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Twenty-Four

BLANK SPACES




Feels like it should be raining. If this were a movie or a TV show, if their environment was conveniently responsive to the drama of it all, to the shit that’s been playing out, then the sky would have opened up the moment Maxine stepped out of that stadium. And if she were back in New York, maybe it would have. It’s the right time of year for it.

Here, though, in Southern California, there are just stars overhead, kinda vaguely visible because they’re temporarily out of the suburbs, they’re on one of those nothing stretches of road between someplace and someplace else, and when there are only streetlights and headlights, there’s actually something to look at, if you tilt your head up.

Ugh. Shit. Bad move. Her belly lurches again, and she can feel Taylor’s hand move with it.

She fucked everything up.

She was scared and she was stupid and she fucked everything up.

It should be fucking raining.

What’s worst? Like, fucking list all the shit that’s going wrong right now: Avery’s hurt down to her fucking core, because Max was the one person she could trust and, hey, turns out that the bitch keeps secrets like her life depends on it; Avery’s been calling her a guy over and over since they saw each other again, and that’s so far from how Maxine pictured this going that she feels ripped open, feels like a photograph that’s been torn in half, big fucking rip, lacerated right across the belly; Avery talked to Dad and because Maxine was too cowardly to keep her in the loop, she could have said anything, and Taylor’s whole security through obscurity thing works only as long as nobody has reason to look in the places where information about her is just lying the fuck around, waiting to be discovered, like in the school papers the family behind Avery was showing her. Pictures of Maxine everywhere. Unlabeled, but it’s not like anybody who goes to their school doesn’t know who she is anymore. If being the cheer captain’s new best friend didn’t do it, being part of the centerpiece of the Homecoming half-time cheer routine will have.

Oh yeah, another item for the list: this is Taylor’s first and only Homecoming game as cheer captain, and Maxine screwed it all up, because dumb bullshit drama follows her around, grabs at her heels, pulls her down like tar.

“I’m sorry,” she whispers again, barely able to get the words out, and she doesn’t even know who she’s saying it to anymore. Maybe she’s apologizing to herself, for fucking things up so bad, for taking the only good thing that has happened to her in years and breaking it open, hitting it over and over against the wall with mistakes and bad decisions and stupid coincidences and Mom trying to slap her and Clay having to leave and the fucking staff locker room where she has to go so nobody can see what she really is and fucking shit, fucking fuck this.

Maxine’s just about able to make out Avery taking a step toward her, moving out of the light from the headlights, before it all comes for her, and she falls into a crouch, only doesn’t hit the ground entirely because of Taylor’s hands on her, supporting her.

* * *

What the freaking H-E-double-fuck is she supposed to do now? Maxine’s fallen almost to her knees and Taylor’s straining to keep her from going all the way and scraping up her legs, and Avery’s doing what now? She’s edging forward like she has anything useful to contribute, like she couldn’t have just stayed in freaking New York and left Maxine to the people who love her for who she is and not for who they thought she was and—

Shoot.

Breathe, Taylor. Falling apart helps nobody.

What did she do the first time she fell at practice? When she crashed so hard into the mat in front of Coach and Robyn and everybody else that she got bruises all up her left side? When every part of her was screaming at her that she wasn’t good enough to be a cheerleader, that she would be dorky little Taylor Scott forever; what did she do?

She got up. She took her lumps from the other girls. She went home. And she practiced, practiced, practiced. Out in the yard every morning and every night until she had it. And, okay, so she can’t say that she never fell again, because obviously she did, but she didn’t fall the next time, or the time after. 

She retreated. She got her shizz together. And she came back stronger, better, more confident, more capable.

Her arms are still screaming at her from steadying Maxine—on top of the entire freaking game she just cheered for—but that can be a problem for later. For now, she needs to figure out how Maxine can retreat, regroup, and start this whole thing over, but less screwed up this time.

Yeah. Okay.

She drops all the way to the ground, crouching just as low as Maxine, and ducks her shoulder. She’s got to peel Maxine’s arm away from the tight grip she has on herself, but Taylor gets there, and soon, she’s supporting Maxine better, more steadily; less painfully.

“Stand up with me?” she whispers, and then waits for the acknowledgment. It comes, after what feels like hours, in the form of a shallow nod, and then a deep, more determined one, and Maxine looks up from the scrubby grass and into Taylor’s eyes. Together, reinforcing each other, they stand, and then Maxine’s falling into Taylor’s arms, not even crying anymore, because she’s totally exhausted herself.

And she feels light. And she’s still shaking. But that’s okay, because Taylor already knows what step two will be.

“Avery,” she says, addressing the backlit silhouette still taking these agonizingly slow steps toward them, these oh-God-I-screwed-up little steps, and Taylor would hate her for her indecisiveness if she didn’t know what Avery’s been dealing with back home. It’s not like Taylor wants to yell at a girl who got compass-stabbed for being a lesbian! “We’ll get to you, okay? We will. Maxine’s going to tell you everything. And anything she’s too tired to say, I’ll say for her. But we can’t do it yet.” She’s falling a little into cheer captain mode: laying out the facts and waiting for reality—for the squad—to fall into place around them. Go with what you know, right? “The priority is that Maxine gets fixed up first, and—”

“No,” Maxine says quietly. No way anybody else would have heard that, but Taylor’s got to address it. You don’t let the squad get stupid ideas in their heads, or they’ll fall, and everything will be a disaster. So, carefully and slowly, she pulls away from Maxine, still steadying her, but doing so at arm’s reach now, so she can look right at her as she speaks.

“Yes, Maxine. We’re fixing you up. First and only priority right now. You just threw up, like, everything you ate today. You need to talk to Avery; I get it. But you can’t. Not like this. You’ll faint, Maxine. You understand me?” Another nod. Slow but sure. “Willa,” Taylor says, looking away for long enough to locate her and finding her dithering close to Avery, with a hand half-out, like she might suddenly grab the girl if she needs grabbing, “you okay to drive us to Patty’s?”

“Oh,” Willa says. “Um. Sure?”

Taylor smiles quickly at her, then turns her attention back to Maxine. “We’re going to the burger place, okay? We’ll get you something to eat and a drink, and—”

“I mean,” Willa continues, interrupting her, “do you really wanna? It’s kinda public, and—”

“Willa,” Taylor says, not turning away this time, “she needs to eat something. Going back to your place and then ordering takeout will take too long. And what else is there, if we don’t go somewhere along the way? Pop-Tarts?”

“Yeah. Okay. You’re right.”

“Of course I’m right.” At that, Maxine almost smiles, and Taylor’s so happy to see that little sign of life, the twitch of Maxine’s lip that says that she’s gonna be okay, that she’s going to get through this, that she kisses her. Just gently, but it’s enough, and Maxine’s smile grows.

And then she wobbles, and her eyes widen, and she almost falls again.

“See?” Taylor says, turning to the other two girls. Avery’s mouth has dropped open, out of shock or disgust or something; Taylor doesn’t much care what. As generous as she thinks she will find it within herself to be toward Avery in the future, right now she doesn’t have time to speculate on Avery’s motivations. “Maxine needs to eat something. Patty’s is closest. Plus, like, we know people there, so it’s safe. Willa?”

“Yeah,” Willa says, nodding, comically emphatic. “Avery?” The hand that Willa’s had kinda sorta ready to grab Avery is still there, waiting for her, and when Avery turns, she accepts Willa’s hand like Avery is a doomed mountaineer and Willa is a Sherpa.

As they head back to the car, Avery says something about still not understanding what’s going on, but Taylor’s not really concentrating on her anymore. She’s got another job to do, and she puts her all into it, ducking back under Maxine’s arm and walking her slowly to the Beetle. Willa, thoughtfully, popped the door as she passed, and Maxine’s not so unsteady on her feet that she can’t get in on her own, which is good; Taylor wasn’t sure how she’d manage to help her without plowing her own forehead into the soft-top.

By the time Taylor’s settled in on the other side, Maxine’s gotten her seatbelt plugged in, and she wearily nods at Taylor again, so Taylor reaches forward and slaps the back of the driver’s seat twice, like she’s sending off a taxi, and Willa pulls them out the way she always does when she’s driving a car other than her mom’s or her sister’s: very carefully.

“Oh my God, Willa,” Maxine says, still sounding like Taylor needs to make her drink an entire Gatorade, “you drive like my mom. I forgot.”

“Holy shit,” Avery says, animated suddenly, turning around in her seat, “she does! Hey, remember when your mom took us out to—?” And then she stops, because she’s looking at Maxine in the back seat, a ball of misery, and she’s faced once again with how screwed up everything is, with how much damage she caused just by showing up. At least it shows clearly on her face: she gets it. Somewhat, anyway. Enough, hopefully. Chastened, she turns back around to face front.

Maxine, bless her heart, makes the effort anyway. “Yeah,” she says softly. “She still drives like that. And she’s got to drive everywhere now.” She coughs. Covers her mouth with her hand. “Sucks for her.”

“Don’t talk,” Taylor says, reaching for Maxine and resting a hand on her thigh. “We’ll get you something to drink soon.”

“Like, ten minutes?” Willa says from up front.

Maxine just nods again.

* * *

Back then.

Flushed with sweat and staggering, Max Giordano practically bounces off the wall at the far end of the gym, cushioning himself with his upper arm at the last moment—and wincing, because, oh yeah, that’s where he nicked himself on his locker last week. Still hasn’t quite healed. He doesn’t have time to dwell on the memory, though, because there’s Avery Murray, slamming into the wall right next to him, sticky and way too hot and giggling. Immediately, before he can even think about stopping her, she’s pushing onto him, hugging him from behind, and the sweat soaked into both their training shirts is pressed into him, cold and wet.

“Oh my God, Ave,” he says, laughing, turning around and trying unsuccessfully to get her off him, “you stink.”

“Maxwell Giordano!” Avery says, letting go with one hand so that she can convincingly perform shock and outrage. “How very dare you?”

“You smell like the East River.”

“I’m telling your mom that you’re rude to girls.”

Finally succeeding in pushing her off of him—she staggers backward, still laughing—he attempts a sneer and says, “If it’s you, she won’t mind.”

Avery gives him both middle fingers at once, which makes the other two girls in their session, walking close by, laugh. And then, still finding her feet, Avery almost falls into them; as one, they shriek and leap out of the way.

“Girls!” Coach Heisler snaps. “And Max,” she amends. “Will you please try to pretend for once that we are on school property? No roughhousing or rude gestures where a teacher can see them.”

“Sorry, Coach,” Avery chants petulantly, like she’s ten years old or something. As soon as Coach looks away, she sticks her tongue out at Max and advances on him again, only this time she swerves aside at the last minute and drops onto a bench. Looking up at him, she holds out a hand, and he takes it, lets himself be pulled down onto the bench next to her, and for a moment they just sit there together, his feet splayed out in front and Avery’s propped on his, at the ankle—Max’s impenetrable forest of black leg hair an always-amusing accompaniment to Avery’s pale, regularly shaved legs—getting their breath back, cooling down. One of the few box fans in the gym is pointed roughly their way, and the breeze blows sweat down from Max’s forehead into his eyes.

“Fuck,” he comments after a while.

“Yeah,” Avery says, nodding. “Your dismount has improved,” she adds a few moments later, between breaths.

Max shrugs. “I’m not going to get to do it anywhere real, anyway. Not like you.”

“Yeah,” Avery says again. “Sorry.”

“It’s cool.”

“Yeah. Hey—five more minutes?”

Checking the clock up over the door, Max says, “No. Ten.”

“Cool. Cool.”

Another few deep breaths. Heart almost back under control. Nerves still shot, but he’s gotten good at ignoring that shit. Though he’s got to talk about it, at least. “Would have done better on the dismount,” he says, “if the asshole twins hadn’t been watching through the door.”

“Maybe we could mine it,” Avery says. “You think Coach would go for that? A few landmines? Maybe one of those automated guns from Aliens.”

Yeah, Max fucked up his dismount. He shouldn’t have been fucking around on the bars in the first place, but Avery’s been teaching him and Coach is lenient with him—with all of them; there are at most six of them to a session, so she rarely needs to break out the iron fist. So he was up there, and then those guys who’ve been hounding him recently, the guys on the basketball team that Matthew’s latched onto, they were hanging in the corridor outside. Holding the door open with one foot. Waiting for the moment.

Hard to dismount properly when two guys you’re actually kind of afraid of just yelled, “Fag!” at you at the tops of their voices.

“Guns are extreme,” he says. “We could dig a pit. Fill it with snakes. Make them Indiana Jones out of it.”

Avery hits him lightly, though she doesn’t take her hand away. It lingers on his forearm. Comforting. “They play basketball, remember? Ergo tall. They’d just climb out.”

“Damn. Yeah.”

