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      I filed into the church basement and took a seat near the back. I blushed at what I was doing. I still remembered starting youth group when I was in sixth grade and looking at all the older high school kids who sat near the back talking with each other and pretending to pay attention.

      I’d thought they were so bad back then. They should’ve been listening to the youth paster. Now here I was doing it.

      I smiled as I took a seat next to Craig. He smiled and reached out to take my hand but I pushed him away and blushed again.

      That was the sort of thing we could get away with sitting farther back, but it still felt wrong. Not to mention that I didn’t feel much of anything when his hand brushed against mine.

      He hit me with an irritated look, but didn’t say anything. Instead he smiled and turned his attention to the front.

      Pastor Dave stood up there pacing back and forth with his guitar slung over his shoulder. I swear there were times when I thought he loved that guitar more than he loved the Lord. That line always got a few good laughs from my mom.

      “What’s he waiting for?” I whispered.

      “No idea,” Craig said.

      He also used my question as an excuse to move his hand towards me again. This time he didn’t try to hold my hand. No, this time he was far more scandalous and moved his fingers along my leg.

      My blush was bright enough that I was sure Pastor Dave could see it from where he paced in front of our crowd. He turned and I was certain he could see my shame, but he kept right on pacing in the other direction as though he didn’t know what was going on right in front of him.

      Or maybe he did know and he didn’t say anything. There were times when I thought Pastor Dave was a lot more perceptive about what was going on around him than he let on.

      There were a lot of people who thought they were getting away with something in front of him only to find themselves getting yelled at later in the privacy of his office.

      “Stop it,” I hissed.

      “What’s the problem?” Craig asked. “We’re in high school now. Loosen up a little.”

      I took in a deep breath and tried to remind myself what I’d been taught in Sunday school so many times. What we were going to be discussing tonight in youth group, for that matter. It wouldn’t do to give into worldly temptations on a night when Pastor Dave was talking to us all about how we should avoid them, right?

      “You shouldn’t be doing that and you know it,” I hissed right back at him.

      “Fine,” he said, then he smiled. “There’s always later when we break.”

      I sighed and the only thing that kept me from rolling my eyes at Craig’s confidence was Pastor Dave wheeling around again. He was moving so fast that I thought I could almost hear the strings on his precious guitar vibrating with the force of his walk, but of course that was silly.

      “He looks upset about something,” I said.

      “Probably the small crowd,” Craig whispered back.

      This time Pastor Dave did give us a critical look. As though he’d been listening in on everything we were saying. I blushed again and looked away. I could never hold up under that intense gaze.

      “You’re going to get us in trouble with all your talking,” Craig said.

      I turned back to glare at him. I was going to get us in trouble with all my talking? As though he wasn’t the one yammering his head off and trying to get me to hold his hand or worse when Pastor Dave was right there!

      The only thing that kept me from giving him a piece of my mind was the thought of what Pastor Dave might do if he heard us talking. I’d never been called into his office and I didn’t plan on starting now.

      I looked around at the crowd that had gathered. Sure there were never too many people at Back to School With Jesus night, but this was a terrible turnout even by the standards of the usual turnout.

      I looked back up to the front again. Pastor Dave had unslung his guitar and was fiddling with it. The noise spread out across the finished church basement. We were in the main room where all the big stuff happened and being here felt like being home, but having Pastor Dave here didn’t add to that feeling.

      He’d been here for a few years now, and already I missed the nice girl who’d been here when I started back in sixth grade. That was so long ago though. It felt like forever now that I was going into my freshman year.

      I still felt a pang of sadness every time I thought of the night Mandy told us she was leaving. She’d been a friendly face showing up at lunch at the school. She’d always been so nice.

      Pastor Dave tried to be nice, but there was just something there that felt off no matter how many times he tried to get on everyone’s good side by playing his guitar and acting like he was the cool friend.

      Mandy pulled it off without trying. He always seemed like he was trying too hard. And there was the worry that he could pull you into his office if he didn’t like something you were doing.

      “Okay everyone!” he said, the forced cheeriness obvious as he looked out across the small crowd gathered. “Glad you’re all here for Back to School With Jesus! I figured we’d start with everyone’s favorite…”

      He paused to look over everyone. It didn’t take all that long. Again, it’s not like there was a huge crowd or anything. His smile faltered just a little as he broke into a few familiar chords and everyone looked bored at his usual introduction.

      I tried to remember if that introduction had worked the first time he used it. Probably not.

      “Okay! So we’re going with a song! El Shaddai? You all know that one, right? El Shaddai!”

      And with that he launched into one of about ten songs he’d bothered to learn on that guitar. I knew because I’d counted them. I went through the motions of singing but it was difficult to focus because the entire time we were singing Craig was doing his best to move his hands up to my leg again.

      My shorts were down almost to my knees. Respectable. Not like some of the short shorts I saw other girls wearing around school. That I’d looked at from time to time at the mall and wondered what it would be like to wear them myself, not that I’d ever try it.

      I slapped his hand away again but his expression never changed. He was a man on a mission and I hated that he was doing this to me. He’d always been a friend, and now he had to go and make everything weird by not being able to take a hint.

      Blessedly the song didn’t last long. Soon enough Pastor Dave finished the final chords and set his guitar down carefully on a stand that wobbled.

      He clapped his hands together as he paced back and forth in front of us again. The man was a bundle of nervous energy.

      “So I know all of you are excited about going to school next week. Starting new grades. Some of you are even going to new schools!”

      He smiled as his look took in the back few rows of students. There were so few people at the event that everyone could’ve easily filled in the front couple of rows if we hadn’t kept to the usual seating chart of younger people in the front and older people in the back. Again his smile seemed to slip.

      “But what am I here to talk to all of you about?”

      Craig was the first to raise his hand. I looked at him and just barely avoided rolling my eyes. He looked so silly holding his hand up like he was so eager to regurgitate everything Pastor Dave said every year.

      Especially considering what he was trying with me where no one could see.

      “Craig?” Dave said with a smile.

      “We’re here to talk about how to avoid worldly temptations!” he said with a beaming smile.

      Again the only thing keeping me from rolling my eyes was knowing Pastor Dave was right there looking back at us. He wouldn’t miss that and with my luck he’d think I was rolling my eyes at him, not at Craig.

      He had some nerve. Talking about temptations when he was the one sitting back here trying to put his hands all over me like he wanted to make out with me right in the middle of the church basement!

      I satisfied myself with reaching out to pinch him instead. He jumped, but I realized it was a bad move as he turned and grinned. Of course he’d think I was giving him an invitation, not pointing out what a doofus he was being.

      “You’re exactly right Craig,” Pastor Dave said, resuming his pacing back and forth and prattling on about all the dangers we were going to run into going to school. The way he talked it was like the schools were sponsoring orgies or something.

      I wasn’t even entirely sure what an orgy was. Just that it was a word I heard people tossing around from time to time then they got really quiet when they realized I was listening in. I’d thought about looking it up, but I figured that was the sort of thing that would only lead to trouble when my mom saw what I was searching for.

      Screw being a freshman in high school. There were times when I looked forward to being a freshman in college so I wouldn’t have to worry about any of this stuff.

      “And so what you need to remember is there are a lot of people out there who will try to take advantage of you,” Pastor Dave said

      He’d slipped into what I called his sermon voice. The sort of voice that sort of sounded like an imitation of the head pastor but not quite.

      Pastor Dave went through the rest of his spiel about how we should all try to be good in the face of everything we were going to run into at school. How he knew we were all good kids, and we’d stand up to all the worldly temptations we were going to find.

      I thought it was silly. I mean it's not like they were having crazy parties or anything like that when I was in middle school.

      I tried to push those thoughts out of my head as we went over to the refreshment table. Even the refreshments weren't the greatest tonight. This wasn't a night when Pastor Dave would be pulling in potential new recruits and so he obviously hadn't pulled out the big guns like pizza and breadsticks and soda.

      No, we had off brand cookies from the dollar store along with juice that had probably been sitting in the massive refrigerator in the church’s kitchen for the Lord only knew how long. Well, the Lord and maybe some of the old ladies who ran the kitchen.

      "So what did you think of Pastor Dave's little speech this year?" Craig asked as he sidled up next to me in the line. Sidled up a little too close for comfort. I took a step away as I grabbed a couple of vanilla cookies.

      "It was the same speech he gives every year. Why?"

      "So listening to his speech didn't give you any ideas?"

      Craig wiggled his eyebrows as he grinned at me and it took me a few moments to realize exactly what he was getting at. And when I did realize exactly what he was getting at I reached out and gave him a good smack.

      “Don't be disgusting Craig,” I said.

      To be perfectly honest I didn’t have any idea what Pastor Dave was talking about when he warned us to watch out for "worldly" things. My only social outlet was the church youth group, and I wouldn't know something “worldly” if it came up and smacked me in the butt, which is what it seemed like Craig was trying to do right now. So I pulled away from him again.

      Men.

      "I'm sorry," Craig said, suddenly getting serious. "It's just that you're my best girl friend and…"

      I blushed at those words. I was his best girl friend. The space between the two words was obvious. It was also pretty obvious Craig wanted that space to be eliminated. But it just wasn't going to happen. I didn’t think of him like that.

      "Why don't you come with me?" Craig asked.

      I looked at him with pure suspicion. I must have been obvious because he held his hands up.

      "Nothing bad! I promise!"

      "Where are we going?" I asked.

      “Out front,” he said. "You know I don't like how stifling it is down here in the church basement."

      I looked around the room one more time. There wasn't really anyone I wanted to talk to down here. The older kids who'd been my friends in the past had either graduated or they'd stopped coming when our Mandy left and Pastor Dave took over. Which meant my oldest friend at the church youth group right now was Craig, and I don't know that I could even call him a friend. Just a guy I'd been hanging out with for years out of habit because we were the same age.

      Finally I sighed. I had a feeling I was going to regret this, but there was something about the gleam in his eye that made me wonder what he was up to.

      "Fine," I said.

      "And where are the two of you going?" Pastor Dave asked as we moved to the exit.

      "Just getting some fresh air," I said.

      “Don't do anything I wouldn't do," Pastor Dave said with a weird laugh.

      I shrugged it off and followed Craig up the stairs and out onto the front steps of the church.

      It was a nice day. Craig had been right. Not the sort of day to be locked up in a stuffy church basement. Especially when puffy clouds floated in the sky and everything looked so beautiful. I heard a couple of birds chirping in the distance and the occasional car moved slowly past the church.

      “So why did you bring me out here?" I asked.

      "Because we have privacy here," he said.

      I looked around again. Sure there was the occasional car going by, but otherwise the area was pretty deserted even though we were in the middle of town. It’s not like much of anything ever happened around here though, so why would a lot of people be out and about on a lazy Saturday night? Everyone went to another town for fun.

      Everyone who could drive, at least.

      I suppose it was private, though I felt a quiet panic at the thought that he’d want privacy.

      Craig reached for my hand and got it before I could pull away. I looked down to his hand grasping mine and then up to him. I knew I was supposed to feel something when he held my hand, but there was nothing there. No sparks.

      From the way he looked at me it seemed like he was feeling some sparks though.

      "Why did you do that?" I asked.

      "Because I like you," he said.

      I smiled. Decided to play dumb. Or play innocent. I didn’t want to let on that I knew exactly what he meant and didn’t like it.

      We were friends, after all. It wasn’t nice to push away friends.

      "I like you too Craig," I replied.

      "No, I really like you," he said. "Ever since the first time I saw you, and I figured you knew…"

      I frowned and shook my head. I really didn’t like where this conversation was going. I might be sheltered, but even I had a pretty good idea of where he wanted this to go. It wasn't a place I wanted to go. I wasn't ready for this. Not with Craig.

      "Craig, I…"

      Craig put a finger to his lips. It was enough to quiet me down. For the space of a breath, maybe. I was about to give him a piece of my mind when he shushed me again. Only this time he did it by leaning in and planting his lips against mine.

      I didn't know what to do. Someone could drive by at any moment and see him kissing me. Someone could walk past and see us kissing, and I didn't want that. Pastor Dave could walk out and see us and something told me Pastor Dave wouldn't be very happy about seeing the two of us kissing on the church steps.

      What if the head pastor happened to be looking out from his house on the other side of the church? What would he do if he saw two kids kissing? That would get back to Pastor Dave just as surely as if he found us himself, and he’d probably be more upset if his boss was the one who found us.

      I blinked a couple of times. This wasn't how my first kiss was supposed to go. My first kiss, and it was with Craig of all people. I wanted to let out a groan of frustration, but I didn't. I did feel like slapping him though. I was pulling my arm back when he pulled away and looked at me expectantly.

      My arm hung in the air. He wasn’t kissing me now so was it really nice to slap him? All I could do was continue to stare at him in surprise.

      “Why did you do that?” I finally asked.

      Craig swallowed and blushed. “It just felt right. So what did you think of…"

      "Why would you do that?" I asked.

      Okay, so maybe my brain was stuck on repeat. Could you blame me? I’d just had my first kiss, and it was nothing like how I'd imagined.

      "I was hoping since we’re going off to high school and everything that maybe you and I…"

      The hope in his voice almost broke my heart. I lowered my hand. Nothing I could do with a slap would come close to what I was about to do with a few words.

      I couldn’t believe it. He was the one who kissed me without asking, probably because he saw it in some stupid movie or something somewhere and thought that’s how it was done, and now I was the one who felt bad for him.

      He really thought leaning in to kiss me would lead to getting what he wanted. Only I felt nothing. Just a vague sense of disgust that my first kiss was wasted on him.

      I sighed. "Craig…"

      I couldn't think of anything to say that actually fit the moment. What was I supposed to say? I had no freaking clue. This guy had kissed me and I felt like I should've felt something even if I wasn’t interested in him in particular. He was cute enough, if kinda weird.

      But there was nothing. So instead of addressing the awkward moment or wasting more time trying to figure out what it meant I tossed my cookies to the sidewalk so some birds or squirrels could maybe get some enjoyment out of them. I sure wasn't going to be able to enjoy them now.

      I looked down at Craig at one final time, had one last disbelieving thought that I'd just had my first kiss from Craig of all people, and turned and walked back into the church.

      I didn't really want to see Pastor Dave in there, but I really didn't want to stay out here with Craig either.

      I tried to push thoughts of what had just happened out of my mind, but it was hard. Not because I'd enjoyed it, but because I felt like I should have enjoyed it and was wondering what was wrong with me that I didn't.
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      I took a deep breath of the warm night air. I loved it out here. Everything was always so tranquil. So peaceful.

      Sure there was a time when there was a lot more noise out here. A time when the shuttered factory off in the distance had gone twenty-four hours a day and provided the lifeblood for this small town.

      That was a long time ago. The factory was empty and dark now. The railroad tracks leading out to it were grown over where they weren’t ripped or rusted out. They hadn’t held a train for at least a decade, though I could still remember watching the trains go by from the softball practice field on the other side of the country road.

      I looked down. It was a ten foot drop to the road below, but I didn't care. I’d been out here on the old bridge often enough that I knew I wasn't in any danger of falling. Besides, heights had never bothered me.

      Not much of anything bothered me. At least not that I showed the world.

      This place had been a popular hangout well before I found it. Kids would come up to the small bridge over a road leading to the factory parking lot and play games of chicken. At least that’s what the rumors all said.

      That was part of the reason why no one came up here anymore. There were stories. Kids who’d been caught on this very bridge. Killed. Run over by a train in a very messy and gruesome way when they tried a little too hard to win their game of chicken.

      I wasn't sure how much I believed those stories. They sounded like the kind of urban legend that seemed to grow up in small towns everywhere.

      Let's put it this way. I'd never seen a newspaper clipping proving someone had died here. I’d definitely never seen a ghost out here, but I was happy for the ghost stories if they kept people away from my spot.

      "What are you thinking about?" Courtney asked.

      I looked over at my best friend and one-time girl crush. The girl crush thing was over now. Mostly. It hadn't lasted past me admitting my feelings to her and her making it clear she was completely straight.

      It broke my heart at the time, but at least it hadn’t gotten in the way of our friendship.

      Tonight she was rocking some purple streaks in her hair that was almost indistinguishable from her jet black hair. She had a nose ring, something that scandalized all the normies at our school, and a smile on her face as she took a drag from her cigarette.

      "I'm thinking about how those things are going to kill you someday," I said, waving a hand in front of my face to chase away the smoke she blew at me because she knew I hated it.

      Bitch.

      I coughed and waved my hand. And that handwaving nearly caused me to lose balance and go slipping over the edge. I reached out to the gravel on the edge of the railroad track but it was gravel so it’s not like I could grab hold of it. Courtney's arm slammed into my stomach nearly knocking the wind out of me.

      "Damn," she said. "I never thought you'd hate smoke so much that you'd kill yourself to avoid it. It's not like it's going to kill you right away, but that fall might.”

      I flipped her the bird. She smiled a sweet smile.

      "You're very funny," I said. "You know that, right?"

      "I do try," she said.

      We didn’t say anything for a little while. To be perfectly honest my heart was still pounding from nearly going over the edge. The rush of adrenaline was pulsed through me.

      Sure it’s not like falling off the bridge would actually kill me, but it would’ve been a nasty fall. Nasty enough that I might’ve broken something.

      Either way it wouldn’t be fun. So I gave myself a few minutes to calm down. Courtney gave me those few minutes to calm down. Which was the least she could do since it would’ve been totally her fault.

      Bitch. But I loved her for it.

      "So what do you think about everything that's coming up?" she asked after that long moment was over.

      "What are you talking about?"

      She shrugged. A fatalistic shrug if I'd ever seen one. One that seemed to take in the entire injustice of being a teenager.

      Of course I knew Courtney could be overly dramatic. Then again, we were drama kids. Overly dramatic was sort of our lifestyle choice.

      “Junior year for you. Senior year for me,” she said. “That’s kinda a big deal don’t you think?”

      I snorted. “Are you turning into one of those yearbook toting preppies who’s going on about how these are the best years of our lives or something?”

      She stubbed out her cigarette on the gravel and flicked the butt down to the road below. There were lots of cigarette butts down there. We came out here a lot.

      “Fuck no,” she said. “I’ve just been thinking, is all.”

      I gave her a sideways glance. As always I was struck by how pretty she was, but that prettiness didn’t hit me with all the intensity of a knife to the gut like it had once upon a time.

      Now it was just a dull ache. I knew nothing was going to happen. She’d made that clear. It still hurt. It still brought back fond memories. More than anything all the drama had faded though.

      Yeah, like I said. Drama kids. The name wasn’t just about what we chose to do with our free time after school.

      “You’re turning into one of them,” I said with a giggle.

      “Am not!” she shot back.

      I looked out over the parking lot. Empty. Nothing going for it. Just like this town.

      “I can’t wait to get out of here,” I said. “Being a junior just means it’s two more years to getting the hell out of here instead of one.”

      “I dunno,” Courtney said. “It’s not all bad here, y’know?”

      I turned to her and this time I couldn’t hide my surprise. Sure I tried to show the world I didn’t give a fuck about it or anything in it, but did she seriously just say she didn’t think this place was all bad?

      “What’s going on with you?” I asked. “You were always going on about how much this place sucked. You going soft in your last year here?”

      She blushed and turned away. I felt like there was something she wasn’t telling me. That or I was missing something, and I’d been friends with her long enough that I didn’t miss much.

      “I’m just saying this place is tolerable, is all,” she said.

      “I can’t think of anything that would make this place tolerable,” I said. “It’s not like being a junior is even a huge deal. Sure no one’s walking all over me anymore, but it’s not like I’m a senior. I’m the Jan Brady of the pecking order at that shithole.”

      “Did you really just compare your entire grade to Jan Brady?” she asked.

      “Maybe I did. What’s the big deal?”

      She groaned and rolled her eyes. “Y’know for someone who walks around pretending to be such a hardass you sure have some dorky hobbies.”

      “Hey. Watching the Brady Bunch is not a dorky hobby. That show is an American institution!”

      “And since when did you care about America or institutions?” she countered.

      I opened my mouth to tell her to go fuck herself then shut it. She had a point there.

      “Maybe don’t mention to anyone that I like the Brady Bunch?” I asked.

      She held out her pinky. I twisted mine with hers and grinned.

      “Promise,” she said.

      We settled into another comfortable silence. That was one of the things I liked about hanging out with Courtney. Sometimes neither one of us had to say a thing.

      I breathed in the warm air. Watched fireflies dancing over fields in the distance. Listened to the occasional skittering of some small critter moving across the asphalt of the abandoned parking lot that was slowly being reclaimed by nature.

      Yeah, it was one of those perfect nights.

      “It’s a damned shame this weekend’s going to end and we’ll be back in school in a couple of days,” I said. “That’s always the worst part about summer vacation. Knowing it’s going to be over soon.”

      “Could be worse,” Courtney snorted.

      “What could be worse than going back to school?” I asked.

      “I heard Aaron Townsend dropped out because he got a job down at Thompson’s.”

      “He dropped out because he got a job at a drive-in restaurant? Seriously?”

      “Yup. Heard through the grapevine he was bragging to people about his new career as a chef.”

      She made a disgusted noise and rolled her eyes to tell me what she thought of that. Though honestly I was surprised a kid our age could get a job like that in the first place.

      There were a lot of people around here who couldn’t find anything. A lot of people a lot older than us who might be better qualified for something like that.

      Then again the ones who stuck around here did tend to be the types who either put a needle in their arm to forget about the world or they cooked the stuff that other people put in their arms to forget about their world.

      Yeah, Mayberry this place wasn’t.

      “Sure I’m not going to drop out to become a fry cook or anything,” I said. “But it’s still school. We’re still going to have to put up with watching those preppy assholes prancing around like they own the place. Looking down their noses at us.”

      “I don’t know,” Courtney said. “School isn’t all bad.”

      My eyebrows went up. I knew I was staring, but I couldn’t exactly help it.

      “Who are you and what did you do with the Courtney I know? Did the pod people get you last night or something?”

      “Come on,” she said. “You’re acting like school is some terrible thing. We go there. We see our friends. We have to do some homework. We get to do the play after school gets out. Is it really all that bad?”

      “What’s with you?” I asked.

      “Nothing,” she said, but there was something about her tone that made me not quite believe her.

      She pulled out another cigarette and lit it. I made a point of coughing and waving my hand in the air like I was trying to push the smoke away, which I honestly was. I hated the stuff.

      “Nothing,” she said. “Just thinking about what the school year might bring.”

      She was hiding something, but I wasn’t going to bother her about it. If she wanted to tell me her secrets she’d tell me in her own time.

      So instead I enjoyed the silence. Stared out over the empty parking lot and thought about what the new school year might bring.

      The next play was the only thing I could think of to look forward to, but that was something. Maybe I’d even get something more than a supporting role this year.

      Fat chance with as many seniors as we had returning to the club. I’d have to wait next year for my turn which sucked, but that’s the way it went.

      No, other than looking forward to the play it was the same boring existence going through the motions and avoiding the assholes who thought they ran the school.

      Yeah, that was going to be a whole lot of fucking fun. I couldn’t wait to get out of this place.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            3

          

          
            Chloe

          

        

      

    

    
      “Oh my God,” Ashley said. “Can you believe we’re actually in high school? I can’t believe we’re actually in fucking high school!”

      “Ashley!” I said, a blush coming to my cheeks as I instinctively looked around to make sure there weren’t any teachers listening.

      “What?” she asked.

      “You shouldn’t talk like that,” I said. “You could get in trouble!”

      She fixed me with a look I was all too familiar with. A look that combined “are you kidding me?” with “grow up Chloe.”

      “You might be comfortable wagging your potty mouth all over the place but I’m not going to get in trouble with you when some teacher catches you swearing!” I said.

      Ashley shook her head.

      “Y’know you really need to loosen up,” she said. “We’re in high school!”

      “What does that have to do with anything?” I sniffed. “Rules are still rules, and you’re not doing yourself any favors by breaking them.”

      Ashley rolled her eyes and grabbed me by the arm. Yanked me into the big gym I’d been to for games just like everyone else, but this was the first time I’d been in the gym as an actual student.

      I knew it wasn’t any different from any other time I’d been in the gym, but it felt different now for some reason.

      I looked around in awe. Teachers stood behind desks with signs showing what grade and what name range they were taking. There were other students I recognized from our own grade, but then there were the upperclassmen.

      They didn’t look like kids. They were like adults walking around in school for some reason. I recognized some of them because I’d gone to school with them for a year or maybe two years in middle school, but it was still weird seeing them now.

      Not to mention the complete strangers. Kids who came from other middle schools. People I’d never seen before in my life and we were thrown together now.

      Everyone looked so much older. This place really was so much more worldly than middle school, and I’d gotten all sorts of warnings about middle school when I started there.

      Pastor Dave thought just about everything was worldly when you got down to it, and he wasn’t afraid to tell you all about it in between strumming songs on his guitar.

      “Amazing,” I whispered.

      “You’ve got that right,” Ashley said. “Would you look at some of those guys?”

      I blushed again. Speaking of worldly things I was supposed to be careful about. Older guys trying to take my virtue from me was near the top of that list. Whatever that meant.

      Pastor Dave had never been big on the specifics. Just that we needed to be constantly on our guard. It was enough to make the older guys seem just a little scary.

      I followed Ashley’s gaze over to a group of guys near the edge of the gym talking and laughing. They seemed to be having a good time there, and from the way Ashley stood with her mouth hanging open she seemed to enjoy watching them have a good time.

      I looked at them for a long moment. Wondered what it was Ashley saw in them. Then I wondered if there was something wrong with me that I was looking at those guys but I wasn’t feeling anything.

      I blushed again as I thought back to that kiss with Craig. That kiss where I felt nothing.

      What if there really was something wrong with me? I didn’t know what it could possibly be, but there was a worry gathering in the back of my mind and I didn’t like it.

      “Yeah, they’re cute I suppose,” I lied.

      “You suppose?” Ashley asked. “They’re delicious!”

      My cheeks were already red, but her words made it even worse.

      There were times when I wondered why I was still friends with Ashley. She was always getting into so much trouble. She was the kind of person they warned us about at youth group. Mostly because she was the kind of person who wasn’t interested in going to youth group.

      But we’d been friends since kindergarten, and I wasn’t going to kick her out of my life just because Pastor Dave had a problem with her. Sure it felt wrong to even think like that, but whatever. She was my best friend.

      If Pastor Dave thought having a best friend was wrong then maybe he was the one who was wrong, not her.

      “Come on,” Ashley said. “Enough enjoying the eye candy. It’s time for us to get our schedules!”

      I watched the older guys on the other side of the gym for a moment longer. I pushed myself to feel something. Anything. I should’ve felt something, shouldn’t I? Just like I should’ve enjoyed that kiss with Craig.

      But I didn’t. What was wrong with me?

      I went over to the “A-G” line and Ashley wound up in the “R-Z” line. It moved pretty fast and soon enough I was facing a bored looking teacher.

      “Name?”

      “Anderson. Chloe,” I said.

      The teacher dug through the pile and handed me a sheet of paper that had all my classes for the semester. These seven classes were going to be my life for the next few months and I couldn’t wait!

      I stepped out of line without checking what classes I had. I wanted to wait until Ashley was over here with her own schedule.

      Only she was already standing there waiting for me. Right. Not as many people on her end of the alphabet I guess.

      “So what did you get?” she asked.

      I finally looked down at the paper, my breathing picking up in anticipation as I looked at my classes.

      “Algebra, Honors English,” I read off.

      “Which period?” she asked.

      I figured it would be easier to hold up our schedules next to each other to see if anything matched up. Turns out we had Honors English together but that was hardly a surprise.

      That was the only class we had together though. I couldn’t help but feel a little disappointed at that. We’d been in the same class pretty much our entire lives, but since seventh grade our days had been split up with different people in different classes all day long.

      My eyes moved down to the bottom. Fixed on the last class of the day.

      “Huh. Drama,” I said.

      I remembered marking it down last year. It was either take Drama or Speech and Debate, and I figured getting up on stage and playing around sounded like a heck of a lot more fun than getting up in front of a class and making a speech.

      I hadn’t told my mom about that choice. I’d actually added it to my choices the next day after I went over those choices with my mom. I figured what she didn’t know wouldn’t hurt her.

      “You signed up for Drama?” Ashley asked.

      “Well yeah. Better than giving a speech,” I said.

      I started for the door. The schedule said we had more time this morning before our first class so people could get their schedules, but I still needed to figure out where all my classes were. Ashley fell in beside me.

      “Wait, you get the same credit for Drama that you do for Speech?” she said, annoyance dripping from her voice.

      “It’s public speaking either way. The fine print said they went for the same public speaking credit to graduate,” I replied.

      “Damn it,” she said. “I have to take speech while you get to have fun prancing around on stage. It’s not fair.”

      “I mean are you taking speech this semester?”

      That brought her up short. “Well… No?”

      I rolled my eyes. Leave it to Ashley not to think things through. She could be such a ditz sometimes. I’d make a joke about the blonde hair or the cheerleader thing but I figured that would all be too easy.

      “So that’s easy,” I said. “You just take drama some other semester instead of taking a speech class. What’s the big deal?”

      Ashley had a look on her face. The sort of look I’d come to recognize as her wanting to say something but stopping herself just short of saying it.

      It’d been a long time since I’d seen her making one of those faces at me though. It was a little weird seeing it after all this time.

      “What?” I asked.

      “Well it’s just that…”

      She stopped again. Her face screwed up in a weird look. The only way I could think to describe it was she suddenly had the urge to go to the bathroom only she was down on the basketball floor cheering and knew she wasn’t going to get there in time.

      I giggled at the thought. That earned me a glare, but whatever. If she was keeping secrets then I could keep secrets.

      “Out with it,” I said.

      “It’s just that it’s y’know… drama,” she said.

      “Um, I don’t think I… y’know… know,” I said.

      “Well y’know. The kind of people who are in drama. It’s just…”

      Now it was my turn to look confused. What the heck was she talking about? I’d been in a school play back in elementary school and I’d been in a couple of plays they put on at the church. Pastor Dave always said I was one of the best actors they had so I always got to do cool stuff like the live nativity the youth group put on.

      I’d never heard anything bad about drama class or the drama club. It just seemed like a bunch of people who were having a good time. What could possibly be wrong with putting on a bunch of goofy costumes and having a good time?

      I still remembered the first play I ever saw. An old family friend took me to see a production of The Wizard of Oz and I’d been in love. Sure it was probably a little hokey compared to the movie which had always been one of my favorites, but I’d been a little kid and in my mind that cheesy high school production had been just as cool as seeing the real thing on a Broadway stage.

      So I crossed my arms and hit Ashley with a look.

      “What are you going on about?” I asked. “There’s nothing wrong with being in the drama club.”

      “But they’re all kinda dorky,” she said. “I have an image to maintain y’know. What would people say if I took a drama class?”

      Now I was really giving her a look. An image to maintain? Was she serious?

      “You’d seriously make yourself suffer through an entire semester of speech because you were worried about what people thought of you taking a drama class?”

      “Maybe?” she asked.

      She at least finally had the good grace to look a little embarrassed. Sort of. Not so embarrassed that she was going to back down, but at least she could recognize that what she was saying was a little stupid.

      “You’re being ridiculous Ashley,” I said. “No one would care if you took drama. Do you think I’m weird because I’m taking drama?”

      “Well no, but you’re not…”

      She stopped herself again. Not that she needed to stop herself. I could see where she was going with this.

      “I’m not a cheerleader?” I asked, a smile on my face as I continued. “I’m not high school royalty? I’m not a big deal like the high and mighty Ashley Sinclair, freshman cheerleader?”

      She stuck her tongue out. At least she could still tell when I was making fun of her. She hadn’t lost it completely.

      “Shut up,” she said.

      I shrugged. “Hey. If you’re going to be ridiculous then I’m going to be ridiculous.”

      “But what about the other things you hear about the drama club?” she asked, her voice going low.

      “What other things?” I asked.

      “You know…” she said. “I mean I know we’re supposed to be cool with that sort of thing, but you don’t want to become one of them do you?”

      I stopped. I also realized I had no idea where I was. This was a hall of the high school I didn’t recognize, and it seemed like there were a lot of kids with band instruments walking around. I could hear the sound of instruments being tuned coming from a door at the end of the hall.

      Yeah, definitely the wrong place. I wondered what high school freshman cheerleader princess Ashley would think when she realized she was surrounded by a bunch of band dorks.

      Only she didn’t seem to realize she was surrounded by a bunch of band dorks. Instead she leaned in close so no one could hear what she was saying.

      “You know what they say about the drama club,” she said.

      “No,” I said in my regular voice. “I don’t know what they say about the drama club.”

      She looked around as though she wanted to make sure there was no one close enough to hear us. Leaned in even closer. Close enough that her lips were almost brushing my ears which sent a little shiver running through me for some reason.

      “That joining the drama club will make you gay!”

      Another shiver. Now where did that come from?

      Then the laughter started. First a little giggle, but then I was laughing in Ashley’s face. From the way she glared at me it was obvious she didn’t appreciate me laughing at her, but could you really blame me?

      “Are you serious?” I asked. “Being in drama doesn’t make you gay!”

      Heck, I was pretty sure there probably wasn’t a single gay person at our high school. Sure we were supposed to love the sinner even if we didn’t love the sin, but this was Morton High. Our town was too small to have gay people in it.

      Even if the thought did send another shiver running through me like it always did whenever Pastor Dave talked about it. It was one of his favorite things to harp on right along with all the other temptations of the flesh we were going to run into when we went out into the world.

      I pushed down on that little thrill. It felt nice, but I didn’t know where it came from or why it always came up whenever this particular temptation of the flesh was mentioned.

      “You don’t have to be mean,” Ashley said.

      “I do if you’re being ridiculous,” I said. “There aren’t people like that around here, and they aren’t in the drama club.”

      “Who said something about the drama club?” a voice said from behind us, loud enough to be picked out over the crowd.

      Ashley’s eyes went wide. I turned around and I could see why she looked surprised. The girl talking to us had dark hair with purple streaks running through it, a nose piercing, and a wardrobe that could be charitably described as “dark.”

      That wasn’t why my mouth hung open though. No, the girl was a bit of a surprise, she reminded me of everything Pastor Dave had warned us about, but I only had eyes for the girl behind her.

      I couldn’t stop staring. My mouth hung open. That thrill that hit me when Ashley mentioned drama turning people gay, what a ridiculous thought, was back with a vengeance.

      Because I was looking at this girl and feeling everything I was supposed to feel when I was with Craig but didn’t.

      Oh crap.
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      I stared at this new girl and I couldn’t pull my eyes away. Meanwhile she was giving me the old deer in headlights look I was used to seeing from freshman seeing Courtney for the first time.

      The other girl, a preppy cute little thing with blonde highlights and the sort of outfit that screamed she would be one of the mean girls running this school someday, only had eyes for Courtney.

      I knew the reaction. It’s not like a nose ring or dark hair with purple streaks should have been a big deal, but it was a big deal in this small town. It was downright scandalous, especially to some proto-prep who was discovering the wider world for the first time.

      It would’ve been funny if it weren’t for that other girl. The girl who only had eyes for me. The girl who looked more than a little worried that she only had eyes for me.

      I’d seen that look before. I just never expected to see that look coming from a good girl with a cross necklace hanging between her breasts in an outfit that was the modest sort of thing you expected from the good church girls in this town.

      Interesting. Very interesting. Why was a good little church girl looking at me like that?

      It had to be my imagination. Yeah, that was it.

      “So what were you saying about the drama club?” Courtney asked, her voice cheerful.

      I knew she was putting on an act. We’d been standing close enough that we’d heard most of the conversation.

      I didn’t know which was more amusing. That the preppy girl thought everyone who joined the drama club was gay or that the church girl giving me the eyes insisted there weren’t people like that in our town.

      It was especially interesting that she was saying that considering the way she was looking at me. Methinks the lady doth protest too much, or whatever it was Shakespeare said.

      We never got to do the cool stuff with all the blood and guts. It was always either Romeo & Juliet or A Midsummer Night’s Dream.

      Boring.

      “It was nothing,” the proto-prep said. “We were just leaving. Weren’t we Chloe?”

      “No seriously,” Courtney said. “I’m big into the drama club. So’s Sarah here behind me. It’s always nice to hear what other people are saying about us!”

      It was hard not to laugh. She was being so sweet and so over the top about being so sweet. These girls had no idea we were making fun of them.

      Then again they were just freshmen. Fresh meat, as the asshole guys in the club called them when they arrived. As though any of those assholes had any idea what to do with a girl.

      Some of them were fooling themselves that they were interested in girls in the first place. Colin came to mind.

      “I was just telling my friend here that not everyone in the drama club is a…”

      Church girl stopped. I grinned. Yeah, she was about to say something that might be taken the wrong way about drama kids in front of a couple of obviously upperclassmen drama kids.

      Not a good place to be on your first day at school. Not a good place to be at all.

      “Sorry,” she muttered. “We were talking about a drama class I’m taking this semester and whether or not it was better than speech.”

      “Oh really?” Courtney said, her voice taking on a singsong quality. “That’s very interesting! Sarah here is taking drama this year too! Maybe you’ll be in class together!”

      A strange feeling settled in the pit of my stomach. She was right. I was in drama this year. Figured it would be an easy A since Mr. Thompson loved me.

      I never thought it would be complicated, but having this girl in that class might make things really complicated. I wasn’t sure if that was a good thing or a bad thing.

      “Let me see your schedule,” Courtney said.

      She snatched it away before poor church girl could say anything. Not that she looked like the kind of girl who would say much of anything if anyone pushed her around.

      No. I knew the type. The mousy little church girl who did everything everyone told her because that’s what they taught you in those places. Do what the pastor tells you or else. Do what your imaginary friend tells you or else.

      Not a lot of critical thinking there. I knew because I’d been one of them once upon a time, but never again. Not after what I had to deal with.

      “Let me see your schedule too,” Courtney said.

      I handed it over because I knew if I didn’t she’d grab it out of my hands like she grabbed Chloe’s. She inspected both of them and her mouth split in a huge grin.

      “You do have the same class together!” she said. “Isn’t that amazing Sarah?”

      “Yeah, it’s amazing,” I said, not really feeling it.

      This had been fun at the beginning, but it was getting less and less fun. I couldn’t shake the feeling that Courtney was taking the whole jerky senior thing a little too far.

      I guess that was only natural since this was the first chance she’d had to flex those muscles, but there was no need for her to be a complete jerk about it.

      Courtney turned back to Chloe. Handed her schedule back and regarded the two freshmen girls like a shark might eye a particularly delicious fish that made the mistake of swimming in its line of sight.

      “Y’know it’s probably a good thing Sarah here is going to be in your class,” she said, lowering her voice to the point the two girls had to lean in if they were going to have any chance of hearing her.

      I felt a prickling between my shoulder blades. Courtney was getting that conspiratorial tone that only came along when she was about to do something stupid.

      I didn’t want that something stupid to have anything to do with me, damn it.

      “Why is it a good thing she’s in that class?” Chloe asked, her eyes darting to me again.

      They darted to me and then they darted up and down. I blinked. Did that really just happen? Did the good little church girl really just check me out?

      It didn’t seem possible, but I wasn’t imagining things that time. That wasn’t just so much wishful thinking.

      Maybe.

      “Oh yeah,” Courtney said.

      That danger sense was growing and growing. She was about to say something stupid. Something that was going to get both of us in trouble.

      “I know you were saying there are no gay people in this town, but you’re looking at one right now church girl, and you’re going to have to spend an entire semester in a class with her,” Courtney said, her grin turning downright nasty.

      I sighed and rolled my eyes. It’s not like I made a big secret of who I was, but it was one thing to be out and okay with who I was and another thing entirely to go advertising it to the freshmen to try and freak them out.

      Even if there was something very interesting about the way Chloe turned to me and her mouth fell open. Her eyes ran up and down again and I was sure she was doing it this time.

      She might not realize what she was doing, but this girl was looking at me like she was interested. She might not even know what she was doing.

      I could remember a time when I was oblivious. A time when I thought I was broken because I wasn’t interested in guys like all my other friends.

      That had been a long time ago, but seeing that same conflicted mix of emotions in Chloe was a blast from the past.

      I suddenly felt a little self-conscious watching her watching me. I hadn’t felt like this in a long time. Not since middle school when I first realized who I really was.

      And desperately tried to hide it from the world for a couple of years. If this girl was in the same place right now she wouldn’t like anyone getting in the way of her and the comfy door to her closet.

      “Ew, gross,” proto-preppy said.

      I blinked. It had been a long fucking time since I’d had someone react to me that way. I mean I guess I shouldn’t have expected much from a girl who looked like she was going to grow into one hell of a mean girl as soon as she found the rest of her tribe, but still.

      I knew what she was saying had to be hurting her friend even if she didn’t realize she was hurting her friend.

      Yeah, it was going to be one hell of a surprise for that girl when it turned out her BFF was as much of a big lesbian as I was. Assuming her BFF ever came out and told her.

      “Come on Courtney,” I said. “We should get out of here.”

      “No,” Courtney said. “This little preppy bitch isn’t going to talk about my friend like that.”

      “And you’re not going to try to get my friend to go all lesbian,” the girl said. “She’s not interested in what you’re selling.”

      She sounded genuinely angry and my eyebrows popped up. Could it be that she maybe suspected something about her friend that even her friend wasn’t willing to admit to herself?

      The idea was… intriguing.

      Intriguing, but not something I wanted to get into here. Already I could see people stopping and staring at us. The last thing we needed was for news of this to start getting around.

      I’d gotten used to people giving me shit for what I was, but on the flip side of that coin it had been a long time since someone had given me shit for what I was because I got pretty good at not taking shit.

      If the rumor got started that I was hitting on some poor freshman on her first day of class the gossip could get bad. Even if that couldn’t be farther from the truth, but who said high school rumors ever had to have anything to do with the truth?

      I yanked on Courtney. “Come on. We’re getting out of here.”

      Courtney stayed rooted to her spot for a long moment. She stared daggers at the preppy girl in the making before finally allowed herself to be pulled away.

      Interestingly the same thing was going on with Chloe. She was rooted to the spot, but mostly because she was staring at me. I wasn’t sure what that meant, but I also knew that before first bell wasn’t the time to sort any of that out.

      Besides, it sounded like I was going to be seeing her later in the day for drama class. That was going to be very interesting.

      I finally managed to yank Courtney away and we melted into the crowd and away from the two girls who’d been hanging out down in the band and drama wing even though it seemed like that was the last place they’d want to be seen.

      “What was all that?” I asked.

      Courtney stared at me in disbelief.

      “What was up with you?” she asked. “That girl was walking all over you and you were just taking it! What happened to the Sarah I know? The one who kicks ass an takes names?”

      “What are you talking about?” I asked.

      “I was expecting some militant dyke back there and all I got was you trying to play nice. What gives?”

      I snorted. I couldn’t help myself.

      “You know you shouldn’t use words like that,” I said. “You might get away with it in redneck central, but say that around the wrong person out in the wider world and you might find yourself on the business end of a beatdown from some real militant dykes.”

      We both stared at each other for a beat. Then we both devolved into a fit of giggles. I couldn’t help it. Where did she come up with this stuff?

      Sure I’d gotten in some people’s faces back in the day. Made sure they were never going to bother me again. Still, I don’t know if I would call it militant.

      Even if some of the preppy types who’d tried to make my own life hell my freshman year did move to the other side of the hall when they saw me coming their way.

      Okay, so maybe I deserved that label just a little.

      “I pulled you away because it was pretty obvious to me that there was something going on with that poor Chloe girl and I didn’t like her friend standing there saying all those mean things about her friend without realizing what she was doing.”

      Courtney blinked a couple of times. She obviously meant well standing up to that girl on my behalf, but it was also obvious that her gaydar still needed a few more upgrades before it was in good working order.

      I shouldn’t have been surprised. She did go years watching me falling all over myself around her without realizing I wanted to be more than friends.

      “Oh. Oh shit,” she said. “I didn’t realize.”

      “It’s cool,” I said. “At least I’ll maybe have someone fun to talk to when I get to drama class.”

      Courtney looked at me with a sly look that meant the wheels were turning in her head.

      “Someone fun to talk to, eh?” she asked.

      “Not like that Courtney.”

      “Sure,” she said. “I totally believe you. Just go easy on the church girl. Something tells me she’s not going to go from getting down on her knees for Jesus to getting down on her knees for you that easily.”

      My eyes went wide and I smacked her shoulder. “Courtney! I can’t believe you’d say something like that!”

      The half conversation/half argument continued as we made our way off to our first classes of the day, but I did have a lot to think about that was going to distract me from the usual business of teachers introducing themselves and talking about how exciting their totally boring class was going to be.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            5

          

          
            Chloe

          

        

      

    

    
      I stepped into the drama hall and stopped. I hadn’t even realized this was the drama hall when I was down here earlier with Ashley. We’d been in the belly of the beast and we hadn’t realized it.

      At least it was the belly of the beast for her. No matter how many times I tried to convince her that she’d been really rude this morning she wasn’t hearing it.

      No, all she’d go on about in the one class we had together was that I needed to drop drama and sign up for speech and debate like everyone else.

      As though I could even change my schedule at this point. I mean maybe I could, but telling her I couldn’t was the only thing that finally shut her up.

      And now here I was. Back at the scene of the crime. Back at the spot where Ashley had been rude to those two girls earlier.

      Even if that Courtney girl had been pretty rude too. The other one, though, the one I couldn’t stop thinking about the whole day, was a different matter.

      I shivered. A lesbian. I didn’t think there were gay people in our small town. To hear Pastor Dave talk about it this was a good God-fearing community where people like that didn’t live.

      It was a small dig at the way the church presented the world. If there were gay people in this town then what else was Pastor Dave wrong about?

      I shook my head. Pushed those thoughts from my mind. They weren’t good thoughts. I reached up and touched my cross necklace and felt a warm shiver as I thought of how much God loved me.

      That always helped me whenever I started thinking like that. Thinking bad things. Things that would have Pastor Dave praying over me and embarrassing me in front of the whole youth group if he had even a tiny idea that I was thinking them.

      Better to keep those thoughts to myself.

      Someone bumped into me and I had to take a couple of steps forward to keep from flying forward on my face.

      “Sorry,” the guy said. A bigger dude who was carrying a case that held a massive instrument of some sort.

      Other band kids were walking around too. This must be where the band met in addition to the drama club. Interesting. Guess they kept all the performing arts in one wing of the high school or something.

      I took a deep breath. I was going to have to do this, after all. I’d signed up for the class and I’d been looking forward to it.

      The fact that a girl I’d never met before I came to the high school was going to be in that class shouldn’t make me want to be in there any less.

      I walked over to the door. Stepped inside and found myself in a classroom that looked more like a theater than a classroom. There were chairs in a semicircle running down the length of the large room and then at the bottom there was an actual stage with curtains and everything.

      “You can do this Chloe,” I said.

      This class was different. I mean I knew it was going to be different from the moment that mean girl in the hall this morning said that other pretty girl was a lesbian and…

      Wait. Pretty girl? No. I wasn’t thinking of her like that. She was just a girl. Some random girl I saw in the halls. Some random girl I was going to share a class with, and that was it.

      I sighed. What was wrong with me? I needed to get this under control. I forced a smile and stepped into the room.

      A room that was totally different from any of my other classes, and here’s why.

      All my other classes? Most of those were your normal run of the mill classes that anyone would have when they got to high school. A lot of them like English and math, the sort of stuff everyone had to take, were even with people I’d known in middle school. Sure some of the people were a year older than me in math, but they were still people I knew.

