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          Chapter One

        

        Payton

      

    

    
      Kendall is sitting on my bed playing with my laptop. I’m hovering in front of my closet, looking for my favorite Montclair State University sweatshirt. “I hate your hair,” I call to her over my shoulder. “Sorry, I couldn’t keep that in any longer.” I did notice right away that the reddish-purple tint of her new hair color made her blue eyes pop. Nonetheless, I don’t like it. I mean, what natural blonde ever wants to go auburn? Women drop hundreds of dollars at hair salons trying to attain the golden perfection she was born with. It’s ludicrous.

      “It’s for my next role.” She laughs. “You could at least pretend to like it.”

      “No, I can’t. And you shouldn’t either. Lawrence made you do it. I know you didn’t want to.”

      “Of course I didn’t want to. You should have been there when he came to me with the idea. He was all like, ‘You absolutely have to do this. Don’t worry, it’ll be great.’ God, he sounded just like my mother. It took everything I had not to punch him in the throat.”

      I chuckle at that. There’s a lot to be said about Kendall Bettencourt. She’s one of those people who were put on this earth so that the average human can give the word ‘beauty’ a definition. Between having the body of a Victoria’s Secret model and a face that should be immortalized in a Da Vinci painting, she never stood a chance at living her life in the shadows. It didn’t really come as much of a surprise that this girl—whose genetic makeup is, by no fault of her own, startlingly akin to that of a Greek goddess—would become one of Hollywood’s most sought-after up-and-comers. But my favorite thing about her is not her physical beauty or even the fact that she has genuine talent. It’s that she doesn’t take shit from anyone, including her legendary publicist, Lawrence Mackin.

      “How did the Today Show go yesterday?” I wonder. “I didn’t catch it.”

      “I didn’t even want to do it. I honestly felt like saying, ‘Well, Matt, I don’t think anyone should bother wasting their money on In Heaven’s Arms. It’s a total gagfest.’” She sticks her finger in her mouth and makes this half-retching, half-gurgling sound. “‘It’s all Ghost Girl meets Living Boy. Ghost Girl falls in love with Living Boy, Ghost Girl tries to figure out how she can be with Living Boy without inhabiting a rotting corpse, which is sure to be a major turn-off to Living Boy. Blah Blah Blah.’”

      I take a seat next to her on the bed. “Funny. If it’s so horrible, what the hell possessed you to star in it?”

      She shrugs. “I don’t know. I guess I figured I couldn’t sit around waiting for an awesome script to come my way. By the time someone writes a strong, intelligent, independent, twenty something female lead, I’d be too damn old to play her. Besides, everyone and their mother read the book it’s based on. James thought it would really put me on the map. I know he’s one of the best agents around, but I still can’t believe he was right! It was such a piece of crap book, you can imagine how much shittier the movie adaptation is.”

      “So, we won’t be going to see it tonight then?”

      “Not unless you want me to upchuck violently in a public place. That would be a perfect headline for The Inquirer! ‘Movie Star Visits Home Town, Vomits All Over Friends and Former Classmates.’”

      I’m laughing so hard now, I’m afraid I might pee myself. Oh man, I’ve missed her so much. “We don’t have to go to the movies, but we should do something fun. Otherwise, I’m just going to sit here obsessing over the sixty-four bars I have to write by Tuesday for my Piano Theory class.”

      “I don’t care what we do. You know I’m leaving for a shoot next week. I have no idea when I’ll be able to make it home again. The only reason I came home this weekend is because I was afraid I was forgetting what my best friend looks like.”

      I cannot argue that. The last time I saw her was around the Fourth of July. A few years ago it would have been unthinkable to go three months without seeing each other.

      “Let’s go to the Grind House,” she says. “For some reason I’ve been craving their terrible coffee.”

      “Sure, as long as you make sure to put those hideous things on your face.” I point to the metal-framed sunglasses sitting atop her head. “Otherwise, it’ll be a mob scene. Everyone will be tripping all over themselves to meet you.”

      “Yeah right,” she says. “Everyone around here knows me, Payton. It’s not like I’m Angelina Jolie or someone cool like that.” She throws me the keys to the sleek, silver Beamer she rented. “You’re driving. I can’t stand the potholes around here.”
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      The moment we walk into the coffee shop I become aware of just how off-putting small town New Jersey can be for a famous person, or an “almost famous person” as Kendall would say. People don’t recognize her at first; she was still sporting her natural locks in In Heaven’s Arms, as well as on her most recent press tour. She’s still blonde on all the magazine covers. But it’s easy to make out that the world around us is about to lose its collective mind. It starts with stares—everyone squinting hard in our direction. We’re in line waiting to order by the time the real craziness kicks in. The atmosphere intensifies as the noise level recedes, until finally, the whole place goes dead silent. Then, with all the grace and subtlety of a falling H-bomb, the menacing buzz of whispering beings: “Is that Kendall Bettencourt?” “I think so. OMG!”

      The barista knows exactly who Kendall is. He can hardly contain his drool as she begins her order. “Hi. Can I have a tall hazelnut latte, please?” She looks over her shoulder at me and raises her left eyebrow. I’m standing stiff and straight at my fully awkward height of 5’9,” somewhat in awe of how she’s managing to function normally in this preposterously abnormal situation. The attention that is on her right now is overwhelming. I mean, I get it. Her biggest movie ever just opened. She has more money than the Catholic Church, and she’s gorgeous, but really? I want to scream at everyone within earshot, “I’ve been hypnotized by her much longer than you have! You all need to get over it already!”

