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Bad Idea

By Erica Yang


Chapter 1: Boring Coward

Riva Corley chewed on the end of her pen,
trying to figure out what to write on the blank piece of notebook
paper in front of her. Madame Bellamy, the French teacher, stood at
the front of the classroom reviewing forms of the past tense, but
Riva didn’t need to listen to that. If she’d been working on her
French exercises, she’d have known what to put.

Riva stole another glance at Emmy Barnes.
Emmy was two years ahead, a senior, not far from graduation and her
18th birthday—in other words, not far from freedom. She looked free
already, though. Emmy was the only out lesbian at Jason Reidman
Senior High School. Not everyone was cool about that, but she
didn’t let anything stop her from expressing her personality. She
carried her stuff in a shimmery rainbow bag she’d made herself,
wore Doc Martens below knee-length skirts with glitter woven into
the fabric, and rocked a short, punky haircut that made the strands
she’d dyed purple stand out.

If she’d dressed differently, her
pink-cheeked good looks would have guaranteed her a spot alongside
the popular girls who were cheerleaders or had made the dance team.
Combined with her actual style, they gave her more edge than she
could have achieved with clothes alone. Emmy could have placed
herself in any clique she wanted, and her outfits said she’d chosen
her role and was proud of it.

Riva wished she had a fraction of that
confidence. She didn’t even know who she was, much less how to
stand up and declare her identity to the world.

She reminded herself that, at the moment, she
wasn’t writing to the world at large. This was just for Emmy. Since
she’d never said more than two words to Emmy, that didn’t make
things much better.

“Hi!” Riva tried. Even her handwriting made
her self-conscious. Was it too messy? Were her letters too bubbly
and girly? Were they too sharp and not girly enough? She gritted
her teeth and kept writing. “Want to get together sometime at the
ice cream shop downtown? Or maybe a longer hangout over Spring
Break? The mall, whatever. I’d like to get to know you.”

She frowned at the paper. Get to know
you sounded really sleazy. She hadn’t even gotten to the sleazy
part. Riva was tempted to reject this note and start over, but
class would end soon. She didn’t want to go another day without
making contact.

Her eyes flicked to Emmy again. She was
definitely pretty. What did that really mean, though? Riva tried to
imagine kissing her, or wanting to. Before Riva’s boyfriend,
Benton, had gotten obsessed with the idea of watching her make out
with a girl, it had never really occurred to Riva to wonder about
what that would be like. Now she couldn’t stop thinking about
it.

It was hard to tell if it made her
uncomfortable or excited or what. Every time she pictured it, her
mind placed Benton right in front of her, expecting her to be sexy
for him. She couldn’t figure out how she felt about kissing a girl
while she was totally worried about him and what he would be
thinking and if he would finally be proud to be with her.

Riva could think of a lot of empowerment
stuff her mom would say if she knew how desperately Riva wanted to
please Benton, but none of that changed what was true. Riva
did want Benton to like her, to stay with her even though
she’d moved away and he’d gone to college where, he’d made it
clear, there were plenty of older, more experienced girls who would
be more than happy to do all the things Riva was reluctant to
do.

Benton was coming to visit for Spring Break,
and he’d let Riva know what he expected when he arrived. He’d take
her out and spend time with her, but he wanted to watch her make
out with a girl. After all, he’d said, he could have spent Spring
Break with friends from college in a beach house, going to wet
T-shirt contests, drinking booze purchased by older friends, and
getting into all sorts of exciting trouble. Hearing that had hurt,
not just because he was threatening to find a cooler girlfriend,
but also because he talked as if he was only coming to see her out
of pity or obligation.

“You make it sound like I’m so boring,” Riva
had said.

“Aren’t you?” Even though she couldn’t see
him, she could picture the thin, reddish eyebrow raised above his
sharp green eyes.

“I’m not boring,” Riva had insisted.

“Then prove it.”

She had tried to raise objections. She wasn’t
gay, she’d said, and even if she was, she wouldn’t have known how
to find a girl in the first place. Benton had just called her a
coward.

He wasn’t wrong. Riva could come up with a
million specific excuses, but the real reason she didn’t want to do
what he’d asked was that it scared her. She didn’t like the way he
saw her, but he was close to her. Maybe he saw what she didn’t want
to admit.

Riva would not live her life as a
boring coward.

Back to Emmy it was.