She lets him go again, reaches up over her head as far as she can, and stretches out her legs. The effort of it makes her quiver and grunt, and Max suppresses a smile because, shit, Avery can be fucking adorable at times. And maybe if he told anybody else, ever, about his little crush on her, they’d tell him to try anyway, that maybe a lesbian is just a girl who hasn’t met the right guy—though nobody else here knows she’s a lesbian, and nobody will unless she comes out, which, yeah, is not happening, not at this school—but he’s had to admit to himself, in those dark moments after lights out when he lets his mind wander, that when she told him, he was almost relieved. Nothing can happen between them? Probably a good thing. Avery’s too good of a friend to risk, and Max?

Max just isn’t ready. When a girl likes him like that—it’s happened a handful of times, or so he’s been told—he wants to fucking bolt.

“You got plans tonight?” Avery asks, having finished her stretch and followed it up with a massive yawn.

“Guitar,” Max says. “Or I hear they’re showing movies on TV nowadays. Thought I might catch one.”

“Cool. You wanna come over after dinner?”

“You’re sure your mom doesn’t mind? I kinda thought last time that maybe she was getting sick of me.”

Avery covers her mouth and snort-laughs into her hand. “She just thinks you and I are going to get naked and rub ourselves all over each other. Y’know, like moms do. I don’t think she’s internalized the whole gay thing.”

“In England, they have signs at the public pools that say, ‘No Heavy Petting.’ You should get one. Hang it on your door. Then your mom will know.”

“‘Heavy petting’? Like, with big dogs, or—?”

“No, like, ‘No kissing in the pool.’”

“English people say ‘petting’?”

“Apparently. Alice thought it was funny when she pointed it out to me, anyway.”

“Alright, cool. I’ll get the dog sign. And you can come over after dinner tonight.” Avery puffs out her cheeks, blows air out through her mouth. “Has it been ten minutes yet?”

“Not yet.”

Their sessions here last a little longer than most after-school sports clubs do, because they’re not technically taught through the school schedule; the school doesn’t have a gymnastics team, and they don’t have any interest in acquiring one. But they’ve got the space and they’ve got the equipment, and Coach Heisler does teach here, so they’ve come to what she has wearily described as a complicated arrangement. Cheaper than hiring out a place by an order of magnitude, she says, which would price Max and Avery out of these sessions for sure. So Max tries his hardest to be grateful, even though he’s seen some of the real gyms out there, all glass and mirrors and branded gear and no guys from the basketball team calling you a fag.

Gymnastics at the level that he and especially Avery are at shouldn’t be just for the wealthy, Coach says. This way, she gets to give a little back, and she gets to earn some extra pocket money, too.

Everybody’s doing a little something.

Fucking sucks that it’s got to be here, though.

Ten minutes plus the time their sessions run longer than standard: long enough for most of the guys who stay behind for school-sanctioned sports to be in and out of the locker rooms. Max already learned that if he doesn’t want to get pushed over in the showers, he needs to wait. And Avery waits with him, talking, laughing, keeping his spirits up.

And then he goes over to her place after dinner, and they hang.

“Your scrunchie’s slipping,” he tells her.

Frowning at him—and not breaking eye contact the whole time, like she has a gun trained on him or something—she reaches up behind her head, pulls out the scrunchie, and drops it onto the floor between them. Her hair, freed, clumps up in a sweaty mass on the back of her neck. A few strands slip forward and stick to her cheek.

“Did I look sexy?” Avery asks in a sultry whisper. “Was it like the part where the nerd girl in the movie takes off her glasses and undoes her hair and it gets all bouncy and hot?”

“Yes,” Max says, nodding. “It was exactly like that.”

“Fuck yeah.”

They give it the ten minutes, plus a couple extra because Avery thought she saw movement out in the hallway, and then they’re splitting up, bouncing off of each other one last time to divert into their variously gendered locker rooms. Max goes in with hunched shoulders, like always, but he can’t hear anybody and he definitely can’t see anybody, so he dumps his crap in his locker and takes the towel and his bottle of three-in-one into the shower.

Avery always says the stuff smells like dish soap, but the label says Ocean Fresh, and besides, if he did the whole shampoo-conditioner routine it would take way too long. His hair’s annoying enough to deal with as it is, and he’s only gone six months without getting it cut; before too long, he’s going to have to borrow one of Avery’s threadbare scrunchies.

Yeah, right.

Two minutes. Into the shower, outta the shower. He’ll be waiting outside the girls’ locker room for ten minutes at least, and yeah, maybe he’s being kind of a dick when he times it, so he can tell her exactly how much longer than him she took about getting her shit together, but it’s never not made her laugh. And it’s safe at school at this time in the evening, so it’s nice to just hang. Only the custodial staff and, occasionally, one of the other girls from gymnastics. They think he and Avery are kinda weird, being that close and not dating, but he’ll take ‘weird’ over ‘fag’ any day, and that’s what he’d be facing if he were in here twenty, thirty minutes ago.

He’s got his hair kinda sorta dry and the towel around his waist, and he’s halfway back across the locker room before he notices what’s wrong. Before he notices that his fucking locker is open, and his bag is split open on the floor.

Shit. His Walkman. It’s mostly in one piece, fortunately. The battery cover’s popped off, and a couple push-buttons have detached; an easy enough fix. They must have stamped on it or something, but the thing is ninety percent duct tape at this point, and close to indestructible. But as he crouches down to pick it up, to pop open the cover and to check the tape inside—looks okay—it becomes clear that, no, that’s not everything that’s wrong here.

His bag is empty. Oh, his books and shit are still here, but the pants and shirt he wore to school are gone. Worse, he realizes, checking the locker: his gym clothes are gone, too! Sweat-covered practice shirt and shorts, both gone. Even his fucking underwear and sneakers!

Shit. He’s here in a towel and that’s all he’s got unless he wants to somehow wear his fucking book bag home.

If he were somebody else, like maybe if he were one of the assholes who took his shit and tried to trash his Walkman, he’d be coming up with a plan right now. He’d be organized, he’d have something ready. But he doesn’t, because every time it gets worse, he never thinks there’s a step beyond that. Sharpie-ing FAG on his locker—sure. Ripping his headphones off his head and dumping them in the trash—it’s whatever. That time they poured Cokes or whatever into the locker he was using while he was in the shower—yeah, annoying as fuck, but okay.

He never thought they’d start stealing his shit.

He’s in the guys’ locker room alone, and he’s in nothing but a towel, and he’s got no way out. Either he’s walking home like this, or he’s hoping a janitor shows and maybe has some spare clothes he can borrow, or—

Fuck. God. Someone might find him like this! And yeah, okay, sure, they might be able to help him, but they’d have to find him first! And that shit gets out, like next week at school it’s not going to be, haha, we stole Maxwell Giordano’s clothes and he probably had to walk home in a bathrobe or some shit, it’s going to be, yeah, the janitor found him and all he had was a towel, and he was walking around school like that! Can you imagine? What a freak! What a pervert!

Never ceases to amaze him how one of the cheerleaders got two of the other girls to call him creepy for allegedly looking at her wrong—he spent days wondering what he did before he understood that he almost definitely did nothing—at the exact same time as a whole other group of people were calling him gay. He’s just the most maximally offensive person depending on the sensibilities of the beholder, apparently. And this can only make it worse. Whatever those two assholes say is going to be bad enough for his already cratered reputation; what comes next could make him a fucking pariah.

Or could it?

Shit. He doesn’t even know anymore. Clearly, predicting likely outcomes is not his strong point, or he would have seen this shit coming and maybe taken his clothes into the shower with him in a waterproof bag or something. Because, fuck, it was inevitable, really, wasn’t it? Looking back?

Fuck. Fuck. Fuck.

He might be hyperventilating. He doesn’t even know what that is, really, but that freshman kid who got pulled out to go to private school after he got his head flushed one too many times, Max heard that he used to hyperventilate sometimes. He always imagined it as not being able to stop breathing, as filling your lungs so much that you choke on air, and he doesn’t even know how that works, but he’s fucking gasping right now, gasping and staggering and—

“Max!”

Avery. Running over. She’s back in her school shit and her hair’s wet but not soaking and how long has he been here on this fucking bench, anyway? How long has he been looking at his empty locker and the broken padlock on the floor? How fucking long?

“Max?” Avery’s sitting with him now, an arm around his shoulders. “Breathe, okay? Breathe? One. Two. In. Out. Shit. Is that right? I don’t know.” She’s looking around, taking stock. “Oh, Max. Oh, Jeepers H fucking Crackers, they took your clothes, didn’t they?” He’s still overbreathing or underbreathing or whatever the fuck he’s doing, but he manages a nod that makes his windpipe ache like he just put a kink in the breathing tube of some poor bastard lying in a hospital bed, and fuck, he’s just overconcentrating on details now, isn’t he? Everything’s vivid. Bright. Loud.

“Avery—” he gasps and, yeah, shit, that’s all he’s got right now, isn’t it? Head’s too full of the future, too full of imagery that is and isn’t him, like he just put ten tapes into a VCR and they’re all spilling out at once.

“I’m just going to talk, okay?” Avery says, and she doesn’t wait for a nod, just looks very seriously into Max’s eyes. “And I’m thinking aloud, alright? Alright. Okay. Okay, okay, okay. You’ve got no clothes. Just the towel. Not even a robe? Yeah. Okay. No robe. Shit. I could go to the office and see if they’ve—” Max manages to make a distressed noise. “Huh? What? Why?”

“Talk,” Max wheezes. “People. Talk.”

“Oh. Right. Yeah. You want this to just be us, right? Right. Okay. Shit.” Avery coughs, covers her mouth. With her other hand, she reaches for Max, interlocks fingers with him. “Listen. I have some stuff. Spares. It’s not skirts or anything—when’s the last time you even saw me in a skirt, right? Yeah. Yeah. But it’s— Okay, you’ve worn my sweatpants before? Yeah? Well, I don’t have any here. Just shorts. And they’re, yeah, kinda short? But I have spare— spare underwear, and I have a hoodie, and you can pull the hoodie down so nobody’ll even know that you’re wearing my shorts, and it’s all just clothes anyway, it’s not like it even matters, and, shit, Max, it’s not far to my place, and Mom and Dad won’t be home yet so we can get you some sweatpants and nobody’ll even see, and— Max? Max? Say something! Please? Max?”

* * *

Now.

She’s pulling down on her cheer skirt. Maxine’s walking more steadily now, though she’s kinda drifting a little, enough that if Taylor weren’t walking beside her, she might cross the lot at a freaking angle or something, but she’s walking unassisted, and that’s good.

She’s pulling at her skirt, and that’s not.

She was over that!

Maxine never really had the clothing reticence that Taylor expected. Oh, she freaked out a bunch of times when all this started, but she hesitated over putting on her first dress for, like, five seconds. She never had the shame about it that Taylor always thought a guy would have. And like, maybe the explanation for that is that Maxine was never a guy, and that makes a satisfying sort of sense to Taylor, but if there’s one thing she’s learned as a cheerleader it’s that sometimes the most obvious thing isn’t actually true; like, Meredith has strong shoulders and a confident smile, so you’d think she wouldn’t drop you, but…

It’s being seen that Maxine’s always struggled with. Short skirts weren’t a problem for her because they were skirts, but because guys were looking at her legs. And she found a way to deal, because she’s Maxine and she can do anything. She hasn’t tried fruitlessly to pull down the short VPH cheer skirt—or any other kind of skirt—in a while, like, maybe not since Kennedy took her leggings away, because she finally got used to being seen. In more contexts than as just another cheerleader. She’s gotten used to being seen as Maxine, as this unique and special girl, and now—

She’s pulling down her cheer skirt again.

Maxine doesn’t want to be seen.

Shoot. She should have brought a change of clothes. They were going to change at Willa’s—she’s got enough of Taylor’s clothes in her closet that it’s genuinely possible to put together something tasteful there, and Taylor left some of her and Maxine’s stuff there a few nights ago anyway, just in case Willa’s closet has somehow become all pink berets in the meantime—but she didn’t consider that Avery would show up from out of nowhere and blow up Maxine’s confidence.

“You look great,” Taylor whispers, bumping shoulders with Maxine and deciding, the hell with it, and taking her hand. They’re girl friends; girl friends do that kind of thing all the time! Even girl friends with the space in the middle there.

“You’re such a bad liar,” Maxine says, but she’s smiling, kinda, and her voice is steadier than before.

“Okay,” Taylor allows, “so you look like you’ve been crying. Big deal! Won’t be the first time a high school girl has had to fix her face in the bathroom at Patty’s, and it won’t be the last.”

“See, now that? That, I believe.”

Behind them, Avery’s walking with Willa. Willa already gave Avery her instructions as she was driving: if you can’t talk about Maxine like she’s a girl, don’t say anything at all, and if you can’t promise to abide by these simple instructions, we will tie you up with sports tape and leave you in the trunk.

