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        When everyone starts talking about boys, Jo can't stop thinking about girls. It wouldn't be so bad if she could share her new discovery with her best friend, but how can she tell Ellie that she likes... Ellie?

      

        

      
        A sweet lesbian romance about first loves, discovering yourself, and the beautiful complications of life.

      

        

      
        -

        Please Be My Love is part of the Rainbow Central series but can be read on its own. The story is set in Europe where the legal drinking age is 18.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter One

          

        

        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Jo

      

      

      

      “These are going to be the best years of our life!” Ellie exclaimed as she finished putting the yellow-striped pillows on my new couch. She fluffed the fabric monstrosities she picked out for me and moved the frame on the wall so it was level. Affectionately, she touched the old picture of us. “We’ve come a long way, Jo.”

      I joined her on the other side of the small room that was my new home for the year and smiled. “We have. I love those cute pigtails we had. I remember wanting them because you did your hair always like that.”

      Ellie chuckled. “Yeah and I’m wearing the blue shirt I borrowed from you.”

      “We were so cute.”

      “Hah. We are still cute,” Ellie laughed as she danced away and landed on the too-large-for-the-space couch. “Movies and ice cream?”

      “You bet.” I grabbed the tub of cherry ice cream from the small freezer drawer in the fridge and jumped over the arm of the couch and onto the spot next to her. “Ah. Spoons.”

      I groaned as I got back up and made my way to the cupboard that had some cutlery in it. Since I was going to be sharing a kitchen with the rest of the people in the dorm, it was good to keep my stuff here so nobody would steal it. The joys of student dormitories and communal living.

      I tossed my best friend a spoon and she held it out.

      “En garde!”

      Amused, I clinked my spoon against hers, pretending they were swords. We sparred for a couple of seconds before I joined her on the couch so we could dig into the ice cream.

      With her mouth full, Ellie hummed. “Mmmm, I loooove cherry ice cream. It’s my favourite.”

      “I know, why do you think I sacrificed the chicken nuggets for it?”

      She took another big bite and giggled gleefully. “You’re the best. I’m totally blogging about this later. And I can’t wait for us to be able to do this every day. We’ll hang out at your place, hang out at mine, eat ice cream and pizza. It’s going to be the best.”

      “The best years of our life, right?” I teased, looking at my best friend.

      Her brown eyes shimmered with promise and joy. “Exactly. I’m so glad we’re in the same city. You’re going to become a world famous painter, I’m going to become a kickass chef. Life is good.”

      I laughed. “I don’t want to become famous but you’re definitely going to be a kickass chef.”

      “I can’t wait.” Ellie licked her spoon and nestled herself into the yellow pillows. “Ahh, these are so comfortable.”

      I was inclined to agree, it was just a shame they were so ugly. I didn’t really care. Ellie got them for me as a housewarming gift so I was happy to keep them.

      She yawned as she reached for the remote and turned the tv on. “What are we watching?”

      “Hmm, there’s a new show about pottery. It’s a competition too, I think.”

      “Sounds great, love it.”

      “Only a couple of episodes though,” I warned her. “I’m really tired and I don’t want to be late for my first day of school tomorrow.”

      She agreed but after a long and hard day of moving, we were no match for the comfortable couch and it wasn’t long after the intro rolled in that Ellie and I dozed off, the tub of ice cream melting away on the coffee table.
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      I awoke entangled with Ellie, half on the couch, half off it. Her head was against my leg, my arm under hers. Light peeked through the blinds and I jolted up. “What time is it!?”

      Ellie’s eyes flashed open as she startled awake. “Don’t scare the ducks.”

      A laugh escaped me. “Don’t scare the ducks?”

      She wiped some dried drool from her chin. “There were ducks in my dream. It was a really weird dream. The ducks were pink and I brought them with me to my home where my mum was making jam. I remember it very vividly, she was putting all the glass containers upside down.”

      “That makes no sense, Ellie. Your dreams never make any sense.”

      “They do in my head but I don’t think I’m very good at retelling them.”

      I snorted. “No, you’re not.”

      “I know the ducks were weird but the dream was nice. Why did you wake me?”

      “Oh, right. Cause—” I checked my phone for the time and screamed. “Aah, I’m late! I’m going to be late for my first day. Get up, get up, get up.”

      Ellie rolled off the couch and almost fell face first on the wooden coffee table. “You can’t be late. What time is it?”

      “It’s almost eight. My class starts at eight-thirty.”

      “Go on then, get ready. Hurry, hurry.” She pushed me towards the bathroom. “But don’t be too long. I need to pee! And ooh, we should meet up after to celebrate your first day. Yeah?”

      “Yeah. We’ll call!” I laughed as I grabbed my toothbrush, relieved that I had a dorm with my own toilet. While I didn’t mind sharing a kitchen, it was good to have my own bathroom.

      Toothbrush in hand, I stared at my reflection in the mirror. First day of college. Show time.
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      Anyone that claimed they weren’t nervous on their first day of college was either a liar, a psychopath, or a composed, confident person. Not like the nervous mess I was.

      I stared at the map of my campus, trying to match the drawings to the buildings around me. If the architect block was on the left, the filmmakers should be on the right, and the painter’s studio should be straight on except straight on was a church-like building. Left also didn’t seem like the architect block either, not judging from the food smells coming out of it.

      Why couldn’t I figure this out? I’d been reading maps my entire life, but this one just didn’t make any sense. I had to figure it out or otherwise, I’d have to degrade myself by doing the second worst thing in the world. Asking someone for directions.

      And not just someone, another student.