She read over what she’d already written.
Leaving Benton entirely out of the note seemed like lying by
omission. She added one more line. “Maybe if we hit it off, you
could meet my boyfriend, too.”

Riva’s heart pounded. She hadn’t come out and
said anything about making out in front of him, but even the little
she’d written made that idea seem real. She watched Madame Bellamy
with a studious expression, hoping her pulse would slow down again.
She couldn’t shake the thought that everyone knew what she was
trying to set up. The things she hadn’t actually put into the note
might as well have been written on her forehead.

After a minute or two, Riva realized that she
wasn’t going to calm down. She told herself not to be a boring
coward, signed and folded the note, and wrote Emmy’s name on the
outside. She underlined the name and drew a couple stars to either
side of it. That made the whole thing look friendlier, she thought.
She doodled a little more, hoping people would assume she took art
with Emmy or something.

The hands on the clock zipped forward. Class
was almost over, and Benton would definitely text her after school
to see if she’d made any progress finding a girl to hang out with
them. Riva took a deep breath and nudged the guy in front of her.
When he glanced back at her, she slid the note under his elbow,
careful to do it at an angle Madame Bellamy couldn’t see.

She held her breath and watched the note
progress three desks forward and one to the right, where Emmy sat.
Her blonde eyebrows lifted as she took it, but she knew the score.
She tucked the folded sheet of paper under her notebook and waited
until the next time Madame Bellamy turned her back.

Riva bit her lip as she watched Emmy smooth
the note flat and begin to read. The older girl stiffened suddenly,
her relaxed spine straightening into military school posture. She
shot Riva a look over one shoulder.

Hoping things weren’t going terribly wrong,
Riva tried a smile, but she knew without needing to see it that
Emmy would read it as fake and awkward. Emmy snapped her head
forward, re-folded the note, and wrote something on the outside in
large block letters.

Riva’s stomach was twisting and sinking. Why
hadn’t she had the guts to go up to Emmy and talk about this out
loud? Then she might have had a chance to laugh this whole thing
off, or explain something, or at least find out right away exactly
how ridiculous Emmy thought she was.

The next several minutes were slow-motion
torture. Emmy finished writing whatever it was, glared one more
time at Riva, then passed the note to the girl on her left, not
bothering to be discreet this time. The girl glanced down at the
note, guffawed, and covered with a cough when Madame Bellamy fixed
her with a stern expression.

“Excusez-moi,” the girl said quickly,
then staged more coughing. The near miss slowed the progress of the
note, as the other students waited for Madame Bellamy’s attention
to return to her lesson before shunting it back onto the path to
Riva.

Finally—finally—the boy in front of
Riva bent to scratch his calf and, in the process, slipped the note
under the toe of Riva’s sandal. She leaned down immediately to
retrieve it, so anxious to relieve her suspense that she barely
remembered to keep track of Madame Bellamy. He met her eyes as she
snatched it off the floor, and smirked.

“Let me know how that works out for you.”

Riva jerked upright as if he’d slapped her.
Her hands shook as she placed the note on the desk in front of her.
Emmy’s reply made Riva fling her elbows onto the desk in hopes no
one else would see those giant, easy-to-read letters.

“Sorry, you’ll have to find someone else to
have a threesome with you and your gross boyfriend,” Emmy had
written. She’d added a sarcastic, “Thanks, bai!!” complete with a
smiley face and stars to match the ones Riva had drawn.

How had Emmy known? Riva had worried that the
note sounded sleazy, but she hadn’t actually written anything
sleazy.

Frantic, Riva counted and recounted the desks
between herself and Emmy. At least three people had definitely seen
the note. All of them, plus Emmy, were sneaking glances at Riva,
obviously dying to know her reaction. She wished the floor would
open below her and allow her to fall to an immediate and
face-saving death. She wished she’d approached Emmy any other way.
She wished she weren’t a boring coward who had also failed.

Riva wanted to drop her head to the desk and
hide her face in her arms, but she couldn’t afford to give the
others the satisfaction. She folded the note into the tiniest
square possible, shoved it deep into her jeans pocket, and did her
absolute best to pretend she’d suddenly developed a keen interest
in the pluperfect.

Now, of course, the clock hands slowed way
down. She could almost have believed someone had frozen time. Hell
would certainly be a place where she was trapped forever in this
moment, getting stared at by people who knew about the most
mortifying thing she’d ever done, trying to figure out how she
could ever show her face in French class again, totally uncertain
of what to say later when Benton texted her.

