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      People like me were supposed to hate school assemblies.

      I should have detested cheerleaders and their short skirts that were surely designed with the patriarchy in mind.

      But I couldn’t find it in me to be bothered. Not with the cute way Kiyana’s cheer skirt fluttered around her thighs. Not with the way her sparkly blue eyeshadow only drew more attention to her pretty, dark eyes. And definitely not with the smile she wore as she sang and danced to the Emerson Academy fight song.

      A preppy, curvy girly girl like Kiyana would never go for someone like me. Heavy, as clumsy as they came, and two years younger. Especially not when she was dating the school’s star quarterback and had been for the last four years.

      “What do you think, Xi?” Van asked. I looked over to my best guy friend, who was holding hands with his girlfriend, Ronnie.

      “About what?” I asked.

      On my left, Shelley smirked. “She was too busy paying attention to the cheerleaders to hear you.”

      “As if,” I lied.

      Van wore a knowing grin and said, “I was asking if you wanted to go to Waldo’s tonight. Celebrate the end of our imprisonment. At least for the summer.”

      I laughed. “A milkshake does sound good. Even if it will be super crowded.”

      Shelley said, “Then you won’t mind if Gunnar comes along?” She was already blushing, and I had to grin.

      “That cute guy you’ve been texting?”

      She nodded. “He’s been wanting to hang out.”

      “Invite him,” Van said, and Ronnie nodded her agreement. They were the only couple in our friend group, and I knew she was dying for double dates that didn’t just involve Shelley and me tagging along.

      The cheering ended, and our guidance counselor, Birdie Bardot, took the microphone. “It’s been another great year at Emerson Academy! The football team made the playoffs. Go, Drafters!”

      The football players cheered the loudest of everyone.

      “Our school production of Annie was incredible!”

      More cheering from the drama kids.

      “The marching band performed at the Badgers halftime show!”

      Even louder cheering that now included some blaring instruments.

      “And we have so much to look forward to, like Emerson Academy participating in Emerson’s first pride celebration with an inclusive prom!”

      The clapping was noticeably quieter, and I felt the heavy weight of eyes on me. As if the rumor mill weren’t enough to let everyone in school know that I liked girls, my mom was the very public head of the Emerson Pride Association and the bank where my dad worked had funded many educational sessions on inclusion at our school.

      I was as out as out could be—with the notable exception of a girlfriend or anyone even close.

      “We’re dismissing everyone to clean up their lockers, and then you are free to go and enjoy your summer! Be sure to pick up a flyer for the inclusive prom during Emerson’s pride celebration and your summer reading list on your way out!”

      The shuffle of students began around us, and I followed my friends along the bleachers and out of the gym. There were fifty-four kids in our class, but I probably wouldn’t see most of them over the summer. These four were my people, and I was glad to have them.

      We parted ways to go to our lockers, and Van called, “See you at Waldo’s. Five thirty, okay?”

      Shelley and I exchanged a glance. “That means eight,” I said, sticking my tongue out at Van. He could have worn all the watches in existence and still wouldn’t be on time.

      “Ha ha,” he said and turned to walk away, his hand linked with Ronnie’s.

      Shelley glanced at me and said, “See you later, Xi.”

      I lifted my fingers in a wave and went down the hallway that had my locker. It was at the end of the sophomore hall, which luckily gave me plenty of room to begin clearing it out, starting with pulling down photos of my friends and a mini poster of the Indigo Girls.

      I carefully slid them into a folder and then got to work taking out my books. I always kept my favorites on hand because I never knew when there would be free time to read. The problem with having so many books? Having to carry them home. (Or at least to my mom’s car, where she’d be waiting in the parking lot.)

      I filled my backpack to the point of bursting and still had several left. So I stacked them carefully, holding them in my arms and using my chin to hold them in place.

      Using my hip, I bumped my locker door, but the janky thing never closed unless you lifted up on the lock and slid it shut.

      “Crap,” I muttered, not wanting to set my books on the floor and start all over.

      “Here, I’ll help you,” a beautiful, clear voice said.

      My eyes widened and I nearly dropped all my books when I realized who had spoken. Kiyana was standing in front of me, offering to help.

      She pushed on the door, but just like always, it caught. “Is it broken?” she asked.

      Finding my voice, I said, “You have to lift up on the hinges.”

      She wrapped her fingertips around the underside of the lock and pushed, using her hip to secure it. “They should really fix that,” she said.

      “Tell me about it. I told them about it at the beginning of the year.”

      She laughed. “Figures.”

      I glanced around, wondering where her boyfriend was, where her usual posse of cheerleaders had gone. But instead of answering my silent question, she said, “Do you need help carrying those outside?”

      I hesitated. This had been the extent of our conversation for my two years in high school with her... despite how often I’d looked her way when she wouldn’t notice. It felt too good to be true. “Are you sure?”

      “Anything to keep from turning in my pom poms.” She grabbed half the stack from me. Now that I looked away from her beautiful dark eyes, I realized she was wearing leggings and a long T-shirt.