      It doesn’t seem to faze her much, though. Maybe she’s just gotten so used to being gawked at that she legitimately doesn’t care.

      She shoots me a grin. My rigid muscles instantly relax. “The usual for you, Pay?”

      “Um, yeah.”

      “And a tall coffee, light and sweet,” she continues to the barista. When she’s finished, she turns back to me and whispers, “Ignore it. That’s the approach I’m taking.”

      What a radical strategy! “Okay.”

      “Your coffee, darling,” She hands me a piping hot cup and then takes off toward the large wall of windows. People continue to gape at her as she passes like she’s a unicorn or some kind of exotic animal. She is stopped twice—first by two preteen girls who ask for her autograph, and again by a musclebound, gym-rat-looking guy who uses his iPhone to snap a few pictures of himself with his arm slung round her shoulders.

      Once everyone gets over the titillation of her presence, we find a sunlight-drenched table in the corner where we can sit facing one another. She looks at me for what feels like forever before speaking. “I can’t believe your hair got so long.” She puts her cup down, reaches across to me, and winds a few brown strands between her fingers. “You should get bangs. Not those full in the front kind, but the asymmetrical side-cut kind. You’d look bangin’,” she chortles. “Get it, banging?”

      “You’re such a dork,” I say through my own giggle.

      “You know, I meet new people every day, and they all have these great expectations of me.” Her voice quickly goes from funny to serious. A hint of melancholy flashes in her eyes. “I’m supposed to be the cool new superstar, or the latest silver screen vixen. No one sees me as the dork who makes lame puns.”

      “But you are a dork who makes lame puns. You’re just cooler and sexier than the rest of us. It’s pretty awesome. You’re like a chameleon.”

      “A chameleon?” She cocks her head. “Yeah, I like that. Thank you.”

      “Don’t embrace it too much. You forget that chameleons are slimy reptiles.”

      “Wait a second. Did you just call me a slimy reptile? Nice, Payton. You’re a master at backhanded compliments and completely ruining the moment.”

      I take a sip of my steaming coffee and examine her carefully. Her tone was both convincingly stern and mildly pained, but the look of anger on her face is so feigned that she isn’t fooling anyone, certainly not me. “Yes, I’m particularly skilled at ruining moments. And you should consider taking acting lessons. Your ‘rage face’ is overly emotive.”

      “Shut up,” she croaks. “Damn it. I can’t pull anything over on you, can I?”

      “Nope.” I shake my head, reminding her that I know her all too well.

      “While we’re on the subject of ruined moments, I’d like to ruin your day by making you take me to the city.”

      “No! You know I hate Manhattan! It’s loud and dirty and too big for its own good.”

      “Please? It’s barely half an hour away, and I’ll drive. I know how much you despise New York motorists.”

      I look at her skeptically. She reciprocates with a semi-adorable pout.

      “I want to go to The Met. And afterward, I’ll let you take me to lunch. I won’t even try to pay.”

      “Wow!” I can feel myself smirking. “What a gift! Thank you so much.”

      “Whatever! You always complain that I never let you pay.” She playfully slaps my arm. “Come on, look at my sad puppy face! You can’t resist it! I am being so cute right now!”

      “Okay, yes! We can go, as long as you stop with the face. I can’t take it.”

      “Sweet!” She holds out her hand. “Car keys, please.”

      [image: ]

      The Met is much larger than I remember. It’s teeming with tourists, which turns out to work in our favor. We walk the halls of the museum in silent anonymity, drifting through a sea of strangers. Not once does anyone stop to ask Kendall for a picture or autograph. I can tell she is relieved. Truthfully, I am too.

      We reach the photography section and stop to sit on the floor. And that’s when my senses are tossed into cataclysmic upheaval. Mounted on the wall in front of us is a print called “Lesbian Couple at the Monocle.” Instantaneously, I’m anxious. It’s like a sign from the universe telling me that I need to gather my guts, forget the past, and finally stop being afraid.

      I’ve never said it out loud to anyone. I’m not sure I should start now. Will saying it give it some kind of molecular structure that permanently and visibly imprints itself on me? I doubt it. But saying it means that there is a very real chance I might lose friends and alienate people. Worst of all, I have no idea how Kendall is going to handle it. It’s not exactly a topic we’ve discussed much or, like, at all. Will she still see me the same way she did this morning, last week, last year? At least if I tell her here, in public, she won’t make a scene. She is notoriously too good an actor for that. Hell, that’s what she gets paid to do.

      I’m about to drop the bomb when Kendall’s eyes wander up to the photo. “Lesbian Couple at The Monocle. What?” She stands up to get a closer look. “That’s weird. I thought it was a picture of a man and a woman. Look at it.” She bends down, offers her hand to help me to my feet. For an instant I think about refusing it for fear that my palms are sweaty. I decide I’m being ridiculous, but wipe my hands on my jeans just in case.

      I clear my throat before speaking and immediately notice how annoyingly hollow and gruff that sounds. “I would think it was a man and a woman too, at first glance.”

      “It’s interesting how old this picture is and how much society has changed since it was taken.”

      “What?” I’m so close to full-blown panic, I’m willing to bet it’s written all over my face. “What do you mean?”

      “Like, back in the day,” she starts lightly. “I mean, she is clearly a woman,” she points at the print, “but she is dressed like a man. I suppose there had to be that, I don’t know that… dynamic back then. If it were a picture of two girls…” She’s getting flustered, blushing a bit, but she presses on. “Okay, say it were a picture of me and you. That caption, ‘Lesbian Couple at the Monocle,’ would have sent people’s heads spinning more than I’m sure it already did. Do you see what I’m saying? It’s like there had to be one feminine woman and one more masculine woman for it to have been understood that they were a couple.”

