
Chapter One 

			Ginny

			Have you ever gone so long without being alone that you’ve forgotten what solitude feels like? I’m talking about forgetting on a completely subconscious, cellular level. You’ve spent so much time with others that you no longer realize all the little things you would do differently if you were alone. The awareness of the people around you has seeped into your bones. You know they see you, so your consciousness of their perception of you becomes part of how you carry yourself, and the You you are around these other people starts to feel like the only You.

			I think that’s what happened to me over the last few days, though I’m only noticing it right now. Now that I’m alone again.

			This week has been one of the busiest of my life. College orientation. I haven’t been alone for longer than a bathroom break or a quick shower in five days. Even now, this peace won’t last very long. My roommate Jess had her first class at eight this morning, so when I woke up at nine thirty, she was already gone. I almost wish I’d gotten up earlier to bask in the quiet paradise of solitude (but not really, because sleep).

			When my eyes opened and I became aware enough to note Jess’s absence, tension slipped from my shoulders that I had no idea I was holding. I’ve been overwhelmed this week, of course, but apparently, I hold that stress even in my sleep, which is a fun—meaning stressful and surprising yet altogether par for the course—new development. My first class starts at ten thirty, so the solitude would have ended soon enough anyway.

			I guess that’s my life now; tiny little moments of time to myself interspersed in a busy college student schedule. I know a more overwhelming version of my life exists, but right now my brain has lost the ability to imagine something more intimidating than my reality.

			Maybe that’s how everyone feels when they’re immersed in a new community. Or maybe it’s just an experience reserved for mega-introverts like me. I’m used to a lot of time on my own. Time to recover from every anxiety-provoking social interaction, time to recharge for the next one, and time to spare. Not that I don’t have friends back home, or a passable relationship with my parents, but being alone has become my default.

			But now it’s almost ten and my new roommate is bound to return any minute. It’s not that I don’t like Jess—she actually seems pretty awesome so far. She’s the kind of unflappable person I find almost confusing. I’m sure she has as many moods as everyone else, but so far, she always seems to be happily going with the flow. I was completely intimidated by that when we first met, but she’s funny, open, and kind, and I think we’ve started to get along relatively well after this week’s crash course in bonding.

			I’m clicking the strap on my overalls into place when the door bangs open. Jess comes in and flops on her bed face first. Despite her eternally cool composure, she seems to have a penchant for throwing the door open like it weighs a thousand pounds. She’s going to put a dent in the wall soon enough.

			“Hey.” Her voice is muffled in her purple duvet. “Good morning.”

			“Good morning.” I check myself out in the mirror. I’ve chosen a pair of overalls over a T-shirt from my favorite coffee shop back home. Overalls always make me feel prepared, and the shirt makes me feel comfortable. A perfect first day combination. “How was your class?”

			She flips over to face the ceiling and shrugs. “It was okay. I’m excited about it but also, it’s just, like, so much work.”

			I smile. That’s the part of college I’m really looking forward to. I’ve always been a total nerd, but I may finally be somewhere where nerd is the goal. I had a difficult time convincing my parents to let me go to a tiny liberal arts college in Vermont, but this is exactly the kind of environment I want to learn in.

			We chat about the presentation she has already been assigned for her environmental science class until I tell her I have to leave. She tilts her head back to look at me, dyed-green hair falling over the edge of her bed. I would love to dye my hair, but it’s the kind of thing I don’t think I’ll ever have the courage to do.

			“I like your overalls.” I think she’s smiling, but it’s hard to tell upside down. “They’re a vibe.”

			“I—” I have no idea what that means. “Thanks.” I smooth them out, suddenly self-conscious. I don’t envy Jess’s style, exactly, but I envy the confidence with which she wears it, so a compliment from her feels important. She wrinkles her brow at me. I must be acting strange in some way or another.

			“Are you really bad at taking compliments, or do you think I’m, like, hitting on you or something?”

			I blink at her directness. “Bad at taking compliments.”

