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      “Dyke!”

      Dani Reed snarled and flipped up both her middle fingers before grabbing her crotch.

      “You’re just sorry you can never have this!” she yelled back at her hecklers. She tried hard to ignore their continued taunts. It wasn’t easy. Every day it was something with them. They criticized her “boy” haircut, her choice to wear “boy” clothes, and the way she looked at girls like a “boy” would. It pissed her off. Who were they to say that she couldn’t dress the way she wanted? Or look at girls? Girls were undoubtedly much better than those stupid boys.

      “Why do you let them get to you?”

      Claire Oliver strode up to her best friend, nudging Dani so she would stop interacting with the assholes who were making fun of her.

      “They don’t,” Dani sulked. “But you just made them think they did. You should have let me say what I needed to say.”

      “You weren’t saying anything. You were grabbing your crotch and making rude gestures. I don’t like that, Dani.”

      “And I don’t like them shitting on me every chance they get.” She eyed Claire discreetly. She wore a skirt today, showing off her pale legs. Her strawberry blonde hair was up in a cute ponytail with two strands falling down to frame her heart-shaped face. God, Dani was so in love with her best friend. She could never tell Claire that, of course. But she sure as hell could pretend they were girlfriend and girlfriend walking to Claire’s car so they could go home from school together. No matter how she felt about Claire, she couldn’t help being a little mad that she had just reprimanded her. “You gonna tell me that if I dressed like a girl, they’d leave me alone?”

      “Have I ever said that to you?” Claire rolled her eyes. Sometimes she thought Dani argued with her for the sake of arguing. The girl had a chip on her shoulder the size of Texas. Not that Claire blamed her. She supposed anyone would be angry having to deal with bullies all the time.

      “No,” Dani sulked. She felt the need to yell, scream, and shout, but Claire never took the bait. Eh, it was fine. Claire wasn’t the one she was pissed at anyway. Plus, she didn’t want her best friend/dream girlfriend mad at her.

      “What are you up to tonight?” Claire asked amicably. She had known Dani since she was seven years old. She’d like to think she had a good handle on how to change the sullen attitude Dani often got in.

      Dani shrugged. “Studying.”

      Claire laughed. “You are such a liar! You’re going to go home, throw on some boxers, and play video games until your stomach yells at you for not feeding it.”

      Dani grinned. “If you knew that, why’d you ask?”

      “I wanted to see if you’d own up to it.”

      “Yeah, well, I bet you’re going to be studying all night.”

      “Maybe.”

      Claire’s non-committal answer gave Dani pause. Their routines had been consistent over the past ten years. If they weren’t physically together, they were on the phone. Claire would study and give Dani pop quizzes to see if she was paying attention. Dani would play games and talk about the worlds she lost herself in. There had never been a “maybe” in their routine. Ever.

      “What do you mean maybe?”

      “I didn’t mean anything by it, Dani.”

      Dani stopped. She watched the sway of Claire’s hips. The way her skirt swished the back of her thighs. Usually, that would ground her, allowing her to forget everything wrong in the world. Right now, it wasn’t helping at all. Something was up, and Dani wanted to know what it was. Now.

      “Claire?”

      Claire sighed and turned back to face Dani. “I have a date tonight.”

      Dani’s stomach began to ache so bad she felt like she could throw up. That’s not your stomach, stupid. Your heart just shattered.

      “Oh.” She should have known this would happen. She was such a fucking idiot. Claire was a senior — a year ahead of Dani — the prom was coming up, and Claire was fucking hot. What did she think? That Claire would realize that she was as gay as Dani was and declare her undying love? Dani scoffed at herself. Idiot, she reiterated silently. “Cool. Look, I’m going to, uh, I forgot something in my locker. Go on ahead. I’ll call you tomorrow or something.”

      “Dani! I’m your ride! How are you going to get home?”

      Claire teared up as she watched Dani take off in an all-out sprint. She hadn’t meant to break it to her like that. What she had wanted was not to go on this date. But she wasn’t as brave as Dani was. Dani didn’t care what people thought of her masculine clothes, spiked hair, and obvious gayness. Except for her mom. Ever since Dani’s father died, Dani had “toned down” her need to “be herself” when she was at home. She said it was because her mom was still mourning her dad. Claire had her own theories. One of which was Dani’s mom was a controlling bitch.

      Dani had been super close to her father. When he died, a part of her did, too. She used to tell Claire that he understood her. That if she were to come out to him, he would still be proud of her. Never once did she say that about her mom. In fact, Dani said she thought her mom blamed Dani in some way for her father’s death. She never said it outright, but the anger she had said it all. She was the only one in the world that didn’t know — or pretended not to know — Dani liked girls.

