you and standing tall

A-Very-Nice-Person: Waving your pompoms right in their face

A-Very-Nice-Person: Do guy cheerleaders get pompoms

A-Very-Nice-Person: I’ve been assuming you do

A-Very-Nice-Person: I don’t know maybe you borrow them

A-Very-Nice-Person: Anyway you are amazing and I’m not

A-Very-Nice-Person: I bailed

A-Very-Nice-Person: You’ve still got your scars and you’re still fighting

A-Very-Nice-Person: Me? Zero scars. Bailed.

A-Very-Nice-Person: PERIOD

Maximillion: Avery, do I need to tell you what complete bullshit you’re talking right now?

A-Very-Nice-Person: No

A-Very-Nice-Person: I already told myself

A-Very-Nice-Person: I hung up on Coach and then I realized how much of a dumb pity cycle I was stuck in

A-Very-Nice-Person: Blaming myself for everything

A-Very-Nice-Person: For you leaving as well

A-Very-Nice-Person: That’s something else I never told you, like I thought that if I’d been a better friend, you’d still be here

A-Very-Nice-Person: But yeah I realized how dumb all that was

A-Very-Nice-Person: How dumb I’ve been

A-Very-Nice-Person: Yeah I quit school so what

A-Very-Nice-Person: I have the credits, and if there’s a problem: summer classes

A-Very-Nice-Person: Done

A-Very-Nice-Person: Yeah I couldn’t protect you, but we’re two people against the world

A-Very-Nice-Person: I like to think I helped keep you alive, anyway

Maximillion: You did

Maximillion: Avery, I promise you did

A-Very-Nice-Person: So

A-Very-Nice-Person: I ran all the way to Coach’s place

A-Very-Nice-Person: Interrupted her in the middle of dinner with her wife

A-Very-Nice-Person: And I just apologized

A-Very-Nice-Person: Everything spilled out of me

A-Very-Nice-Person: Like it all did again just now

A-Very-Nice-Person: And we hugged and she said sorry for yelling and I said no it’s fine I needed a kick up the ass

A-Very-Nice-Person: And then her wife made me apologize for saying ass

A-Very-Nice-Person: And I came home

A-Very-Nice-Person: And texted you

A-Very-Nice-Person: And waited

A-Very-Nice-Person: And here we are!

Maximillion: Whoa

A-Very-Nice-Person: Right?

Maximillion: So you’re good?

A-Very-Nice-Person: Yeah I’m good

A-Very-Nice-Person: Like do I wish things had gone different

A-Very-Nice-Person: Obviously yes

A-Very-Nice-Person: But I did my best with what I had just like you

A-Very-Nice-Person: I think I forgave myself Max

A-Very-Nice-Person: And then of course I had to run home and make it up to you

A-Very-Nice-Person: I’m so sorry I didn’t answer your texts and shit

Maximillion: I get it, I really do

Maximillion: It’s very easy to get lost in shit like that

A-Very-Nice-Person: Really fucking is!

A-Very-Nice-Person: Shit I love you

Maximillion: Love you lots



They talk a little while longer, and Maxine considers telling her about everything—or even just about Clay—but she’s tired as hell and getting more so, so she holds off. She promises instead to make herself available tomorrow after cheer practice, or Sunday, or Monday, or whenever they can both stay up late—but not this fucking late—talking like they used to.


A-Very-Nice-Person: Cheer practice again tomorrow huh

Maximillion: It never ends

Maximillion: I am like one enormous pulled muscle

A-Very-Nice-Person: I’ll bet

A-Very-Nice-Person: Shit you’re right though it’s late as BALLS

A-Very-Nice-Person: Go sleep

A-Very-Nice-Person: Say hi to Taylor for me

A-Very-Nice-Person: Give her a kiss from me too

Maximillion: Okay but the kiss will be from me

A-Very-Nice-Person: Fine fine

A-Very-Nice-Person: Goodniiiiiiiight



* * *

It’s better again. Like, it’s not great, but if Maxine’s doing a stages of grief thing, and she spent last week stuck on anger, then she must have gotten through bargaining sometime after Saturday practice, because by the time Monday rolls around, she’s settled firmly on depression. And she’s okay; she goes to great pains to promise Taylor that, over kisses that get a little too enthusiastic and which Taylor, with regret, has to be the one to pull away from. She’s okay, she’s just got this extra load on her right now. She can kinda feel it in her shoulders, she says,

Doesn’t seem to affect her cheerleading, though, at least from what Taylor can see.

It’s still freaking unfair! But, again, as Maxine says to her after Wednesday’s practice, in the couple minutes they eke out together in Maxine’s cubicle in the staff locker room, she’s gotten used to shizz being unfair. Fair wouldn’t have assaulted her; fair would have put boobs on her chest without her having to take matters into her own hands, and without having to rely on the pretty freaking extreme edge-case luck that was falling into Taylor’s life and immediately having to start masquerading as a girl. So, you see, Maxine says, kissing Taylor on the nose, on the chin, and acting like she’s gonna move farther down before grinning and pulling away to go get changed, leaving Taylor breathless and limp, held up only by the cubicle door and feeling like if she doesn’t get some freaking Maxine soon, and more than just a handful of stolen kisses here and there, like some real action, she’s going to go crazy, there’s fair and there’s unfair.

If Taylor were capable of it right now, she would take off a shoe and throw it at her for that move. Rude! But Maxine makes it up to her as soon as she’s dressed again, with another kiss and a hug that, just for a moment, speaks to how much Maxine needs these moments of contact, these moments of normality, because, oh yeah, Taylor gets to go home to a loving family and Maxine gets to go home to a broken one.

But it’s better.

* * *

They don’t go to the club after the home game this week. Kennedy pitched it and Taylor was up for it, but Maxine’s too fucking tired. As the week’s gone on, it’s all seemed like so much effort, and she’s been crawling into bed earlier and earlier; waking up later and later. Neglecting her morning stretches, too, which only makes her more tired and sore come the evening.

She made it, though. Another game, another routine. And they’re getting really good at it now! Kennedy’s still adding in little flourishes here and there during practice, and somehow a lot of those flourishes seem to involve Maxine, Taylor, Kennedy and Dominique—which, yeah, they are the best on the squad, bar perhaps Willa, who gets to be honorary best, Kennedy says, because she’s so light and easy to throw, easier even than her. Every week at every game, they’re a little more elaborate, a little more crowd-pleasing, and they started from what’s always seemed to Maxine like a high fucking bar.

Or maybe people just scream louder for cheerleaders than they do for gymnasts.

She’s back in Maxwell drag and kissing Taylor in her car, ready to go home, maybe to talk to Avery, maybe to just immediately crash, but when she closes the front door, she’s suddenly face to face with the most disquieting sight that she could possibly find waiting for her right now.

Mom and Dad.

“Son,” Dad says, and the tone of his voice indicates that it’s going to be one of those conversations, the ones where the parents make sure you sit in the chair farthest from every exit and ask you very seriously about the drugs in your school bag.

Shit, she fucking hopes they haven’t been searching her school bag, because there are fucking drugs in it! Yeah, it’s birth control, but she doesn’t exactly relish the thought of test-driving her ‘I’m just holding them for Taylor’ excuse.

“Can I go shower first?” she asks. Unsaid: can she go upstairs and dump her contraband before they get into whatever the fuck it is that they’re about to get into?

“This won’t take long,” Mom says, and she sounds… Shit, Maxine doesn’t know. Defeated? Tired? It’s weird to see on Mom. Reminds her of how it was in the house after what they eventually began to term ‘Max’s accident’. Subdued. Guilty, even.

“Okay, fine,” Maxine says, dropping her backpack at the bottom of the stairs and following them into the living room. And is it a good sign that they’re doing it in there? She doesn’t know, but their last heavy conversation was at the dining table, and it had sucked: she’d felt trapped both by the table itself and by all the fucking doors between herself and the outside world.

She picks the couch by the door, and doesn’t close it all the way. If they’re about to spring something on her, then she’s faster and stronger than— Okay, she’s not stronger for certain, but she is faster, and she has the advantage that she spends her time actually moving her body and not kind of grudgingly perambulating around in it.

“We’re sorry,” Dad says, once they’re all in position, with Mom and Dad on the far side of the room, sitting together on the other couch, holding hands. “We put you in an impossible position.”

“Yeah,” Maxine says, shrugging, “you did.”

“Max—” Mom starts.

“Gina,” Dad says, stepping on her outburst like it’s an unruly garden hose, and she shuts off again. All the same, Maxine can see that Mom’s building up a good amount of silent pressure, and she wonders, if they’re about to get all conciliatory with her, how much of it is Dad forcing the issue. He almost never lays down the law, but when he does, he tends to get his way. “We put you and Clay in an impossible position,” Dad continues. “We forced him to choose between the holy church and what he… knows to be true about himself. And we put you in the middle, between him and us, which is unfair: you’ve only just become a man, you’ve got school, and you’ve had a difficult time.”

Ah, yes. The ‘difficult time’. Another of their preferred euphemisms. Still, they’re ceding more ground than she expected.

“What are you saying, Dad?” she asks, pointedly not even looking at Mom.

“We’ve been giving it a lot of thought,” he says, “and we’ve decided…” He sighs heavily. Next to him, Mom twitches. “We’ve decided: to hell with them.”

Maxine blinks. She feels it happen, like it’s the only motion her body is even capable of right now. Just dumbly blinking. Once. Twice. Thrice. She shakes herself, gets her shit back in the game.

“What?”

“Our priorities were all wrong. We should never have chosen the church over your brother. Or over you. We’ve been reading— I’ve been reading, and there are other churches we can try, other congregations that are more… modern. We don’t know of any in the area, not yet, but—”

“We’ll find somewhere,” Mom says, very suddenly, all that stomped-on pressure coming out, but—again—not how Maxine expected. “We need the community, Maxwell, don’t you see? Back home, we were right there at the center of it all, but here, I feel very much alone. Do you understand that, Maxxy?”

Maxine’s nodding before she realizes. “Yeah,” she says. “Yeah, I do.”

“We’re not going to ask you to come,” Dad says. “When we find a new church, I mean. You’re busy, you’ve got school… And we know why you’ve been staying out a lot. Going to all of Taylor’s games. We know it’s to get out of this place. And that’s not why we moved here.” He sighs again, presses back into the couch cushions. “We didn’t move here so we’d never see our son. We moved here so he’d have a chance at a life. And we always knew we might not have much of a part in it when he found one. What we didn’t know… is that it wouldn’t be him drifting away from us, it would be us pushing him away.”

“Dad, I’m not drifting away.”

“You are,” Mom says. “You spend all your time with that Taylor girl and with your other friends and we never see you, and—”

“Mom,” Maxine says sharply, because she knows where this is going to go if she doesn’t cut it off. If she doesn’t borrow a page out of Dad’s book: step on the hose. “Remember how I was, like, two weeks ago? I was so happy. And I was hanging out for dinner; I was hanging out just to talk.”

“We remember,” Dad says.

“I spend a lot of time with Taylor, I know, but when I’m here, I don’t need to hide up in my room. Not if things are going to be different.” She chokes up her next words like an insect that got caught in her throat. “I want to be part of this family, Dad.” She hates that it’s true. It feels weak after everything they put her and Clay through lately. But it’s true, and it needs to be said. “I do.”

“That’s… good of you to say, son. And, look, we’re not asking you to stop going to Taylor’s games, or to stop seeing her, and we’re not going to pressure you to make guy friends.” After a moment, Dad frowns and nudges Mom. “Right, Gina?”

“I just want my family back,” Mom says quietly.

“You can have it,” Maxine says. “If you’re serious, if you promise to give Clay and me our space, to let us get close again on our time. If you understand that just because Clay likes guys, doesn’t make him any less Clay, any less your son. If you get all that—”

“We do,” Dad says.

“—then I can tell him he can come home.”

Mom twitches again, like she wants to launch out of the couch. How hard is Dad holding her back? Forget the garden hose thing; Dad’s got his foot on a fucking nuke.

“You knew where he was the whole time?” she snaps, suddenly the loudest person in the room. And then, as quick as she blew up, her eyes widen, her whole face goes white, and she covers her mouth and sits back.

“Yeah,” Maxine says, “I did. Because he trusts me. If you want him to trust you…”

“We understand,” Dad says. “Don’t we, Gina?” Mom just nods. “Call him or text him or whatever you gotta do. We’ll keep our end of the bargain; all we want is for him to come home.”

“I’ll go do that,” Maxine says, pushing up from the couch. She pauses at the door, looks back at her parents, who seem very small to her now. Small and vulnerable and more human than ever but, still, not exactly trustworthy. She wonders if she’ll ever trust them again. “You promise? No homophobia, no church, no trying to get him fixed, nothing of the sort?”

“We promise,” Mom says.

“And, son,” Dad says, “I want you to know… You are our top priority. You and Clay. That will never change.”

“Right,” Maxine says, and she closes the door to the living room carefully behind her.

* * *

Maxine’s at the door. And that’s unexpected, because it’s late—Taylor was about to finish her low-cal faux-cocoa and head upstairs to bed—but obviously it’s not unwelcome. She opens the door to Maxine standing there, looking flushed and very barely made-up but different somehow, and that’s exciting, exciting enough that Taylor’s heart speeds up and she feels kinda lightheaded.

Maybe she should have had the cocoa with actual sugar in it.

“Maxine?” she whispers. Mom and Dad have gone to bed and Garrett’s most likely nothing more than a weird-smelling tube with spit bubbles coming out of one end and so nobody will be able to hear her, but it’s, like, midnight; it’s habit.

“Hey, Tay,” Maxine says. “Mind if I come up? Just for, like, half an hour or so. I told Mom and Dad I’d be home.”

Taylor stands aside to let her in, and they walk quietly up the stairs together. “Whoa,” she says. “They’re talking to you again? I thought they were, like, Do Not Resuscitate.”

“That’s the thing: they’re all repentant now. Huge turnaround. Big skid marks on the road to Damascus.”

“Huh,” is all Taylor can think of to say.

She gets the CliffsNotes from Maxine while they sit together on her bed, legs crossed, facing each other. It’s not a sexy way for them to be—and it’s nothing like Taylor’s increasingly exciting dreams and fantasies—but it’s intimate. Maybe more intimate than if they were kissing or whatever. And, shoot, the weight that Maxine’s been carrying around for the last two weeks, well, it’s not gone, but it’s an easier carry. Clearly, obviously.

And, yeah, it turns out that the appropriate response is ‘Huh.’ Mom and Dad G are, like, renouncing God. Or putting Him in second place, which, same deal. It’s like one of those scared straight programs. Mom and Dad G have been shown just how close to the edge they’d gotten, how close to losing everything, and now they’re turning things around. Taylor wonders how much of it is down to her advice to Clay; wonders how smug she’s allowed to be about it.

“Sorry for being all mood-swingy the last couple weeks,” Maxine says after she’s wrapped up her story. “I’ve been trying to keep all this crap from spilling out, but…”

“Don’t,” Taylor says, and when Maxine pouts, Taylor reaches out and tweaks her lower lip. “I’m serious! No apologies from you, okay? None.”

“Sold.” And then Maxine leans back on one hand and reaches for the sky with the other, stretching. “God,” she says, her voice a couple tones higher as the stress and the worry continue to fall away, “I can’t believe it’s over. Like, okay, yeah, it’s gonna be weird when Clay comes back, but they know they fucked up. And I get to just be me again. I hated being so angry. And so miserable.”

“You’re not angry still?”

“It’s fading. Mom and Dad… they were stupid. And pig-ignorant. And arrogant and all that shit. And they took, like, two weeks to come to their senses. But to their senses they came. Not everybody does, you know? That means something.” Maxine giggles. Leans forward again, all smiles. “For the first time in what feels like forever, I’m looking forward to next week.”

“Good,” Taylor says, taking her hand, “because you gotta be in a good mood for what we’re going to do next week.”

Maxine tries warily to take her hand away, but she’s only joking, and Taylor won’t let her anyway. “What are we doing next week?” she asks.

“The Homecoming dance is in like three weeks, Maxine. You need a dress.”

Head tilted, Maxine looks at her for a moment, and then she bursts out laughing, still holding Taylor’s hands, which she raises to her mouth and kisses, knuckle by knuckle. Then she lets her go, and leans back again on both hands.

“Shit,” she says, red-cheeked and happy, “of course I do. I need a fucking dress. Shit.”

Yeah. Clay will come home and Taylor and Willa will take Maxine out to find a dress and they’ll have an amazing Homecoming week and an incredible senior year.

Everything’s going to be okay.


chapter twenty-two

FADE TO BLACK

Maxine’s surprised by a pair of arms looping suddenly around her waist, and she would fight against them, but then Dominique squeals, “Oh my God, Maxine, you sexy bitch!” and practically lifts her off her feet for a moment, so even as she goes briefly airborne, she knows she’s not about to be, like, abducted or anything. Dominique drops her back to the floor and starts dancing up against her ass, forcing their hips to sway and circle together, and when the track gets to the right part, she sings, “Is it worth it? Lemme work it. I do something something something and reverse it.”

Laughing, Maxine pulls away from her, leaving Dominique’s hands grasping at nothing. “How do you not know the lyrics?” Maxine says, dodging another attempt to grab her. “It’s been on repeat for like twenty minutes.”

Missy Elliot’s Work It is the first song to be cut up and dropped into their cheer mix, coming immediately after the rhythmic drum beat that Taylor got a couple guys in the marching band to record for her. Maxine, when she thinks of it, always appends clean radio version to the song title, because they’ve got the edit that switches out ‘pussy’ for ‘hurtin’’.

Dominique pouts. “I’m a good Catholic girl, Maxine. I don’t listen to the devil’s music.”

“No,” Kennedy says, grabbing Dominique from behind and rescuing Maxine from any further attempts to get at her, “you just dance to it.” She starts grinding, the way Dominique just was against Maxine, and Dominique holds Kennedy’s hands to her hips and joins in. “And you cheer to it, and you do flips to it…”

“Jesus understands,” Dominique says as they undulate. “He will forgive me.”

“Girls!” Coach Dale calls from across the room. “Keep it PG-13 and under, okay?” She might have had something else to say, but the music skips and stops again, and she swears under her breath. It’s inaudible from this far away, but Maxine knows a ‘fuck’ when she sees one.

“Sorry, Coach!” Maxine yells back.

“Just don’t add to my heart attack,” Coach replies, turning most of her attention back to the stereo system. She’s still got enough of an eye on them, though, that Maxine complies, attempts to separate Kennedy from Dominique. She doesn’t try particularly hard, but Dominique and Kennedy resist her anyway, until after a few seconds, as if they can read each other’s minds, they fall away from each other at the same time, dropping Maxine and Dominique onto the mat together and leaving Kennedy standing there, amused, folding her arms over her breasts and shaking her head in judgment.

They’re bored. They got done with the warmups and the two-on-two practices, and now they’re running the whole routine in pieces, working on each segment. Except they’re not, actually; the CD player isn’t cooperating, keeps skipping at the worst possible moment, which already caused a small pileup—fortunately limiting the bruising to the new girls, whose roles in the routine are minor—so Coach and a couple of the guys are messing with it, trying to get it working. Taylor, meanwhile, having declared that the problem is that they’re using a CD-R, has run off to the computer labs to try to borrow a laptop with a more cooperative disc drive that they can hook up to the aux. Maxine and Kennedy already laughed at the idea of Taylor in her full cheer uniform bursting into a room full of nerds, chest heaving, breathlessly begging for a computer, which caused Willa to pout and complain because she was trying to concentrate, and that was when Coach sent the lot of them to the other side of the room, so they couldn’t bother Willa while she was practicing, or Coach while she was trying to get the fucking technology to work.

Maxine is exhilarated. Clay is coming home! Today! And, okay, Mom was weird this morning and Dad was tense, but they let her go to school on one of her usual Saturday pretexts—today’s excuse, coincidentally, also hinges on the computer club—without complaint, as long as she’s back this afternoon. Which she was always going to be, because even if Mom’s saying that she’s going to be better, well, saying’s easier than doing, and Maxine needs to be there to supervise, to make sure that the adults in the room behave like the adults in the room.

Mom’s making the effort. That’s important.

A few minutes later, and after more abortive attempts to get the stupid fucking CD to work in the machine in the gym, Taylor’s back with a borrowed laptop. Typical Taylor, she’s got it fully prepared, with the appropriate part of their cheer mix cued up, so Maxine performs a couple more quick stretches to make sure that all the time standing around swapping bullshit—and occasionally dancing—with the other girls hasn’t made her stiff or anything, and then she’s ready, standing on one side of the room, on the very edge of the expanse of mats, looking into Taylor’s eyes.

Identical start positions. Opposite sides of the room. With the best people from the rest of the squad lined up to form the pyramid, and Eddie poised to run in to help Taylor and Maxine catch Kennedy once they meet—elaborately—in the middle. It’s the centerpiece of the routine, the anchor for all the rest of it, the crescendo which will be only matched, not beaten, by the all-squad stuff at the end, and it’s all Maxine and Taylor’s. Well, Maxine and Taylor’s and Kennedy’s, because somebody’s got to take the dive off the top of the pyramid, and Kennedy’s good and she’s light and she did, like, sixty percent of the work designing the routine, so she gets to be what Willa cynically calls the hood ornament.

Taylor says Kennedy did more like forty percent, but Taylor would love to be the one atop the pyramid. As would Maxine; it feels like you can see the whole fucking world from up there, even if all you can actually see are the collapsible bleachers against the gym wall. Kennedy, though, is lighter than both of them, and she’s very easy to catch.

Coach counts them in. She starts the mix at the mid-point, where it switches with a flourish to the instrumental break from Mambo No. 5, and it’s time to fucking fly.

* * *

Yeah. Yeah! They’ve got this!

Coach Dale had the squad work up to performing the full routine today, starting them off in twos, practicing the absolute basics—she’s still working on the new girls—and then running through each discrete section five times each. She was going to leave it there, but enough of them whined—Taylor included—that she relented and allowed them one full run-through. But only one; as she reminded them all very severely, tired cheerleaders make mistakes.

And it went super well! Like, there were a handful of fumbles here and there, but none of them were serious, and every linchpin member of the squad performed perfectly. Kennedy’s pyramid dismount, especially, was fantastic, a testament to all that private tuition her mom got for her. Forced on her, to hear Kennedy tell it, and Taylor gets it if Kennedy resents her mom for squashing up all her dreams into a nutritionally controlled little package and jamming them down her daughter’s throat, but still, Kennedy couldn’t hide how delighted she was when Taylor, Maxine and Eddie caught her. In fact, Taylor’s never seen her so flushed, so happy. She’s not sure if, before this morning, she’d ever seen Kennedy express genuine joy, or indeed anything that wasn’t filtered through her haze of protective, borderline ironic distance.

No wonder she and Maxine are getting along.

“Okay, girls and boys, listen up!” Coach is up on her little crate again. “It’s time for all of us to go have a weekend! Go kick out the jams, and I’ll see you back here on Monday, after school!”

“‘Kick out the jams’?” Jewel murmurs to Taylor. Taylor just shrugs.

“It’s old people music,” Meredith says confidently as she helps Sandy move the closest mat. “And Coach Dale is, like, ninety, so…”

“Merry, she can still stand on her hands better’n I can,” Jewel says. “What kind of scary-ass ninety-year-olds do you know?”

Taylor leaves them to it, because she’s got somewhere more important to be: the other side of the gym, where Maxine’s talking to Kennedy and Dominique. And because she saw Dominique do it earlier, Taylor has tacit permission to rush up behind Maxine and grab her around the waist, and nobody watching can say it’s gay or anything.

“Whoa,” Maxine says, laughing, “hi, Taylor.”

“You knew it was her?” Dominique asks.

“Well, yeah. Only four people have a tendency to grab me when I’m not looking, and Avery’s in New York, Willa’s absolutely tiny, and you’re both a different color than her and, like, already in front of me. Process of elimination…”

“Hey, Maxine,” Taylor says, reluctantly letting her go—because just playfully grabbing Maxine might not be gay, but pushing her down onto a gym mat and having her way with her sure would be, and that’s what Taylor is liable to do if she doesn’t get a cold shower, like, right now. “You’re sure you can’t come with?”

“Come with where?” Kennedy says, flopping down onto the floor and stretching out her legs. When Taylor glances over—because she’s only human—Kennedy smirks at her.

“Out. Shopping, maybe. It’s gonna be Willa, Jewel, Sandy…”

“I really can’t,” Maxine says. “Clay’s coming home this afternoon. I need to be there for him.”

“Bummer.”

“So your hot brother’s coming home, huh?” Kennedy says. “When can I visit?”

“Down, girl,” Dominique mutters.

“Never,” Maxine says. “Not unless you want my mom getting mad when her house fills up with cheerleaders. She’s not exactly happy about Taylor.”

“Shit. I keep forgetting that she’s that psychotic, but she really is that psychotic.”

“All that and more.”

Taylor squeezes Maxine’s hand. They talked about it some in the car on the way to practice this morning. It used to be that Maxine felt super guilty about constantly implying—and sometimes outright stating—that her mom is some kind of weird tyrant who won’t let her only daughter dress nice and do fun things, but all that guilt magically went away after the church thing. Totally understandable.

“Just remember,” Taylor says, “I get you next Saturday afternoon. We’re going into San Diego for Homecoming dresses and we’re not coming back until you look stunning.”

“I thought I already looked stunning,” Maxine says, posing in her cheer uniform.

Kennedy snorts. “You could be better.”

When they split a few minutes later—Maxine heading to the staff locker room as always—Taylor starts counting down the minutes until she gets to see her again, though she’s not going to rush it this time for the sake of a kiss. They are, all of them, sweaty and gross and in need of some serious shower time. So it’s almost a half-hour later that she’s out front, waiting in the Beetle with the top down, grateful for the September chill; though, as Maxine would remind her, these things are relative. At least Maxine’s stopped looking up at the blue skies and the blazing sun like she’s afraid she might suddenly burst into flames right there on the sidewalk.

Taylor wants to visit New York someday, if only to experience this other climate that Maxine has constantly—fondly—complained about.

Willa’s left already with Jewel and Sandy—Taylor’s going to meet them at the mall—and once again, Taylor regrets that Maxine’s life isn’t like hers, that she can’t just drop everything and do what she wants all the time, that she’s got to balance her real life with the one she’s got to live at home; that she can’t, just for example, get a ride home with anybody but Taylor, Banger or Clay, because she’d have to explain why she’s not only taking off all her makeup and switching out her clothes for guy clothes—because she’s mostly got that covered—but also why she’s putting on an extra sports bra, and overdressing for the temperature. Maxine’s mom might be known to be strict, but no mom in history has ever wanted her teenage daughter to pretend like she doesn’t have breasts.

At least, that’s what Taylor assumes.

She waves and blows kisses to the last of the girls and the guys filtering out after practice—and a couple people she knows from some of the clubs—and she’s suddenly hunching with anxiety at the realization that the football team is probably done by now, too, that she’s been waiting outside long enough that an encounter with Gordo is a possibility, when Maxine appears out of the main doors, looking amazing as always, with sunglasses perched atop her head and— Wow, she’s showing an astonishing amount of leg!

Where did she get that skirt?

Maxine’s walking with Justin and Danny, chatting about something. At the bottom of the steps, Maxine high-fives first Justin and then Danny, then half-jogs over to the Beetle, dropping easily into the passenger seat and slipping her sunglasses down over her eyes.

“Hey again,” she says.

“You’re high-fiving guys now?” Taylor asks, grinning at her and starting the engine.

“I promised Justin I’d go see his sister again next Sunday. I explained about Clay coming home and he said, sure, fine, as long as I bring my A game next week. Which, like, obviously I will. Hence the high five.”

“Okay. Why’d you high five Danny, then?”

“For the love of the game, Taylor,” Maxine says, very seriously.

Taylor laughs. And it’s good to see her so completely relaxed again, so completely Taylor’s again. Whatever the rest of the weekend is going to be like for her, she’s gotten her optimism back, even if it’s been somewhat tempered with a dose of realism. It’s wonderful enough to have Maxine this way, in fact, that when they park under their bridge and pull up the Beetle’s roof, Taylor takes some time to demonstrate to her just how amazing it is.

Taylor starts with the kissing before Maxine starts pulling off her girl clothes. Because, like, yes, she loves her in all her forms, but Maxine’s the one Taylor’s drawn to, the one who is real and vital. Maxwell is just her armor—and a perpetrator of serious crimes against Maxine’s lovely hair.

“What’s with the skirt?” Taylor asks as Maxine shimmies out of it and starts pulling up a pair of baggy blue jeans.

“I’ve started keeping a couple changes in my locker, and I kinda wanted to indulge myself. Just for a few minutes, you know? I’ve gotta be a guy the whole weekend, I’ve gotta make sure the peace gets kept between Mom and Clay, I’ve gotta be…” Maxine waves a hand, searching for metaphors.

“You’ve gotta be like the U.N.?” Taylor suggests.

“Right. And the delegates don’t tend to wear cute little denim skirts.” Maxine already went at her face with the wipes, and now she’s pulled down the vanity mirror to check for anything she’s missed, and to pat on her weird little mascara mustache.

Now that is something Taylor can’t get used to!

“Hey,” Taylor says, “what do you say to your mom when you come back from just hanging out at school with your hair still a little wet sometimes?”

Maxine shrugs, her eyebrows pinched in concentration as she puts the finishing touches to her upper lip. “You know,” she says, “I don’t think she’s ever even noticed.”

* * *

Maxine’s been feeling a strange compulsion to go get that suit she wore to church, the thing she balled up and stuffed into the back of her closet at the first opportunity. It’s because everything feels formal at home. Mom’s wearing smarter shit than her usual around-the-house jeans, and Dad’s wearing an honest-to-God button-down shirt instead of the usual weekend polo.

Plus, if she put it on, wrinkles and all, it might serve as a reminder to Mom of the day she really and truly fucked up. Like the lines in the fabric are allegorical, or some other English-class crap. Instead, though, she’s wearing the usual Maxwell at-home stuff, and she’s remembering how much she hates it; she’s been mostly shut in her room lately, so it’s been a while since she had to do the thing where she keeps her arms covered lest Mom or Dad remember that she used to be, like, super fucking hairy.

“Are you not warm, Maxxy?” Mom says.

Resisting the urge to roll up the sleeves of her hoodie, Maxine replies, “Nah.”

Mom tries again. “It’s hot in here.”

“It’s always hot in here. I got used to it.”

“Leave the boy alone, Gina,” Dad says. Since they started waiting for Clay, Dad spent the first twenty minutes standing expectantly near the living room door, but now he’s back in his chair, looking very much as if he would rather be watching sports. Which, later, Dad; fix your family first.

Mom, sitting on the couch near Maxine, pivots to face Dad. “Do you think Clay will be too hot?”

“Gina—”

“You know where Clay’s been, don’t you, Maxxy?” Mom says, looking back to Maxine. “Do they run the air conditioning a lot?”

Maxine just shrugs. AC hum is something she got used to tuning out a long time ago, back in New York—Avery’s family were significantly less averse to switching the damn thing on in the summer—so she honestly can’t remember if Jim uses it. Like, he probably does? But then, he dresses the way Maxine does at home all the time, by choice, and with huge boots on, too; it’s possible he doesn’t have AC at all.