      Just the thought sent shivers down my spine. Asking for directions and admitting I was lost was so uncool. Something I previously didn’t need to worry about too much but now that I was a college student, it was all that mattered. Dramatic, but true. My first day on campus would decide who would become my friends, where I’d sit for lunch, what parties I’d attend, even what grades I’d achieve. Looking like a lost loser would severely hurt my chances of getting in with the popular crowd. Then again, being late and missing out on the early bonding would also hurt my chances.

      I knew I shouldn’t have skipped orientation. I’d blame my best friend for this later.

      With a last glance at the undecipherable map, I scanned the sea of students for someone approachable.

      I passed on the group of loud guys and the clique of giggling girls. Instead, my eye was drawn to a girl my age in casual clothes and dark hair twisted up in a bun. She was carrying a large art folder and had a smear of blue paint on her cheek.

      “Hey. Can I ask a question?” I shouted from afar, wanting to check she was approachable before I invaded her personal space.

      She looked up from her phone and nodded. “Yeah? What’s up?”

      To make myself seem less desperate, I folded up the map and shoved it in my pocket. “Do you know where the painter's studio is?”

      “Yeah, I’m heading over there. This way,” she replied.

      Ah, both good and bad luck. I wouldn’t have to arrive alone at the class but now one of my classmates knew I was terrible at navigation.

      “Thank you.” I shot her a polite smile. “I’m Jo. Joanna. But everyone calls me Jo.”

      The girl smiled back. “Reggie.”

      “That’s a cool name.”

      “Thanks. You new?”

      “Yeah, I’m just starting the painters course. You?”

      “Sweet, me too. What class are you in?”

      “Ummm, 1B. I think that’s Professor Whiteman’s class.”

      Reggie chuckled. “Nice, we’re in the same class then. I’m excited, I heard Whiteman is fan-tas-tic. Here, to the right. This is a shortcut in between the cafeteria and the film studio.”

      “Nice.”

      A set of stairs and a long hallway with more students with art folders later, I arrived at the studio. The sharp smell of turpentine, drying paint, and wood greeted me at the entrance. Without looking inside, I knew I was in the right place.

      I followed Reggie into the room, surprised by how nice and beautiful it was. Large glass windows brought in a lot of natural light and two sets of big tables divided the studio into two, leaving room in the middle for easels and a small platform. Some students were already occupying the tables but there was still ample space for Reggie and me.

      “Shall we sit over there?” she suggested, gesturing to a table near the supply shelves.

      “Yeah, sounds good,” I replied, glad I wouldn’t have to sit alone. While it was normal that nobody knew each other yet, it felt reassuring to have already made somewhat of a connection.

      We chatted for a little bit until a slightly heavier woman with curls entered the studio. She put down her satchel on the teacher’s desk and called for everyone’s attention.

      It only took a moment for the room to quiet down so the professor could talk. A big difference from back in high school where teachers were hated and treated like the enemy. I supposed everyone wanted to be here.

      “Welcome to your first class of the year. I’m Matilda Whiteman, this is not high school so don’t bother with all the formalities. You can just call me Matilda. I’ll be teaching the Creative Art module this year. This is the art studio where you’ll be doing most of your work. As you can see, it’s connected to two other studios, which is where the second and third years are. We encourage everyone to mingle and learn from your seniors. Collaborations are one of the most valuable things you can learn here.” She paced up and down the glass wall with a smile on her face. “I asked you to bring some of your previous artwork with you but I’d like to look at that later. I want to start from a clean slate so we’ll dive right in. Make me something that shows me what you’re all about. You’re free to choose any topic or subject you want, but to make it more interesting, I want you to incorporate the theme of ‘opposites’. The shelves and cupboards over here are full with all kinds of materials, you’re free to use them as you want.”

      A guy close to her raised his hand. “What do you mean with opposites?”

      “Opposites can mean anything you want it to mean. Opposing textures, ideologies, materials, concepts. As long as it tells a story and tells me something about you. Any more questions? No, then let’s get to work.”

      The other students around me jolted in action and not wanting to be behind, I joined them to gather materials. As I stood in front of the storage space, some of my nerves were off and made way for excitement. Rummaging through the shelves for paint and paper and pens was like hunting for treasure. There were so many different types of… everything. Pencils, brushes, tapes, anything I could think of. There was so much, it was hard to make a choice on what to take.

      Did I want to grab some materials that I knew how to work with or did I want to experiment? Which one represented me the most?

      Experiment.

      I brought my own pencils and brushes from home, so I grabbed what looked like tubes of oil paint. I’d never had the budget at home to do a lot of oil painting so this would be a lot of fun. Once I figured out what to make.

      Back at my table, I twirled my pencil over my empty paper while I glanced at my neighbours. The other students and Reggie had gone straight to it and were already drawing lines or setting up their canvases. Looked like I was the only one that wasn’t sure what to make.

      Just when I was about to start, my phone rang and I quickly picked up, smiling when I saw Ellie’ name appear on the screen.

      “Hey! What’s up?”

      Ellie’s voice came through the speaker. She sounded cheery as usual. “Hi! Just calling to check if you’re still free to meet later?”

      “Of course.” I checked my watch. “This is my last class so I should be done by five.”

      “Sweet. There’s this place called the Tipsy Hedgehog near your campus that’s supposed to be a great place. ”

      “Sounds good. Send me the address and I’ll text you when I’m leaving campus.”

      “Okay, see you soon. Byeeee.”

      The line clicked as the call ended and as I put my phone back in my pocket, I looked up to find Reggie grinning at me.

      She gestured to my phone with a knowing look and waggled her eyebrows. “Your girlfriend?”

      I chuckled. “No, that was my best friend.”

      “Ah. My mistake,” she replied, returning to her sketch.

      I watched her draw for a second, not able to hold my curiosity back.

      “What made you think that was my girlfriend?”