      “They make you turn them in right away?”

      She nodded, walking beside me toward the exit. “I would steal mine if I could.” She laughed. “I’m going to miss cheering here.”

      “But you’re cheering in college, right?” I asked and instantly blushed. I shouldn’t have known that. Shouldn’t have cared enough to remember.

      If it bothered her, she didn’t let on. “Yeah. I actually leave in a few weeks to start training.”

      “Three weeks?” I did the math in my head. The inclusive prom was three weeks from now. If time was on my side, we could go togeth—

      I quickly shut down that thought. It didn’t do me any good to fantasize about girls I could never have. Girls who would never be interested in me in a million and one years.

      “We have cheer camp for a week so the squad can get to know each other, and then we start practicing for the football season. It’ll be so much fun. And so different.”

      We reached the front doors of the school, and someone held the door open for us. Or, let’s be real, for Kiyana. She was Emerson Academy royalty. Literally. She’d been homecoming queen, and I’d voted for her.

      We slowly went down the steps, and she asked, “Where are you parked?”

      My cheeks felt hot in a way that had nothing to do with the early summer sun. “My mom’s waiting for me over there.” I nodded toward her maroon sedan that I hoped would be mine someday.

      “Great,” she replied. We got closer to the car and stopped. “You know,” she said, “I never told you how much I admired you. For coming out this year. It was really brave of you.” There was something behind her smile. Something I didn’t understand, but it didn’t feel malicious.

      “Thanks?” I said awkwardly because... well... that’s who I am.

      She nodded, and I heard the car door open as Mom got out. Mom took the books from Kiyana, and we filled the trunk. When I looked up to thank her, Kiyana was already walking away.

      “That was nice of her,” Mom said.

      I nodded, looking after the girl who had been my biggest crush for the last two years and thinking I wanted so much more than for her to be proud of me.
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      I set my pom poms on the table in front of Coach Alexander. Lots of people didn’t like her, but I was thankful for her. She’d taken a chance on me as a plus-size cheerleader. Made me an invaluable part of our stunt routines. And ultimately, made me good enough to cheer at Elmbrooke University. (Thanks in part to the fact that they were one of the few local colleges without a weight limit in order to be on the cheer team.)

      “How’s it feel?” Coach asked.

      “My eyes are sweaty,” I said with a strangled laugh as I gave my blue and silver pom poms one last look. I’d spent so much time with them the last four years I could remember exactly the way my hands felt around the hard handles, the shimmery plastic moving against my skin.

      She nodded. “You’ve been a solid part of the team, Kiyana. I think you’ll make a great cheer coach one day.”

      It was high praise. Especially from a woman who didn’t dole out compliments often. “That means a lot, Coach.”

      “Of course.” She lifted her chin. “Have a great summer.”

      “I will,” I said. But really, I was wondering how I could get it to go by faster. My grandparents were visiting for the next month, and Stefon and I were still putting on a show. If I was being honest, going to college felt like an exhale.

      It would be a place where I could be myself, without so much pretending.

      A place where maybe, someday, I could go on a date with a girl like Xi.

      I walked down the thinning hallways, trying not to cry. In so many ways, cheerleading had been my lifeblood—the thing to distract me from the hard parts of knowing who I really was and being unable to share it.

      I knew the second I came out, everything would have changed. Things would have gotten weird in the locker room, people would have made comments at the lunch table, and don’t even get me started about the abuse I’d endure in the parking lot or hallways.

      I’d like to think better of my classmates, but I remembered what it was like when Xi came out. How long it took for the gossip to settle back down. How hard some parents fought to keep inclusive messages from touching our ears.

      I let out a sigh as I stepped outside, alone this time. But I wouldn’t be alone for long. Stefon had picked me up for school this morning, and he should be waiting for me in the parking lot by his SUV.

      I walked toward his parking spot and found him sitting in the back with the hatch raised up.

      “Hey,” he said, not moving from his spot.

      “Hey,” I replied, sitting next to him with my legs dangling. I glanced around at the few cars left in the parking lot. None of them were within earshot of us. “Last day of school.”

      He swiveled his head toward me, squinting against the sun. “We made it.”

      The smile I gave felt hard-won, just like keeping our secret for the last four years.

      He’d been my fake boyfriend since our first boy/girl party freshman year when we were forced into the closet for Seven Minutes in Heaven.

      As if it was happening right in front of me all over again, I could see him standing across the from me in the walk-in closet, a panicked look in his eyes. I’d been about to kiss him, just to get it over with, because I didn’t want anyone to know... I’d liked girls for about a year and hadn’t told a single soul. He looked genuinely terrified.

      “We can just get it over with,” I’d whispered quietly, trying not to feel rejected even though I hadn’t wanted to kiss him either.

      “I—I can’t,” he said, on the verge of hyperventilation.

      I’d walked across the closet, rubbing his back. “I can’t kiss you, because I’m... gay,” he’d said.