She smiles involuntarily. He’s such a dork.

Shit. He’s definitely kissed Clay, hasn’t he? Like, she can totally see them together! They’d go together so well, like, Clay’s a dork about punk music and guitars and Jim’s a dork about computers and Welsh bands with improbable names—Clay mentioned over Skype that Jim played a CD by a band called ‘Super Furry Animals’ for him, and that it wasn’t that bad.

Oh, God. They’ve kissed. No doubt about it.

Maxine’s saved from contemplating the horrific—and the oddly sweet—by the sound of Clay’s dumb cop car pulling up, and then by the sight of it through the living room window. She’s the first out of her seat, rushing to the door, excited to see him again and not caring how it looks that she practically bounces out of the fucking living room. Before Clay can so much as knock or use his key or even finish unloading his shit, Maxine’s got the front door open and she’s leaning against the frame.

“Hey, stranger!” she calls.

“Little help?” Clay replies. He’s struggling with the trunk—there’s a trick to getting the lock to disengage, and he told Maxine before that he’s still like only eighty percent on it—so she saunters over to lend him a hand. Yeah, she’s feeling good and letting it show, and why not? Sure, Maxwell would have been more reserved than this, but Maxwell wouldn’t have given her big brother a hug in the front yard, either. His loss. And if Maxine has to play-act Maxwell at his most almost-dead any longer, she might actually throw up. “This isn’t actually, technically, helping,” Clay says.

“Shut up.”

“Just do me a favor? Sit your big ass down on the left side of the trunk for a minute.”

“My ass is not big,” Maxine says, but she does as instructed, freeing up Clay to apply more precise pressure directly to the lock. She swings her legs happily while Clay grunts with effort, and then the lock pops.

“Precision American engineering,” Clay says proudly.

Maxine hops off the back of the car. “It’s a piece of shit, Clay.”

“Precision. American. Engineering.”

“I gotta admit,” Maxine says, hauling the smaller bag onto her shoulder, “I’ve missed that big ugly thing.” Looking up at Clay and grinning, she can’t resist adding, “I’ve missed the car, too.”

“Yay. I have an annoying little sister again,” Clay comments. The immediate catch in Maxine’s breath is enough to clue him in without Maxine having to kick him or anything; he says, immediately, “Shit. Sorry.”

They both glance over at the window to the front room. Fortunately, Mom and Dad are still inside, probably because they don’t want to crowd the prodigal son—Dad, actually, looks kinda like he’s holding Mom back—so unless they’ve learned to lipread, they’re in the clear.

“Careful,” Maxine says. “If it helps, try looking at the way I’m dressed.”

“Weirdly,” Clay says, “that doesn’t seem to help anymore.”

There are two bags left in the trunk, and Maxine’s wondering if she should help with either of them, considering she’s supposed to be a guy right now, and guys, like, carry stuff, but then Clay pulls one onto each shoulder and actually staggers a bit under the weight. Probably best she didn’t try, then.

“Why are you coming back with more shit than you left with?” she asks as Clay slams the trunk closed. “You didn’t sneak back here for more clothes, did you?”

“Banger asked me how old my computer is. I made the mistake of telling him, and now I have one of his spares—” he hefts the bag on his left shoulder, “—and all the accessories—” he does the same with the other bag, “—on top of everything I brought with me.”

“Oh?” Maxine says. They’re back in the front hall now, unloading stuff, and Maxine’s instinct is for them to keep talking, to keep being normal. It’s like a message for Mom: you can have all this regular family shit if you really want it, if you let yourself believe that it’s more important to you than which big old building you go to once a week. “What did he give you? Dude, are you getting a Dell?”

“What? No.” Clay unzips the sports bag to reveal a tower PC with no branding but a lot of stickers. “It’s not a Dell; it’s not an anything. He makes his own, I think.”

“Huh.” Oh yeah, Jim’s a dork dork.

They’ve definitely kissed.

Shit.

“Hello, son,” Dad says. He’s waiting in the doorway to the living room, and whether he’s doing so deliberately, using his bulk so Mom can’t get around him and thus presenting to Clay the family’s most reasonable older component first, or whether he’s just being oblivious, Maxine can’t possibly guess. “Do you need a hand?”

“Uh,” Clay says, “sure. This bag’s heaviest.” He leans down and zips up the bag with the computer in.

Dad doesn’t say anything else, just nods, walks carefully between Maxine and Clay, lifts the computer bag with little apparent effort, then picks up the other two and starts to climb the stairs with them. Clay watches him go, seeming more bemused than worried, and then Mom walks tentatively into the front hall.

“Would you like something to drink?” she asks. When Clay looks quizzically at her, she adds, “A beer?”

Weird. It’s, like, three in the afternoon. So Mom’s nervous, huh.

“No, thanks,” Clay says. “I think I’m sick of it now. From work, you know? You smell enough of it coming out of the same pipe it goes in, you get to the point that you never want to smell it again.”

Mom’s face contorts at that—an ugly reminder that Clay works in a bar, that he, like Maxine, has failed to follow the life path she would have chosen for him—but she recovers. Presumably remembers that she’s supposed to be on her best behavior. “Soda?”

“Soda’s good.”

They lose Mom to the kitchen for a moment, and with Dad still unloading Clay’s bags upstairs, it gives them a few seconds to themselves. Clay catches Maxine’s eye and raises his brows, maybe asking how she thinks it’s going, and Maxine rolls her eyes in response.

They’re trying. It’s awkward and weird and tense, but they’re trying.

At least, she thinks they are. They haven’t so much as raised the topic of God yet.

And then Dad’s coming back down the stairs, and Mom’s here with the soda, and it’s time to go into the living room and be a family again. Officially.

* * *


Maximillion: Oh my fucking god it’s over

YourCaptainTaylor: Sounds like it went well?

Maximillion: I mean, we didn’t burn the house down or anything

YourCaptainTaylor: Did your mom behave herself?

Maximillion: Mostly

Maximillion: I mean, it was fucking tense for a while there

Maximillion: Especially when she got all, things that were said in anger should be forgotten

Maximillion: And Clay went off on her about how they shouldn’t be forgotten, actually, and how if she thinks she’s got a clean slate with him, she’s got another think coming

YourCaptainTaylor: Huh.

Maximillion: Yeah

YourCaptainTaylor: No, I mean, you said ‘think’. Most people say ‘thing’.

YourCaptainTaylor: Even I say ‘thing’ sometimes!

Maximillion: Oh right yeah

Maximillion: Jim has a bug up his ass about it

Maximillion: I said it like twice in front of him and he told me I needed to retrain myself or he won’t refill my birth control

Maximillion: Imagine a Welsh idiot lecturing you on proper English grammar

YourCaptainTaylor: God bless that man.

Maximillion: Not you too

YourCaptainTaylor: It’s just more correct, Maxine.

Maximillion: I’m surrounded by nerds

YourCaptainTaylor: Yes.

YourCaptainTaylor: Sorry. So what DID your mom say when Clay said that? About the clean slate?

Maximillion: She didn’t

Maximillion: Dad immediately jumped in and started talking about how they understand they have to rebuild trust

Maximillion: It was like he taped Mom’s mouth shut

Maximillion: I’m amazed she even let him

Maximillion: But then this morning before practice I overheard him telling her to stay calm and behave

Maximillion: So I guess that’s what that looks like

Maximillion: And then it got super awkward when Dad started talking about Clay bringing boys home

Maximillion: I mean kudos that he managed to say it without doing more than just going a little pale

Maximillion: But like

Maximillion: That was unpleasant

Maximillion: Me and Clay got out of dodge pretty quick after that

Maximillion: We have a family dinner in a couple hours but we’re free until then

Maximillion: I went to hang with Clay for a while but then he needed to unpack and set up his new computer

YourCaptainTaylor: He got a new computer? What kind?

Maximillion: It’s not any kind

Maximillion: Jim makes them himself apparently

YourCaptainTaylor: Cool!

Maximillion: Is it? IS IT?

YourCaptainTaylor: Yeah-huh.

Maximillion: See above re: being surrounded by nerds

YourCaptainTaylor: Nerds are cool.

Maximillion: That’s not what I’ve learned from movies, Taylor

YourCaptainTaylor: So.

YourCaptainTaylor: Clay and Banger.

YourCaptainTaylor: Do you think they kissed?

Maximillion: Not you too



* * *

The knock on Maxine’s door comes late at night, but not so late that she can’t shout that it’s open without worrying about moderating her voice. And the second she does so, she almost laughs at herself, having realized that, yeah, she did leave off the towel under the door and the chair under the handle for the first time in two weeks. Clay being home is doing her good already; she feels safe again. And here he is, coming through her door and kicking it shut behind him like nothing happened, like he never had to leave. Like everything really is gonna be okay.

It was touch and fucking go for a while there. And Mom’s clearly still smarting from having to change church, from having to swallow shit and act like she doesn’t care that Clay said—

This time, she can’t hold in her laugh, but she can look away from Clay as she shuts down her computer and joins him at the foot of the bed on the pile of cushions and pillows and shit that’s just kind of built up there.

“What’s so funny?” Clay asks.

“I just remembered about when you said the Pope can suck your dick.”

“Oh yeah. Might not have been my finest hour.”

“It so was,” Maxine says. She’s slipping back into her real voice, now that it’s just the two of them, and it feels amazing after spending the whole afternoon and evening in her increasingly strained Maxwell register.

Clay’s brought a couple of bottles of water with him, and he hands one to Maxine. “Not terribly smart of me, still.”

“Oh, come on,” Maxine says, cracking her bottle. “Between us, we’ve had to listen to, like, four decades of Pope veneration. One little joke? Mom can deal.”

“Yeah. Maybe.”

Doesn’t seem like Clay is quite as jazzed as Maxine is, which is understandable, and maybe means she should think on her reaction a bit more. Is she bouncing back too quickly? Is she accepting the return of the status quo too easily?

Shit, it’s possible.

They don’t talk about it anymore tonight, though. Clay just wants to hang, and Maxine is only too happy to indulge him. Neither of them has anything going on tomorrow besides their existing program of parental mollification and attitude modification, so they might as well stay up half the night watching old movies.

It’s good to not be alone in her own house again.

* * *

It’s seventy degrees, which isn’t bad for October, and it’s bright and sunny and breezy, and they just had, like, a totally perfect Saturday practice with two complete runs through the routine where nobody so much as tripped, and Maxine’s in Taylor’s passenger seat and they’re on their way to buy Homecoming dresses, and everything is so freaking perfect that Taylor could scream.

So she does. She’s got the top down, even though Willa complained about it—because she’s small and doesn’t retain as much heat as the freakishly tall girls in the front seats, and when you really think about it, the thing about seventy degrees is that it’s not, say, eighty-five degrees, and when you’re small, that’s the kind of temperature difference you can really feel, especially if some asshole pulls down the top on her Beetle—and it means that she can keep one hand on the wheel and punch the air with the other without ripping a hole in her roof.

She screams and hollers and makes noise like a cheerleader should, and she only almost stops because she can’t help but laugh with delight when Maxine joins in.

“Fashion Valley, baby!” Maxine yells.

“Oh my God,” Willa says from the back seat. “I can’t take you two anywhere.”

Impossible not to be happy, though. Impossible not to show it. Clay’s first week back at Maxine’s place has been, per Max, kinda weird and kinda tense but not actually bad, and Maxine’s mom has kept her shizz to herself; she even attended their new church last Sunday without complaint. And even though Maxine’s drawn the obvious lesson from everything that happened—to not trust her mom as far as Willa could throw her—and moved all the random bits of Maxine clothing that had been accumulating in her room back to Taylor’s, and generally locked her stuff down more carefully than before, her happiness has been obvious. She’s clear. She’s free.

Willa’s been a downer about it, reminding them both, but especially Max, that a bad reaction to a gay son probably means a freaking nuclear reaction to a transsexual daughter, and that she ought to prepare for that outcome, but Maxine reassured her: her mom’s not going to find out, and if she does, what can she even do? Maxine’s established. She’s a part of the school, she’s a part of the squad. She’s got more roots in the Vista P community than her mom does, and there’s no way her mom will force her to tell all those people, ‘Shit, actually I’m a guy, my B.’

Her mom’s seen what happens when Maxine gets pushed to the edge. Maxine finally told Taylor everything about the day that she walked out into traffic, the day that Clay pulled her back. She said it wasn’t dramatic or anything, that she didn’t even have a moment of clarity, like a feeling that everything would be okay if she just got to end it; she was just freaking sick of it all, she said. And everything the family’s done since that moment, since before, since Maxine was burned, has been about helping her, saving her, giving her a fresh start, even if for the most part nobody knew how to actually do that, or how to face it emotionally. But she did it, she got her fresh start, and anybody can see it. No way her mom’s going to throw it away.

Mom Giordano doesn’t want a dead son, so she’ll have to figure out how to deal with a living daughter.

Taylor can’t bring herself to worry about it too much. Mrs G hasn’t noticed anything up to now, and Maxine’s been leaving every Friday night and Saturday morning to go cheerlead and to go to practice; she was at Fairview High School last night with the rest of them, cheering her gorgeous little heart out, for crying out loud! And even if the football team kinda sucked last night, only really pulling it out in the fourth quarter, the squad was perfect. They haven’t been performing their full routine at these games, but they’ve incorporated parts of it into their regular cheers, mainly to give backup flyers like Maxine—and Taylor—a chance to practice out on a real field, but also for the fun of it, and Maxine’s been hitting the bleachers or the back offices or wherever the schools warehouse their non-guy-based teams with the rest of them, happy in the way only a cheerleader, only someone whose friends and squadmates have thrown her and caught her and trusted her can be. What did she tell her mom she was doing last night?

Huh. Taylor doesn’t know, actually.

“Hey, Maxine,” she says, “what excuse did you give your mom in the end?”

“Hmm?” Maxine’s been watching the scenery go by and quietly singing along to the music, and it’s been adorable and Taylor’s stolen every glance at her that she can afford, but sometimes curiosity beats self-indulgence. “Oh, yeah.” She laughs. “I said I was hanging with Justin. And I gave her the number to Jim’s second line, the one that’s not in the directory; if Mom ever calls ‘Justin’ looking for me, Jim will say I just went out to the video store or something, and text me so I can call her back. Mom’s pathetically desperate for me to have ‘other’ guy friends.”

She’s still doing the bunny-ears quote thing with her fingers, so Taylor reaches over and grabs them, holds them for a second, directing as much comfort as she can to Maxine without becoming a dangerous driver. It sucks that she’s got to lie, but at least the lies are well-thought-out.

“Nice!” Willa comments. “And, plus, if your mom does ever call Banger, it can be like her introduction to her future son-in-law!”

Maxine rolls her eyes. “Why does everybody think Jim and Clay are dating?”

“Because they’d be cute together. Besides, you think so, too.”

“Yeah, but I don’t, like, vocalize it.”

“Don’t you want your brother to be happy?” Taylor asks, allowing herself a moment to be a tiny bit of a bee-yotch in the name of teasing Maxine.

“He works at a gay club. He can’t fuck someone there?”

“That,” Willa lectures, “would be unprofessional.”

Maxine grumbles good-naturedly a little while longer, mostly to Willa, because Taylor’s got to concentrate now on getting the Beetle into the Fashion Valley parking lot without scraping anybody’s expensive car or accidentally running it headfirst into JCPenney. She gets them parked without incident, and as she climbs out and before she starts fighting with the roof mechanism, she makes sure she’s got the money. She’s checked it, like, four times already, but her savings account is practically drained, so if she forgets it or loses it then they’ll be reduced to picking out their Homecoming dresses at an outlet mall. And, sure, that worked once, like, really well, but Maxine’s Polaroid dress—that Taylor, despite its associations, still loves on her—is not exactly Homecoming material.

It wasn’t hard to get the money out of Mom. For all that she put up some token resistance—in her day, Homecoming was way more casual; she didn’t even pick up a new dress for hers—all Taylor had to do was cock her head, look sad, and mutter that it was a shame that she had so little of her own money left, and that she and Maxine are going to end up looking boring and ugly in a sea of beautiful girls. Because, no, Mom, Mrs G isn’t giving Maxine any money for a dress; as if! Mrs G barely allows her daughter out of the house; no way she’d agree to pay to make her look nice.

Mom gave Taylor double the cash and made her promise not to tell Dad. If anybody asks, Mom said, Taylor mugged someone and stole their wallet.

“You wanna go to Bloomingdale’s first?” Willa asks.

“What are we,” Taylor replies, locking the roof into place, “thirty?”

Willa pouts. “It’s classy!”

“We’re hitting the smaller places first,” Taylor says, grabbing Maxine’s hand and leading her—willingly, excitedly—toward the mall. “Better selections, more interesting dresses—and, bonus, it’s less likely you’ll see another chick in the same outfit.”

“It’s a shame Julie couldn’t come,” Maxine says, looking up at the towering JCPenney as they pass under it. Grinning, Taylor remembers Maxine’s reaction to her first California mall; she’s gotten her awe and disbelief under control this time, and merely raises a single eyebrow when they turn into an open-air walkway, with stores on all sides. “Shit,” she says, “I keep forgetting it doesn’t, like, rain here. Must save a fortune on roofs.”

“She wanted to come,” Taylor says, “but she’s got a thing with Chelsea today, and they’ve both got their dresses already, so it would just have been a let’s-watch-Maxine-shop thing.”

“Oh. Huh. Yeah. Yeah, I guess.”

Taylor had to dissuade Jewel and Chelsea and a handful of other girls from tagging along, largely because Maxine’s going to be trying on dresses—like, a lot of dresses—and for that kind of thing, you don’t want to be inhibited by, say, the fear of your friends discovering that your breasts aren’t made of the same stuff as theirs. Though Maxine showed Taylor her t-shirt bra already, which pretty much covers her up, so maybe it would have been okay?

No. Still too much of a risk. Sometimes, Taylor worries that Maxine doesn’t think enough about this shizz.

They don’t try anything on in the first store; Taylor’s forced to call it a bust almost the moment they step inside, despite Willa’s protests that some of what they have out looks kinda nice.

“No,” Taylor tells her with a wagging finger as they step back out into the sun, “you’re not allowed to dress yourself for Homecoming. I know I talk a big game about expressing yourself and everything, and I get a kick out of your style, I really do—”

“So give me back my beret.”

“There’s a beret?” Maxine asks.

“There is not a beret,” Taylor says.

“It was pink,” Willa says.

“Willa,” Maxine says, “let Taylor dress you.”

Grumpily, Willa mumbles, “You’ve been a girl five minutes and you think you know everything.”

“Taylor knows everything; I’m just a good listener.”

The second store is a bust as well, and Taylor’s leaning toward just saying screw it and going to Bloomingdale’s, the premier location for any teen girl looking to spend just enough of her mother’s money to give her one of the milder heart attacks, when the third store actually shows promise. Before she even knows what’s happening, she’s found three possibilities for Maxine, two for Willa and one for herself, and they stake out a changing room at the back of the store, one that’s just about big enough for the three of them to get changed in, as long as no more than two of them at once are, like, doing stuff.

“Aren’t you nervous?” Willa whispers to Maxine. She’s sitting on the little bench at the side of the room; Maxine’s standing by the mirror, already pulling off her clothes, eager to try on her first dress.

“Not really,” Maxine says, turning to face her. She’s nearly naked now, in just her panties and that all-covering t-shirt bra, and it strikes Taylor that she doesn’t often get to see her this way, not properly. Either she’s quick-changing in the car and Taylor’s playing lookout, or she’s swapping clothes behind a locked door in the staff locker rooms. Oh, she changes in Taylor’s room whenever she comes over, but they haven’t gotten to do that much lately, because of Clay being back, because of Maxine’s mom, because, because, because.

She looks amazing. Not only that; she looks different. She’s been on the birth control for—Taylor bites her lip as she concentrates on counting the days—close to two months now, and it’s really starting to show. The skin changes were first, obviously, and the way she smells, but her arms look different now, and her ass is… rounder? Maybe? A little? It’s all small stuff, but Taylor’s been reading all about MtF transsexuals, and one of the things that comes up again and again is the assertion that, often, the difference between looking at someone and seeing a guy and seeing a girl can be just that subtle: makeup that emphasizes the cheekbones and slims the jaw; bone structure that varies by a fraction of an inch; a little more fat in just the right place. She found pictures of girls posing in home-made hip pads made out of couch stuffing, and the figures they were obtaining once they’d hidden all that crap under a pair of control-top pantyhose looked a lot like Maxine does now. Much more so, obviously—if you’re making yourself a new ass and sacrificing your couch to do it, you’re not going to do half a job—but Maxine’s basic shape is the same now. And her face, which didn’t need a lot of help already, needs less, week by week.

She’s less narrow in the hip. She’s thicker in the thigh. She’s got a more defined waist. Again, this is all fraction-of-an-inch stuff, but it’s there, and it’s a freaking thrill for Taylor to see it.

Taylor should ask about Maxine’s chest again. She said her nipples were itching, but that was, like, a month ago? Maybe there’s something more there now.

“I don’t get it,” Willa’s saying. She’s looking up at Maxine, and she’s— Crap! She’s crying! Willa’s freaking and crying and Taylor’s been too busy staring at Maxine’s ass to even notice! “I don’t know how you’re not scared to death! I am!”

She ought to say something. She ought to do something.

But Maxine beats her to it. A single step takes her to where Willa’s sitting, and Maxine holds out a hand, inviting Willa to take it and to stand. She does so, and Maxine just hugs her. Gently at first, like you might hug a newborn kitten, but then Willa’s buried her face in Maxine’s bare shoulder, and Maxine tightens her grip, keeps her close.

“Talk to me, Willa,” Maxine whispers.

It all comes out. And there’s not much of it, not really. But what there is of it sucks awfully: Willa and Natalia really wanted to go to each other’s Homecomings. And they don’t even clash! But they both live in the suburbs, and they both have families that might react badly to any ill-timed revelations of the lesbian variety, and neither school is especially known for tolerance—Shane Peters trying to make a thing of Maxine being a ‘lesbo’ has apparently really stuck with Willa—and it just sucks, is all.

Willa’s sitting on the bench again, and Maxine’s sitting next to her, balancing kinda precariously on the edge, because there really isn’t much room. She’s also still in her underwear, which Taylor can’t stop finding distracting.

It’s reassuring, though, too. Maxine’s here with Willa in her underwear, they’re talking, they’re hugging, and Willa hasn’t been treating her any different than she would Taylor. After her little freakout over Maxine a few weeks ago, Taylor’s been worried that Willa might get weird about her again, but, if anything, Willa’s acting as if Maxine was never a guy in the first place.

“I’m going to the dance with Eddie,” Willa says. “And, sure, yay, we’re besties and everything, but we both have people we wanna go with, and we can’t. At least you two can go as, like, a friend date or something, but Natalia… I mean, what would be our excuse? What would she tell her friends, her classmates? ‘Hey, I just met this girl and I’ve never talked about her, ever, but I invited her to the Homecoming dance for…’” She twirls a finger in the air, inviting anyone present to complete the sentence. Nobody does. “Exactly. Might as well wear a sash that says HUGE LESBIAN over my dress.”

Willa’s not crying anymore. Her voice is level, and she’s got herself under control, which is a bad sign, for Willa. Taylor, who would be sitting next to her if there was room, reaches for her hand instead, and Maxine loops an arm around her shoulders and draws her in again.

For a few minutes, they take care of her.

“Aw, shoot,” Willa says as Taylor retreats back to the corner of the tiny changing room. “Sorry for getting all cranky.”

“You don’t have to instantly downplay your emotions, you know,” Maxine tells her, and what is it with Maxine saying everything Taylor wanted to say today, like, half a second before Taylor was going to?

“Habit of a lifetime, Max,” Willa says.

Without another word, Maxine loops an arm back around Willa’s waist, draws her in, and kisses her on the cheek. “I get it,” she says, and smiles and pulls away. Then she looks down at herself, in her panties and bra. “Shit. I’m all kinds of naked, aren’t I?”

“Don’t stop on my account,” Taylor says.

* * *

Maxine’s a little embarrassed at how girly she gets over the perfect dress. But they had to go to, like, five stores to find it, and they almost gave up and went to Bloomingdale’s, and then there it was, just waiting for her on the mannequin, so enticing, so pretty that she practically skipped up to it. The sales assistant gave her the whole ‘you’re so lucky, it’s the last one’ routine, and Maxine didn’t even care that she was being an easy mark, because she had to get it onto her body right away.

And yeah. It looks good. It looks right.

Nothing else she tried was quite her. Too cutesy, too nice, too much like the kind of thing she could imagine the girls back in New York wearing, the ones she’d been way too aware of; the ones she’d had to keep an eye on, because they would point the guys in her direction when they were bored. And while she doesn’t mind seeing those kinds of dresses on other girls—Taylor tried on something that was practically identical to a dress Maxine remembers Sherri Pitchford wearing to some school function or other, and Maxine didn’t even register it until after she took it off—she doesn’t want to look in the mirror and have that be her. She wants to be a little different.

Besides, she’s the punk rock cheerleader, right? Rosie Lawrence is always saying so.

The dress she found, the dress that now clings to her so wonderfully that she wants to fucking eat it up, is black. But not jet black; it’s the black of dyed hair, a black so black that it’s kinda blue, also, and it accentuates that with a light blue layer of fabric underneath that shows through in these sewn-in stem patterns, loops of light that occasionally punctuate or terminate in elaborate structures that stand out slightly from the fabric of the dress, and which could equally be the extended petals of an abstract flower, or the constellations from an unknown sky. The hem sits high on her thigh—like, really high; she’ll have to wear spankies or something, just in case—but the black fabric over top continues farther down the leg, pleating, asymmetrically extending from the mid-thigh on the left to just below her right knee. It reminds her of her cheer skirt, of the way it is designed to move with her, to exaggerate every movement of her body, and she performs an experimental spin.

In the mirror, the folds of the skirt seem to float around her, raising above the hem below. Something almost like wings. In a small way, it’s as if she is flying again.

Yeah. She’s found her dress. It’s only a shame she can’t wear it out of the store, can’t spend the rest of her life wearing it. But they’re going to lunch after, and it would suck to get food on it; also, her mom might have something to say about Maxwell Giordano showing up home in a high-necked Homecoming dress with lacy bits around the ass.

There’s a swishing sound behind her as the curtain to the changing room opens, and Taylor’s there, beaming all over her face and rushing in for a hug. As they embrace, Maxine reflects, for the thousandth time, on how absurdly lucky she’s been.

“Wow,” Taylor says, stepping back, looking Maxine up and down over and over like she’s never seen her before.

“Wow yourself,” Maxine says.

Taylor’s picked out something in marbled pinks, purples and blues, something which shades at its darkest point almost to the blue-black of Maxine’s dress, and which at its lightest matches the blue of Taylor’s eyes and the pink of her favorite spaghetti-strap top, the one she wears on really hot days. At the waist, it seems to explode into feathery frills that, yeah, really do kinda remind Maxine of pompoms, and she can just see that when Taylor spins, they will fly around her just like Maxine’s dress does.

It’s also, like, short.

Taylor grips the hem of the skirt, which is mostly hidden under the elaborate mesh, and spreads it out, showing it off.

“I figured,” Taylor says, suddenly shy, “that if you were showing all that leg…”

“Hey. Mine’s longer.”

One of Taylor’s fingers finds Maxine’s left thigh, and she slowly raises it, running it up the skin and leaving goosebumps as she goes, until she reaches the hem of Maxine’s dress. “It’s not longer on this side,” Taylor whispers.

“Uh…” Maxine mumbles, unsure of herself for the first time today.

“I can see all of you.”

“Taylor…”

Taylor’s coming closer now. With her hand still in place, still resting lightly on Maxine’s thigh, she reaches behind herself and starts to draw the privacy curtain closed behind her.

She doesn’t get it closed all the way, though, because it’s snatched out of her grasp by Willa, wearing a beautiful red number that kinda sorta matches her hair and almost reaches her ankles. And Maxine would be pissed, but they probably shouldn’t be making out in a public fitting change room anyway, and Willa looks so excited. Taylor meets her eyes and they share an amused moment, and then they’re pulling away and both turning to tell Willa that yes, that is an amazing dress, and that yes, Willa did so well, and that no, this display of Taylor-approved fashion nous does not mean she gets her beret back.

* * *

It’s the first time Taylor’s gotten to take Maxine home in a while, because Clay’s at work and Maxine called her mom from the burger place to say that she’s eating out and that she’ll be home late, and, wow, it’s inspiring to see Maxine standing up to her mom like that! Like, she always did in some ways, but this is a level of independence that Taylor loves to see, and maybe envies a little, too. She doesn’t envy her a lot—Taylor would still take having an actual good relationship with her mom over getting to be more assertive—but sometimes it would be nice to just call home and say, mom, put a plate in the fridge for me, I’m staying out tonight.

Shopping went great. If there was ever a part of Taylor that expected Maxine to have, like, residual male behaviors—and there isn’t and never really was, not ever, because from the first day she knew that Maxine was different, even if she didn’t yet understand how—then she might have expected her to complain that shopping for dresses was immediately followed by more shopping, this time for shoes and accessories, but Maxine showed the same enthusiasm she’s shown for everything else, and it was Willa they had to drag along with them, quietly complaining about how her feet hurt or some shizz. And now Taylor has a pair of dresses hanging in their bags in her closet, and two new pairs of shoes to go with them, and some gorgeous clip-on earrings for Maxine that you wouldn’t guess in a million years have fake gems in them, and she keeps looking over at them while Willa and Maxine swap the NES controller between them.

Mom was disappointed to learn that the plan for the Homecoming dance is to stay out at Willa’s after the game on Friday night and not come home until Sunday morning; she dealt by begging Taylor to take lots of pictures on the night. Lots of pictures, or Taylor’s financial assistance for the prom dresses gets retroactively revoked. Payment plan, her mom threatened, with compound interest.

Taylor promised. Mom’s going to get her a bunch of new Polaroid film, and Lauren from the photography club is obviously going to be at the dance with her expensive camera, so one way or another, Mom will get to see her daughter in her Homecoming dress from every possible angle.

“Maxine,” Willa says, pulling Taylor’s attention away from the dresses—she really should close her closet door so she stops getting distracted by them, by how pretty they are, by remembering what Maxine looks like in hers—and back to the TV, “you’re an intelligent enough woman, I think. And you have great reflexes; I personally watched you, Taylor and Eddie catch Kennedy like ten times just this morning. So why do you suck so bad at Nintendo?”

Holding the controller at arm’s length like it’s a dirty diaper, Maxine says, “I think I’m just no good at technology.”

“This isn’t technology, Max,” Taylor says, leaning down to kiss her hair. She’s sitting on the end of the bed, and Maxine and Willa are positioned below her, legs out in front of them, heads resting on the mattress. It’s a good position: Taylor gets to have Maxine’s head right below her, in perfect range for kisses and to play with her silky black hair. “It’s video games.”

“Maybe I just hate little plumber guys.”

“You wanna play something easier?” Willa says. “Something completely plumber-free?”

“You mean like watch a movie instead?” Maxine says hopefully.