			She nods. I didn’t think she was hitting on me, but surprise made me hesitate. Last I heard, she was in a committed—although apparently doomed—relationship. The day we met, Jess confided in me as I helped her put up some photos.

			“I shouldn’t even be hanging these. Basically, all of them have my girlfriend in them, and we’re probably gonna break up soon.” When I’d stuttered my condolences for her future break-up, she shook her head. “No worries. We both suck at long-distance, but we’re also both optimistic idiots, so here we are.”

			She’d laughed, so I did too, and we’d moved on. I don’t think she noticed how the calm confidence with which she’d said girlfriend had left me in awe. Now Jess looks at me with her brows pulled down and a slight frown on her lips, and I feel like I’ve done something wrong.

			“Ginny, you’re not, like…” She forms her words slowly, which I haven’t seen her do before. Is she going to ask me if I’m queer? My heartbeat accelerates and the tips of my ears go hot. “Not cool with the gay thing, right? You just seem a little shocked by that question.”

			“No!” I shake my head vehemently. “No, no, of course not.” She must see how nervous I am, but I’m surprised she’s mistaken it for that kind of discomfort. I’m uncomfortable with myself, not Jess.

			“Cool.” She’s less skeptical but not entirely un-skeptical. Her phone dings and she turns her attention to it, fingers flying at lightning speed as she texts.

			This is my chance. My easy, totally ordinary opportunity to say I’m bisexual. Jess won’t judge. She’s nice, calm, and one of the most go-with-the-flow people I’ve ever met. Not to mention gay herself. And if I don’t say it now, it’ll be so much harder to say it later. But I’ve never said it out loud to someone before—assuming I don’t count my own reflection in the mirror—so the words don’t come easily.

			It’s almost funny how awful never having told anyone feels now, given how normal it used to seem. Just a short while ago I thought I was settled with that part of myself, and that people knowing wouldn’t change anything. I knew from the time I was thirteen I liked girls, but when I kissed a boy for the first time at fourteen, I knew I liked guys, too. So, I thought maybe I’d only ever date men. The liking-girls part of me could just stay private, and I’d never have to share that part of me with my religious and over-involved parents. But over the last six months or so, something changed. Not telling stopped feeling like privacy and started feeling like a big, bad secret.

			It’s not that my home situation is even that bad. My parents wouldn’t be thrilled, but I’m pretty sure they wouldn’t do anything too drastic. They would probably learn to accept it someday. It’s always been me who couldn’t accept myself. I never felt secure enough in my sexuality to tell anyone, and I always hoped, as silly as it sounds now, I could find a way to accept myself without it ever having a real effect on my life.

			When I got into college, I promised myself I wouldn’t let my sexuality feel like a secret here. I wouldn’t hide things. I wouldn’t build up the walls of shame and denial I lived with at home. I would be honest. I promised myself I’d be out. And if I’m going to follow through on that, now is the best time to start.

			Determination rushes over me, combating my anxiety. I pretend to look for something in my backpack so I don’t have to make eye contact with Jess as I speak.

			“Actually…” I clear my throat quietly, doing my best to sound completely nonchalant. “I’m bi.”

			“Oh.”

			I can’t stand it anymore and glance up to see her expression. She’s looking me over but doesn’t seem too surprised. Her expression clears and she nods.

			“I see that for you.” Then she frowns. “Now I feel like I have to clarify that I really wasn’t hitting on you. I was joking.”

			“I know.”

			“Cool.” She smiles and turns back to her phone, and that’s it. She’s moved on already.

			I told someone, and nothing changed.

			I smile at my backpack as I zip it shut, then sling it over my shoulder. We exchange byes as I leave, and the tension in my shoulders feels even lighter than it did when I was alone.

			* * *

			My Gothic Literature course meets on Monday and Thursday mornings. I’m not sure why our term starts on a Thursday, but I’m happy my first ever college class is a literature course. I have absolutely no idea what I want to study here, but I’ve always had a passion for reading.

