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Chapter One







I ran.

Full speed.

Electronica thudded in my ears and my feet pounded the pavement. My heart slammed against my ribs and my lungs burned in my chest.

But still I ran. Faster. Harder.

I pushed everything aside, shoved it all out of my head and focussed only on the run. On keeping my feet moving. On navigating the obstacles—the early Sunday joggers on the sidewalk, the cars on the street headed on grocery runs, the crowd funnelling into the cathedral. And I pressed on.

But I wasn’t fast enough. I couldn’t run from the memories. Not when my cheek still throbbed from them. It had been weeks ago, but it still stung. Stung so effing much.

I pushed on harder, racing down the street, trying desperately to outrun it all. I couldn’t face the bad memory. I just couldn’t.

The light ahead was red, but I couldn’t slow down, couldn’t stop. The memories would catch up. I hung a right so I wouldn’t have to cross the street, so I could keep running, so I could stay ahead of my living nightmares.

Gravel sprayed up from my feet as I took that hard turn. My sneakers lost grip momentarily, but I pushed on, landing on my next foot before that skid could topple me. If I fell, the memory would catch up with me. I’d relive it again.

“What the hell is with you lately?” my brother asked. We’d never really gotten along, but he was the first person I told. I didn’t plan it, but it happened.

I looked up at him and I felt my lower lip quiver. “I’m…I’m, uh…”

“You’re what?” he asked. I couldn’t tell if he genuinely cared or if he just wanted an answer so he could tell himself he’d done the brotherly thing and then he could move on and do whatever he felt was more important than my feelings.

I took a deep, steadying breath, but it came out with a soft whimper. How did Corbin manage to do this?

“I’m gay,” I said.

There was a moment of stunned silence, where he didn’t move, didn’t react, didn’t breathe. And then the look of revulsion took over his features. My blood ran cold.

It took me a moment to understand what had happened. I was standing there, looking at him, and then I was on the floor, half of my face in pain. I clutched my cheek and looked up at him, at his white-knuckled fist, the fist that had just struck me across my face.

Tears stung my eyes. “Richard?” I asked, hoping beyond hope that this was some crazy mixed-up thing and he really was okay with what I’d just said.

He didn’t reply. Instead, he spat on me.

Then he walked away.

My lungs burned. I gulped air. I thumbed the controls on my earbuds, pushing the music as high as it could go. The driving beat thundered through my head, drowning out everything. Everything except for the leading edge of the memory that would soon take over if I didn’t run faster. Harder.

I grunted with every breath, pushing myself even harder, going more into it than I’d ever done in my life. One foot in front of the other, over and over and over.

I could feel it coming. Could feel it overtaking me. I pushed further, harder. I needed to get away. I couldn’t let the next memory overtake me. Not here, not—

“Andrew!” Dad called. I knew that tone of voice. That was the angry one. The pissed off beyond belief one.

I was surprised it had taken this long. It had been a couple days since Richard punched me and I had expected him to out me to our parents right away. I expected to hear this pissed off beyond belief yelling of my name back then.

“Andrew! Get in here now!”

I pushed myself up out of bed—I’d pretty much been in bed since that confrontation with Richard, waiting for this hammer to drop—and shuffled across my room. I went up the stairs and stopped on the top step. I could see down the little hallway to the kitchen, to Dad, Mom, and Richard all sitting there. There was no other thing that this could be about.

Richard had told them.

Dad’s eyes caught mine. The anger in them was deadly. Mom then looked at me. I had hoped for some sympathy there, but I didn’t see any.

My skin went clammy with fear. I went up that last step and then proceeded down the short hallway and into the kitchen.

“Sit,” Dad said, making it clearly an order.

I did. With Mom, Dad, and Richard on the other side of the table, I felt like I was being set up for an interrogation.

“Are you gay?” Dad asked. It was clearly an accusation seeking confirmation.

So, this was an interrogation.

I shifted my gaze to Richard and he just sneered at me in disgust. The bruise on my face started throbbing.

“Andrew!” Dad snapped at me. “Answer the damn question.”