      On the flip side, no one, not even Dani knew that Claire was the same. You’d think she’d be able to tell her best friend at least, but no. Every time she tried, she chickened out. Claire told herself it was because she wasn’t ready yet. The reality was, she saw every day how people treated Dani. Claire’s skin wasn’t thick enough to withstand that. Plus, she had a massive crush on Dani. If she couldn’t handle the bullying, she sure as hell couldn’t handle the rejection of knowing Dani didn’t feel the same way about her.
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      “Stupid, stupid, stupid!” Dani kicked a shell, unsatisfied with its gentle tumble into the ocean. The tide was low, and Dani found herself in her favorite spot amongst the seaweed and barnacles under the pier. Not even Claire knew about this place. Which was a good thing right now since Dani didn’t want to see the cheating . . . nope, not going there. This wasn’t on Claire. If Dani had wanted Claire to know how she felt about her, she would have had the balls to say something.

      Dani dug her bare toes in the sand, allowing herself to sink in. Maybe she would get stuck, and the tide would come in. If she drowned, she wouldn’t have to see Claire go out on a date with some asshole. Or kiss some asshole. Or get married to some asshole. Or have kids with some asshole. She shuddered at that thought. Kids meant sex. Sex with some asshole. She dug in more, sinking further. Take me now.

      “Hey, Dad. So, uh, I think I’m ready to join you now. Got room up there?” Dani sniffled. “Do they even take gay people up there? Cuz a whole lotta people don’t think so down here. Doesn’t matter.” She bent to pick up a shell and threw it in the water. “I don’t care where I go. Hell has to be better than watching Claire date some dude. She’s going to, like, fall in love with him and forget all about me.”

      With effort, she pulled her feet from the sand and sat down, not caring that her cargo shorts were getting wet. She wished her dad was here. Cancer had taken him from her a little more than a year ago. It sucked. It sucked even more that she couldn’t help but feel life had taken away the wrong parent. Forget being gay; she was probably going to hell for that thought alone. But she had been able to talk to her dad. She felt comfortable with him. She never said the words “I’m gay” out loud to him, but Dani was sure he knew. Her mom was just so . . . so damn mean! Nothing Dani did was right. She’d probably have a coronary if she found out Dani liked the ladies. Okay, one lady. Who was going on a fucking date with someone that wasn’t her!

      “Ugh! Why can’t she see she should be with me? It’s not fair, Dad.” She picked at the barnacles. “I wish you and I had talked more about dating and stuff. Maybe you could have told me what to expect from girls. Then again, you ended up with Mom. Though,” she chuckled, “I can’t imagine Mom being a girl. What am I going to do? How the hell do I sit around and watch the girl I love fall for someone else?” She banged her head against the pier post. “One and a half more years. Then I can get out of here. Maybe I’ll join the army or something. Anything to get away from seeing Claire with . . . not me.”

      Her phone buzzed in one of the many pockets she had, but she ignored it. If it was her mom, she didn’t feel like being yelled at. If it was Claire, she didn’t feel like hearing about the stupid date. Man, she needed more friends. Claire had a ton of other friends. Dani only needed Claire. Or so she thought. What was she going to do now that she had no one? Of course, Claire would tell her she would always be her friend. But Claire didn’t realize how much that hurt.

      
        
          [image: ]
        

      

      “Come on, Dani. Answer the phone!” Claire threw her phone on the bed and stomped around the room. Damn peer pressure! If her friends hadn’t practically agreed to this date themselves, she wouldn’t be going through this heartache now. She didn’t even like Noah. He was an arrogant jock. He literally couldn’t believe Claire had turned him down the first few times he’d asked her out. When her other friends found out he liked her, they wouldn’t shut up about how cute and popular he was. She didn’t even care about being popular! She just didn’t want to be a bullied outcast. Unfortunately, she felt like her friends were beginning to think she and Dani were together. That scared her enough to agree to a stupid date. Coward.

      Claire’s phone buzzed and she leaped onto the bed to get it. When it wasn’t from Dani, she groaned and collapsed heavily onto her pillow. She held the phone up to her face and read the text from Noah.

      Pick U up @ 7. B ready.

      Claire rolled her eyes. “Yes, sir!” she mumbled sarcastically. Ugh, she really didn’t need this crap. Not from him or Dani. Forget them both!

      Sorry, I have to cancel. Claire sent the text before she could talk herself out of it.

      Y???

      Not feeling well.

      U were fine earlier

      Well, now I’m not.

      Y are u such a bitch?

      “Why are you such an asshole?” Claire said out loud but refrained from actually typing the words.

      R u like that dyke or something?

      Claire’s heart began to pound. She almost, almost changed her mind about the date just to show him she wasn’t gay. Then she remembered the look on Dani’s face. Claire didn’t know why that stuck with her. Maybe it was wishful thinking. Whatever it was, it — and the fact that she hated Noah for talking negatively about Dani — gave her courage.

      You’re an asshole, Noah. You think that just because a girl doesn’t want to go out with you, she’s gay? Could your ego BE any bigger? Don’t text me anymore.

