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***


Olivia walked the halls of
Hamilton High beaming. It was a beautiful day.

The new school year – her junior
year - had begun and she was living good. Over the summer she had
seen the last vestiges of baby fat melt away, leaving her with the
lean, tight body of a young woman. Her skin had cleared up, too,
thanks to finding just the right nightly skincare routine. Her new
confidence saw her dressed in a new, more mature style. With short
shorts and a summery tank top that just barely met the school’s
dress-code on skin coverage, she breezed past intimidated
underclassmen on the way to her locker, her long blonde hair
swinging behind in in a perky ponytail.

When she arrived at her locker,
she found her lifelong bestie Maya waiting for her. “Hey girl!” she
greeted Olivia, also known a Livie, “Ready to kill it
today?”

“Heck yes!” Livie
giggled, fist-bumping her pal. This was the year the two were 100%
going to make the A-Squad for cheerleading. B-Squad was where they
kept freshmen and sophomores – only the worst juniors and seniors
were kept on B. And they had been drilling all summer, perfecting
their gymnastics in Maya’s home gym and on her uncle’s
trampoline.

“How was your date
with Connor last night?” Maya gushed – she was immensely invested
in her bet friend’s love life. She seemed to live through her
friend that way, since her parents were too strict to let her
date.

“It was good…” Livie
smiled coyly. In a hushed voice, she went on, “We watched the
movie, and he had his arms around me the whole time, it felt so
good. Then afterward we made out for like two hours.”

“Wow,” Maya’s eyes
were wide with amazement that such a thing was possible – even
commonplace – in her friend’s life.

“I know,” Livie
smiled brightly, “I mean, I know he wants more because his hands
were like, all over me, but I keep telling him, I’ll be
ready when I’m ready, gah.”

“When do you think
that will be?” Maya asked eagerly, following the details of Livie’s
romance like it was her favorite reality show.

“I don’t know!” Livie
blushed, embarrassed and yet delighted at being pushed by her
friend on her topic. She loved talking about it, but did sometimes
wish Maya could get her own life. “I’ll just… know, you know? I’ve
been reading a lot of articles about like, sex and stuff. Turns out
I have, like, a lot of power, and shouldn’t be afraid to use
it.”

“You’re such a nerd!”
Maya giggled affectionately. “If it was me…” Maya’s eyes caught
some of the seniors passing by as they talked, taking no notice of
her. She was pretty, with lustrous brown hair, but short and spunky
rather than tall and willowy like her friend. Boys didn’t seem to
notice her as much. She sighed wistfully.

“Don’t worry girl,”
Livie entwined her arm with her friend’s, “You’ll get your
chance.”

Maya regarded Livie’s fashion
with some appreciation – her shorts were so tight they were riding
deeply into her rear end. “Girl, aren’t those a bit
tight?”

Livie shrugged, “It’s how I like
them!”

The bell rang and they headed off
for first period.


***


Lance Nash sat behind his desk
poring over papers. The proposal on his desk was an exhausting 310
pages long. Luckily, he didn’t actually have to read any of it. His
chief of staff Lara was the one charged with that. He had
instructed her to whittle it down to a brief summary – a single
page if possible, ideally double-spaced. He was only really looking
directly at it for optics. It was important to him that his
constituents see he was hard-working and dedicated in his
service.

Lance was nearly one year into
his second term as state Governor. In that time he had worked
toward managing the state’s deficit, keeping taxes from being
raised, cut the budgets of several key departments to ensure that
overhead was as low as possible, and looked into the wage gap (the
investigation was now successfully complete – it turned out there
was one. Satisfied, he had moved on.) He had also cut the
ceremonial ribbon at the openings of over 200 new restaurants,
shops and services.

Lara stood before his desk
holding her smartphone poised, with a folder tucked under her arm.
She wore a flattering green dress with tall leather boots, and her
asymmetrical haircut was as sharp as her efficient office
management style. Without her running the operation, Lance would
have been lost and hopeless.

“Your agenda for the
day,” she said crisply, “Tee time for your golf meeting with
Senator Peters is at 10:15, lunch at Mercatto with the VP of
Steer-Bruns Finance at 2:30. At 4 PM you’ve got a budget
meeting…”

“Whew, sounds like a
full day,” Nash chuckled, “Any way we can send the Smalls to that?”
Referring to Dustin Smalls, Nash’s Lieutenant Governor.

“I’ll let him know
right away,” Lara noted. “You’ve got a doctor’s appointment at
5:30, and of course, here’s the report on the Coralex Proposal,”
she handed over the folder.

Nash opened it and found, to his
specifications, a single sheet of paper summarizing the proposal
before him in simple language – and double-spaced.