What point was there in denying it? In hiding from the truth? If I denied it, they wouldn’t believe me.

“Yes,” I said. My heart skipped a few beats. I felt so small, like I was under a microscope. Like I was a deadly virus they were seeking to destroy.

I was suddenly so tired. Of all of it. Of the bullshit of this family. Of the hatred for others that ran through so much of them. Of what I knew was coming.

But it didn’t make it hurt any less.

Dad’s voice was cold like ice. Like each word was an icicle he was stabbing through my heart. “No son of mine is a flaming queer.”

“Well,” I said, sitting back in the chair, just so exhausted and not even thinking of the words as they spilled out of my mouth, “I am. So that’s that.”

Dad growled.

“No son of mine,” he repeated, “is a flaming queer.”

I tilted my head, like a dog seeking understanding. What was Dad getting at? Was he going to make me deny who I was? Ship me off to conversion therapy? Threaten to take away TV?

I didn’t back down, didn’t recant. I folded my arms over my chest. Defiantly.

“Get out,” Dad said, jerking his chin toward the front door at the other end of the hallway.

“What?” I asked. 

“Get. Out.”

I glanced behind me, desperately hoping that he wasn’t meaning what I thought he meant. But the only thing behind me was the back door.

I looked to Mom, searching for the truth. Searching for some sympathy. But her eyes were cold and hard. She then looked away from me, like looking at me was disgusting. Revolting.

“Leave,” Richard said, drawing my attention over to him. There was a grim satisfaction on his face. “Never come back.”

“Dad?” I said. Tears gathered in my eyes, rolled down my cheeks. “Dad, please!”

He crossed his arms over his chest much like I had done mere moments ago. He was finished with this conversation. “No son of mine is a flaming queer,” he repeated.

His point was clear. Crystal clear. I was no longer his son.

“Mom?”

There was a tiny flinch in the muscles of her cheek, just below her eye, but she still refused to look at me, still refused to say anything.

“You have five minutes to leave,” Dad said.

“Please,” I begged.

“If you’re not gone in five minutes, I will throw you out myself.”

I pushed myself backward and stood up, the chair clattering over onto the floor behind me. What the hell was going on? I looked from my dad to my mom to Richard and back again to my dad. They were all either not looking at me, or glaring at me with disgust and hatred.

Shakily, I turned around. I needed to get out—not just because Dad threatened me, but because I needed to get away from this.

I hurried downstairs and shoved a bunch of stuff in a backpack without thinking things through. I knew I had my wallet and my phone. That was all that mattered. Then I stumbled up the stairs to the front door and shoved my feet into my shoes and my arms into a jacket.

I looked back at my family one last time—Mom, Dad, Richard—and I somehow knew they were no longer my family.

I wasn’t just being kicked out of the house. I was being removed from their lives.

I opened the door and left.

That memory shattered me.

Somehow my run had taken me to a park and I was along a trail through some trees. I finally stumbled to a stop and then tripped over my own feet, rolling to the base of a tree. I curled up into a ball and sobbed.

Nobody loved me.

I had no family.

In my mind I heard two words:

I’m worthless.




• • •




Twenty minutes later I was in the elevator up to Paul’s condo. My…condo, I guessed. At least, for the moment, anyway.

After fleeing from home that terrible night, I went to the only place I could think of. Jack’s Café.

Corbin from football had met me there once and we confirmed what we both suspected, that we were both gay. Whereas Corbin had a boyfriend, I was alone. But I had met the owner of Jack’s Café—Paul. And so with nowhere to go, I went there again, desperate for help, desperate even for just a booth to sit in while I figured out my next move.

Paul took me in. His home became my home. For a short time at least. There was probably some end date to this that I just didn’t know about. Everything had to end sometime. Everything.

I leaned forward and examined my face in the mirrored walls of the elevator. I was a sweaty mess from the run, but that wasn’t what I was looking at. I was making sure it wasn’t obvious that I’d just bawled my eyes out in the park. There was a bit of redness around my eyes, but I could explain that away as being flush from my run.

The elevator dinged and juddered to a stop and the doors slowly rumbled open. I headed down the hall and then let myself into Paul’s condo, silently hoping that he had gone out or was locked away in his bedroom.

