

[image: image]





[image: image]







This book is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, and incidents are the product of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual events, locales, or persons, living or dead, is coincidental.

Copyright © 2025 by Gabriella Gamez

Cover illustration by Leni Kauffman. Cover design by Daniela Medina.

Cover copyright © 2025 by Hachette Book Group, Inc.

Hachette Book Group supports the right to free expression and the value of copyright. The purpose of copyright is to encourage writers and artists to produce the creative works that enrich our culture.

The scanning, uploading, and distribution of this book without permission is a theft of the author’s intellectual property. If you would like permission to use material from the book (other than for review purposes), please contact permissions@hbgusa.com. Thank you for your support of the author’s rights.

Forever

Hachette Book Group

1290 Avenue of the Americas, New York, NY 10104

read-forever.com

@readforeverpub

First Edition: May 2025

Forever is an imprint of Grand Central Publishing. The Forever name and logo are registered trademarks of Hachette Book Group, Inc.

The publisher is not responsible for websites (or their content) that are not owned by the publisher.

The Hachette Speakers Bureau provides a wide range of authors for speaking events. To find out more, go to hachettespeakersbureau.com or email HachetteSpeakers@hbgusa.com.

Forever books may be purchased in bulk for business, educational, or promotional use. For information, please contact your local bookseller or the Hachette Book Group Special Markets Department at special.markets@hbgusa.com.

ISBNs: 9781538726655 (trade paperback), 9781538726662 (ebook)

E3-20250319-JV-NF-ORI






Contents


	Cover

	Title Page

	Copyright

	Dedication

	So, yeah, about TikTok…

	One

	Two

	Three

	Four

	Five

	Six

	Seven

	Eight

	Nine

	Ten

	Eleven

	Twelve

	Thirteen

	Fourteen

	Fifteen

	Sixteen

	Seventeen

	Eighteen

	Nineteen

	Twenty

	Twenty-One

	Twenty-Two

	Twenty-Three

	Twenty-Four

	Twenty-Five

	Twenty-Six

	Twenty-Seven

	Twenty-Eight

	Twenty-Nine

	Thirty

	Thirty-One

	Thirty-Two

	Thirty-Three

	Thirty-Four

	Thirty-Five

	Thirty-Six

	Thirty-Seven

	Thirty-Eight

	Thirty-Nine

	Forty

	Forty-One

	Forty-Two

	Forty-Three

	Forty-Four

	Forty-Five

	Epilogue

	Acknowledgments

	Discover More

	About the Author

	Other Books by Gabriella Gamez






	Cover

	Table of Contents





Page List


	iii

	iv

	v

	vi

	1

	2

	3

	4

	5

	6

	7

	8

	9

	10

	11

	12

	13

	14

	15

	16

	17

	18

	19

	20

	21

	22

	23

	24

	25

	26

	27

	28

	29

	30

	31

	32

	33

	34

	35

	36

	37

	38

	39

	40

	41

	42

	43

	44

	45

	46

	47

	48

	49

	50

	51

	52

	53

	54

	55

	56

	57

	58

	59

	60

	61

	62

	63

	64

	65

	66

	67

	68

	69

	70

	71

	72

	73

	74

	75

	76

	77

	78

	79

	80

	81

	82

	83

	84

	85

	86

	87

	88

	89

	90

	91

	92

	93

	94

	95

	96

	97

	98

	99

	100

	101

	102

	103

	104

	105

	106

	107

	108

	109

	110

	111

	112

	113

	114

	115

	116

	117

	118

	119

	120

	121

	122

	123

	124

	125

	126

	127

	128

	129

	130

	131

	132

	133

	134

	135

	136

	137

	138

	139

	140

	141

	142

	143

	144

	145

	146

	147

	148

	149

	150

	151

	152

	153

	154

	155

	156

	157

	158

	159

	160

	161

	162

	163

	164

	165

	166

	167

	168

	169

	170

	171

	172

	173

	174

	175

	176

	177

	178

	179

	180

	181

	182

	183

	184

	185

	186

	187

	188

	189

	190

	191

	192

	193

	194

	195

	196

	197

	198

	199

	200

	201

	202

	203

	204

	205

	206

	207

	208

	209

	210

	211

	212

	213

	214

	215

	216

	217

	218

	219

	220

	221

	222

	223

	224

	225

	226

	227

	228

	229

	230

	231

	232

	233

	234

	235

	236

	237

	238

	239

	240

	241

	242

	243

	244

	245

	246

	247

	248

	249

	250

	251

	252

	253

	254

	255

	256

	257

	258

	259

	260

	261

	262

	263

	264

	265

	266

	267

	268

	269

	270

	271

	272

	273

	274

	275

	276

	277

	278

	279

	280

	281

	282

	283

	284

	285

	286

	287

	288

	289

	290

	291

	292

	293

	294

	295

	296

	297

	298

	299

	300

	301

	302

	303

	304

	305

	306

	307

	308

	309

	310

	311

	312

	313

	314

	315

	316

	317

	318

	319

	320

	321

	322

	323

	324

	325

	326

	327

	328

	329

	330

	331

	332

	333

	334

	335

	336

	337

	338

	339

	340

	341

	342

	343

	344

	345

	346

	347

	348

	349

	350

	351

	352

	353

	354

	355

	356

	357

	358

	359

	360

	361

	362

	363

	364

	365

	366

	367

	368

	369

	370

	371

	372

	373

	374

	375

	376

	377

	ii







For the real Natalia <3







So, yeah, about TikTok…

If you’re reading this on or after May 6, 2025, TikTok might be banned in the US. As of January 30, the day I’m writing this, we still don’t know!

Much of Kiss Me, Maybe is about Angela’s journey on TikTok. It’s the driving force that launches her into a whole new era of her life as she navigates dating, identity, and romantic love for the very first time, much like I’ve seen it do for many creators on this app over the course of five years. Life inspires art, and art in turn inspires life. This has been true for centuries and will continue to be true with or without TikTok. No one can take that away from us, no matter how hard they try.