      Reggie shrugged. “I don’t know, it sounded like that.”

      “Gay?”

      She shook her head. “Intimate. Hey, I didn’t mean to offend. I just assumed you were a lesbian but if you’re not—”

      I laughed. “Don’t worry, I’m not offended. Ellie and I have been best friends for years.”

      “I see. That’s cute. I lost my best friend when I came out to her.”

      “Came out? So you’re…” I paused, not sure if this was appropriate to ask. Then again, she did just ask me. “Gay?”

      “Yup. One hundred percent,” Reggie confirmed proudly.  She finished the rest of her sketch and held it up for me, showing off the strong lines on the boar she drew. “What do you think?”

      “Looks amazing,” I said, trying to make sure I remained tactful. “If you don’t mind, when did you figure out you were… into women?”

      “I had a crush on my babysitter when I was seven. She was really beautiful and I was always really happy when she came over.” Reggie put her drawing down and hummed. “I don’t like the tusks. I’m changing them.”

      “I like the look of them. You’ve got really nice lines.”

      “You think?” She held up the sketch and held it out in front of her. “Hmm… It looks better from afar than up close.”

      I smiled, happy to continue the conversation about art. That was something I knew about, which I couldn’t say about all the gay stuff. Coming from a small town, that just wasn’t something I’d been very exposed to. That being said, that didn’t mean I wasn’t curious to learn more about.
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      I parked my bike in one of the designated racks near the Tipsy Hedgehog and followed the jolly music to the place. It had a rustic exterior but the people inside were all around my age. I recognised the song playing and happily bounced my way over to the table in the corner where Ellie was already waiting for me.

      “Hey, I’m sorry I’m late.”

      She smiled. “No worries. Soon we’ll know the city on the back of our hand.”

      “I hope so.”

      She folded her hands under her chin and grinned. “So? How was your first day? Did you make any friends yet? Meet any hot guys?”

      I laughed. “You and hot guys. If there were any, I didn’t notice them. But I might’ve made my first friend. Her name is Reggie and she’s really cool. She helped me find my way on campus and she seems friendly, but I guess it’s too soon to tell.”

      “As long as you don’t replace me with her,” Ellie teased. She waved at one of the servers and opened her menu. “Hi, can I get a… Dum, dum, dum, what looks good… Oh, I know. Can I get a gin and tonic?”

      The server nodded as he scribbled down her order and turned to me. “Certainly. And for you?”

      “I’ll have the same,” I replied.

      “I’ll bring that to you shortly,” the server replied politely as he returned to the bar.

      “I need the loo,” Eie declared, leaving me time to check out the place.

      With a lot of wooden beams and old-school decorations, it was a cosy joint. It had lots of intimate tables with candles on top of empty glass bottles and booths that encouraged privacy. Not really a place to get stone-drunk but rather, a place to go with someone you wanted to have conversation with.

      There was an old piano in the corner that didn’t look as dusty as expected. Maybe they played live music here now and then. I could imagine how that would give a really nice atmosphere. Maybe Ellie and I should come on an evening like that, soak up the music, get some drinks, have a good time.

      The server returned with drinks before my best friend was back and left two big glasses of gin and tonic on coasters. The drink looked really tempting but I wanted to wait until Ellie was back so we could make a toast. After all, this was the beginning of the best time of our life, according to her.

      While waiting, I scanned the bar again, this time looking at the people. There were a couple of older looking gentlemen at the bar, a couple of guys and girls in the corner booths, and a surprisingly quiet group of students in the middle. Despite the tight space, everyone was minding their own business but that meant nothing when Ellie was around. She managed to strike up conversation anywhere and everywhere, regardless of the company. A quality that annoyed me as much as I admired it.

      It didn’t take long for my best to return, looking just as happy and excited as the moment we got accepted to our colleges. She climbed back on her chair and grinned. “The toilets are decent.”

      “Good to know.”

      “It is. Now I know to come here if I need to pee instead of the bar across the road. You have to get through the urinals to get to the women’s bathroom there.”

      “Eww.”

      “I know. Anyway, let’s toast. Cheers.” Ellie lifted her glass, holding it back when I raised mine.

      I frowned. “What?”

      “Don’t forget to look in my eyes or otherwise, that’s seven years of bad sex.”

      I snorted. “Really? We’re still doing that?”

      “Yes, I’m not taking any chances. College is the perfect time for bad sex and I’m not risking it.”

      Even though I didn’t believe in such superstition, I made sure to capture Ellie’s gaze. While staring into her dark eyes, I clinked my glass against hers. I wasn’t sure if it was just me, but the toast was loaded with the promise of good sex.

      For a very brief moment, the idea of having sex with Ellie flashed through my mind but I ignored it. It was a logical leap given the topic, not an actual thing I wanted to do.

      Ellie smiled as she put the straw in her mouth and puckered her lips. Everything she did, she did with so much elegance. Even something simple as sucking on a straw. No wonder boys flocked to her everywhere we went. If I were a guy, I probably would hit on her as well.

      “This is good,” Ellie declared as she let the straw slip from her lips.

      I gulped and quickly took a sip from my own drink, almost choking on the bitter taste of the gin. I coughed, trying to free my windpipe.

      My best friend reached out, her hand landing on my arm. “Are you okay?”

      I focused on her warm touch and nodded, spluttering. “Y-Yeah, I’m fine. It just went down the wrong hole. Windpipe. Down the wrong windpipe.”

      She chuckled. “I didn’t realise you had multiple windpipes.”

      “You know what I mean.” To cover up my mistake, I quickly changed the topic. “So, you’ve already met people in your dorm? You didn’t mention yesterday?”

      “I met them earlier today in the communal kitchen. Some second-years were having a pre-drink before they went out.”