Taylor taps her on the head, and then holds her hand out downward. “Gimme that,” she says. Maxine places the controller in her hand, and then nuzzles against her arm for a moment; Taylor allows her the indulgence, indulges in it right there with her, and then hits Start.

She’ll show her how it’s done.

* * *

They wind up swapping the controller a few more times, and then they watch a sappy movie that, against her will, makes Maxine cry, and then she’s gotta go home, because it’s not like there’s a party or anything that she can use as an excuse to stay over, and she’s got to be up in the morning to go see Rosie, anyway.

This time, Willa gets to witness Guy Maxine, in all his mascara-mustache glory.

“Max,” she says, “I’m sorry, but that’s, like, mondo creepy. I’ve totally gotten used to you as a girl. This is just… weird.”

Clasping the folds of her cargo pants just above the thigh, Maxine spreads them as far as they’ll go, mirroring Taylor’s cheer-skirt pose from before. “You don’t think I’m a convincing guy?” she says, trying to sound wounded but unable to control her smirk.

“Fuck no.” And then Willa bites her lip and shakes her head. “Wait, that’s bad, right?”

“Yes and no. Like, Mom hasn’t noticed anything yet, not any more than to comment on how it’s good that I’ve gained some weight. So if that’s what she thinks she’s seeing…”

Willa giggles. “It’s going to be funny when you gain weight—” she cups her hands in front of her chest, “—right here.”

Yeah.

Right there.

Shit.

It hits her sometimes, fucking comes for her at the most unexpected moments: that she’s a long way from done, that her body in its current state is mostly the product of athleticism, a lucky genetic dice roll, and maybe from kinda not taking care of herself for a year or so during what would have been the height of puberty. It’s been only minimally altered by the birth control. It’s not a girl’s body, not yet; she’s got to use clothes and a pair of false breasts to give herself the shape that Willa, for example, takes for granted. And yeah, Willa’s small up top, but she’s real, and Maxine’s seen her in a push-up: when she wants to, Willa can show cleavage with the best of them.

She barely feels it when Taylor and Willa join up to take her slowly over to the bed, to sit her on the mattress. Taylor brings her a bottle of water, and Maxine unthinkingly uncaps it, sips it.

“Hey, beautiful,” Taylor says softly, sitting next to Maxine and wrapping an arm around her.

“I just want to be done,” Maxine whispers. It’s not an original thought, and nor is this the first time she’s expressed it to Taylor. But it takes her over, it engulfs her, it’s like time itself has become an obstacle to her happiness, to getting to live her life. Time to get away from her family and live for real full-time; time for her body to shape itself the way it ought.

If she’d known last year. Junior year, when she was wasting away. Nobody would have cared if she’d been gradually changing under her baggy, ugly clothes; she could have come to Vista Primavera already done, or closer to it, with a shape more like Taylor’s, with a chest more like hers.

Except.

No.

Mom.

Dad, too, but he was calmer about Clay, wasn’t he? Got over his disbelief pretty fucking quickly, even on the day of it, and now he’s awkwardly asking Clay about guys he’s interested in.

But Mom. The believer. The one who has spent the week since Clay got back being nice and polite and not actually particularly Mom-like, and Maxine’s been able to see how difficult it’s been for her. And Clay’s just gay; if she’s still ashamed of him in six months, he can just not bring his boyfriends home, he can just keep his true self away from her. Maxine’s changing physically, and a smear of eye makeup on her upper lip isn’t going to hide that forever. If and when Mom notices, she’s going to make trouble about it. That seems more certain than ever now.

If Maxine had started last year, no way Mom would have let her attend school as herself. She was, until recently, a minor; Mom would have confiscated her shit. Made her cut her hair, because didn’t she used to bug Maxine about its length? Like, constantly?

Shit, maybe she started too early. Maybe she could have figured it out toward the end of high school, found a reason to go away for the summer, and then immediately gone off to college somewhere far away. Avoided Mom entirely.

Except she might not have made it that far. Maxine struggles sometimes to remember what it was like to be Maxwell for real, to have her expectations set firmly below the horizon, to perpetually be waiting for the day to end, for sleep to come, for escape. Time had been worse for him, had been a suffocating blanket. And puberty had been coming for him. That mustache she waxes and plucks off and then paints back on? Give it a year and that could have been a beard. She would have had a beard, and she would have gotten big.

Maxwell was always waiting to become Clay. She never realized, until it was no longer a possibility, how much he’d feared it.

“I’d do it,” she says, monotone. “If I thought it would help, I’d take ten pills a day. Twenty. If it meant I could wake up in the morning and be like you.”

Taylor tugs on her, pulls her closer into her embrace. “Oh, Maxine.”

“But I can’t take a pill and be free of Mom. And I can’t take a pill and get rid of—shit—what’s under my fucking spankies. I can’t.”

“You don’t have to go home,” Taylor says.

Oh, fuck. Home. Mom’ll be— Well, she won’t be waiting, because that would imply some kind of interception, and she’s been retreating further and further from being an active member of the family. But she’ll notice. And maybe Dad will be deputized to say something, and he’ll say it in that very dadly way, like, ‘Sit down, son,’ and Maxine thinks that at the first utterance of the word ‘son’ she might actually fucking scream, so she’s got to go, she’s got to go.

“Sorry,” she mutters, standing up and trailing Taylor after her like a sash she forgot to take off. But she can’t go more than two steps, because Taylor’s regained her footing and she’s pulling on her hand.

“Stay,” she says.

“I can’t. Mom will—”

“Text her.” Taylor’s suddenly decisive, certain. And Maxine decides, fuck it; if Taylor’s so sure she knows what to do, she can do it. It would suck to be alone the whole night. It would suck to be alone for the next five consecutive minutes.

Taylor fishes in Maxine’s bag, finds her phone, and starts clicking away on the keys. She sucks at T9 texting, which is almost funny; too used to her fancy Sidekick. After a little while, Taylor finishes, and turns the phone around for approval.


Max: Taylor’s not feeling good. It’s ‘that time’. She’s asked me to stay over. I’ll sleep on the floor, obviously.



“But you’re not due for like two weeks, right?” Maxine says.

“Um,” Taylor says, momentarily lost for words. “You remembered?” Maxine just shrugs and smiles. “Well,” Taylor continues, rallying, “she doesn’t know that. I assume. Like, I’m guessing you don’t have conversations with her about it.”

The idea of sitting down and talking seriously to Mom about Taylor’s cycle is so absurd that it breaks through Maxine’s mood a little, and she laughs. “Yeah, no, we don’t talk about girl stuff. It might make her think I’ve gotten a girlfriend. We don’t really talk at all anymore, actually.”

“No wonder she’s cranky,” Willa says. “A Max a day keeps the doctor away.”

“Anyway,” Maxine says, ignoring her, “yeah, that’s cool.”

Taylor hits send.

“Listen, Max,” Willa says, standing and walking over to take her hand, “I’m really sorry. I didn’t mean to, like, you know, upset you or anything.”

“You didn’t? It was just a dumb joke.”

“No, I mean, with the boobs.” She makes the gesture over her chest again with her spare hand, and then her eyes go wide and she drops it guiltily to her side. “Shit! Did it again!”

“It’s fine, Willa,” Maxine says, squeezing her hand. “I just get down sometimes. Anything can prompt it. Like, anything. I can be watching TV and there’ll be a pretty girl in an ad and I’ll, like, descend into this absolute fucking pit for an hour. I looked it up; they call it ‘gender dysphoria’.” Willa nods seriously. “It just means, like, the sensation of not being who you’re supposed to be. When you really feel it, you know? When it jumps out of the background and it’s all you can think about.”

Taylor, still standing next to Maxine, bumps shoulders with her, and Maxine bumps back.

“Sounds horrible,” Willa says.

“Yeah. Kinda is. But it passes. Especially if I, you know, have something to distract me.”

“So it’s good that you’re staying over, then,” Taylor says, and holds up the phone again. Mom’s replied.


Mom: Look after Taylor, but be a good boy, Maxxy. We’ll see you after church.



That’s that, then. Could have done without the ‘good boy’, but at least Mom’s feeling malleable. Maybe Maxine’s been too harsh on her. Maybe she really is trying, the way Maxine hoped she would. Maybe Maxine shouldn’t expect someone to change something so fundamental about themselves in just two weeks.

A guilty but self-righteous part of herself points out that it took her less time to go from being a borderline suicidal gymnast to a dangerously peppy cheerleader; discarding a pointless prejudice ought to be easy in comparison.

“It’s settled, then,” Taylor says. “Max, wash off that stupid mustache, untie your hair, and find some PJs. Willa, text your mom and tell her you’re not coming home tonight, either. I’ll go get the ice cream.”

“Oh, yay!” Willa says, jumping on the spot. “Sleepover!”

* * *

She’s got Maxine’s keys, and she knows that her parents are out at their new church already, because the three of them, Maxine, Willa and Taylor, watched Maxine’s mom and dad pull out from the hall window at the front of the house, but it still feels like breaking and entering to be walking into someone else’s place when they’re not there. But Maxine needs her guitar to take to Justin’s this morning, and there’s a remote chance that Mom and Dad Giordano might turn out to have forgotten something and come back for it. Maxine didn’t want to do the whole stupid fake mustache rigmarole just on the off-chance, so it’s Taylor who is quietly tiptoeing up the stairs to Maxine’s room.

Willa suggested that Taylor should wear a sports bra and dab mascara on her upper lip, just like Maxine does when she goes home, and Taylor hopes that Maxine is beating Willa with a pillow for that right now, just like they agreed.

The stairs don’t creak in the same places that they do at Taylor’s, but she’s used to that now, and routes around the ones that do. Though there are only, like, two of them; the elderly couple who lived here before the Giordanos maybe didn’t go upstairs all that much. Maybe couldn’t. Kinda sad, really.

She reaches the upstairs hall before she realizes how crazy she’s being. She’s sneaking around and there’s absolutely no reason to! Maxine’s parents are out, Maxine herself gave her permission, she’s got a key, and—

“Hey.”

“Holy freaking crap!”

“Um. You need a hand?”

Taylor, who is now on her ass on the top step, having very nearly overbalanced and toppled all the way back down the stairs, only saving herself due to her superior cheerleader reflexes, glares up at Maxine’s bulky older brother.

“No,” Taylor says as firmly as she can.

“It’s free,” Clay says, smiling and wiggling his outstretched hand.

Ignoring him, Taylor pushes up in one quick motion, which causes Clay’s eyebrows to raise a little. “You’re in a good mood,” she says, stepping away from him, establishing her safe space, her zone of control, which is, like, the bit of the upstairs hall right outside Maxine’s door.

“It’s been a good week.”

“Maxine says it’s been tense.”

“That’s because she still expects more of Mom.” Clay shrugs. “She’s not screaming at me and she’s refrained from endorsing the Vatican’s latest screed about the destruction of the family; I’m calling that a win.”

That stops Taylor short, pulls her toward him a pace. Clay’s got one hand on his door frame, taking his weight, but the other one is just kinda hanging there, so Taylor takes it.

Another little pop of Clay’s eyebrows. He reminds her so much of how Maxine used to be, when she was less animated, when she was doing her best to be a guy: every movement controlled. She’d thought it was maybe the intersection of being a gymnast and freaking brimming over with sadness, but maybe it’s just how you’ve got to be when you’re supposed to be one thing, and you’re actually another. Whether you’re supposed to be straight or you’re supposed to be a guy, you gotta keep one eye on yourself at all times; you gotta stay in control.

“Clay,” she says softly, “that sucks. I hate that for you.”

The sardonic little smile that’s been in place for this whole encounter fades into something more genuine. “You sound like her,” he says.

She covers his hand now, both of hers over his. And his hands are big, like Gordo’s, but she’s not intimidated by him. Could be because he’s so much like Maxine once was; could be because she knows he’s gay and thus doesn’t give a shizz about her more womanly attributes; could be just because she knows him, kinda sorta, and she knows he’s a nice guy, and like, genuinely, not in the way that most guys mean when they say they’re a nice guy.

“You deserve better,” she tells him.

“Thanks. Really, thank you. But it’s okay. Maxine made it safe enough for me to come home. She made it bearable. I can live with a little cold war for another year or so.”

“Just a year?”

He pulls his hand away, shuts his emotions back behind that wall Taylor knows so well, the one that she used to see on Maxine before she took a hammer to it. “I’m here until Maxine graduates, Taylor. I’m here so that when shit goes down—and it will—I’ll be able to put myself between my mom and my little sister. I’m going to protect her until she can get the hell out, and then I’m gone, too.” He scratches his stubble. “So, uh, is Max going to show up anytime soon, or do you just live here now?”

“I’m picking up her guitar stuff. For Rosie. We’re going to Rosie’s.”

“Ah. The girl she tutors.”

“I think she mostly just jams with her, but yeah.”

Clay’s grin comes back. “Do you know what you’re looking for?”

“Yes? Maxine made me recite the list, and it’s not exactly long.”

Yeah, he’s not convinced, and Taylor’s not going to turn down a giant guy who seems like he wants to help, so she follows him into Maxine’s room and waits while he checks over her guitar and throws her pick bag, a pack of spare strings and her tuner into a tote. He holds them out to her expectantly, and Taylor, out of a sudden abundance of fondness for this man—and also from not wanting to carry all that bulky crap herself—has a suggestion.

“Drive us,” she says.

“What?”

“Drive us! You know the way, right?”

“Yeah. The mansion you can probably see from space, I remember. But I’m not driving you.”

“Please?”

“I thought you had a car.”

“Claaaaaay,” Taylor whines, “I drove yesterday! All the way to Fashion Valley! That’s out in—”

“I know where it is.”

“So drive us!”

“Taylor, I didn’t get home until four. I only got out of bed because I heard the front door open and I thought it might be Max. I’m tired, Taylor, and I need to—”

“Please?”

“Taylor—”

“Pleeeeease?”

* * *

They’re in the living room, talking cheer chants—because Maxine is apparently becoming a stereotype, and thus when she is alone with another cheerleader there is at least a forty percent chance that she’s going to talk cheerleading—when Willa’s interrupted by a loud as hell honk from right outside, a honk that Maxine associates with Clay’s busted-up cop car and not Taylor’s tidy little Beetle. And, sure enough, when she goes over to the window, there’s Clay’s car, and there’s Clay in the driver’s seat, and there’s Taylor, leaning out, waving enthusiastically.

“Is that your brother?” Willa says, standing next to Maxine and peering out. “Is that his car? Is it safe?”

“Yes,” Maxine says, “sort of, and hell if I know.”

“Right.” After a pause, Willa looks up at Maxine, eyebrows pinched. “What do you mean, ‘sort of’? Is it his car or not?”

“I mean, it’s ‘sort of’ a car.”

“Huh. Reassuring.”

“I mean, it’s very solid. It’s like one big block of metal. I just can’t vouch for what’s inside it.”

“Do you mean, like, you can’t vouch for the engine or for Clay?”

“Yeah, pretty much.”

“Cool.”

Clay hits the horn again, which gets them moving, lest he wake the whole neighborhood, or at least the people in the houses immediately opposite—because Maxine’s still not entirely used to how spread out the suburbs are around here, and she suspects that due to the inverse square law and the sheer size of the yards, you could set off a small nuke in the street and only alert like a dozen households.

“So?” Maxine says. “You coming?”

“Do I get a chance to say no?”

“No.”

Willa puts on a fake happy face. “Then I’m coming!”

On the way out, Garrett leans out of the upstairs window and yells down to Taylor, “Hey! We’re out of Doritos!”

Taylor calls back, “I’ll alert the president!” Garrett throws her a rude gesture and ducks back inside, and as Maxine and Willa climb into the back seats, Taylor says to Clay, “So, um, can we stop for Doritos?”

* * *

It’s so freaking insane how Justin and his sister both have their own suites of rooms to themselves. And it’s even more insane that it’s Taylor, Willa, Justin and Clay hanging out in Justin’s den, watching cartoons; what a random group of people! But they can’t disturb the jam session happening a bunch of rooms over. Rosie was very serious about that. It took all of Taylor’s persuasive power to get her to agree to play one song for them at the very end, right when it’s time for Maxine to go, and Taylor’s looking forward to that. She loves to watch Maxine play and she loves to listen to her sing and she doesn’t get, like, a tenth as many opportunities to do so as she deserves.

Maxine’s in a bunch of Taylor’s clothes again, and she and Willa took the ‘punk cheerleader’ assignment very seriously. It’s becoming a tradition, kinda, for Max to look cool when she comes to jam with Justin’s sister, and today she’s gone with a black pleated skirt, hot pink tights—an old pair of Taylor’s that are covered in ladders and that she must have forgotten to throw away—and the same band shirt that Maxine wore as part of her Max cover, way back yesterday sometime, only it’s tied up under her breasts to show off her toned belly. It’s the Flying Titans cheer uniform, kinda, only in black, and instead of saying VPH across Maxine’s chest, it says NOFX. Together with Maxine’s regulation deep scarlet lipstick and some dramatic eye makeup, the look is striking, and Taylor understands well why Rosie squealed the moment she saw her. Rosie made an effort, too, looking every inch the badass little punk chick in her eyeliner and band shirt—hers says Veruca Salt on it—though Justin did say, once they’d settled down on his array of couches, that she doesn’t dress like that every day. Mom said no, apparently.

“When Rosie’s eighteen,” he said, “she’s going to be a little hellraiser,” and he said it with such fondness that Taylor’s grudging appreciation for him jacked up another notch. Sure, he likes Maxine still, that much could not be more clear—his eyes went just as wide as Rosie’s when he saw her—but he hasn’t made a move on her and he’s been, according to everything Taylor’s heard, loyal to Meredith. He’s even got a picture of Merry up on top of his TV, cheesy guy that he is.

Taylor’s kinda glad that she never ended up with a safe guy like Justin; it might have taken her a lot longer to get over the whole heterosexual momentum thing and discover girls.

An hour or so later, Rosie and Maxine must be done, because Rosie opens the door, leans through, and says with the world-weariness of someone who has to face a heck of a lot more middle school, “We’re ready for you now.”

Maxine’s waiting for them in Rosie’s room—one of Rosie’s rooms, Taylor remembers—with her guitar slung around her neck, arrhythmically picking at one of the strings. Every time she does so, the speaker next to her growls a deep, distorted note that makes Taylor shiver, makes the bones in her spine want to dig deeper into her body and force her to freaking well dance. And it helps that if Maxine wearing a punk rock cheerleader outfit was cool, then adding a guitar and an expression of idle concentration is enough to force out of Taylor a quiet, involuntary moan.

“Hey, guys!” Maxine says, looking up from her guitar, a smile breaking out on her face. Then, sharing a quick look with Rosie, she steps back and lifts a microphone into place.

“Justin, you’re on bass,” Rosie says, all business, pointing at another guitar that’s already hooked up. “We’re playing Celebrity Skin.”

Justin, halfway to the bass guitar, stops in his tracks. “Rosie, I don’t know that one.”

“God, Justin! How can you not know it?”

“I’m, uh, not a real bass player,” Justin says, more for the benefit of the room than for Rosie. “I learn stuff rote, and, Rose, I’m sorry, but I don’t know it.”

Behind Taylor, a deep, rumbling voice speaks up.

“I do,” Clay says.

* * *

You can sink into music just like you can disappear into gymnastics, just like you can get into the cheer zone, just like you can fly, because it’s all the same, it’s all about switching out, about becoming more than human, about making yourself into a pure expression of movement, of sound, of fucking art. Maxine might be playing with synth drums in the background and no earpiece and her mic might be too quiet, but, shit, it still feels good to fucking belt it, to lose herself just the same as she does when she cheers.

And that she gets to look right at Taylor as she sings? That she gets to do this just for her, like there’s nobody else in the room? Yeah. That’s even better.

* * *


Taylor: Just letting you know that we’ll be practicing every day after school this week. Let Coach know if you can’t make any. We’ve got this! - T

Eddie: DIE

Nicole: K

Shannon: Can’t make tomorrow I’ll tell coach

Sherry: Did you have to text EVERYBODY? Four phones went off at our table, one after another. I thought it was an emergency or something.

Kennedy: Yeah yeah - K

Maxine: I’m right next to you, you know. You could have conveyed this information verbally

Eddie: DIE HORRIBLY

Ryan: Got it. You sent me this three times by the way.

Meredith: ADGAD

Sandy: Shit I gotta cancel some stuff

Willa: Yay yay yay can’t wait!

Jewel: When I die from exhaustion I’m billing your dad.

Mary: OK but tell Meredith to stop stepping on my foot, she won’t listen to me

Anna: I’ll be there.

Eddie: DIE IN A TERRIBLE CHEER CAPTAINING ACCIDENT

Dominique: It’s really happening! Homecoming! Regionals! I’m so excited. And she’d never say so, but Kennedy is, too.

Meredith: Sorry dropped my phone dont worry ill be there

Jewel: No, actually, I’m billing Justin’s dad. Bigger wallet.

Kennedy: Oh yay! I can’t wait! I’m so excited! (Nique is making me send this. Just keep catching me and we’ll be fine.) - K

Justin: I think you sent me this by mistake. Good luck though!

Eddie: Taylor if I’m not dead by Friday’s practice I’ll kill you myself



* * *


A-Very-Nice-Person: Hey bitch!

A-Very-Nice-Person: How’s tricks

Maximillion: I’m so tired I’m so tired I’m os tierd I’m so tired I’m so tired I’m so tired Im’ os tried

A-Very-Nice-Person: What’s that?

A-Very-Nice-Person: Speak up, boy?

A-Very-Nice-Person: Timmy’s down the well?

A-Very-Nice-Person: Oh

A-Very-Nice-Person: Right!

A-Very-Nice-Person: Max is tired!

A-Very-Nice-Person: You could have just SAID SO instead of speaking in code

Maximillion: Ha ha

A-Very-Nice-Person: Yay I’m funny

A-Very-Nice-Person: Maxxy

A-Very-Nice-Person: Why so tired

Maximillion: I’m a motehrfukcing cherelader

A-Very-Nice-Person: Ok now I REALLY gotta brush up on my doggy mime interpretation skills

Maximillion: Sorry

Maximillion: I’m sitting up, both hands on the keyboard, I’m good

A-Very-Nice-Person: Don’t let me interrupt nap time

Maximillion: Avery, if you haven’t spent four days this week catching bitchy blonde girls you don’t get to be rude to me

A-Very-Nice-Person: Sounds hot

Maximillion: Kennedy’s not hot

Maximillion: She’s Kennedy

Maximillion: Fuck I don’t know

Maximillion: Maybe she’s hot

Maximillion: Too exhausted to do words properly

A-Very-Nice-Person: Poor Maxxy

A-Very-Nice-Person: Coming over there to tuck you into bed

Maximillion: God

Maximillion: I want to go to bed

Maximillion: Really I do

Maximillion: But it’s like four feet away

Maximillion: I don’t know if I’m going to make it

Maximillion: And I’ve got Saturday practice tomorrow

Maximillion: Avery

Maximillion: Go back in time and stop me from becoming a cheerleader okay

A-Very-Nice-Person: Not until I get to see you in your uniform

Maximillion: Damn

A-Very-Nice-Person: Sorry

A-Very-Nice-Person: Max

A-Very-Nice-Person: Go to bed

Maximillion: Didn’t you want to talk?

A-Very-Nice-Person: I always want to talk

A-Very-Nice-Person: But it can wait

A-Very-Nice-Person: Sleep, Maxxy

A-Very-Nice-Person: Sleep

A-Very-Nice-Person: Love you lots

Maximillion: Love you Avery



* * *

The weeks are going by so fast right now! It seems like only yesterday that they were at Justin’s place, that Taylor was watching Maxine play Celebrity Skin—and, by popular demand, an encore: Minority by Green Day, which featured Clay bouncing up and down and practically shaking the floor and Rosie delightedly yelling the line, “Fuck ’em all!” loud enough that Justin glanced nervously at the door, as if his parents, half a planet away in the living room, might have heard her.

It’s because they’ve been working so hard, is the thing. Practice after school every day, and classes, and keeping up with her friends, and finding the odd moment to kiss Maxine, to touch her, to be with her. Now it’s Saturday and the last practice before Homecoming week, and Taylor feels like she hasn’t caught her breath yet. And she knows the whole squad feels the same. She’d know that even if she weren’t still catching the occasional annoyed text after she sequentially messaged the whole squad on Sunday: they’re overstretched, all of them, and when people are pushing themselves this hard, tempers can flare.

It’ll be fine. After Homecoming they get, like, a week to rest. Sure, rest is, in this case, defined as ‘only three practices’, but rest is rest, and those practices won’t be as intense, anyway. By that point, they’re not going to need to drill the routine anymore; they’re running the whole thing at the big game on Friday night, and if they can do it there, they can do it anywhere.

“Hey, sleepyhead,” she says, nudging the girl curled up in her passenger seat. “Time to get changed.”

“Don’t wanna be a cheerleader,” Maxine mumbles, shifting inside her oversized jeans and ugly shirt. “Wanna be one of those animals that hibernates. Like a bear.”

She’s been parked under their bridge for like fifteen minutes now, watching Maxine sleep, wondering if she and Coach really did push the squad too hard this week if even ex-gymnast Maxine is feeling it, but it’s okay, it’s fine; this practice is going to be about Homecoming week, and the squad’s duties are going to be simple. Yes, they’re going to be running around like idiots along with everybody else, but until the game on Friday, they’re not going to have to spend any of that time standing on each other’s shoulders. Yelling the names of the guys on the team, handing out flyers, supporting the marching band… The squad can do it all in their sleep. And they probably will.

“One more practice,” Taylor says, poking Maxine again. “Just one more. And then we get to go home and veg.”

That, Taylor’s looking forward to. Maxine told her mom basically flat-out that she’s going over to Taylor’s, and she’s not coming home until late, or she might sleep over, and that if her mom doesn’t like it… Mom G folded more or less instantly, from what Maxine said; still trying to keep her family together. So Taylor and her girlfriend are going to watch movies and maybe steal something from Garrett and get high.

At least, that’s the plan. They’re going to be alone together the whole night. Who knows what could happen?

* * *

The moment she climbs out of Taylor’s Beetle, she starts stretching, going through a bunch of her routine right there in the parking lot, because she overslept this morning and she’s still stiff from an entire fucking week of practices and, hey, she’s wearing her uniform and her safety shorts, so nobody’s gonna see anything they shouldn’t. And the acid that feels like it’s draining out of her muscles, out of her very bones, dissipating into the air… Shit, it feels so good that she might have done this even if she were just in her underwear.

“Maxine!”

For fuck’s sake. Okay, maybe she should have waited until Taylor grabbed her shit from the trunk and they’d gotten themselves safely inside.

“Fuck off, Gordo,” Maxine says, straightening up and rolling her shoulders. She’s still humming with full-body tension, and she’s got absolutely no patience for Taylor’s ex and his stupid, leering face.

“Shame you’re a lesbo,” Gordo says, coming closer, “because that ass is just begging for it.” He’s got one of his backup goons in tow, but—Maxine can’t help noticing—that’s it. His entourage has been kinda lacking lately. It’s as if being a total wanker—as Jim would say—has consequences, even for linebackers.

“Drop dead,” she suggests.

“Gordo,” Taylor says, “leave us alone.” She’s looking around, slightly nervous, but Maxine isn’t worried. She already heard a car pull up, and she can see another one making the turn. Gordo loves an audience—even if it’s just one guy, like it is now—but the more people show, the less he can do to them. Maxine would be more concerned if they were in the halls again, like before; out here, in the parking lot, they can’t be cornered.

Getting cornered sucks.

At that, she grimaces. Bites her cheek. Because that’s a memory that still fucking hurts, even after everything.

“Hey, Larry,” Gordo says to his minion, evidently noticing Maxine’s reaction, “I think she likes me.” He’s closer now, almost close enough for Maxine to kick him, and he holds out his hands, cupped and facing upward, and starts squeezing the air. “You want it, don’t you, Maxine?”

“Not if you were the last dick on Earth, Gordo,” Maxine says, getting her shit on lock, banishing the memory of New York.

“Yeah, right.” He starts moving off, walking backward, still facing Maxine. “Just remember me when you’re screaming my name on Monday.”

“Shouting,” Maxine corrects him, because, yeah, gross, one of the squad’s responsibilities at Monday’s pep rally is to announce every guy on the team one by one, like they’re celebrities or something, and cheer for each guy like they don’t want, for example, to make him stand in a concrete mold and then drop him in the ocean. “That’s shouting your name. You know the difference, right?”

He just sneers at her again. “Still gotta say my name, Maxine.”

Suddenly, everything about him just fucking disgusts her. His stupid straight nose, his blonde, close-cut hair, his strong jaw, his broad shoulders. His cleaned and ironed football shirt that he definitely didn’t fix up himself. He’s not just Gordo, he’s every guy who’s ever grossed her out, going back as long as Maxine can remember. He’s Clinton; he’s Shane Peters and his obsession with Maxine’s sexuality; he’s the guys who have stared at her and whistled at her when she’s out in a short skirt; he’s the guys in the locker room back in New York, who alternated between calling her a fag and discussing how bad they wanted to get Sherri Pitchford drunk enough that she didn’t know left from right so they could fuck her dry, and as much as Maxine always hated that bitch, she can’t imagine wishing such a fate on anyone, let alone proposing it as part of some twisted bonding ritual. Gordo’s all those guys rolled into one, with his ugly little smirk and his football coach who will back him and his teammates who will stand behind him and snicker at all his gross little jokes.

Taylor’s standing next to her, stiff and unsure, and she’s got her gym bag half open, so Maxine reaches in and pulls out a pair of pompoms. She strikes a pose and then calls out, “Yay, Gordo!” in the most sarcastic tone she can manage. “A!” she intones, making the arch of the letter with her hands and feeling the pompoms quiver. “S! S! H! O! L! E!”

Gordo’s only response is to curl his lip even more, and then turn and keep walking away, faster now, and Maxine doesn’t know why he doesn’t at least yell something, until Coach Dale, coming up behind her, says dryly, “I hope you stick to the traditional spelling of Gordo on Monday, Maxine.”

* * *

She borrows Coach Dale’s box to stand on, because everybody’s tired and ready to go shower and go home, and Taylor’s got just one more thing to say, something that needs that little bit of extra authority to get through, because it’s a reminder none of them are going to like.

“Okay!” she says, making her hands into a megaphone. “Great work today! We’re ready for Homecoming week, we’re ready for the game, and we’re ready for regional tryouts! But before you all go home, I need to remind you—” she waits out the chorus of moans and groans and Eddie giving her the finger, “—to come in for six-fifteen on Monday morning. Yes, yes, I know, but we’ve got a job to do, and I don’t know about you, but I am not coming in tomorrow to make sure the AV club got everything right. Six-fifteen is early enough for us to fix any problems that need fixing. And don’t worry; the AV club will be there with computers and printers and photocopiers if we need them.”

“Yay,” Kennedy says, deadpan.

“So go home! Get some rest, and I’ll see you all bright and early on Monday!”

“If you mass text us all again,” Eddie says as Taylor hops off the box, “I will take your Sidekick off of you and put it in one of those things that turns cars into little cubes.”