“You’re back,” Paul said as I swung the door open. I tried to school my features so that I didn’t look as utterly heartbroken and destroyed as I felt. “How was the run?”

“Pretty decent,” I said as I yanked my shoes off. Paul was in the kitchen, which was right by the door, fixing himself a cup of coffee. It seemed he wanted more than my two word response. “Made it to Blue Bird Park.”

Paul blinked a few times, then looked at his watch. “You made it to Blue Bird Park and back…in forty-three minutes?”

A bit of dark humor sparked a chuckle deep in my chest. I winked at him and said, “I was motivated to run fast.”

He whistled. “I’ll say. Blue Bird Park and back would take me at least an hour, probably more like an hour and a quarter.”

Little moments like this gave me a faint bit of hope. Hope that something might work out and I might one day get a happy ending to my miserable life. Paul treated me like an equal and was genuinely interested in what I got up to day to day. It was more than I expected from him, given that we were…well, I didn’t know what we were. I knew what we weren’t. We weren’t exactly roommates since I didn’t pay rent. And we certainly weren’t father and son. I didn’t know what that left. I was just the guy that lived in his spare room and ate his food.

And with that, my dark cloud started to return. My smile started to falter. “I’m gonna take a shower.”

Paul glanced at his watch again. “Sounds good. You hitching a ride with me to the café this morning? I’m leaving in twenty.”

“Sure.” I hurried into my room to grab a towel, then went into the bathroom to start up the shower. As I waited for the water to get steamy, I stripped and looked at myself in the mirror. With my years of high school football, my physique was good. I was attractive. Well, I didn’t always feel that way, but I could see how others might. Yet, despite all that, there was just something about me that was unloveable. Something about me that just made people want to cut me out of their lives.

I scoffed in disgust at my reflection and then got into the shower. I needed to hurry because I still had to pack before heading to the café. My dress wasn’t in a garment bag yet.




Chapter Two







Paul pulled into a parking spot near his café. He didn’t like to park right in front because that took the best spots away from his customers.

I got out and grabbed my bags, then followed him in. There were already a few people here enjoying a morning coffee, huddled in couples and trios, having conversations and enjoying each other’s presence. One couple was perusing the bookshelves that lined the back wall.

I shook my head in disgust at it all—the couples, the romance, the stuff not meant for me—and walked through to the door to the storage area.

Behind me, just before I left the main area of the café, I heard Paul catching up with the staff person that had opened this morning. I had purposely not looked toward the counter when entering; this was not the morning for dealing with Evelyn’s cheery optimism.

The storage room was half storage and half drag queen prep area. I dumped my duffel bag at the base of the third prep station and hung my garment bag on the hook next to the mirror, and then sunk into the awfully uncomfortable plastic chair. Thankfully, I was the first queen here. I wasn’t in the mood to deal with Garret and Johnson’s bullshit diva attitude, and seeing Corbin was always a painful reminder of how things had gone so good for him and so horribly for me.

Clearly, I needed to cool off.

I pulled out my phone and flipped through TikTok, searching for something humorous or entertaining or cute to pull my mind out of the dark corners it had drifted into. Eventually the algorithm behind it all directed me to the pool of gay teen TikTok, with cute guys dancing or acting goofy. When I felt a tug at the corner of my mouth, the beginning urge to smile at the boy who was rocking out to a song from the 90s, I knew that dark cloud was finally moving away.

Just in time, too, because the door clattered and someone entered.

“Bitch,” came Garret’s voice. I looked over my shoulder at him and winked. He only called you bitch if he liked you. “Why aren’t you in your dress yet?”

I stuck my tongue out at him. “You’re not in yours either. And Johnson and Corbin aren’t even here yet.”

He rolled his eyes theatrically as he took his usual spot at the first prep station. Johnson always took the second, and I guess with Corbin and I being the youngest ones, we were always shoved over to the final two in the darker corner of the poorly-lit room.

“We all know you take extra time to be pretty,” Garret said. He blew me a kiss. “Not everyone can be as naturally gorgeous as me.”