      “In the middle of the day?”

      She shrugged. “It’s college.”

      “I can’t imagine drinking that much.”

      “Well, you don’t have to. If you ask me, all the binge-drinking you hear about is rather glorified. And exaggerated. Not everyone in college or university can have a small drinking problem, can they?”

      I raised my glass, gesturing to it. “I mean… it’s our first week and we’re drinking.”

      “Yeah, but like… one or two drinks at the end of the day to celebrate. Not bottles just for the sake of getting buzzed.”

      I shrugged. “You don’t have to convince me. You know I’m not into it and you’re the biggest lightweight I know.”

      “It’s my Asian genes,” Ellie clarified like she hadn’t been blaming her heritage since our very first beer together.

      “You can’t complain though. You’ve got that gorgeous dark hair and almost no pimples. I’d kill for your complexion,” I mused, fiddling with one of my current spots tormenting my cheek.

      Ellie laughed as she rolled her eyes. “Don’t forget almost no leg hair and I always look like it’s just been summer.”

      “Alright, alright, no need to brag.”

      “And no need to put me on a pedestal. I have plenty of body issues.” The silly tone of the conversation settled into a more serious vibe. “You know, sometimes I wish I wasn’t half and half. It’d be easier if I was just all Chinese or all white.”

      “That’s crazy. You’re gorgeous.”

      “Yeah, but sometimes I feel like a fraud. If I’m trying out more Chinese things, I don’t feel like I have the right or that it’s cultural appropriation. If I try to blend in with everyone around me, I feel like I’m betraying my heritage. It would be easier if I fit in somewhere.”

      “I can’t really imagine what that feels like but I never think about how you’re different from me. I look at you and I just see Ellie, my best friend. Is that okay? Or is it racist that I’m not seeing you as Chinese?”

      She shrugged as she sipped from her drink. “Honestly, I don’t know. I don’t really think about my race that often either. It’s mostly something I wonder about when I want to date someone.”

      Someone turned the music up and the table next to us cheered. A couple of girls got up to dance even though this was definitely not that kind of place.

      I focused my attention back to Ellie. “Why?”

      She shrugged as she traced her fingers along the glass, leaving streaks in the condensation. “Well… Some guys aren’t into Asians. And some are a little bit too much into it because I’m “exotic”. It’s kind of exhausting having to wonder if someone is or isn’t into me just because of what I am, not who I am.”

      “I guess…” I reached across to touch her hand this time. “When you meet the right person, it won’t matter. He’ll like you for you. You’re a fantastic girl. Hey, if I was a guy, I’d date you.”

      Ellie laughed as she turned her hand so she could hold mine. “Thanks, that makes me feel better. If I were a guy, I’d date you too.”

      Something Reggie said earlier echoed through my head and a blush crept up my neck, just thinking about the implications. I quickly pulled my hand back before things got uncomfortable and took a big sip from my gin, eager to change the topic again. “So tell me about the people you met in your dorm. Anyone interesting?”

      “It’s too early to tell.” She shot me a knowing look. “Don’t worry, I’m not going to replace you as my best friend.”

      “You better not.”

      “What about you? You make any new friends yet aside from, what’s her name, Reggie? It’s an interesting name for a girl.”

      I shook my head. “I have only met her and I assume it’s short for something. She’s actually really nice. Casual. She’s also a lesbian. How cool is that?”

      “Super cool.”

      “Speaking off, this is so funny, she actually thought you were my girlfriend.”

      Ellie laughed. “Us? A couple?

      Why did she think that?”

      “I guess cause you called. She said she was no longer friends with her childhood best friend so maybe she just doesn’t get it.”

      “Probably not. People are always jealous of how close we are.” Ellie raised her glass again. “To forever friends.”

      I made sure to hold her gaze as we toasted once again. “To us.”

      With a satisfied smile, I took another sip and let the bitter gin dance on my tongue. Ellie and I had been friends for as long as I remembered having friends and nothing was going to come between us.

      But as I took another sip from my drink, thoughts from before pushed to the forefront of my mind, intrusive thoughts that weren’t all that happy with being friends with Ellie. With just being friends.

      I quickly pushed them back just like I always did in an attempt to forget I even thought about such a thing. I was not a lesbian and I was not into my best friend.
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      The first week of college flew by quicker than I could have ever predicted. Just starting all my new subjects and courses was overwhelming, and that was without all the new people I was meeting. Teachers, other students, my new dorm mates. I’d never met this many new people in my life, I could barely keep them apart.

      At least there was Reggie. We’d quickly bonded over our similar sense of humour and mutual admiration over each other’s art. It was nice to have someone to chat with during class and sit with over lunch.

      Except she didn’t look so great today.

      “You alright?” I asked as we finished returning our lunch trays.

      She nodded as she threw away most of her food. “Just a little hungover. It was club night yesterday.”

      “Club night? As in, student club? I didn’t think our faculty had one.”

      She chuckled. “No, it’s a rainbow student club. Platypus. You ever heard of it?”

      “Sounds familiar,” I lied, not wanting to admit I had no clue. I didn’t want to seem uncool or narrow-minded either.

      With lunch over, we still had plenty of time before our next class started but not enough to go back to either of our dorms. Like most students, we just hung around on campus or the park opposite of the school.

      Because of the nice weather, Reggie and I chose the park. We stepped through the gates and almost like magic, the city fell away. The rows of trees blocked out a lot of the noise and all the greenery really made it feel like an oasis from the grey buildings.

      We chose a nice spot in the sun and threw our bags down so we could lean on them.

      Settled on the grass, I couldn’t hold my curiosity back. “Tell me more about Platypus?”

      “It was introduction night yesterday for all the newbies. Lots of drinking, singing, and just a good time really. They come together every week in Rainbow Central. It’s really fun.”