Okay, so that last one was Taylor’s instruction, but it sank in, she’s sure of it. Right now, Avery’s whispering with Willa, using Maxine’s name only—the shortened version of it, anyway—and she seems to be focusing mainly on just how much like Taylor and Willa Maxine looks, and, yeah, that makes sense: the parking lot at Patty’s is going to be the first time she’s gotten a proper look at her. Watching her from afar at the stadium and then glaring at her as she staggers around in the half-light in the stadium lot is very different from the lot here at Patty’s, which is kept extremely brightly lit. Sandy says it’s because there used to be fights here a lot, and she lives locally, so she’d know.

It’s hard to remember what Maxine used to be like, because she was Maxwell for such a short time here in Vista P, but Avery’s had years to get used to a version of Max that didn’t wear skirts or wax her legs or swing her ass when she walked; seeing her here, now, just another one of the girls? Even dressed the same, down to the spankies? It’s gotta be a shock.

Just as long as the shock stays localized to the inside of Avery’s head, it’ll be fine, and Taylor won’t have to kill her.

“Stop pulling on your skirt,” Taylor whispers, because Maxine’s doing it again.

“Sorry.”

“It’s okay. And don’t worry! You’ll be fine.”

Maxine breathes out heavily. “It’d be wonderful to believe that, Tay,” she says, and pushes open the door to Patty’s.

* * *

If she’s going to do this, if she’s going to walk out of this bathroom and face Avery, if she’s going to be Maxine? She’s not going to fall back into the person she used to be around Avery, the person who loved her and needed her but also, like, needed her, who was practically useless without her, who couldn’t get through a week of school without having to be rescued by her from some kind of bullshit, whether it was having her shit stolen and needing to borrow clothes, or being shoved into a locker and needing help to slap a Band-Aid on some hard-to-reach spot, or going to school at all after she was burned and could barely deal with living in the world at all… If she’s going to do this, then she’s going to do it right, she’s going to do it the way that she’s been doing everything lately.

Which is why she’s doing her own fucking makeup.

Taylor waved to Shawna, who is on the counter tonight, and shielded Maxine from her until they got into the bathroom, and then Maxine laid out a couple tissues by one of the sinks, unpacked her shit onto them, and started wiping her face clean of the streaked and fucked-up remnants of her cheer makeup. Bold, bright makeup looks the worst when you cry, and Maxine can almost make herself believe, if she really tries, that Avery reacted the way she did when they all got in the car together because Maxine’s face was just that fucked up. It takes nine wipes to get it all, and three more to get the glitter on her clavicles and shoulders—though she’s going to have to do the thing with the washcloths at Willa’s if she wants to get all of it; Jesus, Taylor was right when she said that this stuff’s tenacious—but she finally has a clean, clear surface on which to paint, once again, the new, confident, happy girl that she’s become.

“Maxine,” she whispers to herself, keeping eye contact with the girl in the mirror. “Maxine.”

If Taylor thinks it’s weird, she doesn’t say anything. She’s fixing her own face—which needs, compared to the mess Maxine made of herself, only minor repairs—in the next mirror over, and whenever Maxine isn’t doing anything delicate, she leans over to bump shoulders with her.

Maxine’s glad she’s still got the cheer uniform on. She’s even glad she’s got to redo her makeup, kinda. Because it would be so easy to be Max around Avery, to relax into that habit. Or it will be, anyway, when Avery’s calmed down enough for Maxine to reach her—which she seems like she kind of already has, from Maxine’s limited perspective in the back seat of the Beetle. Maxine spent the rest of the drive here quietly and determinedly putting herself the fuck back together, reinforcing in her mind not just what she and Avery mean to each other, but how much Maxine herself has grown since she had to rely on her. And of course Avery’s gotten her shit on lock some; she never could stay mad for long at anybody but herself. Herself and the guys who used to torture Max. And Sherri Pitchford’s little clique. And—

Point is, Avery could never stay mad at Max.

Shit. Maxine’s gotta hope that’s still true.

Anyway. It’s the uniform. And the makeup. It’s even the cheer shoes and the voice and the way she walks, the things she says, the people she knows. This burger place that she’s been to way too many times now. It’s all Maxine’s shit, the stuff of her life. Yeah. Maxine’s shit.

She says her name another couple times in the mirror, then starts working on her lips.

Avery can come with her into this new life. Assuming Maxine didn’t completely ruin things between them, but Maxine’s pulled back from her stupid fucking spiral, from the dumb bullshit she was trying to convince herself of—and hasn’t she learned that wounds heal? Isn’t that the thing she knows better and deeper than anything else? Wounds heal; change can be adapted to.

And Avery never could stay mad at her.

* * *

Maxine’s saying her name to herself in the mirror like a mantra, and that’s probably cool, right? That’s, like, self-reinforcing behavior or something. Taylor totally read that in the Psych book. And it doesn’t necessarily mean that the identity of Maxine is, like, fragile or temporary or anything, that she’s gotta repeat it to herself, that she’s gotta pray to the goddess of her own drop-dead gorgeous reflection that she’s Maxine and she’s going to stay that way, because, like, shoot, Maxine’s still new. Sometimes Taylor forgets how new she is, because she can feel so old, so much like she’s been around forever, like she’s been a part of Taylor’s life since her first breath.

And new does not mean temporary. Just means that sometimes, Maxine needs to remind herself how things work now.

Taylor’s been slow about fixing her own makeup so she’d have an excuse to stick around that wasn’t, like, being overtly worried about Maxine, because she knows how much that pisses her off; Maxine’s complained to her before about the way Clay used to treat her, the way her mom treated her until she went against her orthodoxy and supported Clay in his devoutly stated belief that the Pope should and could suck his, uh, thingie. Maxine doesn’t like to be fragile, is the thing. She doesn’t want to be the girl who needs help putting herself back together. Or, more precisely, she doesn’t want to be the girl who keeps needing that help. Hold out a hand and help her up, support her if her legs are wobbly, but when she can walk on her own, let her, and soon she’ll be freaking well dancing! And if she ever needs help again, she’ll come back.

She said once that there’s a difference in the way that people help Maxine vs how they used to help Maxwell. People help Maxine be her best self; they used to help Maxwell only just enough that he could keep on going, that he could make it to the next day. Glue the boy back together and push him out the door. And don’t touch him too much, ’cause you might shatter him all over. Worse, he might enjoy the comfort.

Ick. Being a guy seems rough, the way Maxine talks about it. Taylor’s been wondering if she ought to get into it with Justin, ask him what he thinks about this shizz, get the opinion of a guy who actually likes being a guy, but she doesn’t really have an opening that doesn’t immediately raise questions with difficult, inconvenient answers.

Maxine’s doing her lips now, and she’s long since stopped shaking, so Taylor calls that good enough, because she’s got to check on Willa and Avery. She blows a kiss Maxine’s way, to which Maxine responds with a smile, and then she’s out of there, waving again to Shawna at the counter and joining the girls at the corner table that Willa obviously picked because it’s farthest from the door.

The two of them look kinda funny together. Willa, who until Taylor and Maxine put their faces back on had remained by far the most put-together of them all, with her glittery makeup and just-dyed red hair and her primary-colored cheer uniform; Avery, plain-faced and plain-clothed, in a dull gray, climate-inappropriate hoodie and what Taylor is pretty sure are a pair of old practice shorts. If Avery’s hair were shorter, if she were bulkier, and maybe if she had Maxine’s mascara mustache shadow on her upper lip, they might look like girlfriend and boyfriend.

“We good?” Taylor says, pulling out one of the free chairs and moving it around to the side of the table before she sits down, so that when Maxine comes she can have the seat that lets Taylor protectively block her in.

“We’re good,” Avery says quietly. She seems chastened, so either Willa just spent the last few minutes delivering a sotto voce lecture on Maxine-respecting, or Avery really was as shaken by Maxine vomiting at the roadside as she seemed at the time.

“We got some ground rules?” Taylor asks Willa.

Willa nods. “And some burger orders, too. Yes,” she adds, holding up a hand, “turkey burgers all round. I don’t want the ghost of Kennedy showing up to poke at my waistline any more than you do.” She smiles nervously. “I ordered shakes, though. Because I figured, Maxine probably needs some fat, especially right now, and—”

“Cool. Thanks, Willa.”

“Listen—” Avery starts, but Taylor cuts her off with a glare.

“I didn’t get a chance to say this before,” Taylor says, “but you don’t know, like, anything about what’s going on here. And I know it’s because she didn’t tell you, and I know how much that’s gotta suck, so I’ve got a question for you, Avery: do you think that Maxine wants to hurt you?”

“No,” Avery says. Quick like an instinct, like catching a falling friend. “But he—”

“Ah-ah,” Willa says, wagging a finger. “Rule one.”

“Shit.”

“What’s rule one?” Taylor asks.

“Girl pronouns only,” Willa says. “Girlnouns! And if she can’t manage that, stick to just ‘Max’. Or she’ll be eating her burger in the car.”

Avery frowns. “Why didn’t— Why didn’t Max tell me?”

“I think maybe we don’t talk about that here,” Taylor says. “I think here is for eating our burgers and drinking our milkshakes and getting our shizz together, okay?”

“So when do we talk about it?”

“Willa? Are you okay with us all going back to your place?”

Willa shrugs. “I mean, yeah? The moment I first saw her—” she nods sideways at Avery, “—I’ve been assuming. Unless she has a motel or something. Do you have a motel, Avery?”

In a small voice, Avery says, “I figured I’d stay at Max’s.”

Taylor says, “I think it’s best for everybody if that doesn’t happen.”

“Yeah,” Avery says, “I think…” She trails off, like she’s doomed never to finish a sentence tonight, which Taylor doesn’t think is necessarily a bad thing. And then she looks around, to see what Avery just saw that caused her mouth to hang open in prime fly-catching position, and, damn it, Taylor’s mouth kinda drops open, too.

Maxine’s here.

* * *

Back then.

They should have a spot. He’s always thought so. Like, they have all of Queens, all of New York City; they should have found a place that was theirs. But the last couple years, there’s not been anywhere that’s felt safe enough to hang without care or consequence. That stupid coffee place could have been it, until the guy tried to spike Avery’s drink; the movie theater could have been it, except the management started cracking down on kids hanging out when they’re not waiting to watch something; everywhere even slightly school-related is out, obviously. Everywhere’s like that: either someone is actively trying to fuck with them, or someone is merely passively trying to get rid of them.

Not really Max’s problem anymore, though.

Shit. Weird thought. Weird fucking thought.

They don’t have a spot, so Max is up in Avery’s room for the millionth time, and she’s been crying and he’s been sitting there, backed up against her bed, with her head resting against his shoulder. He’s acutely aware that her parents could be listening, and though they’re probably not—they’ve had long enough to get used to the idea that Max is not going to molest their only daughter—it underlines the fact that there’s nowhere that’s theirs, nowhere they can talk about deep, important shit as freely as they need to.

Sometimes he thinks that the only times they get to talk completely in the open are on AIM, and when they are practicing together. Coach Heisler dropped in a line early on about how she and her partner were planning on doing something that weekend, and the way she said that gave Avery the confidence to be able to whine about how she just wants to kiss girls without fear of censure. As long as it was just the two of them and Coach at practice that day. And as long as the doors out to the corridor were confirmed closed. And as long as Avery kept her voice down.

“Sorry,” Max whispers again, and Avery hits him again.

“If you act like this is your fault one more time,” she says, her voice rough and clogged up, “I will throw you out the window.” Pinching her eyebrows, she continues, “And you know what’s fucked up? I think I actually could. Shit, Max, there’s almost nothing left of you.” She lifts up his loose shirt and pokes at his belly. “You gotta go. You’re wasting away here.”

“I’m not wasting away. I’m just—”

“You’re not eating.”

“I eat! You saw me eat yesterday.”

“You eat today?”

Max shrugs. “Iunno. No, wait, yes, I did. Got a sandwich at the deli.”

“Max,” Avery says tiredly, “that was yesterday. I was there. The guy called you ‘little man’ again.”

“He doesn’t mean anything by it.”

Avery nods. The motion of it is comforting; her forehead rubbing against his bare shoulder where she’s pulled down the oversized neck on his band shirt, because she likes it when they can touch skin-to-skin, and she always says his shirts are rough as hell, anyway. She’s been telling him to go buy new clothes, shit that fits, and lately he’s been countering that he doesn’t get an allowance and he doesn’t work; he needs the money he has left over for emergencies. Having all his clothes be too big for him does not constitute an emergency.

Probably a good thing he kept his money. What if trends over in Southern California are wildly different from in New York? What if everybody there rollerblades to school, and he needs to buy a pair, or he’ll get bullied?

“Shit,” Avery says, “Max, I’m gonna miss you so bad.”

She rolls over, leans bodily into him. Practically crawls all over him, and that’s a clear request, so he closes both arms around her, hugs her properly again. Rocks her a little from side to side, the way she likes.

“You’ve got Rebecca now, at least,” he says.

“She doesn’t kiss as good as you,” she mumbles.