When the bell finally rang, Riva avoided eye
contact with everyone and stuffed her textbook and notebook into
her backpack as quickly as she could. If she’d believed she’d
escape the room without further humiliation, however, she was dead
wrong. The toe of a studded gold boot tapped the tile floor beside
Riva. She took a deep breath and forced herself to look up at a
very angry Emmy.

Emmy’s cheeks were so flushed, they looked
red. She’d crossed her arms over her chest, and her hands clenched
into fists, loosened, then clenched again. The motion made her
glitter-painted fingernails flash like knife blades.

Riva cleared her throat and struggled to find
some bravery inside herself somewhere. “Look,” she said. “I’m
really sorry. I shouldn’t have written that note.”

“You know what I’m really sick of?” Emmy was
clearly trying to keep her voice down, but she was mad enough that
she actually spoke in a hoarse whisper-shout that anybody could
have heard.

Out of the corner of her eye, Riva noticed
several kids dawdling at their desks, obviously hoping to linger
long enough to get the scoop on what had been going on in
class.

“I am so incredibly, ridiculously sick of
people who think that because I’m out, they can bring all their
experimentation to me. I know who I am! I don’t want to experiment!
And I definitely don’t want to be part of whatever twisted little
experiment you’re up to!”

Riva wanted nothing more than for Emmy to
stop talking. The three people who’d seen that note were three too
many, and the last thing she needed was for there to be even more
kids running around gossiping about Riva and her failed attempt at
setting up a threesome.

“I said I was sorry.”

That didn’t seem to help. Emmy opened her
mouth again, and Riva feared she was about to launch an even more
scathing, even louder indictment. Riva held up a hand,
desperately.

“I will never speak to you again, I promise.
I was totally out of line. I’m so sorry. Is there anything I can
do?”

“Oh, are you embarrassed? Feeling like
everyone is looking at you? Wondering about your personal life?
Good. Now you’ve gotten a five-minute taste of what it feels like
to be me. Every. Single. Day.” Emmy stormed off, her hip catching a
desk at the end of the row and dragging it a foot before she jerked
herself free of it.

Riva stared after her. She was so horrified,
she’d gone numb. It was hard to think straight or figure out what
to do next. She had another class to get to, but she was so upset,
she couldn’t remember which one it was.

Emmy had always seemed so together, so
comfortable with herself. Riva couldn’t believe she felt the way
she did. Riva would have given anything to rewind time and do
something different. She wished she hadn’t hit that sore spot of
Emmy’s—and she really wished the entire French class hadn’t seen
what had just happened.

“Riva, may I speak with you for a moment?” It
was Madame Bellamy, coming towards her.

Riva normally loved talking with her, but
that was because a conversation with her favorite teacher usually
involved receiving compliments and discussing how she ought to
consider studying in Paris at some point in her school career. Riva
took one look at the wrinkles of consternation creasing Madame
Bellamy’s already serious face and fled the classroom at top
speed.

As if things couldn’t have gotten worse, she
was crying. Now the people in the hall also knew something had
happened. Riva ducked into the nearest bathroom and stared at
herself in the mirror. Her mascara was running, but that could be
fixed. What she didn’t know how to repair was the mess she’d just
made of her entire life.

* * * *


Chapter 2: Nice Ride

Daisy Mejia tried to pretend she wasn’t
hanging on every part of the weird interaction between Emmy Barnes
and Riva Corley. It didn’t matter that everyone else was totally
watching. Daisy had always been careful not to pay too much
attention to either of those girls. Even if she might have liked to
be friends with Emmy, she’d always feared that getting close to a
girl who was out might make people notice things about her, like
that she’d never had a boyfriend. As for Riva—well, Daisy always
handled her crushes with total avoidance. She barely let herself
look at Riva, even when her whole being ached to, and the
idea of talking to Riva basically made Daisy want to explode.

Daisy’s best friend, Jo Quang, finished
packing up her advanced French books and came around from behind
Madame Bellamy’s desk, never taking her gaze off Riva and Emmy. She
grinned at Daisy. “Something was going on with them for the whole
last half of class,” she whispered, leaning in so no one else could
hear. “Did you see?”