			I put on my headphones while I walk. The campus is beyond tiny, so I barely enjoy two songs before I arrive in the small seminar room. I grab a random desk, take out a notebook and a pencil, and people-watch as other students slowly file in.

			Two minutes before class begins, a group of three people come in together, laughing. They choose seats right across from me in the circle of desks, so it is almost natural to watch them. In particular, the girl directly across from me catches my eye. She listens to one of her friends tell a story, and I watch her brown eyes sparkle as she laughs. The easy confidence with which she carries herself is magnetic. She looks at her friends with endless focus and affection, like there isn’t a single sight in the world she’d rather bear witness to, and I’m mesmerized by the force of her attention. I’d look to see how they’ve drawn such intent focus, but then I’d have to look away from her. She pulls one leg up onto her chair, resting an arm on her knee.

			I’m being a total creep. I force my gaze away.

			Then I hear her laugh—loud and delighted. Screw it. I let myself look at her again.

			She’s so hot. I am tentative saying those kinds of words about women aloud, but I’ve had a lot of practice thinking them.

			She has high, prominent cheekbones and a strong jaw. Her dark brown hair is bleached blond except for her roots. It’s cut relatively short, like a long pixie cut, and she messes with it periodically. She shifts it from one side to the other, then lets it fall over her eyes just a bit when she looks down.

			One of her friends—a Black student wearing a crop top I’d die to be able to pull off with confidence—says something and the girl bursts out laughing again. Her smile is wide, easy, and kind of goofy.

			She radiates that I’m-queer-and-I’m-happy-with-myself energy I’ve always been drawn to and am more than a little jealous of. Not that I know she’s queer, but the hair and the rainbow laces on her Doc Martens are good clues, if I listen to stereotypes. I covertly study her outfit. She’s wearing a simple T-shirt and jeans with a hole in one knee. The light denim jacket draped over the back of her chair is practically covered in pins and patches. I squint to try to see what they are without being too obvious. One patch is a word in rainbow lettering, but I can’t make out what it says. Do straight people wear more than one rainbow item? I mean, they can, but multiple rainbows must suggest something.

			God. I’ve been looking at her for a couple minutes and I’m already invested in her sexuality. I guess I can have a crush on her even if she isn’t queer, given I can’t imagine doing anything about it anyway. I promised myself I’d be out, not that I’d act on any possible feelings. I can only muster so much bravery.

			She looks toward the door, and I follow her gaze.

			The professor bustles in holding a mountain of papers. She announces herself to the room and immediately distributes copies of the syllabus. Then Professor Vargas asks us to introduce ourselves, which I’ve done about fifty times this week. One of Hot Girl’s friends volunteers to go first.

			“Hi, everyone, I’m Mack Andrews, they/them pronouns. I’m a sophomore from Boston, and I study literature. And I’m super excited for this class!”

			Hot Girl goes next, and I enjoy being able to watch her without being completely obvious.

			“I’m Nat.” She pauses for the tiniest moment. “Natalie Becker, I should probably say.” She laughs and glances toward Professor Vargas, who writes on what must be a class roster. “She/her. I’m a sophomore…I’m from Brooklyn, and I study visual art mostly, but also a bunch of other stuff. And…” She runs a hand through her hair for the millionth time. “Yeah. That’s it.”

			Natalie. Nat. It’s a nice name for my first college crush.

			




Chapter Ten 

			Natalie

			I’m not a morning person, but I like to get up early once a week or so and eat breakfast alone when the dining hall isn’t too busy. It’s never that crowded before nine, mostly occupied by exhausted-looking students grabbing coffee before a morning class. I use the quiet time to find a table by a window and sketch in relative silence for a while.

			Payton has class at eight thirty, so we walk to the dining hall together, but we have an unspoken agreement to split up once we get there. We get along well as roommates, though we owe a lot of that to the fact we know when to leave each other alone.

			We get there at eight, two and a half hours before my class. I eat and stare out the window at one of the last trees on campus that still has leaves. I sketch it, then draw a few more trees at different stages, enjoying what I love without the pressure of an assignment or a time limit. When I finish, I check the time. It’s nine thirty. I still have an hour. I would do anything for this peaceful sketching time.