* * *

Maxine’s not surprised to find herself leaving the staff locker room alone again. As cheer captain, Taylor’s been run even more ragged than everybody else lately, staying behind after practice to consult with Coach Dale, organizing with various clubs to produce the shit they’re going to need for the spirit days next week, even supervising the print run for the theme announcement flyers on Monday before the pep rally. She hasn’t trusted anybody else to prepare without at least a little cheerleaderly supervision, and if Maxine’s honest, she thinks Taylor probably could have left at least some of them to work more independently. But then she wouldn’t be Taylor, wouldn’t be the girl who gives 110% at all times, in defiance of the limits of mathematics and the human body.

She loves her for it.

She doesn’t have to walk out to the parking lot on her own, though. Two steps out into the hall and Kennedy’s there with Dominique, and before Maxine can ask if Taylor put them up to it, they’ve been joined by Justin, Danny and Nick. By the time Maxine’s out of the main doors and getting hit by the early afternoon heat—bearable, now that it’s October, but still accompanied by a sun that won’t fucking quit—they’ve acquired a Shannon and a Sherry, and there’s nary a Gordo in sight.

Justin’s telling the girls the story of how Maxine came over last Sunday, and brought her brother along, and how Rosie’s been talking about it ever since. “She wants to know, actually,” he continues, turning to Maxine, who is sitting on a bollard in her short-shorts, lazily kicking at the floor and only dimly aware of the pain from her taped-up dick that she’s kinda sitting exactly on, “if your whole family is cool, or if it’s just the two of you.”

Maxine laughs, pushing up from the bollard and brushing herself off. Her groin aches a little, which is a gross little reminder, but it’s easy to force herself to forget about it. “Clay’s not cool, he’s a dork,” she says.

“Hot, though,” Kennedy says, and a couple of the other girls nod.

“But yeah. It’s just us. Oh, actually, my cousin’s pretty cool. But she’s all the way over in England, so—”

Justin grasps Maxine’s shoulder for a moment in excitement. “You have a British cousin? Rosie’s gonna go nuts! She’s so into the Clash, Queen, David Bowie…”

“Justin,” Dominique says, “serious question: is your sister a forty-year-old English man?”

“Last I checked? No.”

They start peeling off after that, with Justin, Danny, Sherry and Shannon leaving all at once, and Nick hanging out just long enough to snag a kiss from Kennedy.

“He just wants to be Homecoming King,” Dominique says as he lopes off toward his car.

“Probably,” Kennedy says, “but he kisses good. And, like Taylor used to understand,” she adds, looking pointedly at Maxine, “having a big guy hanging around you keeps the other big guys away.”

“Yeah,” Maxine says, “but imagine that guy being Gordo. He’s…” He’s awful, he’s a brute, he wields his size and his influence as threat and weapon both, and if there were any justice in the world, there ought to be a word that encapsulates all that shit that doesn’t also have any positive connotations. Like, Maxine would say jock, but some guys like being jocks. And asshole is way too generic. “He’s fucking gross,” she finishes, aware of how lame that is, especially given how long it took her to come up with it.

“I mean, he’s attractive,” Dominique says, gazing over toward the football team’s locker room as if she might summon him by talking about him, “but he’s also— Oh my God, Maxine!” She’s interrupted herself, laughing, pointing, and Maxine almost looks behind herself to see what’s there that could have prompted her reaction.

“What?”

“The face you made when I said he’s good-looking!”

“What about it?”

Tracing the back of a finger down Maxine’s arm, Dominique says, “You were never into guys even a little bit, were you?”

“Yeah, no,” Maxine says, shaking her head. “I tried, you know? I really did. But they’re just meh.”

“Beginning to see why everything went so wrong for you back in New York,” Kennedy says, and then she bites her lip for a moment. “Shit. Sorry. I’m not, like, blaming you? But I know what high school is like. I get why they targeted you.”

Maxine shrugs, trying to hide her discomfort. Everything about Maxine’s backstory in New York—the character of Maxine, that is; the person she was going to pretend to be until it became clear that she, or something very similar to her, was realer than Maxwell ever was—is a half-truth, a story constructed mostly out of implications, out of drawing the outlines and letting the listeners fill in the blanks, and it’s the conclusions that she and Taylor and the others have been tacitly encouraging everyone to draw that make her so uncomfortable. She was never raped. She wasn’t. She was violated and she was brutalized and she had several guys assert their power over her in the worst way they could imagine, and Taylor’s argued that that makes it almost the same, and that the effect on Maxine afterward makes it even closer, but in those caveats lives a shitload of shame and guilt.

“It wasn’t just about that,” she says, staring at her shoes and her bare knees and feeling suddenly like Maxwell, like a boy who waxed his legs and changed his voice and put on a skirt and lied and lied and lied. “It was… gymnastics shit. And Avery.”

“Lesbian by association,” Dominique says, nodding, and Maxine wants to tell her that, no, it wasn’t that either, but it’s better than the other thing. Given the way she turned out, it’s a lie she’s much, much happier living with.

“Hey,” Kennedy says, “did you and Avery ever—? Shit. No. Not the time. Sorry. And sorry for bringing it up in the first place.”

Dominique nudges Maxine with her elbow. “Check it out, you got Kennedy apologizing three times in as many minutes. You might actually be the second coming. If Jesus was an Italian girl.”

“It’s okay, Kennedy,” Maxine says, forcing a smile. “I can’t not think about it all the time.”

Kennedy just nods, furrowing her brow a little, which looks cute as hell on her. Easy to understand why she needs to keep a guy around, why she hopped straight from whoever it was that she was dating before to Nick, who seems inoffensive as guys go, and attractive enough, probably, but who might as well be a slice of moldy cheese next to Kennedy.

“What were we even talking about?” Dominique asks.

“Keeping a guy around,” Maxine says, “to keep the other guys away. It’s smart; I should have fake-dated a guy who goes here and not, like, Taylor’s brother’s best friend.”

“Oh, is that who he is?”

“I should have snagged a Nick, like you did,” Maxine says to Kennedy. “I notice Gordo doesn’t bother you much at all.”

“Yeah,” Kennedy says, sounding distracted. “There are… other reasons, too. But yeah.”

“Whereas he doesn’t go after me at all,” Dominique says. “I think probably because he’s a racist.”

“He’s a real catch,” Maxine says. “Hey, is that why you’re hanging out right now? To protect me from him?”

“As if!” Kennedy exclaims. Next to her, Dominique nods. “Although, I gotta say, that thing this morning? I heard about it. It’s gonna piss him off something chronic.”

“Funny though,” Dominique says.

“Yeah. Funny. But, like, be more careful, okay?” Kennedy takes Maxine’s hand. “I’m serious.”

“I will,” Maxine says. “I promise. This morning, I was just… moody.”

“Don’t be. You might not get this yet, being a lesbian shut-in back in New York? But pretty girls don’t get to be moody. We don’t get to react when guys are trying to bait us. It gives them ideas.”

* * *

Taylor’s got to have a talk with Kennedy about the whole ‘knowing sarcasm’ thing. Because when she finally got to the parking lot after talking with Coach and found Maxine waiting with Kennedy and Dominique, she said that she and Maxine were going back to her place and they were probably just going to go right to bed and sleep all afternoon. And Kennedy was like, yeah, I’ll bet, and directed such a grin at the two of them.

That kind of shizz is okay when it’s just the four of them, but sooner or later, Kennedy’s going to forget herself and—

Wait.

What is she even thinking? Of everybody on the squad, Kennedy is the least likely ever to forget herself. Not even for, like, a second. Maybe some of Willa’s paranoia is bleeding over into Taylor. And maybe that’s not such a bad thing. Eddie and Willa have kept their shared secret all through high school; she should trust their whole process.

In the spirit of borrowed paranoia, then, Taylor takes the long route back to her place, so she can drive up from the other side and park without having to pass the Giordanos’ house. Mom G could be looking out from inside with a telescope or something, and spy Maxine in the passenger seat, wearing only an obfuscating hoodie over her halter top and skirt. She explains as much to Maxine when she asks why they’re driving down a street she’s never even seen before, and Taylor’s pleased when Maxine just nods, like she’s doing something extraordinarily sensible and adult and mature.

Yeah! Go, paranoia!

She ushers Maxine through the back door out of the garage, too, so they enter the house through the kitchen door. Mom G could have gone for a walk or something! Maxine’s said she always used to do that back in New York, and sure, she’s apparently finally gotten it into her head that you really can’t just walk places in the suburbs of San Diego, but maybe today’s the day she decides, screw it, it’s time to get all hot and sweaty.

“Ah!” Taylor’s mom says as they enter. She’s standing over her Crock-Pot, glaring at it. “Hello, girls.”

“Hi, Mom,” Taylor says.

“Hey, Lynn,” Maxine says, coming up behind Taylor and almost bumping into her when Taylor stops short to throw her a look for persistently calling her mom by her first name. “Whatcha making?”

“Chili,” Mom says. “For that thing tonight?” Taylor nods: Mom and Dad are going to some function for Dad’s work. It’s informal, the kind of informal where everybody brings a pot of something they made, and all the wives compete to see who can make the most appealingly generic version of whatever recipe was on TV the week before. Taylor’s basing this assessment on, like, the one time she couldn’t get out of tagging along, and she’s aware that it might not be fair, but she was forced to try orange chicken that wasn’t even orange, for crying out loud! It tasted like napkins!

Maxine sniffs. “Cool. Smells amazing!” So Taylor sniffs, too, and she’s forced to concede that either the events have gotten a lot better lately, or that Mom’s going to lose, and lose hard.

“Well, thank you, Maxine!” Mom says. “And you look lovely today, as always.” She sighs, setting down in the sink the ladle she’s been turning over and over in one hand. “I can’t believe your mother still doesn’t know that you’re a cheerleader. The Homecoming game is next week, and she’s going to miss it! She’s going to miss your moment of glory!”

“Honestly? I’m okay with it.”

Mom’s voice takes on a questioning tone—her ‘meddling’ voice, Taylor’s always thought of it. Something’s gone wrong, whether it’s at work or it’s something the governor did, and Mom’s going to fix it. “You want I should go talk to her?”

“No,” Maxine says, “it’s okay.”

“It would be no trouble. She should see what an amazing girl she has!”

“She really shouldn’t.”

“Mom,” Taylor says, catching herself after spending, like, a whole five seconds reeling at the thought of what her mom just suggested, “don’t go talk to Mrs G. Please. She’s…” Glancing sideways at Maxine, trying to ascertain if she should go where she’s thinking of going, and receiving nothing but a look of confusion, Taylor decides, the heck with it. “Maxine’s brother came out.”

Mom just blinks for a moment, looks from Taylor to Maxine and back again. “Came out? As gay?”

“Yeah. And she did not take it well. Clay had to leave home and stay with a friend for, like, two weeks! And he’s back and she’s still…”

“It’s weird at home,” Maxine says, taking up the story, apparently encouraged by Taylor’s mom’s expression, which is more shocked and interested than anything else. “Like, tense and stuff. I really hoped that when he came home again, it would get back to normal, and don’t get me wrong, she’s not yelling at him or anything and I’m not spending all my time hiding in my room anymore… But it sucks. It really does.”

“So we don’t want to go giving her any new information she might not be able to deal with,” Taylor says.

Mom’s still stunned. “He… left home?”

Maxine gives her the whole story, emphasizing the Catholic thing and reminding Taylor’s mom that while she might have seen all this stuff about gay marriage on the news every now and then and thought nothing more of it, the Catholic church is, like, obsessed. She even gets into some of the gnarlier details, like how after Clay left, and Maxine defended him, Mom Giordano tried to slap her! She only failed because Maxine is faster than her! 

Taylor really doesn’t want Maxine going home to that place anymore. Like, really.

“Oh, Maxine,” Mom says when she winds down, “I’m so sorry. That’s awful. And I— I want you to know that your brother is just as welcome here as you are.”

“Thanks, Lynn.”

“And Taylor,” she continues, holding out a hand, “you know I could never do anything like that to you, I hope. You get that, don’t you?” Her eyes are moistening, reddening, and Taylor takes her mom’s hand in kind of a daze. She’s yanked suddenly into a hug, and Mom’s got both her hands around her now, squeezing her like she did when Taylor was just turning eighteen. “You’re my little girl. I would never throw you out, and if I became someone who made it so you needed to leave, I’d want you to tell me. I’d want to change.” She leans back from the hug for a moment to examine Taylor. “You’d tell me, right?”

“Yeah,” Taylor says, confused. “Yeah, I would.” This is her mom? The one who’s always wanted her daughter to conform, to be the girly girl, the cheerleader, to stop hanging out with the boy with the Nintendo, to stop spending so much time on the computer.

Except.

Well, when Maxine was telling her about Clay, Mom looked freaked, and it wasn’t about the whole gay thing, it was about the idea of a kid just up and leaving like that. About it being the mom’s fault. If Taylor had to guess, she’d say that her mom’s whole life flashed before her eyes, and suddenly all her petty bullcrap stopped having any meaning.

Is that wishful thinking? Maybe not. Because, sure, Mom didn’t want Taylor getting so into computers, but it happened, didn’t it? She didn’t want Taylor being friends with that boy, but that was so long ago. She’s never actually stopped Taylor from doing what she wanted to do, being what she wants to be, not since Taylor was in middle school, at least.

Mom cares. Sometimes she’s dumb about it, but Taylor’s thinking about how she taught Maxine makeup, how she told her the girl rules, how she made sure she knew about things like not sitting with your legs apart when you’re wearing a skirt. And she’s thinking about how Mom was a cheerleader, how she’s a real businesswoman now, and how nobody expects a cheerleader to do well. Mom’s been trying, in her way, and making mistakes as she goes, to make sure her pretty blonde daughter makes it through school, to make sure she knows all the stupid little rules and how to navigate them, so she can go out into the world and make it her own.

Is that wishful thinking? No. No, Taylor doesn’t think so.

“I love you, Taylor,” her mom says, tightening her embrace again. And then, like she just remembered she’s here, she adds, “Get in here, Maxine.”

“Really?” Maxine says, clearly unprepared.

Mom lets Taylor go enough to wave a beckoning hand at Maxine, which gets her in, and soon it’s the three of them, hugging, swaying, just two high school cheerleaders and a protective mom, with the homely chili smell filling the kitchen, and it’s no surprise when Maxine starts crying.

* * *

The original plan was to drive back to Taylor’s and grab a drink and a snack and for Maxine, at least, to immediately fall asleep. But they got derailed by Taylor’s mom’s stunning and affecting display of, like, being a mom, and it hit Maxine in all the places she lives, so now she’s sitting at one of the barstools around the kitchen table, looking at herself in a pretty decent makeup mirror that Taylor’s mom went to get from upstairs somewhere, redoing her face after she cried off everything that she applied after practice.

Three times doing her makeup in one day—so far—isn’t her personal best, but it’s not far off. What scared her was going bare-faced in front of Lynn Scott, but even after Maxine wiped herself clean and sat there in the sunlight, practically daring Taylor’s mom to notice that something was up, she carried on happily chatting about work as if there were nothing out of the ordinary sitting at her kitchen table. And Maxine needed that, needed the reassurance that she’s still good at the girl shit, that she’s still a natural at it, the way Taylor insists. She’s been feeling off since the parking lot. Actually, scratch that; she’s been feeling off since Clay left, since the thing at church, since her mom blew up the family dynamic and Maxine was forced to confront her future in her family. It occurred to her, deep in the hug with Taylor and her mom, that ‘tense and weird’ is both far from normal and not actually sustainable; something is going to break, and Maxine has absolutely no fucking idea which way it’s going to break, or what it is that will do it.

She longs for stability. With Taylor’s mom just now, she got a hint of it. And it was everything.

Shit. She needs to stop thinking about this, or she’s going to have to start her eye makeup all over again.

“You’re very good at that,” Taylor’s mom says. She’s still standing guard over her Crock-Pot like it might at any moment recreate the thing from geography class with the volcano and the ancient city that Maxine can’t remember the name of. “I remember how horrified you looked when Taylor said you’d have to wear makeup on the squad.”

“I spend a lot of time around cheerleaders,” Maxine says, holding her whole upper face still so she can talk and line her eyes simultaneously without fucking up either task. “I had to learn very quickly. Can you imagine being the only one with bad makeup?”

“I assume we’re not including Eddie in this,” Taylor’s mom says. And then she immediately steps away, hands raised, as if she just touched the stove. “Oh! Does that count as a gay joke? I mean, I know Eddie’s not gay, but Clay is, and, you know… Men and makeup… What that means… I don’t want to be offensive. Damn.” She laughs. “I’m being a lame mom, aren’t I?”

“A little bit of lameness is fine.” Finishing off her left eye, Maxine drops the eyeliner pencil back into her makeup bag. “And don’t worry. I think my brother would have laughed.” And so, were she not concentrating, would Maxine. Mrs Scott wants to be the good mom, does she? The cool mom? Maybe, if it all comes out, Maxine won’t be unwelcome everywhere.

“Well. Good.” Taylor’s mom drums her hands on her thighs. “So, now that we’re past my little… episode… am I going to get to see what you girls look like in your Homecoming dresses? You know, since I’m not going to see you on the night…”

“Mom,” Taylor says, “I said we’ll take pictures.”

“And I, Taylor Scott, am quite sure that I gave you the entire contents of my purse. I had to visit the ATM! At a gas station!” She folds her arms. “I want to see the dresses. On you.”

“Yeah,” Maxine says, nodding, snapping the cap back on her lipstick. She smacks her lips a couple times, then sprays herself with the setting spray. “We’ll do it.” To Taylor’s accusatory look, she says, “I kinda wanna wear it again, Tay. It’s been one of those days.”

Taylor, performing the put-upon teen daughter to perfection, practically deflates on the spot. “Fiiiiine,” she whines. “We’ll wear the stupid dresses.”

“Wonderful!” her mom says. “Just call me upstairs when you’re ready for me. I don’t want to leave the Crock-Pot unattended for too long.”

* * *

It was kinda fun in the end, posing, laughing, pretending to kiss each other on the cheeks, with an appropriate inch or so airgap for the sake of both propriety and not mussing up Maxine’s lipstick. Taylor didn’t get more than a few minutes to see Maxine in her dress when they bought it, and it occurred to her after they sent mom packing—delighted and with a full roll of film—that, equally, Maxine didn’t get much chance to see Taylor in her dress yet, either. So now they’re here in her room, with a couple of Polaroids that Taylor insisted her mom take now lying on the bed, still developing, and it’s that kind of quiet that descends when someone who always kinda bends the room around herself has just gone, and they’re… looking at each other.

Maxine’s makeup doesn’t quite match her dress—she picked soft pinks and purples to match the top she had on before, where the dress is blue and black—and neither does Taylor’s, but it doesn’t matter to either of them. Because they’re caught in each other’s gaze, and there’s only one thing they can possibly do. Moving like they’re in a shared trance, they take short, steady steps toward each other, each with one arm out, like they’re mirrors of each other; and they kind of are, with Taylor’s blonde hair and lightly tanned complexion and Maxine’s black hair, dark lips, and skin that, though it’s deepened in color a bit since she came here, is still, by local standards, pale as hell. That thought can’t last in Taylor’s head, though, because it’s too much of a clinical assessment of her girlfriend—her girlfriend!—and it, along with the thought that Maxine ought to take care of the little zit on her jawline, and that Taylor has a cream she can borrow, is shouted over by the hundred voices all screaming with excitement at how freaking hot Maxine is!

Shoot. She’s overwhelmed. Maxine’s close now, and she’s wearing the dress of a freaking lifetime and her arm is reaching for Taylor’s waist, and she’s so freaking beautiful and Taylor is actually having difficulty dealing with this! Her knees buckle, not a lot, but enough for Maxine to quickly take the last step toward her, to brace her with that strong, toned arm, to hold her steady, and as Taylor finds her feet again, as she straightens up, she finds that she has no way to stand up properly again without her face and Maxine’s basically, like, meeting.

Good.

In Maxine’s arms, half-dipped and only a little bit certain of her footing, Taylor opens her mouth for Maxine’s kiss, and they push into each other, gently but firmly.

And every other thought flees Taylor’s head, leaving only one survivor:

Oh my freaking God!

Maxine’s fingers press into her back, holding her there, taking her weight, and Taylor just freaking lets her. She lets her hold her, lets her dip her, lets herself sink more and more into the embrace, into the loss of control. If Maxine lets go now, Taylor will fall, but if there’s one thing that Taylor knows with a clarity that seems as bright and as beautiful as all the stars in the sky, it’s that Maxine will never let her go.

They kiss.

After a little while, Maxine, the more level-headed of the two of them, the way she’s always been since she found herself, since she started living her life for herself and not for every other asshole around her, suggests that they should take off the dresses and put them back in their bags, in case they get spoiled or wrinkled or whatever, and it’s a chance for Taylor to get her breath back, to recover herself, to check in with her brain and her body and make sure that she wants this as much as she thinks she does.

One look at Maxine in her underwear confirms to Taylor that yes, she freaking well does.

* * *

Maxine should not have been nervous. Because she is, in many respects, Taylor’s creation, right? Taylor’s the one who found her, who brought her out of herself, and Taylor’s the one who shaped how Maxine dresses herself, paints herself, holds herself. And, sure, Maxine’s taken it further, has applied Taylor’s lessons the way she thinks is appropriate, has picked out clothes and chosen looks that have extracted from Taylor squeals of delighted surprise, but the base template of her? Taylor laid it down.

But she’s often a little nervous being naked around her. Well, naked but for her underwear. And it’s not because of the false breasts or whatever—which are still, thankfully, properly concealed in her t-shirt bra, and the glue’s holding firm—but because she’s Maxine, because she’s still so new, because Taylor’s the most popular person she’s ever gotten close to, because she’s known so many people, and Maxine’s got to live up to all of them. And she’s got to do it naked.

And it never seems to matter. Because when Maxine turns around from hanging up both of their dresses in Taylor’s closet, and when she takes an involuntary gasp of breath at the sight of Taylor fucking Scott standing there in her bra and panties, she notices right away that Taylor just took the exact same breath.

Maxine was made by her? Shit, maybe they made each other. Maybe Maxine found the real Taylor just the same. If not for Maxine, would Taylor have had the courage and the self-belief to leave Gordo when his pushiness escalated in the run-up to her birthday? She wants to think so, but you need a guy to avoid getting hassled by the other guys. Willa knows that; Kennedy knows that. Dominique might be safe from Gordo, but she’s complained to Maxine about high school boys enough to be certain that she’s getting bothered by the rest of them pretty much constantly. Taylor knew about all that when she was dating Gordo.

And still she left him.

They make each other strong.

Maxine would say something, would tell her how much she loves her, but it doesn’t seem important right now, not anything like as important as crossing the room, looping an arm once again around her waist, and lowering them both gently to the bed. As she does so, Taylor’s hands are on her, stroking, caressing, moving downward, and when Maxine delicately redirects them from the place Taylor first went for, Taylor doesn’t complain, she just understands, understands without words, understands purely because she knows her so well.

Rolling off of her, Maxine leaves Taylor on the bed but pulls at her hand, inviting her to sit up, to move around, to drop her legs off the edge of the mattress, to make herself comfortable, to open herself. And when Maxine, moving to kneel in front of her, to fucking worship the girl who saved her, the girl she saved, Taylor understands again, and she leans back and closes her eyes, ready for her.


chapter twenty-three

THE GAME

Well, shit. Maxine’s got a problem.

Worse, it’s a problem she’s been waiting for, been wishing for. But now that it’s here, she finds herself panicking, wondering if she couldn’t have been more careful.

At least they survived Taylor’s mom. When Taylor heard her coming up the stairs, they scrambled up the mattress, untangling themselves as they went, and managed to get the covers fully over themselves before the door opened. And Taylor kept her eyes closed the whole time her mom was talking, telling them that she and Jack were on their way out, that they were taking the chili with them, and that there’s a portion for each of them and one for Garrett keeping warm in the oven; Taylor even managed a convincing snore, which was enough that all Maxine had to do to further the charade was to nod sideways at her and mouth okay to Taylor’s mom. Mrs Scott smiled, nodded, placed her hands together by the side of her tilted head—miming sleep well—and left them to it without, Maxine hopes, noticing anything untoward, like that her only daughter and the girl next door were naked in her daughter’s bed.

Also that the girl next door’s boobs don’t look right.

But yeah, they made it through, and Maxine’s kind of looking forward to the chili.

When Taylor’s mom was gone, they giggled, they kissed some more, and then Maxine had to get up to wash her fingers and her face. By the time she was done, Taylor was asleep for real, snoring softly, arms clasped by her head in an unconscious imitation of her mom.

Maxine didn’t want to wake her by climbing in next to her. Not yet. She didn’t think she’d sleep, anyway. So now here she is, naked but for her panties—her bra somewhere in the room, wherever it landed after Taylor threw it—checking herself over in the mirrors in Taylor’s closet, angled so she can see herself from the front and the side at the same time. She’s even peeled off her breasts, since the glue got kinda loose after Taylor had some fun with them, tried to see if she could get Maxine to feel something through them—yes, actually, and it was fucking wild the way the pressure transferred to Maxine’s chest through the prosthetics—and now she’s truly bare, pared down to nothing.

And still she is Maxine.

When the clock ticks over to midnight, it will be exactly two months since she started taking Willa’s birth control pills, and not long after that, it will be two months since she started taking two or three every day. And she’s been on three every day consistently—one when she wakes, one when she sleeps, and one whenever she can fit it in—for almost all that time. Gaining weight, too; muscle and fat.

It’s all there on her. All there to see. All she’s got to do is look for it.

After Taylor talked about it, Maxine looked it up, and it turns out that men and women lay down fat differently. The body stores it in different places, and it has a different consistency. Hell, women have higher body fat in general than men. What causes that difference? Hormones! And she’s been pumping them into her body every chance she gets.

Moreover, she started from close to nothing, had unintentionally rotted Maxwell’s body down almost to its bones, and then she got happy and she started giving a shit, and she ate and she exercised and she took the damn pills, and now Maxwell is gone. Her face is softer, rounder; her ass and her thighs and her hips are all thicker; even her chest, without her enhancers, has two firm lumps under her nipples, and though nobody would ever mistake them for breasts, nobody would mistake her chest for a man’s chest, either, not anymore. Guys just don’t look like this.

Her chest.

Hers.

The shape of it.

The curve of it, present if she looks from just the right angle, if she bunches up what little spare flesh she has in just the right way, and if she—

Shit.

Oh yeah.

That.

Her fingers linger on the burn, on her scars, the bas-relief of bullshit that was scored into her. She doesn’t think about them much these days because she’s got more in her life than just her fears and regrets, but they still mar her, still mark her, still drag her past along with her. Also, fuck, they’re ugly.

The rest of her, though… Maxine never thought she could enjoy her body, could love just being in it. As an athlete, a gymnast, she always loved what she could do with it, the way it made her feel, but when she saw herself before, it was like looking at a thing, an object. Subjectively a quite attractive object, sure, and one that she was pleased enough to maintain—at least, before she was held down, before she was burned, before it was all taken away from her—but an object nonetheless.

Now, she’s Maxine. She never knew that it was possible to feel so in tune with her body, so compatible. And it’s not just because she is changing, because she is becoming more like the other girls…

It’s because Taylor touched her. Like, really touched her. Everywhere but the place Maxine directed her away from. And in doing so, it was the final piece of the puzzle, the last turn of the focus dial, the thing that made the girl in the mirror go from being something that must be maintained to someone that is. Someone that is and forever shall be. This girl, Maxine, she could stop waxing her arms and legs, she could stop wearing so much makeup, she could even go without the false breasts, maybe, if she dressed carefully enough, and she would still be Maxine, would be forever safe from Maxwell, from his lingering, petulant spirit.

“And therein lies the problem,” she mutters, turning around a little more to check her ass from another angle.

If she’s got a girl’s body now, for real and forever, then what the fuck is she going to do about Mom? She’s noticed the weight gain and she’s been giving her these looks lately, like there’s something else she wants to say, and Maxine’s just been brazening through it, relying on Mom’s shame at having chased Clay away and her fear that it could happen again to keep her from raising her suspicions, but surely it can’t be long before she says something. Even if it’s just to suggest that Maxine go see a doctor, that maybe she’s got a hormone imbalance or something.

Huh. Could she use that? Claim to have fucked-up hormones, buy some time that way? Maybe Taylor could hack the doctor’s computer, or something.

Yeah? Sure, Maxine. Sure, the doctor’s office definitely has their patient records hooked up to the internet, just waiting for some enterprising hacker to come looking for them; sure, they won’t have paper records or anything. And, what, is Taylor going to hack away all Maxine’s problems?

No. She’s got to solve this another way. And maybe she can’t do anything about her face, but she can stop pushing it with the cargos she bought lately, the ones that actually fit, and go back to wearing only Maxwell’s pants, the ones she brought with her from New York, the ones that obfuscate her shape. And she can still use a sports bra—like this—to hide the way her chest is developing, and—

Oh. Shit. No, actually, she can’t. She’s twisting around again, checking herself over, and discovering that the sports bra that she just put on doesn’t compress enough. It’s not even close. And, like, why would it? It’s designed to keep your breasts from bouncing around too much, not make you look like you don’t have any at all; there’s enough give in the material that the little mounds under her nipples, though they are barely an inch wide and stand less than half an inch proud, poke right through. Ironically, having more up top looks like less: with two sports bras—sometimes three, depending on how nervous she’s feeling around her family—her mastectomy breast forms are compressed into something that looks almost like a masculine chest, but this? This is useless. She looks like she’s erected a pair of pup tents on her nipples.

She casts around the room, looking for inspiration. And finds some when she catches a glimpse of one of Taylor’s gym bags. Taylor carries sports bandages for sprains—they all do—and Maxine finds herself wondering if the stretchy material will do the job that the sports bras can’t. She hunts for and locates a safety pin, and then she winds the bandage around her chest a couple times, pulls it tight, and pins it right in the center of her chest. And, hey, it kinda works! Bonus: if Mom notices, she can say that she hurt herself stretching or doing nostalgic gym routines or whatever.

Except.

No.

Shit.

Stepping back, looking at herself as a whole, she just looks like a girl with bandages wrapped around her chest. If anything, it calls more attention to her shape! Should she wrap her whole torso, too? Yeah, right. Not if she wants to bend over, like, ever.

Lift with your knees, Maxine.

Wrapping her arms around her belly in an attempt to control herself, she doubles over, laughing as silently as she can. She’s a girl with fucking bandages slapped over her nipples! What did she even expect? If she’s serious about being a convincing guy around her mom while looking like this, she’ll cut her hair, she’ll stop waxing her upper lip, her arms, her legs. And she’s not going to do that.

So what, exactly, is the point?

She unclips the safety pin, puts it back in the little tin lid on Taylor’s dresser that contains all the random pins and clasps and other bits of crap that just seem to accumulate, and lets the bandages fall away. Wraps them up around her wrist and puts them back in the gym bag.

She looks like a girl. Which means that she’s headed for a confrontation with Mom. Sooner rather than later. Oh, she can probably get another week or two’s mileage out of the mascara mustache, and maybe she can think of something else that will help, but the inevitable is knocking on her fucking door like it’s Gordo after some inadvisable drugs.