So, readers from the future, tell me—is TikTok finally officially banned for good, or was it all merely an elaborate scheme from the government to mess with our minds? Would love a crystal ball right about now…







One

The last time I went viral on TikTok was from an accidental thirst trap. This time, it’s so much worse.

By no means am I an influencer or anything of the sort, so you can imagine my surprise when a lip-syncing video of me in my pajamas did numbers—especially when it was the first video of mine to ever do so. Perhaps it was the consequence of using a trending sound coupled with the fact that my sleep tank was apparently tight enough to inspire the imagination that ultimately caused thousands of strangers online to have the sort of reaction only someone like me couldn’t understand. At least, that’s what I’ve gathered from the more indecent parts of my comment section.

I may be asexual but I’m not a prude. I’m familiar with sex, even if only in the abstract sense. When I look back at that video, I don’t see the sexualized woman they see. I could understand how people found me cute or pretty or sexy, but what I couldn’t understand was the number of men incapable of keeping their disgusting imaginations to themselves. Most of all, I couldn’t understand why their overblown sex drives were now my problem.

Even my boss thought it was my problem, according to the lecture she gave me last week.

“What’s so inappropriate about it?” I was this close to crying in Erika’s office, and maybe I would’ve been if she and Marcela hadn’t made it clear from the beginning of the meeting that I was in no danger of losing my job. “It’s a lip-syncing video for god’s sake. I’m barely dancing, and you can only see the upper half of my body. Sorry if I didn’t know my flat boobs were so boner-inducing.”

There was a long, awkward pause where Erika cleared her throat and Marcela’s stunned expression quickly morphed into a stern look I rarely see from my best friend. That’s when it dawned on me that I’d actually used the phrase “boner-inducing” in front of my boss. If I wasn’t in danger of losing my job, well, at least I could prove that the day was still young.

“I don’t think your, um, chest is the problem,” Marcela said, pulling up the video on her phone. And thus began a worthy contender for most humiliating moment of my life: my best friend and boss explaining detail by detail what strangers on the internet found so titillating about a video that should’ve stayed in the drafts. “It’s everything in concert together. Scantily covered, conventionally attractive woman on the internet pretty much does it for every lowlife, cis straight man. The hip roll might’ve been the final nail in the coffin.”

It was on the tip of my tongue to argue the “scantily covered” bit of her description, but I knew it wouldn’t do me any good. I’m flat enough to wear most shirts without a bra, have no cleavage to speak of, and the black tank top I was wearing in the video is thick enough to hide my nipples in even the coldest temperatures, but none of that ultimately matters when your workplace’s reputation is on the line. As much as it sucked, what’s considered “appropriate” wasn’t up to me.

“The hip roll certainly wasn’t great, but it’s the strap falling off your left shoulder that got me a call from a board member.” Erika broke eye contact in favor of staring down at the keyboard on her desk, her discomfort a physical tension in the air I could feel. “I’m very sorry, Angela, but regardless of whether or not you see how this video looks, it has to come down.”

It’s not that I was angry about having to delete the video. If anything, it was a relief to not be bombarded by sexually explicit comments and messages from men that I neither asked for nor wanted, even if that meant giving up the largely positive reception from people who hadn’t sexualized me at all.

But if I’m being honest with myself, I was a little disappointed. While the attention from men was unwelcome, and even creepy at times, the attention from queer women had been… unexpected. While their numbers weren’t nearly as overwhelming compared to the men’s, they still came in at a steady pace.

At first, it was hard to discern whether the wows and fire emojis and “looking respectfully” comments were purely innocent praise, or something deeper, but a closer look into those accounts told me I was, in fact, also desired by the sapphic community.

And I didn’t mind one bit.

“It’s a shame you had to take down the video,” Marcela had told me after the meeting, during our lunch break. In the Whataburger parking lot, she didn’t have the awkward job of talking to me as an authority figure. “Otherwise, you could’ve moderated the comment section and capitalized on the moment.”

“Asexual thirst trapper does have a paradoxical sort of ring to it.” I tapped my chin, pretending to think. “It might have been a nice side hustle. How much money do you think I could’ve made?”

“Don’t even go there.” She threw a fry in my lap. “Erika will have a heart attack if you put her through this a second time, and then we’ll get stuck with a micromanaging branch manager who’ll move our desks apart.”

“As if that’ll stop us from yapping.” I smirked at her, picking up the fry and popping it into my mouth. “Is it bad that I kind of loved the attention? Not from the ones who took it too far, but…” I sighed. “I don’t know. I hate dating apps, but how else am I supposed to find women to date? That video was the closest thing I’ve ever had to a dating pool.”

A few of them had even slid into my DMs with compliments that turned to friendly conversation. Even if it was through small talk, it was a relief to finally tell people other than my parents or Marcela I was an asexual lesbian, maybe even more so than coming out the first time. Maybe because I’d reached another first: I was being welcomed into the community I belonged to, and perhaps even on track to building my own.

“You’ve never been on a dating app.” Marcela rolled her eyes at me.

“Correction: I hate the idea of dating apps.”

“What about a lesbian bar?” Marcela asked. “I can help research if there are any in town that are good.”

“As if we’ll go anywhere that isn’t Havana Bar,” I huffed, ignoring the knowing look she gave me. We both knew why I wouldn’t go anywhere else, and it was all thanks to the beautiful, bisexual bartender I can never seem to get out of my head.

“Krystal could probably give us some good options,” Marcela pointed out. “If you stopped pining over each other for longer than ten minutes, I mean.”

“We do not pine.” She doesn’t, at least. Me? Pining is all I know how to do when it comes to Krystal Ramirez.

“You could always try asking her out,” Marcela suggested, and not for the first time. “You never know. She might say yes.”

“Too real.” I shook my head, and she sighed. “I’m not ready to be rejected in person, especially not without options, which brings me back to the dating pool.”

“You’ve shot my suggestions down and it’s not like you can date a TikTok comment section that doesn’t exist anymore, so I’m all ears,” she said. “What’s your plan?”