			I’ve been drawing so much the last week, but I’m not fulfilled or encouraged like I normally would be. Instead, I’m bitter because the sudden burst of inspiration came right after the Student Gallery deadline passed. I’m finally producing work I like, but I have no use for it. It’ll live in my sketchbook forever, which I’m sure is some kind of overly clichéd metaphor for the rest of my life.

			I am such an idiot. I neglected my art for months, even though there’s nothing more important to me. I’m supposed to be using this time to do all the things I won’t be able to do once school ends. Instead, I’ve been wasting time, brooding, and overthinking—just about the only things I know for a fact I can do back home.

			A knock on the other side of the table startles me, and I look up into curious green eyes. Ginny.

			“Hey.” Her tone is quiet and hesitant. She holds a plate of scrambled eggs and toast.

			“Hey.”

			“I—You seem busy. Sorry.” She turns just as I realize she was probably waiting to see if I’d invite her to sit down.

			“Wait!” I move some of my stuff off the table to make room. “Sit with me.” She smiles tentatively and sits across from me. I came here to be alone, but I can’t imagine turning down time with Ginny, even when she’s offering to leave. We’ve seen each other tons recently, as always, but I can’t remember the last time we were alone together.

			She asks what I thought about Dracula, which we finished reading for today, and we talk for a minute. But it’s stilted. It’s my fault. I’m just not very talkative.

			“You…” She pauses. “Is everything all right? You seem a little down.” Her brow is so furrowed my fingers itch to smooth it. I hate that I’m the reason for her concern.

			“Yeah, everything’s fine.” The lie feels unbearably wrong. “I—I mean, mostly.”

			“What’s up?” She tilts her head.

			“Just—do you know about the Student Gallery thing?” She nods. “I wanted to submit, but I couldn’t, and I’m pissed about it.” Now that I’ve begun, the words flow from my mouth. “Well, couldn’t isn’t the right word. I could have. But I didn’t start early enough. You can only submit something if you’ve worked on it over the summer or during this term, and my summer was insane—or normal, I guess, but it felt insane, and I just let it fall by the wayside and then the term began, and I was so busy, and I kinda forgot all about it somehow and then the deadline passed, and it all felt like it happened really quickly, you know?” She nods again, but I’m already barreling on. “I’m just pissed at myself. So stupid, right? Like it didn’t actually happen quickly. I had months. I don’t understand how shit happens so slowly like that and you don’t even notice, but I feel like that happens to me all the time. Like I only ever notice stuff once it’s already happened, and then I’m stuck with it, you know?”

			“I—I think so.” She watches me with wide eyes.

			Stop talking, Nat. I’m usually much better at keeping a lid on my stupid thoughts. “Sorry.”

			“No! No, don’t be sorry. I do get it. It just took me a moment. I think you’re being a little hard on yourself. Stuff like that—”

			“Yeah.” I don’t agree. I just want to stop talking about this. She frowns and opens her mouth to say something else, but I keep going.

			“So. Dracula. Where are you on vampires? Yes, or no? Despite my love for Kristen Stewart, she did not sell me on it. Maybe if she had been the vampire from the beginning. Buffy, though. That’s my kind of vampire content. Have you seen Buffy?” She nods but seems dazed by the deluge of words coming from my mouth. “You’re kind of a Willow, aren’t you? She had the whole cute overalls thing going on, too.” The comment lands weirdly. Ginny doesn’t laugh or do her I’m-trying-not-to-blush smile.

			Fuck. This is completely wrong. I’m forcing the kind of conversation that usually comes naturally to us. I panic and turn to my backpack. Maybe I’ll notice I’ve forgotten something I need for class. I haven’t, but the lie comes out anyway.

			“Shit, I completely forgot my book. I should go grab it before class.”

			She knows I’m lying. She must know. We still have an hour before class, anyway, and my dorm is only five minutes away. But she nods as I pack and doesn’t question me.