At least she’ll probably get to have Homecoming before it all goes to shit.

* * *

The first thing that Taylor becomes aware of as she wakes is that Maxine isn’t in bed with her. There’s an empty space, still a little indented but no longer warm, and Taylor concentrates, trying to remember: Maxine went to wash her hands, didn’t she? She went to wash herself, and Taylor was sitting up in bed, waiting for her to come back, and then she was lying down in bed, still waiting.

And then.

Well, and then now, clearly.

She stifles a giggle when she remembers why Maxine went to wash her hands. Taylor’s never felt anything like that before!

“Oh, hey,” Maxine says, and Taylor pushes up on her elbows, looks for her, finds her over by the closet, near-naked and shy, covering her chest with her hands, and Taylor is flushed suddenly with lust.

And then everything gets overridden by protectiveness. Because Maxine’s covering herself, and her cheeks are reddening—wicked obvious, now that she’s removed her makeup—and Taylor can’t have that! She can’t have Maxine feeling like she needs to hide any part of herself around her! So she digs into her remaining energy reserves—which might have been kinda recharged by her nap but which are still low, so the effort costs her—and practically leaps out of bed, rushing over to where Maxine stands, barely aware that she, herself, is also essentially naked.

Hands around Maxine’s waist. Taylor’s chest against Maxine’s back. And no pressure, no pressure to uncover herself, to do anything but to remember, slowly, that she is safe here.

“Hey,” Taylor says, smiling, pressing her mouth against Maxine’s shoulder. “This is how I always want to wake up. With a Maxine in my room.” She giggles messily, her saliva blowing little bubbles which pop against her girlfriend’s skin. “Topless.”

“So let’s move out,” Maxine says, twisting around to take Taylor’s hand and pressing herself against her. Which has the effect, Taylor can’t help noticing, of continuing to hide her chest. “Let’s get a condo, like Jim. Let’s move to Seattle, where it actually rains sometimes. Julie says so.”

There’s a note of anxiety in Maxine’s voice—more than a note; a freaking symphony!—so Taylor pulls away from her, looks very seriously into Maxine’s eyes, and spends only a half-second or so on the realization that Maxine is maybe kinda sorta slightly shorter than she used to be, like, infinitesimally, like if Taylor was wearing flats right now and Maxine wasn’t, and that just makes her all the more kissable, and— Shoot. Concentrate! Maxine needs her!

So why does she need her, exactly?

“What’s up?” Taylor asks, making those sharp brown eyes her world and consigning thoughts of whether Maxine has in fact shrunk by like an eighth of an inch or whatever to the back of her mind, along with a reminder to look up whether estrogen makes you shrink, because, like, she knows that the lack of it makes you ball up like an old newspaper, and—

“I don’t know,” Maxine says, and then her eyebrows pinch, and she grimaces. “Shit. No. I do know.” With that, she steps away from Taylor, unlinks their hands, and stands proud in the middle of the room. Presents herself like the most dissectible frog in science class. “Check me out.”

As Maxine’s hands drop to her hips, Taylor makes a show of doing just that—checking her out—and she doesn’t bother trying to keep the appreciative smile off of her face. Everything she observed about Maxine when they were dress shopping is still there, and she can easily fancy that it’s all slightly more there: just like with Maxine’s definitely real height drop of one eighth of an inch, her hips might be just that amount wider, her thighs just that amount softer, and her breasts—

Shoot. Wow. Yes. Because that’s the thing Taylor’s been expecting for the longest time now, and it’s finally true: Maxine Giordano has breasts! Oh, they’re tiny little things, like a handful of apple pie filling was divided between both sides of her chest and shuffled under the twin pie tops of her nipples, but they’re there, and they’re as real as Taylor’s breasts were, back when she first felt them starting to come in, when she was done with being a kid and aching so much to be an adult that she had to stop herself from standing on her toes for her annual height check.

Huh. Apple pie filling; weird metaphor to pick. Is Taylor hungry?

“Hey,” she says, suddenly remembering what Mom was talking about while she was pretending to be asleep, “you want some chili?”

The question seems like it short-circuits Maxine. “Huh?” she says dumbly, her head slackening to one side and her proud stance bending a little at the knees.

“I don’t mean to, like, not talk about what you want to talk about,” Taylor says, “and also I kinda wanna look at you for, like, ever, but I think my stomach is about to make some seriously loud noises, and—”

“Yeah,” Maxine says, smiling suddenly, grasping the reprieve granted by the total subject swerve with both hands, “I’d love some chili.”

* * *

It’s safe to talk in the Scott household, because the only other person present is Garrett, lazily supervising the oven under instructions, and as soon as he gets wind of what Maxine and Taylor are talking about—Maxine’s breasts, among other things—he makes his excuses and leaves, with the severely delivered caveat that if there are any food-related mishaps, they are now squarely Taylor’s fault and not his.

“What’s with that?” Maxine asks as Taylor decants food into bowls. “Why’s he so squirrelly?”

“Mom has this thing,” Taylor says, handing Maxine some cutlery, “about the Crock-Pot exploding.”

“Oh yeah, I remember. She saw it on TV?”

Taylor frowns. “Infomercials are a criminal enterprise.” A fond smile wipes the frown from her face, and Maxine thinks momentarily that it would be so nice to think of her mom with such amused indulgence; that thought is joined, for like the billionth time, by a brief meditation on how fucking pretty Taylor is, sitting there at the kitchen table and wrinkling her nose in thought. “Anyway,” Taylor continues, “she’s almost as paranoid about the oven. And the toaster oven. I think she’d be scared of the coffee maker, too, if she ever thought about it.”

“I mean, I assume none of her shit has ever actually exploded?” Maxine says, and Taylor shakes her head. “A couple decades’ experience of no explosions isn’t enough to make her relax about it?” 

“Oh, Garrett fixed that. One time, when she was making a stew, he waited until she went to the bathroom and then played the sound of a massive explosion—like, a really huge boom, recorded from a movie, I think—on a tape deck he’d hidden under the sink. Mom came running out, hands still wet, pantyhose around her knees, to find him laughing his stupid ass off in the pantry.”

“Oh, shit.”

“She was not happy. She let Dad have a go at him.”

“Oh,” Maxine says, more seriously, “shit.” Her dad’s never gotten violent with her—that’s more Mom’s domain, like with how she tried to slap her—but his sheer size has always presented it as an implicit threat, one that has receded only because, well, he’s never done anything like that. But even a big, gentle guy like her dad is still fucking big, and Taylor’s dad, while smaller, still has considerable bulk when compared to Garrett.

“Yeah. Dad, like, yelled at him for hours.”

“But he just yelled at him, right?”

Taylor blinks at Maxine, taking what feels like hours to draw the obvious conclusion, and as she does so, it occurs to Maxine that maybe it’s not normal, actually, to associate your own father with violence, implicit or otherwise. And he did hit Clay, didn’t he? Clay warned her, years ago, took her aside when she was maybe eight or nine, and said, quietly and seriously, that Dad can be pushed a lot further than Mom, but to never take it too far. They talked about it again a few years later, when Maxine was old enough to grasp the subtleties of it, and Clay said that Dad hit him just once, and it was with a frown of concentration, not rage, like he was making sure to do it right. Not too hard, not too soft; discipline the child, but don’t ruin them.

Still left a fucking bruise the size of a deck of cards, Clay said.

“No,” Taylor says softly, dropping her spoon into her bowl and reaching across the kitchen table, “he didn’t hit him. Shoot, Maxine, are things okay over there?”

Bitterly, Maxine laughs. “That’s kind of the question before the court, isn’t it?” She shovels a spoonful of chili into her mouth and chews, creating some time to think about what she’s going to say next. Taylor watches, eyes wide. “It’s not just the lumps on my chest—”

“The breasts,” Taylor insists again, just like she did when they first came down here and chased Garrett away.

“—it’s everything. I look like a girl now. All over. Without help. And, Christ, I can barely even point to what’s changed, let alone explain how I look this way now, as opposed to, I don’t know, two weeks ago? When I was borderline, I think. Where you could look at me and see whatever you wanted.” The mild heat of the chili is making her nose run, so she sniffs, and the action is enough to shatter the sense of melodramatic doom that’s been building inside of her. She feels silly, suddenly. “Shit,” she continues, smiling, “remember how I used to be all skinny and nothing-y?”

“You’re still skinny,” Taylor says, “but I know what you mean.”

“It’s like, some bits of me are still that thin, like my waist. But elsewhere? I’ve put on weight. And it’s like, in the last two weeks, I’ve put on just enough and in just the right places that when I take all my shit off, I don’t look like a skinny guy anymore; I look like a girl. It’s so subtle it’s like it comes and goes when I look at myself in the mirror—that’s what I was doing when you woke up, by the way—but if I make a real effort to blank my brain and see what’s really there, I see a girl.” She laughs once more, but she can’t keep the slight hint of hysteria out of it, because in her head, the consequences are rolling again, like the first domino got knocked over two months ago, and now the falling pieces are approaching the one that really matters. “I don’t know what I’m going to do.”

For several seconds, Taylor doesn’t say anything. Just chews on her lip, thinking. And then, irritated with herself, she releases her lip from under her tooth and rubs it absently with her finger. “You don’t do anything,” she says.

“What?”

“No, listen. You don’t do anything, because your mom isn’t going to see anything. I swear! Remember what we said? Security through obscurity? It’s still true. What’s she gonna think?” Taylor puts on an exaggerated imitation of Maxine’s accent. “‘Mamma mia, my son is-a becoming a girl.’ She’s not crazy, Maxine.”

Maxine shakes her head. “But she’s gonna—”

“She’s not. You’re not exactly walking around at home in a bikini. And you can, you know, bulk up some more. With clothes and stuff! If you’re bigger around the hips, then you can wrap a shirt around your waist: make yourself bigger everywhere.”

“That’s— Shit. That’s not a bad idea.”

“You don’t need much,” Taylor continues, warming to the idea, “just, like, an extra shirt? We could cut up some of my old stuff, sew it inside a tank or something, like, around the belly? So it hangs like you’re bigger there, too, not just around your butt and your breasts.”

Maxine hides her laugh behind her hand. Because, yeah, shit, this might work. If she’s only out by fractions of an inch, she only needs those same fractions accounted for. For now.

And if it doesn’t work? Fuck it. She’s not going back.

Mom’s scary as hell sometimes, even now, in her more subdued form, while she’s playing nice. She tried to hit Maxine in the face—because that’s what a slap is, and she’s not going to pretend it was anything less—and Dad hit Clay, too, way back when. If they try to push her around, she can push back, and if they push back, too…

She might dare them to hit her. Prove beyond a shadow of a doubt that they can’t be trusted. Is that faulty logic? Maybe, but it gets her through the rest of her chili, and that’s enough.

The thing is, she’s starting to think of her home life as over already. Taylor told her about her conversation with Clay, about how he’s only around until Maxine leaves, and that kinda settled it: if home is where the heart is, she doesn’t keep hers there anymore. It’s right here with Taylor. And, okay, she can’t exactly move into Taylor’s place, but she can check the fuck out at home. She did it for two whole weeks while Clay was away.

Dad hitting Clay; Mom trying to hit her. The images are burned into her mind. Now that she’s made space for them, she’s not sure she’ll ever forget them.

When they’re done with the chili, they do the cleanup and head back upstairs. Taylor digs out the promised shirts that she doesn’t want anymore, and after Maxine confirms that, no, she doesn’t want any of them either, they get to work, crudely cutting and sewing until they have two tanks and three plain shirts, all with extra scraps of fabric sewn in around the waist. Every shirt and tank they picked has a pattern or a logo that helps to hide the stitches, at least when seen from the front, and Maxine will be wearing them under a hoodie or something—thank God for fall, or for what passes for fall here in Southern California—and when she tries them on, one by one, they seem to work, seem to fill her out by just enough in just the right places. They work well enough that she has difficulty looking at herself in the mirror, that she has to turn away, lest she convince herself that progress that is so easily erased is no progress at all, which leads Taylor to undress her again, to take care of her again, and this time to prove to her that, yes, those little lumps under her nipples do count as breasts, if only because guy nipples on a guy chest don’t make their owner gasp and moan and writhe like that.

* * *

The defining feature of Taylor’s life, lately, is being annoyed and sad that Maxine’s got to go. When they first knew each other, it was because of the temporary nature of the Maxine persona; then, when Maxine established herself as here to stay, it was because Taylor ached for her in ways she didn’t understand, like just being close to her, just being friends, wasn’t close to enough; now, now that they’re together, now that it’s real and forever between them, Maxine’s got to go because her mom is a psycho that her dad is clearly not keeping entirely reined in.

She talked again about how her mom tried to hit her. Talked about it like she was seeing it for the first time, like she was understanding what it means that a mother tried to hit her supposed son.

Moms shouldn’t hit their kids.

They shouldn’t need to! The handful of times in Taylor’s life that her mom has looked at her, arms folded, and told her how disappointed she was… They still come up in her memory unbidden sometimes! If you care for each other the way a mother and daughter should, if you love each other, then that’s all it takes. The good daughter doesn’t want to disappoint her mother.

Of course, it’s probably different for boys. And just the thought of Mom Giordano looking at Maxine, beautiful Maxine, now decked out in her hoodie and her oversized pants and with the tank she has on underneath it all bulking out her waist just enough that her hips and ass still look proportional—kinda—and seeing a boy, seeing a guy, seeing someone who needs to be hit to be disciplined, who needs to be hard and emotionless and— Ick! Ick!

She pulls on Maxine’s hand, drags her back from the threshold, kicks the front door closed again, and without caring that she might smudge that mascara mustache, she kisses the hell out of her.

* * *

One time, when Maxine’s cousin’s family was visiting New York—seeing all the tourist sights but taking two days to stop in with their relatives in Queens—she and her cousin got to talking about school in England vs the USA, and Maxine’s overriding memory of the conversation is the look on Alice’s face when Max told her what time she got up for school every day. All other things being equal, Alice said, by the time Max was at school and in homeroom, Alice would still be at home, probably in her PJs, making the complex decision over whether to slice bananas onto her cereal or just deal with unaugmented Bran Flakes. The USA, she declared, was a society of barbarians. 

She’d be horrified by Maxine’s plan for today. Today, Maxine’s rolling out of bed just before five, and—worse—she’s got to get Clay up, too, because Taylor’s going to the twenty-four-hour printing place before school, and Maxine had to choose: go with her and thus wake up at like four, or bug her brother for a ride. Clay agreed on one condition: that she must never again mention the existence of a five in the morning. Maxine told him he was getting old.

Following an impulse, she kicks on her computer and downs the bottle of water she left on the side while she waits for it to boot, then she takes a webcam picture of herself holding the alarm clock up next to her head, with 4:58am clearly visible, and sends it to Alice’s AIM with the message New record! Homecoming week sucks!

They don’t talk that much, and Maxine hasn’t seen Alice on AIM at any point in the last month that she can remember, but when eventually she logs in, she’ll get a kick out of it.

Okay. Enough fucking around. Time to get ready for school.

Job one is always to shift the dresser into position. She needs to rush around her room without having to constantly lock herself in the bathroom for the parts of her morning routine that she needs to keep secret. She rearranged things recently so that moving the dresser is an easy task, requiring only that she heft it a few inches to totally block the door. It’s better than going through the whole thing with the towel and the chair.

Shucking out of her PJs one leg at a time—and kinda staggering, because she’s still not entirely awake—she curses the gross scratchy fabric and the ugly gray geometric patterning. They’re the only ones she could get that fit her requirements: full-length arms and legs to hide that she waxes; thin enough that she doesn’t boil to death when the AC shuts off; cheap enough that she didn’t spend the last of her dwindling funds on them. She bought five sets and she hates them all.

Into the wicker basket they go, the one she keeps exclusively for Maxwell’s dirty clothes.

Everything is like this: carefully compartmentalized. And like, sure, it’s not likely that Mom will come in while Maxine’s still sleeping and spy her hairless legs, and nor is it likely that she will become suddenly seized by the need to do extra laundry, and fetch Maxine’s basket from her room, only to discover it full of the panties and sports bras that Maxine washes in secret, but Maxine’s got to act at all times as if the unlikely is inevitable, and it’s not like Mom has never taken it upon herself to do everybody’s laundry on bored days. It’s just been a while, is all. So Maxine covers herself when she sleeps and she maintains a full basket of men’s clothes at all times. She even wets the thin-handled men’s razor on her bathroom sink every morning, and replaces the blade every so often. See, Mom? She shaves her mustache and what could laughably be called the rest of her stubble! She doesn’t wax it! Nor, between waxes, does she diligently pluck anything that happens to root its way out from under her skin! As if!

She’s doing her stretches—an abbreviated version, since there’ll be a chance to warm up properly later, before the pep rally—when her phone buzzes, so she straightens, breathes deeply for a few seconds to allow her body to return to equilibrium, and then fetches her cell from the nightstand, unplugging it and unlocking it and finding a few messages from Avery. She must have been texting all the while Maxine was stretching; shit, she really got in the zone if she only just noticed. Cool.


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



How does she not sprain her thumb, hammering away at the hard plastic phone keys, typing out the same word—Maxine counts—eight times?


Avery: It’s Monday morning and you know what that means? NO SCHOOL

Avery: Oh wait I’m sorry how insensitive of me

Avery: I forgot that SOME of us leveraged their trauma to leave TOWN instead of school

Avery: Swapped the streets of New York City for the palm trees of SoCal

Avery: Swapped rain for shine

Avery: Good pizza for crappy pizza

Avery: Shit I’m doing a whole voiceover thing aren’t I

Avery: It’s like you’re in a TV show

Avery: You should have a theme tune

Avery: I’m going to write you a theme tune

Avery: Fair warning tho

Avery: You know how musical I am

Avery: It will mostly just be armpit raspberries

Avery: If you want to riff along on your guitar tho I guess that’s fine

Avery: If you don’t respect the purity of the armpit raspberry I mean

Max: Hey bitch

Avery: Hi babe!



Between texts, Maxine runs through the rest of her routine. She needs only a quick shower, because she washed her hair and waxed her legs and face last night. She dries her genitals, bringing in the hair dryer on its lowest setting to finish them off, and then binds them with tape, barely needing to pay attention to the task anymore. Which is kinda funny whenever she stops to think about it: when she first started taping them, when she first started tucking at all with those stupid-looking gaffs—now consigned to a bag under the tub, probably forever—she was scared about them all the time. Scared the tuck would come undone or the gaff would break and then she’d be balls-out in the mall or something. Now? She tapes up her junk, slips on her panties, and forgets about all of it until she sits funny and slightly crushes or pinches something.

Stupid things.

She brushes out her hair and ties it at her nape, then applies her false breasts, cleaning the backs, carefully applying the adhesive, and lowering them gingerly over her sensitive nipples. Holding them in place, she kills time by checking herself out in the mirror, unable to keep from smiling at how Maxine she looks, even with her hair tied back and no makeup on. Sure, it’s going to cause her problems at home sooner or later—sooner, probably, no matter what Taylor says, unless Mom loses her eyesight in a tragic meal prep accident; and she frowns at herself, because that’s not funny, Max—but she can’t deny how much she fucking loves it. Loves being herself.

She loves all of this. When her boobs are properly adhered, she starts dancing around her bathroom, pulling on her panties and her spankies and singing to herself as she does so: one of Taylor’s top ten hits, from some compilation CD that she’s been putting on for warmups at practice. It might be a Christina song? She’s not sure. Fucking catchy, anyway. When she’s nestled in her spankies and double-checked that she’s comfortable down there, she yanks up the leggings she set aside, snapping the waistband with satisfaction against her belly, which is—despite what the tanks and shirts she and Taylor were messing with on Saturday are trying to imply—firmer than it’s been since she was on the semi-pro track with Avery, years ago. Shit, she loves being fit.

Spankies, because she and the other cheerleaders have got to be in uniform today and for pretty much all Homecoming week, which Maxine would once have been mad about, but which she’s long since gotten used to, spankies included. But also leggings, because she’s going to have to sit in class, and guys looking at her legs when she’s not, like, supposed to be on show is gross and distracting. Contrary to what everybody seems to believe about cheerleaders, she intends to actually learn shit at school—even if a lot of what they’re doing these days has the undeniable stink of make-work about it.

Over her head goes her sports bra, and after she’s gotten it into place, she debates with herself as to whether to add another. She shrugs and decides against: the sports bra doesn’t make her silicone boobs flat, not at all, but with the tank and the baggy band shirt she plans to wear over top, it’s good enough. And Mom’s probably not even going to be out of bed by the time she and Clay are leaving.

Then she frowns at herself and ducks into a second sports bra anyway. No cutting corners.

Finally, and in the spirit of not cutting corners, she applies a dab of mascara to her little finger, smudges the bulk of it off against some TP, and pats her upper lip, creating once again the illusion of beard shadow. She really overdid it when she first started with this, and it looked fake, but she doesn’t need it to look like real stubble or anything; she just needs the faintest impression of dark roots under the skin. She pats it out to the corners of her mouth, and dabs off some extra with a wet tissue.

Yeah. Fine.

She glares at her face in the mirror, waiting for her reflection to snap back to Maxwell, the way it sometimes used to when she first started doing it; nope, not this time, and not for a while, either. She looks like a Maxine who maybe should think about using concealer.

Just as long as Mom sees Maxwell, it’s all good.

Another couple seconds to step back from the bathroom mirror, to take in the image of the sports bra, the girlish face, the fake mustache shadow. Jesus, her life is weird. And then she’s packing away everything she isn’t taking with her today back under the tub and screwing the panel back on, before heading out into the bedroom to finish getting dressed, picking up her phone on the way.


Avery: So how does it feel to be stuck at school while bitches like me get to go wherever we want

Avery: Until this afternoon anyway. That’s when I go see Coach

Avery: We’re cooking something up :)

Avery: That’s beside the point and I’m getting ahead of myself

Avery: Ahem

Avery: Ha ha you gotta go to school

Max: What if I like school now?

Avery: There’s something seriously wrong with you Max



Well, she’s not wrong.

Cargos—an old pair, from New York, and requiring a belt to stay up—and one of the jury-rigged padded tanks, and Maxine’s looking through her closet, aiming to match them with a long-sleeved band tee and not a hoodie or anything, because it looks warm out today. The computer’s still on, so she quickly skips over and calls up weather.com. Yeah, 72 today; not exactly sweltering, not even by New York summer standards, but not remotely cold, either. So, back to the closet. She finds a deep-red Blondie shirt and figures, yeah, that’ll do. Over the sports bras and the padded tank, and especially with the oversized material bunching up basically everywhere, she’s pretty sure there’s nothing to see.

Cool. She’s ready, then.


Max: Nothing wrong with me, Ave

Max: I’m just packed with school spirit

Avery: That is SO fucked up

Max: So you’re seeing Coach today?

Avery: Yeah, got some stuff coming up

Avery: It’s gonna be cool!

Max: Cool

Avery: Yeah see you get it

Max: Anyway I’ve got to go

Max: Pep rally again today. The big one. Busy beaver time

Avery: Pep rally

Avery: THE PEP RALLY IS TODAY????????

Max: Duh

Avery: Oh my god I can’t believe I’m missing it!

Max: You’d hate it, everybody’s got enthusiasm and stuff

Avery: And here I was thinking YOU would hate it

Max: It’s going to be fun I think



Yeah, except for when it comes to spelling out Gordo’s name. She’s had her warning from Coach: she’s not allowed to sneak in even a single swear.


Avery: Fun? FUN????????

Avery: You’re sick

Avery: You’ve got the cheer parasite

Avery: The cheerasite

Max: At least it’ll keep me thin

Max: Assuming cheer parasites work like tapeworms

Avery: It’s cheerasite Max

Avery: You’d be a shitty scientist

Avery: Respect taxonomy

Avery: Also LMAO like you need help staying thin

Max: Actually I’m developing kind of an ass

Avery: Yeah right

Avery: I can picture it now

Avery: ...NOT

Max: Very Wayne’s World, well done

Avery: Thanks babe

Avery: I’m just trying to fit in with the whole California vibe

Max: Wayne’s World is set in Illinois, Avery

Avery: How do you know that

Max: Remember how I used to be a shut in?

Max: I think the networks got that movie cheap, it was always showing

Avery: Man I can’t believe we’re not shut ins together in New York anymore

Avery: We could have watched Wayne’s World together

Max: I guess we both had to get a life huh?

Avery: I don’t have a life, I just have gymnastics

Max: Same thing

Avery: True

Avery: Hey you got other stuff going on this week right? Like it’s not just the pep rally?

Avery: Game on Friday dance on Saturday right? Is there other stuff?

Max: Yeah, there’s a thing with PJs, and there’s the parade

Max: Got to sit around in a booth as well

Avery: And you’re involved with ALL this dumb shit?

Max: Yes, Avery. All this dumb shit

Avery: Cool

Avery: Cool cool cool cool

Avery: Well shit Maxxy you’d better go be a cheerleader, you’d better go spread pep among the student body

Avery: <3

Max: :)

Avery: Yessssssss join the emoticon warriors

Max: I might as well, I joined everything else



Quickly checking her backpack for leftover contraband, she finds none, and that’s as it should be—she’s not even hiding mascara in her pockets anymore! Thinking back, she used to do so much shit that now seems colossally irresponsible. ‘Oh, I’m just holding it for Taylor’? Dumb as fuck. These days, the mascara she uses to create her ugly little mustache shadow stays under the tub with the rest of her practice makeup, and she keeps another in her makeup bag, which literally never comes home with her. Sometimes it’s at Taylor’s; right now, it’s in the trunk of Clay’s car, along with one of her cheer uniforms and a couple other changes of clothes, because the last place Mom is ever going to look is in the spare tire compartment of Clay’s beaten-up cop car. She even made sure Clay parked his car in tree shadow, so all her makeup wouldn’t, like, melt.

See? She’s getting better at this shit.

Unfortunately, as soon as she exits her room, she can hear Mom bustling around downstairs, which breaks the part of the plan where she doesn’t have to face her. Early day at work? Couldn’t sleep? Just a fucking busybody? Whatever; it justifies the extra effort Maxine’s been putting in, and it means that she doesn’t need to be quiet about what’s next:

“Clay!” she yells in a near-perfect Maxwell voice, slamming the flat of her arm against his door. “Get your ass outta bed!”

She’s found that it’s easier to access her guy voice when it’s early, when she’s still kinda scratchy from sleep. All she has to do is make an effort to pitch down, and she finds it. Doesn’t make it any less hateful to hear it coming out of her own mouth, but at least she can wake her brother up without prompting any uncomfortable questions.

“Up yours!” Clay yells back, sounding worse than she does, and, good, that’s him confirmed ready, then. It’s still funny to her that he can just roll outta bed, throw on a shirt and be ready; she used to be able to do that, but now that she’s not a guy anymore, just faking it, she’s got to be diligent and meticulous and careful and all that shit. Pretending to be a guy is way more work than just being one.

Still, Clay will need like two minutes to brush his teeth, maybe another minute on top if the first few shirts he picks out smell too much, so she bows to the inevitable and goes downstairs to greet Mom. Despite how awkward shit currently is at home, it would be suspicious if she didn’t.

In the kitchen, Mom’s waiting with a cup of coffee, and as Maxine enters the room, she stands and picks a smoothie out of the fridge for her, sliding it across the kitchen table like she’s the barkeep in a Western. A rare display of playfulness from her, especially lately.

“Good morning,” Mom says, and she sounds like she’s doing better. Better than she was Sunday afternoon, anyway, when she thought Maxine and Clay couldn’t hear, and got all weepy about church again. In Clay’s room, they listened for like thirty seconds and then aggressively put on a movie.

“Hey,” Maxine replies. Carefully nonchalant. She cracks the premade smoothie and takes a sip. “Strawberry,” she says, searching for something to say that isn’t just fucking yelling. She hasn’t known how to act around her mom. Rather, she knows how she wants to act: either she wants to scream at her, demand to know why she’s the way that she is, or she wants to go back to how it was before, when it seemed like they were becoming closer. One time, before Clay left, Maxine spontaneously hugged her! It seems so far away now, and as much as Maxine wants to go back to that—and, also, to do the other thing—she just fucking can’t.

Around her mom, she’s a shaken-up Coke can, and she can’t let herself crack it, or everybody will get soaked. And all sticky and shit.

Mom nods. “Yes, Maxxy; strawberry. And lime. And mangos. I, um, hope it’s okay? It was on special.” She taps her fingers on her cup, and the sound of it is soft; unlike basically every other woman Maxine knows, Mom keeps her fingernails short, almost to the quick. Even the cheerleaders, who routinely keep their nails trimmed lest they accidentally slice open somebody’s thigh while lifting them up, have more nail than Mom. Even Maxine does.

But her mom’s never been one for that kind of showy femininity. She’s still pretty, in the way of a ruddy-cheeked woman in her forties who only started wearing sunscreen when she moved to California, but she’s never flaunted it. Only wears makeup on special occasions. And she’s always, or so it now seems to Maxine, looked down on women who make the effort.

Maxine’s wondered how much of that attitude she’s inherited from Mom. She remembers automatically thinking of Taylor as frivolous when they first met. The feminine, chirpy little cheerleader. Then she started seeing the person, the layers. Looking back, she doesn’t like that she had that first reaction; she thinks less of herself because of it.

And now that Maxine is closer with Lynn Scott, she’s gotten the story of when Taylor’s mom went over to welcome the Giordanos to the neighborhood: Maxine’s mom was nice enough, Lynn said, but long experience as a Realtor has given her a sixth sense for when somebody’s bullshitting, when they’re not serious. Maxine’s mom was like that, as if she wanted desperately to be critical of Lynn, but was holding herself back.

“When I was a cheerleader,” Taylor’s mom went on to say, “we had a word for women like that: jealous bitches.”

No wonder Mom’s never been over to see the Scotts, and no wonder Lynn’s never come back. 

“Max?” Mom says, and Maxine blinks, aware suddenly that she’s been staring at her smoothie, saying nothing, for an indeterminate amount of time. Shit. Where’s Clay?

“Hmm?”

“Do you really have to go in so early today?”

“Oh,” Maxine says, launching into her half-prepared spiel, “yeah, I agreed to help Taylor out. And Zack in AV, Slater from the computer club, Jessie from photography…” She twirls a finger in the air to imply that there are more people waiting on her than she could possibly name, which saves her from having to remember any more characters from Saved by the Bell. “It all starts early.”

“But what does the yearbook club have to do with any of that?”

Maxine almost asks her what the hell she’s talking about before she remembers: oh yeah, that’s the lie she told a billion years ago. She’s starting to have trouble keeping track. “The yearbook club uses computers,” she says, “so we do a lot of work with the computer club. And the AV and photography clubs, that’s obvious, right? And we’ve got to interview important people, like cheerleaders, football players…” She does the finger thing again. “Also? They’re my friends. I’m helping because I want to, Mom.”

“You’re a good boy, Maxxy.”

“I try.” Where’s Clay? It shouldn’t be taking him this long to clean his teeth, surely? Not unless he’s discovered a new one in a weird place and he’s busy photographing it for National Geographic or Dentist Weekly or some shit.