Do not blush, Daisy ordered herself.
Her skin was dark enough that most people wouldn’t have noticed,
but Jo knew everything about her. Everything, that is, except for
that one really important thing she’d never told anybody, which
Daisy absolutely could not let Jo know and which meant there was no
way she could stand here and talk about Riva Corley.

She shrugged. “Madame Bellamy gave me a bunch
of papers to grade. I wasn’t really looking.”

That, at least, was true. Just about every
day, Daisy regretted letting Jo talk her into signing up to be
Madame Bellamy’s student aide. She didn’t even take French, and
despite Jo going on about how fun it would be to sit at the side of
the class together while Jo worked on her advanced independent
study, Jo actually cared about this class and didn’t have time to
slack off and hang out with Daisy. That left Daisy doing whatever
busy work Madame Bellamy could come up with and desperately
resisting the urge to make her crush obvious to all of French III
by staring constantly at Riva Corley. She’d gotten pretty good at
keeping her eyes on Madame Bellamy’s paperwork for seventy-five
minutes straight and twisting her head to the left, away from Riva,
if she did need to look up.

Emmy’s strained, pissed-off tone made
everyone in the room turn toward her and Riva now. Daisy had never
seen Emmy so angry, but, of course, that wasn’t what drew Daisy’s
eye. Riva looked miserable, on the verge of tears, but her
vulnerability made her even more beautiful to Daisy. Riva seemed so
perfect so much of the time that Daisy couldn’t envision what to do
if she did ever find herself alone with her. What could they talk
about? How could Daisy approach her? Now that Riva’s full, coppery
lips were trembling, Daisy imagined herself swooping in, asking
what was wrong, offering to comfort her. Maybe Riva would want a
ride somewhere—to an ice cream place, a park, whatever—and Daisy
could tell her she’d just bought a car over winter break. Then
Daisy could listen to whatever Riva had to say and also finally be
free to look at her soft, round face while she spoke.

Emmy stomped out of the classroom, just about
snapping a desk in half in the process, and slammed the door behind
her.

Jo nudged Daisy. “Wow. I did not know Riva
Corley was gay.”

“Huh?” Daisy had been so busy fantasizing
that she hadn’t processed anything Emmy and Riva had been saying.
Was Riva Corley actually gay? If so, Daisy was going to have
to light a candle the next time she was in church, because the god
of closeted lesbian teenagers had apparently answered her most
fervent prayers.

“Were you not listening to that?”

Jo tucked a strand of straight, shiny black
hair behind one delicate ear. Daisy recognized the performance
element of the gesture and figured the display of perfect grooming
was for the benefit of some boy on the other side of the room. Yup.
Jo was looking at a spot just past Daisy’s shoulder.

Daisy normally smiled indulgently and waited
for Jo’s attention to return to her. Jo was boy-crazy enough for
both of them, and Daisy half-hoped people would read her as
straight by association. This conversation, however, was way too
significant to be put on the back burner so Jo’s crush of the week
could claim a spot up front.

Daisy waved a hand in front of Jo’s face.
“Stay with me for a second here,” she whispered urgently. “What
makes you think…um, about Riva, how did you…”

Daisy braved a glance in Riva’s direction.
She had frozen when Emmy stalked off, tears brimming in her eyes.
Daisy wanted to go to her, but now she really didn’t know
what she would say.

Hey, does being out of the closet suck as
much as being in it does? Because that’s my biggest fear. Want to
go secretly make out?

Jo rolled her eyes. “Daisy, I swear. You know
nothing about lesbians.”

Jo didn’t know how right she was. Despite
being one, Daisy had no idea whatsoever how to go about her life.
Emmy seemed so certain of herself. Did she sign up for a mailing
list when she came out that hooked her up with all the key
information, or had she been born with special knowledge? Daisy’s
late-night Internet searches and secret viewings of I Can’t
Think Straight had left her with more questions than
answers.

She sighed. “Enlighten me.”

“Emmy was mad that Riva wanted to
‘experiment’ with her. It’s obvious, right? ‘Experiment’ is code
for…whatever lesbians do with each other.”

Jo’s attitude irritated Daisy, but she tried
to remind herself that she couldn’t take it personally since she’d
never told Jo how personal it was. It probably wasn’t a good idea
to shoot back, but Daisy couldn’t resist a small comment.

“And what do you call whatever you’re
planning to do with that person you’re eyeballing over my
shoulder?”