      I plucked some grass and let it fly in the wind. “That’s really cool.”

      A couple of students passed us and one of the girls checked out Reggie in a very obvious manner. My classmate shot her a flirty smile and the two maintained intense eye contact until the girl had passed.

      “Someone you know?” I asked.

      Reggie shook her head as she leaned back down on her backpack, a large grin stretched from ear to ear. “Nope. Anyway, there’s another rainbow party in a couple of days. Interested?”

      “When you say rainbow, you mean… LGBTQ and stuff, right?”

      “Yup.”

      “Hmm… It’s not really my scene. I mean, I’m not gay. I don’t think.”

      That captured Reggie’s interest. Her eyebrows raised questioningly and a faint smile played around her lips. “You’re not sure?”

      My cheeks got hot and I could feel it spreading to my ears. “I don’t know. I always assumed I was into guys… but recently I’ve been wondering if maybe I’m interested in girls.”

      She nodded. “Then you should definitely come. If there’s one way of figuring it out, it’s being around a whole lot of lesbians. You’ll know if you’re into it once they start flirting with you.”

      I blushed. “What if nobody flirts with me?”

      Reggie elbowed me in the side. “Pff, come on. You’re good-looking. Besides, you don’t have to wait to be flirted with. If you see someone you fancy, take a shot.”

      “You make it sound so easy.”

      “Life is easy, we just make it hard for ourselves.” She leaned back against her bag while she rolled a cigarette.

      I gestured to her tobacco pouch. “You’re not… It’s not weed, is it?”

      She licked the cigarette paper before she sealed it and chuckled. “No, just a regular cigarette. We’ve got Art History in half an hour, I’m not that stupid.”

      “If you’re not adding weed, why don’t you just buy a packet of smokes?”

      She fished a lighter from her pocket and lit up her cigarette. “Cheaper,” she breathed with a puff of smoke.

      “Ah.”

      “You want one too?” she asked, holding out her cigarette kit.

      I shook my head. “I don’t smoke.”

      “Good for you.”

      “Even if I did, I don’t know how to roll.”

      “It’s super easy. Want me to teach you?”

      “Sure.”

      Reggie spent the rest of the break trying to teach me how to make the perfect cigarette and despite wasting plenty of her rolling paper, none of mine came out looking anything like a real cigarette.

      “Guess I just don’t have it in me,” I admitted after rolling another dud. I rubbed my finger tips together, trying to imitate the motion. “It’s hard.”

      “You’ll get it,” she reassured me as she took all the failed cigarettes back and put them in her pouch. “No offense, but I’m rerolling those.”

      “No offense taken,” I chuckled. “I’m sorry for wasting so much paper, I’ll buy you a new pack.”

      “Don’t worry, they’re cheap.” Reggie released another puff of smoke and watched it dissipate as the wind got ahold of it.

      “You sure?”

      “Yeah. Buy me a drink instead. A friend drink, just to be clear,” she said, capturing me in an intense gaze. Her eyes twinkled and a grin played around her lips. “Unless you want me to help you figure out if you’re into girls. Then it could be a different kind of drink.”

      I gulped. “Friend drink.”

      “Friend drink it is,” she replied without missing a beat, not seeming in the slightest offended or rejected.

      Girls were weird.

      On our way back to our next class, my phone vibrated in my pocket and with a glance at the screen, I saw Ellie’s name.

      A flutter passed through my stomach knowing I’d be able to hear her voice and I held up my phone. “Sorry, I have to take this. I’ll see you in class.”

      With a cigarette dangling from her mouth, Reggie gave me a thumbs up as she strolled back from the park to the school, her casual vibe never faltering. She was really cool, that was for sure, but I wasn’t interested in anything more than being her friend.

      I swiped the green button to the side and put the phone to my ear. “Hey!”

      “What are you doing this weekend?” Ellie asked, not bothering with small talk or context.

      I laughed. “I don’t know, I have a feeling you’re about to tell me what we’re doing this weekend.”

      “There’s a party at the Plaza.”

      “What’s the Plaza?”

      “You haven’t heard of it? It’s only the biggest club in the city! They’re having a massive, massive party and guess what, we’re going!”

      “Alright, I’m up for a party.”

      “It’s going to be am-a-zing. We’ll start with drinks at my dorm and then take a taxi to the place. Some of my classmates are going too so we can join them there.”

      I nodded as I fiddled with the button of my breast pocket. “Sure.”

      “It’s going to be fire! Hey, want to meet up for drinks later tonight?”

      “Sounds good. Hey, I have to go, I’ve got Art History.”

      The speaker crackled. “Eww, that sounds boring. Oh, I know, why don’t you skip it and come to my place. I have a surprise for you.”

      “But it’s Art History. What surprise?”

      “I’m not telling. And Art History is the most boring subject in history,” Ellie said, chuckling at her own pun. “Ah, come on. What’s the point of being in college if you don’t skip every now and then. I’ll make your favourite pancakes and we can binge a series or something. Just like the good old days.”

      I laughed. “We did that literally last week.”

      “Yeah, but soon we’ll be too busy partying and making new friends and falling in love! Ah, come on, it’ll be fun.”

      I wanted to resist but it was Ellie. She always managed to entice me, no matter what it was that she wanted to do. With a smile, I nodded. “Fiiiiine. I’ll just text Reggie to let her know I’m skipping and then I’m on my way.”

      “Yay! See you in a bit.”

      With a sigh, I hung up and stared at my phone. Typical Ellie. And typical me, never able to resist the mischief she pulled me into. At least Art History didn’t take attendance.