      “Oh.” I want to say ‘what?’ again, but know I shouldn’t. “You’re talking about stereotypes?”

      “Yes! That’s it! Like today, just because a woman has short hair or wears racer back tanks doesn’t mean she’s a lesbian.”

      “And on the flipside, just because a woman has long hair or wears skirts doesn’t mean she’s straight,” I add.

      “Right! Those notions don’t apply to the world anymore is what I was trying to say.”

      “I get it. You can’t go by what a person looks like.”

      “Exactly!”

      Then it hits me. This is it. It’s now or never, put up or shut up. I’ve gotta go for it. “So, if I were to tell you that I’m gay, it wouldn’t be all that surprising—purely based on the fact that I have a feminine appearance.”

      “No, not based on your appearance. Based on the fact that I know you, maybe…”

      I’m staring at her now. Blatantly staring. Was that too indirect? Should I be more forward?

      “Wait,” she says, her eyes narrowing in on me. “Are you trying to tell me that you…”

      I motion yes with my head. “I’m gay, Kendall.”

      And then there is silence—a very deep, impenetrable stillness. I want to curl into the fetal position and die right here in the middle of this world class museum.

      “Um, how about we do that lunch thing I’m letting you pay for? I need a beverage,” She says finally.

      It’s not at all what I was expecting to hear. “Sure.”

      We walk down to the Rock ‘n Roll Deli, neither of us uttering a word to the other. When we arrive, I order her favorite, tuna salad on a whole wheat wrap, and my tried-and-true staple, grilled cheese and tomato on rye, while she finds a booth in the back.

      I haul ass over to her with our food atop a bright red, plastic tray. She snatches her wrap from the tray, but doesn’t eat it right away. Instead, she is hell-bent on gawping at me for I don’t know how long. I can’t tell what she’s thinking, but it’s as if she is somewhere between eyeing up a piece of meat and staring down a rabid dog. “So, you’re like, gay gay?” she asks after taking a few bites of her wrap.

      “Uh,” I pause to think over her question. “Is there some kind of non-gay gay?”

      She laughs—the kind of good, hearty laugh that always gets me laughing, too. “What I mean is that you’re gay, as in, exclusively. Not like bisexual?”

      “Yes, exclusively. I’m an exclusive lesbian. Though, syntactically, that would indicate that I’m difficult to get into or something, like one of your hot LA nightclubs.”

      “It’s impressive that you’re able to maintain your hilariousness even when talking about serious, life-altering things.”

      “Well, it’s not like some crazy Body Snatcher thing happened, but yeah, it is pretty life-altering.”

      “How long have you known?”

      “For a long time, but I didn’t start to think of it as a fact until I was sixteen.”

      At that, I see her expression change. She’s offended, or hurt, or something. Maybe a little bit of both. “Seriously, Payton? You’ve known for ‘a fact’ for nearly three years, and you’re only telling me now? Jesus, are you that scared of me?”

      “No, not at all!” I shake my head fervently. Terrific, I have to tell her the story. This is one memory I was hoping to never relive. It might be old news, but it sucked enough to damage me irreparably. Every time I think about it, I start trembling like a dead leaf in the wind. “Do you remember Amanda Garrison? She was a year ahead of us in school.”

      “Amanda Garrison.” She taps the table top as though trying to place a face to the name. “Yeah, I remember her. She was the captain of the soccer team the year before you were, right?”

      “Right.”

      “Uh huh. What about her?”

      Here we go. “I kind of had a thing with her. It wasn’t, like, love at first sight or anything. I just knew that I liked her and that she liked me, too. We started talking a lot after practice, went out on a couple of dates. Eventually her parents found out about it; I’m still not sure how. They went through her text messages or something. Anyway, it doesn’t matter. The point is, her mom totally flipped out. She dragged Amanda to my house and demanded to talk to my mom. Mom wasn’t home—thank God—but when I told Mrs. Garrison that, she started screaming at me. She kept telling me that her daughter wasn’t gay, and I had better stay away from her. She forbid Amanda from seeing me; she even went as far as making her quit the team. From that day on, Amanda wouldn’t even look at me. It was so brutal.

      After that, the thought of coming out to anyone was paralyzing. I pretty much dined on an unhealthy diet of self-loathing and terror. It took me a long time to get comfortable in my own skin—I’m still working on it. But at this point, I’m just too exhausted from keeping it a secret to even bother trying anymore.”

      Her revolted expression speaks volumes. It’s enough for me to know what she’s going to do next. She reaches across the booth and takes my hand in her own. “Wow, Payton. That’s monumentally messed up. I’m sorry that happened to you. Some people are just so closed-minded.”

      “Some people are, and that’s also part of the reason I’ve been hesitant to tell you. You’re a celebrity now. Your face is already plastered all over the tabloids, and you’re just doing normal teenage crap. What if it got out that some girl you’re always flying cross-country to visit is a big old homo? I’m sure that would start some delightful rumors. Rumors create rifts between people. So you see, I wasn’t scared of you. I was scared I might lose you.”

      “The tabloids are going to write what they’re going to write regardless of what the truth is, Payton. I can’t let it bother me. Plus, hello? I live in Hollywood. It would be insane to think that I don’t have any gay friends! And lose me? That will never happen. I’m like a bad case of herpes—just ‘cuz you can’t see me doesn’t mean I’m not there.”

      “Herpes! Eww,” I roll my eyes. “That is a horrible analogy.”