Jo batted her eyelashes and grinned, her lip
gloss shimmering. “I am way past the experimental phase.” She put
her hands on her hips and gave a little shimmy. “This is
market-tested and ready to go.”

“Wow.”

That earned a giggle from Jo, and Daisy
laughed along uncomfortably. Daisy avoided conversations about boys
because she didn’t think she could manage them without giving
herself away, so Jo thought she was a prude. That wasn’t it
exactly, but Jo did seem so adult and experienced sometimes. Daisy
couldn’t help wondering how far she’d gone and how she felt about
it.

The door to the classroom slammed again.

“Ooh, check that out,” Jo said. “Riva’s going
after her. Or something.”

“Yeah?” Daisy pretended to glance casually in
the direction Riva had gone. “Do you think she’s okay?”

“I don’t know. Why don’t you go see?” Jo
giggled again like she was kidding, but there was something to
that. Daisy’s throat clenched.

Could she actually follow Riva? What about
her carefully guarded secret?

Jo caught Daisy’s sleeve. “He’s coming over
here. Can you clear out? I’ll text you if I still need to ride home
with you later.”

Daisy shook her head. Jo worked fast, and her
confidence was supreme. Another time, Daisy might have lingered, or
argued with Jo that she shouldn’t angle for a ride home with a boy
she barely knew. She probably still should. Friends did stuff like
that for each other.

On the other hand, Jo had just given her the
best push she was ever going to get to talk to Riva Corley in the
flesh, for real.

“Yeah,” Daisy said, grabbing her stuff. “I
just remembered I…need something from my locker.”

Now that she’d decided to follow Riva, Daisy
worried she’d taken too long. She rushed out the door and glanced
frantically up and down the hall. For a second, it seemed she was
out of luck. She didn’t see Riva’s familiar green backpack receding
in any direction. Then a flicker of motion caught her eye, and she
noticed the heel of a leather sandal just as the girls’ bathroom
door swung shut.

If that had been anyone but Riva, Daisy
wouldn’t have stood a chance of recognizing her from that brief
glimpse. For all the time she spent avoiding looking at Riva,
though, Daisy had somehow memorized the complete catalog of her
clothing. She had absorbed, as if by osmosis, every fold of Riva’s
heel and freckle on her cheek. She took a deep breath and headed
for the bathroom.

Daisy pushed open the door just as someone
else was heading out. The girl smirked and inclined her head toward
the still miserable Riva. Daisy nodded awkwardly and pressed
inside. It was close enough to the next bell that the bathroom was
now empty except for her and Riva, and likely to stay that way—at
least until the deans came through to check for people trying to
cut class.

Gathering every shred of courage she
possessed, Daisy turned toward Riva and offered a tentative
smile.

The moment just about did her in. Riva was
much lighter than Daisy, but just too dark to be fully white. She
wore video game T-shirts with sandals and capri pants, her outfits
sort of declaring that she didn’t care, but decorated with enough
girly touches to contradict that impression. Her short black hair
was meticulously styled into the controlled waves of a twenties
flapper, and she had big, dark eyes that both thrilled and
frightened Daisy. Riva was obviously smart, and Daisy worried
sometimes exactly how much Riva saw.

Riva met Daisy’s scrutiny defiantly, though
her eyes were red. Her flowing tears carried streaks of mascara
down her face, washing away her foundation in the process. “Look,
if you came here to laugh at me, you had plenty of time to do that
in the classroom.”

Daisy shook her head. “No. I—”

“I’m not going to tell you anything,
either.”

Though she hoped Riva would change her mind,
Daisy understood the sentiment. If she’d been outed in front of the
entire French class, she wouldn’t have wanted to talk about it
either. The fantasy she’d had earlier returned to her mind, and
inspiration struck. She fished her keys out of her purse and showed
Riva the Honda logo on one of them.

“I came to see if you want to get out of
here.”

She usually did this with Jo, but she went
alone often enough that her best friend wouldn’t be suspicious.
Besides, Jo really seemed to think she had that boy on lock. Daisy
doubted she’d be texting for a ride later.

Riva’s eyebrows climbed. “Like, totally
out?”

“Yeah. Wherever you want to go.”

“Can your car drive to Mars?”

“I wish.” Daisy spun the key ring on her
finger. “What do you think? We should decide while we’ve still got
cover on the way to the parking lot. Once everyone’s in class, the
deans are going to notice us heading out that way.”