      I messaged Reggie a quick apology for not showing up and got on a bus to the other side of town where Ellie’s dorm was. A couple of cyclists whizzed by, narrowly avoiding me. A car honked at their reckless behaviour and almost swerved into a couple of orange cones marking road works.

      Such a difference with the calm village I came from.

      I made my way to Ellie’s building and hesitated for a moment before I rang the bell with her name on it.

      Why was I so nervous? I’d gone over to her house a million times before, but somehow, it felt different now we had our own places. More… mature, grown up. These weren’t our parental homes, they were our homes.

      I heard some stumbling and rattling before the door opened and Ellie greeted me with one of her signature smiles. My stomach did a weird flip flop as she pulled me into a hug and I quickly pulled back.

      Luckily, she didn’t notice my weirdness. She waved me into the house with her usual enthusiasm, her mood contagious. I followed her through the short hallway that ended in the mutual kitchen, and from there to her room. The whole place had cosy vibes like a big house and instead of sharing with maybe a hundred people like I did, she only had five housemates.

      It was strange thinking about other people seeing my best friend more than me. A little intimidating thinking someone could get to know her better too.

      I stepped into her room and some of my worry dissipated. While this was a new place, the room was so Ellie. The yellow pillows on the bed, the large antique mirror, all the little souvenirs she collected over the years. I would’ve been able to tell who lived here from all the trinkets.

      Feeling a bit more reassured, I sat down on the bed. “So, what’s up?”

      Ellie paused in front of me, a smile playing around her lips. “You remember Grayston?”

      “Of course. It’s only the best restaurant in the province and we’ve always wanted to go.”

      “Well… We’re going!” Ellie held a folded piece of paper out to me, her hands shaking in excitement. “Eeeep.”

      “What? No way.” I scanned the contents, not sure if I could believe my eyes. “Is this real? How? There’s a super long waitlist.”

      “I signed us up last year when I decided to go to cooking school. Remember how I spent all semester trying to figure out what I wanted to do?”

      I chuckled at the memory. “Oh, yes. You had all these brochures and pamphlets. I think you even contemplated becoming an underwater welder at one point.”

      “Yeah and it was you that told me to turn my passion for food and cooking into a career. My parents weren’t very thrilled with my choice but once I started thinking about becoming a chef, it just made so much sense.”

      I nodded. “It was quite obvious, thinking back.”

      She laughed. “Yes. Anyway, I put us on the waitlist and I forgot about it until I got the confirmation email earlier. Isn’t that exciting! And before you say anything, it’s my treat.”

      “Ellie, I can’t—”

      “But I want to go to Grayston and it’ll be so much more fun when we go together.” She pushed out her bottom lip, pouting like she always did when she tried to convince me. “Please. It’s my way of saying thank you for supporting my dream.”

      I released a sigh. At this point, any reluctance was mostly for show. I already knew I was going to say yes. “When is it again?”

      “The end of January. Does that mean you’re coming with me?”

      I bounced on her bed, hugging a pillow. “Okay.”

      “Yaaay.” Ellie jumped on the other side of the bed and reached for the remote. She pointed it at the small tv in the corner and flicked to her favourite streaming app. “Now that that’s settled, what shall we watch?”

      “I’m up for anything. Oh, there’s a new nature show about crocodiles.”

      “Nahhh, I want something exciting. Oh, what about this horror movie about a cursed graveyard and church?”

      “Sure, I like a good scare.”

      Ellie selected the movie and dimmed the lights to set the atmosphere while I made myself comfortable on her bed. Once she’d closed the curtains, she immediately snuggled into me for comfort, just like always. And yet, it felt different than usual. Maybe because we usually watched shows on a couch but her room only had space for her double bed. Maybe because our parents weren’t around. Or maybe… because I felt different.

      The intro of the movie rolled in but I could only look at Ellie. The way her eyes were glued to the screen, even though the start was cheesy and cliché. The slight quiver in her breath as the first notes of ominous music filled the room. She was so easily scared and she loved it.

      “Ahh!” she shrieked, even though nothing happened. She clamped her hands around my arm and buried her face into me. “Why is it always lightning and scary tombstones that get me?”

      I chuckled, happy to be her comfort teddy bear. “Wait until you see the ghosts.”

      She gasped. “There are ghosts? How do you know?”

      “Just a lucky guess,” I teased. “Hey, what’s that party you were talking about?”

      “Only the party of the semester. Bram says basically every student is going.”

      I frowned. “Bram? Who’s Bram?”

      “Did I not tell you about him? He’s a guy in my class. Really handsome too.”

      “Oh.” I remained silent for a bit, not sure what to reply. Ellie knew how to make friends anywhere she went, a quality I slightly envied. I always got a little jealous when she connected so effortlessly with people but that jealousy was always easily silenced when she made it clear I was her number one. It meant I never worried too much about her making new friends. Besides, I didn’t want to be the kind of person that restricted her in any way.

      And yet… That same twinge of jealousy shot through me when she mentioned this new guy.  This new handsome guy.

      If I ever had any competition for Ellie’s attention, it would be a potential boyfriend. As great of a friend she was, as soon as a hot guy was involved, she couldn’t help herself.

      Another lightning bolt flashed across the tv and Ellie dove under one of her yellow pillows. “It’s so scary!”

      “So scary,” I mumbled half-heartedly, not quite getting what was so scary about a bunch of old houses, creaking floorboards, and bad weather.

      I watched Ellie for a little bit, amused every time she shrieked dramatically with every jump scare. The movie didn’t do anything for me, the entertainment value was definitely in Ellie.

      As the movie came to natural lull before the big reveal, I couldn’t stop asking what was on my mind. “Hey, I have a question. Have you heard of Platypus?”

      My best friend hummed from under her pillow. “Yeah, aren’t they that rainbow student club? I heard it’s all sex.”