      “Yeah, but it’s kind of funny and also very true.”

      “So, we’re okay then? We’re cool?”

      “Are we cool?” She drags out the “cool,” leans back in her seat, and crosses her arms. “Yeah, dude, everything’s cool. Everything’s smooth.” She’s making fun of me, and I couldn’t be happier about it.

      “Sweet, dude. Finish your wrap.”

      She brings the last bite to her lips and abruptly stops. “Hold the phone. If you’re into girls, what the hell was with you and Scott Strafford the end of junior year?”

      “Let’s chalk it up to a last ditch effort at heterosexuality.”

      She stuffs the bread into her mouth. “Yeah, you should’ve picked someone else. If I had to choose between that asshole and lesbianism, I’d go gay all the way. Seriously, I considered asking your mom to have you committed. Only a mental patient could’ve fallen for that jerk.”

      “I’m going to write The Inquirer and let them know that one of Hollywood’s It Girls talks with her mouth full.”

      “See food.” She sticks out her tuna-covered tongue. “It’s all the rage.”

      “Charming,” I lark. “No wonder all the guys find you irresistible.”

      “Harhar,” she says and grabs the tray from the table. “Let’s get out of here.”
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      Kendall picks me up at noon on Sunday. We have plans to play pool at the billiard hall, Eights, with our friends, Jared and Sarah, but elect to waste time driving around aimlessly for a while. It’s nice to drive around in October; the trees are luscious shades of fiery orange and crimson. Kendall says she misses real foliage because practically all they have in LA are palm trees. I wouldn’t know. I haven’t had the time to visit her out there, which is funny when you think about how flexible my schedule is compared to hers. It’s never a good time for me to visit her when she’s in Los Angeles for any extended period. She is always in between projects when I’m swamped with papers or studying for a ton of exams. “You work too hard,” she always says. I usually retort with witty comments about the pot calling the kettle black.

      “Why do you stay at the Marriot every time you come home?” I ponder absentmindedly. “You could stay at your parents’ place.”

      “I like having my own space.” She crinkles her nose at the song on her iPod, Original Gabber’s drum and bass tune “I Wanna Be (A Motherfucking Hustler),” and quickly skips to the next one. Her head begins to bob in time with the heavy beats and dissonant shrills cascading through the sound system. It’s a diversion, a subtle indication that she is not interested in having this conversation. Tough shit.

      “No, you like not having to see your mom.”

      “In case you haven’t noticed, my mom has been kind of a nightmare since I fired her as my manager. I mean, it’s been a year already. She is never going to let me live it down that I wasn’t going to let her micro-manage my life and tell me what roles I was or was not allowed to accept.”

      “Kendall, did you ever stop to think that maybe it’s hard for her? You’ve found so much success so quickly, and you sort of pushed her away to get it.”

      “I had to push her away to get where I am, Payton. She didn’t want to let me grow up. If it were up to her, I’d still be on the goddamn Disney channel! That wasn’t good enough for me. I wanted to be a serious actor.”

      “Put yourself in her shoes. Can you imagine your life being poked into by random people around town, nobody bothering to ask you how you’re doing and going straight to, ‘Oh my god, what is your insanely talented offspring up to now?’ Would she even know the answer to that question?”

      “No, she wouldn’t. Truth be told, I can’t even remember the last time I called her.” She groans. “All right, I get it. I’m the worst daughter ever. Thanks for pointing that out.”

      I can see the guilt on her face. She knows it doesn’t matter how many mansions or matching sets of red Mercedes she buys her parents. All the shiny toys in existence can’t make up for neglect. “You’re not the worst daughter ever, but when your friends run into your mom at Quick Check and she asks us how you’re doing, I’d say it’s time to pay your parents some attention.”

      She frowns. “You’re right.”

      “Do they know you’re here?”

      “No.”

      “Why don’t we stop by?”

      She purses her lips together. “I can stand a short visit.”

      “Great. I haven’t seen your dad in ages.” Mr. Bettencourt is the coolest old guy ever. He used to play soccer at UNC and taught me how to slide tackle without getting field burn. I think it made him happy to teach me stuff like that. Like me, Kendall doesn’t have any siblings. Unlike me, she was never very interested in sports. One time Mr. Bettencourt told me that I was the next best thing to having a son. It was sort of nice, seeing as he was the closest thing I’d ever had to a father—aside from my grandpa, of course.

      “You see him more often than I do,” she says in a begrudging tone that makes me want to remind her whose fault that actually is.

      “True,” I mumble.

      We park in front of her parents’ driveway, effectively blocking in both of their cars. I feel like we should’ve brought flowers, or wine, or something. My mom always says it’s rude to show up at someone’s doorstep empty-handed. Then again, Kendall bought them their doorstep, so that’s got to be more than enough.

      She rings the bell and steps to the side of the alcove, hiding herself from view.

      “What are you doing?”

      “Surprising them,” she whispers. “Act natural, doofus.”

      “Okay,” I reply literally two seconds before her mother’s silhouette appears behind the frosted glass door.

      “Hello, Payton! It’s lovely to see you.” Mrs. Bettencourt pulls me in for a hug.

      I feel out of my depth, like, what the hell am I supposed to do now? “Hi, Mrs. B,” I grin. “How are you?”

      “I’m fine, thank you for asking. What brings you to our neck of the woods?” She’s smiling at me, and I’m fairly certain this is the first time I’ve noticed how much Kendall resembles her mom. I can picture Kendall when she’s fifty with slight, graceful creases around her mouth from years of good-natured laughter and inviting smiles.