“Listen to the pro.”

Daisy shrugged. “This place sucks sometimes.
And the beach is a lot prettier, and it isn’t far.”

“Not too cold, either. I guess that’s one
thing Florida’s got over New Jersey.”

“Yeah, we’re sort of famous for that.” Daisy
threw the keys, caught them, and closed her fist around them. “So,
are we doing this?”

Riva’s eyes were still wary. “Why are you
being so nice to me?”

Daisy hesitated. Because I have the hugest
crush on you wasn’t going to work. She also couldn’t say,
Because I just heard you like girls, and I’m really hoping
that’s true and that you’ll tell me all about it. She didn’t
want to outright lie, though. She settled on something true but
vague.

“Look, whatever was going on just now, I
think we’re all scared something like that will happen to us. If I
ever did wind up getting stared at like that, I hope someone would
take me to the beach.”

“So, like a pay it forward sort of
thing.”

“I guess.” Daisy wanted to do better than
that, though. Riva looked so fragile. Daisy wanted to give her a
little more. She adjusted her purse on her hip and pretended to
study her fingernails—though she didn’t paint them, so there wasn’t
much to look at. “Also, I mean, you seem cool. I wouldn’t mind
being friends.”

Riva laughed, but not mockingly. The
improvement in her mood made her even prettier. “Seriously? You
seem so…busy all the time.”

Daisy grinned back. “Hey, we can talk about
this as much as we want at the beach, but we have to make our
escape first. Are you in?”

“Yeah. Let’s do this.”

Daisy led the way out of the bathroom. She
knew which corridors the deans didn’t check too often, and she’d
left during the school day plenty of times. There was no reason for
her to be nervous. It wasn’t cutting school that was making Daisy’s
hands tremble, though. Riva Corley was about to get in her car
and ride with her to the beach.

* * * *


Chapter 3: Feels Right

Who’s the boring coward now?

Skipping class with Daisy Mejia might not
have been the sexy solution Benton had in mind to the problem of
Riva’s boring, video-game playing existence, but it was way more up
her alley than propositioning Emmy Barnes had been. And she did
feel brave and exciting following Daisy to the parking lot.

Daisy didn’t walk. She strode. Her
long, dark calves rippled with muscles as she moved, and Riva found
herself picking up that strong, confident swing as she imitated it.
She wasn’t sure how just following Daisy could make her feel so
awesome, but she didn’t want to question anything good right now.
She could use whatever nice things she could get. Her social life
at school was basically over, and, despite having made that
sacrifice, Benton would still be disappointed in her.

Cursing under her breath, Daisy stopped
walking. Riva didn’t react in time and bumped into her, her nose
pressing into Daisy’s thick, curly hair. Daisy went suddenly stiff
and quiet, full of a sort of tension Riva didn’t understand. She
took a step back, feeling uncertain.

“What’s the matter?”

“The deans have already blocked the parking
lot. There are a bunch of them between here and the entrance.”

That was disappointing. It looked like Riva’s
exciting adventure was over before it had begun. “I guess I held us
up too long in the bathroom,” she said. “I’m really sorry. I should
have decided faster. I just…I’ve never done anything like…”

Daisy shot a look over her shoulder, one
perfectly plucked eyebrow lifted. “You think we’re giving up that
easily?”

“Uh…”

“Please.” Daisy glanced at Riva’s feet. “Can
you climb in those shoes?”

“Huh?”

She sighed. “How about, can you climb?”

“I don’t really…”

Daisy was on the girls’ varsity volleyball
team, so this was probably no big deal to her. Riva found she
didn’t want to admit how little physical activity her life
required. What if Daisy decided she didn’t want to be friends after
all?

“When I play Assassin’s Creed, I’m
great at climbing,” she tried, offering a shrug and a lopsided
grin.

“Assassin’s Creed? Is that, like, a
sport?”

Riva cringed. “It’s a video game.”

“Oh.” Daisy was quiet for a few seconds while
Riva tortured herself internally.

You had to bring up video games? Way to prove
you’re boring after all.

She was surprised when Daisy caught the
sleeve of her T-shirt. Riva couldn’t remember having been touched
like that before. Daisy held the material delicately, between her
finger and thumb, as if it was something precious. The gesture
wasn’t casual at all, and it seemed oddly gentle. Riva met Daisy’s
eyes, full of questions she couldn’t quite articulate.