      Okay, so she didn’t come out. But she didn’t go out either. She was going to put that in the win column. Now, if she could get Dani to answer her damn calls.
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      Each time she ignored one of Claire’s calls, Dani’s heart broke a little more. The only other time she didn’t speak to Claire was when they were ten, and Claire took a video cartridge out of the game console. While Dani was playing it! All that progress had been lost, and Dani punished Claire for an entire week. Six days. Four days. It was three. Hours. Three hours was all she could hold out for before she was the one asking Claire for forgiveness.

      Dani looked at her watch. It had been three hours and seventeen minutes since she had run like a coward away from Claire. There! She had a new record. She could keep this going, right? Besides, shouldn’t Claire be on her date?

      Answer your damn phone, Dani!

      Dani’s eyes popped open. Claire didn’t curse at her! She was the curser! Dammit.

      It’s rude to text while on your date

      You’re not dead. Good. Now I can kill you myself! I didn’t go on the stupid date.

      Dani jumped up from her spot. “What? Why?” She rolled her eyes when she realized Claire couldn’t hear a damn word she was saying.

      What? Y? She backspaced. Why? Claire hated “text speak.” She didn’t think people needed to be dumbed down any further.

      Does it matter? I’ve been trying to call you for hours. Where are you?

      Dani looked around her. She was under a pier, the tide was coming up, water was creeping up her legs, and a crab was riding the small waves that were ebbing and flowing.

      I’ll be there in about thirty minutes.
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      She was nervous as hell and didn’t know why. Dani had stood at Claire’s front door like a million times. Why did this time feel different? Don’t be stupid. You aren’t her date. Don’t forget she’s pissed at you.

      Claire opened the door to find Dani staring off into space.

      “Why are you all wet?”

      “Huh?” Dani blinked at Claire then looked down at herself. Oh yeah. “Um.”

      Claire tapped her toe, her hands planted firmly on her hips and waited for Dani to explain herself. When she got nothing more than an “um,” she rolled her eyes.

      “Mom! I’m going over to Dani’s!” She grabbed Dani’s hand and dragged her with her. “You have exactly eight minutes and thirty-four seconds to come up with an explanation.”

      Dani had every right to be upset with how Claire was talking to her. But all she could think about was how Claire was holding her hand. Okay, technically, they weren’t holding hands. Whatever. In Dani’s mind, this was their first romantic moment. It didn’t matter that Claire was muttering or squeezing the life out of Dani’s hand. Nope. They were touching, and Claire hadn’t let go yet. And she didn’t until they got to Dani’s front porch.

      “Did you come up with an answer?” Claire asked sharply.

      “Um.”

      Claire huffed. “Do you have your keys, or do I need to run home and get mine?”

      “I have mine.”

      “Oh, look! You can speak!”

      “Come on, Claire.” Dani fished her keys out of her pocket and unlocked the door. “Why are you busting my balls.”

      “You don’t have balls.” Thank God. “And you had me worried about you! Since when do you not answer my calls?”

      “Since you ruined . . . my game.” Whew! Good save, Dani girl.

      “What?”

      “When you took out the game when I was playing it,” Dani said with exasperation.

      “Dani Reed! That was six years ago!”

      “Yeah, well. I’m just sayin’. It’s not like I’ve never, you know, not spoken to you before.”

      Claire let out a groan of frustration and pushed past Dani once the door was open. “You are the most infuriating, stubborn . . .” She marched straight towards Dani’s bedroom.

      “Why aren’t you on your date again?” Dani grumbled.

      “Because,” Claire drawled. “I was worried about you. You just ran off and then ignored my calls and texts.”

      “Maybe I wanted to be alone. Ever think of that?”

      “That’s not how we do things, Dani. You and I, we talk.” Yeah, she realized she was a hypocrite. Whatever.

      “Wanting to be alone means not wanting to talk. Obvs.”

      “Don’t you “obvs” me! And don’t sit down on your bed!”

      Dani jumped up, her hands in karate chop position, ready to fight whatever was about to bite her ass. “Why? What?”

      “You have sand all over you.” Claire bit her lip to keep from laughing. Dani was so cute. Almost too cute to be mad at. Almost.

      “Geez, Claire! I thought there was a spider or some shit!”

      “Will you go change, please, so we can talk.”

      Dani crossed her arms defiantly. “Are you going to stop yelling at me?”

      “Are you going to start saying more than “um” and “uh” when I ask you questions?” Claire countered.

      “I don’t know. Depends on what you ask.”

      “Ugh. Go change. Please.”

      Dani hesitated for a split second, then grabbed her boxers and a t-shirt and headed off towards the bathroom. Not because Claire told her to, but because she had sand in places she didn’t need sand. That was her story, and she was sticking to it.

      Claire shook her head, and even though she was alone now, she hid her smile. She took the time alone to look at her surroundings. She had been in Dani’s room countless times before. For some reason, this felt different. How had she never noticed how messy Dani was? Perhaps messy wasn’t the right word. Clothes may have been on chairs and the desk, but they were folded. Games were everywhere, but in such a weird order that Claire didn’t understand. Though, if she were to move one, Dani would go crazy and immediately put it back where it was. She had a “system” that she didn’t want messed with. The bed, however, was always made, which tickled Claire for some reason. Orderly chaos.

