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A GOOD EXCUSE




“YOU’LL DO GREAT—I mean, break a leg!” Aria whispered as Aly gripped her friend’s hand, and then went past her up the steps of the stage. 

Aria still shook from her own audition for the leading lady of the pirate play, so as she settled back in her seat, she took a deep breath. With hungry eyes, she watched Aly perform the same chunk of text she just had with the flawless precision of someone used to being on stage. 

As soon as she was finished, Aria clapped wildly. Aly beamed at her in the soft, comfortable way of someone whose known you for years, bowing and throwing her long brown hair back in a ponytail that Aria loved brushing off her friend’s neck.

She’d just never told Aly how much she loved it.

“Great! Now for the part of the pirate king,” the director said, turning in her chair to scan the theater.

In the nearby seats, the only group of three boys who’d shown up just looked at each other. 

Each of them was younger than fifteen, and at least ten years too young to be a convincing kind. Compared to Aria and Aly’s twenty years, they seemed like infants.

“Nobody at all?” the director said, standing up and shielding her eyes to see better. Then she put her hands on her hips. “Huh. Well, I was going to have one of you ladies be the main girl, but since we don’t have any boys for the king, Aly, you’ll be perfect for the role. Aria, you’ll be the girl he woos.”

“Sounds good!” Aly said, smiling down at Aria.

Aria’s heart sputtered. She could already see it: her and Aly, standing on stage, having to declare their love for each other in front of all their friends. She’d have to pretend she wasn’t feeling anything. She’d have to pretend to pretend. The thought put a lump in her throat.

Getting to her feet, Aria raised a hand, her whole body hot. “Um, ma’am? I, uh, don’t think that’s the best idea. I-I mean, it doesn’t make sense. Aly’s—she’s too pretty. No one will believe she’s a boy,” Aria said, stumbling over her words. T

he excuse tasted watery, even to her, but she couldn’t stop talking. Her mind just filled with images of her daydreams about Aly becoming reality.

The director crossed her arms. “I don’t think so. People did this all the time with men in Shakespeare’s day. And stage makeup will do wonders. What do you think, Aly?”

Aly shrugged, tucking her script under her arm. “I’m still game.”

The sheer nonchalance was killing Aria.

Heaving a deep, nervous breath, Aria studied her friend. Aly stood back from the stage, cool as a cucumber, a genial smile on her face. Nothing about her screamed intimidating.

“O-okay,” she said. The word sort of leapt from her mouth, making itself known before she could control it.

If anyone noticed, or thought she was being too much of a prude, they didn’t say it. The director just waved her up to the stage. Aly even moved over, making a space for her.

Shaking in her ankle boots, Aria got up beside her friend. Together, they flipped through the rest of the scene. Aria could hardly concentrate, though. She kept eyeing Aly from over the top of her paper. When Aly glanced up again, a question in her eyes, Aria startled.

“I said there’s a kiss in the last scene of the play,” Aly said, pointing to a place at the end of the story.

Blushing hard, Aria fairly flung her script across the stage as she flipped to the back, scanning fast and hard. Her heart just about beat out of her chest with hope, and fear.

“Are you going to be uncomfortable?” Aly asked, keeping her voice low enough that the director wouldn’t hear.

Aria’s breath caught in her chest. “Why do you ask?” she whispered, hardly able to look her gorgeous friend in the eye. “W-would you feel weird about it?” 

To her great surprise, Aly gave her a gentle smile. “No. I’m—glad, actually. To be honest, I’ve been—secretly wanting to kiss you for a while. I could never find a good excuse.”

A rush of relief, and giddiness, filled Aria’s chest. She could already see Aly in her pirate costume, prancing around on stage, and sweeping her off her feet. Biting back a grin, Aria ducked her head, and leaned closer. “Maybe, one day after school, we can practice,” she said.

“It’s a date,” Aly whispered back, winking.








OPEN ARMS


CLUTCHING HER PURSE under her arm, Nadia scurried up the sidewalk towards the campus chapel, an alarm in the back of her mind screaming, “you’re late! You’re late!” She could already see Pastor Barb tapping her watch in the conference of the chapel basement.

Whose idea was it that she needed to take Religious Studies just to pass psychology, anyway?

Huffing out a breath, she slowed down as soon as she got in range of the chapel gardens. Across the way, a beautiful girl in a homemade skirt waved at her. It took Nadia a second before she recognized her friend Ellen.

She waved back, not bothering to fight the bright smile that bloomed across her cheeks. 

That skirt looks so soft. I wonder how it’ll feel when it’s pressed against my legs as I hug her…

Like a bolt of lightning, Nadia realized the thoughts that had just passed through her head. She pulled her hand away from the gate, staring up at the chapel. 

Nothing had happened. The air hadn’t changed. The building hadn’t moved. Still, an icky, foreboding feeling filled her chest.

Will I even be able to go inside there now? Or is God going to smite me the second I step in the door?

“Good, you’re late, too,” Ellen said, jostling Nadia from her thoughts. Her smile was radiant, and it just made Nadia long to hug her even more. “This way we can both get in trouble, and it won’t be so awkward.”

At the reminder, Nadia fell back a step. She played with the strap on her purse. “Actually, I just remembered. I—can’t go in today. You go on without me,” she said, and spun on her heel.

She didn’t make it five feet before Ellen’s footsteps closed in behind her. “Wait! Hang on. Nadia, what’s wrong?”

She didn’t stop walking until she felt Ellen’s hand on her arm. Fighting panic, Nadia shook her head. She could hardly look her friend in the face. “It’s—nothing. I—forgot something at home. A notebook.” She gestured at her bag. “Small purse, and all.”

Ellen’s eyebrows shot to her hairline. “Well, that’s fine. I’m sure the new pastor won’t mind. I’ve met her before. Barb likes punctuality, but she’s really nice. She’ll lend you whatever you need.”

Nadia just shook her head. Over and over, she inched away from the chapel. Even though the motion pulled her away from Ellen’s touch, she couldn’t help it. 

The building loomed behind her. In the back of her mind, she could already see it crumbling to the ground if she stepped inside, all because she had a crush on her dearest friend.

“Nadia?” Ellen’s voice was soft as down. When Nadia met her eyes this time, the concern there just about broke her heart. “What’s going on? Why are you acting like this?”

The tears came before Nadia could stop them. In seconds, she was blubbering in front of her friend, the truth spilling out of her just as quickly. “I think I like you. As more than a friend, I mean. If I go in there, I’m scared something bad will happen because of it.”

Ellen stared at her for a long second. Just when Nadia was ready to take it all back, her friend flung her arms around Nadia’s neck.

She was just as soft as Nadia had always dreamed.

“I have feelings for you, too,” she whispered into Nadia’s ear. Then, breaking the hug, she took Nadia’s hand.

Inch by inch, she pulled them both back towards the chapel.

Nadia dug in her heels. “I’m not sure that’s a good—”

Then Ellen did the one thing Nadia had never seen the girl do before: she hopped the chapel fence. In a skirt. And landed on her feet.

Even more amazing: nothing happened to her. She’d just openly admitted to liking a girl, and the ground wasn’t even close to smoking beneath Ellen’s feet.

As Nadia stared, Ellen held out her hand. “It’s okay,” she whispered, coaxing her in.

Nadia followed her onto the chapel path. She followed Ellen up the stairs, and inside the door. 

All her relatives’ religious warnings blared in her ear, screaming about how gays go to hell. But no matter what they’d said
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