“You know,” Mom says, “I met a nice family at church yesterday. Real nice. I think it’s going to work out.”

“That’s cool,” Maxine says absently, wondering why she was so upset about moving churches before, if she’s been meeting such nice people. And then, realizing that she probably ought to be matching the effort Mom’s obviously making, if only to train her, Pavlov-style, to be a normal fucking human around her kids, she adds, “I’m glad the new church is going okay.”

Mom nods, half to herself, Maxine thinks. “It’s farther out, and it’s smaller. More… personal.”

Right. Fewer high ceilings and pillars, then. Hopefully less homophobia, too. “Sounds nice.”

“So, Max,” Mom says, in her third awkward attempt to broach a topic in five minutes, “I’ve noticed… that you’ve been putting on weight.”

Shit. Where the fuck is Clay? “Yeah,” Maxine says, trying to appear nonchalant. “A little. Taylor and the guys have been encouraging me to eat more,” she continues, hoping that Mom didn’t notice the tiny pause where Maxine remembered belatedly that she’s pretending to hang out with way more guys than she actually does. “And I haven’t been exercising as much as I used to, and I haven’t been helping Taylor with practice as much.” Squaring the circle of practicing in Taylor’s backyard while appearing simultaneously sufficiently Maxine-like and Maxwell-like, while also standing on her hands, became too damn complicated, and they have real practice after school now, anyway. Still, Maxine misses it. “More food plus less exercise equals…” And she puffs out her cheeks.

“It’s a good thing,” Mom says warmly. “You’ve been needing to get some meat on those bones for a while. Grow up nice and strong, like your brother.”

Ick. “Yeah.”

“Why don’t I drive you this morning?”

“Um. What?” Shit. All these hard subject swerves, all of them into places Maxine would rather not talk about, are getting fucking disorienting. “You hate driving.”

Mom shrugs. “I drive to work every day. I’m getting over it.” She leans forward across the kitchen table. “It’d be fun! I could drop you at school, maybe meet some more of your friends—” ‘male friends’ is implicit in the way that she says it, “—and then I could go to work!”

“Sorry,” Maxine says, “but Clay and I…”

“You can see your brother anytime.”

“Not so much, actually,” Clay says from the doorway, where he’s been for— shit, how long? Maxine’s got no fucking clue. “You ready to go?”

“Clay,” Mom says, her voice hardening just a little, unless Maxine’s imagining things, “I’ll drive him.”

“Mom. I never see Max anymore. Between school—” he points and Maxine, “—and clubs and shit, and my job—” he reverses his hand, sticks a thumb against his chest, “—we never get to hang. I need my, uh, dude time.”

“Sorry, Mom,” Maxine says, capping the smoothie to take with her and hoping that Mom doesn’t remember that she and Clay hung out for hours just yesterday, “but we already agreed, and—”

“It’s fine,” Mom says in that tone of voice moms have, the one that lets her kids know that she is making a huge personal sacrifice, and that they should think hard on this before they so much as come to her with a request for a cup of coffee. Which is kinda bullshit considering her behavior lately, but some mom stuff seems to be hardwired. “You two go. I’ll see you both tonight, anyway.”

And she’s switched off.

Fine. Whatever. She’s Dad’s problem.

“Cool,” Maxine says. “Later.”

With a wave, she’s out of there, picking up her backpack on the way and following Clay out to his car, where she dumps it in the back and drops into the passenger seat. Clay joins her a moment later, and when he takes a second to start the engine, she looks over to find him chewing on his lip.

“Shit, Maxine,” he says. “Sorry.”

“Uh. It’s fine, and also, what for?”

Viciously twisting the keys in the ignition, like he can take his apparent guilt out on his crappy car—against which it will either be forever impervious, or literally about to explosively succumb; Maxine still hasn’t decided which—and leaps them forward onto the road, skidding as he wrenches the wheel around and gets them underway. “‘Dude time’,” he mutters.

“Clay,” Maxine says, “I don’t get it.”

“I try—I really try—not to call you a guy in front of Mom and Dad, and I know that’s dumb because that’s how you want them to see you, but the thought of it makes me actually a little sick. But I panicked in front of Mom this morning, and I landed on ‘dude’.”

“Oh, yeah, it’s like we’re not just guys.” Maxine puts on the most SoCal accent she can muster. “We’re dudes. That’s, like, the worst kind of guys.”

“Maxine! I’m being serious.”

She leans over, places a hand on his leg. Weird, the things that would once have been inappropriate between brothers, but which are now routine. All the little touches, the gentle sibling contact. The open expressions of familial love. Guys suck, and not because they’re dudes sometimes. “It’s totally fine. And you can call me a guy in front of Mom. Even a dude, if you want. God knows I do.” She coughs. “Well, I don’t say ‘dude’…”

“Don’t you hate it?”

“Yeah? But it’s like you said: they can’t find out. So it’s whatever. It’s gotta be.”

“Shit,” Clay says.

“Yeah.” Maxine pulls back her hand so she can punch him playfully on the shoulder. “Don’t worry about it! Now, take me to my bridge.”

“Yes, ma’am,” her brother says. He slaps at the radio and a local station comes on, all surfer rock and California punk. In an apparent attempt to reset his mood, Clay starts singing along. He’s leaning into being Californian almost as hard as Maxine is, swapping his dirty city music for songs about how awesome it is to get high and own a skateboard. Maxine knows he’s been looking for an in with the local band scene, looking for some chill guys who need a guitarist or a bassist, but that there aren’t many openings due to the low barrier to entry; around here, actually being good at your instrument is secondary to having a chill attitude and a huge bag of weed. But Clay will make it eventually, for certain. Maxine twists to look at him again, picturing him in the next Green Day, bouncing around on stage, and laughs happily.

At the bridge, Clay jumps out to extract Maxine’s gym bag from the trunk, and when he’s laid it out in back for her, retreats to the hood, where he sits, ostensibly on lookout but really, Maxine thinks, so he doesn’t have to see his little sister in her underwear. Which is fair, but she’s already wearing her leggings and sports bra—though she takes the second one off immediately, because she’s fucking sweating under there—and you see girls out jogging in fewer clothes. Especially here.

It’s quick to get changed, anyway: all she’s got to do is pull on the uniform top, wiggle into the skirt, and switch out the shoes. When she’s done, she slaps her hand a couple times into the roof to get Clay’s attention, to indicate that he can stop being a pussy and come join her again.

He declines. He doesn’t return to the car until she’s done with her makeup.

“Shit,” he says, settling into the driver’s seat, and peering at Maxine, “is there a girl under there somewhere?”

“Shut up,” she says, dropping her gym bag in the back. “I’m beautiful.”

“Sure you are.” He’s still squinting at her, smirking like an asshole, so she pokes a finger at his face, threatening his eyes—though not really—which causes him to jerk away, laughing. He starts the car again and kicks them out from under the bridge. “So this is what you wear to school now? Nine pounds of foundation and lipstick? Not saying it looks bad,” he adds, waving a conciliatory hand at her, “but I don’t think I’ve ever seen you that dolled up. It’s new to me.”

Maxine shrugs. “I figure it’s another layer of safety, right? Like, makeup alters the apparent shape of your face.” Clay’s skeptical, looking at her for too long, so she hits him again. “Watch the road! It’s true! I read about it. A little blush, a little highlighter in the right places, and suddenly you look totally different. It’s not just about painting your lips red.”

“Though your lips are,” Clay says, “incredibly red.”

“Maroon.”

“Rude.”

“God,” Maxine says, giggling, “I hate you so much.”

“Love you, too,” Clay says.

They pull into the front parking lot at the school a few minutes later, and it’s surprisingly populated considering how early it is. Homecoming week; go figure. Maxine’s never actually gotten involved with school shit, but if she’d ever thought about it… Probably back in New York the cheerleaders and the AV guys and so on were rolling up at buttcrack o’clock and working diligently on decorations and voting slips and all that jazz, to make it so that when she and Avery wandered in, two minutes before homeroom, there was a nice banner or some shit for Maxine to briefly admire before she got bodyslammed into the lockers. At least that’s not likely to happen here; she really doesn’t want any more scars. She’s still got one on her right elbow from when she was knocked into a locker that was hanging half-open and cut herself on the metal.

Probably should have gotten a shot for that, huh. At the time, she didn’t really care if she got tetanus or not. But now… Shit, she almost can’t remember what it’s like to not give a shit about herself. Progress!

As Clay takes them down the center of the lot, Maxine picks out several cars she recognizes, and points to where she wants Clay to park. And it’s kinda funny how all the cars they pass are nicer than Clay’s Crown Vic. To a comical extent, actually. Vista Primavera’s one of those places that runs the gamut but trends wealthier; not many beaters in the school parking lot. If there weren’t enough palm trees for Maxine when she arrived here, then her other expectations, formed from years of movies, have been more or less met: there’s money here, and it isn’t shy, and it likes to buy cars for its kids. Even Taylor’s Beetle is less than five years old. An only-one-owner find, Taylor said. Took a month for the dog smell to dissipate.

Clay pulls up while Julie, Sandy and Meredith are still unpacking Meredith’s mom’s car, and Maxine hops out, backpack slung over one shoulder and gym bag over the other, to offer a helping hand. Merry shrugs and gives her a grocery bag full of paper, which Maxine has to shift to hold so that everything doesn’t fall out of the tear in the side. She rolls her eyes at Meredith in fake thanks; Merry just grins at her.

And then Meredith notices Clay.

“Holy shit, Maxine!” she says, and bounces on the spot for a second. “Is that your brother?”

“Didn’t you see him before?” Maxine asks, still trying to find a way to hold everything at once without dropping voting slips everywhere. Clay leans down and takes the paper bag out of her hands, thus committing himself to coming inside, even if only briefly.

“From a distance.” Merry’s looking up at him right now, though not as much as most of the girls here would; she’s only an inch or so shorter than Maxine. “He was just like a vague blur.”

“I keep telling you,” Julie says, “you need glasses.”

“Cheerleaders don’t wear glasses, Jewel,” Meredith says, still looking up at Clay. She licks her lips.

“I’m gay,” Clay says to her.

“I don’t give one literal fuck.”

“Are we just not telling Justin that you’re drooling over other guys, Merry?” Maxine says.

“Oh, please. He knows he can window-shop as much as he wants, so long as I’m the only register he puts his money in.” Behind her, Sandy makes a face. Oblivious, Meredith continues, “We watched a porno together.”

“TMI, Merry,” Sandy says.

“I agree with the short girl,” Clay says. He’s watching Meredith warily, like she’s a dog with behavioral issues.

“Oh come on!” Meredith says, but she does step back from him, and she has the good grace to look at least a little embarrassed. “It’s Homecoming week! I’m just full of spirit and shit.”

“Full of something,” Julie mutters.

Clay takes the opportunity to put Maxine between himself and Meredith, at which Maxine just laughs. She hefts her gym bag and starts off toward the main building before Meredith can put anything else awkward into her hands or say anything else awkward to her brother. Clay walks with her; Sandy and Julie stay behind to help Merry with the rest of the crap in the car.

Inside, there are a few other people running around, but it looks like the bulk of the work has already been done: the banners are hung, the posters are up, and the voting booth—which Maxine is going to have to help staff for at least one period today—is ready. It’s in the main building rather than outside, for which she’s grateful: not only do they get the benefit of AC, but they are within sight of the staff room. Deliberate, apparently; there’ll be at least one teacher keeping half an eye on them the whole time. Nobody wants the cheerleaders getting hassled.

The thought is kind of a bitter one. Back in New York, Maxine wasn’t a cheerleader, wasn’t anybody, and nobody gave a crap that she got bullied. Not even after she got burned, not really. She disengaged too hard and too fast; she wasn’t the right kind of victim, and her attackers were, unfortunately, exactly the right kind of bullies.

Ick. Why does she keep returning to New York? Fuck that place. There’s exactly one good thing about it, one person she regrets leaving behind, and that level of regret is flexible; entirely proportional to the number of dumb jokes Avery texts her.

“Max!”

The squeal comes from stage left, from Taylor, who skips out of the staff room—followed by a bemused Coach Dale—and right up to Maxine, pulling her into a hug and slipping her gym bag off her shoulder in the same action.

“Hey, Tay,” Maxine says, smiling and trying to avoid the knowing look on Coach Dale’s face. “Hey, Coach,” she adds, giving up—because that smile is just too much, and she’s got to acknowledge it. And then she realizes that she’s got the perfect distraction from Taylor’s too-obvious display of affection. “Oh, this is my big brother, Clay. Clay, Coach Dale.”

Clay fumbles the attempt to shake Coach’s hand, spilling half the bag of voting slips onto the floor, but it turns out to be the perfect icebreaker. The four of them, Coach included, all crouch down to start picking them up, and soon Coach and Clay are talking like they’ve known each other way longer than ninety seconds.

“You’re sure you don’t want to anchor my pyramid?” Coach is saying. “You’ve got remarkable shoulders.”

“I’d drop everybody. Maxine’s always been the athletic one. She was heading for pro before, uh, everything.”

“I was not,” Maxine puts in. “Semi-pro at best. Coach Heisler always said I could do better, but I think she just didn’t want Avery to be lonely after she graduates. She’s going pro. She’s always been better than me.”

Coach Dale pauses, squatting on the floor, a stack of forms in her hand. “You have a friend who’s better than you? Is she available?”

“She’s on the other side of the country.”

“Rats.”

Taylor drags Maxine away to fetch another couple of banners from the staff room—because, yes, somehow there are more banners; VPH goes way more nuts for Homecoming than her old school—and when they come back, Coach and Clay are standing close and talking quietly, quietly enough to make Maxine nervous, but when they separate, Clay gives her a thumbs up, so whatever it was, it can’t have been that bad. She puts it out of her mind while they finish setting shit up, and Clay hangs around, too, lending his height and his strength. And Maxine loves it, loves having her brother be a part of this world, even if a couple of the jocks sneer at him when they pass; word—and enough of a description to recognize him—gets around, clearly.

When they’re done, and when the rest of the squad and the various other people who’ve been handed jobs by Taylor—or by whomever the bossiest person in their club is—have gotten done, too, and swung by to hand out high-fives before heading off to homeroom, Maxine tags along with Clay, back out to the parking lot.

“I never want to see another high school girl as long as I live, Maxine,” Clay says, yanking open the car door. “I felt like a piece of meat.” He’s grinning at her, so Maxine hits him again. “Yeah, that’s right; tenderize me.”

“Oh my God,” Maxine says, laughing, “you whiner. Some guys would kill to have a bunch of high school girls drooling all over them.”

“I’m different from those guys. Ten guesses how.”

She hugs him. “Hey,” she says, pulling back, “what were you and Coach talking about? You were all whispers, and—”

“I told her how special you are,” Clay says. “I told her we’ve been having some trouble at home, and I reminded her that shit’s gone down for you in the past.”

“You didn’t have to—”

“And she told me that she keeps all her girls safe.” He’s looking down at her, all severe. “Sorry, Max. But I’m supposed to get all anxious about you. You’re not like most girls.”

“Yeah,” Maxine says, suddenly glum. “Don’t remind me.”

“I gotta.”

“I know, I know. Shit.”

Clay’s turn to hug her now. He pulls her in, one arm around her waist, her big brother, her guy, her Clay. He kisses her on the forehead, buries his face in her hair, and whispers to her that she’s amazing, that she’s going to be fine, that she’s got people looking out for her, that he’s so fucking proud of her.

“All those people,” he says, still murmuring into her hair, still holding her, “they love you. They’re your friends.”

Because it’s on her mind now, Maxine says, “But if they find out—”

“If they find out,” Clay says, “well, they’ve known you for two months now, right? It’s not like you were one thing and then you were like this. They don’t know this Maxwell guy. They’ll struggle to see him in you, I think.”

“Not all of them.”

“No. Not all of them. Maybe not even most of them. But Taylor, Willa, Eddie, they all know, right? And they can see how right it is for you. There’ll be more like them. I promise.”

“Enough?” Maxine can’t stop herself asking. She presses herself against him. She kinda wants to take him with her around school right now. Bodyguard.

Clay squeezes her tight. “Enough,” he says.

They can’t stay there much longer. Maxine’s got homeroom, and then there’s the pep rally, and, shit, she’s got to go. So she leans up, straining on her toes, and kisses her brother on the cheek, scratching her lips on his stubble, and finds a laugh inside herself, finds some of that fucking joy that’s been so much easier to come by lately, because everything they’ve been talking about? Either it’s in the past, or it’s hypothetical. Maxine Giordano’s a cheerleader, and she’s happy, and she’s got a job to do.

She loads Clay into his crappy old car, slaps the roof twice, sends him off, waving, then joins up with a girl she knows from government class who just got dropped off by her mom, and they talk about nothing all the way back into school.

None of that old shit can get her anymore. And besides, who would even believe it if some asshole pointed at a cheerleader and was like, that’s a guy under there! Under where? It’s not as if the uniforms leave much to the imagination, and she’s taped up so hard that sometimes she thinks her dick will just stay up there.

God. If only.

Homeroom’s quick for the squad this morning; they’re excused everything after roll call, and Maxine joins the rest of them for the pep rally briefing, pulling off her leggings when she gets there and stuffing them into a spare locker. They spend a little while stretching, warming up, and then Taylor’s standing on a bench, reminding them of their duties, and double reminding them all—and Maxine especially—that no matter their personal opinion on any particular member of the football team, they gotta spell out that name with all the enthusiasm they can muster.

“We’re basically a Speak & Spell,” Kennedy says.

“We’re a hot Speak & Spell,” Julie says.

One of the new girls asks what a Speak & Spell is, which prompts several of them to start a brief history lesson—and makes Maxine feel strangely old; she didn’t even know they stopped making them, had kind of assumed that everybody had one when they were a kid—until Taylor claps her hands for silence. Five minutes, she says. Talk amongst yourselves.

And then, bouncing down off her bench, Taylor jogs over to where Maxine’s standing with Willa and Julie, and hugs all of them at once—though Maxine’s starting to feel like everybody watching knows what’s really going on here.

Which, no, they can’t, or she’s sure she would have been yelled at by now.

“Everybody good?” Taylor asks. There’s already a light sheen of sweat across her brow; pressures of being cheer captain.

“I brushed up on my ABCs this morning,” Willa says. “Put me in, Coach.”

Julie pokes her. “Oh my God, you’re a nerd.”

“Max?” Taylor says, standing back from the hug and sweeping her hair out of her face. “You ready for this?”

“Sure,” Maxine says. “I mean, it’s just yelling names, right?”

“It’s the whole school. Like, actually the whole school. This isn’t one of those attendance-optional things, like Friday night football or— or— or math class, this is everybody. All the burnout guys, all the girls who hate everyone. Every clique, every loser, every academic star and every future gas pumper. Are you ready, Maxine, to spell under that much pressure?”

“Uh. Maybe?”

“Also,” Willa says, “prepare for more skits.”

“More?”

“She’s not ready,” Julia says.

Taylor frowns. “Hold still,” she says, so Maxine does so. Taylor opens her locker, rummages in her makeup bag, and pulls out a pair of tweezers. Frown deepening in concentration, she leans in, hooks something just under Maxine’s nose, and yanks it out.

“Shit!” Maxine yelps, way too loud. A bunch of the girls look her way; Kennedy smirks.

“Now you’re ready,” Taylor says, blowing on the end of the tweezers to discard the little black hair.

Maxine doesn’t properly get it until she’s run out onto the field and seen just how many people there are. The bleachers are packed, chairs have been brought out from probably every classroom in the main building, and still there are kids standing. And that’s kids: Maxine’s experience of the school has been mostly seniors, with the odd junior peppered in here and there, but there are hundreds of faces out there that she has no chance of recognizing, every freshman and sophomore, most of them with that slightly aggrieved look that people get when they’ve been having a perfectly normal conversation with the fifty or so people squeezed in right next to them, and then the marching band shut them up with a fart of brass so loud that Maxine thinks it was probably audible from the next town over. So, yeah, Maxine gets it: not long ago, she would have been one of them, dragged out of regular classes into a sweltering gym, jammed in with all the people she preferred to avoid, having to watch the school’s most popular people and a bunch of timewasting losers—the drama club have three skits planned, Willa whispered to her just before they ran out—parade up and down and wait expectantly for them to go wild for the guys who used to shake them down for lunch money.

She knows better now; she’s hung with a few of the drama people, and they’re just like regular people, only louder—not losers at all. But she can see herself all too clearly in the resentful underclassmen, and she doesn’t know whether to feel ashamed of herself for being up here, demanding their attention—because they’re lining up now, doing the dumb little jogging-on-the-spot dance they practiced for when the band starts winding down—or contemptuous of their ignorance. School spirit’s not that bad, actually! She settles on a mixture of both, so it’s with an unaccustomed self-consciousness that she takes up her position between Kennedy and Sandy and prepares to yell out the names of a bunch of football guys.

At least Justin’s first. He’s still complaining about quarterback favoritism—it’s one of the reasons he didn’t want the role when it opened up this year; Coach Penderson had to offer it three times—but he keeps it all in check when people are looking, and here he is, bounding onto the field, waving, smiling, grinning at the assembled cheerleaders who just got done spelling his name, his gaze lingering over Meredith—which is cute; she squeals—but also, unless it’s just her imagination, over Maxine.

If he’s allowed to window-shop, maybe she should take him aside and tell him he needs to pick a different store.

They go through the rest of the team pretty mechanically—Gordo included—and Justin doesn’t look at her again, lavishes all his attention on Merry, and Maxine decides, yeah, it probably was her imagination. And she’s got more important shit to concentrate on, like not flipping Gordo the bird when he looks at her. Fortunately, when everything else gets underway, the cheer squad retreats to the base of the bleachers, far from the football team, far enough away that when Gordo Vs his fingers, sticks them up to his mouth, and waggles his tongue through them, well, shit, he could have been directing that at any cheerleader.

She lets her mind wander. There’s nothing else much she needs to do for the rest of the pep rally, beyond the occasional bit of borderline-improvisational cheering and hollering, and it’s easy to think of nothing, or to think of Clay, looking after her, checking in with Coach; to think of Mom, making a really awkward effort; to think of Taylor, her legs open, waiting for her…

Ouch. Shit. Maybe she shouldn’t think about that. Erections aren’t fun when the dick has nowhere to go, and the last thing she wants right now is to be made aware of what she hides between her legs. So she watches the horizon instead, tilts her head from this way to that, amusing herself with the way the thin stalks of the floodlights interact with the distant haze. The close of the rally almost takes her by surprise, and she lets herself get near-carried back to the girls’ locker room by the crowd of cheerleaders around her.

For a couple minutes, she hangs out, talking with Julia, Sandy and Meredith. She retrieves her leggings, climbs back into them. Kennedy, on her way past, meets Maxine’s eyes for a moment, silently asking if she’s okay, and Maxine nods, unable suddenly to not think about Clay’s words from early this morning: Kennedy likes her well enough—or so Maxine thinks—and she’s been supportive in her way… What would she do if the truth ever came out? If it somehow became known that Maxine, the hot new cheerleader of senior year, was once a guy? The thought stays with her as she leaves, so she diverts to her locker to grab her midday birth control pill, as if she can speed the process of her body changing just by taking her meds at the moment of her greatest emotional need for it.

“Maxine,” Kennedy says, and Maxine jumps. She’s still facing her locker, the pill in her mouth, so she quickly swallows it before turning around to find Kennedy, Dominique and the Esses standing there, forming a circle around her, blocking off all but the taller guys from being able to see through. For a terrified moment, Maxine’s convinced that she knows, that they all do, that the consequences of all her lies and mistakes are about to come for her, but Kennedy’s holding out a hand, palm flat, which seems incongruous. “Hand ’em over.”

“Um,” Maxine says. “Hand what over?” The birth control? Should she say it? Is she incriminating herself by pretending not to know what Kennedy wants?

“The leggings,” Kennedy says, which wrenches Maxine’s brain right the other way. “Take them off,” she continues, speaking like Maxine’s a child, “and hand them over.”

“Why?”

Shannon pipes up, “Are you a cheerleader or a nun, Max?”

Still finding her feet, because, shit, she did not guess how this was going to go, like, at all, Maxine says, “Is it too late to pick nun?”

“Yes.”

Kennedy’s still holding out her hand, and she curls her fingers a couple times: gimme. Sighing and shrugging, Maxine complies, kicking off her shoes again and checking around to make sure that nobody can see her through the wall of cheerleaders, then struggling out of her leggings. She crunches them up and gives them to Kennedy, who immediately shoves them into the bottom of her gym bag.

“You’ll get them back when you’re thirty,” Kennedy says.

“Sorry, Maxine,” Dominique says, smiling softly, “but the squad’s got an image to maintain.”

“And you’re insane to try to hide those legs,” Shannon says.

“Seriously,” Sherry says, “I’m actually kind of jealous of them.”

Hugging herself, and with her guard still down, Maxine says, “Yeah, but guys stare at them. Like, all the time.” Justin; Gordo; guys. Guys who would fucking kill her if they knew the truth about her.

Kennedy is unmoved. “Bag,” she says.

“What?”

“Bag,” she repeats, and when Maxine doesn’t do anything, she rolls her eyes, picks up Maxine’s school backpack from the floor, and transfers something into it straight out of her gym bag. “Don’t get caught with that,” she says, and then the four of them spin around on their toes and walk off, practically synchronized, dispersing into two groups of two at the end of the hall and heading out of the main building to whatever classes they’ve got.

Maxine checks in her bag. Yeah, it’s Mace. Taylor already gave her some, but she doesn’t take it to school—it’s on the extensive list of shit they’re explicitly not allowed to bring in. And Kennedy had spare? Do all of them carry it? Is that part of how they feel empowered to dress the way they do? Like, Kennedy in particular wears skirts that even Taylor has said leave too little to the imagination, and is this how she feels safe doing so? Dress skimpily and carry a can of guy repellent.

Except, fuck, is she victim blaming right now? Skirt length has nothing to do with whether guys choose to attack you. Guys are staring; arm yourself. And she’s caught guys staring when she’s wearing jeans, when she’s wearing one of Willa’s broomstick skirts. Guys will just stare. And she’s got as much reason as Kennedy to keep them away from her. Maybe more.

Guys stare.

Arm yourself.

Fine. She stuffs her gym bag into her locker, pulls her backpack up onto her shoulder, and gets moving. She’s on the booth with Eddie for all second period, and when she gets there, she finds him waiting, already bored, barely paying attention to the flow of students who come to pick up a voting form and take it away to scribble on it, to lean up against the wall or press it against another person’s back or something. He’s got one of two chunky, elderly laptops in front of him, and when he says, “Name?” when the students return with their form, he contrives to indicate that each name he is given is somehow more tedious than the last.

“Maxine!” he shouts when he catches her watching, amused. “Come here and pick up the slack.”

And so she does. She votes, too, picking Kennedy and Nick, because she knows Taylor doesn’t want to be up there, doesn’t want to have even the slightest chance of being voted Queen and potentially having to share the stage with Gordo. The voting forms have a layer of adhesive around the outside, the kind that you have to lick, and it leaves a bad taste in her mouth. It also makes handling the forms that other students sometimes drop, or that they leave on the table instead of sticking around to have their names checked off on the computer, excessively disgusting; do the students of this school not know how to lick between the fucking lines? Apparently, they do not. Eddie’s ready for this, though, and after Maxine’s first unpleasant spittle experience, he silently passes her a bottle of Purell, one of several that some unsung hero left in the booth for them.

Third period sees them giving up the booth for Kennedy and Meredith. Kennedy meets Maxine’s eye again, winks, and makes a spray-can gesture with her fingers; Maxine thanks her with a smile and heads for class. She takes a last look back at the booth before she turns the corner, and catches Kennedy arranging her legs so that they are maximally on show; crossed at the thigh, with her cheer shoe tapping idly against the side of the booth. Something about it makes Maxine feel maybe a little less uncomfortable about showing so much leg herself.

Or maybe it’s that she’s got Mace in her bag. Brett Mason spends the first five minutes of fourth period pretending to drop things next to her seat, and Maxine pleases herself by imagining going for the Mace and dropping him. In her mind’s eye, he recoils, grasping at his face, crying and moaning, and the smile she turns on him as she pictures it seems to be what gets him to stop looking.

At lunch, Taylor hands out energy bars, because the squad doesn't get to, like, eat; instead, they have to tour the lunch spots around school, reminding students to submit their vote for the Homecoming court by Wednesday, which is also Pajama Day, and about all the other exciting and mandatory events this week. Maxine, by this point, is kinda tired of it, feeling like maybe, despite her best efforts, she only had so much school spirit in her, and that she needs a good nap to recharge, so she’s hanging back, half-heartedly saying the shit she’s supposed to say, and texting Avery.


Max: You were right. School is lame and homecoming is like lame x2

Avery: Not having a good time as a peppy cheerleader guy anymore?

Max: I’m skipping lunch to run around school in my uniform, reminding people to vote for homecoming court

Max: Remember what we used to say about homecoming court?

Avery: Something positively Shakespearean, I think

Max: Kill me actually please

Avery: Hey if you’re in your uniform right now, you think you could get somebody to take a picture

Avery: I still wanna seeeeeeee

Max: Bzzzzzt crackle hiss, sorry, you’re breaking up, I’m going through a tunnel

Avery: Anyway I’ve come around on the whole school spirit thing

Max: Bullshit

Avery: I have! Max in his cute (I assume) cheerleader outfit, running around, giving people pep?

Avery: Scientists couldn’t invent something I want to see more

Max: I hate it and I hate you

Avery: You’ll learn to love it again I’m sure

Max: Nope

Avery: Life finds a way, Max

Max: Don’t quote Jeff Goldblum at me

Avery: Earth girls are easy

Max: It’s the Earth guys I’m worried about



Afternoon classes go quick, even if she does spend more time fantasizing about using Kennedy’s Mace on the guys in class than actually listening to the teachers, and then she’s waiting in the front lot for her ride—and for Taylor, who rushes up to her like they’ve got only a couple minutes together. Which they have, unless Maxine wants to annoy Jim by making him wait. But since they can’t make out, and they can’t even stand too close to each other, all they really have time to do is catch up on the plan for tomorrow morning—Taylor will be driving her, which is a relief for Maxine and also, no doubt, for Clay, who gets to sleep in—and share commiserations about Gordo, who yelled at Taylor at the end of the lunch period and who passed Maxine in the halls after fifth and had some of his usual bullshit to say. Taylor’s convinced that it’s dawned on him that he’s not going to be Homecoming King this year, that he no longer has the cachet of dating the captain of the cheer squad to elevate him above the QB, who benefits from being a) at least as good-looking, b) richer, c) still dating a cheerleader, and d) not an asshole.

To that list, Maxine would add: e) not as offputtingly huge. Justin’s a big dude, and he’s gotten subtly bigger in the time since Maxine’s known him, as the weekly games and constant training have been refining him into the ultimate ball-throwing guy, but Gordo is fucking massive. Maxine was blessed to never really see Taylor and Gordo together, not often, but when he wrapped his ape-arms around her, he made her look like a tiny doll. And Taylor’s not short! She’s only slightly shorter than Maxine!