“Do you still want to do this?” Daisy asked.
“I’m not trying to push you. If you want to go to class…”

“No, I really want to go with you.” Riva
worked to control her tone, not wanting to reveal exactly how
much she wanted to. “I’m just sorry I’m not more
athletic.”

“Don’t worry about it. I’m okay with risking
it. Are you? If you don’t make it over the fence, we might get in
trouble, but otherwise, we’ll be out.”

Daisy seemed so serious. Riva was sort of
surprised she cared so much. She could just picture how Benton
would behave in this situation, mocking her for only being good at
climbing in video games, annoyed that she was yet again ruining his
fun. Now Riva wanted to go with Daisy even more than she had
before.

“I’ll risk it,” she said. “That’s cool with
me.”

“Great.” Daisy grinned. “Come on.”

She pulled her fingers away from Riva’s
sleeve, making the fabric bounce back against Riva’s arm with a
light snap, and headed back the way they’d come. The halls were
only thinly populated. The majority of students had made it to
class. Daisy moved faster now. Riva trotted at times to keep up
with her.

Daisy led them through a tangle of hallways
until they came out on one side of the Ag building, separated from
the parking lot by a chain-link fence several feet taller than
Riva.

“You ready?” Daisy asked. “My car’s the pile
of rust by the exit. See it? That Honda? When we go, we have to go
fast. Climb as hard as you can, then run for the car.”

Riva swallowed. She was pretty sure this was
all going to end in a phone call to her mother, but that didn’t
stop her from wanting to do it. She nodded.

“Okay,” Daisy said. “One. Two. Three.
Go!”

She was off with a burst of long-legged
muscle. For a second, Riva just watched Daisy, awestruck by the way
she moved. Then Daisy flung herself at the fence, and Riva
remembered that if she wanted to hang out with her, she needed to
run, too.

Riva’s side cramped almost immediately, but
she was not about to let that stop her. The deans had seen them and
were shouting. Riva was scared, but she motivated herself by
thinking about how the rest of the day might go. If she gave in to
being a boring coward, she was going to end up waiting for her mom
in the principal’s office. If she kept up with Daisy, she would be
sunning herself at the beach instead, making a real friend for the
first time since her mom had forced her to come to Florida.

Her body did not want to move, but she
reached the chain-link fence anyway, her backpack banging against
her lower back. The metal bit into her palms when she tried to haul
herself up. Daisy had picked a good spot to climb—the deans were
running toward them, but they had to skirt almost the entire
parking lot to reach them. Still, if Riva couldn’t climb at all,
that wasn’t going to make enough of a difference.

“Climb with your legs, not your arms,” Daisy
hissed from somewhere above her. “Pretend you’re on really steep
stairs.” With that, she flipped her body up and over the top of the
fence, landing eye to eye with Riva. Daisy was a little taller than
she was, but the depressing fact was Riva hadn’t climbed very far
at all.

“Don’t get in trouble because of me,” Riva
said. “The deans are coming. Run to your car. It’s really
fine.”

Daisy rolled her eyes. “Shut up. I said I
would risk it.”

“Are you sure?”

“Yeah, but you’d better at least try to
climb. Hurry up!”

Legs, not arms. Legs, not arms. Riva
chanted to herself, and was surprised to find how quickly she
scaled the fence that way. She got to the top and looked down at
Daisy, dismayed to find that the height made her head spin.

“Come on! We can make it!”

The deans were shouting from somewhere much
closer now, but Riva didn’t waste time tracking them. She needed
this beach trip. She needed a friend like Daisy. She needed to not
be a boring coward. She crossed the top of the fence, then
froze.

“I think I’m scared of heights.”

“Jump down, Riva. You can do it. I’m right
here.”

Riva gulped and flung herself awkwardly down
in Daisy’s direction. She stumbled and dropped to one knee, but
Daisy hauled her up right away, taking her hand and dragging her
toward the car. With Daisy pulling her, Riva managed to go much
faster than she thought she could run. Her knee throbbed, but she
didn’t let it stop her. She only had eyes for Daisy’s rusty car and
the parking lot exit just beyond. All she could feel was Daisy’s
hand, which seemed like the most solid thing in the world.

“Get in, get in, get in!”