I didn’t have one, but I was starting to.

I didn’t really think about what I was doing a week later, only that I was overcome with the need to do something. I hadn’t planned on making a follow-up to the video I’d deleted, but I wasn’t content to leave it at that either.

Which brings me to now, in the aftermath of hitting post for a second time without thinking it through. I played the video back, watching the number of views climb with a lump in my throat.

CAPTION:

AN UPDATE OF SORTS

@ANGELA CLOSED CAPTIONS: So, I had to delete my last video for work, which… is whatever, at this point. No one’s surprised that Texas has an ultraconservative code of conduct in and out of the workplace, just like no one’s surprised by a cis straight man’s capacity to ruin things for everyone, so it’s honestly good riddance to all those gross comments I was getting from them. I’m an asexual lesbian, I don’t want that.

As someone who’s only recently come out to a handful of people in my life, I’ve realized a couple things after the shitshow that was that video. Number one: I’m tired of being seen as a sexual being by men. Period. Number two: what I crave more than anything right now is community. I don’t have a lot of asexual friends—or even queer friends in general—in my life yet, and I’d really like to change that sooner rather than later.

Finally, number three—and maybe this sounds like an oxymoron if you don’t know anything about being asexual—I am so fucking tired of being single. I’ve been single my entire life, all twenty-seven years, and I’ve never come close to dating, let alone kissing, which means I’m starting late and have no idea what I’m doing. So if anyone has any suggestions for me, please help a girl out. Otherwise, I’m this close to making another thirst trap—tailored entirely to the sapphic community and as appropriate as I can make it without getting fired—and dating the internet.

That’s all for my update. Goodbye.

I nearly let out a scream when the video ends. What in the world was I thinking? I’m already in hot water with Erika, and I know firsthand how fast things can escalate on the internet. I’m sure Marcela will let me know exactly how much I’ve fucked up the next time I see her. But as the first comments start to flood in, the adrenaline rushing through my veins seems to slow, and something like calm washes over me.

@Alisha: I’m also 27 and haven’t dated anyone! I have no idea if I’m asexual tho, how did you realize you were?

@LetiIsTrying: Dating as an ace person is HARD. Lmk when you figure it out, I need all the help I can get too.

More comments echo the same, and I’m more relieved than I probably should be. None of us have it figured out. I’m not alone.

@Priya: I’m curious how you would go about dating the entire internet lol

@Connor: You’re 27, look like that, and have never dated? Something has to be wrong with you

That spike of fear is back even as anger rushes to the forefront, the tips of my fingers itching to type something nasty back to the latest commenter. I stop myself, though, because as untactfully as he might’ve put it, he’s not wrong.

It’s hard to say why I’ve been holding myself back for so long. Maybe part of it was coming from a homophobic family, even if my parents ended up changing their minds on that issue. But the biggest reason was that for so long, I wasn’t sure what I wanted from a relationship. There was always this part of me that saw sex as an inevitability in romantic relationships. Even though I’ve always wanted romance in my life, I was never sure if sex with another person was something I wanted—or something I could want.

Realizing I was on the ace spectrum put a lot of things in perspective for me, even if I still have more questions than answers about certain aspects of myself. It was the final key to unlocking something vital about my identity, who I am on an intrinsic level. After so many years of fighting this feeling I didn’t have a name for inside of me, of questioning myself the same way other people who claimed to care about me did, of not belonging anywhere… I had an answer.

It took me a long time to get here, but I’m ready for more than I’ve allowed myself to have up to this point, and I’m not letting anyone stop me this time.
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“How do you feel about online dating?”

“Mija, I’m married.” My mom rolls her eyes at me as she packs my dad’s suitcase. My father, meanwhile, is pretending to nap on the other side of their king-sized bed. To get out of helping prepare for their San Juan trip, no doubt. “To a man who doesn’t know how to pack for himself. Lucky me.”

“I mean, if you guys hadn’t met at that… dance hall.” I’m old enough to know “dance hall” is code for “dive bar,” but I let my mom have her version of the story. “Would you have downloaded the apps? Do you think you could meet someone that way and fall in love and get married, and live happily ever after?”

She zips up the suitcase and then turns to me. “Is that how Marcela met her football player? Could be worth a try. You should let Julian help you while he’s here. He’s always going out on dates.”

My cousin doesn’t know this, but he’s the reason I found comfort in the idea of coming out to my parents. Though deeply Catholic and previously known for the occasional homophobic comment, they didn’t bat an eye when Julian brought another man as a date to our tía’s birthday party two years ago. But the same couldn’t be said for everyone, including Julian’s father.

An ache formed in my chest when my dad stood up to Tío Manuel, partly for Julian but selfishly for myself too. It was strange, the feeling that had come over me, because I hadn’t fully realized my identity then. I only knew that I was different, even if I couldn’t put my finger on how yet. For so long, I let myself believe that being the queer daughter to two Mexican parents in Texas would lead to nothing but endless fighting, heartache, and inevitable separation. They’d lose me and always ask themselves where they went wrong. I’d lose them and always wonder if I made the right choice in cutting contact.

Luckily, it never came to that. When I eventually did sit them down for the conversation two months ago, they made it clear in no uncertain terms that they would accept me no matter what, but they couldn’t hide their relief when I told them I wasn’t ready for the rest of the family to know yet. They also couldn’t hide the fear reflected in their eyes when they thought I wasn’t looking. Those wordless glances between them said enough.

They loved me. They accepted me. But they’d never stop worrying about me, and I’d just given them a new reason to.

“No, she didn’t,” I tell my mom. “And Julian’s only been out on a few dates, as far as I know.”

“So, I’m your last resort for advice.” My mom smirks. “Is it easier for women to meet other women online to date?”

“I have no idea.” I shake my head. “Maybe dating is a hopeless endeavor once you’ve reached a certain age without any experience. Plus, everyone is disillusioned with dating apps these days. Makes the whole prospect seem bleak.”