“I thought you said it was magical?”

“It was! Because she’s really pretty and she’s sweet and funny and she’s a girl and girls are hot and, shit, and I’ve been waiting my whole life for a girl like her to come along, and— and I really like her, Max. It’s just… I don’t know. Sometimes it sucks to have to date somebody who goes to another school and doesn’t know me all that well and I don’t even get to see that often, so every time it’s like, oh hey, we could talk and get to know each other or we could kiss and stuff, and it’s like every time we’ve got to choose if we want to have a girlfriend that day or have a friend and… Shit. Am I making sense? At all?”

Max takes advantage of Avery’s position to kiss her right on the top of her head. “No,” he says. “But when have you ever?”

“Bitch,” Avery says, and wriggles, trying to get comfortable. “God. You’re so bony now. I think I need a pillow.”

“Hold on.” Reaching behind him and feeling around blindly on Avery’s bed, Max locates one of her pillows and drags it back across the mattress, eventually maneuvering it into position over his chest, where he’s got to lift Avery’s head with his other hand—and she’s suddenly playing at being really heavy and shit, goofing off like always—so he can stuff it between them. Job done, and Avery settles in for the long haul.

“I can’t believe you’re going,” she whispers, somber once more, and clings tighter. Makes of Max not just her rest stop but her fucking world, just for a little while, and it’s like he can feel her heartbeat even through the pillow, like the whole of her is pulsing forty times per minute, lighting up with every beat, enough that when Max closes his eyes, he can still see her, kinda. The afterimage of her.

This isn’t the last of their days together, their lazy summer afternoons, when she comes back beat from practice and he presses down the envy that she still gets to do it at all while he stumbles around in his small backyard, but right now, it sure feels that way. Feels like when she pulls away from him, when he lets her go, when the pillow goes back on the bed, when everything goes back where it’s supposed to be, then that will be it. End of their story, start of something else.

Start of Max going down to this new place, Vista something-or-other, something that Clay made a dumb joke about that Max has already forgotten. Going alone, with a family he barely knows these days, to do the thing he fucked up so badly here in New York: be nobody; be unknown; be a guy who survives high school.

Mom and Dad both like to pretend that they’re not moving because of Max. But it’s bullshit. So he doesn’t know how to feel about it, and he resents it as much as he welcomes it.

It’s not even twenty minutes later when Avery’s mom calls up, says that Max’s mom’s calling, says that he needs to go home to talk logistics and what’s coming with them and what’s going to thrift stores or out on the sidewalk, and he’s highly tempted to go back to them and say, everything. Put everything out on the sidewalk, let somebody else take his whole life and try it on for size. $5obo. Take it and let Max stay here with Avery, let him be somebody else. If he’s lucky, maybe some other poor bastard has put his everything out somewhere and is just waiting for it to be taken away by an enterprising young gymnast with a deep red fucking scar on his chest.

“Shit,” Avery comments, pushing up and away from him and taking the pillow with her.

“Yeah,” Max agrees. He’s stiff, from Avery practically falling asleep on him, from the stupid angle he picked to sit at, and from being just kind of out of shape in general. And as he stands, his head swims, just momentarily, and he sees the lights again, and Avery catches him, steadies him.

“You gonna eat something tonight?” she asks.

“Promise.”

And they just look at each other for a bit. It shouldn’t feel so final—they’ve got weeks and weeks more to spend with each other, and after, there’ll be AIM, there’ll be phone calls—but it does. So they linger. For as long as they can.

Even if Max can’t help thinking that maybe Avery will be better off when he’s taken the mess he’s made of his life out of her hands.

* * *

Now.

Holy shizz. Does Maxine know how to put herself together or what?

She’s coming over, waving again to Shawna and showing off her whitened teeth with a broad smile, which she turns on the table as she approaches, and it’s as if Avery doesn’t know where to look. At Maxine’s long legs, that have finally started to pick up something of a tan? At her shapely arms, which still kinda have that vein thing going on, but way less than they did? At, yes, her boobs, which fill out the VPH cheer uniform top nicely, and which, yes, have a little bounce to them, even in a sports bra? (Taylor has verified the bounce against her own chest, and it was not at all an opportunity to gaze at Maxine for a while and get her to jump up and down on the spot and not feel kinda creepy about it.)

No. It’s got to be Maxine’s face, which is what Avery’s eyes eventually rest on. And Maxine’s done well, even going in with the bronzer in the right places, a step that Taylor herself often doesn’t bother with. And like, yeah, that makes sense—this is one of those times where a little extra effort pays massive dividends, like Mom sometimes says about properly dressing a house she’s selling—but it makes Taylor wish that Maxine hadn’t had to remove the glitter. Like, that would have been the icing on the cake.

She’s walking like she does at school. An extra wiggle in her ass, an extra shimmy to the legs. Feet one in front of another, in perfect step. And as she swings in to sit in the chair Taylor left for her, sliding her bag down onto the table next to Taylor’s, it’s with the kind of flair that Taylor associates with the girl Maxine is on the squad, the girl who’s pushing it just that little bit more compared to how she is when she’s just with her friends. Maxine told her once that she learned it from watching Taylor, and then refined it by watching Kennedy and Dominique, and like, yeah, Taylor can see it. Sucks that it’s not just Taylor, but if she’s got to share the formation of Maxine’s public identity with anybody, at least it’s with a couple girls who are actually competent and consistent. Maxine could have picked Meredith.

There’s silence at the table for a moment. Could be stunned silence or outraged silence in Avery’s case; Taylor can’t tell. Regardless, Maxine’s the first of them to break it, and she picks, “Look what the cheerasite did to me,” in a lilting just-above-whisper, which is kind of an out-there choice, but Avery laughs. Not a lot—she doesn’t give a big reassuring belly laugh or anything, but she freaking well laughs, and that does a lot to dissipate the tension.

“Max…” Avery says, so far managing to stick to rule one. “Shit.”

“I know, right?” Maxine says, leaning an elbow on the table and propping her chin delicately on her wrist. She grins at Avery—flashing that gorgeous smile again—but immediately she’s got to sit back, because Shawna’s here with a tray of shakes.

“Good game, I heard?” Shawna says as she starts handing them out.

“The best,” Taylor says.

“We won!” Willa says.

“Yeah,” Maxine says, affecting confusion, “I think there was a ball? And some guys threw it around?”

Shawna laughs as she passes Maxine her shake. “Taylor Scott turned a gymnast into a cheerleader, but she couldn’t teach you how football works?”

“Yeah,” Willa practically whispers, “that’s exactly what happened. Exactly that.”

Maxine takes a sip before she responds, but Taylor and Shawna and everybody else at the table can see the smirk forming on her deep-red lips as she does so. “Shawna,” she says eventually, “I’m a sports fan, like my father before me. I’m all about the sports. It’s just that—” she sucks air through her teeth, “—football’s not as serious of a sport as cheerleading.”

Rolling her eyes at Maxine, Shawna says, “Got it. And oh, hey, you look better now. Like, really good.”

Shoot. She did see Maxine when they came in, then. Fortunately, Maxine’s got this. “Thanks. And yeah. Kinda threw up after the game. I guess it really all came back to me? The stress and pressure and stuff.”

“Whoa,” Shawna says, “that sucks.”

“Yeah. Had to get Taylor to stop the car so I could get out.”

“It was gross,” Willa says.

“And you chose our burgers to fill your belly again,” Shawna says. “On behalf of Patty’s, I’m officially touched.”

“Cool. Tell Patty for me?”

“Patty died in 1987. So probably she already knows.”

“Oh,” Maxine says.

“Spooky!” Willa says. “You should keep her in a glass box and wheel her out every Halloween!”

“I’ll get on the line to management as soon as my shift ends,” Shawna says, and then somebody yells out from behind the counter. “That’s my song. Be right back with your burgers.”

As soon as she’s out of earshot, Avery leans across the table and hisses, “Max! Does she think you’re a girl?”

Taylor winces at the phrasing, but Maxine just smiles again. Gets right up close to Avery and whispers, “Everybody does. Because I kind of am a girl, Ave.”

Avery’s eyes widen—again—and she starts nodding like one of those bird toys. “But aren’t you and Taylor—?”

“Now that is a secret,” Maxine says, and she sits back in her chair, pointedly looking around toward the counter, where Shawna’s already coming back with another tray. Avery quickly sits normally again, and everybody shuffles their shakes around to make room for burgers.

“So who’s this?” Shawna says, as she sets a turkey burger down in front of Avery.

“Avery,” Maxine says, “Shawna. Shawna, Avery.”

“Oh my God! The famous friend from New York?”

“I’m… famous?” Avery says warily.

“Only good things,” Shawna says, passing out the last burger and clasping the empty tray to her chest. “Promise.”

“I made the mistake of telling a cheerleader about you,” Maxine says. “Now everybody knows.”

“How much do I need to hide in a bush?” Avery asks Shawna, who tilts her head to the side as she pretends to consider it.

“Three out of ten,” Shawna says. “An argument could be made for four, because you’re a part of Maxine here’s tragic past, but you’re not local, which changes things.”

Avery switches her focus to Maxine. “Your tragic past?”

Maxine coughs behind her hand. “Yeah. I made the mistake of telling a cheerleader about that, too.”

“Sorry,” Willa says, hamming it up.

“Well, shit,” Shawna says, because the doors have opened to admit a party of five. “Back to work again. Enjoy your burgers. Taylor? See you in government class?”

“Sure,” Taylor says.

“Maxine, Willa, I’ll see you at the next game, and Avery… I guess I’ll just wish you a happy California.”

With that, Shawna marches back across the restaurant, waving at them with the tray. She collects the family who just walked in as she goes, smoothly directing them to the counter, which she jogs quickly around and then leans on, smiling.

Willa immediately starts on her burger. Avery, though, is staring at Maxine, chewing on nothing, like she’s trying to decide what to think and how to think it. Eventually she says, “This isn’t just for football games, is it?”

“No,” Maxine says.

“Are those real?” She doesn’t say what she means, but like, everybody knows.

“No,” Maxine says.

“But she’s growing real ones,” Taylor puts in quickly, and then instantly regrets it.

“He’s—” Avery splutters. “Max is— What?”

“That’s a rule one violation,” Willa says with her mouth full.

“And maybe it’s not something we talk about in public?” Maxine suggests. “Please?”

Avery hesitates, and then nods and picks up her burger. Maxine’s shoulders relax ever so slightly, and she starts on hers, too. Only Taylor, sitting right next to her, knows that she’s been shaking the whole time. Just a little.

Taylor would be shaking, too, she thinks, if she had to face down this whole situation with nothing in her belly except bile. She’s amazed that Maxine’s still standing—well, sitting—but then she thinks back to times like their first day at school together, or their first practice, or Justin’s party; times when Maxine was overwhelmed and scared and walking into new territory with her head held high. The girl can function on nothing but her wits, even if it all comes crashing spectacularly down sometimes.

Hopefully that doesn’t happen tonight. Hopefully they get through their burgers, and they go back to Willa’s, and Avery takes everything in without completely freaking out, because that’s the other thing: when Maxine walked in from the bathroom, all made up and sexy and confident in her cheer uniform, Taylor’s pretty sure she recognized the look on Avery’s face.

She saw it last on Willa. That night when Willa kissed her. That night when Taylor finally understood that her sweet, funny little bestie had had a crush on her for years.

If Taylor’s right about Avery, then, shoot. It’s a complication.

* * *

By the time they get back to Willa’s, Maxine’s really fucking feeling it. The game, the shock of Avery, the stress of throwing up what felt like her entire body, the tension of not knowing whether Avery was going to fuck it up at Patty’s. She can feel the turkey burger, too, since she’s still got that kind of acidic sensation she always gets after she’s vomited.

Most of all, though, she can feel Avery’s eyes on her. She’s been able to the whole time. All while they were eating, and all the while in the car after. And now here at Willa’s, while the three of them stand waiting as Willa digs in her bag for her keys and worries out loud that she’s going to have to vault the gate into the backyard and search for hours for the exact hide-a-key rock—it’s always the last rock she expects—Avery’s watching her; standing there in her shorts and hoodie and the same old ex-practice shoes that she’s worn down the soles on, watching her.

Shit. Those shoes. And everything else about Avery. Now that Maxine’s getting over the shock of seeing her here at all, there’s something new creeping in, some weird sensation of wrongness about finding Avery, basically wearing old gymnastics shit, in Willa’s front yard, a space that has up till now, in Maxine’s experience, only hosted cheerleaders. And, shit, she hates this feeling. Loathes it. Avery shouldn’t feel like part of her old life. Maxine doesn’t want to leave her there.

They’ve just got to get over the whole Maxine thing. Together.

And they’re gonna.

Until then, though… Shit. Yeah. Avery’s out of place.