      “Really?”

      “Hmm-hmm, apparently it’s just a bunch of lesbians and gays hooking up with each other. Why?”

      I shook my head. “No reason. Hey, do you have any ice cream?”

      Ellie screamed as lightning struck in the movie and pressed herself into me. She glanced between her fingers at the scene, relieved that it was over. “That was so scary. I definitely want ice cream now. I’ll get some.”

      While she was gone, I let my eyes travel around the room, making myself familiar with the space. My reflection in the large mirror, the picture frames on the wall that were mostly of us, everything that made Ellie’s room Ellie’s.

      A couple of voices drew my attention as I realised the door was still cracked open. Even though I didn’t mean to eavesdrop, I recognised Ellie’s voice together with a guy’s voice.

      “Ahh, so the cherry ice cream is yours. Good choice,” the guy said.

      I heard the rattle of a cutlery drawer being pulled open as Ellie replied. “It’s my favourite. You live here?”

      “Yeah, I’m Frederick. I’m down that door.”

      “Ellie. I’m the new girl.”

      “Ah, I see. You must be the culprit for the yoghurts in the fridge.”

      My best friend giggled. “Sorry, did they take up too much space?”

      “No, no, Gaston and I were just wondering about the owner. It’s a little game we play whenever someone new arrives. Are the yellow towels yours as well?”

      “Guilty as charged.”

      The guy laughed. “Well, it’s nice to meet you, Ellie. I guess we’ll see a whole lot more of each other.”

      “You bet.”

      I knew what to expect before Ellie came back into the room. With a beaming smile on her face, she dropped a spoon in my lap and held out the ice cream.

      “Oh. My. God. I just met one of my roommates and he’s so hooooooot.” She fanned herself as she fell on the bed, giggling and squealing. “I love college.”

      I tried to mask the wry smile tugging on my lips. “Yeah, me too.”

      “I can’t believe I’m living with such a hot guy. I hope he’s single. I should’ve asked. No, that’s insane, we just met. I’ll ask him another time. It’s not like he’s going anywhere,” she rambled on. She turned the movie back on but her attention never made it back to the horror scenes. Instead, she hopped back off the bed and peered through the crack of the door. “Maybe I should ask if he has plans tonight. We could all go out for drinks. Maybe he’ll bring some hot guy friends along. What do you think?”

      “I thought we were going to watch a series and eat pancakes,” I attempted weakly. I’d skipped Art History to spend time with my best friend, not watch her make out with some random dude.

      Ellie shot me a pouting look. “Yeah, but we can do that any time. It’s not like we can have drinks with hot guys whenever.”

      I shot her a reluctant smile, not wanting to ruin her fun. “Alright, sure. Why not?”

      “Yay!” She bounced over to me and pressed a big kiss on my cheek. “You’re the best. I’m going to go ask him now.”

      “Cool,” I muttered, waiting until she was out of the room to touch my cheek where she kissed me. Why was I being like this? Why couldn’t I just be normal and be excited about going for drinks with hot guys like Frederick.

      A sense of jealousy and panic flooded through me but I pushed it away. It was perfectly normal that I didn’t want to lose my best friend.
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      After an exhausting night of small talk and awkward flirting with Frederick’s friends, I was glad to be home. I threw my bag on my couch and aimed my jacket at the coat hanger, not bothering to pick it up when it missed.

      “Fucking hell,” I muttered to myself as I raided the fridge for snacks that would soak up the alchol I drank to bear the night. Ellie and her obsession with hot guys. One day, I wouldn't be able to deal with it any more.

      Munching on some leftover sausages from yesterday, I flopped down on my couch and reached for my laptop. Maybe I could watch a movie or find a good ebook to read. Or… Snippets of the conversation from earlier echoed through my head and tickled my curiosity. I hovered my fingers above the keyboard for a moment before they moved by themselves, typing out a search entry.

      

      How do I know if I’m a lesbian?

      

      I hesitated a moment before I hit enter and a list of articles rolled onto my screen. Confessions, quizzes, lists, forum answers and questions. I definitely wasn’t the only person who needed the help of the internet.

      Not sure where to start, my eye landed on an article from Rainbow Today, which seemed to be some kind of lifestyle magazine.

      “How I knew I was a lesbian,” I read out loud as I directed my cursor to it.

      A colourful page opened up with a rainbow header and a picture of two girls holding hands. I scanned the page, reading testimonials from women. That wasn’t quite what I expected and while it was cute that these women enjoyed kissing other women, I hadn’t really felt that desire.

      I clicked away from this article and selected another one from the sidebar that drew my attention. Ten Signs You Might Be A Lesbian.

      A numbered list appeared on my screen.

      “One. You think women are beautiful.” I scoffed. That was a dud. Everyone thought women were beautiful.

      “Two. Almost all of your friends are women. Three. You see women everywhere.” I tried not to roll my eyes at this list. This was just a load of rubbish. Every girl had female friends and women were everywhere.

      Despite not finding this list very credible, I read all the points up to the last one. “Ten. You’re reading this article.”

      I gulped as I quickly closed the window, slammed my laptop shut and pushed it under a pillow. That last point struck a nerve but it was also stupid. Browsing the internet about being gay didn’t make me gay. If I knew I was gay, I wouldn’t have to consult the internet.

      “Stupid,” I grumbled, getting up so I could go to bed, away from my laptop and all the uncomfortable things it was telling me. I was not gay. The only reason I was even looking up these things was because I was tipsy and bored.

      That was the only reason.

      And yet, as I sank into my pillow, I couldn’t stop thinking about Ellie.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      My dreams were wild and turbulent but I couldn’t remember anything when I woke up the next morning. A single glance at the clock confirmed that I’d missed my first class but I wasn’t too upset about it.