I blew him a kiss back. “Keep telling yourself that, bitch,” I said, then I laughed and got to my feet. I unzipped the garment bag and slipped it off the dress that was hidden inside. I held it up for Garret. “What do you think?”

He looked over and his eyes immediately went wide. “Biiiitch,” he said. When he drew out the word, that meant he was excited. “Girl, where did you find this little number?”

The dress was glittery and a deep banana yellow. “Same place all my fashion choices come from.”

I literally had a zero budget for this drag thing. Like, not even enough to buy a second hand dress at the thrift shop. But shortly after moving in with Paul, he showed me the dresses in his closet from when he used to drag. Though I was a lot more muscular than he was back in his drag days, I found that as long as his old dresses were sleeveless, they would fit me.

“Who knew Paul was such a glamor queen back in the day?” Garret said. He held the waist of the dress and stepped back, letting the fabric slip through his fingers and catch the light, glittering and sparkling as it tumbled back down. He grabbed the waist again to let the fabric tumble through his fingers and catch the light. “What are you performing?”

I held the dress up to my body and struck a pose. “This looks kind of tropical, I thought, so I figured something from the Caribbean. Something hot. Spicy.”

“Bitch?” Garret said. “Don’t keep me in suspense!”

I laughed. “Livin’ La Vida Loca by Ricky Martin.”

“Ooo, girl!” He gave me air kisses to each cheek, a sign of his absolute approval and excitement. “I can’t wait to see you shake those hips!”

“Who’s shakin’ their hips?” a voice called out as the door clattered open. Johnson came sashaying into the room with an extra large dress bag in his hand. He often eased into his Miss Demeanor alter-ego in the hours leading up to him putting on the dress. “We all know that I must always be the star of the show.” He put a hand on a hip and angled his head up as if staring up at the rafters in a packed auditorium.

“Bitch, with that ego, you’re a diva, not a star,” Garret said.

Johnson gave a scoff of disgust, but then that quickly dissipated when his radiant smile took over.

“I take it you’re the one with the hips today?” he said to me.

I stood up and hummed a few bars from Livin’ La Vida Loca as I swivelled my hips and spun in a seductive circle.

“Oof,” Johnson said, “you’re gonna kill it out there today, babe.”

The door clattered and in came the fourth person of our little drag quartet. Corbin. Johnson gave me a sly look before turning to greet Corbin. I think Johnson knew that there was something about Corbin that irritated me, but he didn’t know what it was. For all I knew, Johnson thought I had a crush on Corbin, but that couldn’t be further from the truth. Plus, Corbin had a boyfriend, so even if I did have a crush, it wouldn’t go anywhere.

“Hey,” I said, swallowing down everything that tended to come up when Corbin was around.

He said “hey” and patted me on the back in the football-bro way as he dumped his bags next to mine. I gave him a smile in the mirror and I told myself that I was managing to hide everything and that Corbin had no idea how upset he made me feel just with his presence.

His story had almost ended like mine. While he technically hadn’t been kicked out, he ran away after coming out and holed up at Paul’s place, right before I ended up there too. But whereas my situation didn’t resolve, his did and he went back home. And sometimes that made me jealous and not like him that much.

It wasn’t his fault, though. I had to keep telling myself that. It wasn’t his fault that his parents weren’t shitty like mine. It wasn’t his fault he had a family that didn’t cease to acknowledge he existed. It wasn’t his fault that he had found a boyfriend that loved him and was always there for him. It wasn’t his fault that he seemed to lead a charmed life and I had none of that. Sometimes it didn’t bother me and I liked Corbin just fine, but randomly, like on days like today, my irritability over him seemed to bubble over.

Thankfully, Garret had pulled Corbin into a conversation about the latest episode of Drag Race and so Corbin had drifted over to his prep station, giving me a bit of space and Corbin’s turned back. I exhaled a puff of exhaustion and frustration, hoping that all of that negative energy flew out of me with the air.

Then I opened my bags and started my transformation into Lacey Garters.




• • •




Miss Demeanor had opened the show with a Broadway number and now it was my turn to entertain the crowd.