      This was way different though. I saw people who looked like they were practically adults in here. Juniors and seniors.

      Basically this was the first time I’d stepped into a class and realized I wasn’t in middle school anymore. This was the first time I stepped into a class and saw people I didn’t recognize because I’d never gone to school with them. Either they were from one of the other two middle schools in the county or they were old enough that we never went to school together.

      Unless you counted elementary school when I was in first grade and they were in fourth, but I didn’t. That was so long ago that I barely remembered it.

      My eyes darted around the room as I looked down and tried not to act like I was looking around.

      There were a couple of faces I recognized. Freshmen and sophomores, but there were other kids too.

      Kids with dark hair and dark clothes. Kids with piercings. Kids wearing berets even though I was pretty sure that violated the school rules against wearing hats in the building, but the girls wearing them didn’t look like the kind of girls who cared about school rules.

      One girl with black lipstick caught me looking at her. I smiled, wondering if she was going to be friendly. I could use a friendly face in here.

      Instead she grimaced and flipped me the bird. I blushed. Okay then. Not exactly what I was hoping for, but I guess if she was going to be mean then I’d sit on the other side of the room.

      In one of the seats that looked more like a theater seat than a class chair. They even had nice little fluffy cushions instead of hard plastic.

      I guess that wasn’t so bad. I should look for the positive in this room. Forget about the negative. Forget about people like that girl who flipped me the bird.

      I sat down and did my best to pay attention to the floor. I was starting to understand what Ashley meant when she said I wasn’t cut out for a drama class.

      If these were the kind of people who were going to be in this class then maybe it wasn’t for me. Maybe I should go down to the guidance counselors and let one of them know I needed to be moved to something. To anything other than this.

      A study hall would be better than this darkness. Maybe some people thought it was comfortable or something, but I was feeling the beginnings of a panic attack.

      The room felt oppressive. It felt like everything Pastor Dave and other people in the youth group had ever warned us about. Ashley had known, had tried her best to warn me, and I’d ignored her like the idiot I was.

      Stupid.

      Someone slipped into the seat next to me. I didn’t look up. I didn’t want to look at anyone. I didn’t want to talk to anyone in this class.

      I needed to remember what Pastor Dave said about staying strong in these situations. I needed to be strong. I needed to be Godly. I needed to remember that this was the world trying to tempt me and the last thing I needed was to give in.

      I would be a good girl. I would be the person I’d been raised to be. I reached up and touched the cross on a little gold necklace. A present from my mom on my confirmation.

      I smiled thinking of that day. It brought me strength. I still remembered her putting her hands on my shoulders, searching my eyes, and telling me to be who I needed to be.

      Right now what I needed was to be strong. Even if being strong was looking down and away from whoever sat next to me. It’s not like it was important. It’s not like I was going to make any friends in this class.

      “Hey there.”

      The words sent a shiver running down my spine. Exactly the sort of shiver I didn’t get when Craig tried to get up close and personal with me. Exactly the kind of shiver I shouldn’t be getting from a girl’s voice.

      I recognizes the voice, of course. It was her. Sarah. The girl from earlier. Not the one who was so rude to Ashley.

      In a way it would’ve been better if she was the girl who’d been so rude to Ashley. Rudeness I could deal with. I could smile and be nice to her and kill a bully with kindness because that’s what Jesus would’ve done.

      I didn’t look up. I couldn’t look up. Looking up would mean looking at Sarah. Looking at Sarah would mean dealing with feelings I wasn’t equipped to deal with right now.

      No, much better to look down. To keep quiet. To avoid the problem entirely. A bully I could kill with kindness.

      This girl, though? The way I shivered when I looked at her? The way goose bumps rose on my skin? The way my pulse picked up and I felt it pounding behind my ears as other parts of me started to wake up in ways they never had before? The way my stomach twisted in a way it never had for any boy?

      I wasn’t equipped to deal with that. It was all telling me something about myself that was terrifying. So terrifying.

      “Y’know we’re going to be in this class together all semester,” Sarah said. “It’s not going to do you much good to stay quiet the entire time. This is drama, after all.”

      I turned away. This wasn’t very nice, but right now I wasn’t feeling very nice. No, I was terrified. My breathing was picking up. Her voice did things to me…

      “Hey…”

      Her hand landed on my shoulder. Landed with all the force of an atom bomb. Landed with all the force of all the hormones running through me.

      The touch was electric. It was everything I should’ve felt when annoying Craig touched me. Everything I should’ve felt and didn’t.

      Damn it.

      “Look…”

      A pause. A sigh. As though she didn’t know what to say. I almost could’ve laughed. That was rich. She didn’t know what to say? I was sitting here feeling something in between a panic attack and falling the hardest I’d ever fallen for someone I didn’t even know and she was the one who didn’t know what to say?

      My whole world was crashing down. I didn’t know what to do. All I could do was concentrate on breathing. I’d never had a panic attack before but I imagined this had to be pretty close to what it felt like.

      “I know we got off on the wrong foot this morning,” she said. “Courtney can be… well she can be Courtney. I’m sorry if she hurt your feelings.”

      Damn it. I wasn’t going to get away with avoiding her. She was going to keep sitting there talking to me and touching me and making me feel so weird and I needed to turn around and do something about it damn it.

      So I turned. Brushed a strand of hair away from my face. Looked at her. Really looked at her.

      And when I looked at her I couldn’t help myself. Something tugged at the corners of my mouth. I shouldn’t be smiling at this girl but seeing her staring at me looking so worried was so funny and so…

      Something. I’m not sure what. It made that twisting in my stomach twist even more, if that’s possible.

      It felt good.

      “It’s okay,” I said, barely above a whisper.

      I couldn’t believe I was doing this. I couldn’t believe I was talking to her. This was the sort of thing Pastor Dave warned us about. Talking to someone like her, to a… lesbian. Talking to her was the first step towards…

      I don’t know what. He always trailed off after that, but the threat was pretty clear.

      “There we go,” Sarah said. “Was that so hard?”

      I blushed and looked away again, but this time it wasn’t for as long. I knew looking away wasn’t going to do anything. This was one problem I wasn’t going to avoid by avoiding it.

      I wasn’t sure she was a problem I wanted to avoid. I wasn’t sure she was a problem. There was Pastor Dave’s voice and everything I’d ever learned in youth group whispering in the back of my mind, but somehow those voices didn’t seem as strong as the feelings pulsing through me.

      Which is probably the danger he’d been talking about all this time.

      “Sorry,” I said.

      Sarah blinked. “Why are you sorry?”

      My blush deepened. God I was acting like such an idiot today. I was acting like such a freshman.

      “I don’t know,” I said. “This is all just…”

      Her smile grew wider. I couldn’t help myself. I returned the smile even though I knew it was wrong, though I couldn’t for the life of me understand why it should be wrong.

      She held her hand out.

      “I think we got off on the wrong foot this morning,” she said. “Start over? I’m Sarah.”

      I eyed her hand. Touching her. Did I dare touch her? There was that electric feeling when she put her hand on my shoulder with clothes in between us. What would it do to me if we actually touched our hands together?

      But it would be rude not to take her hand when it was offered, right? Everything I’d been told at church about talking with someone like her warred with my desire to be polite and get along.

      And maybe I was kidding myself just a little. Maybe under all of that there was another desire I didn’t want to admit to.

      Finally I took her hand. Sparks danced where we touched and then ran up my arm, but I managed to somehow keep it under control.

      Barely.

      “I’m Chloe,” I said, again barely above a whisper.

      Sarah opened her mouth and looked like she was about to say something else, but a clap at the front of the room pulled our attention to the stage. A guy who looked to be in his fifties stood there looking over all of us with his eyes sparkling in the lights shining down on the stage.

      It looked like class was about to start. I wasn’t sure if I should be glad for the interruption or disappointed, but I sat back and settled in for my first official drama class lesson.
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      “See, it helps if you look at a spot off in the distance,” I said.

      Chloe looked off in the distance, but then her eyes drifted back to me. I wanted to growl in frustration, but honestly it was so cute the way she kept looking at me in the middle of our lessons.

      It was cute but it was also distracting. She was supposed to be learning, after all, and I was supposed to be helping out.

      Maybe I helped her out more than I helped some of the others, but Mr. Thompson didn’t seem to mind that I was spending more time with Chloe than the others.

      Sure he gave me the occasional knowing glance, or a wink when he didn’t think Chloe was looking. Something to make me blush almost as deeply as Chloe did whenever we were working on something, but whatever.

      “No, concentrate up there,” I said. “On the distance. You don’t want to look at the audience. The audience isn’t there. You want to look beyond them.”

      “But there isn’t any audience up there,” she said.

      I sighed. I had to remind myself that this girl was new to all of this. I’d been involved in the drama club long enough that I had all of this down. I’d picked it up along the way because that’s what you had to do if you’d never taken a class and you wanted to get a part.

      I’d gotten really good at it picking things up along the way too. So much that I figured this class would be an easy A.

      At least I figured it would be easy until I found out Mr. Thompson intended to take advantage of having a seasoned veteran in his class.

      Turns out my “easy A” was going to be earned teaching other people what I already knew. No going through the motions for me, damn it.

      The sneaky bastard.

      “You have to pretend the audience is out there,” I said. “That’s what this is all about. It’s playing pretend.”

      “But…”

      I racked my brain and tried to think of a way to explain this. It would be just my luck that Thompson would stick me with Chloe of all people. Maybe it was because we sat together on the first day. Maybe it had something to do with those winks he gave me when he thought no one else was looking.

      If so it was all my fault. I’d been drawn in by her and now here I was stuck with her while we worked on exercises. Stupid.

      “Look, did you ever play with dolls or anything when you were young?”

      The girl blushed and looked away. I cocked my head to the side. Not the reaction I was expecting at all. Sure she seemed like she blushed at the drop of a hat, but why would she blush when I asked her about playing with dolls?

      Maybe she thought I was making fun of her because she was a freshman or something?

      “I didn’t have dolls growing up,” she whispered.

      I blinked. Then I blinked again for good measure. I was having trouble believing that. Sure I’d had more fun cutting my dolls’ hair out and forcing them to go on missions with my brother’s action figures, missions they never returned from without a little damage, but I’d still had the damned things.

      “What are you talking about?” I finally asked once my mouth finally caught up to the gears turning in my head.

      “My parents didn’t let me play with dolls growing up,” she said. “Dad always said they taught little girls to be too loose or something.”

      Okay. The depths of the religious brainwashing this girl had been subjected to were really starting to show. I couldn’t imagine someone living like that.

      Mostly because my parents were an aberration around these here parts. Educated lefties in the middle of the cornfields with their own ideas about how the world should work, and luckily for me one of those ideas had been that their daughter could love whoever she damn well pleased.

      Coming out to them had actually been a little anticlimactic. Everyone expects the drama and the blowup. There are times when I thought they might’ve been more disappointed in me if I turned out to be straight and boring and not a cause they could fight for.

      None of that was helping me help this girl though. I could tell this was going to be a lot more difficult than I’d imagined when we started.

      I was going to earn that A.

      “Sounds like a really nice guy,” I muttered.

      “Not really,” she whispered. “He was a jerk and then he left us.”

      Hokay then. Now we were getting into really awkward territory. Time to focus on teaching and distract her.

      “Okay, so here’s how it is,” I said.

      I moved in closer. I thought I heard her breathe in sharply, but then the moment, if there ever was one, was over. She turned and looked at me and there was a hint of panic there, but she kept that panic under control.

      Good. The last thing I needed was her freaking out because the class lesbian was moving in up close and personal. Even if I was enjoying this just a little bit beyond the instructive value of being this close to her.

      I reached up and tilted her chin so it was facing the back of the room.

      “See that back there?” I asked.

      “It’s just the wall,” she said, frustration dripping from her voice.

      Frustration and was that maybe something else there? No, that had to be wishful thinking. I’d seen those glances that first day of school, but even if there was something there a goodie two-shoes like her wasn’t going to give into those feelings.

      Not when she had such a severe case of the Jesus putting a zap on her brain.

      “Exactly,” I said, my voice soft.

      It occurred to me just how intimate this moment was. The lights were down in the room because Mr. Thompson thought that was better for setting an acting mood. If we were performing on stage the lights would be down, after all.

      So it was just the two of us in our own little pool of darkness. Sure there were other people around us working on lines for a monologue they had to deliver for their first big grade, but they faded into background noise and it was just the two of us standing so close together.

      Close enough that I started to think things. The sort of things a good girl like Chloe wouldn’t be interested in. Even if I thought her breathing was picking up. Just a little.

      “The audience is always going to be right there in front of you,” I said. “And the thing you have to learn if you’re going to be any good at this is you have to look beyond the audience. You have to be able to be the character. Be the performance.”

      Maybe that was all so much bullshit. I didn’t have any formal training in this stuff, after all. That was something I’d been looking forward to before Thompson made it clear I was being pressed into unpaid slave labor teaching the fresh meat.

      No, everything I’d learned had been learned on the job, so to speak. I was full of acting wisdom passed down from all the people who’d come before me.

      She turned. She was so close. Close enough that I’d just have to lean forward a couple of inches and my lips would press against hers. It was like I was hypnotized.

      Her mouth fell open. She seemed to realize, to really realize for the first time, just how close we were. She leaned forward.

      A clap in the back of the room brought me back to reality. I blushed and my attention snapped to Mr. Thompson standing with a huge grin plastered across his face.

      And he was looking right at me. Right at us. Yeah, I was pretty sure he knew exactly what he was doing when he interrupted that moment.

      I wanted to growl in frustration. That really had felt like a moment. I was pretty sure I wasn’t imagining things. And the moment had been ruined. On purpose.

      “I think that’s enough work on our monologues for today,” he said. “The bell is going to ring in a couple of minutes so you all get some free time to decompress. I know how hard this can be!”

      I looked at Chloe and now she was the one blushing. Oh yeah. There’d been something happening there, and it wasn’t my imagination.

      The poor girl. I could only imagine what she was going through. It’d been hard enough for me to deal with these feelings when they hit me a couple of years ago growing up the way I grew up.

      I couldn’t imagine what it must be like for her. A girl who lived in a house where she wasn’t allowed to have dolls because her dad thought it would turn her into a whore or something. Jesus.

      Like literally Jesus.

      It sounded like the guy wasn’t in the picture anymore, but could her mom be much better if she was still like this?

      I reluctantly pulled away and made my way up into the risers. Sat and gathered up my things as Thompson turned up the lights. I blinked a couple of times to chase tears away. It’s not like the fluorescent lights were all that bright, but they felt bright compared to what we’d been in.

      To my surprise Chloe came up and stood next to me.

      “Can I sit here?” she asked.

      “Nobody’s stopping you,” I said.

      Meanwhile my mind was reeling. She was sitting here after what just happened? Seriously? Did this girl know what she was doing to me? Could it be that I was doing the same to her and she was drawn to me despite probably thinking it was wrong with every fiber of her being?

      “So how did you learn all this stuff anyways?” she asked.

      “Lots of experience,” I said.

      I might feel a little weird sitting here talking with her after that almost whatever the hell it was down there in the dark, but drama club was something I could run my mouth about for ages without stopping.

      “I joined drama when I was a freshman like you,” I said. “Tried out for the first play because I fell in love with the whole thing watching a play a family friend brought me to when I was a kid.”

      “Really?” she asked. “I’ve never seen a play here. There are things they put on at the church, but they’re usually pretty boring.”

      I pursed my lips together. A bunch of older people who probably couldn’t act their way out of a wet paper bag if their lives depended on it acting out Bible stories. Talk about boring.

      “Yeah. I can imagine they are.”

      “I always thought it would be fun to do something like that though,” she said. “That’s one of the reasons why…”

      She trailed off. Looked down and away. I’d been chatting with her long enough now that I recognized when she was getting close to territory that she thought was bad for whatever reason.

      Where “whatever reason” usually meant she thought something was bad because that was the zap her youth pastor had put on her head.

      “Well it’s the reason why I took this class instead of speech. Even if I knew Pastor Dave might not approve…”

      I rolled my eyes but managed to resist making any sort of rude noises. She’d talked about Pastor Dave constantly since she opened up to me, and the guy sounded like a real piece of work.

      I could tell she liked him for some reason I couldn’t begin to explain, though, so I figured I’d keep my big mouth shut. It was nice to be nice, and saying I thought the guy sounded like a creepy cult leader wouldn’t do any good.

      I was more than willing to admit that my own life experiences might have something to do with my reservations. Even the name was a little too close to a bad experience in my past for comfort.

      “There are a lot of things a lot of people in this world don’t approve of,” I finally said, feeling like I was stepping through a minefield. “I figure it’s a lot easier to go through life not worrying about what other people think about you. Not giving a fuck is really liberating.”

      She looked at me and her eyes went wide. I figured it might be because I was talking about not caring what other people thought, then I realized I’d dropped an f-bomb.

      She was also surprisingly uptight about swearing. Which meant teaching her had been pretty interesting since my learning had included a lot of swearing and so I passed that on now that I was the master and she the apprentice.

      “So did you get into a play your freshman year?” she asked.

      I barked out a laugh. Now it was her turn to blink in surprise.

      “Not a chance,” I said. “There aren’t a lot of freshmen who get cast in a play unless you’re talking about a bit role. That would’ve been nice, but not getting picked is what made me realize I needed to step up my game.”

      “Oh,” she said. “I guess I’d need to step up my game if I wanted to be in a play then, let alone figure out this stupid monologue.”

      I didn’t think there was a chance she’d ever try out for a play. If her parents were the kind of people who didn’t think she should be allowed to play with dolls, the type of people to commit borderline child abuse by taking their daughter to a church where she fell into the clutches of a guy like this Pastor Dave, then they also didn’t seem like the type who would care for her being in a play.

      Or her mom wouldn’t care for it. Dad wasn’t in the picture after all. I wondered what that was like.

      “All you have to do is work at it,” I said. “That’s what I did, and it paid off. I’ve been in several plays since and one musical, and it’s a blast.”

      She seemed to perk up at that. “Really?”

      “Really. Getting to play like you’re someone else up on stage with a bunch of people watching you? It’s the kind of rush you don’t easily forget.”

      “Huh.”

      That was all she got out before the bell, actually more of a tone that beeped, let us know class was over and it was time to go on to the last class for the day.

      “It was fun today,” I said. “Now be ready to come back and work hard tomorrow. We’re going to get that monologue down if it kills us!”

      I smiled to let her know I wasn’t being completely serious. She had a bad habit of thinking I was serious when I was really being my usual sarcastic self. I’d had to tone it down around her. A lot.

      She grinned. “Right. I’m going to work my butt off!”

      I couldn’t help but grin back. It was nice to see her enthusiasm. It reminded me of me a couple years back when I was fresh-faced and ready to take on the drama club.

      Then she looked me up and down and I was reminded of me a couple years ago in other ways. It couldn’t be possible, but the signs were all there.

      Nah. That had to be wishful thinking, and I had another class to get to.
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      "I didn't know I could feel that way about a man until I met Mr. Farnsworth," I said. "The way he looks at me. It sends a shiver running through me every time, and I know it's so wrong. I can’t control myself. I know I shouldn't feel that way…"

      I stopped. I let out an involuntary shiver of my own. Sure I was reading from the monologue I was supposed to have memorized by the end of the week, but so much of what I was saying about the fictional Mr. Farnsworth could have applied to the very real Sarah who was helping me learn all the pieces of this monologue.

      It just wasn't fair. I wasn't supposed to feel like this. I never asked for these feelings. I never asked to look at a girl the way I looked at Sarah!

      It was wrong. It went against God's plan. Everything I'd ever learned at church from Pastor Dave, told me that much.

      And that's why I was so confused. Why would God make something that was so wrong feel so good? Was this temptation?

      They didn't really talk about the devil all that much in my church, but the threat was there. If you sinned you were going to hell. The threat was implied, even if they never actually brought it up all that often like in some other churches.

      I shook my head. Forced myself to look down at the photocopied papers. It was from a play, some comedy, that I’d never heard of before.

      Not that I was surprised I'd never heard of it. It's not like I'd been all that into drama or musical theater aside from knowing it was a class I was interested in taking someday.

      Mr. Farnsworth Takes A Bride. I was reading a monologue from the woman who eventually became that titular bride. A shy debutante who found herself falling for a wealthy and notorious socialite.

      Of course it was all way more complicated than that, and I had to admit the play was pretty funny. Especially for something that had been written decades before I was born. I never realized something so old could be so funny.

      It almost made me want to see it performed up on the stage. It was a pity I wouldn’t get a chance. My mom would never let me go to something like that.

      I sighed. I looked up at my door. Made sure I couldn't hear her coming up the stairs. It was just the two of us, but she could be sneaky and I didn’t want her to hear me going over a monologue.

      I’d sort of added drama to my schedule after I got done talking my schedule over with my mom last year. I’d figured she wouldn't be happy about me joining a class like that. Especially when it was so close to the drama club, and that really seemed like the sort of thing she wouldn't approve of.

      I certainly hadn't breathed a word of my interest to Pastor Dave. I'd seen the way he talked to people when he thought they were straying from the Godly path, and I didn't want to have one of those long awkward conversations.

      Which only made me feel more guilty. I was lying to my mom by not telling her about this. I was lying to Pastor Dave. Did that mean I was lying to God, too?

      And that didn't even scratch the surface of all of the thoughts I had when Sarah came to mind. I shook my head and forced myself to look down at the page in hand.

      I could worry about all of that later. Right now I had this stupid monologue to memorize.

      It was just so difficult to memorize anything when I was in class. Having Sarah right there next to me was such a distraction.

      How was I supposed to learn anything when I was constantly distracted by the girl who was supposed to be teaching me?

      "I suppose I should have always known a man like Mr. Farnsworth was wrong for me," I said, reciting the lines mostly from memory.

      I looked down at the page. Let out a hiss as I realized I'd gotten the line wrong. Again.

      It was thinking about Sarah that did that to me. Every time I thought about her I got flustered. Flustered in a way I never had with Craig despite all his trying.

      What was wrong with me? Why did I keep having these thoughts? Why couldn't I just make them go away by wishing they would go away?

      I couldn’t bring myself to try and pray them away. Maybe it was silly, but I felt like praying would be admitting my sin to God.

      Thoughts of flames surrounding me pushed out thoughts of Sarah for a moment, just a moment, but it didn’t take long for Sarah to push her way back in.

      She had a way of doing that.

      It wasn't fair! Why would God do this to me?

      I took a deep breath. Held it for a long moment. Held it until my lungs started to burn. Finally the pain got to be too much and I let it out in an explosive sigh.

      “Someone sounds frustrated,” a familiar voice said from my door.

      I looked up and the burning in my lungs was replaced by a burning on my cheeks and a deep panic. I quickly shoved the papers behind me, though I knew mom had to have seen them.

      "Mom! I didn't see you there," I said, trailing off as I blushed.

      It's not like she could read my mind. It's not like she had any way of knowing I'd been thinking about Sarah. About another girl.

      Yet I still felt guilty. I knew I looked guilty.

      I also knew she could tell when I was looking guilty, and she was giving me that look now. Though she seemed more amused than angry.

      "So what are you hiding behind your back there?" she asked.

      “Just some school work," I said, willing my voice not to break or squeak. Miraculously I didn't, but it was close.

      It’s not like it was a lie. Not exactly. It was school work. School work she wouldn’t approve of, but still school work.

      She arched an eyebrow. Leaned against my door with her arms crossed. It was a look that said she knew I wasn't telling the entire truth, and that she wasn't in the mood for someone not telling her the entire truth.

      She was never in the mood for anyone to not tell her the entire truth. That was one of the reasons dad wasn’t around anymore.

      "If that's school work then why are you hiding it from me?"

      I looked down and away. I could feel heat pulsing in my cheeks.

      I hated that I reacted like this when I was embarrassed or upset about something. It made it impossible to lie about anything.

      At least it made it impossible to lie about anything if someone picked up on that obvious cue. And my mom had known me long enough that she knew everything about me. Including that blush when I was trying to hide something.

      "It is schoolwork," I said.

      She didn't say anything. She simply held her hand out. The meaning was clear. I sighed. Stood. Walked across my room like I was an inmate on death row making the final walk to the electric chair or something.

      I pulled the pages out and handed them over. She looked down and it was clear from the expression on her face that she expected to find me reading something forbidden.

      And in a way she was right. She took me to church every Sunday, after all. I was pretty sure she would have a problem with this sort of thing. After all, it was the sort of thing Pastor Dave would have a problem with. It was the sort of thing dad would’ve had a problem with.

      Her eyes darted back and forth across the page. My blush got brighter and brighter. I felt the heat in my cheeks reaching a point that it felt like I had a fever.

      When she looked up at me there was only mild surprise there.

      "Reading lines from a play?" she asked. "Why would you try to hide this from me? Is it for an English class or something?"

      I looked down and away again. Dang it. Why couldn't I think about doing that before I did it? If I could think about doing it then I could stop myself from doing it and giving myself away.

      I knew there’d be no hiding the truth. I kept acting like I was doing something wrong, at least something that I figured she would think was wrong, and she was going to keep asking questions until she got the truth, the whole truth, and nothing but the truth out of me.

      She always said she’d gotten pretty good at figuring out when someone was lying to her because she’d married one of the best liars out there. I figured that was one big reason why they'd split.

      "What are you not telling me about this? What's wrong here?" she asked.

      "It's for drama class," I whispered.

      I braced myself. Waited for the inevitable explosion. Going up on stage and presenting myself for the whole world to see? That was the sort of worldly thing that was wrong. Not the sort of thing I should be interested in. It was a temptation of the world and I shouldn't be indulging in temptation.

      Only that explosion never came. Mom looked confused, to be sure, but she wasn't angry.

      "Drama class?" she asked. "When did you sign up for drama class?"

      "I decided to change my schedule before I turned it in last year,” I said.

      That was close enough to the truth without being the whole truth. I couldn't quite bring myself to say that I'd always been interested in taking the class and I hadn't said anything because I'd been worried she would tell me no.

      Changing my schedule after I’d gone over it with her seemed easier. At the time.

      I'd heard someone say it was easier to beg forgiveness than ask for permission, but now that I was in a position where I was probably going to have to start begging for some of that forgiveness the saying rang hollow.

      "Why didn't you tell me you were interested?" she asked.

      That wasn't what I expected. I figured there’d be a blow up. I figured she'd be upset. But instead she just looked more confused.

      "I thought you wouldn't like me being in drama class," I said. "It's not exactly the kind of thing a good girl should do, is it?"

      Mom's eyes darted back and forth between my own eyes. Again I found myself bracing for the explosion. For the inevitable moment when she told me exactly how wrong I'd been. And again she surprised me.

      Her face split into a smile. She actually threw her head back and laughed.

      “You’re crazy sometimes kid. You know that?"

      Again. Not what I was expecting.

      "I am?" I asked.

      I decided to ignore her calling me kid. I was not a kid anymore. I was in high school and she needed to start treating me like the adult I was, but that was an argument for another time.

      "Sure you are," she said, putting a hand on my shoulder. A comforting hand. Not the angry hand I'd been expecting. "I had a lot of fun in drama club when I was your age.”

      Her eyes seemed far away. "Yeah, some of the things we did…"

      And then she looked at me. Seemed to realize I was staring up at her and wondering what sort of things she could have done in drama club that would have her getting that far away look in her eyes.

      Suddenly she was all business. She cleared her throat and shook her head.

      "Well what I did in drama club isn't important," she said. "The important thing is if you're really interested in something like this then you should go ahead and enjoy it!"

      Again I blinked a couple of times. Again I was having trouble believing she was actually serious. She’d been in drama club? Who was this woman and what had she done with my mom?

      "Really?"

      Mom laughed. "What? Do you think I'm some sort of ogre who won’t let you take drama class? Where are you getting these crazy ideas?"

      I opened my mouth and I was about to say that I got those crazy ideas from Pastor Dave, but then I thought better.

      Best not to get him involved. That would lead to a headache and one of those “serious conversations” he was famous for when he thought someone was stepping out of line.

      "I don't know," I muttered.

      “So are they doing a play or anything? Are you going to be trying out? I know you're a freshman, but you never know!"

      I looked up at my mom and I had trouble containing the surprise. Again I was left wondering who was this woman and what had she done with my normally buttoned up mother? The woman who took me to church every Sunday? The woman who always told me how important it was to always try to be a good girl?

      "I suppose they will be doing a play, but I don't have a chance," I said.

      I thought back to what Sarah had told me. How she'd tried out for a role when she was a freshman, and how she hadn't had a chance. If someone as experienced as her didn't have a chance then what were the chances I’d have a chance?

      None at all.

      "Well you never know," she said. "If they're doing a play you should totally try out!"

      I couldn’t believe it. It was a secret desire that had been building inside me ever since I heard about the drama club plays, but I didn't think it was something I could actually do.

      I figured the moment mom heard I was doing something like that she’d put the kibosh on the whole thing. And now here she was encouraging me?

      What strange world was this that I'd landed in? I just didn't know. But if she was going to give me permission to do something I wanted to do then I wasn't going to turn her down.

      "Yeah, well maybe I'll think about it," I said. “There's still a little time before tryouts."

      I didn’t know if they were even having tryouts. I mean it made sense that Mr. Thompson would do something like that considering they had to do a fall play, but he hadn’t said anything about what he was planning

      Mom fixed me with one of those looks that said she knew I was hiding something. And I was.

      Sarah. I pushed that thought away as soon as it occurred to me though. Not a conversation I wanted to be having with my mom right now thank you very much.

      "Well you do what you want to do," she said. "Don't let me push you into anything."

      "I wouldn't," I said.

      I felt weird explaining to her that it was a relief knowing that she'd just given me permission to do something I was convinced she wouldn't want me to do in a million years. She wouldn't understand. There were some things old people, and my mom definitely qualified as old people, just didn't understand.

      Mom surprised me by pulling me into a hug. The pages fell to the floor between us, though it's not like there were that many pages to begin with.

      "You know I only want the best for you, right?" she whispered it into my hair.

      I was blushing again, but now it was for good old-fashioned teenage embarrassment over a parent who was acting ridiculous.

      "Um, yeah mom. I know," I said.

      I let her hold the hug though. It seemed like it was something she needed. I knew things had been hard for her since she split with dad.

      Some people at church had been less than friendly since they split. Divorce might be a fifty/fifty thing in today’s world, but that didn’t stop the old ladies in the pews from judging people for going through with it.

      Finally she pulled away. Looked down at me and she had this weird smile on her face.

      "I can't believe my little girl is all grown up.”

      Okay. Now this was starting to get really embarrassing. The last thing I needed was for mom to start getting all weepy about how proud she was.

      It’s not like I’d done anything to be proud of. I was just in high school. Lots of people went to high school and they didn’t have parents getting all weepy over the fact.

      “Sorry,” she said, stepping back and wiping a tear from her eye.

      I resisted the urge to roll my eyes. Ugh. Parents. At least we weren’t in front of anyone.

      “So I know you’re in the middle of something important here. You keep right on doing that and I’ll get out of your hair,” she said.

      “Thanks mom,” I replied.

      “And remember. If there’s ever anything you want to talk about, anything you need to get off your chest, I’m here to listen,” she said.

      An awkward pause stretched out between us. I knew she was here to listen, she used that line on me all the time, but I also knew there wasn’t a chance I was ever going to take her up on that offer.

      There were just some things you couldn’t talk about with your mom. Especially things like Sarah. So instead of taking her up on the unspoken offer, an offer that almost made me wonder if she knew something, I walked to my door and started closing it in her face.

      Rude? Maybe, but she was the one who said she was going to give me some time to myself.

      “I know mom, and thanks,” I said.

      The door shut with a click. I leaned against it and took a couple of deep breaths.

      That had gone way better than I thought it would, but I still needed to lie down and rest. I also knew I wasn’t going to do anything of the sort.

      I needed to be the best I could possibly be when I delivered that monologue, so I gathered up the papers, put them back in order, and started pacing repeating it over and over.

      At least I didn’t have to worry about being quiet now that that cat was out of the bag. Other cats could stay safely in that bag though, thank you very much, no matter how much they were hissing and spitting and clawing to get out.
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      I paced back and forth in front of the mini stage. It’s not like it was as big as the real thing in the auditorium, but it felt like the real thing.

      “You going to be okay down there Sarah?” Mr. Thompson asked.

      “Yeah, I’m fine,” I lied.

      And what a lie. My stomach was twisted into knots. My pulse was racing. Goose bumps kept moving up and down the length of my arm. I kept having the urge to run up to Mr. Thompson’s office so I could ralph in his tiny trashcan that definitely wasn’t big enough to hold everything I ate for lunch today.

      So instead I paced back and forth. I got here before anyone else. Other people were filing in, but still no sign of Chloe.

      Today was the big day. She would deliver her monologue from Mr. Farnsworth Takes A Bride and there was a big chunk of my grade riding on whether or not she did a good job.

      Not to mention the nerves of wondering whether or not I could actually teach. If she got up there and did a bad job I think it would kill me.

      “She’s going to do fine,” Mr. Thompson said.

      He was sitting on the edge of the stage. Normally he’d kick his feet back and forth. If we were in the auditorium. We weren’t in the auditorium, though, and his feet easily touched the ground. Actually his knees were up just a little.

      “How did you know?” I asked.

      “You’d be surprised what us old people know,” he said, giving me a look that was so knowing that I had to turn away from him.

      I didn’t like the idea that I might be that obvious in the little crush I was developing on my freshman student.

      It’s not like it was a big deal. Juniors and freshmen dated all the time. I’d even found out through our lessons that she was only about a year and a half younger than me. It’s just that the voodoo magic of school start times separated us by two grades instead of one.

      No one would bat an eye if it was a junior guy dating a freshman girl. Then again there were a lot of people who would bat their eyes at any relationship I started.

      I blushed and turned away from Mr. Thompson. I was annoyed that I blushed as soon as the color hit my cheeks. I was not the kind of girl who blushed.

      I was the kind of girl who walked down the hall glaring at anyone who gave me any sort of attitude. I was queen drama bitch of this school. I didn’t go so far as to think black was the only color ever needed and the rest of the fashion industry was ridiculous for using other colors of the rainbow, but the preppy kids still stepped lightly around me as though I had gone full goth.

      I didn’t act like this. I didn’t feel like this. Yet here I was pacing up and down in front of the stage and I couldn’t decide if I was nervous because I wanted Chloe to get in here and do her monologue or if I was nervous because I needed to see her.

      Finally a familiar face stepped into the room and I breathed a sigh of relief. She was here. She hadn’t decided to flake out of drama today because she was terrified of delivering her monologue.

      I’d heard of kids who dropped the class entirely before their first big day because they realized they were actually going to have to perform in front of people.

      I walked up to her. I couldn’t wait. I wanted to be near her, plus I wanted to go over a few things before it was her turn to get up on stage and deliver the monologue.

      She held up a hand and stopped me before I could say anything.

      “Please,” she said. “I’m already nervous enough and you look like you’re ready to pop so I don’t need it right now.”

      That shut me up nice and quick. Well then. If she didn’t want to talk to me then she didn’t want to talk to me.

      “But…”

      “I’ve been working on this all week. I’m sleep deprived. Just let me do this. I’ve got it,” she said.

      “Right,” I said, rather weakly if I did say so myself. “Just remember everything we went over.”

      “Believe me I’ve been remembering it,” she said. “That’s part of the problem.”

      She put her bag down. I wanted to ask her what the heck she meant by that, but the tone that told the whole school it was time for class to start sounded and Mr. Thompson stood and clapped his hands together.

      “Right!” he said. “So you know what today is. If this was a real class teaching something boring like math or science it would be a pretty big test, but this is drama so you’re going to get up here and perform!”

      Mutterings and mumblings rose from all around the room. It was clear there were more than a few people out there who weren’t happy about the idea of being forced to get up and perform.

      What they were doing in a drama class if they didn’t like performing was beyond me, but whatever.

      “So I do this all the time and no one ever takes me up on it, but do we have any volunteers to go first?” he asked.

      Complete silence. It was completely unlike a play or a drama club event. At those you could always count on someone hopping up willing to show off.

      It was the nature of the club. Everyone who was in there had self selected as the sort of person who likes getting up on the stage and performing for a crowd.

      The people here in this class today couldn’t be any more different. They were here for a grade even if they were obviously interested in performing enough to come to the class. No one would…

      Movement out of the corner of my eye caught my attention. I turned and stared, astonished, as Chloe looked at me and smiled. Her hand raised proudly.

      Well then.

      Maybe my new protege was a little more confident than I’d imagined when she started on this journey. Or maybe she wanted to get it over with fast.

      Either way I was proud of her. Also? My heart was totally threatening to pound out of my chest as I watched her go down the steps and up to the stage.

      I wasn’t sure if that chest pounding was because I was nervous for her or if it was because I was enjoying the view as she made that walk. Whatever.

      She stepped up onto the stage and nodded to Mr. Thompson who took a seat and crossed his arms. He had a strange smile on his face as he turned to glance at me and then motioned for me to come down to the front.

      I moved down and took a seat next to him. He leaned over a little to give me more room and I crossed my arms imitating him.

      Up there in the lights shining down on her Chloe looked even more radiant than usual. My breath caught.

      Sure she was just in shorts and a T-shirt that was advertising some Bible camp she must’ve gone to once upon a time, but it was a shirt that had obviously gotten a couple of sizes too small since the last time she visited the place.

      Very distracting. I wondered if she did that on purpose.

      She put her hands in her pockets. Looked down. I felt my breath catch again. That was what she did whenever she was nervous or upset about something.

      Was she nervous or upset now? Was she about to blow this by mumbling her entire monologue? I was concerned for her as a friend, maybe as more than a friend, but I was also concerned because I had a grade riding on this.

      Thompson made it pretty clear that her success up there on the stage was my success down here.

      “I’ll be reading a monologue from Mr. Farnsworth Takes A Bride,” she said in a low voice. “I had a hard time figuring out where to find my motivation for this, but I think I’ve finally found something that will help. I hope you like it.”

      Her eyes darted up to me for the briefest of moments and I felt a thrill. She finally found her motivation? She couldn’t possibly…

      Then she launched into it.

      “I didn't know I could feel that way about a man until I met Mr. Farnsworth," she said.

      Her hands were doing a weird little fidgeting thing. My eyes narrowed. Was that nerves?

      Then she glanced up at me and I saw in that glance that she was completely in control. The whole routine she’d just pulled was to put the audience off guard. Make us think she was nervous.

      I smiled. It was finally happening. I’d been trying to get her to do this for ages and she was finally doing it.

      Sort of.

      She was becoming the character.

      "The way he looks at me. It sends a shiver running through me every time, and I know it's so wrong. I can’t control myself. I know I shouldn't feel that way…”

      This time she did look up and lock eyes with me. The way her eyes locked on me made it clear that yeah, she’d totally drawn her inspiration from exactly where I thought she’d drawn her inspiration.

      She wasn’t just reading a monologue. She was reading a monologue about me.

      It wouldn’t be the first time someone had hidden a message in a performance. Heck, hiding a little bit of the gay in a theater performance was as much a part of the theater as Rogers & Hammerstein or Gilbert & Sullivan.

      It was a shock to have it happening to me though.

      “Interesting choice,” Mr. Thompson muttered.

      I wanted to turn and glare at him, but there was no way I was turning my attention away from Chloe. She had my complete attention now.

      I wasn’t sure if she was doing the same to everyone else, but she was certainly doing a number on me. I was having trouble breathing. Goose bumps rose as she went through the monologue.

      It was over the top. It was funny. She paused in all the right places. She was serious in all the right places. She even managed to have one tear trickle down her eye at the end while getting down on her knees and begging the Lord to take these feelings away from her in a bit of overacting that would’ve made that Shatner guy my dad was always watching look subdued.

      In short, it was perfect for the play.

      Even if I wasn’t sure about that tear at the end. At that point I had a feeling there was more than a little truth to her begging the Lord to take those feelings away. It left me wondering if she’d done some similar begging in her own room on her own time.

      That might’ve worried me, but she looked at me again at the end and there was a fire burning there. I would’ve taken a step back if I didn’t have my ass firmly planted in a chair.

      That made it kinda difficult to get away from her. Not that I wanted to get away from that look, but it did surprise me.

      The monologue ended. Her head dropped and she stared at the floor. Silence reigned for a moment, then Mr. Thompson stood and clapped enthusiastically.

      I’d like to say it was one of those moments where Chloe got a standing ovation for her trouble. She certainly deserved it.

      This was a class full of kids who really didn’t want to be delivering a monologue today though. And the first girl to go had knocked hers out of the park.

      So while some people clapped, most everyone else glared at her because she’d just made their job today that much more difficult.

      Not that she could’ve known what she was doing.

      Not that I really paid attention to all those people glaring at her. I only had eyes for Chloe.

      She’d been transfixing up there on stage. Sure right now she was looking down and blushing like she didn’t even want the attention Mr. Thompson was giving her, but for that brief shining moment she’d been incredible.

      This girl was going to go places in the drama club if she kept giving performances like that.

      Mr. Thompson stepped onto the stage and put an arm around her. Pulled her into an awkward half hug that was made all the more awkward because it didn’t look like Chloe was in the mood for a hug.

      “This is what I’m talking about!” he said. “This is the kind of passion you should all bring to your performance! Chloe, my dear, I’d say you were a natural but I’ve seen all the hard work you’ve put into this.”

      At that he gave me a pointed look. I was really starting to hate it when he gave me those pointed looks. Life was so much easier when he wasn’t giving me knowing glances concerning the pretty freshman girl he’d thrown at me.

      “Definitely an A for you my dear,” he said. “And an A for your teacher.”

      He looked down at me and winked. I wished I could believe that wink was for my teaching method, but I had a feeling he was winking for another reason entirely.

      Ugh. Adults. Why did they have to always try and meddle with our lives?

      Chloe stepped down from the stage and took a seat next to me. Well, not quite next to me. She was separated from me by one seat. One achingly empty seat in between us.

      She glanced at me and then looked away. Her expression was unreadable, but that didn’t matter.

      I’d seen the way she looked at me while she was delivering that monologue. I had a sneaking suspicion that the reason that monologue was so raw, so full of emotion, was because she wasn’t thinking about the fictional Mr. Farnsworth when she delivered it.

      No, she’d been talking about me.

      Now the question was what to do about it? I mean she was pretty, she was fun to hang around with, but she also obviously still had a lot in the way of hang ups.

      I wasn’t sure if I was ready to wade into the middle of all those hang ups. Not when I’d gotten used to being out and in everyone’s face if they had a problem with that.

      “Seriously though,” Mr. Thompson said. I guess he’d never stopped talking when I tuned him out earlier. “That’s the kind of performance that I hope to see at the tryouts for Mr. Farnsworth Takes A Bride that we’re doing a week from now.”

      My ears perked up. He hadn’t even announced the tryouts to the people in drama club and he was talking about it with a bunch of nobodies here in this drama class? Not to mention he’d just revealed the fall play.

      I wondered if he did this with his drama class every year. Everyone always wondered what the play was going to be and now I found out he was hiding it in plain sight by letting people pick it for a monologue in drama class?

      I guess there were perks to taking this class. Like getting the skinny on tryouts well ahead of everyone else.

      “I expect all of you to come up here and give a performance that is worthy of being selected, though of course I don’t expect all of you to try out.”

      Again he cast a significant glance my way, but for a surprise this time he wasn’t looking at me. No, this time he was looking directly at Chloe.

      She looked up. Seemed to realize he was talking about her. Looked away almost immediately.

      Yeah, he had someone in mind when he said he wanted someone trying out. I’d told her it was impossible for a freshman to get a part in one of the shows, but maybe it wasn’t as impossible as I’d led her to believe.

      She looked over at me again and this time her expression was a little more readable. She gave me the barest hint of a smile and I gave her a thumbs up.

      It looked like there was going to be some serious competition for roles from a freshman for the first time I could remember.

      Now it was just a matter of convincing her she needed to try out.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            9

          

          
            Chloe

          

        

      

    

    
      “Come on. Would you look at that sign up sheet? That thing right there is your destiny,” Sarah said.

      “I don’t know about that,” I replied.

      I managed to hold her gaze while I said it. It was hard, but somehow I managed to do it. It was hard to look directly at her.

      Looking directly at her was like looking at the sun. She burned too bright. At least the feelings that ran through me whenever I looked at her burned too bright.

      And I was so aware of how wrong those feelings were. I shouldn’t feel that way about a girl. I shouldn’t think those thoughts about a girl.

      I wanted all of this to go away. I didn’t want to feel this way about a girl. I wanted to look at Craig and feel the way I felt when I was with Sarah.

      Only I didn’t. The last few weeks at youth group had proved that pretty clearly. He’d been surprised that I wanted to sit so close to him, that I wanted to hold his hand, but he hadn’t complained or anything.

      And I hadn’t felt anything. Not a damn thing. It was a show of how frustrated I was that I was swearing inside my head.

      “I don’t think so,” I said. “Getting up on stage and delivering that monologue in front of the whole school? I don’t think I could do something like that.”

      “But it would be just like what you did in class,” Sarah persisted. “Come on. You had lighting in a bottle when you were up there onstage. You have the sort of raw talent most seniors only dream of.”

      “It wasn’t raw talent,” I muttered.

      Sarah glared at me. I fought it, but somehow I managed to keep from looking away from her. Even though every instinct in my body was screaming that I should look away.

      She was a teacher, after all. Sort of. At least she was for this class.

      Even if students weren’t exactly supposed to think about their teachers the way I was starting to think about Sarah.

      “I’ve been involved in the drama club for three years now and I know raw talent when I see it,” Sarah said. “And I’m telling you what I saw up there on the stage last week was raw talent that needs to get up there on the stage and show off for the world damn it!”

      I looked up at the sign up sheet. Just a couple of sheets of paper for people who were interested in the drama club to sign up if they wanted to try out for the fall play.

      I couldn’t get up there on stage in front of everyone. Yet there was Sarah looking at me.

      Raw talent. How to explain to her that the “raw talent” she’d seen up there on the stage had been me channeling how I felt about her?

      Plain and simple. End of story.

      I couldn’t tell her that. I’d die from embarrassment. So I kept my big mouth shut.

      “If I sign up will you stop bothering me?” I asked.

      “I’ll stop bothering you until we get ready for tryouts. Then I’m going to bother you again to get up there and do it,” she said.

      Well. There was something. That made it sound like you didn’t necessarily have to try out even if you went to tryouts. I could go there and make an excuse or something.

      At least that’s what I told myself.

      Still, I couldn’t help but feel a little tingly as I looked at the signup sheet. I thought back to how I’d felt when I was in front of the class delivering that monologue.

      It had felt good. Really good. Like I was unlocking a part of myself I never realized was there. A part of me I hadn’t known about until I was up thee with all eyes on the room on me.

      Sure it was mostly bored eyes who were glaring at me by the end because Mr. Thompson made such a big deal out of my performance, but still.

      “Fine. I’m signing up,” I groused.

      I stood. Walked over to the paper. Pulled out a pen and wrote my name. Then stomped back over and took a seat next to Sarah.

      The entire time I felt Mr. Thompson’s eyes on me too. He was staring and it made me uncomfortable, but I wasn’t sure that I could do anything about that. There was a gleam in his eyes as though he’d been waiting the entire time for me to sign up.

      This room was getting stuffy. It was like everyone out there expected me to be this big thing, where “everyone” is defined as Sarah and Mr. Thompson.

      Still. My teacher and the girl I was having all sorts of strange feelings for. That was one hell of an “everyone.”