			“See you soon,” she says as I sling my bag over my shoulder.

			“Yeah. See you soon.” I rush out like the place is on fire. Tears push at the backs of my eyes, but I don’t let them come.

			Maybe I’ve fucked this up too, just like my Gallery submission. I waited too long and now I’ve dug myself into a hole. I could have made a move a month ago and had exactly what I wanted. Now flirting with her isn’t some light, easy thing. There’s too much emotion there. I care about her too much.

			I cannot believe I said all that to her. I didn’t expect those honest words to flow so readily. Once I started, it was shockingly easy to keep going. And it actually felt good. I shouldn’t have left so quickly. I should have given Ginny a chance to respond. Maybe it could have been better than good.

			I stop short. I’m light-headed and nauseous. I sit at one of the outdoor tables next to a dorm. I close my eyes and try to take a deep breath, but my chest is too tight. I’m on the verge of a panic attack. My heart thumps as if I’m in danger. I’m not in a scary situation—or even a bad one—I just care about someone. I want to talk to her, share myself with her. That shouldn’t be so terrifying that my fight-or-flight instincts kick in.

			The bench across from me squeaks. I look up to see Rafael sitting across from me.

			“Hey, I…” I don’t know how to ask him to leave. I’m not sure I can say anything without crying.

			“Take a deep breath, Nat.” His voice is low and calm.

			“I—What?”

			“Just take a deep breath, okay?” His tone is quiet but sharp and leaves no room for argument. He inhales slowly and I follow.

			In…Hold…Out…And again.

			My pulse slows to a semi-normal speed. Rafael watches me and breathes with me.

			“I, um, thanks. I…” I have no idea what to say. I’m not sure I understand why I panicked, so I definitely don’t have the words to explain it to someone else.

			Raf just smiles. “You seemed like you needed to take a breath.”

			“Yeah. I did.”

			“Cool. Me too, honestly.”

			Of course, I jump on the opportunity to not talk about myself. “What’s up with you?”

			“Uh…Isaiah and I hooked up last night.”

			“What? Seriously?” He and his ex have generally been on good terms since they split up, but I wouldn’t have guessed that.

			“Yeah.”

			“Wow. Are you happy about that?”

			“I genuinely have no idea.”

			I nod. Raf and Isaiah were totally crazy about each other, but then their breakup was somewhat tumultuous. I don’t really know why, exactly—just that Isaiah wasn’t a great communicator. We all spent weeks helping Raf through the heartbreak, but I never talked to him about their breakup in detail. Rafael can be pretty private, so I didn’t want to push him, but now I regret not asking him more about it.

			“Want to talk about it?” I want to listen, and I’m decent at giving advice, as long as it’s not to myself.

			Rafael shakes his head. “I’m not really ready to process it yet.”

			I want to tell him he can talk to me about anything—because he totally can. But that’s hypocritical since I don’t feel like sharing with him right now. I don’t feel like sharing, full stop.

			It has to mean something that just ten minutes ago I did share—with Ginny. That must mean something.

			“What about you?” Raf pulls me from my thoughts.

			“What about me?”

			“You want to talk about something?”

			“I—” Yes. “No. Not right now. Thanks, though.”

			He nods, checks his watch, and then gets to his feet. He says he needs breakfast before his class, and I thank him again for sitting with me before we say our good-byes.

			He was so…calm. Normal. He saw me panicking, but he didn’t ask a million questions or stare at me like he’d never seen me before. I barely understand my own behavior, but he wasn’t surprised at all. I think I’m good at pretending, but lately it seems like the only person I know how to fool is myself.

			And I don’t want to lie to myself. It doesn’t help me. I never escape my problems. I just avoid them until they become too big and overwhelming to ignore. I can’t keep doing this to myself.

			Okay. So. Truth.

			Being honest with Ginny was bliss and hell all at once. I was horrified and relieved by every word out of my mouth. I don’t fully understand why vulnerability is so hard for me, but I know why I want to try with Ginny. Because it’s not some little infatuation. I have to be able to admit that to myself, even if it terrifies me. I’m crazy about Ginny.