“Angela, you can’t give up.” My mom’s stern face brings me back to the time I stole one of her box hair dyes during my middle school emo phase. Really, anytime she looks at me like that makes me feel like a teenager all over again. Ah, the perks of still living at home. “You haven’t even tried yet.”

“But—”

My father interrupts the moment with a yawn and stretches his arms over his head. Maybe that nap was more real than pretend after all.

“What’d I forget to pack this time?” my dad asks, rolling over to face us.

“Towels, underwear, your medication, toiletries—” Sensing she could go on, my dad waves her off.

“If this is what I’m missing out on in marriage, I think I’m okay with that.”

My mom laughs and shakes her head at me, but a look passes between my parents that gives me pause. Uh-oh. I know this look.

“We just worry about you being alone here while we’re gone, that’s all,” my mom says, but I can tell it’s not the whole truth.

“You’re not leaving for another couple days. And Julian will be here, too, so I won’t be alone.”

It was my dad’s idea to let my cousin stay here for his final semester of college. The teaching semester doesn’t leave room for many part-time gigs (not that that stopped Julian from trying), which meant he couldn’t renew his student housing lease. That left Julian with two options: his parents’ house or mine.

“No one asked you to flee, by the way. If you’re so worried about me being lonely, why are you leaving for three months?”

I already know the answer—both versions, actually. My mom’s is that she hasn’t seen her side of the family in ages and she’s overdue for an extended stay. My dad’s is that he’s giving me and Julian “space” to do our own thing without the house getting too crowded. But the real reason is that he doesn’t want to answer to his brother if Tío Manuel figures out where Julian’s staying.

My family has never dealt with conflict well. Avoidance is a trait my father and I have always shared, not that it’s served either of us well over the years.

“We just wish you’d go out more. Go on some dates, meet someone special,” my mom says. “Even join a dating app if you have to. We don’t want you to be lonely.”

“Have some fun while we’re gone,” my dad adds. “You and Julian look after each other. Don’t hole up in your room like you have been all winter.”

I bite my tongue before I blurt out that the only reason I’ve been isolating lately is because of the shame and humiliation that comes with reaching viral fame from the toxic half of the internet. That, and the last historical romance series I binged was so good, the only time I left my room for an entire month was for work.

But maybe I still haven’t kicked that avoidance trait like I thought. The last time I spoke to the internet, I said I was sick of being single. An entire week has passed and my views have since surpassed the accidental thirst trap, but have I done anything about it?

No. Not unless you count talking to my mom about online dating. Because despite how tired I am of being alone, am I ready for all the ways my life will change once I find someone? Or worse—what if I put myself out there, then find out I’m a terrible dater and fail to find someone I click with? What if it happens over and over again?

“When was the last time you saw Marcela outside of work?” my mom asks. “You should go out, get some fresh air. You never know, you might even meet someone.”

My phone beeps before I can reply, and when I glance down at it, my blood freezes. It’s a notification from a group chat that hasn’t been active since my cousin Briana’s birthday a few months ago. Oh no. I’m praying that the video isn’t the reason my cousins have revived the chat, but a quick scroll tells me otherwise.

Esme: What do you mean you’ve never been kissed????? WTF Angela

Esme: *Video attached

Bri: WHAT

Bri: Wait, this is a straight up lie!

Julian: Leave her alone

Julian: This isn’t our business

Esme: LOL Julian she posted it on the internet

Esme: It’s everyone’s business now

I stop reading, heart pounding. Suddenly, I’m back in tenth grade, hiding in the bathroom of my own home out of sheer humiliation, body curled on the cold tile. My dad found me later, and when he asked me what was wrong, I burst into tears. I didn’t tell him. I didn’t tell anyone about all the ways my cousins bullied me for being different, but when my parents finally caught on, they wrote it off as harmless teasing.

Which is why I lie and say it’s Marcela when my mom asks who’s texting me. It’s just the excuse I need to get out of there and back to my bedroom. As soon as I hop onto my bed, some strange masochistic tendency keeps me scrolling through all the messages, before going back to the top again. I have to reply, but I have no idea what to say. In the end, I throw my phone across the room and scream into a pillow.

I knew oversharing on the internet would have consequences. I can’t be the real me without my past catching up to me.







Two

It’s really not that bad.”

Marcela is lying through her teeth, and not for the first time this week. When it’s clear from my face that I still don’t believe her, she heaves a sigh.

“At least it’s not as bad as the first video. The chances of Erika pulling you into another meeting are low. She’s not one to police our personal social media usage unless she gets a call from a board member.” She sips her raspberry mojito with a thoughtful look. Her jeans-clad legs are crossed at the knee, and she’s leaning back against a red upholstered chair. “Has anyone you know seen it yet?”

I haven’t told her about my cousins. If I’m being honest, I don’t really want to. Ever since I made the mistake of telling Esme I’d never been kissed back when we were teenagers, anything to do with my cousins has become my greatest source of shame. I know Marcela would never judge me the way my cousins do, but it’s too painful for me to talk about them. If I start crying and Krystal sees from the bar, I’ll die of mortification.

“Not that I know of,” I lie. “And I hope you’re right. I can’t take another half hour of facing Erika’s disappointment.”

“And yet, that didn’t stop you from posting an update video.”

“It’s not a thirst trap!” I pull up the video on my phone and point to myself on the screen. “I’m fully clothed! You see that turtleneck I’m wearing? It hasn’t seen the light of day since at least 2017.”

“Is this going to be a regular occurrence with you?” she asks, her tone as serious as it was back in Erika’s office. “You know I’ll support you if it is, but, Angela… you have to be more careful about what you post.”

“I know. You’re right.” I take an invigorating sip from my drink as I mull over an answer. I have no idea if I plan to keep this up. Hell, I hardly know why I started in the first place. “Would it be so bad if I did keep posting?”

“No,” she says, despite the concern shining in her eyes. “Not if it’s something you feel like you need to do.”

