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Mila couldn’t stop glancing at Laura’s hand as they walked back from The Goof.  She’d saved five dollars from her allowance just to afford Thursday’s almond beef special, but totally worth it.  Even if The Good Food Café couldn’t afford to fix their burnt-out neon sign, they sure made delicious stir-fries.

Now her belly was full—almost too full, actually—and all she could think about was hooking her pinky around Laura’s pinky.  Her girlfriend’s pinky.  Nobody would notice.  Jaden probably wouldn’t even notice as he walked on Laura’s far side, on the sunbaked September grass.  

Not that it would matter if he saw.  Jaden knew about them.  Nobody else did, really, but they trusted him.  Jaden was gay too, so who was he to judge?

It was sort of weird, coming back to the structure of school after a summer of lolling around.  Not that Mila didn’t work—she did, she worked as a junior camp counsellor for the world’s most adorably annoying kids—but at four o’clock her day was done.  No homework.  No papers.  No projects.  Just free time spent with Laura, kissing on the couch when her dad wasn’t home, being together and feeling like an actual couple.  Like a real couple.

And then September rolled around.  The moment they walked through those green double doors they were right back where they left off in June.  Secretive, closeted.  Nobody could know.

But maybe that’s the way Mila wanted it.  She really wasn’t sure.  Was she ready to deal with the repercussions of coming out at school?  Coming out to more than just Jaden?  Because if she did, even if it went okay, one of her teachers might mention it at parents’ night and then what?  She’d have to talk to her father about being a lesbian.  The thought sent a chill right through her.

Look at Laura’s fingers!

Look at the way she sort of curled them as her hand swung with every step.  Laura had such pretty fingers—oval nails, no polish, unbitten.  Long white fingers, like a model’s. Mila’s were short, stubby, brown with a tint of pink in the creases.  She’d painted her nails with White-Out for no reason in particular.  In class, she’d coated the shiny surface with highlighters and then drew flowers and checkerboard patterns on top in pen. Her hands were so ugly that even when she tried to make them look better they only ended up looking worse.

Laura’s fingers were so pretty...

Just as Mila swung her hand close enough to hook her pinky around her secret girlfriend’s pinky, Laura stopped in her tracks.  

“Sorry,” Mila said, but Laura was obviously listening to Jaden and not her.  

He pointed up ahead, pointed at the school and said, “What’s going on over there?”

Oh yeah... everyone was out on the lawn.  Usually it was just the dance girls and the smokers, although the smokers were supposed to stand across the street because they weren’t allowed to smoke on school property.

“Maybe there was a fire drill,” Mila said.

“Or a bomb threat!”  Laura covered her mouth with both hands and gasped.  Oh, those pretty fingers!  Moving her hands to her cheeks, she asked, “Do you think there was some kind of... you know... something bad?  Something really bad?”

“Like a shooter?” Jaden asked.  “Nah, there’d be police cars and SWAT teams and stuff.  And look—those guys have signs.  Maybe it’s a protest.”

“A protest?”  Laura’s hands slid down the clean white straps of her backpack.  “I hope afternoon classes are cancelled.  Mr. Lin’s been giving pop quizzes every day.  It’s so annoying.”

“What are they protesting?” Mila asked. “I can’t see what those signs say.”  They were written with Sharpie on broken-down cardboard boxes.  Not very creative.

“If it’s political stuff, who cares?” Jaden asked.  “Let’s just go home.”

Laura grabbed his arm before he could leave.  “No, I want to find out.  Maybe it’s about the cafeteria raising the price of fries.  Sandy and all her people were really mad about that.”

“It’s not Sandy and the humanitarians this time.”  Mila didn’t recognize the kids putting on the protest.  “Minor niners?  Look how young they are.  And it’s mainly all guys.  That’s weird.”

“Maybe Coach Kinney’s been supervising showers after gym class,” Jaden joked.

Laura said, “Maybe Coach Kinney’s jumping in the showers after gym class!”

Jaden laughed along, but Mila was too intrigued by the strange scene to really pay attention.  Ninth graders making a spectacle of themselves?  That didn’t usually happen, and definitely not at the start of the school year.  They should all be hiding in fear of whatever imaginary threats were lurking behind every corner of their active imaginations.

Mila crept onto the patch of grass that divided school property from the neighbouring houses—an island between the driveway and a chain link fence.  She wandered far enough to see what was going on without running the risk of becoming part of it.

Dress Like A Dude!

Guys Shouldn’t Wear Girl Clothes!

You’re A Boy So Act Like A Boy!

Ducking under a tall pine, Mila checked to make sure Jaden and Laura had followed.  When she spotted them just behind her, she said, “I wonder what that’s about.”

From behind the aging pine, a young man’s voice crackled, “If you’re so curious I can tell you.”

Mila nearly jumped out of her canvas running shoes when she spotted the surly-looking guy seated against the fence.  He was dressed in black from head to toe and sitting with his back somewhat hunched, his forearms resting on his arched knees.  His skin gleamed like polished bronze and he had a mop of black curls that shone even though he was cast in shade.  

“Sorry,” Mila said.  “I didn’t realize anyone was over here.”

He stared at her with eyes rimmed in black liner.  Something about him made her feel awkward.  When she looked away, she caught herself focusing on his silver rings: skulls and bones and gory gloomy things.

The way he fixated on her felt so threatening she didn’t know what to say.  So she simply said, “Sorry, I missed that.”

“I can tell you what they’re all worked up about,” the boy replied.  “Because they’re all worked up about me.”

“You?” Laura asked over Mila’s shoulder.  “Why? What did you do?”

“They feel threatened because I don’t conform to arbitrary gender norms.”  The young boy folded his knees down to sit cross-legged, and as he did Mila realized that his black pants were actually an ankle-length skirt made of long, flowing fabric.  “I wear what I feel like, and I don’t care what they think.  Look at them all in their matching jeans and T-shirts—uniform of the masses. What a bunch of sheep.”

Mila felt like she was in a dream.  This was really odd.  The boy’s voice sounded so young, but he was incredibly well-spoken.  He sounded smarter than most of their teachers.

“What’s wrong with jeans and a T-shirt?” Jaden asked.  That’s what he was wearing.  So was Laura, for that matter.  Only Mila was dressed a little differently, in threadbare cords and a tank top she’d made out of canvas tote bag.  She’d thrown one of her dad’s old work shirts overtop to complete the ensemble.

“Gee, I’m so sorry.”  The guy in black tilted his head sarcastically.  “Sounds like you don’t want people critiquing your fashion choices. Now you know how I feel.”

Jaden looked taken aback.  “All those kids are just wearing normal clothes.  There’s nothing wrong with dressing like a normal person.”

“But there is something wrong with dressing like a freak, right?”  The boy in black grinned.  “Wouldn’t want to be different. Wouldn’t want to challenge the status quo, because then we might have to ask why... and once we start asking why, it’s like pulling a thread.  All of white North American society falls apart right before your eyes.”

Laura looked quickly at the ground, and Jaden took one angry step forward.  Mila knew exactly why.  It was just one word: white.  Neither Laura nor Jaden was all that comfortable talking about the impact a person’s skin color had on every little part of their life. It was easier to buy into all that “post-racial society” nonsense.  Easier not to think about it.

The young man stood slowly, giving them the full effect of his unusual outfit.  He didn’t just have on a long black skirt, but also a long, tailored jacket.  His look reminded Mila of The Matrix.  He looked really... good!
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