			But that doesn’t change the fact my emotions are completely uncontrollable lately. I have no idea what to do with all the anxiety and dread I’ve been trying to ignore. If I decide to dive headfirst into this thing with Ginny, I’ll have to be okay with welcoming more out-of-control feelings into my life. I’ll have to be completely honest with her and not lose my mind over how scared I am.

			I don’t know if I can do that. Even if it is what Ginny wants, I don’t know if I can handle it.

			




Chapter Eleven 

			Ginny

			I was kind of excited to come home at first. I’d never been away from Virginia for longer than a week before college. But the second I saw my parents at the airport, reality hit. I won’t be the person I am at school while I’m here. I won’t be myself. I can’t do it—maybe I’ll never be able to. I kept my sexuality to myself for years here for a reason. Still, even though I knew I wouldn’t be able to be me, I didn’t expect to feel quite so out of place.

			My mother woke me up at eight thirty this morning, exuding frustration from every inch of her body, and asked me why I wasn’t ready to leave. It took me a minute to realize what she was talking about. Sunday. Mass. At the same time and the same place it was for my entire life before college. I hadn’t skipped it for anything less than a fever before Vermont. I’d forgotten, not only to set an alarm, but that Mass was a part of my life at all.

			Religion has always been an obligation to me. The only connection I’ve had to it has been for my parents’ sake. At school, I didn’t miss church for a moment—the hymns, the dissociating, the endless concern about whether I seemed interested enough for my parents to believe I wanted to be there. I told my mom I had woken up earlier, thought it was Saturday, and went back to sleep.

			She seemed to accept the lie, even though it barely made any sense. I’m not used to being a liar. I’ve always thought of myself as private, and perhaps a bit secretive, but not like I was purposefully deceptive. Now every move I make seems disingenuous, and every moment I spend here I feel more and more like an imposter. I forgot how much I worry here. How much I watch the things I say, how much I monitor the way I move, how much I temper the reactions I have to everything around me. I never realized how unhappy I am here, and I’m not sure how I missed it.

			My parents have been so excited to see me, asking endless questions about school. I told them all about my classes and the campus, but quickly ran out of topics that felt safe. Luckily my extended family have been at the house a lot, so I’ve survived on the same few stories about my courses. I usually love Thanksgiving, but now I’m glad the break is almost over. Tonight, I’ll be back in Vermont, and I can feel like myself again.

			My phone buzzes with a text. It’s a picture of Moose. Nat’s cat sits on a case of her favorite colored pencils.

			 

			He REFUSES to let me draw

			 

			I smile and grab my phone, but another text comes through before I can respond.

			 

			How are you?

			 

			I’ve talked to Nat a couple times these last few days, and there’s something different in her energy. She was more withdrawn than ever for the last week of school before the break. She’s stopped flirting with me altogether. Maybe she’s not into me like that anymore. Maybe she never was. She’s different over text, though. Just a little more open. Her heart is nowhere near her sleeve, but she drops hints about how much she misses school and we’ve bonded over that. She still hasn’t shared what makes her time at home so unpleasant, but I’ve learned more about how much she loves campus.

			 

			Just finished packing.

			Flight isn’t for hours but I hope to manifest it coming sooner

			 

			She responds almost immediately.

			 

			An anti-delay. i will manifest with you

			 

			Thanks

			 

			I add a smiling emoji and she sends a heart one back.

			A heart. People text those all the time, but it still affects me coming from Nat. I brush off the butterflies and ask her what she’s up to. Two messages come through in quick succession.

			 

			Train leaves in a couple hours. I should pack like u but also im trying to sketch

			What time r u gonna get to campus? Theres gonna be a back-from-vacation party in my dorm starting at 10

			 

			I lie back on my bed.

			 

			Wow people really will throw a party

			for any occasion, won’t they?

			 

			Hell yeah

			 

			I check the timing on my flight.