      “I brought you a present.” I reach around the brick nook for Kendall’s arm and tug her toward me.

      “Hi, Mom,” she says, rather unenthusiastically.

      Mrs. Bettencourt seems about ready to burst into tears. She paws at Kendall, pulls her into a tight embrace. “Goodness, you’re skin and bones!”

      “I’m an actress, Mom,” Kendall grumbles. “It’s mandatory that I be skin and bones.”

      “Good thing you’re here! You’re right on time for dinner,” Mrs. Bettencourt says, ignoring Kendall’s smart retort. She pushes us through the threshold and hollers up the snaking staircase, “David, come downstairs! Our daughter is here!”

      Half an hour or so into a rather silent meal time, Mr. Bettencourt decides it’s time to make small-talk. “So, Pumpkin, you’re filming in Louisiana next?” I notice that, unlike his daughter, he refrains from speaking until his mouth is free of food.

      Kendall nods. “I’m leaving tomorrow, and I’ll be there for a month. I had a substantial break between the press tour for In Heaven’s Arms and this new movie though.”

      “Enough time to meet a nice young man?” Mrs. Bettencourt wonders.

      “Wow, Mom,” Kendall places her fork down on her dish and deadpans her mother. “That was artfully understated.”

      Mr. Bettencourt virtually gags on his salmon. He checks his watch and smiles at Kendall. “Well, at least you got nearly an hour into your visit before she started.”

      Mrs. Bettencourt turns to her husband. “Honestly, David! I’m just curious. She really ought to make time for a social life. If I were still in charge of her schedule, you’d better believe she’d have ample time for that. She’s only nineteen, for goodness sake.”

      “Exactly, I’m nineteen!” Kendall growls. “I’m old enough to make my own decisions. I’m dedicating my effort to work, not ‘meeting a nice young man.’” She sneers at me and says under her breath, “See, this is why I don’t come home.”

      “Why can’t you do both?” Mrs. Bettencourt gestures toward me. “I’m sure Payton has a boyfriend despite being busy at college.”

      Kendall lets out a single, reverberant chortle. “You don’t even know what you’re talking about! Payton is gay.”

      The instant the words fall from her lips, I am utterly mortified. Time seems to freeze and every sound around us is muted. My throat locks up so tight, I’m convinced I’ll pass out. The horrified look on Kendall’s face is so priceless that if I weren’t so entirely embarrassed I’d burst into raucous laughter. This is the first time I have ever seen Kendall rendered speechless. Her mouth is slightly agape, her gaze clamped on me. I think she is almost as appalled as I am.

      Mrs. Bettencourt’s eyes scroll from Kendall, to me, and back. “Oh,” she clears her esophagus with a cough. “Really, Kendall. I just want to make sure you’re taking the time to enjoy your adolescence.”

      Kendall peels her gaze off of me and inhales deeply before acknowledging her mother. “I thought you’d be glad that I’m not a boy-crazy fifteen-year-old anymore.”

      “I’m glad,” Mr. Bettencourt declares. “You had me worried there for a while, changing boyfriends more often than clothes.”

      “Yeah, well. There will be no more of that. I’m going to relax and revel in my freedom for a bit.” She motions at her mother. “So give it a rest, Mom, all right? I have friends. I go to parties. I’m fine.”

      “You’d better be going to parties, young lady,” Mr. Bettencourt says with a wink. “I’d expect nothing less from any child of mine.”
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      The resounding silence on the drive to Eights is as unbearable as it is persistent. Kendall doesn’t even bother switching on her iPod. “I am so unbelievably sorry for outing you to my parents,” she says after an eternity. “It was like word vomit or something. I didn’t even comprehend what I was saying and then bam, the words are beating me over the head. Are you pissed at me? You should be pissed at me. I’d be pissed at me. I say the most retarded things sometimes!”

      She’s droning on like she usually does when she feels bad about something. I should stop her, but it’s amusing and kind of cute when her feathers are ruffled. I let her continue for a few more seconds before cutting in. “Whoa. All right, chill out,” I say, throwing my hands up dramatically. “I’m not pissed, okay?” I feel my face break into a giant grin against my will. “Better you blabbed about it to your family than mine. If it had been my mom sitting at the table with us, I would’ve gone straight into cardiac arrest.”

      “I know!” She sniggers. “I would’ve bitten my tongue off before I allowed that to happen, I swear.” She takes her focus off the road, turns it on me. Suddenly it’s a tangible thing, a lead bullet burying into my temple. I’ve never felt this uncomfortable around Kendall before, and I do not like it at all.

      “What?” I’m not convinced I actually want to know what she’s thinking, but I have to escape the lingering strangeness.

      “Can I stay at your place tonight?”

      The question throws me off completely. It’s not the way we do things. She comes to visit, checks into the hotel, and then drives over to see me once she’s settled.

      “I thought maybe you could drop me off at Newark in the morning. Your classes don’t start until the afternoon on Mondays, right?”

      Blood rushes to my ears. I’m beginning to feel light-headed. I don’t know why, but it’s really distressing. “I thought you had to drop the BMW back at the airport rental place?”

      “Nope. We can go get your car so you can follow me back to the hotel in this baby.” She pats the leather steering wheel. “I’ll leave the Beamer with the concierge, and he’ll take care of it for me. We’ll throw my luggage in your trunk and head to Eights from there.”

      I am absolutely positive logic is my enemy because it’s completely evading me right now. “Sounds like a plan.”