When they’re done discussing Gordo’s personality defects, Maxine takes a moment to prepare Taylor for the fact that it’s Jim that’s picking her up this afternoon, not Clay, and that she’s got another kiss with him lined up; if Gordo’s going to keep being, well, Gordo—as they have so profoundly established—then she wants it demonstrated anew, in front of everybody filing out into the parking lot, that she, Maxine Giordano, is a normal, heterosexual woman, and she’s in a relationship with an older guy who could definitely kick their ass (just don’t look at how noodly his arms are inside that jean jacket). Which, like, yeah, Taylor’s understandably kinda pissed about it, because they haven’t gotten to kiss today at all, so Maxine leans in and whispers, “As soon as we get a moment alone, I’ll make it up to you,” in the most sensual voice she can muster.

It’s the closest thing to a kiss she can manage right now, and it’s clearly effective, because when Maxine leans away, Taylor is wide-eyed, lips parted, looking right at her, and, shit, Maxine could just go for it right now, forget the school; so it’s probably good that Jim picks this moment to pull his station wagon into the lot.

Maxine puts all of her sudden, frustrated energy into waving, and Taylor does, too.

The moment she gets a chance…

And she shoves it all down, picks up the performance of straight girl Maxine from where she left it, down on the sidewalk with her gym bag, and bounds over to Jim’s car, grabbing him as he climbs out and kissing him.

“Sorry,” she murmurs against his mouth.

“Darlin’,” he says when she drops back onto her heels, “you keep acting like this is a chore.”

“Just keep pretending like you’re my loving boyfriend,” Maxine says. She adopts a sinister voice and adds, “The eyes of the school are upon us.”

He grins at her, way too wide and self-satisfied. “So, you wanna do it again? So it’s believable?”

“You suck. But yeah, okay.”

When they pull away, Taylor’s waving again, and so are a handful of other girls and guys Maxine knows, and a whole bunch of people are watching, talking—way more than saw her kiss Jim before—and Maxine leans back in the passenger seat, grinning. Gordo and that asshole Shane Peters can call her a lesbian all they want; nobody will even think about believing them now.

“How was school?” Jim asks as he punches the tape deck and starts something playing quietly that Maxine doesn’t recognize but which is, on balance, probably Welsh.

“Hell,” she says.

“Hah. Yeah, I remember that.”

“Really? Did you ever put on the world’s shortest skirt, wear a top with the school’s initials across your boobs, and shout the names of guys you hate?”

Jim shrugs. “Not for want of trying, love. Oh, and speaking of short skirts,” he adds, carefully directing his gaze straight forward, “you’re riding up.”

Maxine’s hands immediately find the hem of her uniform skirt, and she pulls it as far down her thighs as it will go, which isn’t far. The spankies will have kept him from seeing anything he shouldn’t, but Maxine has started to strongly feel that nobody but Taylor should get to see the bit of her where the tops of her thighs intersect with, like, the rest of her.

“Don’t be a girl, Jim,” she says. “It’s so much hassle and so much work.”

“Oh?”

Because he sounds genuinely interested, she launches into a telling of her day, starting last night, actually, when she ripped every last hair out of her face and body—except for the one Taylor got with tweezers this morning. She goes into great detail about her choice of makeup, the steps required to put it on, the tucking and taping of her balls and her penis. She hopes to get a rise out of him with that, some kind of authentic guy reaction to the idea, but he only partially delivers, and she remembers too late how interested he was when she first raised that she was doing it, weeks ago. She sighs. Stupid open-minded dork.

She’s just telling him about how Kennedy made her hand over her precious leggings, about how guys have been perving over her all day, and how she wants to spray them all down with high-strength asshole repellant, and Jim’s nodding enthusiastically.

“Ah,” he says, “you’ve got Mace, then?”

“And I’m not afraid to use it,” Maxine says, holding up her hands and miming spraying him, the way Kennedy did.

“Good girl. Don’t let guys try anything.”

Maxine shudders. “Already learned that lesson. Twice.” And then she doesn’t want to talk about it anymore, so she leans forward and yanks the volume up, and Jim’s music, whatever the fuck it is, fills the car.

Jim takes her back to his place; she’s renewing the fiction with Mom that she’s doing yearbook shit, and she imagines that those guys would all be busy as hell right now, documenting and filing everything to do with Homecoming, so she needs a place to hang after school, at least for today. When he’s kicked the door shut and switched on the AC, he goes to put the kettle on and wordlessly points her to the bathroom so that she can get changed into her halfway clothes, the shit that she’ll be, eventually, going home in. She leaves on the makeup and the boobs for now, and when she saunters back into the main room in her cargos and her Blondie shirt, he’s got a cup of tea waiting for her, and a couple more of those little cookies he likes so much. She drops into the couch next to him, tired as hell from a day of being on her feet, of talking to way too many people, of smiling so much that her cheeks ache, and delights in slurping at her tea, noisily and in a very uncheerleaderly fashion. He starts holding up DVD boxes, inviting her to pick, and she doesn’t even look, just points at random.

“Oh, good shout,” Jim says, loading the disc into the player. “They just released this in the US last week. I used my insane dot-com dollars to procure a copy on day one.”

“What, for like twenty bucks?”

“Shush. I’m very impressive, Maxine.”

It turns out to be a British sitcom, a dour and depressing office comedy that Maxine instantly dislikes, but that’s fine; she doesn’t need to pay attention to it. She asks Jim a couple of questions about the characters, and that’s enough to get him started. His words flow over her, and she closes her eyes, luxuriates in the fact that right here, right now, there are only two eyes on her, and not only do they belong to someone she trusts—and someone who is good enough to explicitly let her know when he’s looking at her legs—but they also do not require anything of her. She can just fucking chill.

It’d be better to be at Taylor’s, obviously, but they’re being real careful about that this week, the better to get away with Friday and Saturday. Besides, Taylor doesn’t have those cute little brown cookies.

Shit, Maxine’s never had to be as on as she was today. She’s worn the uniform all day before, sure, but today she was on official cheerleading business from the moment she got out of her brother’s car to the moment she got into Jim’s. Representing the school. Inspiring spirit in the student body. Handing out flyers, receiving votes, answering questions, performing the odd impromptu—and very simple—routine with whatever other cheerleaders happened to be around when caught between classes; being an integral cog in the Homecoming machine. She’d thought, in the run-up to this week, that it would just be, like, the pep rally and the stupid booth thing, and that the rest of the time she’d get to have a normal school day, but no. All cheerleader, all the time. She doesn’t know how the others do it. Especially Willa!

Except.

Huh.

Yeah. Willa does do it. And she’s done it year-on-year, and while she’s a bubbly and friendly young woman, Maxine’s noticed that when she’s not among friends or the squad, she tends to keep a little quieter. The only exception being when she’s in uniform.

When she’s on.

She’s been doing it for years…

So. It’s a matter of practice, then. Just like anything else. Just like moving her body exactly the way she wants. Do a handstand often enough and you don’t even have to think about it anymore; it’ll be the same with smiling for the guys who are drooling at you, shouting the names of people you hate, or hanging out in the cafeteria like a human flyer dispenser, greeting every student who passes. One day, it’ll just come naturally.

Until then, at least she has places like this.

At the thought, it’s like her shoulders instantly unknot, and she unfolds herself, stretches, lets the tension release. Which, shit, feels amazing. Then, even more spent by the brief application of effort, she lies down sideways on the couch, flaps her hand at Jim until he clears the plate of cookies off his thigh, and lays her head there, rolling sideways so she can still watch the show.

“Thanks,” she says, a few minutes later.

“What for, love?”

“For being safe.”

“Some guys would take that as an insult, Maxine,” Jim says, seriously.

“Oh, fuck off and kiss my brother about it,” Maxine says, and he laughs.

They make it through three more episodes—she’s reluctantly kinda getting into it—and then Clay’s there, opening the front door, announcing himself. She doesn’t get up in time to keep him from seeing her with her head on Jim’s thigh—she’d forgotten that Clay would probably have his own key, still—so when she rolls off of him, off of the couch, and onto her feet, she directs the most withering gaze she can muster at her brother, and says, “Can it.”

“Canned,” Clay says, smirking at Jim.

She leaves them to it, probably either talking about her or just sloppily kissing—she doesn’t much care which, she’s decided—and shuts herself in the bathroom to detach her boobs, wipe her face, and apply the usual dab of mascara to her lip. When she’s done, she’s almost disappointed to find them watching another episode and not doing anything more controversial, and she hauls over to the couch, grabs Clay from behind, and pulls at him until the big heavy asshole gets up.

Clay and Jim swap laters with what seems to Maxine like a greater intimacy than she would expect from two guys who happened to live with each other chastely for two weeks—though that’s probably just wishful thinking, and when did she flip to rooting for them to get together, anyway? Fuck it; she doesn’t care. Clay should be happy and so should Jim. They should do stuff to each other. Or they shouldn’t. Whatever; goodbyes exchanged, Maxine’s hopping down the stairs outside Jim’s condo, her bag bumping against all the sore spots on her back on the way down, and jumping the last step to where the Crown Vic is parked right at the bottom, probably violating all kinds of Do Not Park Here signs that once might have adorned the empty metal poles dotted around the concrete front yard.

“You’re perky this afternoon,” Clay observes as she takes the gym bag from him. It’s not going in the trunk this time, because she’s switching back to Taylor’s car in the morning, and she’s not going to have a chance tonight to take it over and hide it in the Beetle, but she’ll have Clay with her when she gets home, providing her with a distraction so she can take it upstairs and bury it in her closet before Mom can ask inconvenient questions, like why Maxine took such a bulging bag to school.

“Thanks!” she says, flashing him her toothiest smile. “You look like shit!”

Clay just points at the passenger-side door, and she gets in without another word. He puts on some music—that very Californian radio station again—and she’s grateful, because the brief burst of energy that carried her out of Jim’s has already dissipated. At home, Clay goes straight to the kitchen to talk to Mom about some shit or other, standing in the door and blocking the view out, which gives Maxine all the time she needs to get upstairs without being too closely inspected. She overhears him making the excuse on her behalf that she’s tired and needs to rest because she’s been hard at work helping out, running around, interfacing with the cheerleaders and the AV club and everybody else, and the crazy thing is, Maxine thinks as she drops onto the bed and closes her eyes, that it’s all the truth; Clay’s just leaving out the part where she did it all in a skirt.

Before she can sleep, though, her phone buzzes. She doesn’t want to deal with it but, fuck it, she probably should.


Taylor: Well done today! You were great! Ready to do it all again tomorrow?

Max: No

Max: But I will anyway

Taylor: There’s my amazing cheerleader!



She’s too fucking tired to reply, too overwhelmed, but if she could, she would say that, yeah, here she is, and she can do this; she can be the girl that she needs to be, because Taylor can do it, and because Taylor believes that she can, too.

It’s not that cheerleaders can do anything, it’s that, when the right person’s asking you to, you’ll give it your all, or die trying.

Yeah. Here’s your amazing cheerleader, Taylor.

* * *

There are many things that Taylor Scott has discovered about herself this year. First, that she is even more of a kickass cheer captain than she thought she would be; like, they’re going for regionals! Second, that she loves a project, and that bringing Maxine out of her shell, prettying her, dressing her, and sending her out into the world as the sexy cheerleading super-babe that she is would have been the most satisfying experience of her life even without the added perks. Third, that she likes girls; duh.

Fourth: she loves Maxine Giordano so fiercely that sometimes she cries about it. Just a little, like, in bed, when she’s trying to go to sleep, when she’s folded over the corner of the page and she’s turned off the light, and her mind wanders, turning inevitably to Max, to her beautiful brown eyes, to her full, expressive lips, to the curve of her thighs as they meet her ass—and Taylor’s been checking that out extensively lately, because how could she not?—and yeah, sometimes the odd tear escapes when she imagines kissing her, touching her, when she asks herself how she got so lucky.

But there’s a fifth discovery. It’s recent. It’s a little disturbing. But it makes a whole heck of a lot of sense when she looks at the pattern behind the crushes she’s had over the years—the ones she didn’t even know she had until Maxine woke her up.

Taylor might have a little bit of a thing for cheer uniforms. Not on herself! On herself it’s like, it’s something she’s proud of, something that shows how hard she’s worked, shows the kind of girl she made herself become. But on other girls…?

Yeah.

It came to her last night—like, literally. She texted Maxine and she read for a while and she turned off the light and she couldn’t sleep. Couldn’t even stare at the soft glow of the stars on her bedroom ceiling and make herself drift off by imagining fresh new constellations in their complicated, faded patterns. So she got out of bed, walked softly over to her window and leaned on the edge of the desk, staring out at the closed drapes of Maxine’s window. She could climb over there, she thought. She could rig something up with sheets and stuff and throw it across the distance between their rooms like Indiana Jones. Yeah, Maxine said that’s how Avery hurt her ankle a couple months back, but Taylor’s smart, right? She could do it.

Instead, though, presented with nothing more to look at than the outside of Maxine’s drapes, Taylor drifted idly around her room. Ended up at her picture wall, which is like sixty percent Maxine Giordano by volume at this point. And there was this one picture, a newly developed shot given to her just today by Lauren—her friend in the photography club and one of those deputized to immortalize every aspect of Homecoming week—of Maxine and a few other cheerleaders at the pep rally, caught with one pompom thrust into the air and the other held between her legs.

She couldn’t stop staring at it. In a daze, she peeled it off the wall and carried it back to bed with her, where she flicked the light back on. In the picture, it was so easy to imagine Maxine coming alive, bouncing on the spot, pompoms dancing with her, and Taylor…

Yeah. Taylor got lost for a little while. And she had to switch panties and wash her hand before she could finally get to sleep.

Taylor likes girls, and Taylor really likes girls in cheer uniforms. Okay, not just; she can call up any number of times when Maxine has worn something that made the breath die in her throat—like that Polaroid dress—but, like, Kennedy? Dominique? Willa? Robyn? Cheerleaders all. Shoot, she’s attracted to most of the squad at this point.

That’s what they call a pattern.

What clinched it for her, though, is just now, under the bridge, like thirty seconds before Taylor finally gave up trying to restrain herself and just lunged at Maxine.

Taylor picked her up from home this morning. Drove her to the usual bridge, gloriously free from traffic, and waited for Maxine to change into the clean uniform Taylor brought with her. But then, before Maxine could do her makeup, when she’d just climbed out of the Beetle for a few seconds to stretch her legs—changing clothes in the backs of cars gives Maxine muscle cramps, she says—and when she did a little pose, all fresh in her uniform and smiling as prettily as anybody has ever smiled—

Maxine’s lips are crushed against hers right now. Her hands are around her waist. Their breasts, their bellies, their thighs, all pressed against each other, pushing hard enough into each other that they might, if the universe looked the other way for a fraction of a second, push into each other, become one, become some passionate, loving, single being, right there under the bridge.

“Shit,” Maxine says when they part, strings of saliva still connecting them, “I totally ruined your makeup.”

And Taylor, with her blood boiling, says, “I don’t care,” and kisses her again.

* * *

It’s up to Maxine to get them going, and it’s not a task that she relishes, but if they don’t get back in the car and wipe down their faces—because there’s no way that Maxine isn’t covered in Taylor’s lipstick—and put themselves together right now, they’re going to be late for first period. Making homeroom at all is looking fifty-fifty.

She’s impressed with herself that she can do a full face of makeup in about the same time that Taylor can. She never thought of herself as a quick study, outside gymnastic stuff, but apparently she can rock this girl thing as good as the girls who’ve been doing it their whole life. Which is comforting. Especially when the girl in question got so excited at just seeing Maxine that she had to start with the kissing.

Every time they kiss like this, though, Taylor’s hands have a tendency to reach lower and lower, which means that Maxine’s going to have to reckon with what she’s got down there one of these days. What does she even want to do with it? She doesn’t know, and it’s not like she recoils at the idea of Taylor touching her there… It’s just the thought of what comes after. Unleashing it. Penetrating somebody. Penetrating Taylor. It feels viscerally wrong in a way that she can’t articulate. Like a betrayal of herself, of Maxine, of the girl she wants to be, the girl she tries so hard to be every time she wakes.

It’s going to suck if it turns out that Taylor can’t touch it at all, that Maxine can’t deal with that. Taylor’s a generous girl, and she won’t want to keep being the only one to receive pleasure. Though—and here Maxine blushes so hard that she stares out of the window so Taylor doesn’t see—when Taylor was playing with Maxine’s breast forms, enough of the sensation got through to the real Maxine, underneath them, that she remembers having to chew on her lip to keep from moaning.

So maybe there’s other stuff they can try.

Taylor’s just finishing dropping all her crap into her book bag and her gym bag and throwing it all in the back seat, which gives Maxine another couple of moments to breathe, to try to think of normal things, of things that don’t make her cheeks light up like fucking Christmas lights and the less desirable parts of her strain against the tape. When Taylor straightens up, holding a CD and grinning, Maxine feels able to grin back without giving away that she’s been thinking about the time that she and Taylor were way more naked together than they are now.

Shit.

“Max?” Taylor says, her grin widening.

Squirming in her seat, as if she can bury herself in the leather—or at least get her stupid fucking dick to stop hurting itself in its tight binding—Maxine just says, “Drive?”

Taylor gives it a beat, drinks in Maxine’s embarrassment, and then, suddenly, she’s back to normal Taylor, the version of her whose eyes aren’t intimidatingly hungry. She waggles the CD box in the air, but before Maxine can get her shit together and get a look at the cover art or whatever, Taylor’s already pulled out the disc and loaded it. She throws the box behind her, where it clatters onto a handful of others.

“I’ve still got some of Garrett’s albums,” she says, by way of explanation, and dials in the track she wants. A moment later, the opening riff of Under the Bridge by the Red Hot Chili Peppers starts playing, and Maxine laughs.

“Cute,” she says, as Taylor starts the car and pulls them out, back onto the street.

“Right?”

“You know it’s about, like, heroin, don’t you?”

“I don’t care. It’s a cool song.” Taylor’s eyebrows twitch, and she smiles again. “Kinda slow for cheering, though.”

“I’ll tell Anthony Kiedis,” Maxine says. “Maybe he can write us something more upbeat. About heroin.”

Taylor considers this. “We should probably stick with Missy,” she says after a moment, and Maxine laughs, and leans over, straining the seatbelt, to kiss her on her exposed shoulder.

* * *

Taylor can see Maxine’s stamina improving! It’s like when they were first practicing together, way before Max was even a cheerleader—way before she was even a girl except, like, in spirit. Maxine would match Taylor and Taylor would match Maxine and they would challenge each other to perform better jumps, better flips, to land better, but Maxine would tire more quickly, and Taylor would slow down to match her, so she wouldn’t feel bad about it. She kept at it until Max was doing better, could go longer; faking panting, maybe clutching her belly. But back then, Taylor had been under the mistaken impression that Maxine had such a thing as a masculine ego, that she would be bothered by seeming to be weaker than a girl.

These days, she knows better. So now she pushes her hard, and Maxine always rises to meet the challenge! And Taylor pushes her right to the edge, but no further, because she’s neither stupid nor forgetful: like with her responsibilities this week, she understands that Maxine is coming from a place where she was introverted by default, by necessity, and by being on the receiving end of immense and sustained cruelty, and she knows that spending all day being on will be difficult for her, especially at the start; she also remembers what it was like when she and Willa were first really going for it, first shedding their timid, middle-school selves and putting themselves out there. You can become a people person if you really try, but the emphasis there is on both the ‘really’ and the ‘try’.

There’s only one requirement, one thing without which all effort is pointless: you’ve got to actually like people. And Maxine really kinda does. Taylor might have thought that after her experiences, she would have become in her heart the misanthrope that Taylor had originally thought her, back when Taylor was busy being wrong about, like, everything about Maxine—though, to be fair, Maxine was wrong about all that stuff, too. And she would have had the right to her discomfort, to her disdain.

But no. Maxine likes people. Moreover, she likes liking people. She latched onto Justin so hard, she didn’t even register that he was flirting with her until it was pointed out! He was just a guy who was kind to her. And Maxine loves kindness. She reflects it outward. And, Taylor can tell, she is absolutely a hundred percent genuine about it.

It all makes Taylor love her more. And hate her attackers more, too. That a heart with so much to give was almost ground down to nothing! Taylor wants to spit.

Tuesday, then, goes better for Maxine than Monday. And, sure, there’s no pep rally, and she doesn’t have to run the stall until final period, when half the student body’s already gone home, but they’re providing supportive cheers for the marching band during fifth, and Maxine’s out there yelling her head off with the rest of them, with no apparent fatigue of mind or body. She’s doing so well that when Taylor goes with her to the booth before diverting off to her last class of the day, Maxine giggles and blows her and Dominique a flirty little kiss, which makes Dominique laugh and Taylor blush down to her ankles. And then worry that Maxine’s being too demonstrative.

She asks her about it on the way home, when they’re back under their bridge and Maxine’s becoming her guy-self again, and Maxine’s logic is simple: way more people saw her kiss Banger this time than before. Like, that first time, it was just some of the squad and some of the team, but yesterday, there were probably sixty-plus people in that parking lot! And she’s more notable now than she was then, enough that she overheard people talking about it today more than once. Wondering about her hot older boyfriend. Speculating about the kiss. Trying to guess what he does for a living, what music he likes, all that shizz. Her assumed heterosexuality is not only strengthened, it’s ironclad.

And yeah, it probably is! It’s an exciting thought, one that grants them more freedom to be themselves. But they’ve still got to be careful, Taylor tells her. They’ve been indulging maybe a little too much: the blown kiss, the thing this morning under this same bridge; Taylor rushing up to hug her at cheer practice.

And Maxine, very seriously, nods and kisses her again. Draws her in with a hand on her jaw and kisses her slowly, softly, before pulling away to dab mascara on herself. Mom’s making reheated freezer meatballs again, she says, and that requires a certain level of formal dress: no fake mustache, no long-sleeved shirt, no oversized cargos? No service!

Wednesday is PJs Day. Taylor wears her banana pajamas and puts up with every third guy making banana-peeling-and-sucking gestures at her; Maxine wears kiwi pajamas that Taylor got special, and suffers no such indignities. Which is exactly the way round Taylor would have picked, if she’d had clairvoyance enough to guess that so many guys would be so incredibly gross about fruit. They make dumb poses together in the AV club’s photobooth, and even suffer Lauren with her omnipresent camera during a casual chat with Justin, Nick and Danny. There’s going to be a spread in the school paper, but there’s always going to be a spread in the school paper; nobody reads it, anyway, except to go straight to the fawning articles about the QB.

Thursday has the cheerleaders excused third and fourth period so they can run around every class, handing out reminders for Friday’s big game and Saturday’s dance, and telling everybody that if they haven’t gotten in their votes for the Homecoming Court yet, they have one last chance at lunch: Willa and Meredith are waiting for them at the booth in the main building with a pair of willing smiles and a big pile of voting forms. And Maxine performs her part with no trace of the amused detachment that Taylor remembers from when they first started hanging out, and which started to creep in a little toward the end of Monday. Getting stronger every day. Taylor’s so proud of her.

And then it’s Friday, and it’s funny, because it’s the day of the game, and it’s the first day this week that the cheerleaders aren’t in uniform all day: they’ve got their full routine planned, of course, and a whole bunch of what Coach Dale calls rabble-rousing to do, but all of it happens after school at the big regional stadium. Coach even has a bus booked to take most of the squad there and back—though Taylor, Willa and Maxine are taking Taylor’s Beetle, and she’s pretty sure Kennedy’s clique are driving themselves, too—so there’s nothing for the squad to do today other than make the same vague gestures toward attending class as the rest of the student body.

Taylor and Maxine are relaxing out back of the library instead of going to class third period, because the school is always freaking chaos on the day of the Homecoming game, and the teachers have, of late, stopped trying to keep a lid on it, at least when it’s seniors. Besides, relaxing is Coach’s orders: the squad have as big a role to play as the team tonight—maybe bigger; Gordo’s not going to stand on Justin’s shoulders, is he?—and she wants them rested and ready.

“Every school day should be like this,” Maxine says. She’s leaning back with her schoolbag between her and the thin, dusty grass, her hands folded behind her head. “I feel like I should have a stalk of wheat sticking out of my mouth.”

“I’ve got a pencil,” Meredith says, holding it up helpfully. “It’s not wheat, but you can chew on it, if you want.” She’s a few feet away with Justin, lazing on his jacket, which he has graciously laid down so she doesn’t get her ripped jeans dirty. Taylor doesn’t know why he’s bothered; a few grass stains would probably improve them.

“That’s okay, Merry.”

“Your loss.”

Meredith goes back to scribbling in her sketchbook—she’s drawing, from what Taylor can see, a not-very-good picture of Justin’s face—and Maxine giggles. Then, when the phone she’s got set down on the grass by her head vibrates again, she sighs, picks it up, and checks it.

“Avery again?” Taylor asks.

“She’s being all evasive today,” Maxine says, tapping out a quick reply. “I was trying to find out if she’s been attending practice this week—you know how my old coach asked me to check up on her?” Taylor nods. “Well, she texted me again, kinda hinting that there might be something going on with Avery, so I’ve been trying to check in, and like, all morning, she just ignored me. Now? She keeps diverting the questions. And she’s wished me luck tonight, like, nine times.”

“Isn’t that good?”

“Normally she’s a lot ruder about it.”

“Maybe she’s having lesbian drama,” Justin suggests.

Quickly looking around to make sure that nobody else is close enough to hear, Maxine says, “She’s still not over her last bout of lesbian drama. And ixnay, okay?”

“Sorry,” Justin says, shrugging, “but you know what this school’s like. Everybody knows Maxine’s former best friend is a lesbian; everybody knows her brother is gay. Everybody knows my little sister goes to private school and gets bullied. Everybody knows Dominique’s mom is strict about curfew.”

“Everybody knows everything,” Meredith finishes.

“I miss the city,” Maxine says.

“Oh?” Taylor says, leaning forward, curious. “Were people less gossipy?”

“No, but there was a chance the really annoying ones might have gotten hit by an out-of-control taxi.”

Maxine’s phone buzzes again, and this time, Taylor places her chin on Maxine’s shoulder, so she can read the text as it comes in. It’s the kind of intimacy they’ve talked about, the kind that’s safe, the kind they’ve seen among confirmed straight-girl friend pairings: Kennedy and Dominique, the Esses, Sandy and Jewel.


Avery: :P



“That’s it?” Taylor asks, snatching the cellphone out of Maxine’s hand and glaring at it, as if she can make another message, an explicatory message, just appear.

“That’s it,” Maxine says, gently taking the phone back and typing her reply.


Max: :G



“What does that mean?”

Maxine giggles. “Nothing? Or maybe it means something rude? I don’t know.”


Avery: :Q



“That woman is impossible,” Taylor says.

“I can get her to stop,” Maxine says confidently.


Max: Hey Avery

Max: How come that emoticon makes you look like you’re eating a tampon?



“Ick,” Taylor says.

“Right?”


Avery: GROSS GROSS GROSS

Avery: California has made you gross Max

Avery: Bad California

Avery: I’m going to put a stop to it

Avery: Make you wash your mouth out with soap

Max: How are you going to do that from the other side of the country?

Avery: :P



“And we’re back to that,” Maxine says, dropping the phone back onto the grass. “I swear, something’s going on with her.”

“Well,” Taylor says, rolling over onto her back and curling her legs, placing herself into the optimal position to hop upright in a single athletic motion—and earning a dismissive boo from Meredith, who is just jealous, “whatever it is, it’s your old coach’s problem, at least until, like eleven tonight, because this—” and she leans down, picks up the dinky little phone, and stuffs it into the side pocket of Maxine’s backpack, “—is officially out of bounds until then.”

“But—”

“She knows you have a game to cheer, right? She’ll understand if you don’t reply with any more confusing emoticons.”

Maxine’s got some more half-hearted protests for her, but the fact remains that Avery has, like, a mom and a dad and a coach and stuff, and reportedly even other friends back there in New York; there is nothing she can possibly encounter tonight that could not be more easily dealt with by somebody other than Maxine. Swiftly yielding to Taylor’s flawless logic, Maxine copies Taylor’s upright hop exactly—“Oh, come on!” Meredith mutters—hauls up her bag, and together they go pull their gym crap out of their lockers.

On the way to the staff locker room, where they’re using a little of their Homecoming week cheerleader leeway to get changed together, they talk about whatever, and Maxine doesn’t mention Avery once.

* * *

Just like every other day this week, she didn’t pack a pair of leggings today. And not because Kennedy still hasn’t given back the pair she stole—though she hasn’t—but because Maxine kinda feels like she doesn’t need them anymore. She’s gotten used to it, having her legs out all the time, and barely feels the gazes of the guys.

Okay, that’s a lie; she still feels the guys looking, and she hates it, but a few tactical conversations with friends in easily overheard places have allowed her to create the impression that her beloved boyfriend, Jim, is jealous, and he lifts. Clinton’s lucky, she said once, within earshot of one of his friends, that they didn’t start dating until after that party, or he would have had to deal with more than just poop in his locker. The guys can look, and she can hate it, but she’s decided that she doesn’t need to feel nervous about it anymore. Because fuck those guys, right? They wouldn’t look half as good in a cheer skirt, anyway.

Most of the rest of the squad are getting bussed out, and she almost wishes she was, too, but it’s just going to be her and Taylor and Willa in the car on the way, and it’s a decent drive; what she’ll lose in camaraderie, she’ll gain in getting to talk to Taylor in a way she really kinda hasn’t this week. A few kisses on borrowed time under the bridge don’t make up for having to act like her girlfriend isn’t her girlfriend.

They especially don’t make up for having to pretend like she is Jim’s girlfriend! She loves the guy, but, like, no. Of all the guys she knows, he’s the most boyfriend material, even more so than Justin, but she has enough experience kissing him now that she knows she’s not into him, that she’s not into any guys.

He’s done her such a favor, though. People were always going to talk about her; he’s helped her control what they talk about.

And, shit, it’s true: everybody talks about her. Her and the other cheerleaders, the other popular girls, because that’s what she is now, and that’s a head-spin in itself. Everybody talks about her, and when it really started in earnest, it kinda pissed her off; less so now. Look at these legs, boys. Look at what you can’t have.

Out in the lot, the three of them wave to the girls and guys still buzzing around the bus—and to the girls in Kennedy’s car—and then dump their crap in the trunk, their overstuffed gym bags slotting into the cramped space next to Maxine and Taylor’s clothes for the weekend.

It’s cool to see Dominique out with the others, actually. She’s gotten special dispensation to stay out basically all weekend, and even to skip church, and she’s been bubbly about it all day. Maxine’s similar: Mom knows that she’s going to the game tonight, but obviously thinks that she’s going as a spectator, to yell and scream for her friends. And Dad’s happy enough that his younger son is finally getting into sports with a capital S that it’s spilled over somewhat onto Mom—“See, Gina? That Taylor girl is good for him after all. He never went to a game for Avery.”—and made it easier to sell them on staying over at Willa’s, tonight and tomorrow night.

“It’s his only Homecoming as a senior,” Dad said. “Let him have this.” Maxine could have kissed him. She might have, but it would have given the game away.