It’s a relief to hear her say that, even if I’m not sure I’m going to keep posting. After the first day’s outpouring of positive comments, I got anxious the tide was about to turn like it did last time and haven’t checked my notifications since. When I tell Marcela as much, she says, “Here, I’ll look for you,” and holds out her hand for my phone. I let out a sigh of relief once it’s out of my hands.

I might still be anxious, but at least I’m not holed up in my bedroom and anxious. My parents were thrilled to see me dressed up at eight p.m. on a Saturday, but I felt like an imposter in skinny jeans and a lace blouse that gives the appearance of more cleavage than I actually have. Before I came out, all it took was a little lean over the counter, a smile for the male bartender, and I wouldn’t have to open my wallet all night. It’s something I’ve worn a thousand times, and I’ve never thought to question it until two months ago when I came out to myself. I don’t feel like that person anymore, but I’m still trying to figure out who I am now. What does the right wardrobe for figuring it out look like?

I soaked up my parents’ compliments the same way I always do and watched as they exchanged conspiratorial glances when I told them I was meeting Marcela, no doubt thinking their little “talk” was the cause of my going out for the first time in a while. Little do they know what the internet has gotten me into.

“Bless you.” I finish off my drink and rise from my seat. “I’m getting another. You good with yours?”

She glances at her drink, which is still three-quarters of the way full, then back up at me with a knowing look. “No need to use me as an excuse to talk to Krystal,” she says with a wink.

I roll my shoulders and give her my best oblivious look. “I have no idea what you’re talking about.”

I turn away from her before she has a chance to get another quip in, moving through bodies on my way to the bar. Backlit by a row of red lighting, Krystal spins a bottle of whiskey behind her back before depositing the liquid into four shot glasses lined up on the countertop. Her dark brown hair is tied back with a red bandana, but a riot of curls cascade down one shoulder. When she looks up, her eyes meet mine immediately.

Her mouth forms a crooked grin, and if I hadn’t seen her smile that same way at a hundred other bar patrons, I’d swear it was just for me. Still, I doubt I’m imagining the way her gorgeous brown eyes light up when they lock on me. At least I can say I have that over the regular bar patrons.

“Look what the cat dragged in.” She comes around from behind the bar and wraps an arm around my shoulders in a cordial side hug. I’ve never really considered myself tall, but my five foot five inches is practically giant to her five foot zero inches. Her head is directly under my nose, giving me perfect access to the smell of her coconut shampoo. “I haven’t seen you in a couple months. I was getting worried.”

Not for the first time, I’m grateful for the dim lighting that hides my pink face.

“Oh, you know. I’ve been… busy.” I look away from her, willing my nervous heart to stay still in its cage. Busy reading romance books and worrying my parents over my lack of social activity. No need to let her know how uncool I really am. “Work is busy, grad school is busy. You know how it is.”

“Sure,” she says. “But you’re not too busy for TikTok.”

“What?” My head snaps up. “You saw that?” I’m so shocked, I don’t even know which “that” I’m referring to. Which would be a worse video to come across Krystal’s For You page, my accidental dabbling into thirst-trap territory or my spur-of-the-moment confessional where I detail not only how sick I am of being single, but also that I have zero romantic experience whatsoever?

“Sure did. It’s a bummer you had to delete the first video. You looked hot.” Her grin is teasing. “You’re full of surprises aren’t you, Angel?”

It’s easy for the compliment to go right over my head, mostly because I’m still reeling over the fact that my crush of five years knows I’ve never been kissed. The cheesy nickname helps to soften the recoil, though.

“I’m a little too angelic for my liking.” I groan into my hands. “How are you always a witness to my most embarrassing moments?”

“There’s nothing embarrassing about sharing your experience,” she assures me, and a rush of gratitude fills my chest. “Now, getting drunk and telling the bartender how beautiful her face is, on the other hand—”

“Stop!” I shove at her shoulder, and that teasing grin of hers returns in full force. “You’re never gonna let me live that down, are you?”

“Not a chance.”

“I should’ve stopped coming here a long time ago,” I grumble. Even through the noisy crowd that surrounds us, she hears every word.

“But you won’t.” She sounds so confident about that. “You just can’t get enough of me, can you?”

Thankfully she doesn’t give me a chance to try and sputter out a response. She walks behind the bar and gets started on my usual. It’s her job to know what her regulars order, I remind myself. That’s the only reason she has mine memorized. She knows Marcela’s order too.

“Malibu sunset.” She hands me a glass once she’s finished pouring. “I’ll update your tab.”

“Thanks.” I take a sip from my drink, hiding my disappointment that our conversation is over so soon. A line formed behind me as we chatted, and now she has to get to them. I take one last glance as she dashes to grab the Tito’s bottle off the shelf before turning to leave.

“Took you long enough,” Marcela says, handing my phone back as I return to our table. “How’s your girl?”

“She’s not my girl.” I shake my head at her, then let out a groan as I recall our conversation. “And she saw the video. Both videos.”

“You’re kidding.” Marcela cringes in solidarity. “That’s rough.”

“Did you see if she commented or followed or anything?”

“I didn’t see her name. I did see that Alice commented with the emoji that goes like—” She mimes her head exploding.

“I miss Alice.” I take another sip. “I don’t have anyone to hang out with on a regular basis anymore now that you’re all booed up.”

“I’m sorry, Angela.” She reaches for my arm and squeezes. “I’ll ditch Theo next weekend. We can get lunch or something.”

“No, no.” I wave her off, and the immediate objection that follows. “Don’t ditch him. I’m just feeling extra sad and lonely lately. You know it’s bad when I’m turning to the internet for companionship.”

“You do seem to have a love-hate relationship with TikTok. At least this time there were more positive comments than negative ones,” she says. “There has to be someone else we can befriend.”

“Maybe.” It’s not a bad idea, but making new friends as an adult is almost as hard as dating. The other library assistants are so much older than us, and the three aides we have are all in college. I’m almost tempted to ask Erika to hang out outside of work, but I can only imagine how awkward drinking with my boss would be, no matter how much I like her.