      Claire found herself staring at the bed for far longer than she should. She and Dani had slept together in the double bed many times. She distinctly remembered the moment their friendly sleep-over became more for her. When the charcoal sheets became too heavy and the heat of Dani’s body next to her too hot.

      “May I sit on my bed now?”

      Claire nearly jumped out of her skin. “Um, yeah.” She deliberately avoided looking at Dani in her boxers and t-shirt — no bra — as she sat in the chair farthest from the bed. Why the hell was this getting to her now? She had been hiding how she felt for Dani for years. She was an old pro at it. Until now, obviously. Was it because she was graduating soon? Dani still had a year left to go in high school.

      Meanwhile, Claire would be going to college. Were these overwhelming feelings for Dani a manifestation of Claire’s fear that they would lose touch with each other? Psychology should be on my list of majors, Claire thought humorously.

      Dani narrowed her eyes at her best friend. “Why are you smiling?”

      Dammit. “Just thinking about you going all Kung Fu on a non-existent spider.”

      “Kung Fu,” Dani muttered. “Not my fault you scared the shit out of me. So, why didn’t you go on your date?” She hoped she didn’t sound as bitter as she felt.

      “Where did you go?”

      Dani sulked. “Why do you always do that? Every time I ask you a question, you ask one back instead of answering.”

      Because I’m not ready to answer questions yet. “I was worried about you, Dani. When you didn’t answer my calls or texts, I decided to cancel my plans. I was about to go out and look for you when you finally answered. So? Where did you go, and why did you run away from me?”

      Dani shrugged then saw Claire’s angry look. “I didn’t run away. I told you I forgot something . . .”

      “Dani.”

      Dani sighed. “Fine. I just wanted to be alone for a while. And, you know, talk to Dad.”

      Claire’s face softened. It always broke her heart when Dani spoke of her dad. She wondered why Dani never told her she still talked to him.

      “I called a few of our usual places. No one saw you.”

      “I didn’t go anywhere, really.” Underneath a desolate pier wasn’t anywhere, was it? “I, like, have this spot when I need to be alone.” Don’t tell her that! She’ll want to go! The devil on Dani’s shoulder chastised her for giving up that information. The other side — she didn’t think she had an angel side, so this was just the slightly more emotional side — wanted Claire to know everything.

      “Oh.” Claire couldn’t deny it hurt that Dani had a special place all her own. But it made sense. Homelife with Dani’s mom wasn’t the greatest. During the week, it wasn’t so bad because Dani had school, and her mom worked the night shift. Their paths rarely crossed. The weekends were a different story. If Dani’s mom was home, Dani spent most of her time with Claire. The only time they weren’t together was when Claire had some family thing she couldn’t get out of.

      “Sorry,” Dani muttered.

      “For what? Having a place of your own?” Claire clicked her tongue. “You don’t have to be sorry for that. I totally understand.”

      “You do?”

      “Sure.”

      “Do you have a place, too?”

      “Not really,” Claire answered carefully. “I mean, I have my room. But I don’t think I need it as much as you do, you know?”

      “Yeah.” Dani scooted back on her bed until her feet hung inches from the floor. She began to swing her feet in weird patterns out of nervousness. “Who were you going out with?”

      “Does it matter?”

      Dani looked up at Claire, who seemed to be a bit embarrassed. “It does to me.”

      “Why?” Claire sighed when Dani flopped back on her bed in frustration. “I’m not trying to be difficult, Dani. I’m just trying to figure . . . things out.”

      Dani propped herself up on her elbows. “What things?”

      “Things like why you ran away from me when I told you I had a date. Why did you need to be alone? Why did you need to talk to your dad?”

      “That’s a lot of things.” Dani laid back down and stared up at the ceiling. “If I answer your questions, will you answer mine?”

      “If I can.”

      “That’s not fair, Claire.” Dani chuckled at her little rhyme. “Fair Claire.”

      Claire smiled at Dani’s silliness. Maybe it was time to start being honest with her best friend. Worst case scenario, they stop being friends. Okay, that was excruciating to think about. But if she considered the fact that she would be graduating and going to college, she would live. Right?

      “Fine,” she said finally. “Answer one question honestly, and I’ll answer anything you want to ask me.”

      Dani sat up. “Anything?”

      Claire nodded.

      “’Kay. Which one do you want me to answer?”

      “Do you like me?”

      Dani’s mouth went dry. She tried to swallow, but there was nothing to swallow. If she opened her mouth, she was pretty sure dust would puff out. Of course, she knew what Claire was asking, but Dani went with the “play dumb” sarcasm.

      “Duh. You’re my best friend.”

      Claire’s nostrils flared. “You know what I mean, Dani. Do you need me to write a note with checkboxes?”

      “Ask me anything else, and I’ll answer. I swear!”

      Claire got up from her chair and walked towards the bed. She had no clue where this rush of confidence came from, but she was going to take advantage of it.