So they’re just kinda looking at each other. Avery got browbeat into near-silence back at Patty’s, because she couldn’t consistently stick to the right pronoun or to just calling her Max, and honestly? Maxine’s glad that Avery shut the hell up, because every time Avery fucked it up, Maxine had to control her reaction, and on top of everything else, it was getting to be too much work. Too much mental load, on top of the physical load involved in moving her damn body around at all.

Hard not to laugh when they finished their burgers, though, when Avery stood straight up to dump their leftovers in the trash, and the three cheerleaders all kinda groaned their way to an upright position. Everybody’s aching tonight except Avery.

“Ah-ha!” Willa exclaims, finally locating her keys and holding them up like she just struck gold. “C’mon in.”

Willa waits by the threshold as they all get inside, and glares at them until they kick off their dirty cheer shoes and leave them on the mat. She’s going to turn the hose on them tomorrow, she already said, for the benefit of both her clean-freak mom and, frankly, their cheer shoes.

“All your sneakers are the same,” Avery says. She’s still wearing hers, though when Willa reaches out and taps her on the ankle with a toe, she starts unlacing them.

“Cheerleaders, Ave,” Maxine says. “It’s a uniform thing.” God, she wants to lean against the wall and stretch out her legs so bad, but Willa was handing out instructions on the way back from Patty’s, and one of them was: nobody touches anything until they’ve had a shower.

“Yeah, actually.” Avery’s grabbing at Maxine’s hand now, wanting to pull her into the living room. “Let’s talk about that.”

Maxine stops them both, and it’s testament to how hard she’s worked lately that she can stop Avery in her tracks. At the start of the summer, before she moved here, Avery was easily beating her at arm-wrestles and, more importantly, when they both went for the TV remote at once. “Hey,” she says, “I know the cheer uniform is super hot and everything, and you’ve got to talk about it, like, right now, but it’s also kinda sweaty?” God, she hopes Avery appreciates the attempt to keep the mood light. Maxine’d give anything to know what’s going on inside her head, if only to be forewarned. “And I’m, like, covered in glitter still.”

“We need showers,” Taylor adds.

“Oh my fucking God,” Avery exclaims, stepping away from the rest of them and looking for a moment like she really wants to hit something. “You’ve gotta eat, you’ve gotta shower… I just want to know what’s going on!”

“I’m sorry, Avery, but please, just a few more minutes? We’ve been going nonstop for hours, we cheered a whole game, we’re tired and sweaty and gross, and when we sit down to talk about it, really talk about it, we’re going to be at it for hours. So just let us do our thing, okay?”

Maxine reaches for Taylor’s hand and squeezes it in thanks, because there’s no way she was going to say that. She was about ready to capitulate, to say, okay, sure, let’s put down tarps and deal with this, so she’s happy to defer to her captain.

“We really won’t be long,” she says.

“Whatever,” Avery says, kicking at nothing as she walks back and forth, directionless.

“We should all go up together,” Willa says brightly, steering the conversation away from Avery’s leaden ‘whatever’. “We can take turns with my bathroom and, y’know, that way none of us risks leaving a glitter trail all over the house.”

Maxine decides to take that as her cue, and starts climbing the stairs already, followed immediately by Taylor. As they go, Avery says quietly to Willa, “You’re just gonna… get changed with him?”

“Wouldn’t be the first time,” Willa says.

“But like— He’s a guy.”

“Didn’t you ever get changed with him?”

Maxine, exercising all the self-control she has left in her, likes to imagine Avery squirming at this point. “Well, yeah, sometimes,” Avery says, “but that was when I thought he was, you know, gay.”

“She is,” Willa replies, giggling.

“But—”

That, apparently, is enough for Taylor, who puts out a hand to stop Maxine and then turns around, blocking the stairs, trapping them all halfway between floors. “Avery,” she says, “you’re gay, right? You like girls.” She doesn’t wait for an answer. “Does that mean we should keep you out while we get changed?”

“What? No!”

“So why should we worry about Maxine? She likes girls exactly the same way you do.”

“But she’s— he’s— Shit! Max is a guy.”

“You’ve gotta stop saying that,” Willa says.

“But he is!”

“Give it a couple hours,” Taylor says, “and see if you still think that.”

And yeah, Maxine’s happy she took a step up, got her face in shadow, because she really doesn’t want Avery to see her crying again.

This isn’t how this was supposed to go.

* * *

Willa’s bathroom has a hyper-modern shower, because the Bauers are just that kind of family, so Taylor’s been able to hang in the bathroom while Maxine showers without seeing anything through the frosted glass of the shower cubicle that she shouldn’t—or at least that she shouldn’t see until she and Maxine next get some quality time alone together. And when Maxine steps out, towel wrapped firmly around her chest, Taylor’s about to step out of her uniform and switch places with her, when an idea occurs.

And it’s the most obvious idea ever. It’s killing her that she didn’t think of it before.

“Hey,” she says, “before you do anything else, go fetch something from your bag.”

They left the bags in Willa’s bedroom but brought everything else they need in with them already, including the solvent and glue for Maxine’s breasts—which are currently waiting for her in their little box, sat on the stool in the corner—and a full change of clothes, but Taylor has an ulterior motive here.

“I’m naked,” Maxine says. And yeah, she’s all kinds of naked, naked enough that Taylor wants nothing more than to peel away that towel and throw it aside and press their bodies together and—

“That’s my point. Avery’s still seeing you as guy-Maxine, and—”

“You can say Maxwell, Tay.”

Taylor pouts. “Actually, I can’t. But trust me. Seeing you like this? She’ll see Maxine.”

“I wanted to redo my makeup—” Maxine starts.

“You don’t need it.”

“I don’t have my boobs in, Tay!”

“Honestly? With the towel, it’s kinda hard to tell. And I don’t think it’s important, anyway.”

“But—”

“You don’t get how much you’ve changed, I think,” Taylor says, standing and walking over to her, placing her hands carefully on Maxine’s hips, as if to steady her. She doesn’t press too hard, though, because she doesn’t actually want to pull the towel down, no matter how tempting it might be; if Maxine’s towel drops to the floor, Maxine will definitely bolt for safety like a gazelle retreating to the forest. “She’ll see you,” Taylor continues, stepping closer again, close enough for a kiss, “and she’ll see you. This you. The real you.”

“Tay,” Maxine says, “I think if I go out there and she calls me a guy again… I can’t deal. And I feel weak and stupid because it hurts so much, when it’s only been two months since I was Maxwell all the time, but it does. I can’t stop it. It’s like she takes a baseball bat to my head whenever she does it.”

“So tell her that. But,” Taylor adds, “don’t tell her that yet. Just go out there, get something from your bag, and come back.”

“You really think this is a good idea?”

Taylor succumbs to temptation just a little, and kisses her. “Yes.”

“Okay,” Maxine says, nodding. As she nods, their heads butt together. Taylor giggles and, after a moment, Maxine does, too.

“You’re beautiful,” Taylor says as she steps back. “You’re a girl, but more than that, you’re a freaking cheerleader, Maxine.” She points at the door. “So go do your thing.”

* * *

Bad idea.

Bad idea.

But, shit, is it any worse than Maxine’s plan? To slap on all the makeup she owns and/or can find lying around in Willa’s bathroom until she looks like the most perfect paragon of womanhood that anybody ever did see? All that makeup might even be counterproductive; Avery got stuck on ‘drag queen’ for a while, is the thing. Maybe bare-faced is better.

Except Avery’s seen Maxine’s bare face. Just about every day. For years. And she never saw her as anybody other than Maxwell, her guy friend. Who, apparently, she always thought was gay? Or something? Like, okay, it’s not like Maxine was constantly lusting after girls in front of Avery, but she’s got to have said something right? There must have been at least one time when Maxine was like, hey, Avery, my lesbian bestie, check out the T&A on that hot-ass bitch, right?

Yeah, Maxine, that super sounds like the kind of thing you’re likely to say.

Jesus Christ.

Taylor’s still smiling at her, still beaming glitter-themed encouragement right at her from a couple feet away, and it’s not like going out there in a towel could possibly make things worse anywhere except inside Maxine’s own head, so, like, fuck it.

Let’s go.

She still opens the bathroom door tentatively. It’s distantly possible that Avery and Willa are engaged in something Maxine shouldn’t get a look at, though, yeah, as it turns out, they’re just kinda sitting there awkwardly, exactly as Maxine expected.

“Hey,” she says, announcing herself and causing both their heads to whip her way, “I forgot something.”

And then she steps out of the door.

Willa’s towels aren’t all that long on Maxine—possibly because Willa is a tiny person and Maxine is the tallest girl in the room—so when she has one wrapped around her chest, high enough that the seam doesn’t scratch her sensitive nipples, the bottom of the towel barely covers her ass. Which means that it also barely covers her crotch, and it’s pulled tight around her waist—Maxine swears that Taylor pulled it a little tighter while she was there—and the point of that is that it makes clear a) that Maxine isn’t wearing any panties, and b) just how high up Maxine’s been waxing.

Yeah.

Not just her legs. Maxine went all the way.

And thank fucking God her tape-tuck is still holding. She didn’t redo it after the shower, but she used a hell of a lot of tape today, being doubly careful because of the game. Slipping out in the middle of the big centerpiece? Would have been embarrassing.

“Um,” Avery says.

And that’s it. That’s all she says. And it’s not like she can’t see Maxine or anything! Willa’s switched on both her bedside lamps and the overhead light; Maxine’s lit up like a fucking Christmas tree.

“Maxine,” Willa says, rocking forward on her crossed legs, “did you know you’re only wearing a towel?”

“I forgot something?” Maxine says again.

Willa makes shooing motions with her hands. “So go get it!”

“Right. Yeah.”

Making sure to move the way Maxine does, the way she does at school when she’s trying a little harder to be a cheerleader, not just herself, Maxine crosses Willa’s room to where they dumped their bags, and crouches down. As she does so, she hears Avery gasp—which probably has something to do with the towel riding up even further on Maxine’s ass—so she goes quick, rummaging in the bag and pulling out the first thing she finds, which happens to be her phone. She checks it for messages, still worrying at the back of her mind about what Avery might have told Dad—there are none, which is reassuring—she drops it back in and looks for something she might plausibly have found a need for in Willa’s bathroom, eventually locating a pair of panties. Standing quickly and twirling them around on the end of a finger like she’s leading the marching band and she’s performing a baton trick, she smiles at Willa and Avery in turn, and rushes back to the bathroom, suddenly needing to get that fucking door closed behind her again as quickly as she can. She’s still got to get past Taylor, though, who is blocking the way through, and who takes a good long moment to unfreeze and step aside to let her past, and then Maxine’s safe again.

Shit.

* * *

Yeah. That did it. Taylor saw the whole thing, and when Maxine walked out through that door, five-foot-seven-and-change of hot bee-yotch in nothing more than a freaking towel, it was as if Avery suddenly found God. Or a goddess, more like.

It was the perfect plan. Avery knew Maxine-as-a-guy better than anybody else? So show her that he’s gone! The guy she knew was so thin you could see his ribs, he was hairy all over, and he walked with his head down, preemptively apologizing to the world for deigning to shuffle through it. And this girl who came along and replaced him? She’s growing out in all the right places—not yet as much as Maxine would prefer, sure, but enough that somebody who hasn’t seen her since she left New York would notice. And she’s smooth and supple and she takes care of her hair now, brushes it to a shine, even works oils into it sometimes—Taylor’s moved on to teaching her advanced hair care—and she moves like a cheerleader ought. Hell, she moves like a gymnast ought, but while guy-Maxine only broke that out when he was truly comfortable, Maxine is like that all the time.

And Avery saw it. Saw the difference between the guy she knew and this extraordinary girl. Saw it and understood it, even if she doesn’t yet understand that she understood it.

She will. That little gasp when Maxine accidentally—on purpose?—hiked the towel up when she was rummaging in her bag, it said it all.

So now they just gotta give her time.

“You good?” she whispers to Maxine. Maxine nods, kinda wide-eyed but not looking traumatized so much as just a little bit overwhelmed. “Cool. I’m gonna hit the shower. Kiss me?”

In a slight daze, Maxine accepts Taylor’s kiss, and then accepts the rest of her when she presses up against her, only wincing a little bit when, in her enthusiasm, Taylor kinda sorta lets their boobs collide. Maxine’s been really sensitive there lately, and right now she’s without the thing that normally cushions her chest.

Honestly, if they’d planned to use Maxine’s prosthetic breasts as protection for her hypersensitive nipples, Taylor would be feeling super clever about that right now. But she’ll take ‘fortunate happenstance’ and be grateful for it.

“Love you, Maxine,” she says, which pulls a blush out of Maxine and sends Taylor off to the shower with a skip in her step.

She’s doing better. She is! She’s got to have seen how Avery reacted, even if—like Avery—she’s yet to internalize it. And that means they’re halfway there, for both of them.