      “There, it’s done,” I said. “Happy?”

      “I’ll be happier when you get up on the stage,” Sarah said. “I can’t wait to see Courtney  when she realizes what you’re capable off. She’s been swanning around the lunch room talking about how she’s the perfect person to play Violet, and you beating her out for the part would be perfect after the way she treated you on the first day.”

      Violet. The girl from Mr. Farnsworth Takes A Bride. A girl who’s unsure of herself. Unsure of the feelings coursing through her.

      Yeah, it’s not like I’d have to do much acting if I had to get up on stage and act like Violet.

      What had I gotten myself into?

      I was still asking myself that same question a week later as I stepped into the familiar drama room.

      Only today it wasn’t nearly as familiar as usual. No, today it was filled with a bunch of upperclassmen who all obviously knew each other.

      My hand twitched and went to my back pocket. My phone was in there and all I’d have to do is send my mom a text and she’d be able to come by and pick me up.

      Sure I’d have to wait a little while for her to show up, but still.

      A hand closed around my wrist. Pulled it away from my phone. Next thing I knew a hand was digging into my back pocket and pulling my phone out.

      I would’ve turned to fight this obvious thief going for my phone, but I knew exactly who the thief was. I turned and saw Sarah standing there with my phone in hand and a big smile on her face.

      “Were you thinking of calling someone to come get you?” she asked. “Because I’m afraid we just can’t have that.”

      “I wasn’t,” I said. I swiped for my phone, but she took a step back. “C’mon Sarah. Give me my phone!”

      She wagged a finger. “Consider this part of your drama class grade. You’re going to get this back at the end of the evening when you’ve tried out for a few parts.”

      “You can’t do that!” I said.

      Okay. This was definitely messing with the plan. I was supposed to sit in the back of the room not being noticed. I’d watch everyone do their audition and I wouldn’t do anything myself.

      But if I wasn’t going to get my phone back?

      “All right everyone!” Mr. Thompson said, clapping his hands together and pointing to a basket beside him at the front of the room. “It’s that time!”

      Sarah hit me with a knowing wink and walked to the front of the room. Where she deposited my phone in the basket. Right alongside just about everyone else who also went up and surrendered their phones.

      Darn it. I’d had one window of opportunity and I’d totally blown it.

      “Told you I wouldn’t let you have your phone,” Sarah said when she got back to the top back part of the room. “No one gets phones during auditions.”

      “You could’ve warned me about that,” I muttered.

      “And take away all the fun?” she asked. “Besides, I was only half joking when I said we’re being graded on this.”

      “Half joking?”

      “Yup. You’re not getting graded on this, but Mr. Thompson made it clear I am getting graded on your performance today.”

      My eyebrows lowered and my nose scrunched up. Which caused Sarah to hit me with a funny smile, but whatever. I was more concerned with what she’d said.

      “You’re getting graded on what I do?”

      “Yup. He’s made you my little independent study project for some reason, and part of that project is making sure you get up there and audition. I think he really wants you auditioning for some reason.”

      Her tone was almost sarcastic there at the end. Yeah, I had a pretty good idea exactly why he’d be interested in getting me up there to audition. He’d made it clear since my monologue that he wanted me to audition.

      “Neither one of you plays fair,” I said. “I want you to know that.”

      Sarah shrugged. It was clear she didn’t have a problem with me having a problem with her playing unfair.

      We sat and I crossed my arms. Listened as Mr. Thompson droned on about some of the background on Mr. Farnsworth Takes A Bride.

      All stuff that I already knew. I’d looked it up online and the play was old enough that it didn’t kick up any of the Internet filters that were still left over from the days when my dad was still with us.

      When he was finished he clapped his hands together and smiled. Rubbed them together.

      “I know that normally we start out with some of the bit parts and work our way up to the main event, but I was thinking this time we’re going to mix things up.”

      I felt a tingle running along the back of my neck as he said it. Mostly because he looked up to the back of the room and I got the feeling he was looking right at me.

      “I think this time around we’re going to go ahead and start with auditioning for the main parts then work our way down.”

      There was murmuring all through the room. I didn’t know enough about the drama club to know when something out of the ordinary was happening, but I knew enough about people to know that Mr. Thompson had just flipped the script for some reason.

      He looked at me again, and I wondered if it was all for me. Maybe he thought I’d lose my nerve if the night went on too long or something?

      Sarah elbowed me in the side. “That’s new.”

      “Is it a big deal?” I asked.

      “Everything new is a big deal. Mr. Thompson hasn’t changed things in all the years I’ve been here,” she whispered back.

      Huh. I didn’t know nearly enough about the drama club. I didn’t know nearly enough about anything.

      Mr. Thompson was looking around the room. “So do we have any volunteers for Mr. Farnsworth?”

      There were no hands. Some of the guys looked around the room like they were wondering if someone else was going to take up the slack, but it was clear the change of pace had screwed up the room.

      I thought back to that day when I finally got up and did my monologue. I’d been so jittery that day. Like I didn’t think I could go through with it.

      But I had. And it hadn’t killed me. It had actually been kind of fun, even if I had been drawing strength from Sarah sitting down in the front row smiling and giving me encouragement.

      She probably didn’t even know how much she’d encouraged me, but whatever.

      Finally a short squat guy raised his hand. Not at all what I expected Mr. Farnsworth to look like. There were a couple of guys who better fit the handsome rakish description at the beginning of the play, but it looked like they were hanging back for now.

      “Great Colin,” he said. “Now do we have anyone out there who’s willing to play our Violet?”

      I’m not sure what came over me. Maybe I was thinking about how easy it had been when I got up on the stage to do my monologue. Maybe I was a little crazy because Sarah was right here beside me and she’d made it clear her grade was riding on this.

      Whatever it was, my hand shot up. Right at the same time as that Courtney girl. Great.

      “Great. I have to go up against her?” I whispered.

      Only Sarah wasn’t responding. I turned to her and she was staring at me as though I’d grown a second head or something. Okay then. Maybe I wasn’t the only person surprising myself with my willingness to go up onstage.

      Finally she seemed to get control of her mouth. After a moment of moving her lips like she wanted to say something but couldn’t quite get it to come out.

      “Come on. It’s just like we talked about. Courtney’s been the lead in a couple of plays over the past couple of years. You trying out against her will be great. You’re not going to get the part, but you’ll show her she can’t push you around,” Sarah said.

      I sighed. “Great. I’m going to be going up against the best the program has to offer. That’s just wonderful.”

      “Yeah, well she has no idea what she’s going up against,” Sarah said. “Get up there and break a leg!”

      I wanted to ask her why she was hoping I’d harm myself up on the little stage, but I didn’t have a chance. Mr. Thompson looked at Courtney with a flat expression, then looked beyond her and saw me sitting in the back with my hand raised.

      His face turned up in a wide grin. Courtney turned around and stared at me. Realized there was someone else in the room going out for the part she clearly wanted.

      And it was really more of a glare than a stare. I swallowed. I hadn’t intended to get in this deep. I didn’t think auditioning would get me on the bad side of some senior girl, but it looked like I’d just made an enemy.

      Great.

      I couldn’t do anything about it though. Mr. Thompson was motioning for me to come down and what could I do?

      It was time to audition. Courtney would have to wait. Now if only I could do something about the butterflies dancing in my stomach threatening to make me puke my guts up I was so nervous.
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      Hoo boy was this going to be good. When I told Chloe she needed to get up there and audition because my grade depended on it I didn’t think she’d go out for the main part.

      I mean I guess it sort of made sense. That was the monologue she’d done in drama class, after all. It was the part she was most familiar with because we’d read the script in class after those monologues and Mr. Thompson had made a point of having her read Violet’s part.

      Maybe the old guy was pulling something there. Maybe I wasn’t the only one who saw something in her performance.

      Now it was a matter of figuring out if she was going to last long enough up on stage to actually make a run for it.

      Someone sat down next to me where Chloe had been moments ago. I glanced over and saw Courtney slinging her backpack down on one of the seats.

      “Why is she trying out for my part?” she asked.

      I grinned.

      I was a little surprised at how willing I was to sell out my best friend of so many years. We hadn’t had as much opportunity to hang out lately since I’d been so busy with class.

      Still, there’d been a time when I wouldn’t dream of saying anything bad about Courtney. Back when I’d been in the depths of my first big girl crush. I guess it showed I’d finally broken free somehow that I was rooting against her now and rooting for Chloe instead.

      Or maybe it was that one girl crush had been replaced with another.

      “What’s the matter Courtney? Afraid that freshman you yelled at on the first day of school is about to try out for the lead role in the play,” I said.

      Courtney barked out a laugh then covered her mouth. A couple of people turned to look at us, but turned back around when they saw it was just me and Courtney back here.

      Giggling when me and Courtney got together was hardly anything new in the drama room. Especially during tryouts.

      “This is going to be good,” she said. “Didn’t you tell your little girl crush freshmen weren’t supposed to try out for big roles?”

      I rolled my eyes and elbowed her in the side. It was the least she deserved for making a crack about my “girl crush.” I was starting to regret ever telling her about the serious case of giddiness I was developing whenever I was around Chloe.

      “Could you say that any louder?” I hissed. “She doesn’t know, and I’d appreciate it if you kept it to yourself.”

      “Whatever,” Courtney said. “Now shut up. The show’s about to start and this is gonna be good!”

      “She’s really better than you’re giving her credit for,” I whispered.

      “Uh-huh, and you’ve already told me that you’d like nothing more than to sneak into one of the costume rooms and play kissyface with your fresh meat, so I’m not going to listen to anything you have to say about her acting ability.”

      I rolled my eyes again. Though to be honest the thought of disappearing into one of the costuming rooms for a little bit of kissyface with Chloe was interesting.

      That thought kept me going right up until Chloe stepped up on the stage. It was just her and Colin with the lights beating down on them.

      Those lights could be hot. I should know. I’d been under them and they felt the same whether you were supporting cast or in the lead.

      I’d even considered trying out for the part of Violet this time around. The part didn’t interest me beyond being the lead and the sure knowledge that if I got that part I’d be keeping Courtney from getting a part which would be a feather in my cap in our never ending competition, but Chloe going up and trying out was far more interesting.

      If pigs did fly and the girl I’d been teaching managed to beat out little miss perfection for a lead role her senior year it’d be rich.

      Pigs would fly before something like that happened, but I figured a girl could always dream.

      “Right,” Mr. Thompson said. “You both have your scripts, and we need to see if there’s any chemistry up on the stage. If you could turn to page twenty-five for the drawing room scene please. Start whenever you’re ready.”

      I pulled up my copy of the script. It was already folded and curled up at the edges because I’d spent so much time reading through the thing. More time than I usually spent getting ready for a play.

      I’d had to get Chloe in fighting shape for her monologue, after all, and then we’d had that read-through in class. I’d even done the part of Mr. Farnsworth a couple of times when none of the guys in class had the balls to read it.

      Wimps.

      And speaking of not having any balls. None other than Colin was up there reading now. Colin who was about as far from imposing and masculine as you could get. He was fooling himself if he thought he was fooling anyone else that he was straight, but I figured it wasn’t my place to call him on it.

      Running into a closeted kid in a high school drama program was about as easy as finding an ear of corn out in the fields in the middle of summer.

      “Why Mr. Farnsworth,” Chloe said, her voice wooden and deadpan. “You know you shouldn’t say such things.”

      I sighed. I guess it was too much to think she’d actually get up there and knock it out of the park a second time. This was completely different from her monologue. She was looking at the ground and more mumbling her lines than anything else.

      Damn it.

      “How can I resist saying such things when I have such a radiant beauty standing before me?” Colin said.

      This time my eyes rolled so hard it was a wonder they didn’t detach from my socket and go flying across the room.

      Colin was a senior. He always acted like he was God’s gift to acting. He always talked about how he was going to go on and study drama at the university level and go on to big things someday.

      If he acted as well at college as he did here in high school then the bigger and better things he was going to go on to was the night manager at some fast food joint.

      He was terrible. Which made it even funnier and maybe a little sad that he thought he was so great. Annoying, even, whenever he was going on about how wonderful he was despite never getting a lead role in a play.

      Today he was bad, but in a completely different way from Chloe. He was over the top. If there was a picture in the dictionary next to the definition of “overacting” then he’d be right there under the picture of William Shatner.

      In short, it was terrible. Chloe wasn’t ever going to be able to get in anything good if this is what she had to work with.

      “But Mr. Farnsworth,” she said, still looking down.

      She paused. Seemed to hesitate. Took a deep breath. Glanced out into the crowd. Looked at me in particular. I nodded, hoping that sending some positive vibes her way would be enough to give her a little bit of that confidence she’d had when she was delivering her monologue.

      A girl could hope.

      She looked up. Squared her shoulders. Took a step forward and reached out as though she wanted to touch Colin, but stopped just short of it. Her mouth fell open and then she squeezed her eyes shut.

      It was all masterful. She was a natural. Just like that I was watching the girl who’d knocked it out of the park during her monologue. She was the girl I wished I could’ve been a couple of years ago when I was the freshman standing up there auditioning for the first time.

      “Why Mr. Farnsworth,” she said, her voice breathless. “When you say things like that it almost makes me hope that… but no.”

      She turned away. Was it a touch melodramatic? Maybe, but this was a decades old comedy we were talking about. I thought a little melodrama added.

      “Please Violet,” Colin said, throwing his arm to his forehead like he was in a bad soap from the ‘50s. “You shouldn’t tempt me so!”

      Chloe turned and opened her mouth, but before she could say anything Mr. Thompson’s voice rang out and interrupted them. Which was a damn shame because I’d been looking forward to seeing what else she did with the part even if she was up against Colin the ham.

      “Okay. If the two of you could stop right there,” he said.

      Thompson turned and looked out across the room. Searched the crowd in the dark.

      “We really need someone up there who can work with Chloe. Give her something to act against,” he said.

      Colin looked more than a little annoyed that his performance was being dismissed out of hand like that. He opened his mouth looking like he was going to complain, then shut it.

      Everyone in the drama club learned an important lesson very quickly. Mr. Thompson was very serious when it came to picking a part, and arguing with him would only get you a dressing down. Usually in front of everyone considering he wasn’t shy about those dressings down.

      “Anyone out there want to volunteer for the part of Mr. Farnsworth?” he asked. “Surely Colin isn’t the only one who wants to try out for that part people?”

      The question was obvious. It was a lead role. The only problem was he’d put the auditions for the leads at the front of the tryouts rather than the end.

      I know it’s weird, and it’s something someone wouldn’t understand unless they’d spent some time in drama. At least in our drama club.

      Acting was as much about what happened in your head as it was about what happened up on the stage. Everyone came here tonight expecting to try out for the lead roles, but I’m sure none of them were expecting to try out first thing.

      Thompson had flipped the script, and it seemed perfectly natural that people would be spooked. I know it had thrown me for a loop.

      “Come on. Anyone at all?”

      He looked at all the usual suspects. Josh. Michael. Adam. A couple of seniors and one junior. Adam in particular was an oddball since he was your typical jock sports star type, but he’d been pulled into a starring role last year and decided he liked the whole drama thing too.

      I felt a weird tingling starting on my scalp. It was a tingle that usually only happened when I was about to do something stupid.

      Like raising my hand.

      The movement caught Mr. Thompson’s attention. He looked to the back and blinked. I guess he wasn’t expecting for a girl to volunteer for the part, but then realization dawned and a huge grin split his face.

      “Sarah! That’s genius! Come on. Get up here!”

      He waved with so much enthusiasm that I wanted to melt into the floor. Usually it was nice getting praise from Mr. Thompson, but it was clear from the looks everyone was giving me that not only were they not expecting me to try out for a male part, but they thought it was ridiculous.

      Well they could go fuck themselves. They could think all the nasty things they wanted about the out lesbian trying out for a dude’s role.

      Even in the drama club you couldn’t avoid the small town mentality sometimes. It was baked into everyone from the moment they were born, unless they were unfortunate enough to move here from the big city or something, and I’d gotten used to dealing with it even here where you’d think people would be more open minded.

      Oh well. It was too late to go back now. Besides, anyone who had trouble with me gender bending the lead role could go fuck themselves.

      By now most of them would know that’s how I felt about them getting upset, so no one said anything.

      I took a deep breath. Stood. Made my way down to the stage. Looks like it was time to audition for a role I never thought I’d be going out for.
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      Okay. What was going on here. I wasn’t counting on Sarah coming up here and auditioning with me.

      What did Mr. Thompson even mean when he said he wanted someone up here who’d give me something more to work with? I watched Sarah making her way down one of the two aisles in the mini theater.

      Oh boy. I was starting to think things again. The sort of thoughts I’d been trying to keep out of my head. The sort of thoughts a good girl wasn’t supposed to have about other girls.

      I closed my eyes. Found myself saying a little prayer. I’m not even sure what it was for. Strength? The ability to keep my cool on stage?

      I’d done the same thing before giving my monologue, and it hadn’t helped. One look at Sarah and I was up there onstage pouring my heart out to her using the words in the play.

      And now here she was right in front of me playing the big love interest. Two girls playing love interests. That was wrong.

      That was supposed to be wrong, at least. Everything I’d ever been taught by Pastor Dave told me it was wrong.

      So why did it feel so right?

      “Chloe? You going to join us?”

      I opened my eyes. Looked over to Mr. Thompson. He was looking at me expectantly. I turned to face Sarah. She was on the other side of an old couch they’d somehow brought up on stage to act as set dressing.

      I took a deep breath. Then another one. Then I stopped myself because if I did that for much longer I was going to be hyperventilating.

      “I’m ready,” I said.

      I wasn’t ready. Not for this. Not with Sarah. I’d been confused about her since the first time I laid eyes on her in the hall and this wasn’t making things better.

      “Okay. Could we start from the top then please?” Mr. Thompson asked.

      I took a deep breath. I wasn’t Chloe standing in front of everyone in the drama club worried that I was going to lose it because I was looking at a pretty girl.

      I was Violet. I was a young girl from an unnamed time period decades ago who had a crush on a man who was supposed to be all wrong for her.

      It’s not like that was much of a stretch. I was a young girl in the middle of a small town who had a crush on a girl who was all wrong for me because she was a girl. Because that’s not what I was supposed to want.

      I thought about everything Sarah taught me leading up to this moment. Take something from real life and use it.

      With her onstage staring at me there was a heck of a lot I could use. It wasn’t much of a stretch to act out the part of a confused young girl who didn’t know what she wanted.

      I took a deep breath. It was time to do this even if the thought terrified me.

      “Why Mr. Farnsworth,” I said.

      There were giggles from around the room. Why were they giggling? Then it hit me.

      Oh. Right. She wasn’t very well going to be Mr. Farnsworth. What should she be? Well she was single, unattached, looking for a lady.

      “Sorry,” I muttered, then louder. “Why Ms. Farsnworth!”

      This time it was different from the first time around. I’d been nervous then. I’d been painfully aware of everyone sitting in the audience watching us and judging us.

      And it’s not like they were a normal audience. It was an audience of drama kids. Students who’d been doing this acting thing for years in some cases.

      Having them watching and judging me was even more terrifying than in drama class, but all that nervousness fell away as I looked at Sarah and we became the only two people in the room.

      “You know you shouldn’t say such things.”

      I decided to improvise just a little. I walked in front of the couch and planted my hands on my hips. Wagged a finger in her face and she went cross-eyed.

      There were some laughs from the audience. Laughs were good. This was supposed to be a comedy after all.

      Sarah stood there staring at my finger for a long moment, then she looked to me. It was like she’d lost it. My finger had hypnotized her. I needed to do something.

      “Why if that’s the best you have Ms. Farnsworth why should I even bother with you?”

      Sarah blinked. Seemed to finally realize where she was and that she was screwing up her line reading. There was another laugh, this time louder.

      I wondered if they were laughing at my made up line or if they were laughing at the way Sarah was losing it. She shook her head and cleared her throat. And like the master I knew she was she used it just like she’d taught me to use it.

      Her hands reached out and grabbed mine. Pulled them against her chest. I blushed and looked away, and it wasn’t all acting. I couldn’t believe she did that. My legs went a little wobbly touching her like that even if it was all part of the show.

      “How can I resist saying such things when I have such a radiant beauty standing before me?” Sarah said.

      I blushed, and it had everything to do with who was telling me I was radiantly beautiful and nothing to do with any acting ability. I turned away from her. Looked out over the audience.

      Not at the audience. Over them. To some distant spot that only I could see.

      “But Ms. Farnsworth,” I said, concentrating on that spot in the distance.

      I guess I wasn’t the only one using a bit of reality to sell this. I felt arms wrapping around me from behind.

      I closed my eyes and took in a deep breath. Oh I’d dreamed of a moment like this since the first time I saw her. I knew it was wrong but when she wrapped her arms around me and pulled me close I didn’t care if it was wrong.

      How could something that felt this good really be wrong? Would the good Lord really do that?

      If Pastor Dave was to be believed then yes, he would. It was all a temptation meant to pull me away from what was good.

      I wasn’t doing much thinking about Pastor Dave right about now though. I thought about the next line. I’d read through the play often enough that I didn’t even need to think about it. I delivered it from memory.

      “Why Ms. Farnsworth,” I said, not having to act at all to sound breathless this time around. “When you say things like that it almost makes me hope that… but no.”

      It almost made me hope that she was actually interested in me. That I wasn’t imagining things when I thought she looked at me with a hunger in her eyes.

      I was beyond caring if it was wrong. With her arms wrapped around me it felt right. That’s all I cared about.

      That and the audition. We were supposed to be auditioning, after all, even if a lot of this felt a lot more real than any silly audition.

      “Please Violet,” Sarah stage whispered, the feel of her breath on my ear pure magic. “You shouldn’t tempt me so!”

      I’m not sure what came over me. Maybe it was the temptation of feeling her so close. Maybe it was that I felt safe to let loose just a little because I was safely acting out a role.

      I took a chance. Whirled around. Pushed on her chest and she fell down on the couch. In an instant I was on her, wondering what the hell I was thinking.

      I guess I wasn’t the only one wondering what the hell I was thinking. There was a collective gasp from everyone in the audience, and meanwhile here I was with my lips just inches away from hers.

      Sarah looked surprised. Like really surprised. Her chest rose and fell and her eyes searched mine.

      Again I didn’t need to think about the line. We’d been going over this play so much that I had it down after glancing at the page on the way down onto the couch.

      “Something tells me you enjoy the temptation Ms. Farnsworth,” I whispered.

      Mine wasn’t a stage whisper. I hoped that wouldn’t hurt the audition, but at the same time it’s not like I was doing much thinking about the actual audition.

      No, I was more concerned with the feel of Sarah against me. With the way her body moved ever so slightly under my touch. With the smell of her breath so close to mine.

      I started to shiver. I closed my eyes and leaned in closer. So close. We were moments away from a kiss. From the kiss. The first kiss I’d ever had that would actually mean something and it was all play acting in front of a crowd.

      “Amazing! Absolutely amazing!”

      Mr. Thompson’s voice cut through the darkness and the temptation and I looked up and realized that every eye in the room was on us.

      I mean I guess it should be normal to think that every eye in the room would be on us. We were up on stage auditioning, after all.

      But there’d been a few people working on homework earlier. Doing stuff that didn’t involve staring into their confiscated phones.

      Not now. We had the room’s undivided attention. Including Mr. Thompson who was on his feet clapping like Tinkerbell’s life depended on it.

      “Absolutely amazing! This is what I’m talking about when I say you need to put some life into your performances! Where did you come from Chloe?”

      And then it all hit me. Everything I’d done. It was like Mr. Thompson calling me by my name broke the spell that had taken me when I lost myself in the role.

      I wasn’t Violet. That wasn’t Farnsworth under me, mister or miss. That was Sarah, and she still looked more than a little shell shocked by everything that happened.

      And why shouldn’t she look shell shocked? I’d just taken the opportunity of an audition to practically molest her up here onstage. With a bunch of people watching.

      Panic started to seize at my chest. A bunch of people watching. Sure the drama crowd and the people who went to my youth group weren’t exactly the same crowd, but what if word got out about this and someone said something that got back to Pastor Dave or someone else at the church?

      I didn’t know what I’d do if that happened. I pulled off of Sarah and sat on the couch in a daze. I hardly even heard Mr. Thompson as he turned and lectured the rest of the room on our command performance.

      Something touched my hand. Wrapped around it. Gave it a squeeze.

      I looked up. There was Sarah. Smiling at me uncertainly. I’m not sure why she had anything to feel uncertain about. I’m the one who just molested her onstage. Gave into my urges.

      Maybe that’s what they were talking about in youth group when they warned about giving into temptation.

      Because that had been very tempting.

      “You okay?” she asked.

      I thought about it. I wasn’t okay, but with her holding my hand I was getting pretty close to okay.

      “Yeah, I think I’m going to be all right,” I said. “I guess I got a little carried away there.”

      Sarah gave my hand a squeeze. “You got more than carried away, but it was good. I think people are going to be talking about that audition for years to come!”

      I smiled, but inside I felt acid rising in my stomach. People would be talking about that audition for years to come. Which had me worrying that people were going to be talking about that audition after we were done.

      There was nothing to do about it now though. I stood and walked off the stage, and oddly enough Sarah stood with me and kept her hold on my hand.

      That was nice, at least. That helped calm me down. Having Sarah around made everything feel like it might just be okay.

      Besides, the damage was done. So what if I kept holding her hand? It’s not like it’d give people anything more to talk about after the stunt I just pulled up onstage.
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      “Sarah? Chloe? Could I see you up in my office for a moment?”

      My first thought was to wonder what I’d done wrong. Not that it was like Mr. Thompson to call anyone back to his office. Like ever.

      The only time I’d ever seen him come close to disciplining a kid in drama club was the time he found some of the tech kids playing with a nail gun.

      He’d turned several different shades of red that day. The joke had been on them though. Their punishment was they didn’t get to use nail guns anymore and had to do everything the old fashioned way by pounding nails into the fake walls.

      So hearing him call our names out had butterflies dancing in my stomach. It was near the end of class and usually we just used this free time to hang out and chat.

      Chloe and I had been doing a lot more hanging out and chatting lately. I liked hanging out and chatting with her. It turns out that on top of being cute she was also incredibly easy to talk to.

      “Any idea what’s going on?” she asked.

      “None at all,” I replied.

      It’d been fun taking her under my wing. Showing her the ropes. There’d been some upperclassmen who did the same for me when I was getting started, but it had never extended to a budding romance.

      Even if I wasn’t sure I could call what was happening between us a budding romance. We’d hold hands sometimes and there were times when she smiled and looked at me like I was the only thing in the world.

      Still. There were other times when she’d realize what we were doing and pull away. It shredded me when that happened, but I could tell that she was working through some stuff and I figured it’d be best not to push her too far.

      “Has he ever called someone into his office like this before?” Chloe asked.

      She sounded nervous. I wished I could say something that would make her feel better about all of this, but the truth was I was feeling just as nervous about it as she was.

      This was uncharted territory for me.

      “I don’t think so,” I said. “At least not at drama club meetings, but this is drama class so who knows?”

      I shrugged. Like I said. Uncharted territory. I didn’t know what to make of this. I didn’t like that I didn’t know what was about to happen.

      Mr. Thompson looked up and his face split into a huge grin when he saw the two of us. There were even two chairs he’d pulled from the mini theater and sat across from his desk in his tiny office.

      I wasn’t sure if that was a good sign or a bad sign that he’d pulled a couple of chairs in. That meant whatever he wanted to talk to us about was planned. That meant whatever he was going to discuss with us wasn’t some spur of the moment thing he’d noticed while we were sitting back and chatting with each other.

      I racked my brain trying to think of what I could’ve done to draw his anger. It’s not like I misbehaved. At least it’s not like I misbehaved all that often.

      I was also pretty sure that the things I did to break the rules were things everyone did. Backrubs for people behind the stage when we were tense between shows. Stuff like that.

      Besides, it had been awhile since I’d done anything like that considering there’d been a whole summer between the last production and this one.

      “Could the two of you have a seat please? And go ahead and close the door behind you.”

      I was starting to sweat. Go ahead and close the door behind us? Well that sounded ominous. Damn it. What was going on here?

      I knew enough to play it cool though. That was one of the first things I’d learned after coming to high school. Teachers would try to sweat something out of you, get you to give something up by doing the whole stern disappointed look.

      It was like talking with cops though. Don’t give anything up unless they make it clear they already know what’s going on.

      “So what seems to be the…”

      “What did we do wrong?” Chloe blurted out.

      I glanced at her with a combination of irritation and sympathy. It was obvious the good girl was having some trouble with the idea that she might be in trouble.

      It was plain on her face. She was breathing heavily. She had a look of pure terror plastered on her face. She still looked cute, but the whole panic thing wasn’t a good look for her.

      Mr. Thompson looked at the two of us. Seemed to register that we both looked a little worried. I liked to think I was better at hiding how I felt than Chloe, all that acting training I’d had over the past couple of years, but I must’ve still looked worried.

      He shook his head and laughed.

      “The two of you aren’t in trouble or anything,” he said.

      I blinked. “We aren’t?”

      That was weird, because everything he’d done so far made it seem like we were in trouble. Though to be fair it was true when I said I didn’t really know what it looked like when someone was in trouble with Mr. Thompson.

      “You’re not,” he said. “I called the two of you in here to talk about the auditions last week and some of the casting decisions I’d made.”

      I tried not to look too disappointed. I’d heard him start a conversation like that with other students and the conversation usually never went good for the students he was talking to.

      He’d just decided to save time and have that conversation during drama class rather than doing it later when the whole drama club was gathered together. It made sense considering he had us here for nearly an hour.

      “It’s okay,” I said. I reached out and gave Chloe’s hand a squeeze. Something Mr. Thompson noted but didn’t comment on. “You can tell us. Neither one of us got a role, right?”

      If anything he looked even more confused. Which only served to confuse me even more. Everything about this was confusing. I didn’t know what to think anymore.

      “Why would I call you in here to tell you I wasn’t giving you a role? I’d just toss the paper up with your names on it and let you find out like everyone else.”

      “But you always…”

      Mr. Thompson shook his head. “I call people in to discuss the roles and sometimes they decide not to take it for whatever reason. Anything you’ve heard about me talking to people about not getting a role is a vicious rumor.”

      “So we got parts?” Chloe asked.

      Mr. Thompson paused for a long moment. Long enough that I actually started to wonder if something was wrong. If maybe he forgot we were even there. He tapped a pencil against a paper that had some names on it, but I didn’t dare crane my head over far enough to see what names were on the page.

      That would be too obvious, and it might annoy him that I was trying to sneak a peak when he obviously wanted to talk to us about the casting decisions he’d made.

      “I’ve made some decisions for Mr. Farnsworth Takes A Bride that I’m afraid are going to be a little controversial. Both for the kids in the drama club and for the town. That’s why I need to talk to the two of you.”

      “But why would we…”

      Mr. Thompson held up a hand and stopped Chloe. His smile wasn’t unkind, but it was stern. He obviously wanted to say his piece and we were to shut up and keep quiet until he had a chance to say it.

      “Would the two of you please just give me a moment to explain myself?”

      His words weren’t unkind. He had a smile on his face, but it was the long-suffering smile of an educator who’d been doing this for years.

      He was probably more long suffering than most of the teachers in this place. After all, he had to deal with drama kids. There was a reason we were called drama kids, and it didn’t always have to do with our favorite club.

      “Sorry,” I muttered.

      Chloe didn’t say anything. Instead she resorted to her default of blushing and looking down. I was going to cure her of that and bring her out of her shell, but not today.

      Mr. Thompson looked between the two of us for a long moment. Probably wondering if we were going to try and interrupt him again. Finally he sighed and smiled.

      “Okay. So as I was saying. Or maybe I didn’t say it. Whatever. I’ve decided to make some changes to Mr. Farnsworth Takes A Bride, and I’m pretty sure not everyone is going to like it.”

      Again he looked between the two of us. Again I kept silent while Chloe blushed. Maybe he was looking for a reaction, but I wasn’t saying anything if he just made such a big production out of us keeping quiet.

      “For starters I’m going to be changing the title to Ms. Farnsworth Takes A Bride,” he said. “And we’re going to be updating it so it takes place in modern times instead of when the play was written.”

      My eyes went wide. Was he serious? If the play was renamed that meant…

      “You’re casting one of us as Mr. Farnsworth?” I asked, then realized how silly what I’d just said sounded. “I mean you’re casting one of us as Ms. Farnsworth?”

      I felt a tingling running along my scalp. I had a pretty good idea who he was casting in what role based on our performance at the auditions, but I couldn’t be sure.

      Either way I’d be in the lead. A lead role! I couldn’t believe it! I’d dreamed about landing a lead in one of these plays since I first found out about the drama club years ago, and now it was finally happening.

      Sure I’d done bit parts and had some pretty good supporting roles, but I’d never had to carry a play. The thought that it might finally be happening was both exciting and just a little terrifying.

      “That’s right,” Mr. Thompson said, seeming to recognize the recognition dawning on my face. “I’m gender bending Mr. Farnsworth to become Ms. Farnsworth and we’re going to make the two romantic leads women.”

      A huge grin split my face. I couldn’t help myself. A lead in a play! It was the dream and it was finally coming true! It was so amazing I was having trouble believing it was actually happening.

      Someone next to me made a strange choking noise. I turned and half expected to see Chloe choking on a piece of candy or something I didn’t realize she had, but instead she sat there with a look that was somewhere between excitement and pure terror.

      Which I could identify with. It was a big deal being a lead, and this would be her first time as a freshman!

      “Do we have to do it like that?” she asked, going pale and looking like she was about to be sick.

      I blinked. That look was like a slap in the face. I knew she had a touch of the religion keeping her down, but I guess I hadn’t realized how bad it was until that moment.

      Was the idea of getting up onstage with me and acting out a relationship really all that terrible?

      She hadn’t acted like it was all that terrible when we were up there rolling around on the couch. That was for damn sure. I went from elation to fear to anger all in the space of a second.

      Mr. Thompson also looked a little surprised.

      “Is something wrong Chloe? After your performance that day I thought for sure you wanted this, and I’ve never cast a freshman in a lead like this.”

      Maybe that was supposed to make her feel better about everything. If she was any other person in the drama club she probably would’ve felt better about that.

      Well, anyone but Courtney that is. She was going to be pissed she missed out on starring in the fall play, and that she missed out to a freshman of all things. It would be pretty damn funny and I’d never let her hear the end of it, but she was also going to be insufferable for awhile.

      Chloe didn’t react like a normal drama rat though. No, she just looked like she was about to be sick as she stood and made for the door.

      “I need to get some air,” she said. “Please. Just…”

      She looked at the two of us and then at the door. It was clear she would’ve done just about anything to get the hell out of the room. Finally she couldn’t think of anything to say so she bolted.

      The door slammed shut behind her with a chilling finality.

      That door wasn’t just slamming on Chloe. It was slamming on my opportunity to be a lead in a play. I got the feeling that this was a package deal based on our performance, and already I could tell by the frown on Mr. Thompson’s face that he was reconsidering this whole thing.

      That’s not all the door was slamming shut on though, was it? I’d seen the look on her face when she realized it was going to be a play about two girls falling for each other. That sickly look that said she couldn’t stomach the idea.

      Or maybe it was just that she couldn’t stomach the idea of her being the one who was forced to act out a relationship like that.

      Obviously there was a lot going on between the poor girl’s ears, and it was equally obvious that I needed to go talk to her now.

      “I should go track her down and see what’s going on,” I said.

      “Yeah, you do that,” Mr. Thompson said. “And let me know if you think this is going to be a problem.”

      The frown creasing his face told me he thought this was going to be a problem if this freakout lasted much longer. So as I left his office it was with the thought that I needed to comfort Chloe and calm her down, but at the same time I couldn’t shake the feeling that if I didn’t get her to calm down soon it was going to ruin my opportunity to be a leading lady.

      Darn it.

    

  




    
      
        
          
            13

          

          

      

    

    







            Chloe

          

        

      

    

    
      I stepped out into the room proper and felt the door slam shut behind me. Actually felt it deep in my body.

      Oops. Guess I slammed that door shut a little harder than I’d intended.

      Not that I stopped to think about it for all that long. No, I was too up in my own head to worry about something like that.

      I’d freaked out. Freaking out wasn’t good. I knew deep down that what Mr. Thompson just offered me, just offered us, was a really big deal.

      I’d heard Sarah talking about how much she wanted to be the lead in a play, after all. I’d seen all the people twisted up into nervous wrecks at tryouts and I still felt like an impostor because they were all taking it so seriously and I waltzed up on the stage and got a leading part the first time I tried for it.

      I felt like I didn’t deserve it or something because I hadn’t paid my dues. I didn’t know what to do.

      So I turned and made my way for the door. I couldn’t stay in that room. Not with the mini stage down at the bottom and all the seats in the mini theater as reminders of tryouts.

      I stepped out into the hall and leaned against the wall. Took a couple of deep gasps. Then a few more gasps for good measure. Actually I kept gasping right up until I felt lightheaded and the next thing I knew everything went kind of black and I was down on the floor for some reason and my tailbone really hurt.

      I blinked a couple of times to clear away the stars dancing around as my brain tried to decide if it was going to black out again.

      Stupid traitorous brain. I didn’t want to black out. I needed to think.

      Think Chloe. You brought this all on yourself. I was the stupid one who went against what I thought my mom would want and signed up for drama class because I thought it looked fun. I was the one who kept hanging around Sarah even though there were all those confusing feelings that hit me every time I thought about her. Every time I saw her. Every time I looked at her.

      I was the one who went to those stupid tryouts. It’s not like it was Sarah’s fault. It’s not like she twisted my arm.

      Okay, so maybe she twisted my arm just a little, but I could’ve said no.

      I didn’t. And I guess I’d gone up there and given a performance that blew Mr. Thompson away and now he wanted me to star in a play about two women falling in love.

      My body started to tingle and I got a bad case of the shakes. Stars danced around again and for a panicked moment I worried I was on the verge of blacking out.

      This was not happening. This could not be happening. This was way too close to admitting the truth of something that had been rattling around in the back of my head, and admitting it to the world in spectacular fashion.

      I didn’t need this. What would my friends at youth group say?

      What would Pastor Dave say?

      He wouldn’t have anything good to say. I was pretty sure of that, at least.

      “So do you maybe want to tell me what that was all about?”

      I looked up. Had to reach up and wipe a tear from my eyes. Why were there tears in my eyes, darn it?

      Sarah stood there. She looked like a pretty blurry mess. She looked like the kind of dangerous girl I was supposed to avoid with her hair cut short and all those piercings and her fondness for dark clothing.

      In short she looked beautiful. It was a feeling that welled up deep inside me every time I laid eyes on her.

      It was a feeling I knew was wrong, but I couldn’t stop it.

      “I’m sorry,” I said. “I’ve spent all this time trying to get you to think I’m cool and then I act like a goober and…”

      I looked down and blushed. The same thing I did every time something wasn’t going my way. I hated that looking away and blushing was my natural reaction to a situation I couldn’t handle.

      I felt Sarah move down to sit next to me. She put a hand on my shoulder. That hand felt nice. Nice enough that before I really realized what I was doing I leaned into it and she started stroking my hair.

      That felt even better. It sent a fun little shiver running through me.

      “So you want to tell me what’s wrong?” she asked.

      I sighed. “You wouldn’t understand.”

      “Try me.”

      “It’s just that…”

      I paused. How to explain all of it. The more I thought of it the more ridiculous it seemed. Why should I care what Pastor Dave thought of me? Sitting there in the church basement strumming his guitar and acting like he knew everything.

      “This is wrong,” I said.

      I wasn’t sure if I was talking about what Sarah did to me or if I was talking about the play. Talking about letting the whole world have a window into what I was thinking through the play.

      “Is it really that wrong?” Sarah asked.

      She started stroking the back of my neck. It was a gentle motion. It felt good. I instinctively glanced up and down the hall to make sure there wasn’t anyone hanging out who might see that gentle motion and get the wrong idea.

      Even if my body was getting the wrong idea if the way it was reacting was anything to go on. This is exactly the sort of reaction Craig probably hoped for when he leaned in for that kiss.

      And it was exactly the kind of reaction he was never going to get.

      I looked at Sarah. Forced myself to hold her gaze. A gaze that seemed to burn brighter than the sun, but what could I do? She was so beautiful.

      I kept coming back to that. She was beautiful. Smart. Nice. Not at all like the image Pastor Dave put in my head about people like her.

      That I was even still thinking of someone who’d been a good friend to me as “people like her” was a sure sign of the zap he’d put on my head.

      And it left me wondering something very important. If Pastor Dave could be so wrong about people like Sarah, people in the drama club, then what else was he wrong about?

      “Sarah, I…”

      “You don’t have to do it if you don’t want, you know,” she said.

      I was hit with another one of those weird moments where I wasn’t sure if we were talking about the play or something else. Either way it was a relief to hear her say that.

      It was a relief and it was terrifying. I wanted to be in the play. I wanted to be around her. It was confusing, but there was also certainty under the confusion that was getting stronger and stronger the more time I spent away from youth group.

      “I’m sorry,” I said. “It’s just everything was sort of overwhelming. If I got up on stage and acted out a…”

      I stopped. I couldn’t bring myself to say it.

      “A lesbian relationship?” Sarah prompted.

      I shivered. I didn’t think that shiver had anything to do with how wrong that should’ve been. No, it had everything to do with how right it felt. How much I wanted it.

      “Is it really all that bad?” Sarah asked. “I mean isn’t love love no matter who you are? At least that’s how I always figured it.”

      I stared at her for a long moment. What she said sort of made sense. Of course there was also a tiny voice in the back of my head whispering that someone trying to tempt me away from the true path, whatever that was, would say something that made sense.

      That was why it was so dangerous.

      The only problem was when I looked at Sarah I had a difficult time believing she could ever mean anything bad for me. She didn’t have a tail or horns on the top of her head or anything like that.

      No, she didn’t seem like the kind of person who would lead me astray, and these feelings were a part of me which meant they had to be something God had put there so how could it be bad…

      I was leaning forward without thinking. I pressed my lips against hers. Kept my eyes open because they were pretty wide with surprise.

      Why was I doing this? Why was I kissing Sarah? Why was I kissing a girl? We were in the middle of the hallway and someone could walk past and see what we were doing!

      Then the feeling took over and I didn’t care. The kiss was like everything I should’ve felt with Craig only it was so much better. It was a kiss that curled my toes and had me leaning into her and wanting more.

      I wrapped my arms around her, and after a moment she seemed to get over her surprise too. She went from wide-eyed to closing her eyes and I did the same.

      I let myself be carried away by the feeling, and darn it that was a good feeling!

      The only thing that finally brought me back to reality was the tone sounding to let me know class was over.

      Oh boy. Here came that familiar old panic again. I was getting tired of living my life in a constant panic, but I also didn’t want anyone to see us out here locking lips.

      I pulled away and Sarah smiled, but she seemed to understand where I was coming from.

      “Wow,” she said.

      “Yeah, wow,” I replied.

      “So does that mean you’re going to give some thought to playing Violet?” she asked.

      I thought about it. Really thought about it. Heck, I’d been thinking about playing a role in the play ever since I found out about it in drama class.

      It’s just I never thought I’d be playing a role opposite another girl. After that kiss I couldn’t deny that it was an intriguing idea though.

      I grinned. I could hear the sound of lockers opening all around us as people filed from class to class, but for that moment it was just the two of us and the outside world was completely gone.

      “Yeah,” I said. “I think I could really enjoy that.”

      “Good,” Sarah said. “Now let’s get back in there and tell Mr. Thompson about your decision before he changes his mind and gives the part to Courtney.”

      This time it was a completely different type of panic that welled up inside me. “He could do that?”

      Sarah shrugged. “He’s the drama teacher and he’s the one running the show, literally. He could do whatever he wanted and there’s nothing we can do about it.”

      I grabbed Sarah by the hand more out of instinct than anything. I meant to pull her into the drama room, but I also had to admit that holding her hand felt good. Felt right.

      It also felt more than a little forbidden, and that sent a thrill running through me. I’d always tried to be good. I’d always tried to do the right thing.

      After a lifetime of trying to do the right thing it felt a little naughty to suddenly be doing something that was against the rules.

      “Come on,” I said. “We’re not letting Courtney take our roles! I owe her for that first day!”

      Sarah laughed as I practically dragged her into the drama room and even pushed a couple of people out of the way on their way out of the room.

      “We’re going to make a drama nerd of you yet Chloe!”
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      “No! That is all wrong. I want you to take it from the top!”

      I bit back a couple of things I’d like to say to Mr. Thompson in that moment. None of them were going to be very helpful. None of them would endear me to the man who controlled whether or not I was still going to be in a starring role on opening night.

      Still, the punk rock girl deep inside me, the part of me that pushed me to get all these piercings and deck myself out in all black because fuck those preppy conformists, wanted to flip him the bird.

      I didn’t. That wouldn’t be productive at all. The urge was there though. Just a little.

      “What was wrong that time?” Chloe asked.

      She sounded even more frustrated than I was. Then again frustration was the name of the game early on when you were learning your marks.

      Mr. Thompson stepped up onto the stage. Stomped onto the stage is more like it. Then he stomped over to where we stood and looked down at the mark Chloe was supposed to be standing on.

      “This is where you’re supposed to go while you say that line Chloe,” he said. “You need to make sure you hit this mark every time so it becomes natural for you to do it when you’re up onstage and we don’t have the marks anymore.”

      He turned to regard me. As soon as he was turned around Chloe stuck her tongue out at the back of his head which put me in a tough spot because suddenly I was forced to try my best not to devolve into a fit of the giggles.

      That girl was going to be the death of me. That or she was going to be the reason I got kicked out of the drama program because she didn’t know how to act around Mr. Thompson when he got like this.

      “Okay. We’re going to try this from the top of the scene. Remember that the name of the game in this scene is tension, but comedy on top of that,” he said.

      I rolled my eyes when I was sure he was behind me and couldn’t see me rolling my eyes. I wanted to be insubordinate but I didn’t want him to see that I was being insubordinate.

      That would waste everyone’s time.

      “Why is he like this?” Chloe asked.

      “He’s always like this when a show is first getting started,” I said. “He’s used to micromanaging everyone because he doesn’t think we can pull it off without his genius.”

      Chloe rolled her eyes and didn’t bother to look and see if Mr. Thompson was paying attention. Out of habit I glanced off to the seats but his back was still turned. He was saying something to Mike Arnold who was supposed to be directing this thing.

      Directing usually meant playing second fiddle to whatever Mr. Thompson told someone to do though. One reason why I never got into it. The man was completely different in class, in drama club meetings, and when he was directing a play.

      “Ready to do this again?” I asked.

      “As ready as I’m going to be,” Chloe said.

      I took in a deep breath. Sighed. We’d already been up here for what felt like forever and a glance at my phone told me we still had another hour to go before rehearsal was officially over.

      “No phones on the stage Sarah,” Mr. Thompson said. “If I see it again it’s mine until the end of rehearsal.”

      Chloe bit her lip and I figured she was trying her best not to say something that would get us both in trouble. Probably a good thing she kept her mouth shut, but I’d have to ask her what she was thinking when we were done for the day.

      She moved back to her spot at the edge of the stage. I took up my spot by a big X marked in the middle of the stage with white duct tape.

      We didn’t have much in the way of furniture yet. It was too much of a pain to move it around for rehearsals. What we did have was the big couch Mr. Thompson had set up for rehearsals.

      It was something, at least.

      “Is this a bad time?”