      “Dani, do you have feelings for me?”

      Dani hung her head. She wouldn’t be able to handle the disgust or disappointment on Claire’s face when she told the truth.

      “Yes.”

      Claire looked up at the heavens — or the ceiling of Dani’s room which had glow in the dark stars — and mouthed a thank God! She sat down next to Dani on the bed.

      “Why didn’t you tell me?”

      “Uh, because I’m not stupid. I didn’t want to be one of those pathetic lesbians who falls for their straight bestie.”

      “What if I’m not?”

      “Not what? My bestie?”

      Claire rolled her eyes. Dani was smart, but sometimes she just needed a little push.

      “Dani?”

      It took some effort, but Dani looked over at Claire. When Claire leaned towards her, Dani froze. Then it happened. Something she never thought would happen in a million years. Claire kissed her. It wasn’t sexy or romantic. It was barely a kiss because their noses bumped.

      “Uh, Claire? What’s going on?”

      “Have you ever kissed anyone?”

      Great. More questions instead of answers. “No.”

      “Me, either.”

      Dani’s eyebrows shot up. “Really?”

      “Do you think I’m going behind the bleachers at school or something?”

      “Or something,” Dani muttered. “You had a date.”

      “That I didn’t go on,” Claire reminded her.

      “Oh yeah.” She shook her head. Get back to the kiss! “I don’t understand why you’re kissing me. Is this like an experiment or something?” Dani frowned. “Did your other friends put you up to this?” She looked around. “Is this on Snapchat?”

      “I can’t believe you think I’d do something like that to you.”

      “Well, I can’t believe you’re kissing me! You’re straight . . .”

      “No, I’m not!” Claire yelled. “I’m not straight, Dani! That’s what I’m trying to show you!”

      Dani blinked. “Since when?”

      “Uh, birth!”

      Dani popped off the bed and began storming around the room. “Why didn’t you tell me? All this time, I thought I was alone! All this time I’ve been listening to stupid kids call me names and make fun of me . . .”

      “That’s why,” Claire said softly. “I’m not as strong as you, Dani. I couldn’t fight back like you do. If people said those things to me or about me, I’d be devastated.”

      “You don’t think it hurts me, Claire? All the stupid things they say?”

      “You don’t act like it. You just give it back to them like it doesn’t faze you.”

      Dani shrugged. “That’s what you have to do with bullies like that. The only one who can give their words power is you. Of course, it gets on my nerves constantly having to listen to their crap. But I’m not ashamed of who I am, Claire. Except maybe here at home,” she finished quietly.

      “I think that’s different, Dani. You’re not ashamed, just scared maybe.”

      “It’s stupid. Why should a kid be afraid of their parents? You know, if Dad were alive, I bet he’d understand and be supportive.”

      “I’m sure he would.”

      Dani looked back at Claire, who was still sitting on her bed. Isn’t this what she had always wanted? Claire was there on her bed. She had kissed her. She had come out to her. And what was Dani doing? Trying to find reasons they shouldn’t be doing it! Was she freakin’ crazy?

      “I’m sorry for accusing you of . . . I’m sorry for being stupid.” Dani sat back down next to Claire and reached for her hand. “I know you’d never do that to me. It’s just, I’ve been dreaming about this for, like, ten years. It kinda scared me when you kissed me.”

      “Scared you? Why?”

      “Cuz, I never thought it was possible. I was all emo with unrequited love and stuff and then BOOM! Out of the blue, your lips are on mine. Kinda.”

      Claire giggled. “We could try again if you like.”

      “Yes! I mean, uh,” Dani lowered her voice. “Yes. Please.”

      Claire giggled again and shook her head. “Okay, ahem.” She scooted closer to Dani. “There has to be some trick to this, right? You go that way, and I’ll go this way.”

      Dani nodded, not realizing how close Claire was already until they bumped heads.

      “Ow.”

      “That’s not the way I said to go,” Claire teased as she rubbed her forehead.

      “Sorry,” Dani grinned. “Come on. We can do this. Though it’d probably be much easier if we didn’t have noses.”

      Claire scrunched her nose and squinted her eyes.

      “What are you doing?” Dani asked.

      “Trying to imagine you without a nose.”

      Dani covered her face. “Stop it!”

      Claire took Dani’s hands and pulled them down. Once again, she leaned in — hoping Dani would remember which way to go — and pressed her lips to Dani’s. This time, there was full contact. Her tummy did somersaults. Her face felt as though it was on fire. And her heart . . . oh, her heart finally felt free.

      “Whoa.” Dani blew out a breath. Holy crap! If she’d known that kissing Claire would make her feel like that, she would have taken the chance years ago! Had her heart even beat before that kiss? Had she even breathed before that kiss? Then she thought about her breath. Oh, man! Does my breath stink?

      “Whoa is right,” Claire said a bit breathlessly. “Again?”

      “Uh, call your mom and tell her you’re staying over. We’re doing that, like, all night long.”