Taylor showers as quick as she can. It helps that she already sponged off all her glitter—a shame, in a way—so it’s only a few minutes later that she’s stepping out again, steaming and satisfied and hoping that maybe her towel will fall down and tempt Maxine to do the thing that Taylor has been way too mature and responsible to initiate herself.

Willa’s stupid fluffy towel stays firmly in place, though.

Not everything can go perfectly.

* * *

She gets the logic, now that Taylor’s explained it, especially since she’d been having thoughts along those lines herself. But she still feels kinda naked without any makeup at all, so she’s colored her lips a little, enough that she can feel it. And, shit, when did that become so reassuring?

By the same token—wanting to appear as unadorned as possible, to get Avery to understand that she is very much not in drag, that she’s just a fucking girl—Maxine’s changed into a tank and the shorts she was going to wear to sleep tonight. She’s leaving off socks and shoes, since it’s just the right temperature in Willa’s house to get away with it—apparently her mom is in charge of the AC—and she hasn’t even bothered with the clatter of jewelry that Willa’s always trying to slot onto her wrists and loop around her neck. Taylor, getting ready next to her, has followed suit, and so they’re both dressed more or less for bed, with a little lip gloss and nothing else.

Means there’s nothing to ruin when they kiss.

Maxine doesn’t know which of them first has the idea to hold hands when they leave; it’s like their hands find each other’s at the same time, as if they share the same thought.

Taylor opens the door for them, and they return to Willa’s room. Clothed, this time.

“I’m going to sound like Eddie here,” Willa says, hopping up from the bed, “but wow, you bitches took a long time!”

“So go shower,” Taylor says, waving her free hand at her. “The sooner you get washed up, the sooner we can have chips.”

“Sure, sure.” Pausing at the door to her bathroom, Willa looks at Avery and adds, “They’re low-fat chips, Avery.”

“Um,” Avery says, “cool?”

“Yeah! Very cool.”

Seconds later, and the three of them are alone. Maxine takes Willa’s spot on the bed, facing Avery, who is sitting on a couple of cushions on the floor. Taylor, though, doesn’t sit, just hops from foot to foot. “You, uh, want me here for this?” she asks.

“Actually,” Maxine says, “I’m really thirsty. Could you—?”

“Say no more. Be right back.”

And then it’s just the two of them. Max and Avery. For the first time in over two months.

“So,” Maxine says.

“Yeah,” Avery says. “So.”

She’s looking at Maxine, and Maxine’s looking back, and for now, that’s all there is to say. So Maxine finds herself focusing on the room instead. Willa’s room, like the rest of the Bauers’ house, is heavy on the wood accents, slathering them at the intersection of every surface with every other surface: where the walls meet the ceiling; where the doors interrupt the walls; where the bay window interrupts everything, jutting out of the front of the house like a Shakespearean balcony—and such imagery does not come to Maxine from nowhere. Willa said once that she and Eddie did a whole Romeo and Juliet thing here until Simone, then just getting ready to leave for her African voyage of personal discovery, screamed at them to stop, that it was almost one in the morning, that maybe if Willa concentrated less on cheerleading and more on her academics, she wouldn’t be saddled with such a grotesque lump of a boyfriend. Willa had Eddie’s name in her phone as ‘Grotesque Lump’ for a while after that, and Eddie introduced himself that way every time he came calling until Simone left.

Willa’s room: a space that expected to house a future lawyer or future human rights advocate or, at the very least, someone who was going to be in healthcare administration, but which ended up playing host to a cheerleader with an identity crisis. That’s what Willa says, though she usually goes on to clarify that the crisis is of everybody else’s making; she’s just fine being a gay cheerleader, thank you very much, and if some people want her to be a straight girl and a pharmacist or something, they should have tried harder at conception to present the cloud of approaching sperm with an academically gifted egg that liked boys. It’s not her fault that the bureau-style desk her mom got her, same as all her sisters, is the perfect place to keep her spare pompoms.

There’s a pertinent metaphor in the personality clash that is the basic structure of Willa’s room and its contents—pompoms, cheer uniforms, broomstick skirts and Willa—but even after her refreshing shower, Maxine might be too damn tired to fixate enough on it to make sense out of it. So, in the spirit of getting things over with, after like a minute of the two of them just staring at each other, Maxine bounces herself off the bed, grabs a couple pillows, and drops to the floor right in front of Avery, legs crossed, knees almost touching. And, yeah, that’s something Avery notices, because she looks down at them and almost smiles.

“You shave your legs now,” she says. “That’s so weird.”

“I wax them, actually,” Maxine says. When Avery looks sharply up at her, she adds, “C’mon, can you imagine trying to keep down my leg hair with just a razor? It’d be all I ever did! I’d be doing touch-ups before dinner!”

That gets a laugh out of her, a grudging snort, and it’s enough to cover the remaining distance between them. Avery holds out her hands together, and Maxine instantly takes them, resting their conjoined grip in the space between them, each of them putting the weight of their forearms on their shins.

“Look,” Avery says, “I want to understand why you didn’t tell me. But if I’m going to, then I need to know what I don’t know. Yeah? I’m not gonna yell or anything. Or get mad. I’m done with that. Feel kinda fucking stupid about it, tell the truth. But I gotta know, Max.”

“From the start, then?”

“Yeah. Please. From the start.”

* * *

There’s laughter when Taylor comes back up the stairs, four bottled waters cradled in her arms, and it’s such a relief to hear that she almost drops them and rushes in. Pacing herself, she instead strains to make out what they say after, and what she overhears pastes a smile onto her face that she knows she won’t be able to get rid of by the time she shows herself.

“She made you stop using those fucking rubber bands to tie your hair up?” Avery’s saying. “Christ. If I’d known it was that easy…”

“Your problem,” Maxine replies, “is that you ask for permission. Taylor just does stuff. It’s a cheerleader thing. Or a captain thing.”

“It’s both,” Taylor says, making Avery jump—she’s got her back to the door. “I brought water,” she adds, and she starts passing it around before settling down on the bed, a little way back from the two of them, figuring that she probably shouldn’t crowd them. And then she frowns, as something just occurred to her. “And I do so ask for permission! Sometimes.”

“Sometimes,” Maxine agrees.

“Wait,” Avery says, “this is that picture you sent me, right? In Taylor’s room, with your hair in the pink scrunchie…”

“Yeah.”

“The picture where you thought I might be a guy,” Taylor says.

“To be fair, Tay, it’s a really fuzzy picture. You could have been a polar bear.”

“And I was only on that theory for a week,” Avery says. “Or a couple weeks. Three at most. Look, I was confused, okay? I had a lot of information coming my way and it didn’t completely add up. And Taylor called you ‘she’ a couple times over AIM and—”

“You did?” Maxine says.

“Um,” Taylor says. “I don’t think so?”

“You did,” Avery says. “And that was, okay, theory confirmed. Because gay guys call each other ‘she’, don’t they? I saw The Birdcage.”

“I don’t think it’s, like, all the time, Ave,” Maxine says.

“Yeah, well. I was confused. Like I said. Confused by you.”

“Sorry about that.”

“I still don’t know exactly what you’re sorry for, you know.”

“Right,” Maxine says, nodding and getting right back into it: the height mark on the wall and Gordo getting mad about it, which causes Taylor to shake her head at her own stupidity, since that was, like, the reddest of red flags; the party that wasn’t a party, that was just Maxine, Taylor, Willa, Eddie; Gordo showing his face leading directly to Maxine showing hers.

“And you just… wore her clothes?”

“Yeah,” Maxine says, shrugging lightly, smiling. Not an ounce of shame on those gorgeous, bare shoulders.

“You didn’t mind?”

“I didn’t have time to mind. Willa was there, ordering me around, throwing bras and panties and rolled-up socks at me, and Gordo was downstairs, banging on the front door like he was trying to hammer right through it. I just got in crisis mode, I guess. By the time I was out of crisis mode… it didn’t really matter. And it was mostly just jeans and a shirt, anyway.”

“She was amazing,” Taylor says, needing to narrate this next part, because there’s no way Maxine will do it justice. “We finally let Gordo in, and just as he was about to pop, there was Maxine on the stairs. In my I Heart NY shirt, and—”

“‘I Heart NY’?” Avery says.

“I do heart NY,” Maxine says, in her most serious voice. “From a distance.”

“She looked incredible,” Taylor continues, waving off the interruption. She can vaguely hear Willa singing from the bathroom; she’s off in showerspace and might be literal hours. If she isn’t out by the time the rest of them are going to bed, Taylor’ll send in a team to get her. “And she walked up to Gordo and put on this voice, and she said…” Taylor coughs and tries to approximate the exaggerated New York accent that Maxine put on for that first confrontation. “‘Oh my gawd! What’s with all the yelling?’”

“Okay,” Avery says, “first, we do not sound like that, and second, Max, you just… started talking like a girl? Right there?”

“I was showing off before,” Maxine says. “I did the trailer voice, if you remember—”

“—yeah—”

“—and I did Valley girl. Like, ‘Oh, shoot, I broke a nail!’ Except I didn’t sound as good as I do now. I was really nasal, I think, looking back.”

“It’s true,” Taylor says. “Like, that night? I was blown away. But she sounds better now. Way better.”

“I’ve, uh, been getting a lot of practice.”

“Yeah?” Avery says. “And why is that?”

“Will you stop asking questions,” Maxine says, “if I just give you the short version now, and then go back and fill in details after?”

“Probably not, but I want the short version anyway.”

Maxine takes a deep breath. “The short version: I’ve been living as Maxine for two months. Anytime I’m out of the house, I’m Maxine. I’m registered at school as Maxine, I’m on the cheer squad as Maxine.” She shrugs again. “I’m Maxine, Avery. It’s my life now.”

“And people are… okay with this?”

“They don’t know,” Taylor says.

Avery recoils. “No,” she says. “That’s insane. How can they not know?”

“Look at her,” Taylor says quickly, hoping that Maxine wasn’t too hurt by what Avery just said. “Like, really look at her. Forget that you used to know a guy with her face—mostly—and try to see who is actually there.”

“Um—”

“I think you saw her before, didn’t you? When she came out in her towel? I saw you watching her.”

“Shit. Uh. I guess? But I don’t— Wait. Maxine.” Avery’s not been holding Maxine’s hands for a while, but she takes them again now and holds them up between the two of them like they are a sacred treaty or something. “You’re telling me that you’re a girl at school? And nobody gives you shit about it?”

“Yeah,” Maxine says, and the smile that comes to her face is one that she’s actively trying to suppress, Taylor can tell. But she can’t, because there are too many good memories that come with that simple question. “Nobody fucks with me, Ave. Nobody’s pushed me into a locker or stolen my shit or called me a fag. A couple guys got really obsessed with the idea that I’m a lesbian, but—”

“Why did they think you’re a lesbian?”

“Taylor and I kissed at Justin’s party.”

Avery frowns at Maxine for a moment, and then nods. “Okay. Okay. Okay. Cool. Got it.”

“They don’t call me a lesbian anymore,” Maxine continues. “I kissed Jim a couple times in the school parking lot. Shut them right up.”

“Wait. You kissed a guy?”

“Yah-huh,” Maxine says, imitating Taylor a little.

“But you’re not gay.”

“She is gay,” Taylor says. “She’s just gay for girls.”

“For Taylor specifically,” Maxine says, and, wow, yeah, that just warmed Taylor’s heart by like nine thousand degrees.

“So who’s this guy you kissed?” Avery asks.

“Taylor’s older brother’s friend.” And then Maxine’s smile turns sardonic, and she lets slip the other little piece of information that she’s clearly been waiting to drop all this time, like now that Avery’s calmed down, it’s fun to string her along a little. “He’s the guy who gets me my birth control pills.”

This time, Avery looks at Maxine for a full five seconds. And when she replies, she doesn’t shout and she doesn’t start crying. She just lays Maxine’s hands back down in Maxine’s lap, releases them, pats them a couple times, and leans back against Willa’s useless bureau thing.

“Okay,” she says. “Okay. No more questions from me. Take me through it from the top. And make sure you explain the birth control pills.”

* * *

Avery made Willa—finally out of the bathroom and so pink that her cheeks are competing with her hair for most vivid body part—turn on the rest of the lights in the room. The homework lamp on the desk, the bare bulbs on the super-indulgent movie-star vanity—“Simone calls it my Slut Station.”—and even the mood light in the bay window. She wants to look at Maxine properly, she said.

And now she is. She’s up close and she’s grinding her jaw like she’s chewing on something, and her brows are furrowed, and her eyes are narrowed, and Maxine just can’t resist it.

She blows in Avery’s face.

“Oh my God!”

Maxine grins at her. “Serves you right for looking at me all weird.”

“Bitch,” Avery says. She flinched so far back that she almost fell off her stool, and she’s holding onto the edge with both hands. Maxine, still smirking, steadies her with a hand on her shoulder, and to her relief, Avery doesn’t flinch away or anything. In fact, she leans into it, just for a moment, before collecting herself and swatting Maxine’s hands away from her.