      I waited for a beat. Just long enough that the audience would get a sense that I was interested, but also wanted to play hard to get.

      At least that’s what waiting a moment meant in my head. Who knew what the people watching this thing would think.

      I wheeled around. Took a step back against the imaginary desk. I even mimed putting my hands out on it to steady myself. I wanted to look like I was off balance.

      I wasn’t expecting Violet to be here, after all.

      “Violet,” I asked, then cleared my throat. “No, of course it’s not a bad time… Not for you. How can I help you?”

      “Well I was thinking about what happened last night at the dance,” she said.

      I frowned just a bit. We’d changed this around to make it more contemporary. Instead of a wealthy socialite I was the owner of a club in some as yet unnamed big city.

      Which made Violet calling what we did in the previous scene “the dance” seem a little out of place. I’d have to make a note to have Mr. Thompson look at that line for a change.

      “I don’t think we need to talk about anything,” I said.

      “But we do,” she said, stepping into the room. Right up to the mark. She even looked down to make sure she was at the right spot.

      I almost thought Mr. Thompson might stop us right there, but he stayed silent. He was usually more forgiving about people looking at their marks early in the rehearsal process.

      “What happened last night was…”

      “It was the most amazing thing to ever happen to me,” Chloe as Violet said. “I didn’t know it could feel like that.”

      She had her hands clasped in front of her and once more I was struck with the thought that she might not be talking about how wonderful it was to dance with me in a scene we hadn’t even blocked yet.

      I know I was thinking about that kiss we’d shared a couple of weeks back. That also brought to mind all the frustration as there was nothing more to that kiss in the weeks since, but that was neither here nor there.

      “Listen,” I said, pausing again as though I was trying to gather my words. “I dance with a lot of people at those things. It’s what I do. I’m a social person.”

      I had to play this just right. I had to get the tone down just right. I was supposed to be intensely interested in Violet, after all, but I was also supposed to sound like I was afraid of getting too involved with her.

      Typical dude with commitment issues. The sort of thing that happened again and again in plays like this. Only now I was a chick with commitment issues.

      I’d met a couple of those since I came out. Short dates that never went much of anywhere. Dates that always happened in the city a good hour away because they were always terrified of someone from their small town seeing them out with a girl.

      I took that frustration. Harnessed it. Good acting was all about finding some emotion you could use and then releasing it on the stage, after all.

      “You can’t tell me that what we did out there last night meant nothing,” she said. “I felt the way you pressed against me. I saw the way you looked at me. No one can fake being that interested in someone.”

      I swallowed. Looked down and away. That was something I’d picked up from Chloe.

      “Violet, you must understand…”

      “Cut! Stop!”

      I looked over to the seats. Mr. Thompson was down there with his head in his hand shaking it back and forth. He didn’t look happy about whatever we were doing up here.

      “Okay. I think we need to take a ten minute break or something. The two of you aren’t showing me what you showed me at the audition. You aren’t showing me the passion! Where are the girls who blew me away at auditions?”

      I bit back a couple of words that came to mind. Again, it wasn’t a good idea to piss off the guy who controlled whether or not I was going to continue being onstage in a leading role.

      He could always give one of our parts to Courtney, after all. She’d been making noise to anyone who would listen that she’d never consider playing “Ms. Farnsworth,” but I had a feeling if the opportunity came along she’d snap it up in a heartbeat.

      I sighed and threw myself down on the couch. Mr. Thompson got up and made his way to the back of the auditorium.

      “I’m going to go talk to the lighting people. You two need to figure out what you’re doing with this,” he said. “Come on Mike.”

      Mike reluctantly stood and followed him to the back of the auditorium. I almost felt bad for the guy. Almost. Everyone knew what it meant to get involved in directing one of these plays, after all.

      Chloe collapsed onto the couch next to me. It felt good having her right there next to me. I liked having her around. Sure she might be a goody-two-shoes a lot of the time, but there was something I liked about that.

      “I don’t think I’m going to be able to take much more of this,” she said.

      “I know how you feel. I don’t know what the man wants.”

      Chloe was silent for a moment. For a long moment. Finally I heard her sigh and I glanced over to her, wondering what was running through her head.

      “Penny for your thoughts?” I asked.

      “I think Mr. Thompson is wrong,” she said.

      “Well yeah. He could be a little nicer at this stage, but he’s always been like this when we’re blocking. Says it builds character or some crap like that.”

      “That’s not what I’m talking about. He just said it himself. He wants the girls who were up on the stage in the drama room at the audition. He doesn’t want the two of us walking around awkwardly stopping on taped down X marks on the stage.”

      “Huh,” I said. “Y’know you almost might be onto something there.”

      “There’s something else too,” Chloe said.

      Her voice had gone quiet. Like she was almost afraid of what she was about to say. I didn’t know what she could possibly say that she’d be afraid of, but the more she looked at me the more I had a pretty good idea of where this was going.

      “What’s that?” I asked.

      “Well you’re the one who’s always telling me I need to use some of my feelings and put it out there on the stage, right?”

      “Well yeah,” I said. I wasn’t sure if that was really an acting thing or if it was just something one of the seniors told me my freshman year to help me out, but it had worked for me so I figured it would work for Chloe when I started teaching her.

      “I was using some of my feelings that day up on the stage,” she said. “But I’ve been afraid to use them since.”

      I thought about that for a moment. I was starting to feel a little lightheaded. I had a feeling this was going someplace very interesting, and I wasn’t sure how to feel about that.

      Excited? Sure. A little scared? That always came with the territory. Worried that she might decide to blow hot and cold again like she’d been doing ever since we met? Most definitely.

      That part more than anything was frustrating. Infuriating. But at the same time it was also kinda hot. It sort of made the whole “going for the good girl thing” even more fun.

      I bit my lip. Chewed on it for a long moment while I thought about what she was saying.

      “So have you thought about maybe trying to use that again?” I finally asked.

      “Maybe I have,” she said. “But maybe I’m afraid. Afraid of what it means. Afraid of…”

      I quieted her by putting a finger to her lips. She went a little cross-eyed looking down at my finger which was worth a giggle, but otherwise she shut up which is what I was going for.

      “I know what you’re afraid of,” I said. “But did you ever stop to think that maybe life isn’t worth living if you’re constantly living in fear?”

      It was pretty clear from the wide-eyed stare she gave me that she’d never really thought of that before. Then again if my experience with the whole church experience was anything to go by it’s not like they ever stopped to give their people time to think about that sort of thing.

      At least not the sort of church that would put a zap on Chloe’s head like the one she was dealing with.

      “How about this?” I asked. “We have a little while before Mr. Thompson is going to come back in here and ask us to go over the scene again. Why don’t we make use of that time to go ahead and get it figured out? Work through this block?”

      Chloe locked eyes with me and licked her lips. She glanced to the door Mr. Thompson and Mike had disappeared out of and then back to me.

      There was something about that look that excited me. Something about it that seemed slightly worrying too, but I couldn’t for the life of me figure out why I should be worried by a look that intense.

      “I think I’ve got a better idea of how to work through my block,” she growled.

      Then she did something that was very not like the Chloe I’d come to know over the past month or so. She launched herself across the couch at me and then we were doing the kind of method acting I thought I could only dream of with her.

      Not that I was complaining, mind you. Turns out I suddenly understood what Daniel Day Lewis was always going on about. If this is what went into method acting then it was a method I could really get behind!
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      Okay, so this wasn’t anything like anything I’d ever done before. I couldn’t believe I was doing it, but I couldn’t not do it.

      Kissing Sarah felt natural. Kissing Sarah felt right. It felt as good as it had a couple of days ago in the hall outside the drama room.

      Maybe it felt even better this time around because I knew we were the only two people in the room. Heck, as far as I was concerned in that moment we were the only two people in the world and it felt fucking wonderful.

      Yes. That’s right. I said the f word. I said it and I don’t care who heard me. That’s how good this was.

      The only thing that brought me back to reality, and reminded me where I was and what I was doing, was the sound of the auditorium doors swinging open.

      It was a good thing this place was old. It was a good thing there were squeaky doors at the entrance. Otherwise we might’ve been caught in a really embarrassing situation.

      Though I’m not sure how embarrassing it really could’ve been. I mean honestly. From what I’d learned about the drama club so far it seemed like this sort of thing might happen a lot even if I hadn’t seen it firsthand.

      It was all so different. It was all so crazy. It all seemed so wrong and I think that’s what made it the most fun.

      I pulled away from Sarah and quickly moved to the other side of the couch. Not that it was a very big couch, but maybe they’d think we were rehearsing or something.

      I mean in a way we were. The reason I’d been so good at tryouts was because I was able to channel all these strange new feelings I had for Sarah.

      So why not make use of those again?

      “Okay then,” Mr. Thompson said. “I think we’re ready to start again, and you had a good twenty minutes to think about the scene so…”

      He paused. Looked between the two of us. I realized that Sarah looked like she was embarrassed about something. Her face was bright red. Almost as bright as my face got when I was really upset or embarrassed about something.

      Except no. She wasn’t embarrassed. For a moment I thought she might be ashamed of what she’d just done with me, but that couldn’t be it either.

      That was her looking all hot and bothered. Because of me. Which made me feel all hot and bothered in a way I never did with Craig.

      Oh Lord above give me strength to avoid temptation.

      Well, maybe not the strength to avoid temptation. That had been pretty fun after all. Give me the strength not to look like I just gave into temptation in front of the drama teacher who could get so upset that he booted us out of our roles.

      Yeah, that’d be nice.

      “Are you two okay?” Mr. Thompson asked.

      “Just fine,” Sarah said, sounding perfectly normal even if her face did give everything away.

      I decided to keep quiet. Something told me I wasn’t going to have nearly as good a poker face as Sarah did. Something told me she had a lot more experience with getting away with stuff than I did.

      “Okay then,” Mr. Thompson said. “If that’s the case then I think we can go ahead and start running the scene again.”

      “What about Mike?” I asked.

      Stupid. Here I was trying not to draw the wrong kind of attention and I was asking about Mike of all things? Who cared if Mike was in here or not?

      “Mike’s busy dealing with something with the lighting people,” Mr. Thompson said, clearing his throat. “They were all busy up there planning how they were going to aim things on the stage.”

      If anything Sarah got even more red at that. Her eyes darted up to somewhere in the darkness.

      I followed her gaze and I knew I wasn’t going to like what I saw up there. Sure enough there in the darkness was a dark window that looked down on the auditorium.

      It hit me exactly what they must’ve saw when they were up there planning out how they were going to aim the lights, and my face immediately turned a bright red and I looked down and away from the lighting room.

      Oh my God. Lord above. They’d seen the whole thing. The two of us had been sitting there on the couch making out like it was nothing and someone saw us.

      Panic, my old friend, came back with a vengeance in that moment. If they saw then they could say something. What if word got back to Ashley? Sure I hadn’t talked to her much since that first day of class, but still.

      What if word got back to my mom? What if word got back to someone at the church and they blabbed to Pastor Dave?

      I’d never hear the end of it.

      Only something was different now. That was the second time I’d kissed Sarah and nothing really bad had actually happened. Sure some people had seen it this time, but it’s not like the clouds opened up and a lightning bolt came down from the sky to let me know just what God thought of me kissing a girl.

      I was starting to think that maybe it wasn’t so bad after all. Maybe Pastor Dave was full of it. That sort of thought would’ve terrified me a couple of weeks ago, but I was getting used to it.

      Maybe this was what temptation felt like. Maybe I didn’t care.

      “Right,” Mr. Thompson said. “So if we don’t have to worry about any more distractions I believe I’m ready to get on with the scene if that’s all right with the two of you.”

      I didn’t think I could blush any more, but here I was. He’d seen everything too. He knew what we’d been doing and he was being nice enough to dance around it.

      “Fine,” I said.

      I stood and made my way to the other side of the stage. To the spot where I was supposed to start. I looked down at the tape on the floor. We were supposed to be blocking everything and it was supposed to be precise.

      But I didn’t want to do precise. I’d just gone with how I felt when I was auditioning and Mr. Thompson liked it enough that he gave me the part.

      Maybe it was time that I started to just go with it and forget about whether or not he’d approve of what I was doing.

      Whatever. I was going to try something. I was feeling more confident after that kiss with Sarah and if he didn’t like it the worst that could happen was he told me to stuff it.

      So instead of stepping up to my mark I acted like I was stepping through the door. I heard a shuffling of papers but otherwise Mr. Thompson didn’t say anything.

      So far so good.

      “Is this a bad time?” I asked.

      I tried to put a small quaver into my voice. It’s not like I had to try all that hard what with everything that had just happened.

      Sarah whirled around and she seemed genuinely surprised to see me standing so close to her. Her discomfort looked totally real, and I was pretty sure it had a lot to do with wondering whether or not Mr. Thompson was about to tell us to cut and try it all over again because I was messing up my blocking.

      “Violet,” she said. She cleared her throat but she still looked nervous. Huh. Maybe having a bunch of lighting people looking at us making out finally got through that cool calm she liked to project all the time. “No, of course it’s not a bad time… Not for you. How can I help you?”

      Okay. It was time to go for broke. I was a silly girl with a crush who was dealing with new feelings for the first time in her life. Feelings she didn’t know how to deal with but feelings she couldn’t deny either.

      How had I dealt with those feelings? By acting shy but also giving into them whenever they got to be too much.

      I took a step forward. Paused. Turned to look over my shoulder as though I was seriously considering turning around and getting the heck out of here. Then I took a deep breath. Turned to face Sarah. To face Ms. Farnsworth.

      “Well I was thinking about what happened last night at the dance,” I said.

      Sarah’s cheeks colored. As though Ms. Farnsworth was thinking of something and the thought was embarrassing. I had a pretty good idea what she was thinking about and it caused me to blush too.

      I thought of all those people up in the lighting room. Thought of what they’d seen. Maybe that had been a thrill for some of the guys up there, wasn’t that what they were always going on about?

      The thought of them watching us was still enough to make me want to melt into the stage though.

      “I don’t think we need to talk about anything,” Sarah said after a long pause.

      Shy but assertive. Violet was shy but assertive. She was afraid of going for what she wanted but she still knew what she wanted.

      Yeah, that sounded pretty familiar. I took a deep breath. Shy but assertive.

      I closed the gap between us. Took her hands in mind. Waited for Mr. Thompson to tell us to stop, but the word never came. Maybe he liked whatever we were doing. Maybe I’d been right in assuming I should just do what felt right up here.

      I looked into her eyes. Searched them. Her mouth fell open and she looked like she was about to say something, but she kept quiet. Then I realized that we were on stage acting out a scene and it was my line. Not hers.

      Stupid. There was method acting and then there was method acting.

      “But we do,” I said.

      Sarah turned away from me. As though she was afraid to meet my gaze. I noted that when she turned away from me she turned towards the imaginary audience so they’d be able to see the conflict written on her face.

      It was a pretty good performance. Sure I hadn’t seen many performances considering I was new to this whole drama thing, but I thought it was pretty good all things considered.

      “What happened last night was…”

      Oh yeah. I had this. It wasn’t difficult at all to channel what had just happened on that couch and pour it into the scene.

      “It was the most amazing thing to ever happen to me,” I said. “I didn’t know it could feel like that.”

      Yeah. We were definitely talking about more than a scene we’d just blocked yesterday. From the way she turned back to me she seemed to realize it too.

      It was also a little weird being up here onstage an having her being the one acting all reluctant when so far off the stage she’d been the one who was all for this while I’d been the one who was a little reluctant.

      “Listen,” she said, pausing as though she was searching for the right words. “I dance with a lot of people at those things. It’s what I do. I’m a social person.”

      Time to go for broke. Time to really sell it. I grabbed her and pulled her in. I had a moment to see her eyes go wide in surprise then my lips pressed against hers.

      It was a brief kiss. Brief but intense. Her arms wrapped around me and we were falling back against the couch. I felt a moment of panic wondering if we’d miss the mark and I’d find myself slamming against the stage, but then I felt the threadbare cushions flattened by years of drama kids sitting on the thing, and maybe doing more than sitting which was sort of a gross thought.

      We kissed for a moment. I wanted that moment to go on forever. I also worried about putting something like this in the scene.

      What if Mr. Thompson decided he liked it? Sure it would be great to have an excuse to kiss Sarah daily at rehearsal, but it would also mean I’d have to do it in front of an audience and I wasn’t sure what to think of that.

      I pulled away from the kiss. Looked up at her. Licked my lips. I was breathing heavily. I didn’t have to do much in the way of acting to show that I was out of it after that kiss. She scrambled my brain and I had trouble thinking of my next line.

      Maybe that confusion was good though. Violet would be confused after a kiss like that. I needed to take it and run with it. Use my emotions and put them on display for the world.

      That’s what Sarah taught me. The line finally came to me.

      “You can’t tell me that what we did out there last night meant nothing,” I said. “I felt the way you pressed against me. I saw the way you looked at me. No one can fake being that interested in someone.”

      “Cut! That’s enough!” Mr. Thompson’s voice rang out across the theater.

      I turned to face him. It was made a little awkward because Sarah was still on top of me, but at the same time I wasn’t going to complain about having Sarah on top of me.

      It felt good even if it was a little awkward having the drama teacher watching us like that.

      Then another thought occurred to me. What if he didn’t like the performance? What if he hated it? What if I put it all out there and it turned out it was for nothing?

      He regarded the two of us for a long moment.

      “Neither one of you used any of the blocking cues I set up,” he said finally.

      Sarah opened her mouth as though she was going to say something, defend us for not going along with the cues, but he held up a hand to stop her.

      “And suffice it to say what you came up with just now was wonderful. Far better than anything I came up with. Where was this performance earlier?”

      Again he looked between the two of us. Now there was a hint of a smile there. The angry and cranky Mr. Thompson who’d been on edge the entire time we were blocking this scene had disappeared.

      Huh. I wondered if that was a routine he was putting on this entire time because he wasn’t happy with the performance we were giving him.

      “I realize that the two of you might have a few things you’re working through right now,” he said.

      There was an understatement. He’d obviously seen us making out from up in the lighting room but he was tap dancing around the issue. I wasn’t sure if that was a relief or humiliating.

      “I trust that you’ll take that energy, though, and apply it to your performance like you did just now.”

      I smiled despite myself. He liked it. He really liked it! It was amazing the rush I got when I felt that approval. That was the sort of thing I could get used to.

      And in that moment I sort of understood why people would get so serious about this whole drama thing. If it felt this good getting approval from Mr. Thompson then what would it feel like getting that sort of love and approval from a whole audience of people?

      Then something else hit me. He liked it, which meant we were going to have to keep doing this and incorporate it into a performance that we’d eventually do in front of an audience.

      I wasn’t sure if I should be excited or terrified at the idea. I knew what I felt sandwiched between Sarah and the couch, but there was still that nagging doubt in the back of my mind wondering if I wasn’t making a mistake.
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      “So there I was behind the stage holding onto Brandy’s legs for dear life. The only thing that’s keeping her from going over the edge and splatting on her dear Romeo in front of the entire assembly is everyone behind the scenes grabbing her and keeping her from going ass over teakettle,” I said.

      There were appreciative laughs all around the table, but the reaction wasn’t nearly as good as it’d been last year when the story was still new.

      Still, Chloe seemed to be enjoying the story. I dipped my fry into some ketchup and took a bite. It was an appropriate moment for a dramatic pause in the story.

      I saw a couple of eye rolls at that, but they could go screw themselves. This might be an old story to most people sitting around the table, but it was new to Chloe and I was enjoying holing court here thank you very much.

      “So what happened?” she asked.

      I grinned and held the pause for another moment. It was important to have the right sense of timing in a moment like this.

      “Come on Sarah,” Mike said. “You know how it ended. Brandy…”

      I held up a hand to stop him. This was my story to tell, thank you very much, and I wasn’t going to be interrupted by the likes of Mike.

      “You weren’t there Mike,” I said. “Remember that football was more important than drama last year?”

      He looked down and muttered something I couldn’t hear under his breath. Probably a good thing I couldn’t hear whatever he said. The last thing we needed was to get in a fight.

      There was a reason they called this the drama table, and it wasn’t just because it was a bunch of drama kids gathering and having lunch together.

      “So we’re holding onto her. I’ve got her foot and a couple of people are holding onto this big ridiculous dress, only the dress starts to rip and tear.”

      “No,” Chloe said.

      I could see I was starting to get more people at the table over to my side. There were a couple of nods as people remembered the moment.

      It had been disaster at the time, but it was pretty funny looking back and thinking about it now. It helped that Brandy had graduated so there was no longer anyone to be embarrassed firsthand when we told the story.

      “Yup,” I said. “One moment I’m holding onto her feet for dear life to keep her from falling through the stage dressing, and the next she’s going forward and there’s a big rip and no Brandy hovering over us on the ladder anymore.”

      Chloe’s eyes were wide. I’m sure she was thinking about what it would feel like if something like that happened to her.

      Heck, it was something I thought about from time to time. Every time you got up on the stage there was the risk that something really bad could happen. There was a reason everyone told everyone else to break a leg, after all.

      “So what happened then?” she asked.

      “I think there’s still a video of it somewhere,” Mike said. “Thompson takes videos of all the performances so he can go back and look at it later for notes, or show it to future drama classes.”

      I giggled. I normally wasn’t a giggling person, but thinking about a video locked away somewhere in Thompson’s cabinet, the school wouldn’t spring for a digital recorder so he was still forced to use an ancient monstrosity that recorded stuff on equally ancient VHS tapes, that showed Brandy falling forward as she was ripped out of her dress.

      “Brandy was fine,” I said. “At least she was physically fine. She didn’t hurt herself aside from some bruising…”

      “Her ego on the other hand…” Mike said.

      “What happened to her ego?” Chloe asked.

      “Well let’s just say that when she fell forward with that dress ripping she ended up showing off a lot more to the audience than she probably intended to when she got involved in the play,” I said.

      “You might say there was a full moon on the stage that night!” Mike said.

      That was good for some more laughter. Even the people who’d been sitting back and rolling their eyes as I told the same old story again were starting to laugh now.

      It was one of those stories that was hard not to laugh at once you really got going. Sure I felt bad for Brandy being humiliated like that, but I heard she was off in the theater program at whatever school she’d gone to so it’s not like it scared her off of performing forever or anything.

      “I can’t believe it,” Chloe said. “I think I’d die from embarrassment.”

      I fixed her with a flat stare and she blushed and looked down. She wasn’t doing that nearly as often these days, my little caterpillar was starting to become a social butterfly the more time she spent around a social group that wasn’t that youth group she was always going on about, but she still looked embarrassed from time to time.

      No doubt she was thinking about the same thing I was. Brandy wasn’t the only person who’d embarrassed herself up on the stage in the past year, and our little moment of embarrassment had been a lot more recent.

      Thankfully most people were being cool about it. People occasionally made kissyface noises when they walked past us, but a few well placed glares had mostly put a stop to that.

      Mostly.

      A chime told me that lunch was almost over. There were three chimes for lunch. One to tell you it was time to finish up whatever you were eating because it was almost time to go, another that released everyone from the lunch room, and then a final chime five minutes later that said you should be in class.

      How time flies when you’re having fun telling fun old stories from the drama club. We’d been doing this every day for a couple of weeks since Chloe worked up the nerve to join us.

      That was one of the great things about drama. There were all sorts of stories like that. Legends, really. Stories that had been passed down by word of mouth over the years.

      There were stories that went back to the ‘70s and ‘80s when the school had just been built and my parents graced these hallowed halls. Sure some of the details might have changed in those years through a game of telephone, but the core truth remained the same.

      It was one of the things that bonded us together. And it was also pretty cool to know I’d been a big part of one of those stories that would probably become another drama club legend.

      The Legend of Brandy and the Full Moon. I snorted thinking about it.

      Everyone started gathering up their stuff. Most everyone else had also long since dispensed with their trays and now they were just waiting for the chance to get out into the halls.

      I wasn’t as lucky. I’d been so busy holding court and telling old drama stories, mostly in a bid to impress Chloe, so I had to quickly wolf down the rest of my fries and a mystery meat burger that I was barely able to choke down.

      That didn’t taste like any burger I’d ever had before. That was for sure.

      The second chime sounded releasing everyone from the lunch room as I finished inhaling my food and started choking. I looked around and for a moment I thought this might actually be the way I went. Everyone was leaving and no one seemed to notice I was sitting at our table choking on a half masticated piece of something that may or may not have been a cow at some point in the distant past.

      Someone tapped me on the back and I coughed out some of the stuff. That was good.

      I looked up and saw who was staring down at me. Chloe. That… was not so good. I would’ve rather been saved by anyone else so I could’ve been saved some embarrassment on top of everything else.

      “Thanks,” I said between breaths.

      Hey, I might be embarrassed to the point that I wanted to melt into my seat and never be seen again, but I wasn’t going to be rude or anything.

      “No problem,” she replied. “You looked like you could use a little help.”

      “You can say that again.”

      I gathered my books and stood, but Chloe had an odd look on her face. Something about that look stopped me.

      For some reason something about that look had me wondering if there was something wrong. It would be just my luck that something was wrong. Everything had been going so well that of course something was wrong.

      There were times when I hated that my mind immediately went to a worst case scenario at times like this.

      “What’s up?” I asked.

      “Who says something has to be up?” she replied.

      “You have a look like there’s something going on here, so out with it,” I said.

      The cafeteria was mostly empty at this point. There was one lunch lady going up and down the length of the place with one of those massive wide broom things that caught almost anything it came in contact with, but otherwise it was empty except for the sounds drifting in from the hall outside.

      It wouldn’t stay like that for long though. The school staggered lunches so the cafeteria didn’t get too overcrowded. We were the middle lunch which meant there was one more group of students scheduled to come in.

      It was a happy chance of fate that Chloe and I even had the same lunch period, and there was no guarantee that would continue to be the case next semester.

      “You’re looking at me like you have something to say Chloe,” I said.

      I reached out and risked grabbing her hand. Just for a moment. I knew she was still having issues with the whole public display of affection thing so I tried not to push my luck too much.

      Still, she gave my hand a squeeze. That was progress. There was a time when she would’ve shoved my hand away and acted like I’d just done something terrible. There was a time when she would’ve had one of those freak outs like on the day when Mr. Thompson announced he was making us the leads in the play.

      “Well I’ve been thinking,” she said. “I’ve been having a lot of fun hanging out with you and everyone in the drama club, and I want to introduce you to some of my friends.”

      She was looking down and to the side. She was also doing that thing where she blushed because something was going on to embarrass her.

      I didn’t know what she could be talking about though. The only friend I’d ever seen her hanging out with had been that bubbly cheerleader type at the beginning of the year, and it had become pretty obvious that high school social life had ripped them apart.

      Which was fine by me.

      The only other friends I could think of were…

      Oh. Oh shit. She couldn’t be…

      “Are you talking about going to your church or something?” I asked.

      “Well yeah,” she said, her blush turning to a deep crimson. “I mean I guess I understand if it’s not something you want to do, but I’ve been hanging out with all these drama people lately and I figured maybe you could…”

      I held a hand up. “Gonna stop you right there. There’s not a chance I’m going to some youth group thing.”

      I had to take a breath just to calm myself down. That was getting into a trip down memory lane I’d rather not take.

      “But why not?” she asked. “They’re good people. I mean most of them are. I know if Pastor Dave met you he’d think you were a good person too.”

      And here we were taking that unwelcome trip down memory lane even though I really didn’t want to. How to explain to her that I’d had my time as a good church girl and decided it wasn’t for me?

      “I’m sorry Chloe,” I said. “But the fact that you’re telling me your youth pastor might think I was okay if he had a chance to meet me should tell you everything you need to know about why I don’t want to meet him.”

      “But I thought…”

      “No,” I said. “You didn’t think. What do you think is going to happen if you waltz into your youth group with a girl like me? You’re the one who’s been terrified of people finding out and you’re going to do the next best thing to putting on a big neon sign saying you like girls?”

      Okay, so maybe I was laying it on a little thick now. Maybe I was even getting close to being downright mean about this. I could see moisture gathering at the edge of Chloe’s eyes and I knew I had to be hurting her.

      But the hurt in me ran deep too. It was a hurt she couldn’t possibly begin to understand. It was the hurt of being abandoned by a group of people who said they’d love you no matter what.

      I wasn’t going to go through that again. I wasn’t going to give them a chance to hurt me again. I’d turned away from the church girl thing and I wasn’t getting drawn back into it.

      The feeling was strong enough that I was starting to think maybe it had been a bad idea to even let myself get tangled up with a good little church girl. Now there was a surprising emotion.

      “You don’t have to be such a jerk,” she said. “You’re being judgmental because you think they’ll be judgmental!”

      I sighed and it took all of my strength not to roll my eyes. That was a lot of strength.

      “Look. You don’t get to pull that card on me,” I said. “People like your Pastor Dave are bullies, and the sooner you realize that the happier you’re going to be. Bullies don’t get to turn around and play the victim card when someone calls them out on their bullshit either, even if you see that happening a lot these days.”

      I was starting to get heated. I knew I shouldn’t be acting like this with Chloe. So I took a deep breath. I was surprised that we were in the middle of our first fight, and I was even more surprised that it happened so fast.

      And after everything had been going so well, too.
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      I’m not sure why I went to the drama room. Maybe it was some instinct deep inside me. When I was upset the drama room was a safe place to go. It was a place where I felt the most comfortable in this school.

      I sure as hell wasn’t feeling comfortable right now. I could feel tears threatening to spill over and it was all I could do to keep from crying in the middle of the hall.

      That would be wonderful. Everyone’s favorite ball busting lesbian bitch sobbing as she made her way to the drama room. I knew more than a few people would have a field day with that.

      So I bit my lip and tried to keep it under control. The real miracle is I managed to make it just in time.

      Actually I think the real miracle was there wasn’t anyone on the other side of that door to see me break down. It must be Mr. Thompson’s free period or something, because the room was totally empty.

      That or maybe whoever was using this room was at lunch right now.

      So I leaned against the door in the dark room and sagged down. Let the tears finally overtake me. I couldn’t believe I’d acted that way around Chloe.

      She didn’t deserve that. She’d come so far and she’d done so well so far. All she wanted was to try and bridge our two worlds and I’d gone and blown up at her.

      Of course that argument with Chloe wasn’t the only reason the waterworks were taking over. No, talking with her about a church youth group was bringing up a lot of memories I’d rather keep buried deep inside me.

      People who should’ve been my friends. A youth pastor with a smile on his face who acted like he was everyone’s friend. Up until the moment he found out I might be interested in girls.

      I could still feel his words stinging even after all these years. I’d heard the asshole left the church shortly after that blowup, but still.

      I couldn’t go back. Mr. David might’ve turned everyone against me at that place where I thought I was safe, where I thought I was among friends, but at the end of the day they’d all gleefully turned against me.

      That wasn’t something I could forget. That sure as heck wasn’t something I could forgive. I didn’t care if that might not be nice.

      Why should I turn the other cheek when they didn’t? It infuriated me.

      “Sarah?”

      The voice was gentle but firm. I looked up to see Mr. Thompson peering out of his office and looking very concerned.

      “What’s wrong Sarah?” he asked. “Did somebody hurt you?”

      I could’ve almost laughed. Did somebody hurt me? Well yeah, somebody did hurt me. There was something about his tone that said if there was someone out there who’d hurt me then he was going to have something to say about it.

      Only this hurt had happened years ago and I didn’t even know where the person who did it was these days. No, there was nothing that could be done about it now but cry.

      “I’m sorry,” I said, trying to wipe tears from my eyes and not doing a very good job of it because they kept coming. “I’m just having some trouble today.”

      “Do you want to maybe come into my office and talk about it?” he asked.

      Oh great. That was just what I needed. Sitting in Mr. Thompson’s office sobbing my head off not able to get anything out because every time I opened my mouth to talk more tears came out.

      Still, it would be good to talk to someone. I’d never talked to anyone about this, and I was feeling like a piece of shit for what I’d done to Chloe.

      Maybe this would be a good time to chat.

      I got up. Walked over. Somehow managed to plop down in a seat across from his desk. The same seat I sat in the day he told me he was giving me a leading role in the play. The first leading role I’d ever had. Something I’d dreamed about since I was a freshman.

      “So do you want to tell me what’s going on?” he asked.

      I looked down. Didn’t say anything. Now that I was in here, now that he was asking questions, I couldn’t quite bring myself to talk about it.

      “Does it maybe have something to do with the freshman girl who seems to have caught your eye?” he asked.

      I jumped. I mean sure it had to be obvious that something was going on between me and Chloe. Heck, he’d been up in the lighting room when they caught us having that kissing session on the couch before we knocked our performance out of the park.

      Still. It was one thing to know people knew about that. It was another thing entirely to be confronted with it.

      It sort of felt like as long as no one acknowledge what had happened it felt like everything was still a secret. A safe secret. Hearing him actually talking about it made me realize how silly that thought was.

      “Maybe it is,” I said.

      And I spilled my guts. Really spilled them. I found myself telling him everything, and for a surprise Mr. Thompson listened with a sympathetic ear rather than laughing me out of the office for all my silly teenage drama.

      Damn it. This is exactly the kind of preppy popular kid dating drama I promised myself I’d never get involved in. I figured when I came out as a lesbian I’d find a perfect world of dating girls where this kind of thing never happened.

      Unfortunately the more I experienced the world of dating girls the more I realized how silly that thought had been.

      I told him everything. From the first time I noticed there was something about the way Chloe looked at me in the halls to kissing her to the argument we had just a few minutes ago in the cafeteria. How everything had been going so well but then I blew up at her.

      Mr. Thompson paused for a moment. Pressed his hands together and looked up at the ceiling as though he was trying to think of an answer. I wasn’t sure if I needed an answer so much as I needed someone to listen.

      But presumably he’d been around the block a few times. Maybe he knew something I didn’t. Some secret to dating that made everything easier once you were an adult.

      A girl could dream.

      “That’s quite a lot to process Sarah,” he said. “But I’m glad to see my hunch was right about the two of you.”

      “Your hunch?”

      “Well yes. I thought it was pretty obvious from the beginning there was something going on there. Why do you think I assigned her to you?”

      My mouth fell open. It was devious. Devious and genius. I guess I never conceived of a world where a teacher would be able to realize I had a crush on someone. I certainly never thought I’d live in a world where a teacher knew I had a crush on someone and then did their best to make that crush happen.

      “You sneaky bastard,” I said, the words leaving my lips before I had time to think about it.

      In all fairness it’s not like I was in the habit of swearing around teachers. I liked to cultivate a bad girl reputation, but I wasn’t that bad. It’s just that was something we said around the drama room when someone did something sneaky and it just sort of snuck out of my mouth as I sat there realizing exactly how involved Mr. Thompson had been in my love life lately.

      He didn’t seem in a mood to be upset about me calling him a sneaky anything, at least. He just chuckled and shook his head.

      “Maybe I am,” he said. “But right now we need to figure out what’s going on here. Why do you think you reacted so violently to the idea of going to Chloe’s youth group?”

      I blushed. Looked down and away. I was aware that was very much what Chloe did when she was embarrassed even as she did it.

      I guess I’d picked up some habits from her even as she’d picked up some habits from me.

      “It’s a long story,” I said.

      “Well I certainly have time. The lunch period is going to go on for another twenty minutes or so,” he said.

      That’s when it hit me that I was technically skipping class to come down to the drama room and have a chat with Mr. Thompson. No, I wasn’t technically skipping class. I was skipping class.

      Mr. Thompson seemed to read that panic on my face for what it was because he held a hand up.

      “There’s no need for you to worry about not being in class right now. Considering the circumstances I’d be more than happy to explain it to your teacher in whatever class you have right now.”

      “Math with Mrs. Norris,” I growled.

      Mr. Thompson frowned just a little at that. It was nice to know that Mrs. Norris had as much of a reputation among the teachers as she did among the students. Hopefully he would actually be able to explain the situation to her.

      The woman was known for being more about the numbers than having a heart.

      I really had no excuse now though. I guess today was just a day for spilling my heart out. So I told Mr. Thompson a story I’d never told anyone else. Not even my parents.

      Sure my mom had suspected something was up when I came home from youth group that night with tears in my eyes. I think she’d suspected even more when I refused to go back and I often wondered if she maybe had something to do with the rumors I heard that the youth leader lost his job very shortly after the incident, but I’d never asked her about it.

      I did tell Mr. Thompson though. Maybe it was because he wasn’t as close to me as my mom. Maybe it was because I’d already spilled my guts about Chloe. Whatever it was, I felt safe talking with him.

      I told him about going to the youth group. About first being confused about who I was and liking girls. How I’d talked to my youth pastor about those feelings because I thought that’s what you were supposed to do.

      How he’d blown up at me. Made fun of me in front of everyone in the youth group. Told me I was a sinner and I was going to hell and said just about every nasty thing you could think of.

      I started crying again just thinking about it. I hated that the asshole still had that power over me. I hated that I could still get this upset over something I’d tried so hard to forget. Something I’d tried so hard to act like it didn’t bother me at all.

      When I was done I looked up to Mr. Thompson and there was sympathy written plain on his face. He let out a deep sigh and leaned back in his chair. It creaked under his weight even though he wasn’t exactly a large man.

      “I’m so sorry that you had to go through that Sarah,” he said. “No one should ever have to deal with something like that.”

      “Yeah, well after that I don’t want to ever go to another church thing again,” I said. “If they’re going to treat me like that then I’m not going to give them a chance to hurt me.”

      My voice firmed. I felt some of the anger that had strengthened me when I was talking with Chloe starting to come back. It felt good. I held onto that anger and let it wash over me.

      “It’s natural for you to feel mad Sarah,” he said. “You do feel mad when you think about that night, right?”

      “Yes,” I said, more a growl than a word.

      “You were mad that night, right?” he asked. “You were mad but you were so surprised at everything that was happening that you couldn’t find the words to fight back. You were younger and you probably didn’t think about fighting back.”

      “Well yeah,” I muttered.

      It was a little too close to the truth for my comfort. I hadn’t fought back that night. I’d relived that night countless times in my memory before going to bed. I thought about it every time I did something that was out of the ordinary. Something that separated me from the normal airheads that walked the halls of this school.

      But I hadn’t done anything that night.

      “If you’re walking around with all that anger that can start to eat at you Sarah. Believe me I know,” he said.

      I eyed him sideways. “What would you know about something like that?”

      Mr. Thompson looked at me for a long moment. Some of his gray hair that was combed over his bald spot in a look that fooled absolutely nobody fell forward and he absentmindedly pushed it back up over his shiny cueball of a head like he always did.

      He took a deep breath. Let it out.

      “You know I’ve never told this to a student, but I think maybe it’s something you need to hear,” he said.

      I leaned forward. Wondered where this was going.

      “You know I grew up in this town, right?” he asked.

      “Um. Well I sort of assumed,” I said. “There aren’t a lot of people who willingly come back here if they’re not from here.”

      Mr. Thompson smiled. It was a thin ghost of a smile, but it was there.

      “You’re right, of course,” he said. “It was a different place when I was a young man, but just like a lot of the kids here now I couldn’t wait to get out of here.”

      I leaned forward just a little. He’d gotten a far off look in his eyes and it almost felt like he’d forgotten that I was even in the room. No, he was in a far off place. In the distant past well before I’d been born.

      “For me it turns out that getting out of here was going out to San Francisco,” he continued.

      A smile spread across his face. It was clear he was thinking back to happier times. It made me wonder what had happened between then and now to bring him back to this tiny little podunk town in the middle of nowhere.

      I knew if I ever hit escape velocity and got out of this place I sure as hell wasn’t planning on coming back!

      “Yeah, San Francisco was the place to be back then if you were a certain way. That’s how they phrased it in this town back then. I was a ‘certain way’ and I didn’t really fit in because I didn’t want to sit back and be a single confirmed bachelor my whole life. ‘Confirmed bachelor’ was another codeword they used,” he continued.

      I blinked a couple of times as I realized what he was telling me. A certain way. Confirmed bachelor. Maybe it said something about how little changes in small towns that both of those sounded familiar to me.

      I’d heard them in the here and now a good thirty years or so after he probably left for the good life in San Francisco.

      “Yeah. It was an exciting time in my life,” he said. “It was a good time to be a young confirmed bachelor in the city. Until it wasn’t.”

      He looked at me and I was surprised to see the hint of tears in his eyes. This was suddenly getting a lot more real than I ever would’ve thought.

      “What are you talking about?” I asked.

      “I’m talking about watching everyone you were friends with dying. And through it all there were groups that said we deserved it. That it was God’s punishment.”

      He paused for a long moment. Seemed to have trouble gathering his thoughts. A single tear moved down the side of his face and I had the overwhelming urge to hug this man who was baring his soul to me.

      I didn’t. Something told me he wasn’t done yet.

      “I watched the love of my life believe those lies. Believe he was being punished. He went home and I didn’t get to see him before he passed,” Mr. Thompson said.

      I blinked a couple of times. Was he saying what I thought he was saying? He looked up at me and smiled.

      “You know I hated his parents for the longest time. I hated the churches that preached that hate for years. Decades of it burning right here in my breast,” he said, tapping his chest with a fist.

      “But eventually I realized that’s just not something that’s healthy to live with. You need to let it go. You need to not let them have that power over you.”

      He fixed me with a sharp gaze then.

      “I didn’t get a chance to be with the one I loved at the very end and I carried that with me for years. You have a chance to be with a girl you like, maybe love, and you’re letting the hate you carry with you get in the way. Maybe you should think about that.”

      I opened my mouth but I couldn’t think of what to say. There really wasn’t anything to say to something like that.

      “Thanks,” I finally managed to get out. “Maybe there’s something to that.”

      “There is,” Mr. Thompson said with a smile. “It took me a long time to realize it, but maybe you’ll learn sooner than me. I was one of the lucky ones who got to live. Maybe you’ll be one of the lucky ones who gets to love.”

      There was a brief pause. He clapped his hands together and started rummaging around on his desk.

      “Right. I need to get you a pass to your class, right? You said Mrs. Norris?”

      Again with that frown. “Maybe I should walk you up there myself. I don’t think a pass is going to do it.”

      I forced a smile, but my mind was still reeling from everything he said. Sure his situation wasn’t exactly the same as mine, but there was some truth to what he said.

      Maybe I should go apologize to Chloe and at least go into things with an open mind.

      Plus if I went to her youth group I could prove something to myself. That those bad memories really did have no power over me at long last.
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      “I’m so glad you decided to come here after all,” I said.

      The words came out of my mouth, but to be perfectly honest I wasn’t sure if they were true. The more I looked up at the church and thought about walking down into the basement with Sarah at my side the more I worried.

      What would Pastor Dave think? I could already imagine he wasn’t going to be too happy with me considering it’d been awhile since I’d gone to youth group.

      It’s not like it was my fault. Drama club was an all the time sort of thing. Especially if I was the lead. It meant rehearsals every day after school and then on weekends as well.

      By the time we got done I was usually so exhausted that the only thing I wanted to do was hang out with Sarah on the walk home. Not to mention the idea of walking home hand in hand with Sarah always sounded a lot more fun than the thought of getting a stern talking to from Pastor Dave.

      “You okay Chloe?” she asked.

      She kept glancing up at the church as though she was unsure about this too. It was clear she didn’t like the idea of coming here, but it was also clear that she was going to do it. For me.

      That made me feel all warm and fuzzy inside. She was willing to do this for me. That meant I couldn’t chicken out and decide I didn’t want to go.

      These were my friends after all. They’d been most of my friend group before I got involved in drama and sort of stopped going.

      Maybe I should’ve felt guilty about that, but I didn’t.

      “We might as well get going,” I said. “They’ll probably be singing right now.”

      We made our way down the steps into the basement and sure enough I could hear the familiar strains of Pastor Dave’s acoustic guitar playing as everyone sang one of the hymns he was fond of.

      I’d never been a big fan of the singing. Let’s just say I might be the lead in a play but I was never going to be the lead in a musical. He loved singing, though, so he was always getting out that stupid guitar.

      I blushed. That wasn’t a very nice thought. Not that I’d been having many nice thoughts about Pastor Dave lately.

      We stepped into the room and I felt a chill coming over everyone. It started with Pastor Dave looking up at us and he immediately stopped strumming his guitar.

      That look was like nothing I’d ever seen before. He looked at me with disappointment, but then when he looked at Sarah his eyes went wide and then narrowed as though he really wasn’t happy to see her.

      What could be going on here? He usually acted so easygoing even if he did have a bit of a temper on the best of days.

      Sarah reached out and took my hand. I blushed, but I also didn’t push her away. I’d gotten used to the idea of holding hands with Sarah. I liked holding hands with Sarah. I wasn’t going to stop even if Pastor Dave looked even more upset that we were holding hands.

      I was surprised that the usual panic I’d felt when I was first dealing with these feelings didn’t grip me now. Maybe it was a sign of all the changes that had come over me since I started at high school.

      Whatever it was, I pulled Sarah into the room and sat down in some empty seats near the back. Craig turned to look at us and he didn’t look happy at all.

      “I think we can be done with the singing for now,” Pastor Dave said. “There are more important things for us to be discussing anyways right now.”

      I’m not sure why, but I suddenly had a very bad feeling about this. The way he pointedly looked at us told me this was somehow going to be about me.

      “Today we’re going to revisit a theme I’ve been talking about with you guys since the school year started. Can someone tell me what that is?”

      A girl near the front who was new, she looked like she’d probably just started coming to the group since she got to middle school, raised her hand.

      “We’re talking about worldliness and temptation,” she said.

      “Exactly right,” Pastor Dave said with a smile. “Worldliness. And temptation.”

      If there was any doubt he was aiming this talk at us it disappeared as he looked at me right as he mentioned temptation. For some reason he’d decided to target us.

      Again there was a time when that would’ve terrified me. Now I found myself staring back at him and squeezing Sarah’s hand.

      I knew it had been a mistake to take her here. She’d been absolutely correct in wanting to avoid this place. It wasn’t a good place for her. For us.

      There was a time when I would’ve thought that was worldliness and temptation whispering to me, but the more time I spent with Sarah and the people in the drama club, the more I realized they were good people even if they were different, the more I started to realize that maybe it was Pastor Dave who was wrong about all this.

      “If you want to leave then we can leave,” I whispered to Sarah.

      I turned to look at her. I expected her to be frozen. She’d been so firm about not wanting to come to church with me and now the worst thing that could possibly happen was happening.

      So I was surprised to see that she was staring at Pastor Dave with a clear challenge in her eyes even as he stared back at us.

      “No,” she said after taking a deep breath. “No. I need to stay here. I need to let him know he has no power over me.”

      I cocked my head to the side and really looked at her. Wondered what the heck was going on here that she would say something weird like that.

      “Temptation is all around you,” Pastor Dave said. “And all of you need to be aware of it. All of you need to know that you should avoid temptation whenever it comes for you, and it will come for you.”

      The entire time he was talking to the group while staring directly at me and Sarah. A couple of people turned around to look at us and I started to blush, but I forced myself to look forward.

      “The devil is out there. He might take a pleasing form. He might look at you through the eyes of something that seems like a thing you want very much, but you have to be strong,” he said.

      Finally he locked eyes with me. “I see that Chloe has come here tonight as a shining example to us.”

      I looked around. Everyone’s eyes turned to look at me. There was a time when I would’ve felt uncomfortable being the center of attention like that, but that was before I’d gotten used to being up onstage with everyone in the club looking at me perform.

      It was just like Sarah said. He had no power over me. It was like being in drama had prepared me for dealing with most of Pastor Dave’s favorite tactics for keeping the people in the youth group under his thumb.