      The pounding headache and my tender stomach didn’t want me going anywhere except the toilet anyway. At least I had another couple of hours and lectures I could skip before I had my mandatory Creative Art studio. It was my favourite class and one of the only one that took attendance.

      I moped around my room, trying to get through my hangover for as much as I could before I had to get up. I biked to school, the cool air pleasantly refreshing, and made my way to the art studio through the shortcut Reggie had shown me.

      Most of the large tables and chairs were already occupied by the time I made it to the class. I spotted Reggie in our usual corner and made my way over to her. The sunlight falling in through the large windows was blinding and any other day, I’d have loved it but today, it was just taunting me. The brightness just made my hangover worse and I was glad that my seat was in the shade.

      Reggie laughed the moment I sat down next to her. “You look like I did yesterday. Had a good time?”

      “Average,” I grumbled as I pulled my hood further over my head to block out the sun.

      “Then why are you so hungover?”

      “Because alcohol is poison.”

      “Yeah, but the good kind.” She rummaged through her handbag and tossed me some aspirin. “Here, take that so you stop looking so miserable.”

      “Thanks.” Without thinking twice about it, I gulped two painkillers down and followed it up with some water. “I hate blind dates.”

      “So you didn’t bail yesterday cause I asked if you wanted to have more than a friend drink?”

      I shook my head, immediately regretting it. “No, of course not. My best friend called because she wanted to hang out.”

      “Ah, the one I thought was your girlfriend?” Reggie opened her art folder for the project she was currently working on. “How come the night was only average?”

      “One of her new roommates is a hot guy and we all went out for drinks so she could flirt with him.” Slowly, I unpacked my stuff to get ready for our class. My pencil case, my phone, my current art project. I put them all on the table trying to make as little noise as possible but every sound was amplified through my hungover ears.

      Reggie turned to me. “I thought you said you had a blind date.”

      “No, I said I hate blind dates. Which it might’ve well been. A whole night of questions about my past and what I’m looking for in a partner by a guy who didn’t take his cap off inside. Vomit.”

      Reggie snorted. “Are you sure you’re not gay?”

      “Yes!” I snapped, a little too sharply.

      She held up her hands. “Woah, I was just kidding.”

      “I’m not a lesbian just because I don’t like frat boys.”

      “Hey, it was a joke. If you say you’re not gay, you’re not gay.”

      I nodded, letting her words sink in. I fiddled with one of my pencils before looking at Reggie. “But if I were into women, hypothetically. How would I know?”

      “Hypothetically? I guess you’re just drawn to them. You gravitate to them. Your favourite people in the world are women. You love being around them, love how they smell, how they move. You like when they touch you and you want to touch them. You get flutters in your chest and your heart races when you’re with a woman you like and you get jealous thinking of her with someone else.”

      “Hmmm…”

      Reggie’s eyes twinkled. “And the whole time I was talking, you were thinking about one specific person. Hypothetically.”

      A blush crept up my neck. She was right, I’d been thinking about Ellie the whole time, wondering if what Reggie said matched up with how I felt about her.

      Sensing my discomfort, Reggie gave me a gentle nudge. “Hey, don’t break your head over whether you’re into men or women. Figure out if you’re into the person you’re thinking about and if they’re into you. That’s all that matters.”

      “Right. Thanks.”

      “I’m hanging out with some of the Platypus tonight. Unofficial meetup. You’re welcome to join me, if you like.”

      I hesitated. I did come to college to make more friends and broaden my horizon, but going to an LGBT event…

      “Ah, why not,” I agreed.

      “Yeah?”

      “Sure. It sounds like it could be fun.”

      “Awesome. We hang out in Rainbow Central, do you know where that is?”

      My buzzing phone interrupted the conversation and from the corners of my eyes, I spotted Ellie’s name flashing on my screen.

      “Your best friend again?” Reggie inquired without even looking up from her drawing.

      “I’ll be right back,” I replied, rising from my chair so I could find a quiet corner somewhere. Picking up my phone in the middle of class during high school would’ve resulted in detention but nobody even batted an eye when I left the studio for the hallway.

      I swiped the green button and put the phone to my ear. “Hey?”

      “Hi. Is this a bad time?”

      With my back to the sun, I fiddled with the zipper of my hoodie. “I’m in the middle of class.”

      “I can call back.”

      “No, what’s up?”

      “I…” Ellie’s voice faltered. “I wanted to apologise.”

      “Huh? For what?”

      “For yesterday. I got the impression that you didn’t have fun.”

      I released a shaky breath. “I suppose.”

      “Why didn’t you say so? We could’ve gone somewhere else or done something else.”

      “You just seemed really excited and I didn’t want to ruin it for you.”

      “Jo. You don’t have to go along with everything I want. What you want matters too. I’m sorry that I didn’t figure that out sooner.” She paused and I could hear her biting her nails. “Can I make it up to you?”

      Even if I was annoyed at her for how yesterday turned out, those feelings never lasted. Especially not when she was so honest and real with me.

      “It’s already forgotten.”

      “That won’t do. How about those pancakes I promised? I can come over and make some for you whenever you’re free. Maybe tonight?”

      “That sounds great— Ahh, no. I already have plans for tonight. It’s fine, I’ll cancel.”

      “No, no, I don’t mean to intrude. We can do it another night.”

      “Tonight is fine. I always have time for you,” I promised quickly.

      Ellie sounded hesitant. “Are you sure?”

      “Yes. I look forward to seeing you,” I answered before the line disconnected. I put my phone back in my pocket and released a breath. While going to an LGBT party with Reggie sounded fun, I’d rather hang out with Ellie. She was my best friend after all.

      I was sure Reggie would understand.
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