“They’re very eager
to bring their new chemical plant here, now that the State Senate
came to their senses and lowered those restrictive
regulations.”

He smirked. That had been his
signature piece of legislation so far, all part of being
strongly pro-business.

“Give me the bottom
line,” he said, asking for Lara to now summarize that one-page
writeup in a single figure.

“$114.7 million,”
Lara said with a smile, indicating just how much money the state
stood to make from this deal – an unspecified portion of which was
undoubtedly destined for Nash’s own pockets through some creative
accounting.

“Not bad, not bad,”
he said with a lascivious grin.

“Your wife sent over
the seating chart for your 57th birthday this weekend…”
Lara continued, handing over another piece of paper.

Nash scanned it briefly, to
ensure that Monique, the intern he was seeing on the side was
seated as far from his wife as possible.

“Very good,” Nash
nodded, “And your, urm… person?”

“My girlfriend, you
mean?” Lara raised an eyebrow, “Denise won’t be joining us, she and
I have ended things. We had some… differences.”

“Oh, I’m, er, sorry
to hear that,” Nash sputtered. “She was, um… something.”

“Thank you,” Lara
said flatly, betraying as little emotion as possible. She knew that
her boss was desperately uncomfortable with the details of her
romantic life, and usually kept the specifics to an efficient
smalltalk-level minimum to avoid unnerving him.

“Send yourself some
chocolates, hm?”

“You already did,
thanks,” Lara smiled. “Oh lastly, a reporter from the Hamilton
Telegraph-Gazette wanted to speak to you.”

“Stu’s here?” Nash’s
eyes brightened up, “Send him on in!” Nash was very good friends
with the reporter who had been assigned to the Governor’s Office
beat for over a decade and was always happy to pay him a quick
soundbite.

“Stu actually retired
last month,” Lara noted, taking care not to remind her boss that he
had attended his farewell party. She checked her notes, “The new
reporter is a… Jennifer Steinem.”

“Oh,” Nash’s face
sank, “Well, have her make an appointment like anybody
else.”

“Of course,” Lara
said, “How does next Thursday sound?”

“You tell me,” Nash
chuckled.

“A little busy, I’ll
pencil something in for next month.”

Nash grinned.


***


“Okay ladies, let’s
get in formation!”

Camilla, the head cheerleader of
head cheerleaders, clapped urgently as the rabble surrounded her.
Maya and Livie lined up between some of their fellow juniors. As
she scanned the crowd, she was a little surprised to mark some
unfamiliar faces – not just younger girls joining for the first
time, but girls in her own grade she had never seen
before.

“As you know, Matthis
High is closed for renovations, so we’re lucky to pick up some
potential new members from our former rivals…”

“Matthis High Woo!”
five of the new girls cheered in unison.

“All right, simmer
down,” Camilla tamped down the crowd, “You’re Hamilton Girls now,
and we want to blend you in as seamlessly as possible.
Unfortunately, there’s still a limit of eight slots on the A-Squad,
so we’re going to have an A, B, and C-Squad for the first time ever
this year.”

This announcement was met with
some murmuring from the crowd. Olivia felt her stomach sink. She
looked over to Maya, who was as concerned as she was.

“Now don’t worry. If
you only make B-Squad this year, it’s not, like… the end of the
world. You’ll still be part of our team, no matter what. That said,
we know you’ve all got the skills, but we need energy
ladies! All right, let’s go!”

The assembled girls all cheered
loudly.

“I can’t hear you!”
Camilla goaded them on, and the cheers grew louder. Livie filled
her lungs and screamed until her face nearly turned blue, jumping
up and down as high as she could. She wanted this badly – she
needed it.

Camilla went first, setting the
pace by asserting her position as head cheerleader by demonstrating
a lengthy routine she had devised that showed off her agility,
flexibility, and all-around prowess.

As the tryouts got into gear,
Olivia’s nerves subsided somewhat. She felt like the Matthis girls
seemed to have all of the physical tools necessary to excel, but
were a little sloppier and shakier in their delivery, and their
routines didn’t necessarily line up with what Hamilton was known
for. They were good, no doubt, but they still seemed to be second
rate compared to the original Hamilton Squad, and Livie had been
“in” with them for years. Surely, her place was assured.

Maya went before Livie. What she
lacked in size she more than made up for in energy and confidence.
The shaky, meek girl always turned into a total dynamo when it was
time to cheer or do anything physical. When she finished her
routine she had all the assembled girls roaring with applause. She
walked back to Livie, her legs shaking from adrenaline, and was
greeted with their signature fist bump - “Nailed it!”