      “Yes. Chloe here is a shining example of what we do not do when we are out in the world and it tries to tempt us with its forbidden fruits!”

      I stared at Pastor Dave and I was surprised to realize that I was feeling something other than the shame I’d usually feel when he was going on like this.

      I’d see it happen time and again. He decided he didn’t like what someone in the youth group was doing, and so he singled them out in front of everyone. He made them feel miserable. He used that to keep them in line.

      I looked at everyone else turning and staring at me. Narrowing their eyes. Looking like they were actually mad at me because Pastor Dave told them they should be mad at me.

      I knew that each and every one of them had to be thankful they weren’t the ones getting singled out. Even Craig was glaring at me, but I’m sure part of that was because he was starting to realize that maybe me showing up with Sarah today meant he was out of the picture for good.

      Not that he’d ever been in the picture to begin with, but try telling him that.

      “The Bible tells us that it’s a sin to be with someone of the same gender, and yet Chloe comes down here with this girl who is known for tempting…”

      He droned on. That was interesting. He was going on almost like he knew Sarah. Meanwhile she stood there staring at him, but I could tell from the way she shook and her hand squeezed mine that there was something going on here.

      And something inside of me snapped.

      I’d done so many things since going to high school. I’d taken a drama class. Joined the drama club. Made a whole new set of friends. Gotten the courage to go up and audition. I’d won the starring role in a play when no freshman had done that in more than a decade if Mr. Thompson was to be believed.

      After doing all that and being so brave was I really going to let myself be pushed around by this… bully?

      I stood. I wasn’t sure what I was going to say. I opened my mouth and words spilled out.

      “You’re a sad angry little man, and God doesn’t speak through you. God is love, and you’re hate, and we all know who does that.”

      The room went silent. Which is to say Pastor Dave finally stopped his ranting. He stared daggers at me and opened his mouth, but I got there first. I knew just what to say.

      I dredged something up that I’d heard him say more than a few times. Something that seemed appropriate in the moment.

      “For such men are false apostles, deceitful workers, masquerading as apostles of Christ. And no wonder, for Satan himself masquerades as an angel of light.”

      Oh boy I was surprised I could still remember that whole thing. Thank the big guy above for all those stupid days we spent in youth group memorizing Bible passages for Bible Jeopardy. I never thought I’d use that memorizing to turn the tables on Pastor Dave, but they say the big guy works in mysterious ways.

      His eyes went wide. There was a sharp intake of breath from everyone sitting around us, but I didn’t stick around long enough to hear what the reaction was.

      “Come on Sarah,” I said. “We don’t have to spend any more time around this bully.”

      I pulled her up and was surprised at my confidence. Usually she was the one who didn’t take any shit, the one who acted protective around me.

      I guess it was my turn to return that favor.

      So I pulled her along and out of the basement. We walked up the stairs and the entire time I thought I’d hear Pastor Dave coming behind us ready to yell and froth at the mouth.

      He’d done it before. I was surprised no one had ever reported him. I thought of reporting him, but even as I thought of it I figured it’d be better to ignore him.

      He was a sad little man and he could sit there ruling over his little kingdom that had nothing to do with God. If he was right and his version of the Lord was the correct version then that wasn’t anything I wanted to do with.

      I couldn’t believe that the God of love, the God I held in my heart even after everything that had happened this year and all the changes, would be the hateful God that Pastor Dave talked about.

      Even if Sarah would probably laugh at me and tell me I was believing in fairy stories. She could have her beliefs and I’d keep to mine, thank you very much.

      It wasn’t until we got out on the church steps that Sarah finally lost it. Her grip on my hand became so tight that it was almost painful. I looked at her to ask her to maybe lighten up a little bit and saw that she was pale and her whole body was shaking violently.

      I didn’t know what to do so I wrapped her in a hug. I figured that was the best I could offer. As soon as my arms were around her she collapsed against me and we very nearly went spilling down the concrete steps.

      I only just managed to catch my footing at the last moment.

      “It’s okay,” I said. “He can’t hurt you…”

      I didn’t know what was going on here. I’d never seen Sarah lose it like this. I’d never seen her as anything but the cool confident girl who didn’t take any crap from anyone.

      Not even from Courtney, and believe me there’d been plenty of crap to go around from her once she realized she wasn’t going to be the lead in the fall play. I didn’t know how Sarah could be friends with her, but I also wasn’t going to say anything about it.

      I wanted to ask her what was going on here, but I figured I’d let her have her cry. Get it all out. And I prayed that Pastor Dave wouldn’t decide to take that moment to appear and ruin the whole thing by being a complete asshole.

      I blushed. I was so worked up that I was swearing in my head.

      Finally the crying seemed to come to an end. I looked into her eyes and I couldn’t help myself. We were in public and we might get a few looks if there was anyone around to look, but she was so beautiful.

      So I leaned in and kissed her. Right on the steps of the church that had taught me for so many years that kissing a girl like Sarah was wrong.

      Well anything that felt this good couldn’t be wrong. Pastor Dave could go fly a kite if he thought I was going to stop because of his hateful words.

      When I pulled away from the kiss there was a shadow of a smile on Sarah’s face. I took her hand and we moved silently down those steps and away from the church. After we were about a block away I figured it might be safe to talk.

      “So do you want to tell me what that was all about?” I asked.

      Sarah looked up at the sky then back at the church. Maybe she was worried Pastor Dave was going to be following us too.

      “It’s a long story,” she said. “But the short version is I was a good girl who went to her youth group once upon a time too.”

      She paused for a long moment. I kept right on walking in silence. I figured she’d tell me the rest of the story when she was good and ready. Finally my patience was rewarded.

      “I guess the people at that youth group weren’t the good friends I thought they were. I was confused and told the youth pastor I was having thoughts about girls and, well…”

      She trailed off and a light went off over my head.

      “The youth pastor was Pastor Dave, wasn’t it?”

      “He called himself David back then, but yeah,” she said. “That’s why I was so worried the moment I walked in there.”

      Another long pause as we walked along.

      “I’m sorry,” I said. “I shouldn’t have dragged you there.”

      “No, don’t be,” Sarah replied. “That sucked, but I actually feel better about it now. It was like I got to stand up to him in a way I never did back then.”

      “Are you sure?”

      “Positive,” Sarah said. “Besides. You were amazing in there!”

      Then she did something that made me feel warm and fuzzy all over. She smiled. Really and truly smiled for the first time since we walked into the church basement and she laid eyes on Pastor Dave.

      And she was right. I couldn’t believe I’d done that. I stood up to him instead of taking it like everyone else.

      Being around Sarah sure had changed me, but I couldn’t help but think it was a change for the best.

    

  




    
      
        
          
            19

          

          

      

    

    







            Sarah

          

        

      

    

    
      Someone cleared her throat behind me. I turned around fully expecting to see Chloe standing there giving me her not-quite-as-shy-as-it-once-was look, but I was surprised to instead see Courtney standing there.

      Well, it would be more accurate to say that Courtney was standing there with Mike next to her. She didn’t look happy about something either.

      Not that I was surprised that she didn’t look happy about something. She’d been walking around the place like an angry cat for the past couple of weeks. She still hadn’t gotten over the fact that she was playing a supporting part rather than getting the starring role of Violet which she thought she deserved as a big bad senior.

      Those were the breaks though.

      I was surprised to see her there though. She could get into snits. There were long stretches in our friendship where we hadn’t spoken, and ever since she realized she wasn’t going to be a lead in this play we’d been in the middle of one of those stretches.

      “What’s up Courtney?” I asked, forcing a smile.

      The whole smiling thing still felt weird. Sure I was doing more of it now that I had Chloe around, but I was so used to walking around with permanent resting bitch face that it was weird feeling the corners of my lips quirking up.

      Another pause. Then Mike elbowed her in the side. She jumped a little and took a step forward.

      “I was wondering if you would like to go to a party we’re having at my place tonight,” she said.

      “Are you sure you want me to go to your party tonight?” I asked.

      “What’s that supposed to mean?” she asked.

      I probably shouldn’t have risen to the bait, but I was like a big fat bass sitting just under the water looking at the nice fat wiggling worm run through by something shiny thinking “now that looks delicious.”

      Yeah. I shouldn’t have taken the bait, but I was going to bite.

      “Maybe I was thinking about how you haven’t given me the time of day since I got a lead in the play and you got a supporting part,” I said. “Maybe I was thinking how weird it is that a girl who’s supposed to be my best friend suddenly doesn’t have time for me.”

      “Yeah? Well maybe I’ve been thinking about how much it sucks that my best friend has dropped me for her freshman piece!” Courtney shot back.

      That brought me up short. I looked at her and then to Mike. He looked like he’d rather be anywhere but between the two of us, and he was pointedly inspecting a piece of lighting up in the rafters above the stage.

      And in that moment I realized that maybe I hadn’t been the best friend all this time. I’d thought she was walking around pissed off because she was upset about not getting the part, but what if…

      “You really think I’ve abandoned you?” I asked.

      “Well you have,” she said. “This was going to be our year, my year, and now I’ve been replaced by that freshman. In the play and with my best friend.”

      There was genuine hurt in her voice and I suddenly felt like a real piece of shit for not making an effort to spend more time with Courtney. This was going to be her last year at this school, after all, our last chance to spend time together, and I’d been ignoring her.

      Sure I had a pretty good reason for ignoring her. I’d seen it happen to other people as well. They get a boyfriend or girlfriend and they forget all their old friends. At least until the inevitable breakup.

      I never thought I’d see myself doing the same thing. Mostly because I’d never thought I’d actually have a girlfriend until I went off to college.

      Still, now I had a girlfriend, or something that felt a lot like having a girlfriend, and I’d pretty much dropped or ignored my friends.

      Who was the real piece of shit in this scenario?

      “I’m sorry,” I said. “All this time I thought you were upset about not getting the part and you were really upset about me…”

      “Well hold on there a second,” Courtney said. “I am upset about not getting the part, but mostly I’m upset that you don’t want to have anything to do with me.”

      “Well maybe we can all start hanging out some more. If you promise to stop walking around looking like someone pissed in your Wheaties.”

      Courtney looked up to the same lighting Mike was so busy inspecting. A frown crossed her face, but it slowly turned to a small smile.

      “I think I could maybe do that,” she finally said.

      I smiled right back at her. Then we went in for a hug, and I felt like something that had been missing this entire time was finally falling back into place.

      Sure Courtney was a friend and she wasn’t going to replace what I had with Chloe, but I also wasn’t going to be the kind of person to completely drop my friends just because someone more interesting came along.

      At least I needed to do my best to try and not be that person.

      I sighed. “I guess we’ve both sort of been jerks to each other lately.”

      She arched an eyebrow and cocked her head. A sure sign that she was about to say something that was going to annoy me. Then again she wouldn’t be my best friend if she didn’t say the occasional something that really annoyed me.

      “Speak for yourself darling,” she said with a wink.

      I rolled my eyes. Typical Courtney.

      “I’ll see you tonight at your place,” I said. “Are you opening up the pool and the hot tub and all that good stuff?”

      “And the jacuzzi!” she said with a grin. “What’s the point of having parents with an awesome party pad if you don’t take advantage of all of it from time to time?”

      I grinned, then turned to Mike.

      “Thanks for forcing her to come over here Mike. I know that had to be hard.”

      “You have no idea,” he said with a roll of his eyes. That earned him an elbow in the side from Courtney, but then they walked off together into the darkness behind the stage.

      I also noticed that as they walked off into the darkness she reached out and took her hand. That was worth a raised eyebrow from yours truly.

      Could it be that Courtney, the girl who’d once declared she would never date a high school boy, had finally found someone to tame the wild beast?

      I’d probably know the answer to that if I’d actually hung around her instead of spending all my time with Chloe lately. Just another reminder of what a bad friend I’d been.

      Not that I regretted any of that time I spent with Chloe. Not for an instant. But I would have to be more mindful of my other relationships too.

      “What was that all about?”

      This time it was Chloe. I’d recognize that voice anywhere. Just hearing her sent a thrill running through me and made me want to dance around on my tiptoes and sing to the world how wonderful everything was.

      Basically the exact opposite of how I’d acted, at least the face I showed to the world, before things started to get serious with Chloe.

      I wheeled around and grinned. “Oh Chloe. You’re about to be introduced to one of the great traditions of the drama club.”

      “The great traditions? What do you mean?”

      I put an arm around her and pulled her to the opposite end of the stage. Away from where Courtney and Mike had disappeared to. Something told me they were going to want a little privacy back there, and I really didn’t want to walk in on a moment between those two that might require some privacy.

      “You, my dear, are about to experience the fun that is a drama party,” I said. “A night of more fun than you can ever imagine.”

      “I don’t know,” she said. “I could imagine a lot of fun.”

      Now it was my turn to arch my eyebrow at her and not at my best friend. That sounded very suggestive. Not the sort of thing I would’ve ever expected from Chloe when I first met her, but then again she’d really started to come out of her shell since that first time we met.

      She was practically a whole new person, and I kind of liked it.

      “Oh yeah? And what did you have in mind?”

      I really wanted to know what she had in mind. The only problem was she got a weird look on her face and I somehow knew that look meant the fun was going to be over before it even really started.

      “What’s wrong?” I asked.

      She blushed. Looked down and away from me. A reminder that even though she’d really come out of her shell there were still some vestiges of the old Chloe lurking inside her.

      It had only been a couple of months of the new her, after all. People changed when they came to high school, but sometimes those changes took awhile to really take hold.

      “My mom’s never going to let me go to a party,” she said.

      I frowned. Of all the things that might destroy my chances to have a little fun with Chloe tonight I was not expecting this.

      “Come on. Is your mom really going to make a big deal out of you going to a party? It’s not like it’s a real party or anything. Just a bunch of drama kids getting together,” I said.

      “What do you mean it’s not like it’s a real party?” she asked. “I mean I’ve never…”

      My mouth fell open. I mean I probably shouldn’t have been surprised to hear that she’d never been to a party before. She was a goody-two-shoes before I started corrupting her into the life of a drama kid.

      Still. I’d been to so many drama club parties and had such a good time at all of them that it was hard for me to remember a time long ago in my own life when I didn’t know the joy that was a drama party.

      Especially a drama party at Courtney’s house. She might be high maintenance and a bit of a diva sometimes, but nobody could throw a party better than her. Mostly because her parents were a pretty big deal in this town and they were always having parties of their own with all the high rollers here.

      Big fish in a very small pond, but they knew how to put together one heck of a party pad and we were more than happy to take advantage of all their hard work!

      “Oh God you don’t know what you’re missing!”

      I realized what I’d said a moment too late. It’s not like I could help it. I got so excited at the thought of drama parties that I was even willing to invoke the God I wasn’t quite sure I believed in these days.

      That’s how awesome they were.

      “Courtney has the best setup at her house. There’s a pool in the back and a hot tub and a jacuzzi you can warm up in, and then her parents have this ginormous ranch house with all the best games and a pool table and darts and shuffleboard and…”

      I was rambling. I could tell I was rambling from the confused look on Chloe’s face. Not that I could blame her. If she’d lived a sheltered existence and she’d never been to a real party before then she probably had no idea what half that stuff was.

      I just took it as a given that people knew what that stuff was. I’d been friends with Courtney since forever and I’d grown up around it since going over to her place to spend the night was always a plus.

      Even after I admitted my little crush to her and we worked through the awkwardness that naturally came from that confession.

      “But there’s no drinking or anything?” she asked. “Because my mom would flip if there was drinking.”

      “No,” I said. “Nothing like that. Courtney’s dad is the prosecutor.”

      Again Chloe looked at me like she had no idea what that meant. I sighed. Did she know nothing about how things worked in a small town?

      “It means he’s an attorney, but he’s like the good guys or something. He’s the one who argues to put criminals in jail. Come on, didn’t you ever watch Law & Order or something like that growing up?”

      She blushed and looked away and I knew in that moment that I’d hit on something that brought the old Chloe out to play. That happened from time to time and I was quickly learning that it mostly happened whenever I brought something up that she’d been brought up to think of as “bad.”

      I could understand thinking that drinking at a party was bad. That seemed like the kind of thing a guy like Pastor Dave would have a problem with. But watching Law & Order?

      “What, like you’re not allowed to watch TV or something?” I asked.

      I held my breath. If she said that was the case then I might as well forget about seeing her at the party tonight. If her mom was that strict about watching TV then there wasn’t a chance she would let Chloe out to go to a party.

      Even if it wasn’t quite a party.

      “I mean we have a TV and everything, but it’s just not something we watch all that often.”

      “Oh,” I said. “So do you think your mom would have a problem if you were hanging out with some friends for awhile?”

      I couldn’t explain why, but I really wanted to get her to the party. Maybe it was because so far we’d spent time together mostly at school, aside from that one disastrous moment where she dragged me to her youth group.

      I wanted to spend some time with her outside of school. Somewhere where we weren’t just holding hands when we got a chance or sneaking kisses when we didn’t think anyone was looking.

      And maybe sometimes when people were looking. I still blushed every time I thought about the day we’d been caught making out on the couch while everyone up in the lighting room watched us.

      Talk about embarrassing!

      “I don’t know,” Chloe said.

      I racked my brain. Maybe I wanted this too much, because I was starting to think things that Chloe’s mom wouldn’t appreciate.

      Not that I cared all that much. I might’ve found myself changing just a little and taking on some of Chloe’s personality ticks, but at the end of the day I liked to think I was still the same girl who didn’t give a fuck what other people thought of her.

      Which included not giving a fuck what Chloe’s mom thought of me. Especially since I could pretty much guarantee that what she thought of me wasn’t going to be any good if she came from the same church as that Pastor Dave guy. The same church that had obviously put one heck of a zap on poor Chloe’s head.

      “Okay,” I said. “Why don’t we do this instead. You call your mom and tell her that we’re having a rehearsal at someone’s house, and that it might go late.”

      “I have a curfew,” she said. “She’d have to pick me up by ten o’clock or I’d be in trouble.”

      “Whatever,” I said, waving a dismissive hand. “You tell her to come get you whenever she needs to come get you, but the point is you don’t ever breathe a word of anything that sounds like party and we should be good.”

      “I don’t know,” Chloe said. “I mean if she’s coming to the party to pick me up then she’s going to see that it’s a party. She’s not stupid.”

      “Don’t worry,” I said. “You’ll be at a party with a bunch of actors. We’ll just act like we’re rehearsing lines when she gets there.”

      Chloe eyed me like she was having trouble believing that was actually going to work.

      “You’re kidding.”

      “Nope,” I said. “We’ve done it before. You think you’re the first person to join the club with a parent who isn’t comfortable with their little baby staying out past their bedtime?”

      Chloe blushed and looked down again, but I could tell that I was close to having her. She was thinking about it, and I figured it was a hop, skip, and a jump from thinking about it to giving in to my twisted logic and deciding to go for it.

      Finally she looked up. The blush was still there, but it wasn’t as pronounced.

      “Fine,” she said. “If you promise they can pull that off and my mom will never know…”

      “I promise,” I said.

      “Good. Then I need to make a phone call!”
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      I wasn’t sure what to think as Sarah pulled up to the house. Honestly it still felt a little weird to have friends who were old enough to drive me places.

      It was a big change from the social life I had last year. If you could call having my mom driving me to youth group much of a social life.

      That little confrontation with Pastor Dave had left me wondering why I was ever excited about going to that place, but whatever.

      “Here we are,” Sarah said.

      The place was on the edge of town. Like there were houses and roads and even a park on one side of the house and then there were fields and even some corn off in the distance in the other direction.

      One of the hazards of living in small town America, I suppose. The corn was always there waiting even if you thought you were in the middle of civilization.

      “Wow,” I said.

      The place was huge. I mean it wasn’t that big by the standards of maybe, say, a mansion in the big city or something. Still, it looked pretty big.

      It was bigger than the tiny house I shared with my mom. That was for sure.

      The house was only one story. There were windows running along the middle of the thing and I could see people in there milling about and talking. I recognized Mike, and Courtney, and about a dozen other faces I’d come to know since getting involved with the drama club.

      And… they looked like they were all having a good time. That was it. It didn’t look like the dens of sin and vice that Pastor Dave was always going on about. Sure I was just watching from the driveway, but the place didn’t look all that bad at all.

      I guess that was just one more thing that Pastor Dave had lied to me about. He’d led me to believe that this sort of thing was terrible, and the entire time he was the one who was wrong.

      That’s when it really hit me. I was going to a party. An actual party with other high school kids.

      And I’d lied to my mom about what I was doing. I shot her a couple of quick texts telling her we were having a “rehearsal” out here and that she could pick me up close to my curfew.

      I didn’t want to push my luck and try to stay out after my curfew even though I thought I might be able to get away with it if it was for a school thing. I also didn’t want to make her suspicious by asking her to pick me up right at my curfew.

      I figured if I was going to sneak around then I didn’t want to make any amateur hour mistakes. I wasn’t going to get caught.

      “Like what you see?” Sarah asked.

      “It’s incredible,” I said.

      Sure it was just someone’s house on the edge of town. A nice house, to be sure, but still just a house. I guess it was what it represented more than anything that had me on the verge of shivering and shaking.

      That house was freedom. It was me finally breaking free of the life I’d lived before. The life I thought I’d be forced to keep on living whether or not I wanted it.

      After a summer of thinking I’d be stuck with Craig whether or not I wanted it because that’s what I was supposed to do it was a crazy feeling knowing I was free.

      I was free and I was here with Sarah.

      “Let’s go,” I said, unable to keep the grin from my face. This was so exciting!

      As we got closer to the house I could hear music playing. The door opened and for a surprise Courtney was actually all smiles as she invited us in.

      Huh. Whatever conversation Sarah had with her earlier must’ve really changed her tune. I’d been convinced ever since auditions that the girl hated me.

      “So glad you two lovebirds could make it!” she said with a wink.

      I blushed, but I didn’t look away. I was getting better about that. Besides, I was happy to be here with Sarah and I didn’t care who knew.

      That was another part of me that was changing the more time I spent around people who didn’t seem to think it was a big deal that I was dating a girl. Or that I was starring in a play where I was making my relationship with that girl a very public thing.

      “Wouldn’t miss it for the world,” Sarah said, winking at Courtney.

      Courtney rolled her eyes and I got the feeling there was something going on there. I also got the feeling they weren’t going to tell me what that something was even if I asked, so I didn’t push it.

      To be honest I was a little intimidated by Sarah and Courtney acting all friendly with each other. Courtney might be crazy and she might’ve been walking around the set like she owned the place and it was the biggest tragedy in the history of history that she didn’t get one of the main parts, but she was also a very pretty girl.

      The way Sarah looked at her made me wonder if something had been going on there in the past. Then again Courtney walked over to Mike and wrapped her arms around him the moment she was done doing door duty so maybe I was imagining things.

      “Come on,” Sarah said. “We need to get out to the pool. It’s the best!”

      I stopped. Crap. Sure she’d told me there was a pool and a hot tub, but I hadn’t stopped to think about what that really meant.

      “What’s wrong?” Sarah asked.

      “I don’t have a swimsuit,” I said.

      I didn’t have a swimsuit and it’s not like I’d be able to go over to my house to get one. No, if I suddenly showed up in the middle of “rehearsal” that would look suspicious enough. If I showed up in the middle of when I was supposed to be at a rehearsal and went looking for one of my swimsuits?

      Well mom would know something was up then. She wasn’t stupid, after all, even if I was trying to pull one over on her.

      Sarah grinned. “Don’t worry about that. Courtney has plenty of stuff back in her room and I’m sure we’ll be able to find something for you.”

      I blushed and stayed rooted to the spot, but this time it was for a completely different reason. Sarah took a couple of steps towards a hall leading towards one end of the house before she realized I wasn’t following her. She wheeled around and put her hands on her hips.

      “What’s wrong now?” she asked, a hint of exasperation coming to her voice.

      How to explain this to her? How to explain that it was one thing to hold hands with her and even maybe sneak off to some hidden parts of the theater room so we could make out but it was another thing entirely to be alone with her in some strange girl’s room trying on suits?

      She could sense my hesitation, but I was too embarrassed to tell her exactly why I was so hesitant. So I stood there rooted to the spot until she marched over and started pushing me back to the hallway.

      I let myself be pushed. Maybe there was a part of me that was reluctant to go back there with her because it felt like I was taking a big step, but if I’m being perfectly honest there was another part of me that was screaming to just go for it.

      Besides, it’s not like it could be that bad. We were just trying on swimsuits. That was all. It was nice and innocent and it’s not like anything else was going to happen.

      It was a good thing Sarah was behind me. Otherwise she would’ve seen that there was one hell of a blush moving across my face and creeping down to my chest. A blush that was turning to a strange heat that I’d come to recognize whenever I got close with Sarah.

      A heat that I liked. A heat that I was just a little afraid of.

      Once we were out of the big living room I started walking with Sarah instead of letting her push me along. I figured if I was going to listen to that voice telling me to go for it, a voice that had been getting stronger and stronger ever since I joined the drama club and got with Sarah I might add, then I might as well go for it.

      We walked past a couple of empty rooms and then finally to one at the very back of the house. Stepping inside I found myself inside something I never would’ve expected when Sarah flipped the light on.

      “This… is Courtney’s room?” I asked.

      “Yup,” Sarah said. “Surprised?”

      “Just a little,” I said.

      “Just a little” didn’t even begin to cover it. Courtney had this whole dark and brooding thing going for her and I’d always figured her personal decor would follow that same motif. I figured her walls would be lined with posters from bands headlined by people who had issues with their parents. That sort of thing.

      I wasn’t expecting a room filled with so much pink and glitter that it looked like a unicorn had gotten food poisoning in here and had rainbows and sparkles coming out of both ends.

      “She’s never really redecorated even when she got into her goth phase,” Sarah said with a shrug. “She says it’s because she doesn’t have the time, but I think there’s a part of her that still likes all this old stuff.”

      I could identify with that. I wouldn’t say anything to Sarah, but I still had some of my favorite old stuffed animals on my bed in my room, and there may or may not have been a poster hanging on my wall of everyone’s favorite boy band when I was in middle school who totally wasn’t as popular to like these days.

      Yeah, I wasn’t going to breathe a word of that to anyone who didn’t see my room, but I also wasn’t going to fault Courtney for wanting a place that made her feel comfortable.

      Even if I did feel bad for the poor unicorn who got food poisoning and found itself puking sparkles and crapping out rainbows all over the place.

      “Right,” Sarah said, suddenly all business. “We need to find you a suit and we need to get out there.”

      Oh crap. I’d been so surprised by all the pink and the rainbows and the sparkles and everything that I’d totally forgotten why we were back here. Only now here it was and it was staring me in the face and I was freaking out again.

      It’s not that I didn’t want to try on suits. I’d done it before with friends. It’s just that it felt totally different doing something like that in front of Sarah.

      It was totally different doing something like that in front of Sarah. What we had was different. That made it feel wrong somehow.

      That it felt wrong also made it feel even more dangerous and fun.

      In short I was just confused and I wasn’t sure what I wanted. I didn’t feel ready for something like this and yet at the same time my body was acting like it was something I wanted and I didn’t know what to think, darn it.

      I had no idea that wasn’t even the beginning of my embarrassment. No, Sarah pulled out something that looked more like string than a suit and held it up.

      The thing was bright pink which seemed appropriate given the color of everything in the room, but it didn’t look like any swimsuit I’d ever worn.

      “Um. What is that?” I asked.

      I shouldn’t have asked. I knew what it was. I just couldn’t believe Sarah would pull something like that out and try to get me to wear it.

      She looked at me like I was an idiot. That was something that had happened a lot when we were first getting to know each other and it seemed like the things I didn’t know about life in high school could fill a couple of textbooks. This was the first time she’d hit me with a look like that since things started to get a little more serious between us though.

      “It’s a swimsuit,” she said. “Duh.”

      “But it’s just some string!” I protested.

      Sarah held it up and inspected it. Looked down at everything else in the drawer. Shrugged.

      “It’s a bikini. I’d hardly say it’s just a  bunch of string. It covers everything,” she said. “Besides. You’re not going to find anything more modest than this one in here.”

      I looked at the drawer. Looking closely it did seem like there was an awful lot of string and not much in the way of actual patches of cloth in there. My cheeks colored as I thought of wearing something like that.

      “I can’t… I mean I…”

      “What do you usually wear when you go to the pool or a beach?” Sarah asked.

      “Well I usually have a suit on that covers everything,” I said. “I mean I’ve seen other people wearing stuff like that, but I’ve never…”

      Sarah looked down at the strip of cloth. Then back up to me. She grinned as she seemed to realize exactly what was going on here.

      “Well there’s a first time for everything,” she said. “Besides. It covers everything and no one else is going to be wearing a one piece out there. It’s not like we’re at swim practice.”

      She tossed it to me and I reached out and grabbed the thing more out of instinct than anything else.

      I looked down at the bikini. This would be another first for me. I’d never worn anything this scandalous before, but honestly that “go for it” part of my brain was saying that it wasn’t really that bad to wear something like that.

      It was just a swimsuit, after all. Sure it was a lot more revealing than anything I’d ever worn before, but it covered everything.

      I looked back to Sarah. Saw the way she was smiling at me. Like she was looking forward to seeing me in something like this.

      That more than anything decided me. It might be crazy, it might feel a little wrong, but next to everything else I’d already done it’s not like it was that crazy.

      “Fine,” I said. “I’ll give it a try, but…”

      I stopped. We were back to the same problem as before. I was nervous about changing in front of Sarah. There was something about it that felt more wrong than any of the other stuff we’d done.

      “Bathroom is on the other side of the hall,” Sarah said before she went back to rummaging in the drawer.

      Once again I found myself rooted to the spot. The bathroom was on the other side of the hall. She didn’t expect me to change in here. In front of her.

      I should’ve been relieved. It was the perfect solution to the predicament I found myself in.

      So why was I just a little disappointed?

      She looked up at me again and grinned. “What, did you think I expected you to change here in front of me or something?”

      “I… um… well…”

      My brain was short circuiting. I wasn’t thinking straight. Literally. I needed to get out of here.

      So I turned and fled from the room before I could say or do something that I might seriously regret later, even if it seemed like it would be a lot of fun in the here and now.

      I had a scandalous swimsuit to try on right now. That was enough stupid newness to last me the night without adding doing something stupid with Sarah in Courtney’s room.
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      I dipped a toe in the water and kicked it back and forth letting the cool water flow around me. Then I looked up at Chloe and smiled.

      She didn’t smile back. She kept looking around at everyone else, but I was the only one in the whole place looking at her.

      I only had eyes for her. She was beautiful. Sure it was true that Courtney didn’t exactly have anything other than bikinis, but I’d be lying if I didn’t say I was looking forward to seeing Chloe trying one out.

      I even picked one of the more modest ones. It’s not like I was perving out on my girlfriend or anything.

      “You okay?” I asked.

      She wrapped her arms around herself and finished looking around. “I guess.”

      It came out as a mutter. It was clear she wasn’t comfortable, but she hit me with a smile that was nothing short of dazzling.

      It wasn’t fair that she could make my stomach twist into knots and set my hair on edge just by smiling at me like that.

      “Y’know if you’re uncomfortable we could go into the house and get changes back,” I said. “I don’t want you to feel weird all night long.”

      “No, it’s okay,” she said. “It’s just taking some getting used to, is all.”

      I grinned. “Like you’re still getting used to the water?”

      “Something like that,” she muttered.

      She’d been “getting used to” the cold pool water for about fifteen minutes now. Which I was pretty sure meant she didn’t want to get in there. I couldn’t understand why she wouldn’t want to swim.

      I loved the water. Loved feeling weightless. Not that I weighed all that much, thank you very much, but it was still nice floating along like I was on a cloud of air.

      Even if I was in the middle of the water.

      Yeah, I was starting to think she wasn’t going to get into the water at all. Then I got a wicked idea.

      “Y’know I’ve probably hung out here around this pool more times than I can count over the years,” I said. “It was always one of our favorite things to do growing up.”

      “Uh-huh,” Chloe said.

      I frowned slightly. There was something off about her voice. She sounded almost like she didn’t care for the idea of me and Courtney hanging out here by the pool.

      I suppose it was true I hadn’t really talked much about me and Courtney. There wasn’t much to tell. I had my girl crush on her when we were in middle school and then it turned out she didn’t feel the same about me that I felt about her.

      Which sucked for a little while, but eventually I got over it and moved on. We were friends now and I tried not to think about my feelings.

      I guess I could see where Chloe might be upset about the idea of us having a past together though. Maybe I shouldn’t talk about me and Courtney all that much.

      Not until I had a chance to explain to Chloe that she didn’t have anything to worry about, at least.

      “Anyway, we figured out the best way to make sure you got used to the water really fast,” I said.

      “Oh yeah? What’s that?” she asked.

      I grinned. She couldn’t have set me up better if I’d asked her to. Sure it also meant I was about to do something that might make her mad, but I couldn’t resist.

      “You just jump in!” I said, and pushed her forward.

      There was a strange mix of looks on Chloe’s face as my hand made contact with her back and gave her a good shove. A bit of anger. A touch of betrayal. Beneath all of it was something else that surprised me though: fear.

      Huh. Why on earth would she be afraid of getting in the water? It’s not like it was that deep at this end of the pool. Only about three feet so she could stand up and she’d be well out of the water.

      Heck, even the deep end on this pool wasn’t all that deep. Only five feet so I could keep my head above water if I stood on my tiptoes. I was pretty sure Chloe could do the same.

      Oh well. It was done now. Might as well enjoy what I’d started.

      Chloe hit the water and I jumped in after her. She came up spluttering and I wrapped my arms around her. I figured this would finally be my moment. I’d spent so many jealous hours watching the heteros in the drama club, and the people pretending they were hetero even if they weren’t fooling anyone, splashing around and getting up close and personal.

      I’ll be honest. I’d always looked at those people and I’d always looked forward to the day when I could enjoy some of that up close and personal time myself. I also never thought anything like that would happen.

      I really didn’t think anything like that would happen with a “good girl” like Chloe, but here we were and now it was happening.

      “What the heck are you doing? Are you stupid?” Chloe shrieked as soon as she finished her spluttering.

      Okay. Or maybe this wasn’t happening. Maybe I’d completely read the situation wrong. Oops. Chloe sounded mad. Madder than I’d ever seen her acting before.

      Okay then. Not good.

      “What’s wrong?” I asked.

      “I didn’t want to get in the water,” she said.

      I noticed that she might sound mad, she might be spluttering and hissing at me, but she also wasn’t pulling away. And it felt good having her against me, feeling the heat of her as a counterpoint to the cool water all around us, so I didn’t exactly move to pull away from her even if she did seem really pissed off.

      What can I say? Maybe I was willing to perv out on my girlfriend. Just a little bit. After all, if I was going to perv out on anyone it should be with the girl I was dating, right?

      “What’s wrong with a little water?” I asked. “It’s not going to hurt you or anything. Look at everyone else having a good time!”

      “It’s not that,” she said. “I’m supposed to be out here rehearsing for the play. I’m not supposed to be in the water splashing around! My mom’s going to ask why my hair’s wet and smells like chlorine and I’m not going to have a good answer!”

      “Oh.”

      Well crap. I hadn’t thought of it like that. I was so excited to have Chloe out here in the first place that I hadn’t really stopped to think about how stupid it might be to leave proof that she was doing something other than the rehearsal excuse she used when she lied to her mom to get out here in the first place.

      Big oops.

      “I’m sorry,” I said. “I guess I wasn’t thinking and…”

      She wrapped her arms around my shoulders. Smiled. Okay then. She was going from pissed off to mischievous in no time at all, but I wasn’t going to complain if she was on the hot end of blowing hot and cold.

      “Then again now that I’m in here…”

      She leaned in closer. Close enough that I could smell the chlorine on her lips. Close enough that I could almost taste it.

      Well then. I’d be a liar if I said I hadn’t looked forward to doing something like this in this pool for years. Sure most of that time I was thinking about a different girl. A girl who it turns out wasn’t into girls at all.

      Now here I was with a girl who came completely out of left field A girl I shouldn’t even be with given her background. And we were about to kiss.

      “Yeah! That’s so fucking hot!”

      I rolled my eyes. Okay, we were about to kiss. I turned and saw Travis Earls standing at the edge of the pool looking at us pumping his fists in the air.

      Of course it would be a guy like Travis. One of those aforementioned people who spent time splashing around in the pool with the opposite sex even though the only person he was fooling was himself.

      Well himself and the poor girls he convinced to splash around in the pool with him.

      “Projecting much Travis?” I shouted.

      “Don’t be a bitch Sarah! Kiss her! Girl on girl!”

      Other people were turning and looking now. Mostly they were looking at travis and giving him the stinkeye, but a couple of guys were looking at me and Chloe with interest too.

      Well then. Most people in the club had stopped treating me like a curiosity because I’d been out and honest about it long enough that it wasn’t a big deal anymore. Only now it looked like actually having a love life was enough to make me interesting again.

      “Stop lying to yourself and go kiss a guy,” I shouted to Travis.

      Maybe it wasn’t the nicest thing to shout at him. He blushed and looked around like he was making sure no one who heard that believed me. There were some snickers though. Like I said, the only person he was fooling was himself.

      Maybe I should’ve been nicer. Maybe there should be some homo solidarity or something like that, but I figured an asshole was an asshole and I was going to give as good as I got if he was going to try and act like my sexuality was something “hot” that was nothing more than a performance for his enjoyment.

      I turned to Chloe. And realized that maybe Travis’s words had done more damage than I could’ve possibly imagined. She was blushing and doing the looking down thing. She’d also drawn in on herself like she wanted to be anywhere but where she was being the center of attention.

      I thought she’d mostly gotten over that what with all the time she’d been spending up on the stage getting used to the idea of a bunch of people watching her perform, but there was also a big difference between being up on the stage and getting singled out.

      “Come on,” I said. “I know a place we can go for a little privacy and we can work on getting your hair dried out before your mom comes out here to pick you up.”

      “Okay,” she said, her voice quiet.

      I had to remember that I was walking a fine line here. This was the first party she’d ever been to, after all, and it was all probably a little overwhelming for her even if it was a lame drama kid party where there was no drinking or wild stuff like at the “popular” parties the football and cheerleader types put on.

      Although right now a drink might’ve done her some good. Gotten her to loosen up a little. I chased the thought away even as it occurred to me. It wasn’t the right way to think.

      We got out of the pool and there were a few more hoots and hollers from Travis followed by a surprised shout and a splash. I turned in time to see him come up splashing in the water and looking around with murder in his eyes.

      “Oops,” Courtney said, looking across the pool at me and winking.

      “Thanks,” I mouthed to her, careful to do it in a way that Chloe wouldn’t see me talking to her. There was still all that weirdness she around Courtney and I didn’t want to get into that right now.

      “It’s cold out here,” Chloe said, wrapping her arms around her chest and shivering just a little as water dripped onto the concrete. “Where are the towels?”

      I grinned. It was time for her to learn about one of the many fun things on offer at Courtney’s house. We could get into the hot tub and get warm, but that wouldn’t solve the problem of her wet hair.

      So instead…

      “Trust me. You’re not going to need a towel,” I said.

      I opened the door to the sauna and a wave of heat washed out and over us. It felt pretty darn good.

      We were even in luck. There was no one inside. The thing was big enough to fit maybe six or seven people assuming those people were in shape, but I guess most everyone was busy hanging out around the pool or in the hot tub.

      Which was just fine by me. I motioned for Chloe to step in ahead of me and she let out a little contented sigh as she stepped into the dry heat.

      I pulled the door shut behind us and flipped a little latch that I knew would gain us some privacy. Not that we could do much in here considering how hot it was, but you never knew.

      I sat down on the wood bench and leaned against the wall. I always loved the way it felt in here. There were a lot of good memories in here too.

      Awkward memories considering they mostly involved drooling over Courtney in her suit. Actually pretty much every memory I had of the sauna, pool, and hot tub before our sophomore year were of drooling over Courtney before she found out about my little crush and shut me down.

      I figured now was the perfect time to make some new memories though.

      “This is great,” Chloe said. “I’ve never been in anything like this before!”

      She looked around in the muted glow and seemed genuinely impressed at the thing. I had to remind myself that she didn’t have access to these sorts of things her whole life because she hadn’t been friends with Courtney.

      Things I took for granted were things she thought were amazing as she was seeing them for the first time tonight.

      “So you like?” I asked, scooting in closer.

      “I do like,” she said, turning to face me.

      Oh yes. This is what I’d been hoping for all along. Sure we were sneaking off into the sauna just like we occasionally snuck off to some other part of the school to sneak in a few kisses, but there was something about having her alone in here that made it feel different.

      She bit her lip and it was obvious she was going through some of the same sudden uncertainty I was feeling. I was like the dog chasing the car. Now that I’d caught it I wasn’t sure what to do.

      I mean I knew what I wanted to do. I wanted to kiss her. And I knew there’d be no interruptions from stupid Colin or anyone else out there trying to get turned on by the two of us kissing.

      Men. They could be pigs even when they were closet cases pretending to be into girls making out.

      “So you’ve got me all alone in here,” I said. “Want to see what we can do to turn up the heat?”

      Chloe hesitated for a moment and then the corner of her lips turned up in a smile. She snorted just a little. I thought about how ridiculous that line actually sounded when I ran it through my head and then Chloe wasn’t the only one snorting and laughing.

      Turn up the heat? Had I really just said that?

      “That was so ridiculous,” Chloe said.

      “Sorry,” I said. “Guess I got a little carried away there.”

      “Maybe you did,” she said. “But I can totally help you get carried away.”

      She leaned in close. Our lips parted. This was the moment. It was finally the two of us all alone and we could kiss without worrying about someone catching us or someone interrupting us and…

      Just before our lips brushed someone banged on the door to the sauna. Loud enough that I jumped and we actually bumped foreheads.

      “Ouch!” Chloe said.

      “You said it,” I replied, then turned to the door. “What the hell Colin? Don’t you know what it means when a door is locked?”

      “I know exactly what it means young lady, and you’re going to be in serious trouble if you don’t let me in there immediately!”

      I frowned. I didn’t recognize that voice. It didn’t sound like anyone in the drama club. She sounded older, but that wasn’t Courtney’s mom. That wasn’t anyone in Courtney’s family, for that matter, and I should know. I’d met all of them over the years.

      I opened my mouth to say something but a hand moved over my lips. I turned and Chloe had gone as white as a ghost.

      Shit. Whoever was out there, it couldn’t be anything good if she looked that terrified. Considering what she’d done to get out here and the little white lies she’d told I also had a pretty good idea who that voice belonged to.

      Crap.
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      I couldn’t believe this was happening.

      I mean I could believe it was happening. It had to happen at some point. My mom had to figure out something was going on and I figured there’d be hell to pay when she figured out that the “something going on” was me dating a girl.

      I just thought I’d have more time. I thought maybe it would happen when she came to see the play and figured out what it was all about. That she’d see there was something more than acting going on up on the stage.

      I didn’t think it would happen tonight. I’d planned everything so well. I told her not to come until later and I didn’t have my phone on me right now, it was in my pocket back in Courtney’s room with the rest of my clothes, but I was pretty sure I hadn’t lost track of time for two hours.

      I’ve heard of losing track of time when you’re with someone you really like, but that was getting ridiculous.

      “It’s my mom,” I hissed. “And she sounds pissed off!”

      There was more banging at the door. So loud that it was rattling.

      “I can hear you talking in there young lady! You get out here and explain yourself immediately!”

      It was bad enough that I knew for sure I was going to die a slow and painful death when I got out there and she saw who I was with, but there was something even worse going on now. Something that surprised me because I always would’ve figured my mom getting angry with me would’ve been about the worst thing that could happen.

      Now I was thinking about everyone in the drama club though. Pretty much everyone was out there and they’d be watching my mom pounding on the sauna door.

      How was that going to kill me via embarrassment? Let me count the ways. There was the fact that my mom was out there making such a big deal of everything in the first place. There was the fact that everyone out there would realize the door was locked and after that almost kiss in the pool they’d probably put two and two together about what Sarah and I were doing in here.

      Even if we hadn’t gotten the chance to do anything because we’d been so rudely interrupted. Again.

      It was almost enough to make me wonder if there wasn’t some higher power out there that didn’t want me kissing Sarah after all. Almost, but not quite.

      I was done thinking that way.

      “What do we do?” Sarah asked.

      “What do you mean what do we do?” I asked. “You’re the one who has all the answers! What do we do?”

      Only I could see from the blank terrified look on Sarah’s face that she had no idea what we were supposed to do. I’d gotten used to looking up to her. To figuring she had all the answers.

      Maybe I’d gotten too used to the part of Sarah that didn’t seem to care about the rules, because the rules were pounding on the other side of the door to this strange wood room that was so hot inside and I was terrified.

      I glanced around looking for a second exit and knowing it was hopeless even as I did it. There was no escape. Mom was out there and there wasn’t a second door we could use to get out of here.

      We were trapped.

      “We have to open the door,” I said, my stomach twisting and sinking down as low as it could go even as I said it.

      I didn’t think it would end like this. I thought I’d be able to think of something. Some way to explain what was going on with Sarah before I had to confess what was going on to my mom.

      I never thought it would happen like this. That I wouldn’t have a chance to think of anything.

      Stupid. Stupid!

      Sarah moved over to the door as though in a daze. I held my hand out to stop her then stopped. What was the point in trying to stop her? It wasn’t going to change what was going to happen when she opened that door.

      If anything every moment we delayed in opening the door was only going to make mom more and more angry.

      Sarah flipped a little switch and there was a click. I didn’t even know she’d locked the thing. That had to make it look so much worse that she’d locked the door. It looked like we were…

      Well like we were doing exactly what we’d been about to do. I figured it was just kissing, but who knew?

      It sure as heck wasn’t happening now though. No, the only thing that was coming now was my imminent and painful death.

      There was so much I wanted to live for, too. It was a shame. At least I got my first kiss. My first real kiss. What happened with Craig over the summer didn’t count.

      Sarah pulled open the door. Mom looked between the two of us and blinked a couple of times. It was clear that whatever she was expecting it wasn’t seeing me in here behind a locked door with another girl.

      “Um. Hi mom?” I said.

      “Out. Now,” she said.

      A moment later we were inside and back in Courtney’s room. Sarah and I were sitting a respectful distance away from one another on the pink fluffy bed with entirely too much white frill for my taste.

      Like I said, the whole thing looked like a unicorn puked it up. It was so pink that even I thought she’d gone too far with the decorations.

      “I want an explanation. Now,” she said.

      “What are you even doing here mom?” I asked. “You weren’t supposed to be here until…”

      I trailed off. I could tell as soon as the words left my mouth that they were absolutely the wrong thing to say. Her eyes narrowed and her eyebrows lowered and I don’t think I’d seen her this mad in years.

      It was terrifying. The last time she was this mad was when I was playing around in the dining room and I destroyed some piece of antique glass she’d inherited from her grandmother.

      I had a feeling this one was going to go down as a way bigger incident than the whole shattered glass incident though.

      “Not that I owe you any explanation considering I am the parent and you are the child,” she said, taking in a deep breath. “But I tried to call you to see if everything was okay and I couldn’t get ahold of you. I called over and over but I didn’t get an answer and I didn’t have a phone number for any of the parents wherever you were rehearsing.”

      She loaded “rehearsing” with so much scorn that I looked down and away as I blushed. I didn’t like that I was reacting like that, but let’s just say that the old school experience of having my mom chew me out was bringing out some old habits.