			 

			Plane lands at 8ish

			then have to take a bus to school

			so not sure but prob 10-10:30

			 

			Awesome!! You should come by!! I would love to see u

			 

			I’ve missed her more than I thought I would, but now I am almost nervous to see her. She asked me to come to the party, but I don’t know what to expect from her tonight. Maybe Nat will be animated and flirty and we’ll find our easy chemistry again. Or maybe she will stay subdued and distant, and I’ll spend the party wondering if she ever liked me at all.

			I tell her I’ll be there, of course, because no matter what else I’m feeling, I’m always dying to see her.

			 

			Sure! Excited to see you too

			 

			Great

			 

			She punctuates that with another heart emoji. Stupid heart emoji. As much as I tell myself it’s just friendly, I can’t help reading it as something more.

			My fingers tremble over the keyboard for a moment. Sending one back feels like admitting something. But it’s normal. I have to remind myself it’s normal. Beth ended our text conversation with one yesterday when we were talking about how much we hate going home. I responded to that one immediately, without hesitation. I push send.

			Right. Normal.

			Will she write back? She doesn’t have to, I guess. That seemed like a natural end to the conversation. And yet, here I am, staring at my phone, waiting to see if typing bubbles will appear.

			I’m startled by a knock on my door. I recognize the quick, sharp sound. It’s my mom.

			“Come in!” I sit up in my bed. She comes in smiling and closes the door behind her. She sits next to me and looks straight into my eyes. Oh God, I can already tell I’m going to hate this conversation.

			“So, you’re leaving tonight.”

			“Yes.”

			“We’re going to miss you here, you know.”

			“I miss y’all, too.” That’s not a lie, exactly. I love my parents. I miss them when I’m gone. Sometimes. But also, a once-a-week phone call is more than enough for me right now.

			“I know I keep saying this…” She touches my hair, and I brace myself for her comment. “But I’m surprised every time I see your hair like this.” She tucks some of it behind my ear with a frown.

			“I like it like this, Mom.” That’s already way more assertive than I usually am with my mother, so I’m not surprised to see her eyes widen as if I’ve offended her.

			“Of course, Virginia. I’m not saying I don’t like it. I’m just surprised.” I nod, as if saying she’s surprised for the tenth time isn’t basically the same as saying she doesn’t like it. She must see something in my eyes because she continues. “I do like it. It’s just an adjustment, you can understand that. But I promise, I like it. You look very pretty.”

			I cringe internally, but I’m sure the practiced façade I keep around my mom doesn’t let it show. I usually don’t mind feminine compliments, but coming from my mother I always feel boxed in.

			“You had it up at the airport, and I was afraid it was much shorter, but it’s nice like this.” She was afraid—as if the idea of me with a bob is a sign of the apocalypse. I just nod because I don’t have the energy to engage with her further.

			“So…you’ve told us so much about school and your classes, but you haven’t said much about your friends. I thought maybe you could use some girl talk.”

			“I’m fine,” I assure her. “I mean I—I have friends. Good friends.”

			“Oh, I’m sure! Who wouldn’t want to be friends with you?” She glances at my phone where it sits on the bedspread next to me. She reaches for it, and I have the urge to grab it before she can, but I stop myself. It’s not like she knows my passcode.

			She clicks the button once and my lock screen displays. It’s a picture of me and my friends at the apple orchard. I see the picture through my mom’s eyes for a moment. Mack and Nat’s dyed hair and Beth’s undercut are fifty times queerer than my medium-length bob. Lizzie and Rafael, both not white, when there were only six people of color in my entire high school class. Nat’s arm around my shoulder in a way that could be completely friendly—or could be a sign of something else. For her, every aspect must be like a giant flashing sign that says Danger.

			“I saw this yesterday after dinner. I just…” I hold my breath as I wait to hear what she says. “I don’t know these people, Virginia. And I’ve always known the people in your life. I suppose that’s just you getting older, but I’m still getting used to it. I just hope your new friends are good to you. Good people, good influences, who are worthy of being friends with someone as special as you.”