Paul had invested in some lights over the past month, bringing the professionalism of his drag show up a bit. Whereas it used to be us just strutting around the café with the lighting all as normal, he now had the blinds half closed and two volunteers trained spotlights on the queen.

My heart was beating furiously in my chest as I stood there in the semi-darkness. It was a nervous energy, but a good nervous energy. It was the nervous energy of me being able to escape my life for even just a few minutes.

The opening note of Livin’ La Vida Loca thundered through the speakers and, as arranged, the volunteers flicked on the spotlights, training them on me. I launched into a full-on lip syncing and hip swinging routine that I’d been working on all week. I had this song burned into my brain and I could perform my routine without even having to think about it.

I loved drag. I had no idea I needed it in my life, but now that I had it, I wouldn’t ever give it up.

It let me escape being Andrew. It let me slip into a different persona, a different life. I could imagine I had parents that loved me, and a brother that wanted to give me a high five, not a black eye. It let me imagine that everything was right with the world instead of the reality of everything being wrong.

I stepped down from the raised platform as the song broke into the chorus and I shimmied furiously around the tables. The crowd cheered and hooted and whistled, and a few of them held up dollar bills for me to grab as I sashayed past them. When I came to the table with my new besties, Melanie and Dakota, I shook my fake tits at them. They were sitting with Will—Melanie’s brother and Corbin’s boyfriend. I blew him a kiss and moved on. While I found it just as hard to be around Will as it was to be around Corbin, Lacey Garters could be mildly flirtatious with him.

As the chorus rocked through again, I grabbed the sides of my dress and shook it in time with the beat, showing off my legs as I sexily marched back to the platform that doubled as the stage. The song was coming to its end, so I unleashed my secret of this dress. With a quick unclasping behind me, the flowy skirt fell away and left only a tight miniskirt beneath. The crowd went wild at that, despite the little flicker of anxiety I always feel when exposing my hairy legs while in a dress.

I put all my energy into the final few moments, really pulled out all the stops. When the song reached its ultimate end, I threw my hands up in the air and froze as the sound faded away. The crowd cheered, with many of them jumping to their feet to give me a standing ovation.

I smiled. So effing big. So much that my cheeks started hurting.

It was the first true, genuine, heartfelt smile I’d had this week.

Folks held out one- and five-dollar bills for me. A half-volume pop song started playing through the speakers, giving me filler music while I strutted through the room and collected all the held-out bills. When I circled the room and then approached the door to the back room, I stopped, turned, and blew a big kiss to the crowd, earning me another round of cheers. I winked, then went through the door.

Misty Rain—Corbin—shuffled past me to head out and onto the stage to do her number. Miss Demeanor and Anita Mann gave me big hugs, congratulating me on the number. I thanked them, then went to my prep station, collapsing down into the metal chair.

My grin slowly faded as I stared at myself in the mirror. It was time for me to put Lacey Garters away and go back to being Andrew Gilles.

As I set to the task of undoing all this work, I felt like all of the layers of protection and armor I’d put on today were being peeled off.

A few minutes later, Corbin joined us, flush and excited from putting on a good show. Anita Mann went out on the stage—she was closing the show today.

Corbin came up to his vanity beside me, as he gently peeled off his wig and then set to work on removing his makeup.

“How you been?” he asked. He sounded almost hesitant in asking.

“Pretty good,” I said. I gave him a smile that I didn’t really feel. “I mean, I saw you yesterday at practice. Not much has changed since then.”

“I know, man.” He paused with a makeup wipe on his chin, like he was contemplating whether or not to say what was on his mind. “I just feel like…you’re avoiding me or something. But in a way where you don’t want me to know you’re avoiding me.”

Crap. I was more obvious than I thought I was.

“What?” I said, trying to feign confusion and surprise. “No.”

Our eyes met in the mirror and I could tell he didn’t quite believe me.

“I’ve just been busy,” I said. “I dunno. Like, the Queer Club at school and dealing with all the…the family…you know.”