      Claire placed her hand on Dani’s chest when she leaned in again. “I’m not ready for anything else, Dani. I mean, I’ve thought about it with you, but . . .”

      “Oh! No! I didn’t . . . crap . . . I didn’t mean it that way. Listen, I get it, okay? I don’t think I’m ready, either. I just wanted to spend more time with you and practice kissing. I wasn’t trying to pressure you into anything. I swear.”

      Claire gave Dani a sweet smile. “I know. I just wanted to be upfront with you. I guess the more we talk, the less headaches we’ll have.”

      “Cool. So, um . . . does this mean you’re, like, my girlfriend now?”

      “Do you want me to be?”

      “Duh. I have since we met.”

      “Really? That long?”

      Dani rolled her eyes. “Yes, that long. So?”

      Claire pursed her lips. “I still don’t know if I’m ready for people to know about me, Dani.”

      “We don’t have to, like, hold hands at school or anything. I just want us to be together. At least for the rest of the school year.”

      Claire’s eyebrows raised. “You only want me to be your girlfriend for a couple of months?”

      “No! It just sucks that you decide to let me know all this right before you graduate and go off to college.”

      “Dani, I’m staying here for college.” She turned, bringing one of her legs up under her on the bed. “Do you really think I would do all this and then leave? I’m beginning to think you don’t know me at all.”

      “Well, I didn’t know you were gay!”

      “Okay, I’ll give you that. But we’ve talked about college before. You know UCLA is my choice.”

      “I know.” Dani sighed. “What if you meet someone there?”

      “What if someone transfers to our school, and you like her?” Claire shot back.

      “Not gonna happen. I’ve lo — liked you for too long. Now that I know you like me, too, I’m, like, all in. I don’t want to meet anyone else.”

      Claire heard the little slip. Dani was totally going to say love. Why didn’t she? They’ve said it before. Of course, not as girlfriends, but as best friends. Was it really that different? Yes, she thought immediately. Saying you love someone romantically is a game-changer. She could understand Dani’s hesitation. Though, if she were honest, she loved Dani. Romantically. And she had for a long time.

      “Can’t it be the same for me?” she asked.

      Dani shrugged. “I guess. Look, you’re gonna have to cut me some slack here, Claire. I just found out you’re gay and you like me. My brain is still catching up.”

      Claire offered Dani a small smile in response. She was right. Even though it was ten years in the making, this relationship stuff was spreading like someone put accelerant on it.

      “How about we both try to be understanding and talk things out without assuming?”

      “I think I can do that. Are you going to stay the night?”

      Claire took out her phone and texted her mom. It was all very ordinary and familiar. All except the butterflies in her stomach. She had spent the night with Dani hundreds of times before. But she had never spent the night with Dani. She hoped she was ready for this.

      “Done.”

      “Good. Now, can we go back to when you said you’ve thought about doing things with me?”
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      “Wanna go make out behind the bleachers?” Dani grinned at Claire as she tossed the paper bag holding her lunch down on the table and settled in next to her.

      “Didn’t get enough last night?” Claire responded saucily.

      They had spent the weekend exploring their newfound relationship. That included lots of practice kissing, but that’s as far as it went. Both were still a little afraid of taking it to the next step. Each wanted to, yet both were virgins. That “next step” was a huge one. The kissing, though, had gotten better. And hotter. Claire was grateful that Dani’s mom worked the graveyard shift. They had all night to practice, and it was paying off.

      “Did you?”

      Claire giggled. “No.”

      “To the bleachers or getting enough?”

      “Both?”

      This was their first day back at school since they became a couple. Claire was worried that even if they didn’t tell anyone, it would show on her face. Dani had no such worries. She’d had had to learn to school her features quite often when she was around Claire.

      “Fair. Are you coming over tonight?”

      “I can’t. I have to go out to dinner with the fam.”

      “Oh. ‘Kay.” Dani unrolled the paper bag and took out a sad looking pb&j.

      “Peanut butter and jelly?”

      “Um, Mom hasn’t gone shopping yet.” Dani lifted a shoulder as though it didn’t bother her. “She says she’s been busy, and if I wanted to go shopping, I could get a job.”

      “Wow. Is your mom getting worse?”

      Before Dani could answer, they both jumped at the loud bang on the table.

      “Get up,” Noah snarled.

      “What?” Dani’s cheek bulged from the big bite of her pb&j she just took, but that didn’t stop her from looking up at Noah like he had horns. She was pretty sure she could actually see them.

      “You heard me, dyke. Get up. I don’t want you sitting next to my girlfriend.”

      “Excuse me?!” Claire exclaimed.

      Dani turned to Claire. “Noah? Really?”

      “Peer pressure,” Claire muttered before turning her ire onto Noah. “How dare you? First, what makes you think you can talk to people like that?”

      “I —”

      “Second,” Claire cut him off. “I am not your girlfriend. I canceled our date because I don’t like you, Noah.”