One dramatic sigh later, I go for another sip only to find my glass empty. I give Marcela a knowing look, waggling my brows at her. She lets out an exasperated sigh only someone who’s known me for a decade could make.

“Again, Angela? Really?”

“You’re right, okay? I’m obsessed,” I tell her as I get up from my seat. “Obsessed and unashamed!” I call over my shoulder. She casts me an amused look and shakes her head.

“Back again.” Krystal is less busy this time around, no signs of the earlier crowd as she wipes the counter with a rag. She nods at the empty glass in my hand as I approach the bar. “That was fast.”

“I hope you don’t think differently of me after that video,” I blurt, probably because I’ve become something of a lightweight in my old age. I can’t handle my alcohol the way I could a few years ago. “I didn’t expect that many people to see it. It was just supposed to be a one-off thing after deleting the accidental thirst-trap video, you know?”

“You brought up the idea of dating the internet as a one-off?” She raises a brow at me.

“It’s just talk. As if dating the entire sapphic internet is plausible.” I let out a huff. “I didn’t actually mean any of it.”

“Are you sure?” she asks as she pours grenadine into a fresh glass. “I thought it was brave of you to put yourself out there like that.”

“Really?”

She nods as she slides a new drink across the counter. I take a careful sip, ignoring her burning gaze until I can’t take it anymore. “Brave in a good way?”

“I never took you for high-strung.” Krystal laughs at whatever offended expression is on my face. “You’re kinda cute when you’re stressed.”

“I’m not high-strung. It’s much worse than that,” I say gravely. “It’s TikToker’s remorse.”

“Come on, Angela. The way I see it, you put yourself out there for a reason.” She rests her chin in her hand and levels a thoughtful look at me. “What were you hoping to get out of it?”

I consider her question for a moment. What was I hoping to get out of posting that video? I already knew I wasn’t the only person my age lacking in romantic experience. I’ve found plenty of videos online of other people like me sharing their experience—or rather, their inexperience. Videos I’ve bookmarked, saved, and even commented on a handful of times.

“I think I’ve been hiding.” This is a fourth drink kind of revelation, and yet I haven’t even started my third. I thought I knew what would happen if everyone knew the truth. They’d treat me the way my cousins did, with disbelief and cruel jokes and disdain. Pressure me into doing something about it until I gave in, the way I almost did my senior year of high school.

When I have my first kiss, I want it to be on my own terms. I want it to be what I want, not what anyone else wants. I’ve been holding on to some of these firsts for so long because I wasn’t sure what I wanted. Others I held on to just to spite my cousins and ended up spiting myself instead. Holding myself back from opportunities I’ve always dreamed of experiencing.

“You know, a couple months back, I saw this other girl on TikTok who had never been kissed,” Krystal starts, pushing a stray curl behind her shoulder. I almost miss what she’s saying because I’m too distracted, daydreaming about doing just that. Of reaching out, curling my fingers around her hair, pushing it back from her face. “She was so busy focusing on other stuff up until she turned twenty-four and realized she’d been putting her love life on the back burner. So, she had a couple guys apply to be her first kiss and picked the best candidate.”

“Apply?” I ask. “What, like a job?”

“With a Google Form.” She smirks. “It worked for her. I think she may have even asked for references.”

“That’s so unromantic,” I scoff. “There’s nothing special about a Google Form. It’s so… clinical.”

“I think it’s kinda sweet.” I let out another scoff, and she laughs this time. “People put too much pressure on themselves when it comes to this stuff. She got her first kiss the way she wanted. There’s something commendable about that.”

“That may be true, but ‘sweet’ is not the word I’d use. I don’t want to put my first kiss on a checklist. That’s the last way I would ever imagine being kissed for the first time.”

“You may have a point there.” She laughs. “Plus, you’d probably want it to be with someone you know rather than a stranger.”

I’m about to agree, but then I think about it. “Actually, I don’t think that part bothers me as much.”

“Really?” She looks at me curiously.

“If they’re not a stranger, chances are they’re a friend and that comes with its own set of problems. If I meet someone at a bar, they’re still a stranger before I decide to go on a date with them. But dating apps?” I shudder from the mere thought.

“That’s a resounding no, huh?” Krystal crosses her arms over her chest. “What’s so bad about them?”

“It’s like the girl with the Google Form. At the end of the day, you’re just choosing between the least offensive matches.”

“I never thought about it that way. But if you’re on them long enough, they can turn you into a cynic. Believe me.”

“I’m not a cynic, and I’ve never used a dating app. But I’m not gonna start now just because I’m desperate to be kissed for the first time.”

As soon as the words are out, I know they’re a mistake. Krystal’s mouth quirks up, eyes glittering. Heat crawls up my cheeks, my entire face, truth be told, the longer she looks at me like that, but I refuse to back down.

“Yeah, I said it. I’m desperate to be kissed. So what?” I try to shrug nonchalantly, and if my shoulders weren’t so stiff, it would’ve worked. “You would be, too, if you’d gone twenty-seven years without having the ever-living shit kissed out of you.”

“I didn’t say a thing, but it was low-hanging fruit, anyway.” She chuckles. “So, no dating apps and no Google Forms. Got it. What would you have done instead if you were her?”

I tap my nails on the glass, thinking. When an idea pops into my head, an excited gasp leaves my lips. Krystal leans toward me, intrigued. “I’d turn it into a scavenger hunt.”

Her brows scrunch together. “Explain.”

“A scavenger hunt where each clue would be centered around aspects of my personality. The last would lead directly to me, and it’d be something like…” I purse my lips, thinking. “Find me in a house painted blue, where the smell of aging paper envelops you and books line every wall.”

“Cheever’s,” she guesses right away.

I fight the smile threatening to take up my entire face. “Maybe that one was too easy.”

“So the first person to solve all the clues wins… you?” Her smirk turns sly.

“That’s the general idea.” I nod. “Or at the very least, the honor of becoming my first kiss. Ideally, whoever wins would be someone I’m most compatible with. If we have the same interests, they’re bound to solve the clues quicker. If the kiss is any good, we could start dating?”