“Did you find what you were looking for in my face?” Maxine asks blandly.

“No. Yes. No.”

With considerable help from Taylor, Maxine told Avery about the birth control pills. How they work, what effects she can expect, and so on. Told her about Clay’s printouts and the before-and-after girls, which was the point at which Avery demanded a closer look at Maxine, to try to work out exactly why, when Taylor told her to put all her preconceptions aside, she started seeing a girl when she looks at Maxine.

“Do you need more time?”

“No. Wait.”

And then Avery’s leaning back on her stool, but deliberately this time, pawing blindly around behind her for her bag. Willa, still sitting on the bed, realizes after a moment what she’s trying to do, and passes it over, allowing Avery to dive into it, throwing shit out onto the mattress—various items of clothing and underwear, a couple magazines, and an iPod that must be new because Maxine’s never seen it before—until she finds, right at the bottom, her battered shoulder bag, which she drops into her lap. Willa takes the travel bag back off of her, and Avery starts rummaging inside her shoulder bag. It’s the same one she’s had for years, and it’s showing its age: it’s gray and worn where once it was white; the strap has been repaired with tape; the side has been taped up, too, but in a bright red that stands out from everything else. Taylor’s reaction—abject horror—is funny because Maxine’s pretty sure she knows what Avery’s looking for, and it’s worse.

“Got it,” Avery mutters, and she pulls out her wallet, a frayed and ugly thing that used to belong to her dad. It’s the kind of gross little leather guy-wallet that ought to have condom rings permanently scored into it.

“Oh, ick,” Taylor mutters, and Maxine laughs quietly.

Ignoring them both, Avery pops it open. Stares at its insides for a moment and, yeah, Maxine knows why Avery went for her wallet now, and she knows what she’s looking at: there’s been a picture in there, in the plastic slot just inside the flap, for the last couple years. The two of them at a local gymnastics exhibition. They didn’t compete, just showed up to gawk at the older and more capable athletes, both of them vowing one day to exceed them. Avery vowed, anyway; Maxine just agreed with her. Avery always was the one with the ambition.

“Avery?” Maxine asks tentatively.

“Shit,” she says in response. “Shit. I don’t get it.” She holds the wallet up next to Maxine’s face, and her eyes flick back and forth. “You’re different. It’s almost too subtle to see, but you’re different and I don’t know how.”

“Can I see?”

Avery shrugs at her, but she holds out the wallet anyway, so Maxine takes it, turns it around. And suddenly forgets to breathe.

She hasn’t looked at her old pictures in a minute. There’s a handful up in her room—mostly with Avery—but she usually lets her eyes kinda slide past them. But what she does see every day is her own face in the mirror, enough that she’s had to force herself from time to time to recognize that it’s been changing at all, because it’s been so slow. Now, though, with this photo right in front of her? There’s no getting away from it: she’s changed. Like Avery said, it’s subtle, but it’s only subtle in that it’s hard to say what, exactly, is different. It’s a lot of tiny changes that add up to something that isn’t subtle at all. The picture shows the guy she used to be, the guy who was just about androgynous enough to pass for a girl with makeup and hair and clothes providing all the right context cues, but yeah, it’s the guy she used to be. And she’s just not him anymore.

“Fuck,” she says,

“Yeah,” Avery says. “Shit, though, I think this just cured my headache. I’ve been… staring at you all night.”

“I noticed.”

“I guess I can stop now.” She holds out her hand and beckons with her fingers, so Maxine closes up the wallet and places it solemnly on her flattened palm, and when she does, for a second, their eyes meet, and Avery laughs again. “Shit,” she says, covering her mouth with her other hand, “this is just like when you—” And then the laugh turns into a cough, and she drops the wallet, and coughs harder, hard enough that Maxine forgets everything else to help her onto the bed, shooing Willa aside. She piles up cushions against the headboard and helps her to sit upright, legs outstretched, leaning slightly back. “Fuck,” Avery comments. She’s no longer coughing, but she’s made her voice hoarse and uncomfortable. Taylor passes her another bottled water, which Avery immediately cracks and drinks most of. “Shit. Oh, sorry,” she adds, smiling weakly at Taylor. “I swear a lot, don’t I?”

“I wondered where Maxine got it from,” Taylor says.

Settling back into the pillows, Avery sighs deeply. Coughs lightly a couple times and thumps herself in the chest, which causes Maxine to lunge forward in alarm, only to be stopped by Avery’s raised hand. “I’m fine,” she says, still sounding not entirely fine. “It’s just… Shit, Max. When you did the thing— Oh, uh, okay,” she adds, looking around at Willa on the other side of the bed and Taylor perched on Willa’s desk chair, “we used to do this handoff thing. You know, one person outta the practice space, the next one in? And it started as a high five, just super fucking cheesy, and then it was— Shit. Why did we change it?”

The image is right there in the front of Maxine’s mind. “It was Coach’s idea,” she says. “Like a morale exercise, I think? She had a—”

“Oh yeah! It was like a blue card, and we had to pass it around, and—”

“Remember how Nancy Spencer dropped it and it just slid like it was covered in butter or something?”

“And then she came running back all flustered, and she—”

“Um,” Willa says, “girls? What are you talking about?”

“Oh, right,” Avery says. “When Max gave me back my wallet, it was just like this thing we used to do. This dumb in-joke. And it hit me right there, I’ll never do that shit with Max again, will I?” She’s staring down the bed now, not really at anything or anybody. Just staring. “I mean, I knew I wouldn’t already, not really. He moved, didn’t he? And then it was always going to be senior year, and he’d go to college and I’d go flip burgers or something.”

“Or you’d go pro,” Maxine suggests as gently as she can.

Smiling softly at her, Avery reaches out, rubs the knuckle of her thumb against Maxine’s cheek. “You always did believe in me,” she says. Then she drops her hand, looks away again. “But you’re gone now. Even more than before. You were my best friend, and now there’s this girl in your place, and I don’t know her. She just showed up. And from what you’re saying, she’s never going away, is she?”

“No. She’s not.”

“You’re really doing this forever?”

“Yeah.”

Avery buries herself a little more in the cushions. “Shit,” she says.

“Hey, no,” Taylor says, bouncing up from the office chair and coming to stand behind Maxine. A welcome hand embraces Maxine’s shoulder and, yeah, she needs that right now, because a shiver like a faultline passed through her when Avery said that Max, her best friend, was gone, and Maxine needs both the body heat and someone to lean against. “Max isn’t gone, Avery. Like, I haven’t known her anything like as long as you have, but I love her, and I think I know her pretty well.”

“Love?” Avery says. “As in, ‘I love you’, love?”

“Yes.”

“…Shit.”

“Can I keep going?”

“I guess.”

“The person I met when the Giordanos moved to Vista P,” Taylor says, leaning full-body against Maxine now, “is the exact same one as this girl right here. Really. She’s the same. She can just dress herself better now.”

“Thanks, Tay,” Maxine says.

“I mean it! It’s, like, representative of your whole deal now. You let yourself like stuff. You let yourself have fun. And that’s the thing, actually.” Taylor’s still standing, and she leans toward Avery over Maxine’s head. “She’s herself, but more. All the bits of her that she had to hide, she doesn’t anymore. Like, c’mon, Avery, you know how much crap she got for being a gymnast before.”

“And now she’s a hot cheerleader,” Willa says, “and everybody loves her! A little too much, sometimes.”

“No, I understand what you’re saying,” Avery says, “and I think that, intellectually, I see it, too. But Max, you’ve got to see how hard this is for me.”

“Actually,” Maxine says, trying something risky, “I kinda don’t. Like, okay, hear me out?” she adds when Avery rises half out of the pillows to challenge her. “I should have told you. And, sure, I have excuses for that coming out of my ass, and I think a lot of them are valid, but I should have. Except it doesn’t matter. Because Taylor’s right, Ave. I’m still me. I haven’t gone anywhere. Except, uh, to California. And I was here already. And, shit, Avery, if you didn’t know I was a girl already when we were texting, when we were online, or when I put on my dumb guy voice and we talked on the phone, then how can you possibly say I’m so different that I’m fucking gone? I’m right here! I’ve been here the whole time!”

There’s quiet for a little while after. Maxine, perched there on the edge of the bed, waiting; Taylor, initially still leaning over and then maybe feeling like crowding Avery isn’t such a good idea, and backing off, sitting down next to Maxine and gently stroking her forearm with a finger; Willa, on the other side of the bed, looking from Maxine to Avery and back.

And Avery, lying there in her pillows, eyes closed, jaw clenched. Trying not to cry.

“Avery?” Maxine tries, after maybe a minute.

“F’ck’ff,” Avery mumbles. But it’s too much for her, too much to say anything at all, and she sits forward, pushing up out of the pillows and reaching with both hands for Maxine, who feels the weight of Taylor leave her as Avery comes in. Taylor making room for Maxine to accept Avery, to wrap arms around her, to shift closer until they’re both holding each other properly.

In Maxine’s arms, Avery cries. And this time, Maxine cries with her.

* * *

Willa went for more drinks this time, and she came back with Zimas out of the minifridge in the entertaining room—she’ll get her eldest sister to replace them for her—and a big bag of low-fat chips, so now they’ve got soft music on, and they’re all sat around a big bowl of chips on the bed, with Willa and Taylor together at the foot and Maxine and Avery together at the head. Taylor’s making a huge personal sacrifice, ceding Maxine to Avery for the moment, but it’s necessary.

It all came out. Avery realized that she’d been doing the exact same thing to Maxine in her head as the guys and girls at their high school liked to do at full freaking volume: cutting bits off of her until she was the exact shape that Avery wanted. In Avery’s case, that shape was that of the always available gay bestie, the safe guy, the guy she could say anything to, the guy she could sit with in her crappiest underwear and eat chips and fart and generally be herself; the guy, Taylor’s pretty sure, that Avery could have a confused little crush on. And Avery said that she realized, through all of that, that Maxine had never had the opportunity to be herself, and that made Avery a monster, and—

Maxine had to interrupt her at that point. Who could she have been? Everything about her life in New York was a mess for reasons she didn’t understand at the time. She didn’t even know she was a girl yet! Avery kept her alive, she insisted, as much as Clay did, except Clay only pulled her out of traffic that one time; Avery kept her alive in little bits, every day, for years, for longer than just the worst period after she got burned.

“You’re the reason this hot girl gets to sit in front of you today,” Maxine said to her, which prompted another bout of tears from Avery, and then more apologies, because she didn’t want Maxine to think that she was crying because Maxine’s a girl, but because… And then it all got kinda mumbly.

So now it’s after, and there are chips and Zimas, and Avery and Maxine washed their faces again and sat back down on the bed, and Avery keeps looking at Maxine over and over, but without the confusion or the venom from earlier in the evening. Just looking at her like she’s new—true enough—and like she’s a miracle—which, totally.

Also looking at her with the slightly dazed eyes of somebody who’s had two Zimas already.

“You’re a girl,” Avery says, poking Maxine with a chip.

“Yeah,” Maxine says. “Always was, I think.”

“You’re a girl.”

“Yeah.”

“Not a guy.”

“That’s kind of what ‘girl’ means.”

“But, okay, just to be clear: not a guy.”

“No. Sucked at it. Hated it. Knew after, like, a couple weeks that I never wanted to go back.”

“Not a guy.”

“Even the idea of being a guy seems like death now.”

“So. A girl.”

“Yeah.”

Avery blows out air through her teeth like she’s a mechanic assessing a blown tire, and then interrupts herself with a giggle. “Sheee-it, Max. You know how unfair this is? If I’d known…” She’s sitting there leaning too far back, dangerously far back, holding herself in place only with a single hand gripping her crossed ankles, and that brings a smile to Taylor’s face, because it makes her think of Maxine, of her casual athleticism, the comfort and confidence she has in the way she can make her body move, which is now—finally!—being shared with the way she can make her body look… They’re so the same, the two of them. So much the same that Taylor ought to be jealous, but she can’t be. Because Maxine is hers, and even Avery seems to know that. 

“Sorry,” Maxine says.

“You even date girls!” Avery exclaims, leaning even farther back. Wobbling a little. “I just realized. Fuck. You started dating, what, six weeks after I did? I was looking for years, Max. Years!”

“Oh, we’ve had this conversation,” Willa says sourly.

Avery stabs Maxine in the shoulder with a finger. “You couldn’t have figured this out a year ago? I could have had another lesbian in my room and nobody would have been able to say dick about it!”

She goes to poke Maxine again, but Maxine catches her hand and lays it down on the bed. “No, actually,” she says, withdrawing her hands and pushing against her ankles, almost like Avery was before. “Like, even if I’d known? I couldn’t have gone to school as Maxine in New York. It’s only here, with the fresh start, that I can do it. And even then… Shit, Avery.” She’s picked up a chip now, and she’s toying with it, holding it between her forefingers and rotating it this way and that. “Even here, it’s all still kinda fucked up? I survived Clay finding out and, shit, I think I’m surviving you finding out?”