      “When I couldn’t get ahold of you all I had was the address to this place so I decided to come out and make sure you weren’t laying dead in a ditch somewhere. Imagine my surprise when I get here and find out there are a bunch of people having a party.”

      She crossed her arms under her breasts and stared daggers. Meanwhile I could kick myself. Turns out I had planned everything out perfectly, but I’d made a rookie mistake without even realizing it.

      I didn’t think she’d try to call me. I just figured she’d come out when it was time to pick me up. My phone was sitting in Courtney’s room the entire time we were out there because I couldn’t very well fit it into my suit.

      Dang it.

      “So are you going to tell me what’s going on here young lady?” she asked. “Or am I going to have to go get an adult here and figure out what’s going on?”

      I sighed. I don’t think it was possible for anyone to ever be as screwed as I was screwed in that moment. She had me, and there was nothing for it but to come clean.

      I looked over to Sarah. She smiled and nodded. Easy for her to do. The worst that could happen to her tonight was my mom flipping out and yelling at her for a little bit. Putting “the fear of God” into her, as my mom liked to say when she really got going.

      Well, I suppose she also had to worry about maybe never seeing me again. It was totally possible my mom was going to ground me for life after this.

      It was a terrible thought. No more drama club. No more staying after school for rehearsals. No more starring role in the play which would mean someone else would have to take over. Which would probably mean Courtney taking over for my role.

      Jealousy stabbed through me at the thought. Not because I didn’t want Courtney to play my role, though that was a small part of it, but mostly because of the weirdness between Courtney and Sarah and the weird certainty that I didn’t like the idea of the two of them up on stage together kissing and acting like they were madly in love.

      Sarah reached out across the bed. She was offering me her hand. And her support. I sighed again. There was nothing to do but get this over with.

      It wasn’t going to be pleasant, but sometimes you had to rip off the bandage rather than suffering.

      I took her hand. Looked back to my mom. She glanced at our hands coming together and arched an eyebrow, but she didn’t blow up or anything.

      “Mom. This is my girlfriend Sarah.”

      She looked between the two of us and I got the feeling she didn’t quite get what I was talking about. At least she didn’t get it entirely. There was still a lack of comprehension there.

      “That’s nice that you’re making friends honey,” she said. “But I have to say if your friends are bad influences on you like this then…”

      “No, mom,” I said. “I don’t think you understand. This is my girlfriend Sarah.”

      I wondered if it felt like this for other people coming out of the closet for the first time. My palms were all clammy and sweaty even though I was holding Sarah’s hand. I was having trouble breathing like I was on the verge of a panic attack or something. My stomach was twisted into knots anticipating the inevitable blowup and I had goose bumps all over my body.

      In short I felt like I was about to ralph up everything I’d eaten all day long. And maybe some of the stuff I had to eat yesterday and the day before. That was how sick I felt looking up at my mom and dreading her reaction. Knowing it wasn’t going to be pretty.

      Again she looked between the two of us. Only this time there was dawning comprehension there as she realized exactly what I was telling her. Sarah wasn’t just some upperclassman girl friend I’d made and now I was hanging out with her and making bad decisions.

      She was my girlfriend. As in we were dating. An item. Exclusive. Going together. Going steady. Whatever it was old people called it when my mom was young back in the stone age.

      “Oh,” she said. “Oh… I see.”

      She looked around the room and I got the feeling she suddenly felt a lot like I did about a half hour ago in the sauna, my mom mentioned the name when she was marching us in here, only she was looking for an escape from the reality of what her daughter was and not from the reality of a very angry parent on the other side of the door waiting to end life as she knew it.

      She wasn’t reacting quite like I would’ve imagined though. I figured there would’ve been a lot more blowing up, but she seemed to be taking the news that her daughter was gay remarkably well.

      “I think I need to sit down,” she said. “Do you mind?”

      She didn’t give me a chance to tell her whether or not I minded. She stepped forward and plopped down on the bed in between us. I bounced up just a little and then there was my mom sitting between me and my girlfriend looking a little shell shocked and a little unsure what the heck she was supposed to do with this information I’d just dropped on her.

      Mom looked back and forth between the two of us, but surprisingly all I saw there was curiosity. There was none of the anger or disappointment or anything else I’d expected when I was awake deep into the night staring at my ceiling and wondering how she would react in this moment.

      Finally she turned to Sarah. Took a deep breath. Held a hand out.

      “I suppose if you’re dating my daughter introductions are in order,” she said. “I’m Tracy. Nice to meet you.”

      Sarah looked down at my mom’s hand like she wasn’t quite sure what to make of this. Obviously she was expecting an explosion or something too, and neither one of us were getting what we expected today.

      I locked eyes with Sarah and nodded. Shaking hands was a lot better than getting yelled at.

      I thought back to that conversation I’d had with my mom when I was rehearsing lines. When she’d gone on about wanting what was best for me. Maybe I’d underestimated my mom. Maybe I’d been so afraid of what adults would say because of how Pastor Dave acted that I hadn’t given her enough credit.

      She had said she had her own wild days back when she was younger, after all. Maybe there was more to that than I thought.

      Finally Sarah took her hand. Gave it a shake.

      “Nice to meet you Tracy,” she said. “I’m Sarah.”

      “And what grade are you in Sarah?” my mom asked, not releasing her grip.

      Oh God. I thought I was going to die and be grounded forever or something, but if my mom was going to start questioning Sarah then maybe there was still a chance I was going to die from embarrassment.

      “I’m a junior ma’am,” Sarah said.

      Mom’s eyebrows shot up at being called ma’am, but she kept whatever she was thinking to herself. She didn’t stop the questioning though.

      “And how old are you?”

      “Sixteen,” Sarah said. “Just turned over the summer.”

      “Young for your class then,” mom muttered. Then sighed. “I guess I can’t complain too much about the age difference then. Not like that matters once you’re out of high school anyways…”

      I wasn’t sure what she was going on about, but I was glad to see her acting like this instead of blowing up. Sure she was embarrassing me and making me wish I could disappear into the pink fluffy sheets and hide there forever, but this was normal parental embarrassment and not the kind of parental embarrassment that would result in me being grounded until I graduated college.

      Or maybe I spoke too soon. She rounded on me and she didn’t look happy. No, she didn’t look all that happy at all.

      “Don’t think for a moment that this means you’re not in trouble young lady,” she said. “You still lied to me tonight.”

      She held that gaze for a long moment, then sighed.

      “But I remember what it was like being a kid, though I don’t know why you have to treat me like some ogre who’s going to yell at you for wanting to hang out with your friends…”

      Now there was genuine hurt in her voice and I felt bad about lying to her. Not because it was going to get me in trouble, but because I’d hurt her feelings.

      And I couldn’t really explain it to her either. How to explain that I’d always tried to be the good girl and do what was expected of me? That I assumed because she was the one always dragging me to church that she would feel the same way Pastor Dave did?

      I was learning just how wrong I was though. So instead I just muttered a quick apology.

      “I’m sorry,” I said. “Maybe we can both try to be a little better about this?”

      Mom smiled. “Yeah, that sounds like a good idea. You’re still grounded, but that sounds like a good idea.”

      I sighed. I guess that was more than I should’ve hoped for, but who likes finding out they’ve been grounded?
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      I felt downright giddy as I moved around backstage.

      It was hard to explain. There was an energy to a production right before we put it on for the public for the first time. I could feel that energy in everyone moving around and trying to make sure everything was perfect.

      Sure it was just a dress rehearsal and the only people we were performing for were some teachers and a couple of students who got invited to see the big show before we went live, but it was still a live audience and it was still enough to twist my stomach into knots.

      It was showtime, and I could’t find my costar.

      I’d started in the drama room. That was where everyone got together to put on makeup and everything. The stuff was positively caked on by the time we were done, but you had to do it that way if you wanted to look right up on stage under all the hot lights.

      She also wasn’t anywhere to be found in any of the changing areas, though I did find Mike and Courtney sucking face. They’d been so preoccupied with making out that they hadn’t even noticed me peering in on them or quietly tiptoeing back out of the room when I realized what they were doing.

      There was a time when I would’ve killed to be the person in that room sucking face with Courtney, but not anymore. Now all I could think about was Chloe.

      Assuming I could find her wherever she’d disappeared to.

      So now I was backstage in the theater and I still couldn’t find her.

      “Something wrong?” one of the lighting guys asked.

      “Trying to find Chloe,” I said.

      “I think I saw her up in the lighting room,” he said. “Might want to check there or in the drama room.”

      I didn’t bother to explain that I’d already been to the drama room and the changing rooms. Instead I made a beeline for the stairs that led up to the control room. The lighting guys called it the lighting room because that’s where they did most of their work, but it was really so much more than that.

      I opened the door and saw a range of control panels that looked like they were from some scifi movie from another decade. Which was probably pretty close to the truth considering all of it hadn’t exactly been state of the art when the school bought it a couple of decades ago and time and technology had marched on since then.

      Still, it was a way to learn for the lighting and tech people and that was something.

      And sure enough there was Chloe standing in front of one of the panels staring down at the stage. For a surprise there was no one else in the room which was odd when we were this close to starting our dress rehearsal.

      She was so preoccupied with looking down on the theater that she didn’t even notice me coming in. So I walked up behind her and wrapped my arms around her.

      That felt good. About the only time we got together now was when we were rehearsing after school. Her mom had been surprisingly cool about finding out her daughter was dating a girl, but she’d also been totally serious when she mentioned grounding Chloe for lying to her.

      I suppose you had to take the good with the bad. Even if that meant we couldn’t actually go on dates quite yet. Her mom promised she wouldn’t be grounded for much longer though.

      I could hope.

      Chloe jumped a little when I wrapped my arms around her, but then she seemed to realize who I was and she put her hands down over mine where they came to rest on her stomach.

      This felt good. This felt right. I never thought I’d get to experience this before going off to college, and now that I was having this experience I never wanted to let it go.

      I never wanted to let Chloe go. She was my goody-two-shoes church girl who’d really come out of her shell over the past couple of months and boy had I enjoyed drawing her out of that shell. It had been worth every frustrating moment in the beginning.

      “What are you thinking about?” I asked.

      “You,” she said.

      “Really? What about me?”

      “Well I was thinking about how lucky I was that I’m about to get to be the lead in a play and my job is pretty much getting up onstage and making out with my girlfriend for a couple of hours.”

      I giggled. I couldn’t help it. I knew there was so much more to this play than that, but when we were blocking the thing and after Mr. Thompson gave us a little more control in improvising we had worked in an awful lot of kissing into the performance.

      “Y’know we could always revise our performance,” I said. “Wave politely to each other from opposite sides of the stage instead of kissing all the time.”

      Chloe wheeled around in my arms. A neat little trick and even more of a distraction because now she was facing me and her face was inches away from mine and boy was that a distraction.

      It always was a distraction. There were times when I thought it was a miracle I ever managed to remember my lines. There were times when I’d been tempted to keep right on kissing her and who cared what the next line was.

      I’d always resisted, but the temptation was there.

      “Yeah,” she muttered, wrapping her arms around my neck. “I don’t think I like that idea at all.”

      “Me neither,” I said, and then I pulled her in for one of those kisses that had been such a distraction over the past month and a half while we were rehearsing this thing.

      We came up for air a little while later when I heard someone at the door. I’d made sure to close the thing so I’d at least have a little bit of warning before someone came in.

      I’m sure we looked guilty as hell regardless. Mike stepped in and paused for a moment. Then he looked at me and rolled his eyes.

      “You don’t say anything now and I don’t say anything about you helping Courtney in the changing room,” I said.

      He paused. His face went red. Not from anger, but from obvious embarrassment.

      “You saw that?” he asked.

      I took Chloe’s hand and breezed past Mike. Patted him on the cheek as we breezed past him.

      “Maybe next time lock the door before you decide to suck face in one of the back closets?”

      His mouth worked but he didn’t say anything. Not that he was going to necessarily say anything anyways, but I wanted to make sure he knew I’d caught him.

      Chloe giggled when we were out of the control room. “Did you really catch him sucking face with Courtney in one of the changing rooms?”

      “I mean is it really all that bad?” I said. “Think of all the times we almost got caught.”

      She blushed, but she didn’t look away. That was one habit she’d gotten better and better about avoiding as she came out of her shell and got less shy.

      I was going to turn her into an out and proud drama geek before this was all done.

      “I guess you have a point there,” she said.

      We walked to the stairs in a comfortable silence. Chloe kept her fingers lightly against mine, but I sensed there was maybe something going on there.

      “What are you thinking about now?” I asked.

      There was a pause. Long enough that I knew she was thinking about something that I might not like. I’d come to know a lot about how she acted in the short couple of months we’d known each other.

      I turned to face her. “Come on Chloe. Spit it out. If there’s something going on then it’s better to have it out there before the performance so it doesn’t screw things up.”

      Chloe blushed. Looked back towards the control room.

      “You really saw Courtney kissing Mike? You’re sure?”

      “Well yeah. They’re sort of dating now. You knew this.”

      “Yeah, I guess,” she said. “I just thought maybe she was doing the same thing as Colin and…”

      I threw my head back and laughed. That was rich. Especially considering the history I had with Courtney. The thought of her using someone like Mike as a cover because she was secretly gay was pretty damn funny.

      “What are you laughing about?” Chloe asked. “I’ve seen the way she acts around you, the way you act around her.”

      And then it hit me exactly what was bothering her. I suppose I should’ve been surprised she was bothered, but I could also understand it.

      “Chloe,” I said. “You’ve got completely the wrong idea about what’s going on with me and Courtney.”

      She blinked a couple of times. “I do? You mean the two of you didn’t date or something back before…”

      She trailed off. It was clear she didn’t know what to think now. It was clear the answer I’d just given her wasn’t what she was expecting.

      I sighed. “Come on. We need to get down to the stage, and I’ll fill you in along the way.”

      “Okay,” she said, still sounding unsure of herself.

      And so as we made our way down to the stage I told her everything. How I’d realized I was gay and that I thought I was in love with my best friend.

      It made perfect sense to me at the time. I had a feeling it was an experience shared by a lot of gay kids judging by stories I’d read online. And it usually ended about as well as my story had ended.

      Well, except for the times when it ended a lot worse than my story with Courtney. There were a couple of people who talked about their crush lashing out. Hitting them. Hurting them.

      I shivered as I thought about it. Nothing like that had happened to me so I suppose I should count myself as lucky.

      No, the worst thing to happen to me since coming out was asshole Pastor Dave doing his best to ruin my life and some of the preppy kids acting like I was dogmeat.

      To be fair to the preppy kids they probably would’ve treated me like that whether or not I was out about the whole lesbian thing though. They seemed pretty equal opportunity in their disdain for drama kids.

      I finished by telling her about the day I confessed my love to Courtney. How she’d made it clear we were friends but she wasn’t into girls and there’d never be anything more.

      It was one of the more embarrassing moments in my life. I blushed as I told her about it. I’d never told anyone the full story before, but I felt like it was something I needed to tell Chloe. I needed her to be okay with me hanging out with my best friend. I needed her to know Courtney wasn’t a threat.

      “Wow,” Chloe said. “It sucks that you had to go through with that.”

      “Yeah, it did suck at the time,” I said. “But I came through it stronger than before so I guess it wasn’t the end of the world.”

      I sighed thinking back on it. Confessing my love to Courtney and having her gently tell me it wasn’t ever happening had felt like the end of the world at the time.

      “I guess I didn’t realize how lucky I was though,” I said, giving her hand a squeeze.

      “How is having your heart broken lucky?” Chloe asked.

      “If Courtney didn’t break my heart then I wouldn’t have been single when I met you,” I whispered.

      Chloe blushed. Looked down and away. It looked like the moment had overwhelmed her to the point that she was going back to some of her old habits.

      That look used to irritate me. Now I just thought it was the cutest thing ever. I reached out and touched her cheek. Ran a thumb along her face. She leaned into the touch and closed her eyes.

      “It’s true,” I said. “The more time I spend with you the more I realize my crush on Courtney wasn’t the real thing. She was around and I thought it was love because she was my best friend, but that’s because I didn’t know what love was until I found you.”

      Her eyes flew open at that. Not that I could blame her. It was something of a big moment, after all. Neither one of us had dared to use the L word up to this point. I’d been feeling it for awhile now, but I hadn’t breathed a word of it to her because I was afraid of how she’d react.

      Her hand came up to mine. Then she leaned in and kissed me. Not an intense kiss like what we might do if we were sneaking off to some secluded part of the theater, but it was full of passion regardless.

      “I think I’m starting to feel the same way about you Sarah,” she said. “I had no idea my life could be like this, and I have you to thank.”

      Well she hadn’t exactly said the L word back to me, but it was a start. I’d take it. Besides, that was a big step. I knew what she was admitting now was already a pretty big deal without trying to push things.

      “So do you feel better about me and Courtney now?” I asked. “Sure she can come across sort of bitchy, but she’s really nice once you get to know her.”

      “Yeah, I guess so,” Chloe said. “I didn’t realize the history there, is all.”

      I grinned. “Well now you know and you know you don’t have to worry.”

      “Right,” Chloe said, her grin confident now where it’d been unsure before. “So how about we get up to the stage? We have a dress rehearsal to go through!”

      I grinned right back at her. “Time to break a leg!”

      Chloe frowned. “Break a leg? Don’t you mean good…”

      I put a finger to her lips. “I know the two words you’re about to say, and I’m going to tell you this once. Don’t ever utter those around a production. Ever.”

      “But…”

      “You say break a leg. Always. I’ll explain while we’re going backstage.”

      And with that we were off to our first starring role as I explained to her why you never uttered the GL phrase and always told people to break their legs instead.
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      “Break a leg!” I said cheerfully as I watched Mike walk past.

      He nodded and grunted something that might’ve been a response, but he looked too busy with last minute preparations to really acknowledge anything happening in the world around him.

      That was just fine. He had a lot of work to do, after all. I’d be better off leaving him to it.

      The whole “break a leg” thing still felt weird. Like you wished the worst possible thing that could happen because if you wished someone good luck it would make something bad happen.

      It all seemed like a bunch of superstitious nonsense to me, but everyone else said it and so I figured it was all in good fun.

      I moved over to the edge of the curtain and looked out over the theater. The lights were still up in there so I could see people pouring in.

      There were a lot more people in there than I would’ve imagined. It looked like there were a bunch of students in there, and parents, but the seats were a lot more full than parents and siblings coming out to support people in the play could account for.

      I guess that was one of the nice things about living in a small town. There were people out there who didn’t have anything better to do on a Friday night but go out and support the drama club.

      Heck, with the way some people stuck around the town there were probably a lot of people out there who were in the drama club once upon a time.

      I turned around and looked at the semi-darkness behind the stage. People were rehearsing their lines one last time, though if they didn’t have them down at this point it was too late.

      Still, I could understand the nerves. Looking out at that crowd somehow made this more real. It was different than the small crowd for the dress rehearsal. It was different from giving a monologue in front of a bunch of bored classmates in the drama room.

      This was the real thing. This was the public, and they were going to see me out there kissing another girl. Acting like I was in love with another girl.

      Not like there was much in the way of acting going on though. I took a deep breath and let it out.

      I’d already come out to my mom. That was the big thing. She wasn’t going to be out there in the audience and get the surprise of a lifetime when she saw her daughter kissing another girl onstage.

      No, that surprise had come a couple of weeks ago at that party. Oops. I guess it was for the best that she found out then considering how she’d reacted since.

      It still sucked being grounded for a month, but that grounding didn’t include school activities so I was okay to keep going to rehearsals, at least.

      “You ready?” someone said from behind me.

      I turned and was surprised to see Courtney standing there. Sure we’d seen each other in passing. It was difficult to miss each other considering she had a supporting role as Mr. Farnsworth’s maid. No. Ms. Farnsworth’s maid.

      She hadn’t said much to me though. I got the feeling she was still a little salty that I got the lead as a freshman and she, a senior, didn’t.

      She was all smiles now though. And I felt a lot less nervous about her looking at me with all smiles now that I knew a little bit about the history between her and Sarah.

      Now that I knew she wasn’t a threat.

      “I’m as good as I’m going to be,” I said.

      “Don’t worry about those opening night jitters,” she said. “Once you get out there on the stage they’re all going to melt away and you’ll feel so much better.”

      I smiled. “I hope so. Thanks. Break a leg tonight.”

      “Yeah, you break both of yours,” she said with a wink that said she wasn’t serious. At least I didn’t think she was entirely serious.

      Maybe.

      She disappeared and I closed my eyes and started reciting lines just like everyone else back here. I felt ridiculous in all this makeup caked on my face but they said it was necessary to look right under the stage lighting.

      Whatever. What mattered was it was about to happen. After all the practice and preparation I was going out there onstage and this was going to be my debut. And in a lead role no less!

      “Hey Chloe?”

      I opened my eyes and was surprised to see Mike standing there. He still looked frazzled, but why would he be looking for me in particular?

      “What’s up?” I asked. “Is something wrong?”

      “Nothing’s wrong, not exactly,” he said. “But there’s some guy hanging out in the halls behind the theater saying he needs to talk to you.”

      I frowned. Some guy wanting to talk to me? I couldn’t think of anyone who wasn’t in the drama club who’d want to talk to me. It certainly wasn’t my dad.

      Something told me he wasn’t going to take the occasion of me starring in a play to suddenly realize he wanted to take an interest in his daughter’s life.

      I pushed that unpleasant thought aside though.

      “The halls behind the stage?”

      “Yeah,” Mike said. “Now if you’ll excuse me. There are still a hundred things I need to see to in the next twenty minutes.”

      Twenty minutes. I figured that’d be plenty of time to get out there and figure out what was going on. Have a quick chat with whoever this was and then get back in time for my big debut.

      I really hoped it wasn’t Craig. I hadn’t really talked to him much this year. By design. That kiss had convinced me I didn’t have any feelings for him, his attitude had convinced me I didn’t want anything to do with him, and getting with Sarah had been the perfect excuse not to be around him anymore.

      It would be just like him to show up tonight of all nights trying to win me over though.

      The halls behind the stage were strangely quiet. All the lights were still on and everything, but it was still really spooky without a bunch of kids going to and from classes.

      That spookiness had nothing to do with why I felt my heart jumping into my chest though. No, it had everything to do with who stood there with a program in his hand looking through it with a look that only got more and more angry.

      Pastor Dave looked up at me. His eyes narrowed and he shook his head in a look I’d come to recognize all too well in all the time I’d spent in the youth group.

      Disappointment. Deep and abiding disappointment. The sort of disappointment that usually came right before he started yelling.

      There was a time when I would’ve been terrified of seeing him looking at me like that, but that time ended a couple of months ago. At least I thought it had ended a couple of months ago. I stood up to him once, and I could do it again.

      Though I wasn’t quite so sure of myself as he got closer, waving the program like it was a weapon.

      “This is what you’re doing now Chloe?” he asked. “This is why you haven’t been coming to youth group? This is why you broke poor Craig’s heart?”

      “Craig never had a chance with me,” I said, narrowing my eyes. “And you have no right to be here.”

      He smiled a triumphant smile. “This is after school hours and there’s a play happening tonight. I can be here if I want and the sinners can’t keep me away with their laws that take God out of these institutions of learning.”

      There was something in his eyes that gave me pause. Something that seemed way worse than he usually was. There was a craziness there that was unsettling. That made me want to take a step back.

      “Well I don’t want you around me,” I said.

      I turned to go back behind the stage, but he grabbed my arm and turned me around. His eyes burned with a fury.

      “You’re turning away from God’s path and that’s only going to end in tears. You know what’s waiting for people like you.”

      For people like me. The unspoken implication there was obvious. For lesbians like me.

      I took a deep breath. Forced myself to meet his eyes. There was a time when the thought of meeting his eyes when he was in a fury like this would’ve terrified me.

      I’d changed a lot in the months since then though. I wasn’t the same girl I was back then. I wasn’t the quiet shy thing who tried to be good. I’d learned that maybe being good was something that came from inside you and not from what other people told you.

      “Go fuck yourself Pastor Dave,” I said.

      His eyes went wide and he let go. Though it was more like he shoved me back as he moved down the hall. I rubbed my arm where he grabbed me. That really hurt.

      “You’re a sinner and a whore for going up on stage and spreading these lies! You’ll get yours. Mark my words!”

      He was still shouting as he disappeared around a corner. I waited until he was gone before I relaxed, and as soon as I relaxed the shivers started.

      I looked down at my arm. There was a big red mark where he’d grabbed me. He really had manhandled me there.

      A head popped out from the backstage area. I was relieved to see it was Sarah. She took one look at me standing there shaking, all my strength gone now that I didn’t have to use it to stand up to him, and she was there in a flash with her arms wrapped around me.

      “What happened?” she asked.

      “Pastor Dave,” I said as tears started flowing.

      Damn it. This is not what I needed right now. This was going to ruin my makeup and they were going to have to go over it again.

      “He was here?” she asked.

      “Yeah, he…”

      I couldn’t bring myself to repeat what he’d said. I couldn’t believe he would say things like that. I’d heard him yelling at people behind closed doors in his office and I knew people were always on the verge of tears when he was done yelling at them, but nobody ever talked about what was said behind those closed doors.

      I was starting to understand why if that’s how he acted.

      “Come on,” she whispered. “It’s going to be okay.”

      “No, it’s not,” I said. “We need to find Mr. Thompson.”

      It didn’t take long to find him. He was trying to get a piece of scenery back on its track. Somehow the wheel had come loose and if they didn’t get that fixed asap it was going to be difficult to do quick scene changes.

      He looked up with some irritation, but that irritation turned to worry when he saw me standing there with tears streaming down my face and the makeup that had been so meticulously applied to my face streaming down.

      “What’s wrong?” he asked. “What happened?”

      “Her youth pastor showed up and yelled at her,” Sarah said.

      Mr. Thompson’s eyes narrowed. He looked furious for some reason. Furious enough that it made me wonder if there was a Pastor Dave somewhere in his past that he was thinking about.

      “Why would he yell at you?”

      “For…” I stopped. Took a deep breath and tried to get myself under control. I hated that I was sobbing like this, but it was like it had taken all my strength to stand up to that jerk.

      Thankfully Sarah was right there with a hand on my shoulder. She was the strength I needed in that moment.

      “He was yelling at me for dating Sarah. For being in a play about…”

      If I thought Mr. Thompson looked upset before that was nothing compared to the pure fury on his face now.

      “Is he still here? Was he the one who made that mark on your arm?”

      “I don’t know,” I said. “He walked back towards the auditorium screaming at me that I was a whore and I was going to hell or something.”

      I couldn’t really remember exactly what he said. It all started to run together there at the end.

      Mr. Thompson muttered a few things under his breath that surprised me. He had a mouth like a sailor when he wanted to. It was difficult imagining this guy who was usually so gentle, other than the week of hell blocking the play, talking like that.

      “You’re going to point him out to me and we’re going to take care of this,” he said. “And we’re going to get some pictures of that arm too.”

      A few minutes later we were at the back of the auditorium looking out over the place. The lights were still up so it wasn’t too difficult to make people out. And sure enough I saw the familiar blonde hair of Pastor Dave sitting towards the middle.

      “That’s him,” I said, pointing.

      “Right,” Mr. Thompson said. “Give me a moment.”

      He moved across the auditorium silently. I watched him lean down and say a few things to Pastor Dave. Pastor Dave refused to budge. Said something that looked pretty heated. Mr. Thompson stiffened and stood back up. Walked towards the back. Walked right past us.

      “Excuse me girls.”

      Sarah and I looked at each other. I wasn’t sure what was going on here. Could Pastor Dave really just refuse to leave? Was Mr. Thompson going to leave it at that? Was I going to have to go through the whole play knowing he was out there glaring at me?

      I wasn’t sure if I could do that. I could barely be brave enough to stand up to him for more than a couple of minutes, let alone for the duration of a two hour play.

      I probably shouldn’t have worried. I mean I knew Mr. Thompson wasn’t going to leave it at that, but what my logical brain was telling me and what my gut-level reaction to everything happening was telling me were two very different things.

      So it was with some relief that I saw him come back into the auditorium with a big broad-shouldered guy who was completely bald up top.

      Not that I thought anyone had probably had the guts to make fun of this guy for his bald head for a good long time. No, he looked like the kind of guy who could cause some trouble.

      “Come here Chloe,” he said.

      I walked over, still in a daze and wondering what the heck was going on here. Mr. Thompson gently took my arm and pointed out the red mark on my arm. A red mark that was already starting to turn a little black and blue.

      Well wasn’t that just great. Not only had Pastor Dave yelled at me, but he’d also left a mark on my arm right before I was supposed to go out onstage and give the performance of a lifetime.

      The jerk.

      The big guy’s eyes narrowed. “You got pictures of all this?”

      “Yup,” Mr. Thompson said.

      “Show me where he is.”

      I still didn’t know who the big guy was, but he didn’t sound happy. Mr. Thompson led him down into the crowd and tapped Pastor Dave on the shoulder again. Pastor Dave looked up and seemed even more irritated, actually raising his voice to Mr. Thompson this time and drawing some attention from all the people around him.

      The big guy stepped around Mr. Thompson and Pastor Dave saw him for the first time. I found myself wishing I could see whatever was going on there, because I had a feeling Pastor Dave’s reaction to seeing the big guy had to be pretty darned funny.

      He was too far away for me to really see what was going on though. There was more conversation, Pastor Dave started yelling loud enough that everyone in the auditorium was turning to look at him.

      Then he did the unthinkable. He actually took a swing at Mr. Thompson!

      There was a collective gasp from everyone in the auditorium. My hands went to my face. I couldn’t believe he would do something like that. I’d seen him get angry before, but never so angry that he took a swing at someone.

      Sure there was a difference between taking a swing at a kid in the youth group and taking a swing at a grown man, but it wasn’t much of a difference considering Mr. Thompson hadn’t done anything to him and he was in the middle of a crowd of people, no less.

      A crowd of people who stood a good chance of recognizing him considering we were one of the bigger churches in town. That was saying something in a town where there were a lot of churches despite the small size.

      The big guy with the bald head was there before the punch could connect. One moment Pastor Dave’s fist was flying through the air and the next the big guy had his own hand wrapped around Pastor Dave’s fist and it wasn’t moving at all.

      Something happened. The big guy did something and there was another gasp as Pastor Dave was swung around with his arms up against his back and the big guy was holding him there pulling something out of his back pocket.

      I squinted.

      “Are those handcuffs?” Sarah asked.

      “He’s a cop,” I said, and suddenly it made sense. I’d seen the guy around town in his squad car, but I didn’t make the connection now because I was used to seeing him in his uniform behind the wheel of the squad car and it’s not like I’d ever had occasion to get up close and personal with the police before.

      I watched in disbelief as the man who’d been my youth pastor for the past couple of years was marched along the aisle right past us. He was shouting and screaming the entire time about how his rights were being violated and he was going to sue anyone and everyone he could find, but that didn’t seem to do anything for the cop.

      He stopped briefly as he was marched past me. He stared daggers at me and Sarah, but I stood tall and stared right back at him.

      Sarah did more than that. I saw a flicker of movement out of the corner of my eye and turned to see her standing there with her middle finger raised.

      His eyes went wide at that and he started shouting again, but thankfully it didn’t last long. He was out the door in a flash and that was that.

      “Damn,” Sarah breathed out. “I never thought something like that would happen.”

      “You and me both,” I said. “That was crazy.”

      Mr. Thompson came up and looked at the two of us. Really looked at us intently.

      “Are the two of you okay? Do you think you’ll be up to a performance?”

      Sarah and I looked at each other. We both grinned. Sure my arm hurt a little where I’d been grabbed, but that wasn’t going to stop me from going out and enjoying opening night!

      “There’s not a chance I’m not going up onstage tonight,” I said.

      “Yes, well let’s get you back in makeup then,” Mr. Thompson said. “Yours ran just a little while you were crying.”

      I blushed, but I didn’t look down or away. I stood proud and looked out over the crowd I was about to perform for.

      I wasn’t ashamed of who I was or what I was doing. If anyone should be ashamed it was Pastor Dave for the way he’d acted towards me and Sarah, and it looked like maybe there was a higher power working after all because it sure felt like he’d got what he deserved!

      “Come on,” Sarah said, grabbing my hand and pulling me along. “Let’s get you ready for your big debut!”

      I grinned as I let her drag me along. “You mean our big debut!”

      "Exactly!"
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      Oh my God. I didn’t think anything could feel as good as when I had my lips pressed against Sarah’s. Sure sneaking off to some secluded part of the school where we didn’t have to worry about getting interrupted was thrilling, but the actual kiss?

      Amazing. The single most thrilling experience of my life. Better than the stomach-dropping terror I felt when I was on a roller coaster.

      And none of those feelings came close to the feeling I got deep in my gut as I stood on the stage in the center of a long line of people in the cast and took a bow.

      The applause were deafening. At least I thought they were deafening. People were standing on their feet and cheering and whistling and clapping so hard that their hands had to be turning red.

      It was addicting. It was the single most incredible experience of my life. With kissing Sarah coming in at a close second.

      Let’s just say that in that moment I suddenly understood why Sarah had been chasing this moment for so long. I understood why Courtney was so upset that she wasn’t getting her moment in the sun with this play.

      Well that was tough for her. This was my moment and I loved it. I bowed a second time and looked back and forth along the line to the smiling faces of everyone who made this come together in this one perfect moment.

      I even winked at Mike who stood Just behind the curtains staring out at the crowd with a big dumb grin on his face. I guess he decided to come down from the control room to see the audience reaction.

      Finally Mr. Thompson came out onstage, and I was surprised to see that he actually had two bundles of flowers in his hands. He walked up to us and presented one to me and one to Sarah, then grabbed our hands and held them up.

      Even more deafening applause. More cheers. He pulled our hands down and we all went into a third bow.

      “You realize, girls, that after that performance we’re going to be taking this little show to competition, right?” he asked.

      He was probably trying to be quiet, but to be heard over the sound of the crowd he had to come close to shouting. Either way it was loud enough that we could hear him but no one in the audience could.

      My head swam at the idea. Taking it to competition? I didn’t even know that was a thing. That would mean even more time rehearsing the show and even more time with an excuse to make out with Sarah on school time in the guise of those rehearsals.

      Oh yeah. That sounded like a good time all right.

      “Come on girls,” he said. “You’re going to want to meet your audience out there.”

      I looked to Sarah. She was the one who explained everything to me, and I had no idea what he was talking about.

      “Are they coming up on stage or something?” I asked. “What’s he talking about?”

      Sarah laughed. “Nothing like that. We’re going out into the hall outside the auditorium and people can meet and talk with us.”

      “Oh,” I said. “I guess that makes more sense.”

      “Of course it does,” she said with a wink.

      She took my hand and my fingers wrapped around hers in a now familiar gesture that I was starting to really enjoy.

      Outside there was a long line of people waiting to talk to us just like they’d said. So we lined up in order of importance with the people playing bit parts at the front of the line and then me and Sarah at the back since we were the headliners.

      I guess they had this down to a precise science after years of running the program.

      I lost track of everyone after that. People came up and shook our hands. Smiled. Told us how wonderful we were. How brave we were for doing a play about such a sensitive subject.

      I blushed when people said that. I’d freaked out about the idea of playing a role opposite Sarah in the beginning, but the more we rehearsed the more I got used to the idea and the more I got used to the idea the less I worried about it.

      I guess you could get used to just about anything if you spent enough time around it. Now the idea of kissing Sarah onstage barely even registered other than being a good time.

      Finally the line started to die down and I looked around. I’d been so preoccupied with everyone coming up to talk to us that I hadn’t even thought about my mom not being there.

      Worry crept into the back of my mind. What if she didn’t like the play? What if the idea of her little girl kissing another girl up onstage was too much for her? What if it turned out she wasn’t as okay with everything as I thought she was?

      The panic was really starting to get to me when she appeared in front of me all smiles and wrapped me into a hug. Then she made me feel a lot less nervous because she wrapped Sarah into a huge hug as well.

      “You two were wonderful out there!” she said, beaming. “I can’t be prouder of both of you!”

      I breathed a sigh of relief. Some of that panic disappeared.

      “You really liked it?” I asked. “You weren’t disappointed or anything?”

      She put her hands on her hips and stared at me for a good long moment. Long enough that the moment started to get downright uncomfortable. Long enough that I almost looked away and blushed, but I forced myself to stare her in the eyes.

      If I could face down Pastor Dave tonight then I could face down my mom, darn it. Especially since my mom had been a lot nicer about the whole dating girls thing than I figured she would be.

      “Now why on earth would I be disappointed?”

      “I don’t know,” I said, trailing off because I couldn’t think of what to say.

      She reached out and took me by the shoulders. Looked at me and then at Sarah.

      “I’ve already explained this to you. I love you no matter what, and I’m proud of you no matter what. I mean if you started murdering people I might have a problem, but stop acting like dating a girl is such a big deal in this day and age.”

      “It’s that jerk pastor,” Sarah muttered.

      I shot a look at her. I really didn’t need her helping me on this. It was too late though. Mom got a weird look in her eyes.

      “Yeah, do you girls want to tell me what the heck is going on with that? I could swear that was the youth pastor getting escorted out of the place by that nice sheriff’s deputy Mr. Thompson is dating.”

      I blinked a couple of times at that and my mouth fell open. Okay, so the guy was definitely a cop. I’d been right about that.

      But he was dating Mr. Thompson? As in two guys dating? I mean I guess I shouldn’t have been surprised, but it was still a little mind blowing. Mr. Thompson had never mentioned anything about his private life to me.

      Not that he had any reason to talk about his private life with a student, I guess, but it was still a surprise.

      “That was the youth pastor,” Sarah said. “He showed up before the play to yell at Chloe about playing a lesbian. He also bruised her arm pretty good grabbing at her. We had to use some makeup to cover it up.”

      My mom was immediately in mama bear mode. I could see the way her eyes switched from smiling and enjoying the moment after the play to looking like she wanted to track down Pastor Dave and rip him to pieces.

      Being on her bad side wasn’t a good place to be when she went into mama bear mode.

      “He did what?” she asked.

      I sighed. For some reason I didn’t want to get into this with her. It was bringing that stupid church back into things and that church and Pastor Dave were part of the reason I had so many hangups about the whole dating Sarah thing in the first place.

      I just wanted to forget it, but he kept coming back into my life whether I liked it or not.

      So I told her what happened tonight. I told her about what happened the last time we went to the youth group together. Everything started spilling out. How he’d take kids into his office and yell at them if he thought they weren’t walking a Godly path. How he was always telling us about being sinners. Sarah even chimed in a bit with some of her own story dealing with him at a different church and how he basically chased her away from religion entirely by being such a huge jerk face.

      When it was all done mom had a look of disbelief on her face.

      “He did all that?”

      I looked up. Forced myself to meet her eyes. It was easier now. Now that I’d gotten it all out. I didn’t feel nearly the same amount of shame as I had earlier.

      “He did,” I said.

      Mom looked at me for a long moment. Then looked to Sarah. Back to me. She looked like something was occurring to her for the first time and she didn’t like it at all.

      “Is everything he said to you part of the reason why you thought I’d react so badly to Sarah?” she asked.

      I had to fight the urge to look down. I was talking with my mom now and the old instincts were coming back to me big time.

      I held her gaze though. I wasn’t the girl who was afraid to confront the world. I was a completely different person now. I was stronger. I’d done that. Sarah had done that.

      “Maybe,” I said.

      She wrapped me in another hug, and I was surprised to realize she was crying. Her body moved as she held me against her and I felt the wet hotness of her tears moving down her face and onto my face.

      I didn’t even care if it made my makeup run. I was taking the stuff off here in a few minutes anyways.

      “I’m so sorry you went through that,” she said. “And I want you to always remember that I will always love you. Anyone who tries to make you feel otherwise is a lying bastard.”

      She pulled away and wiped some of those tears from her eyes. Seemed to get a little more control. Her eyes narrowed and mama bear was back and looking like she was ready to rip someone’s head off.

      “Anyone who tries to make you feel like I don’t love you is going to be in serious trouble too,” she said, her voice a growl.

      I took a step back. It was an instinctive response when she got like that. I didn’t like being the person on the receiving end when she got like that, and I really wouldn’t want to be Pastor Dave right about now.

      Then just as quickly as angry mom came out she was gone. She smiled and patted both our shoulders as she pulled me and Sarah into a hug.

      Talk about a rollercoaster of emotions I was going through tonight. Dealing with Pastor Dave, watching him getting escorted from the auditorium, having mom crying and then smiling.

      Now I was on more familiar ground though. Like I wanted to disappear into the floor because I was pretty sure I was going to die from embarrassment. She was hugging me in front of all my friends.

      No, she was hugging me and my girlfriend in front of all our friends. I knew she meant well, but talk about embarrassing!

      “Mom…” I said.

      “I’m sorry,” she said. “I’m just so proud of you!”

      I sighed. I knew there was no getting around it when she got like this. She was going to be the proud doting mother no matter what I wanted.

      “So what would you girls say to going to get some ice cream or something?” she asked. “My treat!”

      Sarah looked over at a crowd of drama kids who were making their way back to the drama room. Then back to my mom. She looked like she was about to do something stupid.

      “Actually there’s sort of another get together happening at Courtney’s house tonight…”

      Oh. So that’s what she was worried about. If there was a thing going on at Courtney’s house it meant everyone would be going out there. Everyone but me considering I was still very much grounded.

      Not to mention this would be the same thing that got me grounded in the first place. Yeah, something told me mom wasn’t going to be too keen on letting me go out there.

      “It would be really nice of Chloe could come out there,” Sarah said. “I promise it’s not a big deal. We have sleepovers all the time after a show night. It’s tradition!”

      Oh boy. If I could’ve sank into the floor in that moment then I sure as heck would’ve. Not only was she talking about a party, but a sleepover on top of everything else?

      There was no way mom was going to go with that. I didn’t care how nice she was being. I turned, wincing and preparing myself for the damage. Knowing she wasn’t going to be happy about it.

      She didn’t look happy. Not exactly. She also didn’t exactly look angry that Sarah was trying to get me out to a party at Courtney’s house.

      She looked at me long and hard. Shook her head. Sighed. Finally grinned.

      “Y’know when I was in high school I wouldn’t have bothered asking your grandma permission to go out to something like that,” she said.

      “You wouldn’t?” I asked.

      “Nope. I wouldn’t have told her anything and I would’ve snuck out,” she said.

      Huh. She told me she’d been wild back in the day, but I guess I never appreciated just how wild she could be.

      “So does that mean you’re going to let her go?” I asked.

      Mom sighed again. “You’ll keep an eye on her, right?”

      “I promise,” Sarah said, wringing her hands and grinning like she couldn’t believe my mom was actually going to let us do this.

      Heck, I was having trouble believing my mom was actually going to let us get away with this! The woman was just full of surprises lately.

      “What are the sleeping arrangements like?” she asked.

      “Everyone sleeps in the big living room and Courtney’s parents check on everyone to make sure nothing goes on,” she said.

      “And who are Courtney’s parents?” my mom asked, arching an eyebrow.

      “Well her dad is the chief prosecutor so…”

      Mom shook her head. “I suppose there’s really no getting around it. Stop by the house to get some PJs, and you’re not grounded anymore. Don’t make me regret it.”

      I couldn’t believe it. It was more freedom than she’d ever given me before. It was also just a little terrifying that I was getting more freedom than I’d ever had before.

      There was an unspoken implication there when she told me not to make her regret it. That implication being that I was going to very much regret it if I ever gave her a reason to regret doing this.

      I didn’t think about that too much though. No, I wrapped Sarah in a huge hug and pulled her along towards the drama room.

      This night just kept getting better and better!
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      I leaned back against the warm wood of the sauna and let out a contented sigh. Chloe and I were both soaked and the warmth felt good.

      Sure it was still pretty warm outside, but there was a difference between an early fall warm evening and the inside of a sauna.

      It made me sad that we weren’t going to be able to do this for much longer. Soon it would start getting cold enough that Courtney’s parents would close the pool and that would be that.

      For now, though, there was plenty of time to enjoy ourselves.

      “So then I tell him that if he wants me to direct the play I’m going to direct the play!” Mike said.

      “I know Mike,” Courtney said. “You’ve said the same thing again and again and I think you were very brave standing up to Mr. Thompson like that.”

      “Well I was,” he said, sounding a little hurt that she wasn’t more impressed that he stood up to the drama teacher.

      “Come on,” I said. “Let the boy have his moment.”

      Chloe looked at me and grinned. She looked very good in a two piece she’d borrowed from Courtney. I was in something a little more boring that covered more. I’d grabbed it from my house on the way out here and it wasn’t as scandalous as some of the suits Courtney had.

      Courtney was on the other side of the sauna in a bright pink suit that would’ve been distracting if I didn’t have Chloe there to distract me even more. She’d be distracting even if she was wearing a paper grocery sack.

      No offense to Courtney. She was a pretty girl, but Mike could have her. If anything seeing her in that skimpy suit and not thinking some of the old thoughts that used to hit me when I had my crush on her was confirmation of that.

      “So what do you think about Thompson wanting to take the play to competition?” Courtney asked. “Been awhile since he tried doing that with one of his plays.”

      “Um. Question,” Chloe said.

      Courtney, Mike and I turned and looked at her. Not for the first time I was reminded that Chloe really was a newcomer when it came to all this stuff. She had no idea what we were talking about even though competition was something we all took for granted.

      Despite everything she was just a freshman. A freshman who’d just headlined a play, too, so I figured she could ask whatever she wanted.

      “What does it mean to take a play to competition? I didn’t know they even did that sort of thing,” Chloe said.

      “Well it’s pretty much exactly what it sounds like,” Mike said. “There’s a state competition and you go and perform highlights of the play and get judged on it.”

      “Yeah, and if you win then you get to say you’re a state champion thespian!” Courtney said

      I giggled. I couldn’t help myself. Thespian sounded a little too close to another word that had given me a lot of trouble over the past few years, after all.

      “Yeah, yeah,” Courtney said. “Get it all out now. I know the word sounds like lesbian.”

      Now Chloe was giggling too. It was nice to know I wasn’t the only one with a juvenile sense of humor.

      “So are we really going to do it?” Chloe asked.

      “I think this play has a better chance than anything else that’s come along in the past few years,” I said. “Despite what Courtney here says, they did send a play to competition her freshman year.”

      “And it bombed so hard there Thompson hasn’t tried it since,” she said. “He’s always complaining that the small towns don’t have much hope against some of the bigger schools.”

      “Yeah, well this is different,” I said.

      “How’s it different?” Chloe asked.

      I grinned. Reached out and gave her a tickle. She acted like she was trying to pull away from me, but she didn’t try too hard. There was plenty for me to tickle.

      “The judges are always going for stuff that has social relevance,” I said. “Small town America puts on a show about a couple of lesbians falling in love? Talk about something they’re going to eat up.”

      “You really think it’s going to be that big a deal?” Chloe asked.

      I shrugged. “Maybe. Maybe not. All I’m saying is we have a good cast an a good play with a neat twist on an old idea and a little social relevance that the judges eat up.”

      “All she’s saying is we’re sure to win the competition. All we have to do is show up and not screw it up too much,” Mike said.

      “Come on,” Courtney said. “You’ll have to work at it.”

      Courtney was getting a little more up close and personal with Mike than I cared for. There was a time when that would’ve made me jealous, but now I just wanted to get the hell out of the sauna before I had to see them playing kissyface and making me want to lose the snack stuff I ate when we got out here.

      I nudged Chloe. “Come on. I think we should go hang out by the pool or something.”