			Every supposed compliment makes me want to cry. She sees them as the other and me as her. She’s never really learned that whole my-child-is-not-me thing that parents are supposed to learn. Maybe she never will. I just nod.

			“They are. They’re good people.”

			She taps my phone again and studies the photo in silence for a long moment. Then she looks toward my suitcase. It’s fully packed, but still open.

			“I should leave you to your packing, I suppose.” She walks to the door but stops on the threshold. “I love you, Virginia.”

			“Love you too, Mom.” My reply is automatic. She closes the door behind her, and I flop back on my bed. I’m both relieved and upset she didn’t say something more clearly depreciative about my friends. If she had, then I might have stood up to her. I might have been honest.

			I might have come out.

			I don’t have any more messages from Nat, but I do have a gif of running corgis from Jess. She doesn’t go two days without texting me a cute animal-related meme or Instagram post, sometimes even when we’re both in our room. There’s also a text from Rafael inviting me to the party at Nat’s dorm, since he lives there, too. These last few days have reminded me how grateful I am to have made such awesome friends. I’ve exchanged a few messages here and there with all of them, and it’s been the only thing keeping me grounded while I’ve been here.

			I’ll be back soon. Back with people who get me and who I don’t have to tiptoe around. Back to being myself again. Even though I haven’t known them all that long, they probably know me better than anyone.

			Especially Nat. In a way, she’s my best friend. If there wasn’t this whole other thing between us, fraught with chemistry and tension I don’t know what to do with, it would be a pretty amazing friendship. Well, there would still be the fact that she doesn’t open up to me, but it would be the beginning of an amazing friendship.

			At this point, I think friendship is all it will ever be. Nat has given me so many mixed signals recently, she must not be interested in an actual romantic relationship. And despite what I’ve been telling myself, I don’t want to just hook up with her. I thought maybe this new version of me—out and at least attempting to be proud—would be open to hooking up with someone without strings, but I was fooling myself. I’m a relationship person, no matter my sexuality.

			And even if I was open to just a hookup, it’s not worth it. Our friendship is too important. Having a close-knit group of friends means the world to me. I’m finally able to be myself, and I’m not going to risk that over something that could turn out to be nothing. Between our friendship and Nat’s mercurial tendencies, there are more than enough reasons we are never going to happen.

			On top of all that, I’m not really ready for a relationship, either. All the attention and perceptions that would come with having a girlfriend…I don’t know if I could handle it. I’m not ready to come out to my parents or anyone here in Virginia. And as much as I hate to admit it, I’m still not quite used to being out to myself. Could I get over my own insecurities enough to really commit myself to a girl? Could I jump into a relationship without being completely consumed with fear about what other people think? Could I walk around outside, hold her hand, and not feel overwhelmingly self-conscious? I hope so, but I don’t know.

			It’s time for me to be happy with what Nat and I have now and give up on our relationship growing into anything else.

			




Chapter Twelve 

			Natalie

			I’m so glad to be back. My dorm common room is full of people dancing, drinking, and catching up, and it is exactly what I need. Well, maybe it would be better to actually be doing some of the dancing and catching up, but I haven’t gotten there yet. I’m still in a corner, watching everyone else and trying to force myself to act like I’m at a party. I guess it’s less like glad to be back and more like can’t wait to finally feel like I’m back. When I close my eyes, I’m still in my bedroom at home, depressed and lonely.

			It was a strange break. I’d missed my mom and brother, and it was great to see them again, but only really on Thanksgiving itself. I had that one day of busting Noah’s chops and teasing my mom about her dating life. But then I spent the next two days working long hours at the store and spent my nights alone in my bedroom, exhausted and numb.

			I don’t usually find my work at the deli so draining. It’s an obligation, certainly, but also a second home, filled with employees and customers who have known me since I was born. Both my grandparents died when my mom was twenty-five, and she used the money they left her to start the deli. It was her first baby, before me and Noah, and I loved
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