After Maya’s tryout was the last
of the Matthis girls, Emily Payton. She was tall and lean with long
dark hair pulled back into a braid, a beauty equal to Camille. She
smiled brightly with full round cheeks, then as the music hit, she
seemed to go into a trance, nailing the most move-perfect
exhibition of the day with precise timing and high energy, capping
it off by lifting her left leg high over her head, pirouetting on
one foot for two full rotations and landing on the floor in a
split. The crowd cheered even louder than they had for Maya –
although many of the Hamilton girls, who did not want to see the
Matthis Squad succeed, were a bit more grudging in their support.
Livie, who was next, was too nervous to make any
response.

“You got this Liv,”
Maya patted her friend on the back as she went up.

Livie took a deep breath and
focussed. She knew exactly what to do, and she had practiced it for
days on end.

But in the split second before
she began, someone in the crowd coughed – it was hard to tell if it
was involuntary or on purpose to distract her. Livie slipped out of
her “zone” and was off by half a step on nearly all of her routine,
sticking a very shaky landing on her final back
handspring.

As she held her final pose, she
thought to herself, ‘I did it.’ It was shaky, but better
than lots of the other girls. And she knew that Camille knew what
she was capable of.

Once everyone had gone, Camille
announced that the Squad Rosters would be posted the next day. The
girls all congratulated each other and wished luck. Livie rushed
off. There were three text messages from Connor. She was running
late for their coffee date.


***


Governor Nash was seated at the
table of one of the finer lunch bistros in the city, across from
one of the top financial operators in the country. The conversation
was ostensibly about investments that could be made in the state,
but in reality it was all fluff, just a chance to eat a good meal
on the office dime, be seen with the right people, and shore up a
mutually-beneficial relationship.

As they were finishing up, a
strange young woman happened by the table. She had jaw-length dark
hair and was dressed in a casual tartan overshirt and black jeans –
not necessarily in keeping with the image of the
restaurant.

“Governor Nash?” the
woman said. Nash barely acknowledged her until she held out a
business card, “Jennifer Steinem, Hamilton Telegraph-Gazette. I’m
replacing Stu Hall on the beat.”

“Ah yes,” Nash said,
skeptically giving a handshake, “I’ve been looking forward to our
formal introduction, tell me, was Lara able to set up a meeting
with you?”

“Yes, for sometime
down the road,” Jennifer said flatly, voice oozing with
deprecation, “And I’m sure it’s just as likely to float a little
further, I know you’re such a busy man…”

“Got a whole state to
run,” Nash said smugly. “Well, I’m sure we’ll have a very good talk
then, happy to answer any questions in due time…”

“Right,” Jennifer
said, “Well, I was hoping to get a quick quote from you on the
potential deal between the government and Coralex Chemical to bring
a processing plant to the state.”

“Well, that’s
definitely something we’re looking into,” Nash said, spinning as
quickly as he could, “I’m sure I’ll have lots of information for
you at my next press conference.”

“You sent your
Lieutenant to the last two press conferences, and he declined to
comment,” Jennifer said, her tone of faux-pleasantry barely masking
her irritation. “Thought I would go right to the source. Have you
looked into Coralex’s environmental record for their last three
plants?”

“Well, we’re looking
at this from a lot of angles. Financially, this will be a definite
boon to the state, and we have to consider all possible outcomes,
determine where we can afford to make a little
sacrifice.”

“Right,” Jennifer
noted, “It definitely just seems like Coralex is not all that
interested in improving their track record, and you might be
exposing some of your constituents to--”

“I’m sorry, we don’t
have time to discuss this today,” Nash stood, waving her off,
interrupting as she tried to restate her inquiry, “We’ll have more
to say later, but this is not the venue for this, thank you, yes,
later.”

He stood and left in a hurry,
bumping tables and knocking over glasses as he made his exit at a
frantic waddle. He was in a car and away before the reporter could
follow.


***


Olivia and Connor were in his
room as usual.

She really loved being in his
room with him. It stank of BO and some other pungent pot
pourri of smells she couldn’t quite identify –
boy-smells, she called them – but to her this was as sexy as
it got: her guy, her first boyfriend. To her what she might have
found unappealing only a year earlier, represented romance and
passion and desire. She preferred being with him here over her own
room, because it was away from the prying eyes of her parents, and
away from the girlish décor she was starting to outgrow – the pink
curtains and wood-carved bunny wall hangings she had picked out
from Hallmark when she was 12. This is where she liked to practice
what she considered to be her “grownup” love with
Connor.

They were making out, as usual.
Ever since they had first kissed it always came back to this.
Tonight they had started out at their favorite coffee shop and gone
for a walk around the neighborhood. She knew he was always antsy to
get to the “good part,” and she was too, but she always felt if she
didn’t make them do something that felt like a date first, she was
making it too easy for him. She wanted to be his girlfriend, not
his hook-up. All the books and songs and online posts she absorbed
had awakened in her a passionate desire to be a Girlfriend with a
capital G.