      “Wait,” one of Noah’s buddies chimed in. “You said you had her on her knees in minutes.”

      Claire felt Dani bristle beside her and knocked Dani’s knee with hers. She wanted to take care of this herself. For ten years, Dani stood up for Claire. Claire had always been too timid to get involved when Dani was being bullied. But not this time.

      “Is that what you have to do to make yourself feel like a big boy, Noah? Lie? You’re disgusting, and the only reason I said yes to a date is because you wouldn’t leave me alone. I couldn’t do it, though. Just the thought of spending time with you makes me sick.”

      Noah sneered at her. His face was already red with embarrassment from being caught in a lie. “I knew you were a dyke! Just like her!”

      A small crowd had begun to form around them. Including Claire’s so-called friends. They certainly weren’t standing behind her or up for her. To everyone’s surprise — including Dani’s — Claire smiled.

      “You keep saying that word like it means something dirty.”

      “It does!”

      “Why? Because you say so? It’s been established that you lie.”

      “It’s wrong.”

      “Says who? You want to call me or Dani dykes, go ahead. I mean, if the shoe fits, we should wear it. But even though you try to say it in a way that makes it sound bad, it’s not. Being gay is nothing to be ashamed of. People like you need to catch up. Besides, I’ve heard that you and your little group there like to look at each other’s dicks in the locker room. Are you sure you’re straight?”

      She could practically see steam coming from Noah’s ears. Oops, did I hit a nerve there? Her secret smirk faded when he lunged toward her. Before she knew what happened, Dani was there, shielding her.

      “Back off, asshole!”

      “All this is your fault, you fucking . . .”

      “Dyke, yeah, I know. Get some new material.”

      “Mr. Anderson!” Principal Stevens bellowed. “My office! Now!”

      “What about them? They . . .”

      “I said now, Mr. Anderson.”

      “This isn’t over,” he growled as he stomped off.

      “I’m sure it isn’t.” Claire rolled her eyes. She looked up at her other “friends” and shook her head. “I can see how you feel written all over your faces. If you don’t like that I’m with Dani, that’s your problem. If you want to be associated with assholes like Noah, also your problem. But don’t you dare look at me with pity as though I just ruined my life. If anything, I’ve finally learned to live my life. It’s fine if you don’t understand that or don’t want to be my friend anymore. Because, honestly, I don’t want to be your friend if you have a problem with my girlfriend.”

      No one said a word. They merely turned — with what Dani considered shame — and walked away quietly.

      “Wow.” Dani plopped back down. “Is it corny to say I’m proud of you?”

      Claire blushed. “Yes. But thank you.”

      “Um, Claire?”

      Claire swiveled her head and looked up at a girl she knew was a freshman. She recognized her because the girl was always so quiet and reserved. She constantly walked with her head down, her books in front of her like a shield, and fast. Like she was trying to zoom past all the negativity she knew was lurking.

      “Hey. Lulu, right?”

      The girl blushed profusely. “Y-yeah. I, uh, just wanted to say thank you.”

      Claire’s brows furrowed. “For?”

      “Being brave enough to stand up to that guy.”

      “Oh. Um, Dani does it all the time.”

      Lulu blushed again when she glanced at Dani. “I know. We already think she’s cool. But you’re, um, more like us. Not so open. When you stood up to him, it kinda made us think it wouldn’t be so bad being more like Dani.”

      Claire looked over at Dani, who looked a little uncomfortable. Too bad. She was about to make it worse. Poor Dani.

      “It’s because of Dani that I was able to. She told me that the only one who could give these bullies power is us. I chose not to give Noah any power over me.”

      Lulu nodded and gave Dani a shy smile. “I hope to be as brave as you one day.”

      Dani cleared her throat. “You, um, are. You’re standing here right now, telling us who you are. Don’t be ashamed of that.” She grinned. “Be proud!”

      Lulu’s smile got a little bigger. A little bolder. “We’ll try!”

      “Who’s we?” Claire called out when Lulu turned to leave.

      Lulu shifted awkwardly. “There are a few of us who stick together. Everyone may not know about us, but we know each other. It makes us feel a little less alone.” With that, she left Dani and Claire alone.

      “Did you know there was a club?” Claire asked as she stared after Lulu.

      “Wish I did. Maybe I wouldn’t have felt so alone.”

      “Or, I could have told you years ago. I don’t feel as brave as Lulu thinks I am.”

      “Claire, I didn’t mean it that way! You should never do something as life-altering as coming out for someone else’s benefit. You do it when you’re ready.”

      “Or when it’s better that people know you’re a lesbian rather than think you’re getting down on your knees for someone like Noah.”

      Dani chuckled. “Or that.” She wrapped her half-eaten sandwich up and threw it back in the bag. Maybe she would finish it in World History class if she stayed awake long enough. “You know everyone is going to be talking about this, right?”

      “I’m aware,” Claire said softly.

      “And that your parents may find out?”

      Claire looked up sharply. “Why? Your mom still doesn’t know.”