      “Wicked.” She presses play on her iPod sending Nero’s “Me and You” blasting through the speakers.
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      Eights is packed even though it’s Sunday night. This is the place to be if you’re not of legal drinking age. We’re all sitting at a table, watching people shoot billiards. Kendall has her huge sunglasses on as a stab at flying under the radar. So far it’s working, but it seems like her disguises are generally a crapshoot—sometimes they’re successful, other times they’re not.

      “Hey Kendall, you have an extra pair of sunglasses I can borrow? It’s so bright in here,” Jared quips.

      “So very bright,” Sarah joins in.

      “You two are hilarious.” Kendall slips her glasses up into her hair and throws a crumpled napkin at Jared.

      “Dude, I haven’t gotten to bust you about your sorry disguises in months. I have a lot of catching up to do,” he says.

      It’s like old times. Besides Kendall, my friends haven’t changed much since we were younger. Jared still acts like a child despite having a “grown-up job” at the Department of Parks and Recreation. Sarah is still the only one of us who can calculate the tip correctly without assistance. I, on the other hand, am feeling strangely out of sorts for reasons entirely unknown to me. Maybe Kendall outing me to her family is a bigger deal than I thought it was? I don’t know.

      “Yo, Payton,” Sarah calls. “Where are you?”

      On the corner of Edgy and Cranky, that’s where. Thanks for asking. “What?”

      “You’ve been on another planet all night,” Jared says.

      Kendall doesn’t say anything, but seems interested in whatever explanation I may give.

      “No, I haven’t.”

      “Yes, you have,” Kendall agrees.

      “Holy crap, I know what it is!” Sarah screeches. “You met a guy at school, didn’t you? I bet he’s a drummer!” To Kendall, she asks, “Is he a drummer?”

      Kendall shakes her head and elbows me.

      “Don’t tell me he plays the violin,” Jared says. “That would be too gay.” Kendall’s hand smacks him square in the chest. “Ouch. What the hell?” He rubs the spot where Kendall hit him.

      I really do not want to have the epic “coming out” conversation for the second time in as many days. “Can we drop it, please?”

      “Is it someone we know?” Jared persists. “And is he a violinist?” he asks Kendall.

      “No, on all possible counts,” Kendall says and signals at me. “Christ, enough with the twenty questions!”

      “I haven’t met anyone!” I burst out. “But if I had, the appropriate pronoun wouldn’t be ‘he.’ It would be ‘she.’”

      “She,” Jared repeats after a beat. “You mean to tell me I’ve got a hot famous friend and a hot lesbian friend, both of whom are sitting at the same table as me right now? Dude, I am the man!”

      Everyone erupts into a cacophony of laughter. I’m chuckling so hard that my ribs ache.

      “Wait. Quiet down, you guys,” Jared says in a very serious tenor. “Payday, when’s the last time you got laid?”

      Kendall rolls her eyes at him. Sarah whacks his arm and says, “Don’t be crude.”

      He scoffs. “Pardon me. When was the last time you had a sexual encounter with a lady-friend?”

      Kendall balls her fist at him. “That wasn’t any better.”

      “Never,” I say, then instantly feel the heat of flush in my cheeks. Did I really just admit to that? “I’ve hooked up with a few girls, but never… to that extent.”

      “Never?” Everyone questions in unison, their voices steeped in amazement.

      “How do you know you’re gay if you’ve never had sex with a chick?” Jared asks.

      Per usual, you can count on Jared to ask the asinine questions! “Have you ever had sex with a guy?”

      “No,” he says unaffectedly. I’m surprised there isn’t a look of total repulsion on his face.

      “Then, how do you know you’re straight?”

      He considers his answer much longer than he’s considered anything else he’s ever said. “I don’t know, man. Girls are sexy as hell.”

      “So, breasts, thighs, butt, hips—girls just do it for you, right?”

      “Yeah.”

      “It’s the same for me. I’m just waiting to meet the right girl—someone I’m sure I’m comfortable with because I’ve had the chance to get to know her—rather than hop into bed with the first cute girl I meet.”

      “Word, I feel you. That’s cool.”

      Sarah squints suspiciously at me. “Are you telling us you go to one of the biggest universities in the state and you haven’t met a girl you’re interested in?”

      “Why is that so hard to believe? I’ve been flooded with work from the get-go. I barely have time to breathe much less date.” It’s not a lie, just the closest I can get to an explanation. I am usually trapped under a mountain of books and paperwork, but I have enough spare time to at least make an effort. So, why don’t I?

      “What would your ideal girl be like?” Kendall probes. “What’s your type?”

      Good question. I haven’t given as much thought to it as I probably should have by this point in my life. “I don’t think I have a ‘type.’”

      “Everyone has a type, Payton.”

      I allow myself to really speculate about it for the first time in a long while. My brain runs through a checklist of desirable character traits, mentally marking off the tiny boxes next to each. “She’d have to be smart, that’s absolutely a requirement. Kind, but still a little feisty. Funny in the sense that she’s okay with laughing at herself every once in a while. And she’d have to love music. Maybe not every bit as much as I do, but a lot.”

      “What about physically?” Kendall adds curiously. “Say you could pick your ideal woman out of a line-up of famous chicks. Who would you go for?”

      The very first person who comes to mind is Kendall Bettencourt. What in the hell? The thought torpedoes me into the most surreal panic. She is one of the most important people in my life, not some hotter-than-a-house-on-fire bombshell from a movie poster. I know her. She’s a sweet, sassy, intelligent, beautiful-on-the-inside, real person. And… Oh my god. She is my type! She is the standard by which I assess every other woman on the planet. Oh, this is so effin’ bad. I need to get out of here. Bring the damn check, please!