So they had walked and talked.
She had started to tell him about tryouts, about her insecurities
as to whether she had performed well enough to make it to A-Squad –
her life’s true ambition.

When she angsted out loud about
it to Connor, it seemed to make no impact on him. He seemingly had
no care that this was something important to her and that she
needed to talk about it with him, because he was somebody
important in her life and he should care. All he said was, “Yeah, I
had basketball tryouts too,” as if they were comparable at all.
Connor didn’t live and breathe basketball. It wasn’t important to
him that way – it was just something he was okay at, and his
parents insisted he continued to do so he would stay occupied after
school and they could be a little proud of him.

Eventually, she got tired of
trying to force the conversation and things got quiet. She agreed
to go back to his place, as both knew they eventually would. She
couldn’t stall any longer.

They made out for a full hour. It
began quickly, as soon as they reached the bedroom. He scooped her
up in his arms and put her on the bed. When he did this, she felt
so flushed and sexy, so wanted and so hot with desire for him. She
loved being his little bunny rabbit, his toy to play
with.

From there, their lips locked,
their mouths open and hot for each other, their tongues pressing
wetly into one another, dancing around in their mouths. Sometimes
teeth touched awkwardly. They breathed hot and heavy into each
other, pressing the limits of their endurance before separating for
a breath of fresh air. Connor’s hands cradled her head, then slid
down her sides to her hips and wrapped themselves around the small
of her back.

She loved it. She loved being
touched. She loved letting him take things right up to the limit of
her comfort – a limit she had explained repeatedly over the
summer.

“We can kiss,” she
told him early in their dating, “And we can touch… but all the
clothes should stay on.”

He frowned.

“For now,” she added,
without specifying how long ‘now’ was.

It had been over two months, and
the rules hadn’t changed. He helped herself to a feel of his hard
chest, his narrow hips, his firm butt. His hands found their way up
her abdomen, to her soft, petite breasts.

“I love your tits,”
Connor whispered into his girlfriend’s ear.

Livie tried to disguise a wince
at such aggressive, sexual terminology for her body. She liked
being attractive to him and yet she still wasn’t used to it. She
tried to play cool. “They’re so small,” she giggled back
modestly.

“No, they’re just the
right size,” he said. His hands caressed them roughly – a little
more harshly than she would like, awkwardly working to navigate the
outside of her bra cup – before slipping down to the lower hem of
her top and trying to push it up.

“Ah-ah,“ she tapped
him lightly on the knuckles.

“Hrrm,” he growled.
His fingers found the beltloops of her shorts. They rested there
for a moment, gripping firmly, until she realized he was lightly
tugging them downward insistently.

“Uh-uh-uh,” she
tapped him again, and his hands moved.

“Come on girl,” he
moaned, “When you gonna let me have it?”

“I don’t know!” she
said, frazzled as the air of romance rapidly dissipated, “Whenever
I’m ready!”

“Well when’s that?”
he hissed, “I don’t want to waste my time here!”

“Ugh!” she scoffed,
“Sorry I’m such a waste of time. You obviously don’t care about my
feelings at all.”

“That’s not true,”
Connor protested, but she grabbed her bag and stomped
out.

“It’s almost my
curfew anyway,” she sighed, getting up.

“Sure,” he grumbled.
“You go home, I’ll stay here and whack off.”

Livie gave a sour, disgusted
face. She didn’t even really know what that meant, but she knew it
was some kind of icky boy sex thing that she was supposed to be
grossed out by, so she was. She said a goodbye and left. He didn’t
even get up to walk her out.

She liked Connor – really
liked him. Practically totally loved him. But she wished he was
better. She wished he would get interested in the things that were
important to her. And that he was nicer and more understanding and
more fun to talk to and be around. But other than that, she thought
he was perfect. She was beginning to think maybe she should just go
through with it and stop his complaining. The way she felt around
him couldn’t compare to anything else – weak in the knees, out of
breath, tripping over her own tongue, butterflies in the stomach –
and if that wasn’t a sign that he was going to be the one, what
was?

If she didn’t do it soon, could
she lose him altogether?


***


Governor Nash was still raving
the next day, pacing his office, redfaced, ranting endlessly to
Lara as she calmly took it in.

“Unbelievable!” he
huffed with powerful indignance, “How disrespectful, how rude, how
insulting! I have never been so insulted by such rude…
disrespect! I could never… in all my years, I have yet to… I
wouldn’t stand for… a man of my status… it’s unacceptable… the
accusations… that behavior… that… rude, disrespectful
behavior… I can’t believe… I could never. Oh
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