      Chloe stared at them for a moment then shook her head. It was pretty obvious they were still in that early phase of every relationship where they couldn’t get enough of each other.

      Not that I could knock them for still being in that phase. After all, I was still very much in that phase with Chloe.

      It was just my luck that this sauna was provided courtesy of Courtney’s parents so I felt like it would be rude to keep her from using it as intended.

      We stepped out into the warm night air, but as always when I stepped out of the sauna it felt downright chilly. I wrapped my arms around my body to try and keep in some warmth, then Chloe did me one better by wrapping her arm around me and pressing up against me.

      “I think we should’ve tried to kick them out,” she said.

      “Courtney’s toys so Courtney gets to call the shots,” I said. “Nothing we can do about that.”

      Chloe snorted to let me know exactly what she thought of that. I tended to agree with her, but it was already too late.

      We meandered around the pool. There weren’t many people still out this late at night. Sure there were some people who were inside watching some movie or something, but it was getting late enough that I figured most people would be hitting the sack soon enough.

      A buzzing brought me from the dark silence around the pool back to reality. I looked at Chloe.

      “Are you buzzing?”

      “Yup!” she said. “Not a chance I’m leaving my phone where I can’t get at it.”

      “I don’t know if it’s a good idea to bring your phone into a sauna like that,” I said. “That can’t be good for the electronics.”

      Chloe waved a hand to show me what she thought of that. “It’s working, isn’t it? Besides, the thing is waterproof too so it’s not like I have to worry about it getting wet.”

      I pursed my lips but kept my thoughts to myself. If she wanted to play fast and loose with her phone that was her business. I know I’d never taken a phone into the sauna, and that’s even going all the way back to when I was in elementary school and my parents wouldn’t let me have a smart phone.

      Chloe pulled her phone out of the band of her suit and I shook my head. I probably should’ve noticed that, but I’d been so preoccupied with how the rest of her looked that I hadn’t been paying attention.

      She looked at the screen and frowned. Then looked up at me. I was immediately on guard.

      Everything had been going so well for us. Well, mostly it had been going well for us. Admittedly Pastor Dave chewing her out hadn’t been all that great, but it had worked out in the end.

      “What’s up?” I asked, dreading the answer.

      “It’s a text from my mom,” she said.

      My heart sank even more. Her mom had changed her mind. She was going to come out here and get Chloe. Our night of fun was over and it wasn’t even all that late yet. It’s not like we’d reached midnight, but it was later than the last time she got picked up.

      Oh well. Those were the breaks, I suppose.

      “When is she picking you up?” I asked.

      Chloe arched an eyebrow. “Why would she be picking me up?”

      “Why else would she be texting you this late?” I asked.

      “My mom isn’t coming to pick me up,” she said.

      “So she expects me to leave the party to drop you off?”

      “No, not exactly,” Chloe said. “Actually she texted me to see if you’d want to go to church with us on Sunday.”

      And suddenly I was reeling. Of all the things her mom could’ve asked me that was the last thing I expected.

      “Are you serious? After what happened the last time I went to that church? What makes you think I’d ever…”

      Chloe held up a hand. “Will you at least hear me out before you say no? And I totally understand why you might be a little reluctant to go there, so you don’t need to preach to the choir here.”

      She smiled. A thin smile at her own little joke. A joke that wasn’t all that funny, thank you very much, no matter how proud she seemed of herself for making it.

      “She says that she talked to the pastor tonight. That he very much wants to talk to both of us. She’s making it sound like it’ll be really worth our while to go.”

      “Does that mean I have to sit through a sermon and all the singing and other crap they do?” I asked.

      “Well probably if you’re going with us, but it’s not all bad. And it’s not like you have to stick around for Sunday school. I’m not going to make you go to youth group, that’s for damn sure.”

      I barked out a laugh. “Chloe. You have a regular potty mouth on you. I think I like it!”

      She blushed but she didn’t look away. She’d been doing less and less of that lately. It was a good sign of her getting more and more confident in herself.

      I figured that was a good thing. A very good thing. Even if it got me into situations where she suddenly had the confidence to try and wrangle me into doing things I didn’t want to do like going to church with her.

      Stupid me and my stupid big mouth teaching her how to stand up for herself. I sighed. I wasn’t going to enjoy this, but I probably deserved it.

      “What time do I need to be over at your house on Sunday?” I asked.

      Chloe leaned in and kissed me. That was enough to distract me from the thought of being stuck going to church for a little bit. It wasn’t enough to completely distract me, but it went a long way towards making me feel better.

      “Come on. It’s not like it’s the end of the world or anything. My mom wouldn’t invite you along if there wasn’t something big going on here.”

      “Uh-huh,” I said. “I think before I feel better about this you’re going to have to do some more convincing.”

      “Convincing like this?” she asked, wrapping her arms around my neck and pulling me in for another kiss.

      Oh yeah. She was so not the blushing shy goody-two-shoes church girl I’d met on that first day of school when Courtney scared her and that preppy girl I’d never seen again half to death.

      It was hard to believe this was the same girl who couldn’t believe there were actually gay people in our town, but here she was and she was all mine and wasn’t that just fucking great?

      Even if I was being dragged to church. Ugh. The things we do for love.
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      I wasn’t sure what to think as I walked back into the church offices. I’d only been here a couple of times before. Pastor Dave’s office was down in the basement so there really wasn’t any reason for someone my age to come in here.

      Now here I was though. With my mom and with Sarah right beside me. The whole thing felt weird. I couldn’t help but feel just a little like I was deep in enemy territory or something.

      I know that was a silly thought. This was my church. I’d grown up going to this place and there would always be a part of me that felt at home here no matter what happened.

      Still.

      I had to admit there was another part of me that was uneasy here now. After everything that happened with Pastor Dave it was difficult not to feel a little uneasy.

      The only difference was I’d stood up to him. No one else he yelled at ever had the guts to do something like that.

      Pastor Hall peeked his head out of his office and smiled. It was a broad smile that made me feel just as welcome as I should feel at church. It was the opposite of the way Pastor Dave always seemed to be prowling around the church basement.

      When he smiled and tried to act all warm and inviting you could tell it was an act. When Pastor Hall did it you could tell that he was actually happy to see you.

      That or he was a very good actor.

      “Chloe, Monica,” he said. “So glad the two of you could make it. Please come in, and bring your friend.”

      We moved into the room and I felt my heart stop. I thought I was done with Pastor Dave in my life, but there he sat in one of the chairs looking like he wasn’t at all happy about being there. He looked up and scowled at me when we walked in.

      I forced myself to meet his gaze. Reminded myself that the last time I saw him he’d been getting hauled off by a cop. By a gay cop, no less.

      That had to be galling for him. I wondered if he even realized the relationship between Mr. Thompson and the cop who arrested him.

      “What’s he doing here?” Sarah asked, a note of panic in her voice.

      “Please young lady, Sarah is it?” Pastor Hall said. “Sit down. I can assure you all will be explained.”

      I turned and pulled out a seat for Sarah. She eyed Pastor Dave warily but took a seat. Clearly she didn’t trust whatever was going on in here.

      I didn’t really trust it either. If Pastor Hall was going to yell at me for what happened to Pastor Dave then he was going to have another thing coming.

      I didn’t think it would come to that though. I’d changed a lot in the past couple of months, and one of the ways I’d changed was realizing that my mom actually had my back. She wasn’t the strict person I thought she was because we went to church.

      She wouldn’t put us in a situation where we would be in trouble. It just wasn’t like her to do something like that.

      “Chloe, Sarah,” Pastor Hall said. “Allow me to begin by apologizing to both of you.”

      I blinked a couple of times. Not what I was expecting. But he looked sincere. He leaned forward and he actually looked pained for a moment.

      “When Monica here told me about everything that had happened I was horrified. Horrified. I can assure you I had no idea what David was doing, and had I known I would’ve put a stop to it,” he continued.

      He tossed an irritated look towards David. Pastor Dave. Whatever I was supposed to be calling him now.

      “This church is an inclusive church, and there’s no room here for the nonsense he was pulling. Yelling at children, really David, what were you thinking?”

      Now Pastor Hall had turned his attention to Pastor Dave, and he looked as close to mad as I’d ever seen the man. He was one of those guys who was constantly cheerful. It was hard to imagine him getting truly upset about anything, but now I was starting to wonder about that.

      I’d always heard people saying things about how the last thing you want to confront is the anger of a kind man. I was starting to understand what those people were on about as I saw the look in Pastor Hall’s eyes.

      Pastor Dave opened his mouth as though he was going to try and defend himself. Pastor Hall held up a hand and stopped him before he could say anything.

      “I’m not interested in anything you have to say David,” he said. “What you’ve done is inexcusable, and it’s not just these girls. I’ve talked with others in your youth group. You’re fired, and if I have anything to say about it you’re not going to work at any churches in this town again.”

      I blinked a couple of times. I wasn’t sure what I’d been expecting when I came to this meeting, but that sure wasn’t it. I turned to Sarah and she was just as wide-eyed as I was.

      Pastor Dave sat there for a long moment. His grip on his chair was so tight that his hands and knuckles were white.

      Finally he stood. Tugged at his shirt to straighten it out. Without a word he walked out, and this time he didn’t even glare at me.

      Good. The asshole got what was coming to him. It was proof of how angry I was that I was swearing, even if it was just in my head.

      The jerk.

      Pastor Hall turned back to us and smiled. “I’d like to take a moment to apologize to you again. I know that doesn’t begin to make up for what he put you through, but I hope you’ll take it as a start.”

      I looked to Sarah again. I knew he meant well, but the real question would be how she reacted. She seemed like she was pretty down on the whole church thing, and I knew it was all because of what Pastor Dave had done to her.

      It was a shame, too. He was supposed to bring people closer to God, not push them away. That was the most unforgivable thing he’d done as far as I was concerned.

      She chewed her lip and looked like she was really thinking about something. Finally her face lit up in something that looked very close to a smile.

      “Thanks,” she said. “Y’know that’s the first time someone’s ever apologized to me for what he did? Feels good, even if he’s not the one doing it.”

      [image: ]
* * *

      An hour later we were sitting outside the ice cream shop. My mom was inside talking to a friend who ran the place so it was just the two of us looking out over the town square.

      “It’s been a pretty crazy semester, hasn’t it?” I said.

      Sarah grinned. “You have no idea. It’s amazing how much you’ve changed in such a short amount of time.”

      I reached out and touched her hand. Then frowned when I realized she had some sticky ice cream on her hand. Oh well.

      “Yeah, well those changes have all been for the better, and I have you to thank for it.”

      “Yeah, well don’t thank me just yet. If you thought rehearsing the play for an audience was bad wait until we start rehearsing for competition. And we’ll have the winter play to worry about on top of all that.”

      “Oh yeah? You think Thompson will let us try out for that while we’re working on taking the other one to competition?”

      She grinned. “He’ll pretty much have to. He can’t leave his two favorite drama girls on the sidelines, after all. Just means we’ll have to work that much harder.”

      “I bet that also means we’ll be spending a lot more time rehearsing than we were before,” I said, winking at her. “More opportunities to sneak off for a little while.”

      “I’ve created a monster,” Sarah said.

      “Yeah, but you wouldn’t have it any other way.”

      We settled into a comfortable silence after that. I looked out over our small town square and thought about everything that had happened. All the craziness in my life.

      Craziness that was worth it, because it brought Sarah into my life. Besides, everything had mostly worked out.

      Now I had to look forward and hope we somehow survived putting on a new play while getting the old one ready for competition.

      No one ever said the life of a drama girl was easy, but now that I’d thrown myself into that life I wouldn’t have it any other way!
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      They’re happy out and well adjusted adults now, but no one should have to go through what they went through as teenagers. And this was in the last twenty years or so. We’ve come so far, but there’s still so far to go.
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      I say this to remind people that there are people like Pastor Dave out there. As I was writing this I was worried, as I often am in cases like this, that he would seem too over the top. Then I decided that his behavior is authentic to my experience and I’m not going to shy away from depicting some of the darker sides of life in small town USA even if reality seems unrealistic.

      Besides, this is one of my books so you know everyone’s getting a happily ever after in the end. ;)

      I hope you enjoyed the book and that maybe I gave you something to think about! Pastor Dave might be out there in spirit, but as Chloe learned that doesn’t mean we have to put up with his bullshit.
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      “This night has been amazing,” Colin said.

      I shook my head and forced my attention back to Colin. My boyfriend. Right. I was at prom with my boyfriend and we were supposed to be having a magical night under the fake stars hanging from the gym ceiling. Even though I was pretty sure most of those stars were made from aluminum foil which kinda ruined the effect.

      “Yeah, sure it is,” I muttered and pressed into him again which he seemed to take as a good sign.

      The only problem? I wasn’t pressing against him like that because I enjoyed how he felt so much as because I didn’t want him to see my wandering eye. Or to notice the decidedly unenthusiastic tone when I confirmed how magical this was.

      I looked out across the gym floor that had been converted into a dance floor for the evening. My eyes drifted to Sarah for a moment and she gave me a thumbs up from her spot with her arms wrapped around Devon Anderson. I gave her a thumbs up right back, but I wasn’t feeling it.

      “I’ve dreamed about this moment since we first got together, you know,” Colin said.

      A response. That sounded like it needed a response. I grunted. Hey, can you blame a girl? I was in a difficult situation here and I couldn’t think of words to deal with my boyfriend going on about how great this was when I was to the point of chewing my foot off to get away from the awkward.

      The poor bastard had no idea he was getting dumped before the end of the night.

      My eyes drifted over the dance floor again. This time they fell on Kara Thompson and I found myself distracted. I also pressed into Colin with something approaching interest as I gave the bubbly head cheerleader a thorough once over. She looked damn good no matter what she wore, she was just that kind of girl, but tonight in that sparkly black number that shimmered under the DJ’s lights she was looking particularly yummy.

      She’d shown me pictures of the thing in math class. Apparently taking selfies of trying on prom dresses was a thing with her crowd, but I was more than happy to have a look if she was willing to show off. The pictures didn’t do justice to the reality, though.

      Yeah, and there we came to the big problem of the evening. Colin might be going on about how this was a magical moment and everything, and I suppose in a way it was. For him.

      The issue? Well, you’re a smart person. I was just checking out the head cheerleader. You figure it out.

      “The drum majorette and the leader of the drum line. You keep the tempo up front and I keep the beat in the back. We were meant to be.”

      I muttered something that he seemed to take for an affirmative. I figured it was better than telling him the band would be a hell of a lot better off if we put a metronome on a loudspeaker and had someone cart it around in the middle of the band. I was already dumping him tonight. Why add insult to injury?

      Hey, I realized I was into girls. I wasn’t completely heartless or anything.

      Blessedly the song came to an end before I had to give any sort of opinion on my soon—to-be-ex-boyfriend’s drum abilities. Colin removed his hands from my midsection. Which also meant I wouldn’t have to keep reaching down to try and keep his hands from moving forward for him, backwards for me, so they were touching a piece of anatomy that was slightly posterior to my midsection. He looked like he wanted to stay on the dance floor as a fast song started up, no doubt hoping for a bit of the old bump and grind, but I took his hand and pulled him back to our table.

      Thankfully Sarah was waiting there.

      “Having fun out there Dani?” she asked.

      I fixed her with my best glare. She knew full well what was going down tonight, and she apparently couldn’t resist giving me a hard time about it. I would’ve stuck my tongue out, but that would’ve been a little too obvious.

      “So I was wondering what the plans were for when this thing is over?” Devon asked. “We’ve got the lame after prom we can go to at the bowling alley, or…”

      “I heard there’s a party out at Kara’s house tonight,” I said.

      Three confused faces turned to look at me.

      “Kara?” Colin asked.

      “Thompson?” I said.

      All three of them burst into laughter. Okay then. I guess I just told a great joke. Maybe I needed to put on a tie and grab a microphone from the DJ if I was doing so well. I could tell a couple of other zingers that would have everyone rolling around on the gym floor. “Hey everyone! I’m actually a lesbian and I’m dumping my boyfriend tonight because I couldn’t think of a good way to break his heart before prom and by the time I realized doing it on prom night was even bitchier it was too late!”

      Yeah, that would have them rolling.

      “Since when do any of us ever roll in the same social circle as Kara Thompson?” Colin asked.

      “Well I talk to her in math class, and we did go shopping together one time a few months back,” I said.

      Now all three of them were looking at me like I’d suddenly transformed into some strange creature. I mean I felt a little different with my hair done up in some ridiculous prom weave, but they were looking at me more like I’d sprouted hair and fangs or something like that.

      “Funny joke,” Sarah said. “But don’t you think it might be a better idea to go to the  party out at Joe’s place?”

      I sighed. Joe’s place. That meant a party with our fellow band geeks. I probably should’ve expected that. Sarah and I were the drum majors, after all. Or majorettes. Whatever. Not going to the band party would be sacrilege, even if there were times I wished I could break free of that whole scene. Not that I didn’t like those parties. They were fun. There were just times I thought it might be interesting to break free and try something different.

      I looked over to Colin who was laughing right along with them. I was going to make one major break tonight, that was for sure. I looked down at my watch. There was still technically a half hour to go, but I figured it was time to get out of here. I could only deal with so many group dances before I went insane, and I really wanted to be out of here before one of the drama kids requested the Time Warp and they all got up and started doing the dance while everyone else stared like it was the gorilla exhibit at the zoo and someone just started flinging poo.

      “What would you say to heading out a little early?” I asked.

      Colin grinned and looked at his own watch. “Sounds great! It’ll be nice to have a little time alone before we head out to Joe’s house.”

      “Yeah. Alone time,” I muttered, again sinking into a funk. This wasn’t going to be fun, but I knew what I had to do.

      I felt a hand on my own. Feminine. That felt nice. Of course it was Sarah’s hand, so it’s not like there was a chance in hell anything was ever going to happen there. She gave my hand a squeeze and locked eyes with me for a moment. Nodded. I smiled.

      It was nice of her to try and lend me some strength. Not that it was going to help me all that much. Stuck in a car alone with a boyfriend who probably thought we were going to have some “private time” together before we hit the party.

      Ugh.

      Still, nothing for it but to go through with it. It was time to rip off the bandage. Colin offered me his hand but I didn’t take it. Doing something that familiar seemed just wrong considering what I was about to do. I stopped to give Sarah one last look, but she was already making goo-goo eyes at Devon.

      No doubt what they were going to do between here and the party.

      The feeling of impending doom that had been hanging over me all evening got even worse once we were in the car. I couldn’t believe I was going to do this. I couldn’t believe I was breaking up with Colin. He was the perfect guy. We were the perfect couple. I was living the high school sweetheart dream.

      Only it was the wrong dream.

      “Something wrong Dani?” he asked.

      I jumped. I’d been hypnotized by rows of corn going past the car in the darkness. I could die happy if I managed to find a place where I didn’t ever have to see corn outside of a supermarket for the rest of my life.

      “Sorry, just thinking,” I said.

      “What about?”

      “The future.”

      Colin reached out and tried to take my hand, but I quickly clasped my hands together between my legs and squeezed them shut. That seemed like an appropriate metaphor considering he wasn’t going to hold my hand or get between my legs tonight. Or ever, for that matter.

      “I’ve been thinking about that a lot too,” Colin said. “I know it’s going to be tough that we’re going to different schools, but I figure we still have the trip out to Royal Realms over the summer and after that I figure we can go back and forth on the weekend.”

      “I want to break up,” I said.

      I couldn’t take it anymore. He was talking about being together on the band’s trip to Royal Realms, the biggest amusement park in the country, and I couldn’t stand the idea of still being together in a couple of months and having to feel the same over a week-long vacation as I did right now. It was already torture pretending to be something I wasn’t for one night.

      An entire week of that? No thank you.

      “I’m sorry. What was that?” he asked. “Is this another joke?”

      I took in a deep breath and forced myself to look at him. This was one moment when the corn would’ve been preferable, but I needed to face this head on. I’d already said the words. There was nothing for it but to forge ahead.

      “I want to break up,” I said. “I’ve felt this way for awhile now. I’m sorry.”

      Colin blinked and his grip tightened on the steering wheel. For a terrified moment I had visions of him running the car off the road and into a telephone pole or something, though he didn’t do anything of the sort. He did seem to be grinding his teeth, though. I could hear it even over the sound of his car’s ancient engine.

      “Why?” he asked.

      I was afraid he’d ask why, and I didn’t have any good answers. How to explain that I’d been lying to myself about who I was for years? That I’d been terrified of telling people the truth? That I still had no plans on letting the truth out until I was at college next year?

      “I’m a lesbian.”

      Okay. So much for the plans to keep the truth on the down low until I was off at college. Damn it. Why did I suddenly have diarrhea of the mouth? Why couldn’t my brain just shut the fuck up already?

      “Excuse me?”

      “You heard me, Colin. You’re a great guy. Just not for me, for obvious reasons.”

      I trailed off into muttering by the time I was finished. It sounded stupid even though it was the truth. I felt stupid for doing this. Why couldn’t I just dump him and be done with it?

      “And you felt like waiting until prom night to break my heart would be a good idea? Is this some sick game to you or something?”

      “Listen, Colin, I only wanted what’s best for you.”

      “Dumping me on prom night is what’s best for me? Telling me that our whole relationship meant nothing to you is what’s best for me?” He barked out a short laugh. “Yeah, that’s really rich, Danielle. So glad you’re looking out for me.”

      I fell back into my seat. What else was there to say? He was being a first rate asshole, to be sure, but at the same time there was some truth to what he said. If he wanted to get angry then he could get angry.

      He turned onto a side road and we moved out into the country.

      “Where are we going?”

      “To Joe’s house,” he said.

      “You still want to go to the party?”

      “Doesn’t seem like we’re doing anything else tonight,” he said.

      Well that was sure as hell true. It was a relief to realize that we both agreed on that point, at least. That relief lasted until we got out to Joe’s house and Colin got out of the car without a single word to me, marched over to a crowd, and started gesturing wildly back to the car. Everyone turned and stared. Some laughed. Some looked pissed, though whether that was because they were pissed for what I’d done to Colin or they were pissed because I’d just come out was anyone’s guess in a town this small.

      One thing was for certain. The next couple of months before I went off to college were going to suck. Suddenly I wasn’t looking forward to that big trip to Royal Realms as much as I had been.

      I reached up and touched my cheek. Huh. Something wet there. Why was I crying, damn it? Oh, right. Because I had the perfect guy and I just broke his heart because he wasn’t what I wanted. Like I even asked for any of this in the first place.

      I was still rocking back and forth in his car, crying and avoiding the judgmental crowd out there, when Sarah showed up and wrapped me in a huge hug. At least the night sort of had a happy ending if you squinted and looked at it just right.
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      Light streamed into the dark room and the sound of violins intruded on my thoughts. I fought the urge to sigh. Someone had found me. Not that I ever got much time to myself. I just hoped it wasn’t Felix.

      “Amelia? What are you doing in here?”

      A soft feminine voice that made me shiver. I’d recognize that voice anywhere. I looked up from my contemplation of a glass of wine I wasn’t supposed to have. Father would be annoyed if he knew I had this. Mother would be livid.

      I smiled. Definitely not Felix come to escort me back out to the ballroom where I was expected to be the good little princess playing nice in front of the gathered nobility. Though the person at the door was far more dangerous than Felix in her own way, even if she didn’t know it.

      “Just sitting here thinking about some things,” I said.

      Jacqueline giggled as she moved in. I realized she had a glass of wine as well. A glass of wine she most certainly wasn’t supposed to have. I raised mine in a conspiratorial toast and she returned the gesture.

      “I thought I’d never get away from all those boys asking me to dance,” she said as she moved across the room to join me on a couch that managed to be uncomfortable despite being overstuffed. She wobbled a bit as she made her way across the room.

      I arched an eyebrow. It looked as though Jacqueline had been in the sauce a bit more than I had this evening, and that was saying something. Still, she was offering someone to commiserate with, and that was something. She was probably one of the few people who understood how I felt.

      Well, mostly how I felt. She probably wasn’t feeling a sudden flush of heat as she sat next to me. I wasn’t the only girl in the world who got heated when another girl sat next to me, but I was probably one of the few princesses and heirs to a kingdom who felt that way.

      “At least you can look on the bright side,” I said.

      “What bright side is that?” Jacqueline asked.

      She leaned in closer. Maybe she was just trying to hear me over the sound of string music drifting in from the open door, but I couldn’t help but notice the way she felt pressed against me. I felt a thrill that was far more intense than anything I felt dancing with any of the gentlemen I was supposed to be cozying up to because they were a good match for a girl of my stature.

      Never mind that I wanted nothing to do with any of them.

      “Well you might have to worry about a string of suitors trying to get your attention, but at least you don’t have to worry about the cameras,” I said.

      “I don’t know about that. I had a few of them chasing me down the red carpet when I got here,” she said.

      I sighed. I know it was one of those ‘poor little rich girl’ thoughts that I often had, but there were times that I wondered what it would be like to be able to go out and about without having a retinue of people with cameras following my every step. At least I didn’t have to worry about that in the palace. At least not too much. Only official photographers in here. None of the leeches.

      “So have you run into any good prospects tonight? I saw Maximilian giving you the eye earlier,” I said, elbowing Jacqueline in the side.

      I’m not sure why I brought up Allora’s most eligible bachelor. Probably because being this close to Jacqueline, smelling her perfume, feeling the heat radiating off of her body as she leaned in so close to mine, smelling the wine on her breath, had my head swirling.

      I’d never thought of Jacqueline like this before. Sure I’d enjoyed her company. I thought she was beautiful, who wouldn’t? I’d just never considered her like this. The thought never occurred to me.

      It was certainly occurring to me now!

      “I don’t know about that. Something tells me he’s holding out for someone who’s more in his league,” she sighed. “Though that would be nice.”

      I giggled and this time I leaned against her rather than elbowing her. Leaning against her felt nice. Very nice. I could get used to feeling her up close and personal like this, even if it would cause a minor scandal if word got out.

      We were in a private room, though, and so I figured there wasn’t much harm in indulging myself. Especially when Jacqueline most likely thought I was just being friendly.

      Friendly. Yes. That’s all I was doing.

      “What on earth are you talking about? You’re easily one of the most beautiful girls out there,” I said. “Not to mention your family is easily the third most powerful in the country behind his.”

      “Thanks for the vote of confidence in my family,” she said with an eye roll.

      “You know what I mean. Beauty and breeding. A girl like you should have no trouble drawing the attention of a handsome Dukeling!”

      Jacqueline snorted at my joke and very nearly sent some of the wine she’d been sipping flying. “Little Dukeling! I like that.”

      “Came up with that myself,” I said.

      I came up with it myself and I’d tried it out on Maximilian who didn’t particularly care for the comparison. The boy might be handsome, not that I particularly cared about that sort of thing, but handsome and noble was a bad combination in this case that resulted in a bad case of vanity to go along with.

      “Did you really mean that?”

      I turned to Jacqueline and backed away. She was right there. Like right in front of me. Inches from my face. Something clutched at my stomach. Like this weird mixed up ball of anticipation and nervousness that was all coming together and making me feel more than a little giddy. It was a good feeling even if it was a little confusing.

      Yeah, I might’ve realized I was into girls, but the whole royal thing meant I didn’t have any practical experience even if I was all about it in the theoretical sense.

      “What do you mean?”

      “You said I was beautiful,” she said. “Did you mean that?”

      Oh crap. She was leaning in even closer. Why was she leaning in that close to me? Did she have any idea what she was doing to me by being that close? Could she possibly be interested in the fairer sex as well? Or maybe she was just looking to cause some waves and irritate her parents.

      Now there was a noble cause I could get behind, and not just for my own selfish reasons. I’d been known to do the occasional crazy thing just to irritate father and mother, but Jacqueline had never been like that and damn it my mind was racing and I needed to get it back on track because there was something happening here that was making me feel all warm and fuzzy and funny inside and…

      I stopped. Squeezed my eyes shut. Took a deep breath and counted to ten before letting it out. That got things back under control. Sort of. Maybe.

      Okay, not really.

      “Well of course you’re beautiful,” I said. “Any guy would be lucky to have you!”

      I’d be lucky to have her. I thought about the odds that we might get up to a little more than leaning in close to one another. It wouldn’t be the first time a noble debutante had gotten a little hot and heavy in one of the side rooms at this ball, though hundreds of years of tradition dictated that sort of thing happen between fluttery simpering girls and guys like Maximilian. Not between the debutantes themselves.

      I was venturing into uncharted territory here. Both personally and historically.

      “You know you’re not so bed yourself, Princess Amelia,” she said.

      Oh dear. This was getting out of control. I could see what was going to happen. Her eyes were lidded and her lips were parted. I might not have much experience, but I knew what that meant. This was happening. I couldn’t believe it but this was happening.

      Well then. Was I a princess, heir to the throne, or was I a timid shrinking violet?

      The answer to that became pretty obvious as I felt my lips press against Jacqueline’s. Her eyes widened and I felt her lips turn to a smile as she didn’t pull away, but she didn’t exactly return the kiss either. I pulled away, suddenly unsure of myself. Had I read the situation completely wrong?

      Still, even if I had read the situation wrong I couldn’t help but feel just a little giddy. My first kiss, and it had been fun. It certainly confirmed that I was interested in kissing girls. It was something I could see myself doing more of!

      “What was that for?” she asked.

      I shrugged. “I don’t know? It felt right, I guess.”

      “I don’t know. I mean I’ve never, but maybe this…”

      Jacqueline held up her wine glass to let me know exactly what she was talking about. Well then. Maybe she wasn’t making a lifestyle choice so much as she was using alcohol as an excuse to do a little exploring. I was reminded of stories of the Americans going off to college and doing this sort of thing.

      Those girls didn’t know how lucky they were.

      “So what did you think?”

      Jacqueline looked at me and blinked. “What did I think of what?”

      I suppressed the urge to growl in frustration. That would just ruin the moment even more than it already had been. Already thoughts of us carrying on a secret relationship were being dashed, but I thought maybe I could salvage something. Yet with every passing moment it was becoming more and more obvious that Jacqueline was maybe a little farther into the drink than I’d thought.

      How many of those wine glasses had she snuck away?

      Then it hit me. Maximilian. If he was interested in her then I figured it was a safe bet that he’d kept her up with a steady supply of drinks. Not that he needed that to catch a girl’s interest, but he had just enough of a slimy veneer that it was the sort of thing he’d do anyways.

      Which meant I was likely tilting at windmills with the next question, but there was a hope, a fire, that had kindled inside me after that kiss and I couldn’t help but plow forward even if I also couldn’t shake the feeling that I was somehow heading for disaster.

      “The kiss? What did you think of that?”

      Jacqueline blinked again and she got a faraway look in her eyes. Then she was back and she grinned a sloshed grin. Max must’ve had his eye on her for a good chunk of the night. Damn him.

      “I think it was nice?” she said. “I don’t know. It was so fast.”

      I knew it was stupid even as I did it, but I couldn’t resist. I pulled her against me again and pressed my lips against hers. In that moment I felt as though I was truly no better than Max, but at the same time I couldn’t help myself. I was a woman possessed, and her lips felt so good.

      This time I got more of a response. Her mouth opened to mine and her tongue darted out which sent an electric thrill dancing down every nerve ending in my body. I sighed into her mouth and I knew in that moment that my theoretical interest in girls was definitely a practical interest as well.

      It was nice to have that confirmation. To know that my desire for the fairer sex went beyond a desire to try something that I knew would irritate my parents to no end.

      Assuming word ever got out. I had no intention of that happening any time soon.

      At least that was the plan right until a series of flashes went off. I blinked both because I was surprised and because the light was blinding in the otherwise dark room. I pulled away from the kiss and Jacqueline looked very confused.

      “What was that?”

      I zeroed in on the door. Some man I didn’t recognize stood there with a camera in hand. That explained where the flashes of light came from. Instantly the nervousness and desire I felt kissing Jacqueline changed to fury.

      Who did this man think he was? He was in a tuxedo to blend in with everyone at the ball, but if he had that camera he must be working for the palace. Only if he worked for the palace then he should know he wasn’t supposed to leave the ballroom. And that smile on his face. Not a pleasant smile at all. No, that was the smile of someone who knew they were going to get very rich if they could get out of the palace with pictures of the Crown Princess kissing another woman.

      He raised the camera again. More flashes. I held a hand up to block the light but it was too late.

      Also too late I realized my mistake. When we were kissing my face was blocked by Jacqueline’s head. Now that I’d pulled away my face would likely be visible in some of those pictures. Before he had nothing. Now he had a series of photos linking the two women kissing to the Crown Princess and the heiress to one of the most powerful families in Allora.

      Damn it.

      “You! Come here!”

      I didn’t expect it to work. The man shrugged and looked almost apologetic.

      “Sorry, Princess Amelia, but business is business,” he said.

      And with that the man ducked out of the room leaving me sitting there stunned for a moment. I finally had the presence of mind to dash for the door, though I wasn’t sure what I was going to do. I could call security, but it was a big palace and if the photographer was wily enough to get in here in a tuxedo and past security then he was also probably wily enough to have an escape route planned out ahead of time.

      Damn it, damn it, damn it!

      “That guy didn’t act like one of the palace photographers,” Jacqueline said, stumbling up next to me. I looked her up and down and wondered how I hadn’t recognized how sloshed she was earlier. Suddenly I felt a stab of guilt to go along with the fear settling into the pit of my stomach.

      I’d been the aggressor in that little kiss. Jacqueline had just been a little tipsy and amiably along for the ride, but I had no doubt she was going to get caught up in the gossip firestorm when those pictures were published. That they would be published was never in question. The subject matter was too salacious.

      In short, I was screwed and I might’ve just brought Jacqueline down with me. Suddenly I felt like I had more in common with Maximilian than I would’ve liked, and it wasn’t a very nice feeling at all.

      “This is going to cause some trouble,” I muttered.
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      “We’re almost to the park, and I want to remind everyone that you need to be on your best behavior while you’re out here,” Mr. Fredericks said.

      He glowered at everyone gathered on the bus, but it wasn’t very effective. Mr. Fredericks was a good decade out of college, but he still had a baby face that made him look less than intimidating. There were times I almost felt bad for him. Except for the part where he compensated for being less than intimidating by being more than a jerk.

      “I’ll remind all of you that you’re representing our school out there in the park. You have an international audience! I want them to feel the Tiger pride so much that they go back home and tell everyone about us!”

      “Yeah, like that’s going to happen,” Sarah muttered.

      “Shh! You’re going to get us caught,” I whispered back.

      “Is there something amusing you’d like to share with us Danielle? Sarah?”

      Damn it. Speaking of the man being a dick. He’d zeroed in on us. I shrugged.

      “Go Tigers?”

      Mr. Fredericks shook his head and sat down. His pep talks every time the bus stopped for a bathroom break or just when he felt like it were enough to make me wish I’d gotten a seat on the other bus. The main certainly loved the sound of his own voice.

      Not that I had much of a chance of getting on the other bus. Mr. Fredericks wanted his drum majorettes handy so we could go over critical strategies for making sure the band marched in a straight line and turned just when they were supposed to.

      Not exactly rocket surgery, but I suppose if that was everything in your life it could seem like a big deal. Remind me not to go into band teaching.

      “Hey Danielle!”

      I turned around and regarded the girl kneeling down next to me in the bus aisle. I glanced forward to where Mr. Fredericks sat, but he didn’t seem to notice her there. Yet. He wouldn’t be happy that someone was out of their seats if he did turn around though.

      I tried to remember the girl’s name. With every passing year I knew fewer and fewer people in the younger classes. It seemed to matter less as I got older and my friends graduated and went off to college. Like I was about to.

      It hit me. Melissa. A sophomore, or maybe a junior now. It was weird thinking in those terms since it was the summer and I’d be going off to college instead of back to the old school in the fall. We hadn’t really talked all that much but I knew who she was. Pretty enough, but I had no idea why she’d want to get my attention.

      “What’s up?” I whispered. “You know Old Fred isn’t going to like it if he finds you out of your seat.”

      Melissa bit her lip and blushed. She looked up to Mr. Fredericks and then back to me. Smiled. Now that was odd. Why the hell was she doing that routine?

      I was immediately on guard. Given the year I’d been having since prom I didn’t trust anything that seemed to be going my way.

      “Well I was wondering if maybe you’d want to hang out when we got to the park?” she asked.

      Okay then. This was very odd. Was this girl trying to flirt with me? It was silly, but I found myself hoping against hope that maybe my luck was finally turning around. I risked a smile. I felt like I hadn’t been doing much in the way of smiling lately, and it felt good.

      “Are you feeling okay Melissa?”

      Maybe not the best response to a pretty girl coming up and flirting with me, but I couldn’t help but be a little suspicious. My brain told me something had to be up. After all, what was more likely? That a pretty girl found out about my interest in girls through the rumor mill and decided to join me in being ostracized, or that this was just another in a long line of people screwing with me?

      Probably the latter, as much as I hated thinking that way. God I couldn’t wait to get to college.

      “Well I’ve just been doing some thinking, and I thought it might be nice to hang out with you,” she said.

      Oh hell. Maybe the universe was finally throwing me a bone. Besides, she just looked so darn cute as she squatted there on her knees rocking with the motion of the bus. Even the baggy band shirt she wore, wrinkled from sleeping overnight on the bus trip, added to the cuteness factor. I finally allowed myself to smile.

      “I think that could be fun,” I said.

      Melissa grinned. Alarm bells went off in my head. That wasn’t a pleasant grin. No, that seemed more like the sort of grin you might see on a shark right before it devoured a particularly tasty and gullible fish it had invited back to its place for dinner. Immediately I knew I’d made a mistake.

      The universe wasn’t throwing me a karmic bone. I wasn’t that lucky, damn it.

      “Oh yeah? Well that’s too bad, isn’t it, because it’s not happening!” she said with a giggle.

      I sighed and slammed my head against my seat. And immediately regretted it. These giant buses really weren’t designed with comfort in mind, and there was something distinctly hard just under the cushion that had been thinned out by who knew how many people sitting here. Not for the first time I found myself hoping they gave these things a thorough scrub down between rides even as I knew that probably wasn’t true.

      I also found myself wishing I wasn’t on this trip. I almost hadn’t come, but Sarah had begged me. Not to mention my parents put their feet down yelling about how much it cost. I thought I was free from this bullshit after graduation, but it was like I was being drawn back for one last week of social pariah hell.

      “Very funny Melissa,” I said. “Did he put you up to that?”

      “I don’t know what you’re talking about,” she said, putting that cute sweet and innocent look to good use.

      Well. We’ll see about that.

      “And I don’t know what you’re doing out of your seat! You should go back before you get in trouble!”

      Melissa looked confused for a moment. Only a moment. Her eyes went wide and I didn’t need to turn around to know that Old Fred had turned around in his seat and was giving her the old stink-eye. The best part was she still had two years to deal with him and probably couldn’t afford to get on his bad side like I could.

      Oops.

      “What are you doing out of your seat?” he asked.

      “I… um… I mean…”

      “Get back to your seat now!” Mr. Fredericks snapped.

      I fought down the urge to giggle as she scrambled towards the back of the bus. Right back to a seat that was conveniently located right in front of Colin. As soon as she was back there the terror of having Mr. Fredericks yell at her seemed to leave her, and she was all smiles and giggles as she whispered with my ex and they both looked up here as though they’d played the greatest joke in the world.

      The jerks. Not that I was surprised.

      “Colin again?” Sarah asked.

      I turned around and regarded her as she stared out the window. At least it looked like she was staring out the window. I could see her eyes staring at me in the reflection instead of watching the palm trees blurring past outside.

      “You were watching that?”

      Sarah turned to me and smiled, but it was a sad smile. “What did you expect to happen? You thought some girl was randomly interested in you? After what’s gone down since prom?”

      “I… Well…”

      I looked down. When she put it that way it did seem pretty damn stupid. Colin might be playing some nasty jokes on me, damn could he hold a grudge, but I was the one still falling for them. This week couldn’t be over soon enough.

      I sat back in my uncomfortable bus seat and crossed my arms. I was sure there was a pout developing on my face, but I didn’t care. It wasn’t fair.

      “I know you’re going to say it isn’t fair, but no one ever said life was fair. At least they’re not after you because you like girls or something stupid like that.”

      I rolled my eyes. “Yeah, everyone just hates me because I broke up with the most eligible guy in the band and shattered everyone’s fantasy of the band geek power couple.”

      It still surprised me how many people were invested in my relationship with Colin. Some even more so than Colin himself. The conversation with Fredericks the Annoying had been particularly drawn out and frustrating. I knew the guy meant well, but let’s face it. He was a band teacher. He wasn’t exactly hip or with it when he was my age, and he certainly hadn’t gained much in the way of relationship wisdom in the years since.

      “I still hate the asshole for doing this to me,” I said. “These were supposed to be good times. I’m supposed to enjoy graduating from high school, and now all I can think about is how I can’t get the hell away from here fast enough.”

      “Maybe that’s a good thing,” Sarah said. “Everyone else is getting all weepy and sad about high school being over, but thanks to Colin you can’t wait to leave!”

      “Yeah, some small consolation that is,” I muttered.

      I felt the bus shift under me. We were slowing down. Now that was something. We’d only slowed down a couple of other times on the trip. One for a bathroom break when we were making our way through Georgia and once when we got stuck in the never ending traffic jam that was Atlanta.

      Driving through that nightmare made me sympathize with Sherman. He probably got stuck in traffic on I285 and decided it would be faster to burn the place to the ground than wait around.

      Not that I’d ever utter those dirty Yankee thoughts to anyone in that fair city. I might be feeling snarky on this trip, but I wasn’t suicidal.

      “Looks like we’re getting close,” Sarah said, looking out the window.

      “What makes you think that? It could just be more traffic,” I replied.

      “Yeah? Then what’s that?”

      She pointed out the window and I leaned over her to have a look. A lean that put me in very close proximity, but for some reason even after coming out I didn’t think of Sarah like that. I’d heard stories of girls who fell hard for their best friend, but for me lusting after Sarah felt like lusting after a brother or sister.

      Talk about gross.

      “What am I…” and then I saw it and my breath caught. “Is that?”

      “Yup. It is,” she said.

      I stared at none other than the Royal Palace. The centerpiece of the main park at Royal Realms. Modeled after one of the palaces from their numerous royalty-themed movies, it was something that I was aware of via pop culture saturation, but let me tell you seeing something on TV and in the movies and actually seeing it in person were two very different things. There was something about seeing that palace live and in person that took my breath away, even viewing it through a dirty bus window from the Interstate.

      “Damn,” I said. “We’re really going to Royal Realms!”

      “You know it,” Sarah replied, a bit of awe creeping into her voice as well. All across the bus it seemed other people were having the same experience. I thought I could almost feel it shifting as everyone tried to move to one side of the bus to get a good look.

      It was enough that Mr. Fredericks stood from where he was craning to get a good look out the side of the bus and cast an irritated look at everyone else doing exactly the same thing. “All right everyone. Back to your seats. You’re all going to be in the park soon enough. I hope all of you got plenty of sleep on the overnight too.”

      He shot a look towards the back of the bus in particular. I didn’t even want to think about what had gone on back there in the middle of the night when the chaperones all went to sleep.

      The bus passed through what looked like a toll booth, but it was branded with the park’s logo so I figured they were probably extorting people for parking or something. Either way we were moving again.

      “We’ll be at the hotel in no time,” Sarah said. “I can’t wait. I’ve been waiting my whole life to see this place!”

      “I know. This is going to be awesome!”

      I couldn’t help myself. I suppose it was a testament to how thoroughly this place had wormed its way into every aspect of my pop culture childhood, but it felt like not being able to visit this place as a kid was one of the great disappointments in life. I figured if not getting to visit a theme park was one of the bigger disappointments in my life then I was probably doing pretty good for myself.

      “So what are you going to ride first?” I asked. “I was thinking the Crazy Mine Train looks like fun.”

      “Are you kidding? I’m going to the Royal Palace to meet some of the princesses. It’ll be awesome!”

      I rolled my eyes. Of course Sarah would go for that. “You know they’re not real princesses, right?”

      Sarah fixed me with a flat “no shit” stare and I blushed. Okay, so maybe that was a stupid thing to say.

      “Oh yeah? So would you rather hold out for all the real princesses walking around the park?”

      I opened my mouth to give her a piece of my mind when the bus lurched to a sudden halt. I was thrown forward and very nearly slammed my forehead into the seat in front of me which would’ve been pretty uncomfortable considering it was a solid hunk of plastic. Judging from how people were suddenly cursing up and down the length of the bus it seemed that some people hadn’t been as lucky as I was.

      “What the hell was that?” I asked.

      I looked up in time to see Mr. Fredericks fix me with an irritated look, but he didn’t say anything about language. Instead he looked around to see what the problem was.

      The problem became evident soon enough. A bunch of cop cars went rushing past the bus on our side so I got a good look at them. Not local cops, either. I’m talking state dudes. They were followed by a string of SUVs that were black as night and rushing past just as quickly.

      “Who do you think that is?” I asked.

      “Maybe a celebrity or something?” Sarah asked. “I suppose they have to get special treatment when they come out here.”

      “I don’t know. Doesn’t seem like many celebrities would get cops to escort them,” I said.

      “Maybe it’s some president or something,” Sarah said.

      “Yeah, well whoever they are they’re holding us up. The jerk,” I muttered.

      I leaned back in my chair. I could hear other people chattering and speculating about who might be rushing past us in those cars, but I didn’t care. Whoever they were, it was just some rich asshole who probably thought they were better than all the poor people they were holding up.

      The jerks.

      Still, living like that must be nice. I sighed. Not like I was ever going to see anything approaching that life, but it was nice to dream sometimes.

      I was still lost in that improbable daydream when the bus finally lurched forward again to take us to our discount hotel that was probably as far from whatever resort Richy McFancypants was staying at as was possible within the massive confines of the resort.

      And as I thought about that an idea started forming in my head that was crazy and could very well get me in trouble, but it suddenly seemed a hell of a lot more fun than going to the park with a bunch of people who hated me.

      I just had to figure out how to sneak away when we got to the hotel. No big deal. Yeah, right.
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      “I’ll be meeting with park security when we get to the resort to go over arrangements for making sure that you’re safe for the duration of the trip,” Felix said.

      I sighed as I looked out the window at the cars and buses passing by. I barely felt the SUV moving as we brushed past all those people at high speed in a fast lane created by the local police. I wondered what it felt like being out there in one of those cars visiting the park with the family.

      No such luck here. Not that I’d want to be around mom or dad anyways considering how they’d been acting since the little incident. Speaking of.

      “You don’t have to use polite euphemisms, Felix,” I said. “I know very well what you mean when you say you’re making sure I’m safe.”

      “Sometimes polite fictions are all we have, highness,” Felix said. “Regardless. Your father told me to make sure you stay safe and out of trouble, and I fully intend to do both.”

      I looked out the window again just in time to pass a couple of large buses lined up in traffic. I stared up through the tinted windows and saw excited faces of people who looked to be about my age, maybe a little younger, staring down eagerly at the passing cars. No doubt wondering what all the fuss was about or fantasizing about what it would be like to be the person being whisked around in an overpriced SUV by a police escort.

      I’d like to say I looked up at those faces and wished I was on that bus, but I wasn’t willing to go that far. It seemed like being crammed into a metal tube like that with a bunch of other people dealing with uncomfortable seating wouldn’t be the best experience. Still, there was a part of me that very much wondered what it would feel like to experience the park like they were. Away from home, mostly on their own, getting to visit a strange new place.