He pursed his lips like he felt awkward for making me bring up the family thing. As much as he irritated me lately, he couldn’t take the blame for that. The family thing was always on my mind from morning to night, and sometimes in my dreams, too.

“How’s Queer Club?” he asked, thankfully changing the subject.

Queer Club was the student group at school for queer kids and their straight allies. Corbin and Will had gone to the first meeting during the first week of school, but hadn’t shown up since then. To me, in my sometimes I-hate-Corbin brain, it had felt like he was too good to be there, like this was a club for broken queers, even though he’d never said or hinted at anything like that. My brain can make up pretty shitty stuff about him sometimes.

At first, I was glad they attended Queer Club, because that meant I knew someone in this strange new world of being out and gay at school, and then I was pissed when they stopped, but as time went on, I was glad they weren’t part of the group. It was my little queer refuge that didn’t involve Corbin or Will. My other queer refuge was this Sunday afternoon drag show, but it clearly involved him.

One day I’d reconcile my feelings and accept that Corbin was not at fault and he’d done nothing wrong. Until then, I was happy to have him as the focus of my upset. It was easier than focussing on where it should have been focussed.

“It’s all right,” I said. “October is Queer History Month, so we’re working on some posters to go on the bulletin boards by the office. We’re also talking about a queer dance in November.”

Corbin’s eyes lit up. “That would be so much fun! I told you that Will and I met at a dance, right?”

I managed to not roll my eyes. “Yup,” I said. My heart hurt. “Maybe I’ll find my Prince Charming at this one.”

Corbin put his arm around my shoulders and gave me a sideways hug. “The perfect guy is out there somewhere.”

“Thanks, Corbin,” I said, not really sure if I meant it or not.

The thundering music coming through the wall reached its crescendo and was quickly overtaken by cheers. It sounded like Anita Mann had rocked the joint. I was kind of upset with myself for sulking over here rather than watching her do her thing. A few moments later, she came clattering through the door and took hugs from all of us.

Corbin, Johnson, and Garret chatted about various things as they all transformed back into the men they’d walked in here as. I stayed out of the conversation, quietly and quickly removing every trace of Lacey Garters from me. I was back to being Andrew.

It sucked.




Chapter Three







With the weekend over, school and all its drudgery was back in session. As I’d said to Paul a week or two ago, morning classes were a chore and afternoon classes were a bore. With math and chemistry out of the way for today, this afternoon was computer lab and English. It didn’t help that I was absolutely dead tired. Nightmares of that last day with my family kept waking me up.

Right now—Monday lunchtime—was my oasis for the week. Queer Club in Mx. Crenshaw’s classroom.

I sat at a table with Will’s sister, Melanie, as we worked on putting together the Queer History Month posters that would go by the office. Around us, the rest of Queer Club was busy with their own projects: some working on other posters, some just hanging out, and some on the other side of the classroom having what looked like a business meeting with Mx. Crenshaw.

Melanie glanced over both shoulders, then leaned in and whispered, “You were amazing yesterday.”

Though she’d just done the check to see that no one was within listening range, I couldn’t help but look around myself. Though obviously the folks here knew I was gay since this was Queer Club—and, really, Corbin and I coming out to the football team at the end of summer had quickly become the hot gossip for the first week of school—I was keeping my drag identity on the down-low.

“Thanks,” I said, also whispering. Then I smirked, and added, “I wasn’t sure about the miniskirt part. Hairy legs and all.”

She chuckled, but hid it behind her hand. “It wasn’t that noticeable.”

“But it was noticeable?” I winced and suppressed a groan. Though there were no standards to being a drag queen, as some even had full beards while dressing as queens, I felt like hairy legs were one of the non-negotiables. Like, if I was committed to it, I should’ve shaved.

“Dak didn’t notice,” she said, using her nickname for her girlfriend, Dakota. “And you were dancing right in front of us for a bit there.”

I forced my facial features to go back into their natural, relaxed state before someone across the room came to find out why I was grimacing so much. “Still…if I wasn’t in football, I would’ve taken care of that.” I didn’t mind shaving my legs and was kind of intrigued to try it, but I knew it wouldn’t go over well in the locker room. Though the guys seemed to accept me as gay, there would definitely be some ribbing and teasing over the legs.