      I’d pick you, Kendall. You are, in every possible sense of the word, the most breathtaking woman I have ever met. That would be the most truthful answer I could give, but I know when to keep the truth to my damn self. “You know that X-Men movie, the one where Xavier can still walk?”

      Kendall furrows her eyebrows at me as if to say ‘yeah, and?’

      “The actress who played Mystique in that. Hello, blue body paint.”

      “Yes!” Jared shouts. “Nice, Payday. Fist pump!”

      “Please,” Sarah waves him off. “Refrain from fist pumping. That gives Jersey such a bad name.”

      “Whatever. You see more fists pumping in The Garden State than you do gardens,” Jared says in defense.

      “All right, all right,” Kendall interjects. “It’s time for this party to end. I’ve got an early start tomorrow.”
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      As we pull up to my house, I notice my mother’s Honda is missing from its usual spot in the driveway. She must be working an overnight shift again. Head ER nurse is the crappiest job. Mom sleeps in the on-call room more often than in her own room. I don’t normally mind, but tonight I’m dreading it. Suddenly, agreeing to let Kendall share my bed seems like the worst idea I’ve ever had. My stomach is doing backflips, and I’m sure I’m going to hurl. This is going to be fun.

      Kendall drops her Gucci duffle on the floor and combs over the DVD tower in my room. “Oh, I so called it!” She slides X-Men: First Class out of its spot and dangles it in front of my face. “You are a loser. A LOSER!”

      The fact that I own this dreadful movie makes my fabricated ‘perfect woman’ story slightly more believable, but it will never be true. Kendall remains in the forefront of my brain, all beautiful and perfect and real as ever.

      Just sell it, you moron. “What,” I say flatly. “Jennifer Whatshername has impeccable bone structure.”

      “Her bone structure,” she scoffs. “Good thing that’s what does it for you. She’s gotten quite slim recently.”

      “Did you really mean to insinuate that someone is too thin? Yeah, skinny, you should talk.” I want to squash the revelation that will surely doom our friendship. I need to act normal. With the intent of sending my stupid attraction to its grave, I press my fingers into her ribs and start tickling her. She squeals and squirms frantically while batting at my arms. I notice her sweater ride up her torso, but before I can pull my hands away I make contact with the soft, sun-kissed skin above her waist. That’s around the time I realize how thoroughly screwed I am. I guess once you acknowledge the fact that you’ve got it bad for your best friend, there isn’t a damn thing you can do to make it all okay again. Dear God, if you’re listening, please strike me down right this moment. It’s easy to avoid awkwardness when you’re in a coma or dead.

      I quickly stop touching her and snatch the DVD away from her. “This isn’t even the crappiest movie in my extensive collection of crappy movies, okay? I own every film you’ve been in, to date.”

      She frowns. “Did you just call my movies bad?”

      “Not all of your movies are bad. You have to admit that some of them are rather basic, though.”

      “Basic? That’s Payton-speak for ‘mind-numbing.’”

      I draw in the deepest breath I’ve ever taken and try to keep my mouth from saying the most obviously obsessive fangirl things. “No, that’s Payton-speak for ‘the best friggin’ thing ever.’”

      “You’re right, anyway. Thanks to my mom, most of the stuff I’ve done up to now is boring. But this new film I’m starting is surprisingly well written. Actually, it’s kind of intense, totally the kind of film my mom would have absolutely insisted I have nothing to do with.” She pauses sharply. “Did I tell you that my character is a drug-addicted bisexual rock star?”

      This day keeps getting better and better! “No, you didn’t tell me that. Do you get to kiss anyone interesting? That chick from those sparkly vampire movies, perhaps?”

      “You know if I had been cast in that franchise, it wouldn’t have sucked as miserably as it did.”

      “Not even you could have saved those movies.”

      “How jealous would you be if I said I got to kiss a certain someone with ‘perfect bone structure’?”

      I would be jealous that she gets to kiss you. Play it cool, I remind myself. “Do you, really?”

      “No, just some fellow up-and-comer. I’ve never met your heart-throb, but if I ever do, I’ll be sure to let her know how sexy you think she is when she’s blue and covered in scales.”

      “Do that and I’ll put a hit out on you, Dirty Jersey style.”

      She smirks at me and sits down on the bed. She’s quiet for a while. It’s unnerving. “A lot of people are saying that I’m going to be nominated for an Elite Award for In Heaven’s Arms.” She doesn’t sound too thrilled at the idea.

      “Isn’t that a good thing?”

      She shrugs. “It would change things for me.”

      “Yeah, from that day forward your name will forever be prefaced with ‘Ellie Nominee.’ That sounds nightmarish. It’ll probably be carved on your tombstone, too! ‘Here lies Ellie Nominated actress Kendall Bettencourt.’ That’s assuming you don’t win the damn thing. That would be so much worse! ‘Ellie Winner Kendall Bettencourt’ has a hideous ring to it.”

      She reaches out for my arms and pulls me down next to her on the bed. I practically die at the sudden contact between us. “I’m serious. I don’t have much privacy as it is now. I might as well keep my apartment door permanently propped open if I’m nominated.”

      “I’ll make you a deal. If it happens, I’ll move to LA to become your personal bodyguard.”

      “That’s a good deal. I’ll take it.” She gestures for a handshake. Gingerly, I oblige her. Her hand is warm and smooth. I resist the urge to press my lips against it.