“Is that a question?” She grins so I know she’s teasing. “That’s… not a bad idea.”

A noise that sounds suspiciously like a huff leaves my lips. “And here I thought you’d be impressed. I just came up with this on the spot, you know.”

“I am.” Her smirk is nothing short of amused. “You are very impressive.”

Her tone is dry, but that doesn’t stop me from taking it as the compliment it is.

“Totally better than a Google Form, right?”

“You got me there.” She laughs. “But how would you get people to participate? Would you use your newfound viral fame?”

Before I can answer, a group behind me waves for her attention. She tells me to hold that thought as she pours them drinks. It didn’t occur to me that my having gone viral—twice—could ever be useful, but I might have enough engagement to pull something like that off.

“Sorry about that,” she says as she returns. “Where’d we leave off?”

The ways to spread the word are endless. My video could be a stepping stone to something bigger. If I filmed the entire process, made it into a series, would people keep watching?

“Angela?”

I snap my head up, but I’m still only half present. “Sorry. I was just… thinking.”

She stares at me for a moment, expression unreadable.

“What?”

“Nothing.” She shakes her head. “So, a scavenger hunt, huh? You should do it. If anyone could pull that kind of thing off, it’s you.”

“I don’t know.” But even as I say the words, a buzz of excitement zings through my veins. I can’t remember the last time I was this excited about something, much less the possibility of dating. “Maybe.”

It’s certainly a possibility to consider, which is more than I had yesterday.

“I thought I lost you.” I’m snapped out of my thoughts by a hand on my shoulder. When I turn around, Marcela’s face comes into view. “It’s getting late. Are you ready to head out?”

I nod at her, downing my last drink of the night. “Let’s go.”

We wave goodbye to Krystal after catching her eye. She returns the gesture, that same Cheshire cat grin pinned perfectly in place, aimed directly at me. I aim mine back at her, because two can play this game.







Three

CAPTION:

HOW I REALIZED I’M AN ASEXUAL LESBIAN

Replying to @Alisha’s comment

I’m also 27 and haven’t dated anyone! I have no idea if I’m asexual tho. How did you realize you were?

@ANGELA CLOSED CAPTIONS: On some level, growing up, I always knew I was different from my straight friends and family members. Yeah, I found some guys cute, but I never wanted to kiss or date any of them. When it came to girls, there was a lot of mental gymnastics going on in my mind to “explain away the gay,” so to speak. It didn’t occur to me until I was older that it maybe wasn’t straight to imagine romantic dates or holding hands with other girls.

As far as being ace, I’ve found it really hard to explain my identity without falling into TMI territory, so bear with me. I once heard someone say that sex for aces happens almost exclusively in our heads, and it’s like a lightbulb went off. Then I read a passage in Loveless by Alice Oseman that echoed the same thought. For me, what that means is I’ve never been actively turned on by another person, even someone I’ve had a crush on, or had sexual fantasies that include me in them. But I have had fantasies and I do have a sex drive; it’s just not activated by a desire to have sex with a specific person, if that makes sense.

So when you put together my history of romantic attraction to women and femme presenting people with my lack of sexual attraction, you get something like me: an asexual lesbian.
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The first week of February, my parents leave for San Juan. Julian arrives the week after.

I almost don’t recognize him when I answer the door. His black hair is a bit overlong and curls against the collar of his T-shirt and a thick layer of scruff covers his cheeks. The bags under his eyes and dirty sweats tell me he’s been through it. I tilt my head before letting him through the door, not used to him looking anything other than clean-shaven and put together.

“Is that a hot Cheeto stain?”

He cracks a grin as he swats my hand away from the red patch on his shoulder. “Nice to see you again, too, cousin.”

“No prima? What happened to your Duolingo streak?” I ruffle his hair as he passes by me with a duffel bag. “And while we’re at it, when’s the last time you got a haircut?”

“That stupid green owl needed to die. If that means I’m a no sabo kid till I die, then so be it. And I’m a broke college student. You think I have money for haircuts?”

“Is that what this new look of yours is? Broke college kid couture?” When he avoids my gaze, something nags at me. “Are you doing okay, Julian?”

I meant it when I called him my favorite cousin, though maybe that’s not saying much. He’s the only one who never made fun of me when Briana and Esme found out I’d never been kissed. While they cackled behind their hands as they told the rest of our family, Julian was the one who found me crying in the guest bathroom. To comfort me, he confessed that he’d never been kissed either. Though it hadn’t meant much coming from a preteen, it was still nice to hear.

Maybe that’s why it’s hard for me to see him as anything other than that thirteen-year-old kid. It kills me that he felt the need to strike out on his own when his father refused to accept his identity. Lots of kids his age work through college, but I hate to think that he cut himself off from accepting help from anyone else in the family because of what his father said.

“Of course I am.” He finally looks at me, but I’m not sure I believe him. Less so when he diverts the conversation away from him. “I mean, I’m not TikTok famous or anything, but I’m getting by all right.”

“Julian—”

“How many followers are you at now?” he goes on before I can answer. “Just promise me you won’t forget the little people in your life once you’re rich and famous and too good for us common folk. You’ll need us around if you want to stay humble.”

“You’re hilarious.” I shake my head at him. “Where’s the rest of your stuff?”

“Storage.” He shrugs, a maddening gesture that has me reaching for my phone. “I’ll get it later. Who are you calling?”

“Reinforcements,” I answer. “My best friend is dating a former Dallas Cowboy, so that ought to do it.”

“You’re friends with an NFL player?” His eyes bug out at me before he shakes his head with a bone-weary sigh. “We’ve already lost you to the fame monster, I fear.”

Marcela and Theo arrive twenty minutes later. With all our combined strength (but mostly Theo’s), it doesn’t take long to empty Julian’s storage unit and set all his belongings into the guest bedroom across the hall from mine.

“Moving sure takes a lot out of you,” Julian says once he’s all settled in, limbs sprawled on the living room couch in a dramatic show of exhaustion for someone who left most of the grunt work to the athlete in the group. Not that Theo complained once. In fact, he even offered to rearrange Julian’s guest room so the bed wasn’t blocking the desk.