Riva’s momentum carried her a moment longer
than it should have. She crashed into Daisy’s car, banging her
shins on the back bumper, then forced herself to recover and run
for the passenger seat. The deans had gotten close. They were
shouting for the girls to stop.

“Come on, come on.”

Daisy’s continued chants seemed more for
herself at this point than for Riva. Both girls rushed into the
car. Daisy gunned the engine the second Riva buckled her seatbelt.
The car’s engine growled, then roared as they shot toward the
parking lot’s exit.

Then they were on smooth, black road. Daisy
was grinning and shouting, and Riva’s heart was still pounding. She
glanced back toward the receding school, then at Daisy’s face. The
tension rushed from her body in an awkward laugh.

“I cannot believe we just did that.
Seriously, I cannot.”

“I didn’t know you were such a good girl,”
Daisy said.

Riva stilled. “Is that…? You probably think
that’s super uncool.”

Daisy laughed and shook her head. “I’m not
judging you. I just didn’t know.”

Examining one of her fingernails, Riva tried
to talk herself out of what she wanted to say next. She didn’t want
to come off as insecure, but she’d felt invisible since she and her
mom moved to Florida. This sudden special attention from Daisy made
no sense to her, and she couldn’t bring herself to entirely trust
it. They drove a few minutes in silence, and then Riva went for
it.

“So…wouldn’t you normally do something like
this with your friend Jo?”

Daisy shrugged, too casually. “I mean, yeah.
But it’s nice to do it with you.” She gave Riva a smile that seemed
strangely tentative coming from a girl as gorgeous, confident, and
popular as her.

“More exciting to almost get caught by the
deans?”

The smile changed in a way Riva couldn’t
read.

“Something like that.”

“Well,” Riva said. She cleared her throat.
She didn’t want to think about what had happened in French class,
but now that they were out of immediate danger of getting caught,
the memory intruded and made it hard to think about anything else.
“I should warn you, I’m about to become a social pariah. You might
not want to be seen hanging out with me.”

A hunted expression flickered over Daisy’s
face. Riva felt bad and almost offered to go home and never speak
to her again. Then strength seeped into the set of Daisy’s mouth,
and she squared her shoulders and sat up straighter in the driver’s
seat.

“Like I said, I think we’re all scared of
stuff like what just happened to you. It scares me, too. But if we
were friends…I wouldn’t abandon you over that, I swear. I don’t
want to be scared all my life, you know?”

Riva sat back in her chair for a moment.
Outside the car window, the bright world rushed past. She couldn’t
get over how often the sun was out in Florida. It seemed to produce
twice as much light and heat as it had in Jersey. She’d felt sad
and lonely since coming here, and that made her feel weird when it
was always so pretty outside. She looked at Daisy again, and she
couldn’t understand why this girl was bothering with her at all.
Daisy was best friends with Jo Quang, one of the most popular girls
in school. Riva couldn’t see what she could contribute that Daisy
didn’t already have.

“You don’t even know me,” Riva said. She
gulped, remembering French class. “You don’t know what people are
going to be saying about me.”

“You said you didn’t want to talk about it. I
don’t want to pressure you.” Daisy took one hand off the steering
wheel and fiddled with her large hoop earring. “But if you want to
tell me, I’m pretty sure I’ll be cool with it. I mean, I’m pretty,
um, open-minded.”

Riva couldn’t help snorting. “It doesn’t
matter how open-minded you are. I’m still going to sound like an
idiot.”

“Maybe not to me,” Daisy said.

“It’s really stupid.” Riva shook her head.
“So stupid.”

“Asking a girl out isn’t stupid,” Daisy said
softly.

Oh.

Daisy hadn’t been one of the people who’d
seen the note Riva and Emmy had exchanged. Riva quickly rewound the
encounter in her mind and realized what it must have looked like.
Daisy’s supportive attitude made a lot more sense all of a
sudden.

“You thought I admitted to being gay. And
that people were being mean to me about it.”

“Is that not what happened?”

“No, no. I don’t think Emmy would have blown
me off so hard if that was what was going on.” Riva’s face
flamed.

Daisy was clearly a good person, someone who
didn’t want to let bullies win the day. It made Riva feel guilty to
know she’d been benefiting from a false impression—especially when
she still really wanted to go to the beach and have a friend.

Daisy’s jaw worked as she drove.

“It’s okay,” Riva said. “You
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