      “Yeah, but no one knows my mom. She doesn’t come to any of the school functions. I don’t have any other friends. At least none that come to the house. But your mom is pretty active here. She’s friends with the other moms. What if your friends say something?”

      “Shit,” Claire muttered, surprising Dani. Then she shrugged. “Oh well.”

      “Oh well?”

      “Yeah. They’re going to have to know eventually. I don’t know how they’re going to react, but I doubt they’ll throw me out.”

      “Don’t ever say you’re not brave again. Lulu and her group should strive to be like you, not me. Ready?”

      “For my parents to know?”

      Dani laughed. “No, for class. Lunch is over.”
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      Claire was glad to be home. Even though she was Dani’s ride, she pulled into her own driveway instead of taking Dani home. It was their thing. Claire thought it was because Dani’s mom left shortly after they got out of school. The longer it took her to get home, the less Dani had to interact with her mom. The difference was today Dani walked Claire up to her front door and gave her a cute grin before taking off towards her house with a slight pep in her step. Claire had asked on their drive home why Dani was so happy. Dani responded with “’Cuz you’re my girlfriend.” It was sweet enough for Claire to forget about the day she just had.

      But now she was alone, and the day flooded back. Claire may have sounded fearless at lunch, but walking the halls without Dani next to her, she was scared shitless. She saw the looks, heard the whispers. Maybe she was hypersensitive, and it was all in her head. What wasn’t in her head was how Noah’s friends blamed her for his suspension. It didn’t matter that he consistently broke the zero-tolerance rules by bullying everyone. Nope. She stood up to him, so it was all her fault.

      “Whatever,” she muttered grumpily as she walked in the house.

      “Did you say something, honey?”

      Claire nearly screamed at the sound of her mom’s voice. “What are you doing here?”

      “I live here.” Karen Oliver eyed her daughter. Something was off. Claire was usually upbeat and talkative. Now, however, she merely grunted and walked off towards the stairs. “Claire, are you alright?”

      “Yes!” Claire waited until she was close to the top of the stairs before answering. If her mom couldn’t see the misery, she couldn’t ask about it. She blamed her crappy luck today that her mom was home early. Oh, shit! What if she knows? Claire about jumped out of her skin when there was a knock at the door. Stupid nerves. Those stupid nerves tripled at the thought that her mom was home because she wanted to talk about Claire’s announcement today.

      “Claire Bear?” Karen poked her head around the door. “Can I come in?”

      Claire rolled her eyes at the juvenile nickname. That was for her mom’s benefit. Deep down inside, she loved it. Her parents have been calling her that since she was born. It was always said with love and affection. Even now. Maybe her mom didn’t know. Yet.

      “Yeah.”

      Karen came in and sat on the bed next to her daughter.

      “Want to talk about it?”

      “Talk about what?”

      “Whatever it is that’s making you grumpy.”

      Claire grinned at her mom. “What are you doing home so early?”

      “I had a few errands to run before dinner tonight.”

      “Errands. Like grocery shopping?” Claire laughed. “You always do that, and I haven’t figured out why! Every time we schedule a family dinner, you have to go to the grocery store. What’s the deal with that?”

      “Truth?” Claire nodded, and Karen leaned in conspiratorially. “Your dad wakes up with munchies in the middle of the night. If I don’t have something somewhat nutritious, there’s no telling what he’ll concoct.”

      Claire giggled. “That’s because when he eats here, he has, like, three helpings!”

      “This is true. Now, do you want to talk about it?”

      Sigh. As much as she could have used some of that bravado from earlier, Claire was too exhausted to drum any up.

      “There’s this boy at school,” Claire began.

      “Someone you like?”

      “Hell no! I, uh, mean heck no. He’s terrible. But I agreed to go out with him.”

      “Your date on Friday that you skipped, with Noah? If he’s terrible, why did you say yes?”

      “Peer pressure?” Claire shrugged. “I couldn’t do it, though. The thought of spending time with him . . .” she shivered and gave an overly dramatic “ew.”

      “Did he give you problems today for canceling?”

      “Kinda. Mom, he told people that I, um, did things to him. And I didn’t even go out with him! But they all believed him.”

      Karen jumped up. “Oh, I am going to have a talk with his mother! How dare he . . .”

      “Mom! No! I took care of it. Besides, he’s suspended. I don’t think there’s anything more you can do.”

      “I can make sure he’s expelled!” Karen was fired up. No one talked about her baby girl like that. Damn, privileged, little prick! She didn’t care for his mom, either. That woman thought she was queen of the PTA. Typical, entitled, Botox-faced . . .

      “Mom?”

      “Bitch.”

      “Huh?”

      “Oh! Not you, Claire Bear. I was thinking about that dumbass’s mom. That rotten apple didn’t fall far from the tree.”

      “Why don’t you tell me how you really feel?” Claire laughed. She didn’t see her mom get riled up often, but when she did, it was hysterical.

      “At least you’re laughing,” Karen smiled and sat back down. “Is there anything else?”
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