It’s not actually Willa’s that they think she’s staying at. She sold them on Justin again, gave them Jim’s second number; the usual ruse. She’s being careful, and she’s still scared that Mom’s going to notice, going to follow up on one of the many, many lies, going to finally see the changes in Maxine’s face and body that to her feel like the most obvious thing in the world, but also? Maxine’s found routines that work for her.

And friends.

And Taylor.

“You’ve got your suit back there, right?” Willa asks. She’s taken the front seat for once, displacing Maxine to the back. She doesn’t mind.

“Rolled up tight in a little ball,” Maxine says. She gave her church suit exactly the respect it was due. That she hasn’t ripped it to shreds already is because she might one day run into Aladino Sabbatini again, and she’d feel terrible if she’d destroyed his hard work. He was so nice.

“Is it weird that I can’t wait to see you in it?”

“Willa!” Taylor snaps, trying to slap at her but missing, because even with the impediment of the seatbelt, Willa is small and quick, and Taylor is keeping most of her attention pointed dead ahead.

“I don’t mean in a bad way!” Willa twists around in the passenger seat to look at Maxine. “I just mean like… I don’t know, actually! Maybe I just want to be involved in the whole process. Mustaching and everything.”

Tomorrow sometime, they’re going to dress Maxine in the stupid church suit and take pictures, for Mom’s benefit, to make her look like she’s going to the Homecoming dance as a guy. It’s not something she’s particularly looking forward to, but she’s not dreading it, either. Maxwell doesn’t feel like he can hurt her anymore. Doesn’t feel like he can even find her, like he really was left behind in New York, and now he only exists in her parents’ imagination.

Besides, it’s Halloween in two weeks. She can pretend she’s trying on her costume early. Dressing up as a loser; that’s Halloweeny, right?

Shit. That feels kinda mean. She wasn’t a loser when she was a guy; she was just beaten down.

“It’s fine, Willa,” she says.

“It is?” Willa says, bouncing in her seat. “Cool. Plus,” she continues, turning around to face forward again, “it’s education, right? Like, what if I need to pretend to be a guy one day, too?”

“Why would you need to pretend to be a guy?” Taylor asks.

“I don’t know! There could be reasons.” She wags a finger. “Always be prepared, Taylor.”

“So what’s this stadium like?” Maxine asks, leaning forward as much as she can.

“Nuh-uh,” Taylor says. “You’ll see it when you see it.”

“It’s big,” Willa says, blowing out her cheeks and holding out her arms. “Real teams play there. College football, too.”

So far, Maxine’s been to two other local high schools, and neither had facilities that were any more impressive than VPH. Already, she’s come to expect a halfhearted changing area for the cheerleaders, a trophy-laden wall of glory for the football team, and a higher standard of floods, bleachers and grass care than on the practice fields. But she looked up the regional stadium online and found only pictures of the outside, pictures of the lot, and pictures taken from the field, all of which contrived to tell her that it’s fucking massive—massive enough that she wonders if their podunk little high-school-on-high-school game will fill even a quarter of the seats—but which provided no information on what it’s like to hang out backstage, as it were.

Hah. Backstage. Pro cheerleaders, the ones who cheer for pro teams, they have proper locker rooms, right? Maybe makeup rooms?

Do they have groupies?

Sitting back, grinning, she imagines Clay making it big in music and herself going pro as a cheerleader, both of them constantly dogged by groupies of the wrong sex for each of them. Imagines them swapping, Clay sending her his army of rock chicks, Maxine sending back her gross, sweaty guy-groupies.

Ick. Maybe not.

She gets to see the stadium soon enough, anyway, with Taylor pulling them into a smaller parking lot around the back, separate from the main lot, which is maybe the largest single expanse of concrete Maxine’s ever seen. And, shit, big is right. Neither Willa nor the pictures Maxine saw did the place justice. It feels like it was dropped onto the landscape, fully formed, something from a different plane of existence, from someplace where structures are just naturally that huge. Dropped with its support system of parking lots and bus stops and taxi ranks and snack stands and a ring of stores, open and ready to receive hungry, thirsty sports fans. And when Taylor leads her and Willa through a fucking rabbit warren of back corridors, half of which are lined with trophies—with the other half lined with dingy doors, boiler rooms, janitors’ closets, all that shit—into a locker room that’s easily twice the size of Maxine’s house, she can’t help but take a little breath.

“Calm down, Maxine,” Kennedy says, halfway changed into her uniform and swanning by, reaching out with a finger and gently closing Maxine’s mouth. “Save your heart attack for after the game.”

Yeah, okay. Maybe it was a big breath. To go with everything else around here.

“Hey, Kennedy,” Maxine says.

“Look at you,” Kennedy continues, still walking away, not looking back, “already dressed up. Quelle surprise.” She steps into her uniform skirt and pulls it up, settling it into place and fussing with it for a moment.

Sandy and Meredith and a handful of other girls shout greetings, and Taylor and Willa break off to join them. Maxine stays near the entrance, hanging back, reluctant to go farther in, aware once again that she’s in a place where she would not, if the truth about her were to be known, be welcome. Kennedy, done changing, catches her eye again, and Maxine forces a smile.

Kennedy nods, and starts touching up her makeup in the mirror inside the locker door. She’s angled it such that she can see Maxine, and from the slight fold at the bridge of her nose, she’s worried about something.

She’s probably worried about Maxine, who right now is standing by the door like a fucking freak.

Push it down.

Swallow it.

Maxwell can’t hurt her.

And he’s definitely not getting out anytime soon. So enough with the emotional rollercoaster shit!

So she swallows, and she smiles, and she mingles. Julie and Sandy are a few rows down; she goes to join them. She helps Sandy with her hair, she does Julie’s eyeliner, and she’s Maxine, all the way, through and through, because when is she not anymore? And when Kennedy passes her again and quietly says, “You good? You’re not gonna drop me, are you?” it’s Maxine’s chance to look her in the eye and tell her, with absolute confidence and absolute truth, that, yeah, she’s good.

“Okay, everyone!” Taylor calls, clapping her hands. She’s standing on a bench in the middle of the locker room, energized and happy. “Form a line; it’s glitter time!”

“Glitter?” Maxine says as Kennedy rolls her eyes.

Willa grabs her hand and starts pulling her toward the line that’s forming in front of Taylor. “Surprise!” she says.

* * *

Last year they had Homecoming two weeks earlier, because that was when they could get the big stadium, so the sun set like twenty minutes later and the timing didn’t quite work out; but this year? This year they’re doing that thing where the skies are darkening right as the game’s about to start, that thing where, when the girl singing The Star-Spangled Banner hits the high note and holds it, the floods all come on at once. The heavy thud as they activate is matched by a crash of cymbals and an actually pretty decent fireworks display overhead. And, wow, this woman can hold a note!

So yeah! That was pretty cool. It’s just a shame they aren’t pro or college teams; they might have gotten fighter jets.

And then the announcer’s calling the Vista Primavera Titans to the field, and it’s time for the Flying Titans to do their job. Taylor out front, Maxine and Kennedy just behind her, and the squad behind them, calling for the support of the crowd, calling for the team to give it their all, calling for victory!

* * *

It’s so much easier than Maxine expected. Out here in her uniform, covered in body glitter, forming up behind Taylor, yelling her ass off? It’s just the same as it was at every other game she’s cheered for, and the crowd? Yeah, it’s huge, but with the floodlights between them and her, she can barely make them out. They’re nothing more than a massive, omnidirectional noise machine, one that she and Taylor and the others can cause to whoop, to scream, to call out the names of their quarterback, their wide receiver; whoever they want! And when the first quarter closes—with the score still at 0-0—she shouts harder, exhorts the crowd to cheer for their guys, for her guys, for the team, for Vista Primavera High.

After the fact, she always remembers how lost she gets in it, how cheering consumes her, takes her to another fucking world, a better world, for the duration of the game and doesn’t spit her out until after, sweaty and happy and ready for more. And the next time, she realizes just the same: the memory is nothing to the reality of it.

If the crowd is a wall of noise, then she’s the fucking wrecking ball. If the field is a stage, then she’s the fucking star.

If this is another world, then she never wants to leave.

* * *

Taylor and Maxine do, in fact, catch Kennedy perfectly. They’re running the routine for regionals with the backing of the marching band rather than Taylor’s very special custom mix CD, but they practiced with a click track and with randomly chosen music of the right bpm, so Taylor was confident that they wouldn’t get thrown off. And though they simplified a few of the more complex aspects of the routine for the sake of the environment—at regional tryouts, there’ll be professional spotters around, ready to swoop in at the first sign of trouble; here, there are only a handful, and they’re less proactive—they didn’t touch the centerpiece, the pyramid, and Kennedy’s vault from its apex, to be caught by Taylor, Maxine and Eddie.

Yeah. It goes great!

The squad from Northwood looks impressed, too, which is doubly cool, because they’ve always been pretty good. And Northwood’s routine, performed second, is not as complicated or as exciting as the one that Taylor and Kennedy worked on, so maybe, just maybe, they’ve got a shot at making it to regionals after all. Northwood made it a couple times, and VPH’s Flying Titans are, right now, and maybe for the first time ever, better than them.

For that, she kinda wants to kiss Max. And Kennedy, too, maybe, for getting to the point where her execution finally matches her talent—even if it had to be at the hands of some private instructor her mom found. But mostly, she wants to kiss Max. For showing up just when they needed her, for being the last piece of the puzzle, the third girl who really could get out there and make it work.

She also wants to kiss her for all the other reasons. But the best she can do right now is stand close to her when the Homecoming Court is announced. Fingers brushing against fingers, a moment of intimacy amid the insane environs of the stadium. And then Kennedy’s announced as this year’s Queen—duh—and the squad goes wild for her, Maxine included, surrounding her, kissing her cheeks enough that when the second half starts and the boring old football begins anew, Kennedy’s cheering with lipstick all over her face.

Has Kennedy ever looked so happy? Probably not. Yeah, she cheers because her mom wanted her to, and she works hard at being popular because it’s better than being unpopular—and because her mom wanted that, too—but no amount of her trademark cynicism can hide the fact that Kennedy, not her mom, not any of the other people she thinks are watching her all the time, but Kennedy… she wants this.

Taylor’s happy for her. Gonna be awkward that she’ll have to dance with Justin tomorrow night, though, since Nick extremely did not get voted King. Gonna be doubly awkward if the Titans lose the game after the Flying Titans kicked so much ass, but that was probably what the pep talk she saw Coach Penderson giving the team was all about. You’re down 6-14; stop sucking, guys.

When the game starts up again, though, the Titans are renewed and fighting back: it’s barely three minutes into the third quarter when Nick makes it all the way through, which Taylor decides to put down to their cheering rather than anything Penderson said.

Nick’s dance is obnoxious enough that Taylor giggles. And maybe scoring two touchdowns in the Homecoming game will make up for having to see his girlfriend up on stage with the QB at the dance.

The Titans control the field for the third and fourth quarters, and given how smug Justin looks under his big dumb helmet, Taylor’s willing to bet that he sold Coach Penderson on his plays. So maybe Justin can share credit for the performance with the squad, if that’s the case.

Taylor’s feeling generous. And the guy’s got a hell of an overarm.

* * *

If cheering is another world, then the post-game hubbub on the field is yet another one, and it’s one in which Maxine is considerably less comfortable. Photographers everywhere, for one thing; thank God they’re mostly interested in the team, though Taylor and Kennedy did pose and gives quotes right when the post-game started. And the crowd noise has abated, with fewer people staying to watch the fundamentally kind of boring spectacle of a bunch of football players standing around, waiting to give an interview to the guy from the local newspaper, or the nominated journalist from VPH’s school paper.

It’s strangely unglamorous, especially given how Maxine felt when it was all coming together, when she was a part of the centerpiece of the cheer routine—and when they were just cheering as well, just hyping up the crowd. But then, they are only high school teams. She caught glimpses through the floods of how many seats were empty, and she was right: the student bodies of two whole schools, plus parents, plus whatever people there are who will go to anything at the stadium on a Friday night, didn’t come close to filling the place.

Still. It was cool anyway. And it felt like a lot of people!

The Titans did it. 21-14 at the end, and Northwood spent the last five minutes flailing, trying to get something, anything through. They fucked it up. Fucked it up badly enough that even Maxine, with her shaky grasp of the mechanics of football, saw it as it happened, and felt sorry for them. Sucks to burn out in such a public fashion.

VPH did good, though, despite some crappy failed conversions. So Justin and Nick and Danny and, yes, Gordo are taking interviews, posing for pictures with their helmets under their arms, and smiling like they just struck gold or landed on the moon or something. The squad, for their part, are just kind of milling, and since Maxine and Taylor have both gotten their congratulations to Kennedy—for the Queen thing—and to Justin—for being voted Homecoming King and for, like, the whole-ass game he just helped win—they’re at a loose end, unable to leave the field but no longer active participants. What, are they going to cheer for the crowd to pick up their beer cans on the way out? ‘Litter? Don’t litter! Throw your garbage out!’

She’s mouthing it to herself, and on the last word she twitches her arms, imagining herself throwing them to the sky, pompoms still in hand. It makes her shoulders ache, and it makes Taylor grin at her.

“Amazing, right?” Taylor says.

Unwilling to concede all the ground, Maxine just says, “When do we get to go home?” but she can’t wipe the smile off her face when she does so.

“When the first one of us snaps and makes a break for it,” Willa says, fresh from kissing Eddie for the benefit of a lurking school photographer. “And then we all rush for the locker room together. It’s like a lemming thing.”

“Can it be me? I really feel like I could snap right now.”

“Normally I’d say it would be Meredith,” Taylor says, “but…” She makes a show of looking around, and there’s Merry, hanging off of Justin and getting herself in several photos at once.

Cute.

In the end, it takes until the team starts to disperse, until the photographers and the hangers-on are done. The main floodlights kick off, leaving the lamps that dot the edge of the field as their only guide out, and the squad start picking up all their shit, retrieving pompoms from the pile by the bench, gathering empty water bottles. Before they go, Justin rushes over to officially thank the squad for their support, and Taylor returns her thanks, as cheer captain.

“Yeah, good job on not screwing it up, Justin,” Kennedy says. Justin smiles in response, checks around that nobody with a camera is looking their way, and shows her his middle finger. Kennedy blows him a kiss. “See you tomorrow night, lover,” she adds, giggling, and turns, leading the squad out and waving over her shoulder at Justin.

He laughs. “Gotta love her,” he mutters, and then grabs Meredith around the waist, dips her, kisses her, and jogs back to the team. Meredith, sighing, blushing and very much still giggling, smooths down her uniform and joins Maxine, Taylor and Willa, and together they bring up the rear, following the rest of the squad to the well-lit corridor that will take them back to the locker room, where some of the others will probably already be in the showers, and where the three of them will just pick up their stuff and go. They’ll be showering at Willa’s; no parents and no sisters means they can take a bathroom each. Taylor already put towels down on the seats, so they won’t get body glitter all over her car.

There are still quite a few people left in the stands. Mostly families, Maxine guesses, from the way a lot of them were excitably waving. But even they are now mostly picking up their things, talking among themselves; winding down, emptying out through various little passageways. There’s something almost sad about all those empty seats.

Mostly empty. There’s someone there waiting, standing by the front seats, leaning against the plexiglass. She’s not moving, and Maxine squints at her, trying to work out what she’s doing, because there’s something about her that’s familiar.

She looks… mad?

Oh, shit, she looks exactly like—

“Geez, Maxine,” Meredith says, bouncing up behind her and throwing an arm around her shoulders, “why’s that girl look so pissed at you? That’s not her boyfriend you’re fucking, is it?”

* * *

They don’t go right to the locker room. But they don’t hang out and try to talk to Avery, because unless any of them want to try to scale the plexiglass safety screen, they’ve got no way to get to each other, and they definitely don’t want to yell over the dissipating noise. They’ve got too much stuff to say that needs to be whispered, not broadcast at top volume! Maxine, freaking out, managed to tell her to meet them around back, and then she seemed like she was going to collapse, so Taylor and Willa took her by the arms and walked her out through the exit tunnel.

She’s just tired, they told Meredith.

And now they’re here in the hallway outside the locker room, waiting for it to empty some, because Taylor doesn’t want to explain to the rest of the girls why Maxine’s friend from New York showing up is such a nasty surprise, and she especially doesn’t want to explain why Maxine’s gone almost nonverbal and keeps clutching her chest.

Maybe if Avery had been happy to see her…

“What’s she even doing here, anyway?” Willa demands of nobody. She’s pacing up and down, burning the same energy that Taylor feels accumulating inside her. Which, good; it’ll stave off the aches, since they got to do only the most basic cooldown out on the field, and Taylor knows from experience that when you first sit down after cheering a whole game and performing a kickass halftime routine, then you’d better not be planning to get up for a good long while after.

Shoot. They’re going to have carry Maxine out of here, aren’t they?

“She wanted to surprise me,” Maxine says softly. Her Maxine voice is breaking, coming undone. “I don’t know where she got the money to come. Maybe her parents. Maybe Coach. I dunno. Guess it doesn’t matter. Shit. Shit.”

“I can’t believe you didn’t tell her yet,” Willa says.

To that, Maxine has no answer. She just keeps staring ahead of herself, which is freaking heartbreaking, actually, because all Taylor can see right now when she looks at her is that day in the mall, when Maxine was still new, when Max was nothing but paralysis and fear. And she thinks she gets why Maxine didn’t tell Avery yet, despite saying every day for like a month that she wanted to, that she was going to.

You only have to look at her to understand. She looks like she’s seen a whole freaking family of ghosts.

“Come on,” she says, taking Maxine’s hand again and pulling her up. Maxine comes with ease, though she staggers and winces when she’s fully upright and, yeah, that’s why you don’t sit down yet. “Um, Maxine,” Taylor continues, “before we go into the locker room… Um… Your voice.”

“Shit,” Maxine whispers. It comes out wrong. Deep. Disgusting. She tries again, but she’s too drained, too tired; she’s had enough.

“You get her stuff,” Willa says, ducking in under Maxine’s other arm and taking over supporting her. “And mine. I’ll take her out the back way and we’ll meet you by your car, okay?”

“Right,” Taylor says, nodding. “Just give it five minutes, alright? I gotta get all our stuff, and then… I think I’d like to get there first, in case she’s already lurking.”

Shoot, this is so wrong! Earlier today, Maxine couldn’t shut up about how worried she was about Avery, and now, in the space of like ten minutes, Avery’s become the Boogeyman. And it wouldn’t make sense if Maxine wasn’t Maxine, if she hadn’t had to throw away her entire past to become who she really is.

And Avery is a huge part of that past.

And Maxine didn’t tell her yet.

So it makes a perfect, horrible kind of sense.

As Taylor jogs down the hall and into the locker room, it occurs to her how all the luck they’ve had up until now has turned out to be a double-edged sword. They managed to keep Maxine off the website and her name out of the school paper, but if there’d been a picture, just one, then maybe Avery could have found out while she was still in New York, and had her little emotional reaction—because, wow, the girl that Taylor saw glaring out from the stands looked more than pissed, she looked devastated—in the safety of her own home. But no, they all had to do their jobs too well, and now Avery’s here, she’s mad as hell, and she’s ruining what should have been one of the best nights of Maxine’s life.

She loads herself up: Willa’s stuff, Maxine’s and her own. As she does so, she remembers stuffing Maxine’s phone into the side pocket of her bag, and she pulls it out and wakes it.

Seven missed calls. One from Banger, one from Maxine’s house line, five from Avery. And a bunch of texts. Taylor, feeling like she could freaking swallow her own heart right now, quickly opens the texts from Maxine’s dad and, thank goodness, they’re not as scary as she thought they might be.


Dad: Avery was here. Wanted to surprise you before the game. Gave her the number for Justin. Told her to meet you at his place.

Dad: Spoiling the surprise I know, but you’re not actually at Justin’s, are you? So go find her. And act surprised.

Dad: I haven’t told your mother that she’s here. If she’s going to come here again, you need to tell her first.



Fingers moving stiffly, Taylor opens the next text on the list.


Jim: Hey, Avery called, she thought she was calling that Justin guy, so that means she got the number from your mom I think? She didn’t say what she wanted. Anyway just letting you know. Good luck tonight!



Finally, Taylor opens the texts from Avery. She reads them in something like a trance, slowly and automatically walking the halls to the back exit.


Avery: Maxxy! Where are you right now? Inquiring minds want to know!

Avery: That Justin guy isn’t real, right

Avery: Shit I wanted to surprise you but it’s a crappy surprise if I can’t find you!

Avery: Maaaaaaaax! Answer your phoooooooone!

Avery: I’m at the big ass stadium. My taxi driver was surprisingly nice! I guess you don’t have your phone with you, so this will be a nice surprise after all!

Avery: I’m eating a terrible hot dog and waiting for you to come out! Can’t wait to see your cute lil cheer shorts

Avery: This place is kinda cool but the guy in the seat next to me smells

Avery: CHEERLEADERS OMG

Avery: I don’t see you yet but I’m enjoying the game and that’s weird as hell, anyway love you



And then the texts end. Because, presumably, Avery finally saw Maxine.

What are they going to do?

Taylor stuffs Maxine’s phone back in the bag, hefts her shoulders to try to equalize the weight of all the crap she’s carrying, and resumes walking. She’s almost at the door out now—with absolutely no memory of traversing the corridors between it and the locker room—so she takes a deep breath and barges it open, expecting to find Avery on the other side, waiting to strike.

Nope.

Still, Avery is out there, but she’s in the middle of the parking lot, under a light, hugging her belly, looking around, and when she does spot Taylor, she immediately runs over. And, yeah, Taylor can see it. The same thing she saw in Maxine that first day and the same thing she sees in Kennedy and on Willa’s best days and even in Meredith, once in a while: that control, that confidence, that assurance that her body will do what she needs it to.

It’s not all of Maxine that she sees in her. Avery’s hair is brown, not almost black, and she’s a little shorter, and her features are a little sharper, and she’s got a strong nose like one of those Greek statues, but wow. They don’t look related, but maybe like their ancestors came over on the same boat.

“Taylor!” Avery says, and she’s got that New York accent, too. Broader than Maxine’s was when she first got here; nothing like as stereotypical as the funny voice Maxine puts on sometimes, though. “It is Taylor, right?” she adds as she gets closer.

“Yeah,” Taylor says.

Avery shakes her head, like the idea that Taylor is Taylor is somehow unexpected or frustrating. “Christ,” Avery mutters.

“Help me, please?” Taylor says, ignoring that and shrugging Willa’s bags to the floor.

“Uh. What?”

“Willa’s bringing Maxine, and—”

“What did you call him?”

“She’s bringing Max, Avery. And that means I’ve got Willa’s bags, and my bags, and Maxine’s. So: help?”

“Fine,” Avery says, her voice neutral, betraying nothing. But that’s fine, because her face is betraying everything. She’s been crying, though not in the last ten or twenty minutes. Her eyes are still red, and her cheeks, too, and either she wasn’t wearing makeup in the first place, or she wiped it all off, cleaning up. “Where are we going?”

“My car,” Taylor says, nodding at the Beetle. It’s not far.

“Fine,” Avery says again.

“Do you have a car?”

“Taxi,” is all Avery says to that. But she picks up Willa’s stuff and follows without further prompting, loading it into the trunk when they get there. And thank goodness Taylor already left the dresses at Willa’s, because there was like a two-day period where they were laid out on the back seat, and she would not want to answer questions about them right now. “What’s with the towels?” Avery asks, peering in through the window.

“Glitter.”

“Of course. Where’s Max?”

Taylor doesn’t bother correcting her, though she does, in her head, vow never to use the shortened version of Maxine’s name again. Or for a long while, anyway. Because what sounds cute and fond to Taylor sounds, in Avery’s mouth, like a freaking branding. It’s a need to reinforce reality as Avery knows it. It’s Maxwell without the second syllable.

At that, the back entrance to the stadium opens again, and Willa and Maxine emerge, so Taylor just points. She’d go help, but Maxine’s walking under her own power again, walking too damn fast, actually, with Willa having to resort to a jog to keep up. It takes them less than twenty seconds to cross the lot, and then Taylor’s rushing to get the door open for her.

“I’ll take the back,” Maxine says, and she’s gotten her voice back, at least. Something which visibly startles Avery, though she doesn’t say anything about it. Yet. “Avery, you too.”

“Not until you tell me what’s going on, Max,” Avery says, crossing her arms.

Maxine sighs and leans on the trunk. “Just get in the fucking car, Ave,” she says. “Please?”

“Fine.”

Geez, it’s like her favorite word, or something.

When they’re all in, Taylor doesn’t wait another moment, just starts the car right away. She doesn’t want to give Avery a chance to change her mind, to get out, to make all this public again. In the car, despite the soft-top roof, it’s containable, especially if Taylor puts some distance between them and everybody else they know. And, hey, they were going to Willa’s tonight, just the three of them, with no parents around; guess it’ll be just the four of them now.

She only remembers when she pulls onto the street that, shoot, she needs, like, headlights and stuff.

In the back, neither Maxine nor Avery says anything for what might be a full thirty seconds. From the glances Taylor can risk—she really wishes she’d insisted that Maxine sit up front—she can see that Maxine’s withdrawn, making herself small. And Avery looks like she’s here to slay a freaking dragon or something.

“I thought you were a guy for a while,” Avery says, very suddenly, blurting it out like it’s just one thought out of a thousand, picked at random and shot out to break the silence. “Taylor, I mean. Like, I thought Max had a boyfriend and that you were him, and he was just not ready to come out. Unisex name. Fuzzy picture. Made sense at the time, if I didn’t think about it too hard.”

“Well,” Taylor says, “I’m not.” She can’t think of anything else to say, because what else is there to say to that?

“I knew he was hiding something,” Avery continues, “except I didn’t think it was anything I didn’t already know, you know? I’ve known he was gay since— Okay, so we told each other everything, and— Max!” She’s glaring at Maxine again now. “I told you everything! About the compass? Fucking Rebecca? Everything!”

“I’m sorry,” Maxine says, voice as small as the rest of her.

“There was a family behind me. Proud as hell of their daughter in the squad. And they were showing me all these clippings from the school paper. Their daughter at every game. You know who else was in them? Over and over and over? Picture after picture after picture? For weeks?”

“I’m so—”

“You. They left your name off, but it was you. Always the same, always in drag. And, Max, why the fuck are you in drag? Why are you cheerleading in drag?”

“I’m not—”

“And you’re using this— this voice! But you didn’t use it when we talked? Ever? So, what, is it a thing you’re putting on?

“It’s my voice.”

“Did you tell the truth about anything?” Avery demands, and Maxine winces again. “Are you even gay?”

“Never said I was.”

“So are you and Taylor actually dating?”

“Yes,” Taylor says.

“Christ. That’s something, I guess? I mean, I came down here to see you. You know? Coach said I needed a break, and she went to bat for me with Mom, got them to buy me the plane ticket and, shit, I’ve got holiday money, Max! Three hundred bucks to spend on whatever I want, as long as I agree that I don’t care about my next birthday present. But I get here, and you’re— Shit. Why are you a drag cheerleader? Were all those girls actually guys? Was I actually fucking right about Taylor?”

“She’s not a guy, Avery,” Willa says.

“Who the fuck are you?”

“Avery,” Maxine snaps, animated suddenly, “leave her alone. Please?”

“So talk to me. How long have you been doing this?”

“Since the start.”

“And you didn’t tell me.”

“No,” Maxine says.

“So, what? You didn’t trust me enough?” Maxine stays silent, looks away, and Avery continues, “Max, I’ve known you for— Shit, I took hits for you, you know that? All those times… Why didn’t you trust me? Why didn’t you tell me?”

“At first it was too new,” Maxine says, speaking slowly and so heartbreakingly quietly that Taylor wants to kick on the cruise control and let the car take its chances, just so that she can go back there and hug her. “And it was so scary, and I didn’t even know if I’d… if I’d fucking survive it.” Taylor bites her lip. Draws blood, maybe. “There was this guy, Gordo… And, shit, then Clay? All the shit with my mom? And you’ve had shit going on, too, and I wanted— I just wanted to find a moment, like a whole day or something, to talk to you, to lay it out. But I never did. Because—”

“You were scared,” Avery says flatly.

“Yeah. I was terrified.”

“Of me.”

“Yeah.”

“Why?”

“Because,” Maxine says slowly, “I finally found myself, and I’m… I’m not what you thought. I’m not what anyone thought. I wanted to tell you, I kept telling myself that you’d be fine with it, but I kept making excuses. Because if you weren’t… Because if I lost you… If I lost you over this…”

“Max,” Avery says, “it’s me! Why would I give a shit that you’re doing drag?”

Okay, that’s it. Before Maxine can say anything else, Taylor snaps, “She is not doing drag!”

“Look at him!” Avery shouts, waving an arm. Maxine cringes away from it. “What do you call that?”

“I call that a girl,” Willa says, and, wow, she sounds almost as pissed as Taylor.

“He’s— Shit, he’s—”

“She,” Taylor says, “is a she.”

“He’s Max.”

“She’s—”

“Look,” Avery says, “Max, just tell me: are you gay? Are you?”

In the back, Maxine’s starting to shake. Taylor’s moved the rearview so she can keep an eye on her, and she’s got her hands on her upper arms like she’s freaking bracing for something. In the streetlights, she looks pale.

“Just tell me, Max, please,” Avery says, and that’s what does it, that softer, pleading voice. The hurt, the betrayal, and though Taylor doesn’t think Avery’s got a damn thing to feel hurt or betrayed by—what, she thought Maxine would be her safe guy to like forever?—it’s there, and Maxine hears it loud and freaking clear.

“Stop the car, please,” Maxine whispers. Taylor whips her head around, not sure if she heard her right, and Maxine repeats, louder, “Stop the car! Please!”

Okay. Cool. Taylor’s in the outside lane already, and there’s nobody close behind her, so she pulls them off onto the dirt, probably scratching the paint on all the scrubby vegetation, but she doesn’t especially care about that right now. When the car stops, Maxine’s already clawing at her seatbelt. She gets it off and it snaps back into place, catching Maxine on the upper arm, but she doesn’t notice; she’s out of the door, staggering around in the dirt, and then she’s bending over, hands on her knees.

By the time Taylor, Willa and Avery are out there with her, she’s just about done spitting up everything that was inside her, and the acid stench is unavoidable. Rushing over, Taylor wraps a protective arm around Maxine’s shoulders and places a hand on her stomach, feeling for more convulsions. But Maxine’s belly is still; she’s just shaking now, shaking like somebody who hasn’t eaten for days, like somebody whose body is about to fail her, to fall.

“What’s going on?” Avery asks, but she’s less certain now, less aggrieved, and she’s hugging herself again, waiting a good few feet away in the harsh white of the headlights. Watching. Chewing on her cheek, maybe.

“I’ll tell you,” Maxine says. Hoarse but still her, still Maxine, still speaking with the voice Taylor’s come to cherish, that she thinks sometimes she can hear whispering to her when she falls asleep. “All of it. I’m sorry, Ave. I’ll tell you everything. Everything I should have told you before.”

But she’s still coughing, still wiping the acid saliva from her chin, and Taylor’s still holding her, and Willa’s waiting off to the side, uncertain, and Avery’s still standing there in those headlights, and that’s how they are for a while yet.
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