“Glad to see you’re already making yourself right at home.” I smile dryly at him.

“Thanks again for letting me stay here,” he says, sincere for the first time since showing up. “I managed to find a part-time job that doesn’t conflict with my school hours. You’ll hardly know I’m here.”

I’m struck by a sudden wave of disappointment. It’s been months since we’ve gotten to hang out. I’d assumed we’d have more time to catch up while living together.

We don’t want you to be lonely.

I shake my mom’s voice out of my head. Whatever. I have my own life too. I have a new semester of school and work, though since all my classes are online I’m usually able to kill two birds with one stone by completing assignments during downtime. But I have friends I see every day—well, one friend, and Marcela has meetings that occupy most of her days. And now that she’s with Theo, I try not to ask her to hang out as much as I used to. As it is, I feel bad calling her for an emergency two weeks in a row.

“What about weekends?” I ask Julian. “I hope you gave yourself a break somewhere in your schedule. I burned out to a crisp and ended up switching fields after graduation, and that was without an extra job on top of student teaching.”

Plus, I don’t like the thought of being in the house by myself all the time. Maybe my parents are right to worry about how their trip will affect me. I’m desperate for human interaction, and I’m not even alone yet.

“I have Sundays and every other Saturday off. Though I imagine most of that time will be occupied grading and lesson planning. I can’t believe I willingly signed myself up for this stress.” He laughs good-naturedly.

“Kinda sucks that we’ll hardly see each other,” I say glumly. “We should find some time to catch up.”

“Definitely.” He grins slyly. “The only two queer cousins in this family need to stick together.”

I couldn’t agree more.

“But speaking of cousins…” His tone turns hesitant, and I know exactly what’s coming next. “Did you leave the chat?”

Marcela and Theo bound down the stairs before I can reply. My best friend always knows when to save me, even if she doesn’t actually know she’s doing it. Theo’s steps slow as he makes his way toward us, eventually stopping right in front of Julian. He looks sheepish as he rubs a hand on the back of his neck. “So, I sort of accidentally broke your dresser.”

“It’s a piece of crap.” Julian waves him off. “Don’t worry about it.”

“Are you sure?” he asks. “I can buy you a new one. The thing just came apart as soon as I set it down—”

“Seriously, you don’t have to worry about it,” Julian says with a laugh. “It’s from Walmart, and it’s been with me since my first move. I was due for a new one anyway.”

“Well, let me at least give you my number in case you change your mind.” I watch them exchange numbers in awe. Theo and Julian don’t have enough in common to be friends, but I thought the same of Theo and me once.

“I hear you’re student teaching at Jefferson. I’m a football coach there,” Theo says, and there it is. The start of the most unexpected friendship I’ve ever borne witness to. “If you have fourth or sixth period off, we can get lunch together sometime.”

“I have fourth off,” Julian replies, eyes lighting up. “I’d love that.”

Marcela and I exchange glances as the guys trade phones to input their information into, and then again when Theo enters the garage and comes back with my dad’s toolbox and a look of determination.

“Your boyfriend destroys someone else’s property and makes a new best friend,” I tell Marcela as they head upstairs. “Should we be taking notes?”

“Probably. Especially since Theo’s school is getting a new assistant librarian, and I heard she’s our age.”

“Really?” I rub my chin in thought.

She nods. “I already sent her an email and followed her on Instagram. That’s not creepy, is it?”

“A little try-hard, maybe.” Her face morphs into panic. “But if we’re lucky, she’ll be as desperate for new friends as we are.”

“If it wasn’t for your little inconvenient crush, we could bring Krystal into the fold. I’ve almost invited her to brunch three times.”

“What? When?” I ask. “Have you been going to the bar without me?”

“No.” She shrinks beneath my accusing gaze. “We just message back and forth on Instagram.”

The gasp I let loose is rife with betrayal.

“It’s nothing! We just reply to each other’s stories every once in a while.”

“You follow each other?” My voice is so quiet, I barely hear it myself. “And DM each other?”

“I mean…”

“Where else do you follow each other, huh?” I cross my arms over my chest. “Do you send each other funny videos on TikTok too?”

“Angela, why are you so upset?”

A bone-deep sigh sinks my shoulders. From the outside, my life doesn’t look any different, but I’m different. I’m out. I’m not living the lie I once was for so long. But am I any closer to the life I want for myself? Is my mom right—should I be trying harder to find someone so I don’t end up alone?

“My mom is right. I’m going to be alone forever.”

“No, you’re not.” She takes a seat next to me as I plop onto the couch. “Why the hell would she say that to you?”

“She didn’t. Not in those exact words, anyway. Maybe it’s all in my head, but sometimes it just feels like my parents are pushing me into something I’m not ready for.” Though maybe it feels more like something I’ll never have than anything else. It’s been twenty-seven years and nada, after all.

“So what if you’re not ready for what your parents want?” Marcela says. “In all the time I’ve known you, you’ve never done something unless it’s what you wanted to do.”

I shouldn’t be surprised that’s how she sees me. I haven’t shown her, or anyone for that matter, the truth, have I?

“That’s not exactly true,” I say. “I waited twenty-seven years before coming out, Marcela. Maybe part of it was not knowing what identity fit me perfectly, but that doesn’t mean I haven’t been lying to everyone, including myself, for years.”

“Oh,” Marcela says, looking surprised. “You never told me you felt that way.”

“Yeah, well. It was hard enough admitting as much to myself, let alone my best friend. You’re the one person who’s supposed to know me best, but how can you when for so long I didn’t even know who I am?” I pull in a shaky breath. “I’ve wasted so much time pretending to be someone I’m not. The amount of catching up I have to do feels insurmountable sometimes.”

“Angela, no one knows better than I do about wasted time,” she reminds me. “Does ten years pining over a complete douchebag ring a bell?”

“Right.” I return her smirk. “I guess we do have that in common, huh?”
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