      Damn it! These feelings for Kendall are fully freaking me out. They were never part of my consciousness before, but the more I think about it, the more I’m sure they have always existed—resting dormant just beneath the surface of perceptibility. Now that they’ve broken through whatever barrier kept them locked away, I’ve become so harshly aware of them that it’s physically painful. It’s like I’m treading on jagged glass, and I can’t deal with it. All it takes is one minor slip up, one wrong footfall, and I’ll be shredded into tiny pieces.

      I’m quickly finding that I cannot wait for her to board that plane in the morning.

      [image: ]

      Kendall yawns as the credits of X-Men scroll across the TV screen. She gets up to riffle through her bag in search of pajamas. Unfortunately for my sanity, her idea of comfortable sleepwear is a pink cami and a pair of black shorts designed to conceal the absolute minimum amount of butt-cheek allowed by law. Please, not those. Don’t you have track pants, or like, a snow suit in that bag?

      “Payton, your bed is beckoning to me, ‘Kendall, fall into me. I’m so cozy!’” she says in squeaky, high-pitched voice.

      It’s eleven o’clock. I’m exhausted, but so terrified at the idea of sleeping next to her that I’m willing to battle the impulse to doze. Those damn shorts are not helping in the slightest. They have downright entranced me.

      “Did you hear me?” Kendall snaps her fingers. “It’s bedtime, unless you want us both to stumble around like zombies in the morning.”

      I snatch a pair of sweatpants from a pile of clothes in the corner then stop to look around. There are an endless number of textbooks and staff paper notebooks strewn haphazardly about the navy carpet. My closet looks like it threw up, and my wall-mounted rack of guitars is so dusty it could cause an asthma attack. I should have cleaned up before she got here. “I’m gonna change in the bathroom,” I say as I scuttle toward the door.

      She shoots me a sideways grin. “Giving me the boudoir are you? That’s very sweet.”

      “You can thank me with a fruit basket,” I call over my shoulder and bolt down the hall.

      She is already huddled beneath the plush, green comforter by the time I’ve subdued my anxiety enough to reenter the room. Her breathing is shallow and rhythmic, a sure sign that she’s fallen asleep. I tiptoe over to the bed, gently lift the sheets and work my way into them. Please don’t wake up, I think as I cocoon myself with a spare fleece blanket. If I’m swaddled tightly enough, there is no way I can accidentally make contact with her body while in the subconscious throes of slumber. I contemplate concocting some form of pillowy chastity fort to separate us even more, but that would be something I’d have to explain in the morning. I can feel my mind succumbing to fatigue, so I turn my back to her and allow myself to quietly nod off.
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      Faint beams of early morning sunlight wake me. Reluctantly, I lift my head to read the bedside digital clock. It’s 6:33. At some point in the night I managed to escape my blanket shackles. I’m lying on my back with my left arm propped under my pillow. Kendall’s head is nuzzled into the spot where my shoulder and collarbone meet. Her arm is slung across my stomach—which, of course, is exposed because I don’t own a single shirt long enough to resist creeping up my torso as I toss and turn in the night. It’s a hairline past 6:30 in the morning, and I’m already freaking out. That must be one for the record books.

      I draw in a series of quick, short breaths—preparing myself to move as lightly and slowly as possible. It’s like that coyote ugly thing, except the girl I’m trying not to disturb is absurdly gorgeous, and we most definitely did not do anything sexual the night before. Or any night ever.

      As I attempt to slide off the bed, Kendall slightly stirs, but does not wake. She makes a minor adjustment to the placement of her arm and instantly goes from lazily hugging my side to fully holding me. There is a difference between the two. It’s a discreet longing—an added bit of effort—that turns a hug into a hold. I’m as sure as I’ve ever been of anything that I am being held right now. Without warning, I feel a hot, wet tear roll down my face. It splashes onto my t-shirt. I want this moment to last forever. I know it’s the only one of its kind I’ll ever have with Kendall.

      I turn my head toward her and find myself unexpectedly peering into her snowy blue irises. She is very much awake, but has yet to move. “Good morning,” she yawns.

      “Hey.”

      She sits up, cracks her neck, and stretches. “I’m sorry. I slept, like, on top of you.”

      “It’s okay, as long as you didn’t drool.” I pull at my shirt, pretending to check for any soaked-through spots. I know I won’t find any save for the tiny tear mark at the collar.

      “I do not drool,” she says. “What time is it?”

      I grab the clock off the nightstand and bring it close to her face. “This is a six,” I point. “That’s a three and that’s an eight.”

      She rolls her eyes. “You’re so cute when you’re snarky.”

      “Get dressed.” I slip off of the bed and pluck a pair of jeans from their spot on the desk chair. I take it back, that whole ‘I can’t wait for her to leave’ thing. “You’ll miss your flight if we don’t get going.”
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      We pull up to the airport drop-off zone with barely enough time for Kendall to get through security and book it to her gate. If it weren’t for me, she would’ve missed her flight for sure. It’s always been this way. Kendall is fifteen minutes late; I’m fifteen minutes early. Together we cancel each other out and arrive everywhere right on time. She constantly says that without me around, she has no idea how she manages to be on time for anything. I joke that she doesn’t manage it at all.

      She hasn’t even gotten out of the car yet, and I miss her already. “Text me when you land,” I say as I pop the trunk so she can grab her luggage.

      “Don’t I always?”

      Yes, you do. “Just a reminder.”

      She leans into me, gives me a peck on the cheek, and the tightest hug. “I’ll see you soon. I promise.”

      I hate it when she makes promises she can’t keep, but I know she’ll try at least. “See you soon.”

      And then she’s gone.
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