“Next time, wear flesh-colored tights,” she whispered, leaning in even closer like it was a big secret.

I felt a lightbulb flicker on above me. I had no idea that flesh-colored tights existed; I made a mental note to pick up a pair for myself.

We pasted the last few pieces of construction paper to the poster, adding a rainbow that Melanie had cut out and put at the top left corner.

“It looks good,” I said, as I capped the glue stick and sat back to get a look at the thing. Our poster was about queer movies. To properly research this, I forced Melanie to do a movie marathon with me a couple weekends ago. We watched a lot, but naturally, we loved the campy ones with drag queens best, like The Adventures of Priscilla, Queen of the Desert and To Wong Foo, Thanks for Everything, Julie Newmar. We divided the poster into sections with some top movies like Brokeback Mountain, some top directors like the Wachowski sisters, and ground-breaking roles like Al Pacino in Dog Day Afternoon. And because this poster was super-queer, it required copious glitter.

“It does look good,” she agreed, trying futilely to brush glitter off her sweater. “But then, of course, we made it, so it couldn’t look bad even if we tried.”

I chuckled along with her. Becoming friends with Melanie and Dakota had been an unexpected plus in the disaster that was me coming out. I’d met them in passing a few times during it all and I knew Melanie more by name than anything else over the years we were in the same school together, but after a big barbecue at Corbin’s house, I struck up a fast friendship with the girls. The only disappointment was that I didn’t get to hang with Dakota as much since she didn’t go to our school.

“Listen up, queerios,” Brandt said from the front of the room. It was their nickname for the group, a queer riff on Cheerios. While they weren’t the leader of this group—we had no leader—they were definitely the most outgoing and take-charge personality among us. Indeed, they’d been part of that group of students chatting very business-like with Mx. Crenshaw. Being genderqueer, they wore a pastel purple scarf draped around their shoulders that went smashingly with the dangly pink earrings they wore. And while they might look feminine today, there was a good chance that tomorrow they’d be in a muscle shirt and a ball cap. 

“We need to figure out if we’re doing a queer dance or not,” they said. If we ever did vote on a leader for the club, we could just hand Brandt the title without having to count the votes. “So, hands up if you want a dance. Hands up if you’re not sure. And hands up if you don’t.”

Almost everyone’s hand went up in favor of the dance. I put my hand up for not sure; I knew others would enjoy it, but I didn’t think I’d have the energy or enthusiasm to go myself. No one put their hand against the dance.

“Dance it is!” Brandt said. A few people cheered and clapped. “Next is to pick a date. I’m looking at the third Friday in November. That gives us time to come up with a theme, get posters out, print tickets, and all that stuff. And it gets it all done just before Thanksgiving.” They paused, then said, “Any thoughts on that date?”

The room was filled with deafening silence. I smiled, but held back from laughing. If it weren’t for Brandt, we’d just hang out here every Monday eating lunch.

“I think that’s settled then,” they said, though they did look to Mx. Crenshaw for confirmation. Crenshaw gave them a subtle nod. They then sat down and Mx. Crenshaw stood up.

“That brings us to about the end of lunch,” Mx. Crenshaw said. “How are those posters coming along?”

“We’re done,” Melanie said, waving her hand over the poster like she was showing off a prize on a game show. A few others echoed her; the posters were all finished.

“Perfect,” Mx. Crenshaw said. “I’ll get them hung up on the bulletin board after school today. That’s it for this week. However, if we’re going to plan a dance, I’d like to put together a little committee to spearhead that, so how about if you’re interested in helping out for that, let’s meet here Friday at lunch.”

Melanie and I followed the rest of the group out of the classroom and into the busy halls as we headed for our lockers. She forgot her sweater in the class and went back in to grab it, so I stood out in the hall.

And that’s when I saw him.

Jay. He was about my height, but whereas I was muscular from football, he was lean and toned from volleyball. His skin had a warm Mediterranean glow and his eyes were deep and dark. And right now he was staring at me. With an expression I couldn’t read.
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