“Yeah,” Avery confirms, after a moment.

“But I’m headed for a confrontation with Mom. Like, a huge one. We’re putting it off as long as we can, but it’s coming. I’m changing—you’ve seen that—and it’s the most brain-melting shit in the universe, because I can look at myself and finally—finally!—see somebody I don’t hate being, somebody I can actually be fucking proud of… and there’s Mom. And Dad, too. Sitting there in my future. Waiting for me. The light at the end of my personal tunnel is Mom going off like one of those massive fucking bombs they keep masturbating over on the news.”

“Shit. Right. Yeah.”

“I think that was part of it? Like, not telling you, I mean. I saw how Mom was with Clay; with me, she’s going to go fucking ballistic. I… couldn’t bear even the chance of not having you with all that shit bearing down on me.”

Avery’s nodding. “Yeah. I get it. I hate that I do, I think, but I get it. Fuck, Max.”

“So.”

“So?”

“Avery.”

“Yeah?”

And Taylor can see Maxine almost shaking again. Going to bite her lip, then pulling back. Licking her lips instead. Eventually she says, “Do you see me as a girl? Like, right now? And I don’t mean like, do I have good makeup or whatever. Just, am I a girl to you now?”

“It’s really important to you, isn’t it?”

“Yeah.”

“Shit.” Avery’s shaking her head, but it doesn’t seem like she’s saying no. More like she’s just trying to fit all this shizz in. Like Maxine said to Taylor once, it’s one thing to see an MtF girl, a transsexual, on Maury or the internet or whatever. Another thing entirely to see one looking back at you from the mirror. Or to find one in your best friend. A lot of things you previously took for granted, well, either you gotta discard them, or you don’t, and you make a big freaking problem of yourself.

“Avery—”

“Just— Don’t rush me, Max. Please.” Leaning forward. Drumming idly on the bed. “Shit,” Avery whispers, and she does it a couple more times. She’s thinking, finding places for all this in her head. And then she leans back once more, again pulling on her ankle to keep herself from toppling backward off the bed. “I keep thinking back,” she says. “Things you said. Things you did. Things we did. Like, we kissed a bunch of times. Just to try it out and shit, yeah. That’s what I thought it was. And that’s what I thought you thought it was!”

“It was,” Maxine says quietly. “I just— Back then, sex wasn’t— Shit. It just… wasn’t.”

“No, no, I get it.” Avery’s nodding tightly. She’s very in motion through all this. It’s how she thinks, evidently. “I didn’t mean it like— I didn’t think—I don’t think!—you were being a straight guy about it. Like, that’s just not you. But it’s like, I’ve been thinking, all these things you did, I always thought that a guy did those things, right? And it seemed normal. I didn’t question it. But now I’m thinking, maybe that’s dumb. Maybe that’s really dumb. I mean, what the fuck do I know about guys, anyway?”

“I think it’s just that Max did those things,” Willa says.

“Right,” Avery says, frowning.

“Honestly?” Maxine says. “Back then? I never knew what I was doing. Half the time I thought I was working, like, super hard at being a guy? Never occurred to me that ‘being a guy’ isn’t something that guys have to work at.”

“Wait. The last few years. That was you trying to be a guy? Trying to be all macho and shit?”

“I never said I was good at it?”

Avery laughs. Seems like a buttload of tension just fell away from her all of a sudden. “Yeah. Yeah, I guess not. Shit, Max. Shit.” She raises her ankles, turns herself around on the bed to face Maxine. “I just realized something.”

“Yeah?”

“Did you know, you do the uptalk thing now?”

“What?” Maxine gasps, leaning away from her. “No way. I so don’t.”

“Sorry,” Taylor says, “but you kinda do.”

“Shit. Really?”

“Really,” Avery says. “You didn’t just turn into a girl. You turned into a California girl.”

Maxine stretches out a leg and pretends to inspect it. “I mean, I guess I’m getting a tan?”

* * *

More Zimas. Maxine’s never had them before tonight, but they’re kinda like wine coolers, or like the fruity alcoholic crap they had on Taylor’s birthday. Willa’s insisted like three times that they’re classy fruity alcoholic crap, and that dedicated professionals like her parents can only stoop so low. When their lawyer friends and their associated young adult children come to visit, and it’s well into the party section of the dinner party, you want them to, what, put out a bunch of Cokes and a bottle of Jack? Please, Maxine; they wouldn’t be seen dead. 

“I can’t believe how fucking massive this bed is,” Avery says. She’s sipping at a Zima and tapping her fingers on the side. Her nails, Maxine can’t help noticing, suck.

“You should see mine,” Maxine says. They’re all four of them half-sitting, half-lying next to each other, propped up on every pillow and cushion Willa owns, with some movie on Willa’s little TV set, which is about the only thing in here, aside from the bed, which is as reassuringly crappy as the shit Maxine owns. “It’s almost as wide. My first night here, I tried to roll out of bed in the morning, and it was like, oh shit, there’s just more bed.”

“Am I going to get to see your bedroom? I kind of assumed I would, but that was before I knew you were hiding a whole gender from your mom and dad.”

“When are you going back? I didn’t even ask.”

“Monday. Got a nice mid-morning flight booked. And money for the cab or whatever.”

“So you could come to the dance, right?”

Avery freezes a moment. “What?”

“Homecoming. It’s tomorrow.”

“The dance?”

“That’s how this works,” Taylor says. She’s on the far side of the bed, which Maxine isn’t too happy about and probably Taylor isn’t, either, but it’s just how they fell when they decided they were going to switch on to some cable TV horror movie about werewolves and mostly ignore it. “Today was the Homecoming game, tomorrow’s the Homecoming dance. Gosh, it’s been so wild, I haven’t even had time to worry about how annoying Kennedy’s going to be about getting crowned Queen.”

“We all get plus ones,” Willa says. And then, a moment later, she adds sourly, “I don’t get to use mine because, you know, lesbian, and they don’t need to use theirs because Maxine’s fakey boyfriend’s too old to come and Taylor and Maxine are dating anyway and—”

“So be my plus one,” Maxine says.

“Do I have to wear a dress?” Avery asks.

“Yeah. I promise it doesn’t hurt.”

“Oh, fuck you.”

“No, really. Turns out, dresses? You just kinda step into them. It’s fine.”

Avery coughs. “If you say you’re gonna do my makeup as well, I might actually kill you, Maxwell Giordano.”

“Maxine.”

“Shit. Sorry. Still getting used to it.”

“Just for that,” Maxine says, “I’m gonna do your makeup.”

“No, Maxine.”

“We still have glitter left over, right?”

“Lots,” Willa says.

“Actually,” Taylor says, “there is a thing. Avery, we never thought you’d be, like, here. Maxine talked about going back to see you, but—”

“You did?” Avery asks.

“Yeah,” Maxine says, shrugging. “Of course.”

“You’re a lesbian, Avery,” Taylor says. “Like, officially. And like we said before, the cheerleaders heard, so everybody knows.”

“Oh,” Avery says. She takes another pull from her Zima. “Shit. But there’ll be teachers, right? Nobody gonna stab me with a compass?”

“There’ll be teachers.”

“I guess that’s okay, then.”

“Plus,” Willa says, “it’s not like people are going to be super rowdy. School dances are kind of inherently uncool. And nobody drinks except the weirdos who bring a hip flask or something, like they think they’re in a movie.”

“There might be Gordos, though,” Maxine says. “And Shanes. And—”

“Wait,” Avery says. “Gordo I know about, mostly. Who’s Shane?”

“God. He’s this asshole guy who— Okay, so you know that story about how guys, when they like girls, chase them and pull on their pigtails and shit?”

“I guess.”

“He kept alternating between calling me a lesbo and asking me out. Total freak.”

“Shit,” Avery says, laughing. “Guys are asking you out?”

Maxine waits until Avery has her drink held steadily and safely between her legs before she speaks. “The quarterback has a crush on me.”

“Get out! No way!” Avery’s beating on her now, slapping at Maxine’s arm, and at such close range, there’s nothing Maxine can do but try to interrupt her light slaps with some slaps of her own, and there’s brief chaos on their side of the bed until Willa fake-clears her throat at maximum volume.

“Kids!” Willa commands, in something approaching her cheer-shout volume. “No fighting in my bed!”

“Okay,” Maxine says.

“Fine,” Avery says.

Maxine waits a beat, and then says, “He does though.”

In the bed next to her, there is a sharp intake of breath, and then Avery carefully lifts her Zima, takes a sip, and says, quietly, “He’s got good taste.”

* * *

Taylor finally claimed some Maxine time, and she did it by virtue of waiting until both Willa and Avery went to the bathroom, and then pouting a lot when they came back. She reminded them that Maxine is her girlfriend, and that as much as shizz seems to have calmed down now, she’s still had a stressful day and very much needs the gentle and consoling arms of her partner in crime, passion and cheer. Avery told her she should try out for the drama club, but agreed to swap places.

The movie’s still playing, but Taylor doesn’t care. Because they’ve dealt with Avery, they’ve defused the bomb, invited it to the dance and promised it that it can borrow something of Willa’s to wear, and now Taylor gets to be with Maxine, the way she should have been from the moment the game ended. So they’re lying there in the dark together, kinda drunk but kinda not, bare thighs touching, and Taylor’s got her hand between Maxine’s legs. It’s not, like, doing anything, but it’s comforting just to have it there. And Maxine’s resting her head on Taylor’s shoulder, and she’s breathing gently, and while at some point, sure, they’re going to have to get up and brush their teeth and shizz, for right now, while the movie’s playing and the alcohol is cushioning them and the conversation’s reduced to the occasional little comment, this is just perfect.

And, yeah, she’s pretty sure that Willa’s got her hand on Avery’s thigh just the same, but for right now? Taylor’s also pretty sure that that’s none of her business.

* * *

Back then.

The walls haven’t been so bare in, shit, Max doesn’t know how long. For eighteen years he’s been cocooned in this room, and he spent a lot of that time stamping what passes for his personality on every available surface. Band posters; fliers for gymnastics events both past and future; even a couple of hot girl posters to keep Mom off his back and, latterly, to give Avery something to look at when she comes over. And there, in the empty corner, that’s where his guitar and amp always sat, and there’s the only unworn area of carpet apart from under the bed frame, where the furniture hosting his Stonehenge pile-up of electronics used to sit: TV, VCR, PC, stereo; all gone, packed away. He questioned the wisdom of loading his ancient television into the trailer, but Dad pointed out that if he didn’t, he’d be buying a new one in California or going without, so that decided that.

If he closes his eyes, he can still see it all. Now, opening them again, there’s just… discolored spots on the walls where the posters used to be. A window that he can get to for the first time since Dad put up the computer desk. And the world’s most frayed carpet.

“Someone new’s gonna have this place,” Avery says. She’s still lingering in the door, as if the empty room might be corrosive to her. Which, yeah, maybe. “I don’t even want to picture it. Like, now, even though all your shit is gone, it’s like the shadows are still there, you know? Blank spaces where Max’s life used to be.”

“Avery…”

“I don’t want somebody else to have this room, Max. I don’t want to think that I’ll never come here again.”

From downstairs, Dad yells out, “Max! Ten minutes!”

Max doesn’t respond, because Avery fucking flinches at that. He just walks over to her, gathers her up, and holds her.

He doesn’t want to go, either.

She suggested that they tour New York landmarks before he goes. See the Statue of Liberty and Times Square and all that shit. See the sights for real instead of posing in front of billboards for a dumb prank on his cousin. He told her no, that Times Square is probably just a square, that he doesn’t care about any of that. He doesn’t care about New York, nor Queens. He doesn’t even really care about his room, except that it’s weird to be leaving it, to be stripping it down to the powder-blue paint.

The only thing in here that he cares about at all is Avery.

In his arms, she’s mumbling.

“I’m gonna have to go in a minute and it’s the last time I’ll ever leave this house. It’s the last time I’ll walk home that way. It’s the last time I’ll see you, Max!” She hits him in time, her forearm uselessly beating his chest. “I hate this.”

“Yeah,” Max says, “me too.”

“Five minutes!” Dad calls up the stairs.

And that’s it. That’s the end. Whatever comes next, it won’t be this, won’t be Max and Avery. And Avery knows that too, and maybe that’s why she pushes against his chest, leans back, looks him right in the eye. Her jaw’s clenching and her eyes are shining and before Max knows it, she’s kissing him on the lips.

It’s not like before. Not like when they were practicing, kissing just to see what it was like, all laughing and shoving at each other and making funny noises of fake passion. No, it’s just a peck, lasts only a few seconds, and then she’s pulling away quick, dropping her gaze, cheeks red.

Saying nothing. But Max knows what she would say if she could. He knows what the kiss meant.

It meant, I’ll miss you.

And.

Shit.

Yeah.
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