      I glanced across the SUV to where Felix sat smiling that smug smile that I hated so much. Those people on the bus might not be as comfortable as me, but they certainly had the advantage of no smarmy security guard watching their every move.

      “Safe and out of trouble is all well and good, Felix, but is all this really necessary?”

      Felix leaned forward and the smile was gone. Great. Serious Felix was coming out to play.

      “You’re the heir to the throne of Allora and you will have to learn to live with security like this. The sooner you get used to that the happier your life will be, highness.”

      “Whatever you say, Felix,” I replied.

      I didn’t see the point of all the security, but no doubt he would think I was just complaining for the sake of complaining. The heir to a small European country that was so out of the way that it didn’t even get mentioned in the history books because everyone forgot about us?

      I mean sure I’d done my share of getting Allora noticed. It seemed the gossip rags couldn’t get enough of me, and I’d been more than happy to use that media fascination to annoy father, but it still seemed ridiculous to do all of this. I knew the real reason I was surrounded by security.

      Father was doing his best, via Felix, to make sure I didn’t get my name in the papers anymore. Why else would he have me spirited off to a resort in America at the height of a scandal that was starting to get international attention?

      “I don’t know why you fight this, highness,” Felix said. Amazing how he could make ‘highness’ sound like a four letter word. Sometimes I thought the man needed to remember who would be cutting the paychecks someday. “Life isn’t a fairytale like one of the movies this park is based on. You have obligations to your country, you know. Life isn’t one big party.”

      As though to punctuate his line about life not being a fairytale we came around a bend and then I could see the Royal Palace off in the distance. Odd. I lived in the real thing back home, and yet still I felt a thrill seeing the palace for the first time, even at a distance. Sure I knew it was fake, but I suppose it was a testament to just how pervasive American culture was around the world that I literally grew up in a real palace and yet the sight of a fake palace sent a thrill running through me.

      Maybe it was because the fictional version of royal life depicted in all those movies the park was based on was so much more appealing than the stifling reality.

      I know. Poor little rich girl. Well being rich didn’t mean you were immune from having problems. They were just different.

      Then we rounded a bend in the road, these super wide roads with all the cars bunched up together were another thing about my visits to America that never ceased to amaze me, and the palace was out of sight.

      “Are we going to the park today, Felix?” I asked.

      He grunted. A decidedly noncommittal grunt. I turned from the window and frowned at him, though the frown rolled off him like it was nothing. I really needed to learn how to frown with the full weight of my station in life like father did. It would probably help if I actually had all the power like father did, though.

      “We’re going to the park, right? I thought that was the whole point of this trip?”

      “We’ll go to the park if they’ve made the appropriate security arrangements,” Felix said. “And never forget that the whole point of this trip is to get you out of town for a little while until things blow over.”

      I sighed and fell back in my seat. “You know this really seems like an overreaction for me getting caught in a side room kissing someone.”

      I purposely didn’t mention that the person I was kissing was a girl. I refused to make that a big deal in this day and age, even if it seemed to be the only thing the gossip rags could go on about. I guess a little girl on girl action was salacious enough that everyone wanted a piece of the story, but it disgusted me that my sexuality was being trotted out on the front page of every hack job gossip website in the world because the idea of a princess snogging another royal was titillating.

      “Perhaps you should think twice before doing something like that in such a public venue,” Felix said.

      His tone said that he clearly thought this was just another one of my attempts to rock the boat. To cause a headache for father via those gossip rags. Gossip rags that couldn’t be bothered to give me more than a third page story. Until now. Oh yeah, I’d definitely brought the world’s attention down on Allora with that one.

      “It seems to me that the fault should be with the security personnel working at the palace that night,” I said.

      Felix leaned forward again, a sudden glint in his eye. “Oh? And why would you think that, highness?”

      “The story never would have happened if that photographer hadn’t managed to sneak past everyone working security that evening,” I replied.

      “Perhaps, but your father didn’t place the blame on the hard working security people, and so here we are trying our best to avoid media attention,” Felix said. “Another thing you would do well to remember, highness.”

      “It’s not fair. The world wouldn’t care if it was a guy I was kissing,” I muttered.

      “No one ever said the world was fair,” Felix sighed. “If it was then I wouldn’t be stuck babysitting a petulant child who refuses to accept that she has certain responsibilities.”

      I blinked. Had he really just said that? Certainly Felix took liberties when speaking with me, but that was the closest he’d come to outright impertinence since I was a child.

      “You will remember who you are talking to and who you are, Felix,” I said, every bit of the haughty princess coming out. I wanted to wince. I hated it when I did this, but at the same time it was like a monster lurking inside me that roared every once in awhile. I couldn’t help myself.

      Felix, for his part, didn’t seem bothered in the least that the princess had come out to play. He simply leaned back and shrugged, the implied threat rolling off of him just like everything else I ever said.

      “I’ll do that when you bother to remember who you are long enough to stop causing trouble for you and your parents, and for me by extension.”

      I crossed my arms and looked out the window again. It was a damn good thing the windows were tinted, because otherwise the bright sunlight streaming in would’ve been blinding. I’d have to get a pair of sunglasses before I ventured out into the park. I couldn’t help but feel that those tinted windows, dark enough that we could see out but no one else could see in, were just another example of how I was separated from the real world in my royal bubble decreed by father and zealously maintained by Felix.

      “I still don’t understand why you make such a big deal out of this anyways. The whole royal thing is mostly ceremonial in Allora. It’s not like anything I do really matters.”

      A sigh. “You’re part of the royal family, and that means you’re important and we have to do this. You know my life would be so much easier if you would take yourself half as seriously as everyone around you does.”

      I didn’t have anything else to say to that. I’d lived my life in a gilded cage that I didn’t feel like I deserved. Maybe that was part of the reason I spent so much time acting out and doing my best to infuriate father and mother. Or maybe I was just the black sheep of the family.

      The whole thing was a farce anyways. Our family hadn’t wielded real power in Allora in well over a century, no matter what Felix said about us being important. Great-granddad giving up most of his power to parliament was probably part of the reason why our family got to keep their heads while so many others were wiped off the face of the continent. That and we’d never been as unpopular as some other monarchies to begin with.

      It was nice to know my family, at least, wasn’t the type of crazy that inspired popular revolutions.

      I thought back to those buses. To all the eager faces I saw staring down at our tinted windows. All those kids around my age who were no doubt wondering what it would be like to live my life. The fact that this amusement park did so much business solely on selling the royalty fantasy to Americans was proof enough that the fantasy had staying power. If only they knew what they were getting into wanting that life.

      “You know I sometimes wonder what it would be like to have a normal life like that,” I said.

      Felix chuckled. “You’re defining ‘normal’ based on what American television tells you normal is. That’s not a good way to lead your life.”

      I stuck my tongue out at him to let him know exactly what I thought of that. Was it a little immature? Sure, but it summed up exactly how I felt in that moment. I hated it when he said something that sounded close to being true. It made it that much more difficult to ignore him other times when I thought he was definitely wrong.

      Though as I stuck my tongue out at him an idea occurred to me. One that seemed crazy, and I’m pretty sure it was the plot of at least one of the movies that had built this park, but sometimes crazy worked.

      “Have you ever thought about just letting me go out looking like one of those people out there?” I asked.

      Felix arched an eyebrow, but it wasn’t an incredulous eyebrow arch. More like he was curious. I got more hopeful.

      “What on earth are you talking about, highness?” he asked.

      “Well I was just thinking that we have all this security and that’s only going to draw people’s eyes. What if I just went out there in a T-shirt and jeans and without all the security? I doubt anyone from around here would recognize me anyways. It’s not like the Americans are obsessed with us or anything.”

      Felix didn’t respond immediately. Instead he tapped something into his phone which looked big enough to be a dinner plate. Hope swelled in me as I wondered if he was talking to other people on the security force about what a wonderful idea I’d just had. Then he stopped tapping and held his phone up. He wasn’t chatting at all. He’d pulled up a picture.

      The picture. Of me snogging Jacqueline. The headline was on an American website and it was going on about the royal scandal in Allora. I squeezed my eyes shut. Was I never going to get free of that picture? The damn thing had quite literally traveled halfway around the world to ruin my day.

      “As you can see, highness, the goings on in the Alloran royalty are more well known here in the states than you might think.”

      “So my plan’s a no-go?”

      “Certainly not, highness. Now sit back and relax. We’ll be at the resort soon enough. Only the best for you,” he said.

      Only the best. Yeah, that was true. We’d stay at the most expensive resort they had at this place, and the entire time I wouldn’t be allowed to sneeze without one of Felix’s security guys there waiting to help wipe my nose. The gilded cage was still very much closed in around me, and Felix had just slammed the door shut and thrown away the key.

      Some vacation this was going to be. I turned back to watch the cars pulled off to the side of the road to make way for our caravan. I knew those people probably had plenty of problems of their own, but I couldn’t help but envy them just a little.
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      I giggled as I fell back on the bed and bounced a couple of times. It felt so wonderful to be able to stretch my legs, and it felt even more wonderful to feel the softness of the bed under me. It was such a sharp contrast to the uncomfortable bust that had been my home for the last twenty or so hours as we made a drive across half the country.

      I rolled over and looked at Sarah who was luxuriating on her own bed in much the same way. She looked over to me and giggled, giving me a thumbs up.

      I smiled. I was so glad she decided to room with me after all. After the big news got out thanks to Colin being a first rate asshole I’d worried that she might change her roommate assignment out of fear that she’d get labeled a lesbian right along with me. Stranger things had happened in our moderately small town. But she’d stuck by me, and I was grateful.

      The fact that her relationship with Devon was pretty obviously heating up ever since prom probably helped just a little.

      “Y’know I could almost forget about even going to the park,” Sarah said. “Sitting in here all day long and watching TV sounds like some fun.”

      I tossed a pillow at her and it landed square on her face. A moment later she launched it right back at me, but I managed to deflect the blow with my Jedi-like reflexes.

      “What was that for?” she asked.

      “That was because I know you were just thinking about abandoning me to spend the day ‘relaxing’ with Devon in our room,” I said. “And you’re not going to do anything of the sort and leave me all alone in the park!”

      “Hey, we would’ve used my bed. Maybe,” Sarah said with a giggle of her own.

      I was about to hit her with a witty retort when there was a loud rapping on the door. I closed my eyes and paused for a moment to collect myself. Someone knocking on the door meant official business. Official business meant there was a chance I was about to see someone from the band and not one of the chaperones. I desperately hoped it wasn’t one of Colin’s friends.

      “I’ll get the door,” Sarah said.

      I smiled in thanks. It still amazed me how his campaign of annoying me had been so effective, and I’d had enough days not dealing with that crap during the first part of the summer that I was liable to bite someone’s head off rather than the gentle talking to I’d given most people who fell under his sway by the end of the year.

      Sarah opened the door and some freshman girl stood there. Though I guess she’d be a sophomore now. That was still sort of mind bending even though none of it would matter at the end of this week when I said goodbye to the last vestiges of my high school life forever.

      “What’s up?” Sarah asked.

      The girl looked into the room at me and then back to Sarah. Interesting. Maybe she was hoping I’d answer the door. Well tough shit.

      “Did you forget how to talk, Ashley?”

      “Mr. Fredericks wants to make sure everyone is gathered down by the pool in ten minutes,” she squeaked.

      “Right. Go on and tell everyone else then,” Sarah said, her eyes narrowing. After the girl, Ashley, left our room Sarah leaned out and stared after her with a level of interest that would’ve made me think she was interested in the girl if I knew she didn’t swing that way. I’d seen the way she and Devon made out. Not pretty, but a sure confirmation of her heterosexuality if there ever was one.

      “What are you doing?” I asked.

      “Just seeing if she stopped at any other doors,” Sarah said.

      “And?”

      “Not a one.”

      I growled. That about summed up how I felt in that moment. “Looks like Colin isn’t going to give up until he’s made me completely miserable during this trip.”

      “Yeah, well, it is his last chance before you run off to college and find yourself drowning in women. Can you blame the guy?”

      I chucked the pillow across the room. Unfortunately it went right out the door and over the railing to disappear into the air beyond. Oops. I hoped no one was down there in the line of fire. That would’ve been awkward.

      “Nice shot,” she said.

      “Right. And if you could kindly not take my asshole ex-boyfriend’s side in the future I’d really appreciate it,” I said.

      “Duly noted,” Sarah replied. “You should get off your ass though. Ashley wasn’t lying when she said everyone was gathering down in front of the pool. Time to get a move on!”

      I sighed and pulled the remaining pillow over my face. I wondered if it would be possible to hold the thing down long enough to put myself out of my misery. No, I’d probably pass out before that happened. Not to mention that I wasn’t really in the mood to pull something like that anyways. Colin was not worth that much angst.

      So I stood and followed Sarah out into the heat. That was another thing that was nice about hanging out in the hotel room. It was fucking hot down here. The sun beat down and it felt nice for the first five minutes, but after that I turned into a sticky mess and even before I’d gone down the stairs to the ground level I felt like I needed to get into my bag and reapply my sunscreen or risk getting charred, and I wasn’t a person who burnt easily.

      Mr. Fredericks apparently took his sun safety very seriously. He hadn’t even bothered to rub his in on his nose, which made him look ridiculous. Then again he pulled off the awkward old dude look so well that it almost seem to fit him.

      “Hello everyone and welcome to your first day here at Royal Realms!” he shouted, though I don’t know why he bothered. His voice easily carried over everyone.

      There was a smattering of applause as he said that, but mostly people seemed antsy to get to the park. I could understand that feeling. This place was a pop culture legend we’d all grown up learning about, and it was also far enough away and expensive enough to go here that most people in our rather poor small town hadn’t ever been.

      The proof of that was in the “resort” we were staying at. All the rooms opened onto the outside like a motel, but that didn’t matter much considering we were in a tropical climate where it never got cold and the worst you had to worry about was the occasional hurricane. A massive pool stood at the center of several buildings placed in a ring, and the whole thing was damned impressive even though it was the budget resort where the park stuffed kids who were coming in out of town on a discount rate because we were marching in one of their parades.

      If this was what one of their budget places looked like then it made me seriously wonder what sort of opulence someone could expect at one of the more expensive parts of the park. With a little luck I’d be able to find out, but for now I stood with the sun beating down on me and listened as Fredericks went through a boring spiel that he probably went through every time the band came down here with a new batch of kids.

      “Remember that you have an afternoon and an evening in the park today and all day tomorrow, but we have to be up very early in two days to get ready for the parade. I want all of you to be back here at the resort and in bed by ten o’clock tonight and tomorrow so you aren’t exhausted for the parade. Remember you’re representing your Tiger pride out there!”

      Another smattering of applause. If he was expecting to find an abundance of school spirit with band kids then he was sorely mistaken. I knew for a fact that most of the people in the band wouldn’t even bother going to a football or basketball game if they weren’t required to play at the home games for their grade.

      Mr. Fredericks paused and frowned, looking for all the world like he’d just eaten something sour that he didn’t care for. When he next opened his mouth the reason for that annoyance became pretty damn obvious.

      “I have to add that I can’t compel those of you who are graduated to observe the curfew considering I can’t do anything to punish you through the summer or next year,” he said.

      Fredericks had to pause for a moment at that to let the hoots and hollers die down. I looked at Sarah and she grinned. I had no idea we were going to get off so easily. Suddenly my daring plan to get away from it all seemed a little less daring, but then he went right on talking.

      “But you need to remember that you are on a school trip and you will follow the rules and uphold the high standards I expect from everyone in this band regardless of whether or not you are technically still a student. I’d also like to add that I have you for an entire week, and I’ll be very annoyed if any of you are out much past that ten o’clock time.”

      The hoots and hollers died down into angry muttering at that. Well then. I guess I shouldn’t be surprised. Fredericks wasn’t the kind of guy to sit idly by while people had a good time.

      “Damn it,” Sarah said. “And here I was hoping I might be able to use the extra time to…”

      She stopped and blushed before actually saying what she was planning on using that time for. Not that I needed to know. I saw the way she looked at Devon and I figured that was a pretty good indication of what she had planned. I had no intention of being around the room when she went through with those plans, either.

      “You’re not doing that tonight,” I said.

      “Doing what?” Sarah asked, fixing me with a sweet and innocent look that I knew from hard won experience was anything but. That look usually meant I was going to get in trouble, though in this case it probably just meant I needed to stay out of the hotel room for a little while tonight.

      Not that I planned on spending much time back here at the hotel either way. Not when there was a whole park out there to explore. The people I was here with might be treating me like shit, but out there it was supposed to be the happiest place in the whole damn world, and I was going to enjoy myself.

      “So are we all clear on that?” Fredericks asked.

      Shit. Fredericks was going on about something. Whatever. He was a man in the middle of an intense love affair with the sound of his own voice, and I was pretty damn sure that whatever he just said couldn’t be that important. I had the itinerary in my bag, after all. I could just go by that if I needed to figure out where I was supposed to be. And it’s not like we had anything terribly important to do today.

      He might kill me if I missed the parade seeing as how I was supposed to be out front directing the band, but not today.

      “Now if you’ll follow me we’ll be taking the elevated train to the park proper,” Fredericks said.

      “Elevated train?” Sarah asked.

      “It’s this whole system they have running between every resort and all the parks down here. Makes getting around really damn fast. I heard they tried to do away with it and replace everything with buses a few years ago, and there was a revolt,” I said.

      I took a few more steps before I realized Sarah wasn’t saying anything back to me. Y’know, like people are supposed to do when you’re having a conversation. I turned and she was giving me an odd look.

      “What?”

      “How do you know so much about mass transportation in amusement parks?”

      I blushed. “Hey. I watched a lot of stuff on the Royal Channel as a kid. They plastered it with stuff about this place trying to get kids to convince their parents to drop a few thousand on a trip.”

      “Whatever,” Sarah said.

      The trip on the elevated train was fast, and it also had some interesting views. The thing ran through every resort and it was up high enough that I got a good view of those resorts as we went through. Let me tell you, it was fascinating looking down on how the other half lived. It also made me feel better about my plan. The train stopped at platforms at each of those resorts, and it didn’t look like there was anyone waiting there checking to make sure someone was actually staying there. It also seemed that rich people dressed about the same as poor or middle class people when they were on vacation, which boded well for blending in once my plan was set into motion.

      It only took a few minutes and the park was in sight, complete with the Royal Palace causing everyone to try and run to one side of the train to get a look. I may or may not have been one of them gawking. I also might’ve intentionally grabbed a seat by a window on the side that would give me a good view when we came in. Hey, I’m not above a little bit of childish glee myself.

      We had one more gathering with Fredericks as we got to the entrance. The entire place was a madhouse, but it was an organized madhouse with crowds streaming through metal detectors and getting their bags searched. The sun beat down from overhead and all around was the smell of sunscreen and happy yells from families going into the park. And there in the middle of all of it was our band getting pre-yelled at by our director.

      “One last reminder. You go into the park and you enjoy yourselves, but everyone who isn’t graduated needs to be back here by nine thirty for the trip back to the resort. Anyone who has graduated is strongly advised to be back at that time as well,” he said.

      I rolled my eyes. He was really hitting that one hard. As though a bunch of kids who were newly eighteen and just getting used to the idea of having some freedom were going to listen to him on that score. I knew I didn’t have any intention of doing so.

      “So are you ready for a day of fun?” Sarah asked. Devon had come up to join her, though, and she seemed a little distracted. Meanwhile behind her I could see Colin along with his clique of assholes gathering together. Some were looking at me and they weren’t particularly pleasant looks.

      Yeah, a great choice. I could hang out with my best friend and be a third wheel all day long or I could hang out with someone else from the band group and be an outcast all day long. Given those options, I was going to go with door number three thank you very much.

      Everyone, even the chaperones and Mr. Fredericks, were so captivated by the Royal Realms magic and finally getting into the park after being stuck on a cramped bus for so long that none of them were paying attention to little old me.

      Jackpot.

      “I’ll catch up with you in a few,” I said. “Think I’m going to go to just sit here and enjoy the ambiance for a few minutes.”

      “You sure?” Sarah asked, though it was clear from her tone and the way she kept smiling as Devon ran his hands all over her that she desperately wanted to get going. It made me wish I had something like that, but I was a realist. Life wasn’t a Royal Company film. Some pretty princess wasn’t going to come out of nowhere to sweep me off my feet an carry me off to a happily ever after somewhere.

      I could let Sarah have a happily ever after for today, though.

      “You go on,” I said. “You have your phone on you. I’ll be in touch when I head into the park.”

      It was obvious she didn’t need much in the way of convincing. Sarah gave me one final worried look, then she allowed herself to be pulled into the bag search line along with everyone else. Everyone who still wasn’t looking behind them. Why would they? There was nothing back here.

      Nothing but me and the platform for the elevated trains. I kept my eye on the crowd, searching for someone, anyone, who might see me as I slipped away. Thankfully no one was being particularly observant, and so my plan went off without a hitch.

      I smiled as I walked away from the park and Colin. I’d go there eventually, but in the meantime it was time to go on a train ride and see how the other half lived.
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      I sat and stared at my surroundings. Everything was white and perfect. I looked over to the window which had a nice view of the massive lake at the center of all the resorts. I even thought I could see the Royal Palace off in the distance. It was a view a lot of people would kill for, and I couldn’t stand it.

      I flipped on the television. A distraction would be nice. Unfortunately it seemed the only TV channels they had on offer here were things talking about how wonderful Royal Realms was and giving people pointers on where they could go to more efficiently spend their money.

      Another difference. I didn’t have to worry about efficiently spending money. Not that I wanted to. No, all I wanted right now was to be back home. It might not be particularly comfortable being at home what with the way the media hounded me and father and mother were walking around acting displeased that I had the audacity to kiss a girl and land them in this situation, but it was still home.

      I glanced out at the Royal Palace again. Yeah, the fake might be impressive, but it was no substitute for the real thing.

      I turned the television off. Obviously there was nothing useful for me there. I looked over to the door. I knew what was waiting for me on the other side, but I figured I had to try. I took a moment to give myself a once over in the bathroom mirror, the first thing I’d done on getting to the hotel was take a nice long shower and change into a new set of clothes that weren’t wrinkled from the long flight over, and opened the door.

      To my surprise Felix wasn’t waiting out there. Instead I was greeted by a pretty girl who looked to be only a few years older than me. She was striking with curly dark hair running down her shoulders, and when she turned to smile at me I went weak in the knees and melted.

      Now here was a girl I wouldn’t mind getting in more trouble over, though something told me if Felix hired her there wasn’t a chance she’d be interested in popping into the princess’s room for a quick snog. The problems I had to deal with in life.

      “Who are you?” I asked.

      Okay. Not exactly the most delicate way to ask a question. I figured it was a valid question, though. I don’t think I’d ever seen this girl before, and I was familiar with just about everyone in the palace security detail at this point. Some of my wilder exploits over the years made sure of that.

      I was immediately suspicious whenever there was someone new on the detail.

      The girl smiled and held out her hand. “I’m Renata. I was added to your security detail just before you came over here. I grew up in the states so they figured I might be useful.”

      I looked down curiously for a moment and then realized she expected me to shake her hand. Then again she was an American. In my experience they seemed to paradoxically be more obsessed with royals while at the same time not having the first idea of how to act around royalty.

      Still, that was refreshing. I reached out and took her hand. Gave it a shake. Ignored the shiver that threatened at her touch.

      “Nice to meet you, Renata,” I said. “So if I want to go out for a walk or something do you have to come with me?”

      “Why would I?”

      I paused, again sensing a trap. Something weird was definitely going on here, and I figured I should proceed with caution. What was this Renata woman’s game?

      “Usually when Felix is running the show he makes sure there’s someone with me at all times,” I said.

      Another dazzling smile. “Don’t for a moment think he isn’t taking care of business. He was called away for meetings with park security, but I understand he gave your description and picture to every worker and resort security guard working here for the duration of your stay.”

      I fought back the urge to curse. Didn’t want to make a bad impression on the pretty young security lady who seemed to be on my side. Sort of. Maybe. I was still a little wary of anyone working security who was this nice to me.

      “So that means…”

      “It means you’re free to walk around the resort, but the moment you try to leave security will stop you,” she said, still with that smile.

      “Right. I guess that makes sense. Good thing I wasn’t planning on sneaking out or anything!”

      Renata fixed me with a look that told me exactly what she thought of that. Okay then. She was new, but obviously she’d been briefed on my predilection for causing trouble. That could make things more difficult if she was going to be my personal bodyguard for the duration of this trip, but nothing was impossible when it came to evading Felix and his security goons.

      “So I’m going to go take a walk now,” I said.

      I stepped out and double checked that I had my wristband that would allow me to get into the room and into the park. The things were damned convenient. Renata arched an eyebrow, but she didn’t make a move from her spot beside my door as I backed my way down the hall. I expected her to follow me or reach down to talk into her radio at any moment, but she just kept up with that smile and that arched eyebrow that told me she knew I was up to something.

      I breathed a small sigh of relief as I stepped onto the elevator and headed down to the first floor. That first step of getting the hell away from Felix and his goons had gone much better than I thought. Though I didn’t doubt for a moment that Renata was probably on a radio letting everyone and their mother know I was out of my room. Damn it.

      I stepped off and there was another obvious security guard in the lobby. He nodded politely, but once more he didn’t follow me. Only when I stepped out of the hotel there was another obvious security type standing there in sunglasses with a telltale radio embedded in his ear. He also nodded politely. A reminder that I was being watched.

      Damn it. Maybe that Renata girl really didn’t need to follow me. What was the point when Felix posted his people everywhere in the damn resort?

      “You are going to figure out a way out of this Amelia,” I muttered to myself. I wasn’t sure how I was going to pull it off. I looked around for something, anything, and my eyes fell on a gift shop. I snorted. They seemed to be everywhere. If Royal Realms was good at one thing, it was separating people from their money and making them feel great about it.

      And in that moment it was as though the heavens opened up and a shaft of light shot down on me as an angelic choir sang about how I’d found my salvation. Okay, not really. There were no shafts of light in this part of the world. There was just the sun shining down merrily giving melanoma to anyone stupid enough to not wear sunscreen.

      Still, there might as well be angelic choirs singing from on high, because that gift shop was going to be my salvation. I was hit by a cool blast of air as I stepped inside and an older woman at the counter smiled at me. There was food and all sorts of overpriced travel-sized supplies that someone might forget while packing for a big trip on one side of the gift shop, but on the other side was the jackpot.

      The wall was lined with Royal Realms merchandise rubber stamped with their various mascots. T-shirts, commemorative mugs and refrigerator magnets, and most importantly hats and sunglasses. I grabbed one of each and headed up to the counter where the lady smiled. I waited for a flicker of recognition, but there was nothing.

      Huh. What if that Renata girl had been lying about Felix giving my description to everyone who worked here? Or did this lady recognize me, and she didn’t want to make things weird by gushing and asking for a selfie or something? Would a lady this old even know what a selfie was, let alone ask for one?

      Too many questions. It gave me something to think about, though.

      “Is this all you need dear?” she asked.

      “Uh, yeah,” I said. “This is good.”

      “Will you be paying cash or card?”

      Damn. I didn’t think about that. I was hardly ever in direct contact with money. Usually Felix or someone else took care of all that sort of stuff. It’s not like I didn’t know what money was or how to use it, it’s just that I was so separated from the parts where it changed hands that I didn’t have a card of my own or carry cash.

      I tapped my fingers against the counter and my eyes fell on my band. The one attached to the room. I was hit with another bit of inspiration. Of course! I held up my wrist.

      “Can I charge it to my room?”

      “Of course you can dear!”

      I couldn’t believe that actually worked. I was a genius!

      I stepped out of the gift shop a moment later but didn’t put on the sunglasses or the hat. I saw a security guy standing over by the pool not looking at me so hard that it was pretty damn obvious what he was doing. The old surveillance out of the corner of his eyes routine. Well I wasn’t going to give away my disguise, not yet.

      I just needed someplace to hop into said disguise. I looked around and my eyes fell on something I saw when I first walked in. All these resorts were themed with the theme elements getting more elaborate the more expensive the resort got. It appeared that the theme for this place was to have a massive hedge maze set up right in the middle of the place for people to enjoy.

      Knowing Felix he probably had some of his lackeys in there as well, but I figured the twists and turns of a maze would make a very convenient location for me to lose them long enough to get into my disguise and maybe make my escape. Who knows, if all the employees who supposedly got my description were as on the ball as the lady in the gift shop then this might quite literally be a walk in the park to take a walk to the park.

      I could hope.

      I set off at a brisk pace for the hedge maze. At the entrance were two topiary guards cut out of the hedges. They were straight out of the classic animated movie Knight’s Princess about a prince in disguise who wooed the aforementioned princess while saving her bacon from an evil dragon. Completely ridiculous, and I completely and utterly ate it up when I was a little girl. I still felt a nostalgic twinge looking at those guards carved out of a hedge.

      That was the sort of power Royal Realms held over people, no matter what their age.

      I stepped into the hedge maze and took a deep breath. The walls rose bright and green all around me with the bright blue sky overhead. It was a perfect moment, made all the more perfect because for one blessed moment there were no security people following my every step.

      Again I thought back to the lucky people on that bus. They had no idea how good they had it, living a life where they weren’t constantly under scrutiny. Or, I guess with the rise of computers and social media, they were at least living a life where the scrutiny they were under was welcome.

      Not so in my case.

      I looked down at the hat and sunglasses in my hand. Both were branded with princesses all over them. Not that I should have expected anything less while I was here at Royal Realms.

      “I guess I can’t escape the princess lifestyle no matter how hard I try,” I muttered to myself.

      I didn’t put on the hat and sunglasses, though. Not yet. I was still all alone, and I figured I’d wait until I actually saw somebody who was worth hiding from before I went to the trouble of messing up my hair. Was it vain? Maybe, and if anything that was probably what was going to get me caught.

      Oh well.

      I was surprised there weren’t more people here in the hedge maze having fun. I expected to hear the scream of little kids running around and having a good time. The sounds of parents calling after those kids and telling them not to get too far ahead, because you never knew when there might be a scary boogeyman lurking just around the corner, even here at Royal Realms. I rolled my eyes. As though something like that would ever happen here of all places.

      But no, the entire place was eerily silent. It was as though I was all alone in the middle of a dark green forest. It reminded me of a time when I’d gone out into the woods on the palace grounds all on my own. Nothing but me and the sunlight filtering down through the leaves. Well, there was a hell of a lot more sunlight around here, but otherwise the effect was the same.

      “You’re a long way from the palace around here, Amelia,” I muttered to myself. “And if you hang around here for much longer you’re going to get yourself caught.”

      I stopped and looked around. I’d wandered aimlessly. I had a twig in my hand that I must have reached out and grabbed from one of the hedges. And I had absolutely no fucking idea where the hell I was.

      Damn it. When I ducked into the hedge maze to get lost I didn’t actually plan on getting lost! I was never going to get out of here now. By the time I figured out where the hell I was Felix would have security people posted at every exit. Why had I allowed myself to get lost in thought like that?

      Stupid! Idiot! I had a taste of freedom and I threw it all away!

      I forced myself to calm down. To take a couple of deep breaths. I could still get out of this. I’d just walk forward and keep turning right. I thought that was how you were supposed to get out of mazes. Or was it that I was supposed to turn left? Wasn’t there supposed to be a trick? I couldn’t remember.

      Damn it. What I really needed was for David Bowie to appear out of nowhere and lead me out of the fucking maze, but that wasn’t happening anymore. Which was a pity. He was a nice guy on the few occasions we’d met, though he never wore that costume as much as the little girl inside me wanted him to.

      No, my mind was wandering. I needed to think. I needed to figure out a way out of here.

      I moved forward again. I did a right turn. And I found myself staring at a massive hedge that had been trimmed in the shape of Princess Reima and her Prince Charming from the movie this whole maze was based on.

      I stopped. I gasped.

      Though that gasp had nothing to do with the massive hedge sculpture, no matter how incredible it was. No, that gasp was all for the girl standing in front of the figures staring up with a wistful look on her face.

      Her beautiful face. She had to be one of the most gorgeous girls I’d ever seen, and she was all alone in the middle of the maze. What in the world was a girl that gorgeous doing all alone out here? I figured she’d be out here with a boyfriend or something.

      The thought that she might be out here with a girlfriend never crossed my mind. I wasn’t that lucky. The universe hadn’t been working in my favor enough lately for something like that to happen.

      Something else surprising was happening here. I was at a loss for words. Normally I wouldn’t have a problem going up and introducing myself to someone new, though to be fair that was usually at the palace where I had the upper hand considering I was going to own the whole place someday.

      Now, though, I was tongue-tied. I actually considered slipping away and never saying a word to her. That’s how uncomfortable this strange new feeling was. Then she turned, saw me, and smiled.

      I melted.

      I wasn’t going to be going away. For one thing it would look pretty weird if I disappeared right after she turned and smiled at me like that. It certainly wouldn’t be very polite. For another, I was under her spell. It felt like the scene portrayed in that hedge.

      I was powerless as I took a step forward, a goofy smile on my face.

      Felix and his guards were forgotten for the moment. I’d found something far more interesting. I’d looked at other girls before with interest. I’d snuck glances at girls in their fancy dresses at balls, but that smile from her was like a bolt of lightning from the heavens come down to strike me with the still slightly uncomfortable truth of my sexuality.

      I just hoped she had an intellect to match that smile, because otherwise I was going to feel like a pretty big doofus giving up my chance of escape for a pretty smile. There was only one way to find out, though, and so I put one foot in front of another with that goofy smile still plastered on my face despite my best efforts to get it under control.
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      So this is what it looked like where the other half lived. Damn. I’d been impressed when I stepped off the train and someone was waiting there to help me. Talk about service, and they had no way of knowing whether I was even staying at this resort.

      Then again why would someone bother getting off the train there if they weren’t staying at the resort? What I’m getting at is the loading and unloading was nothing like the cattle car feeling that I got back at the budget resort the band was staying at. And that was just the start.

      I’d wandered through the hotel lobby. It was a massive open air thing that went up at least ten stories. It looked like there were balconies that people could use to walk out and look down on the open area where there was a lounge for people to sit around and even a string band of some sort playing songs from various movies made by the Royal Company.

      Talk about impressive. I’d been so curious about how much I’d have to put down to stay at a place like this that I’d looked up the going rate on my phone. It looked like more money for a single night than my parents would make in a few weeks.

      The place was ritzy. Way beyond anything at the humble budget lodge I’d been so impressed with when we arrived.

      I stepped out of the hotel proper and back into the Southern heat. I didn’t know how people could stand to live in this all year long. It was difficult to imagine a world where there weren’t seasons and leaves falling off trees and snow falling in the winter and blanketing the landscape in silence.

      There was no silence to be found out here, let me tell you. People shouted at a large pool off in the distance. There was a fence running around the thing and as I watched a couple of guys who looked to be about my age walked up and held up their hotel keycards. The fence beeped and a light turned green and the gate swung open on its own.

      Well then. It seemed that getting to this resort was easy enough, but there were certain amenities that required proof of temporary residence. Not that I planned on spending my time over here splashing around in the pool. A pool that big was bound to have kids in it, and that meant there was probably something warm and yellow floating around in the pool.

      I shivered. No thanks. Not for me at all. I did a quick turn around and took everything in. The sky was blue overhead with a few wispy clouds off in the distance. The only real cloud cover was from airplane contrails that zigzagged through the sky. Another major difference from home where we most certainly didn’t live in the middle of a massive tourist destination.

      I finished my turn and my eyes came to rest on something interesting. It was a massive wall of green, and most importantly it didn’t look like there was a gate or anything keeping me away from the massive wall of green. Curious, I moved closer and found myself staring up at a version of Princess Reina carved out of greenery. Damn. Even the plants around here were done up with the Royal Realms treatment.

      I peered past the sculpture and saw a sign. “Welcome to the Hedge Maze. Taken from the beloved Royal Company classic Reina’s Love, we hope you enjoy this loving recreation!”

      Well then. They’d actually recreated the hedge maze from the movie? Granted this movie had never been my favorite, a little too much simpering and waiting on the handsome prince to come to the rescue on Reina’s part for my liking, but I was intrigued enough to take a look at least. I figured I’d have a story that no one else from the band would, at the very least.

      Not that I could tell any of them until we got back and I was safely out of Fredericks’ clutches.

      I hadn’t wandered much past the entrance when I found myself in a big open circle that I recognized. I think just about any girl who grew up watching Royal Company movies would recognize that scene, and sure enough there smack dab in the middle of the clearing was another massive hedge sculpture of Reina and her prince in one another’s embrace just on the edge of kissing.

      I was surprised at the power and immediacy of my reaction to seeing that sculpture. I figured I would’ve gone all goo goo eyed at seeing that, but instead I felt a fury I couldn’t very well explain. A fury that burned from the tip of my scalp which was tingling down to the tips of my toes.

      And it hit me why this hedge sculpture annoyed me so much. This was a glimpse at a life that I would never have. It was the life society told me I should live. The life that was held up as the ideal by the Royal Company with every one of their movies that focused on finding a good man to complete yourself. Only I wasn’t going to find a good man. My prince wasn’t going to come for me or save me from the dragon or anything like that.

      No, so far I’d realized I was into girls, ended the one serious relationship I’d ever had, and been turned into a social pariah because it turned out the other half of that serious relationship was a little more popular than I was in our friend group and he held a grudge.

      I sighed and fought back the urge to run forward and start ripping at bits of greenery. Something told me that would get me kicked out of the park pretty damn quick, and Fredericks would kill me if I did that before his precious parade.

      I needed to get the hell out of here, is what I needed to do. Standing here staring at the life I wasn’t ever going to enjoy wasn’t doing me any good. Better to go back to the park and deal with the fallout of Colin and his friends. I sighed one final time thinking of how unfair life could be, and turned to leave.

      That’s when I saw her. The single most beautiful girl I’d ever had the privilege of laying eyes on. And that’s even counting the girls that I lusted after in movies. She stood at the entrance to the clearing opposite me and she looked uncertain as she saw me standing there.

      I smiled. I felt like an idiot even as I did it. That was a smile that came about as a result of thoughts that definitely weren’t going to happen with this girl. I wasn’t that lucky, and yet the smile stayed plastered on my face.

      That smile seemed to draw her in. She paused for a moment, shook her head as though she was having some sort of internal debate, and then a moment later she stepped into the clearing with a goofy smile of her own. For some reason that hesitant smile on her face made me feel all warm and fuzzy inside. Even though I knew there wasn’t a chance in hell this girl was actually into girls.

      She stopped in front of me and I wasn’t sure what to say. To be perfectly honest I didn’t have much in the way of practical experience when it came to talking with other girls. No, all my experience with the whole lesbian thing was purely theoretical up to this point.

      Why did I keep thinking this was a situation where I was even having a potentially romantic encounter with this girl. Because I had a feeling, that’s why. A feeling that was crazy and was going to get me in trouble or break my heart when I found out this was just some spoiled rich girl who got lost in the hedge maze looking for her boyfriend or something.

      Only there was the way she smiled. As though that smile was just for me. Sure that might be wishful thinking, but it was a hell of a nice wish.

      Oh what the hell. If I was going to put up with the misery of coming out of the closet thanks to Colin and friends then I might as well indulge in the reason I came out of the damn closet in the first place!. Colin and all his buddies could go fuck themselves. I was going to enjoy myself, and I’d deal with the embarrassment if it turned out this girl wasn’t into girls.

      Now there was an odd thought. That was something I was going to have to deal with for the rest of my life. Things had been so much simpler when I dated guys and the default assumption was they were into girls in general and into me in particular.

      Was there nothing about this lifestyle choice that wasn’t complicated?

      My mind was running at a million miles a minute. And I knew why. I didn’t want to confront this developing situation. Assuming there was even a situation developing. Well, there was nothing for it but to plunge in.

      “Hi,” I said.

      Hi? Was that the best I could come up with? There were so many things I’d run through my head for the first time I actually tried flirting with a girl. And “hi” is the best my traitorous brain could do? Damn it. This was not off to a good start.

      “So did you get lost in the hedge maze or something?” I asked.

      Okay. That was a start. It wasn’t as goofy as smiling at her and saying “hi” but it also wasn’t exactly compelling conversation that would lead to our wedding day or anything. Our wedding day? Now where did that thought come from? I was getting way ahead of myself here. I needed to simmer down and figure out if this girl was even into girls before I got way ahead of myself like that.

      “Something like that,” she said.

      She had a strange accent that I couldn’t quite place. Somewhere between English, French, and Australian. At least to my American ears that only knew about the Eurozone from movies. Either way that accent was both cute and oh so exotic. She definitely wasn’t from around here.

      She looked over her shoulder, but there was no one behind her. Still, a look like that meant there was probably someone in here she was looking for.

      “Did you get separated from your boyfriend or something?” I asked.

      Damn. I was being downright shameless here, though if she realized exactly what it was I was asking she didn’t let on. Instead she brushed a strand of hair from her face and hit me with a smile that was more dazzling than the hot sun hovering overhead.

      “Nothing like that,” she said. She turned and looked at the sculpture towering over us. That smile faltered for a moment.

      “Not a fan of the whole princess culture they have going here?” I asked.

      The girl turned and fixed me with another of those enigmatic smiles. She looked at me for a moment, though what she was looking for was beyond me. Finally she seemed satisfied, though, and went on.

      “I guess you could say that,” she said. “So what brings you out to the hedge maze at this time of day? I would’ve figures most people would be in the park enjoying themselves.”

      Right. The park. That’s why this place felt strangely deserted. Because who would want to spend time in an impressive garden when there was the most impressive amusement park ever created that was just a short elevated train ride away?

      “Oh you know. I just wanted to get away from all the crowds for a little while,” I said.

      Specifically I wanted to get away from anyone in those crowds from our band. The last thing I needed was a day of wondering if someone who used to be my friend was being nice to me because they were suddenly on Colin’s side.

      “Really? I’d think being out there in the crowds would be the best thing ever,” the girl said. She frowned and I wondered what was going on there, but I figured it would be best not to ask.

      “Yeah, well you know how it is with us rich people. Staying away from the commoners and all that.”

      I winced even as I said it. “Us rich people?” What the hell was I going on about? Did rich people really talk like that outside of cheesy comedy movies where the rich folks inevitably lost to the poor people? Probably not.

      The girl stared at me intently for a moment, then the corner of her mouth quirked up just a bit. Her face twitched as though she was trying to keep a sneeze in or something. Finally she snorted out a laugh.

      I couldn’t help myself. I laughed right along with her. What I just said really did sound pretty damn ridiculous, even to my ears. In a flash we were both suffering from a fit of giggles.

      Finally she got herself under control. She reached up and wiped a tear from her eye and fixed me with a curious look that went straight to my heart. Her eyes flashed and I melted. Crazy how a simple look from this girl was enough to turn me into a puddle of hormones.

      “You’re, um, you’re not actually staying at this resort, are you?” she asked.

      “What would give you that idea?” I asked, panic starting to set in. “I’m totally here with my… um, my parents. Right. My parents are here in one of the buildings off that way.”

      I pointed off in a vague direction that I hoped went to a building. This gorgeous nameless girl turned the way I was pointing and her eyes sparkled for a minute.

      “Really? You’re staying in the lake that runs in between all the resorts? I know they’re always adding new attractions here, but I didn’t know an underwater hotel was one of them,” she said.

      There was a tone to her voice that said she was amused, but it wasn’t the mocking tone I’d grown used to from Colin and his friends. No, this girl was just making conversation. I blushed as I realized my mistake, and then I looked up. On either side I could see hotel buildings rising into the blue sky even over the hedge maze. The only direction where there weren’t any buildings was the way I pointed.

      “I’m an idiot,” I said.

      “So am I,” the girl muttered. “I should’ve realized ten minutes ago that I could use those buildings to navigate my way out of here.”

      I didn’t know what was up with that, but once more I figured that was one of those things where it was best not to ask. If this girl had secrets she wanted to keep then I’d let her keep them. It’s not like I was without secrets myself, though it appeared she’d just caught onto at least one of them.

      “Yeah, I’m not actually staying here with my parents,” I said. “I’m actually here on a school band trip, but I felt like exploring some of the resorts in the area to see how the other half lived. All of this stuff is way out of my parents’ price range.”

      To my surprise Amelia stepped forward and took my hand. She stared with a fire in her eyes that took me back an made me wonder if I’d been wrong about just how into girls she was this entire time.

      “So you’re really not from here? You’re just on a trip with your friends?”

      “Well, yeah? That’s how a lot of people see this place. It is pretty expensive even on the budget end of things, after all.”

      “That sounds amazing,” she whispered, that hungry burning in her eyes suddenly turning far off and wistful instead.

      “I guess? If you think vouchers for cheap food and spending twenty hours cooped up in an uncomfortable bus is amazing then yeah, it’s great.”

      Only she didn’t seem to be paying attention to me. No, she was lost in whatever fantasy world she was transported to at mention of cramped buses and having to smell everyone around you who hadn’t necessarily bothered to shower before they hopped onto the bus for a cross country trip. I wasn’t even going to get into all the crap with Colin and his friends. I figured that was too much information for a first meeting.

      Besides, there was a part of me that was terrified telling this girl my true, um, orientation, would be enough to scare her away. Strangely enough there was a part of me that hoped she’d feel the same way, and for some odd reason that was equally terrifying.

      The girl held out her hand. I looked down, perplexed, not sure what I was supposed to do with that. I was already so off balance from this encounter that I wasn’t thinking straight, in more ways than one. The hand hovered there for the space of a couple of breaths before I realized she was offering it to me to shake.

      Tentatively I took her hand. Sparks jumped and goosebumps rose all over my body. I felt warm all over, as though I was being hit with an instantaneous fever that threatened to burn my entire body to a crisp, and then just as quickly as it started the fever was gone, though there was a low grade warmth pulsing through my body that started at that spot where our hands came together.

      “I’m Amelia,” she said. “From Allora.”

      Allora. I vaguely remembered hearing about the place. One of those small blink-and-you-miss it countries in Europe that almost nobody cared about, if memory served. That explained the accent, I guess.

      The conversation paused. She peered at me as though she was expecting some kind of reaction, though what she could be after was beyond me. The moment stretched just long enough to get awkward, then she broke into a smile that melted me and I figured everything was cool. I was still curious what the hell she was waiting for there, but I wasn’t going to dig too deep.

      If the universe decided to be nice to me and throw me a bone instead of shitting all over me then I wasn’t going to question it too much.

      “I’m Danielle, though most everyone calls me Dani,” I replied. “From Ohio.”

      “A pleasure to meet you, Dani from Ohio,” she said. “It sounds like a wondrous place!”

      I barked out a laugh. “Ohio? Wondrous? Just don’t ever visit and you’ll be good.”

      “Well any place that produced you would have to be wondrous,” she said.

      I opened my mouth to respond, but I was at a loss for words as what she said sank in. Had she just flirted with me? That sounded surprisingly like she was trying to flirt with me. Or was it just wishful thinking on my part? Either way, she didn’t give me long to think about it. Probably a good thing.

      “So what would you say to having an adventure, Dani from Ohio?” she asked.

      “An adventure?”

      “Of course! A day in the park. Together. I want to know more about you.”

      My mouth worked but again I was at a loss for words. Good things like this just didn’t happen to me. At least not lately. I figured things might pick up when I got off to college, but this was sending things from zero to infinity a lot faster than I’d expected.

      And again, I wasn’t going to go looking any universal gift horses in the mouth. I smiled, gave her hand that I still held a squeeze.

      “Sure. An adventure sounds like fun!”

      Amelia beamed and I melted all over again.
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