      I’d stared at him in shock. Out of all the people I’d been thrown into the closet with, he’d had the same secret as me.

      “Please don’t tell anyone,” he’d said. “You’re the only person who knows.” Tears were pooling in his eyes then, worry clear on each of his features.

      “You don’t have to worry about me,” I’d said, taking a deep breath. “I like girls.”

      For the rest of our four minutes in “heaven,” we’d cooked up a plan. We’d be boyfriend and girlfriend for the rest of high school. He could be on the football team without things getting weird with the other players, and I could keep my preferences from my strait-laced conservative family and the girls on the cheerleading squad.

      And it had worked. We’d gone to every prom, every party, every double date together. We’d even been voted homecoming king and queen. (He’d kissed me on the cheek since everyone now knew we “didn’t like PDA.”)

      After all this time... Stefon was more than my fake boyfriend. He was my best friend.

      But now everything was changing. And that scared the crap out of me.

      “What if we extended our agreement, just for the summer?” I asked.

      He raised his eyebrows. “What?”

      “My mom’s already planning our joint going-away party. And if I come out and they take it badly, I’d just be stuck in the house with them all summer. It sounds like literal hell.”

      He took a breath, his shoulders rising and falling. “You don’t want to start dating? See who’s out there? I know there are apps—maybe we can meet someone from LA or even Elmbrooke?”

      “You want to start dating?” I asked, stunned.

      He reached over and held my hand. It felt just as brotherly as ever. “The last four years have been great, doing everything with my best friend, but I’m tired of putting that part of my life on hold. I want to see what’s out there.”

      Fear scrabbled at my stomach. Because if Stefon stopped being my boyfriend, if he started dating boys, that would only lead to questions from my parents.

      Questions I wasn’t ready to answer.

      “Please, Stef. Just a few more weeks.”

      He hesitated.

      My stomach sank. “Please. You can date someone else, meet someone else. But please don’t tell our parents yet. Not until we’re leaving, okay?”

      He let out a sigh, then nodded. “For you.”

      A corner of my lip twitched into an echo of a smile. I had a deadline. But I knew, when it came time, I still wouldn’t be ready.

      “Come on,” he said, getting out of the trunk. “Let’s go get some ice cream.”
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      Waldo’s Diner was just as crowded as I thought it would be. My friends and I shouldered past all the people walking out and scanned the diner for an open booth that would seat the five of us.

      That’s right. Five.

      As in, I was the fifth wheel, and everyone else was coupled up.

      Usually I didn’t mind being single, but times like these, I really wished I had someone. If only so I didn’t get stuck sitting in a chair at the end of the table while the others cuddled up next to each other and held hands.

      I wished I could have someone there with me to at least take up another seat. But there we were, sliding into a booth and borrowing a chair from another table so I’d have somewhere to sit. It didn’t help that my size meant I was halfway in the aisle and constantly apologizing to people walking by.

      I apologized to another person and then turned back to my friends. Ronnie held out her phone with a picture of a girl on the screen and said, “What do you think of her?”

      I raised my eyebrows. “That she’s blond?”

      “And pretty, right?” she said.

      Now I was getting suspicious. “Why?”

      “We made you a dating profile. I filtered it to only people who say they’re eighteen or younger.”

      I reached out and pushed her phone down to the table. “No.”

      “Why?” Shelley asked.

      I glanced toward Gunnar, the guy she had brought along. I didn’t really know him, but I guess it was time for his initiation. “I’m only sixteen. It’s okay that I haven’t dated anyone yet.” That was a lie though. I did want to date someone, but that was something my abuela would say. There’s plenty of time for romance, she always told me. You’re only young once.

      Which reminded me. I needed to call her to plan my summer visit.

      Van said, “It’s okay, but don’t you want to have a date for prom?”

      Definitely. I shrugged. “Maybe I’ll meet someone at the pride parade or the festival.”

      Shelley turned to Gunnar. “Is there anyone Xi could meet at your school?”

      I glared at her, and Van burst out laughing.

      “Yeah, Gunnar, know any lesbians?” Van said.

      Shelley blushed. “Forget I said anything.”

      Gunnar stared very pointedly at his drink, but he did say, “I went to prom alone this year, and it was okay.”

      “See?” I said, gesturing toward him. “Thank you, Gunnar.” Someone ran into the back of my chair, and I nearly spilled my drink, letting out a loud, “Oof.”

      “Oh my gosh, I’m so sorry,” Stefon, king of our high school, said. But I wasn’t looking at him. I was seeing the girl behind him with the most beautiful brown eyes widened in shock.

      “Are you okay, Xi?” she asked.

      “Wait,” Van said. “You know her name?”

      We both glared at him, and I turned back to Kiyana. Toward her concerned expression. “I’m okay.”

      She looked like she wanted to say more, but someone was waiting behind her. She nodded and then walked behind Stefon to a long table at the back with the rest of the popular kids from our school.

      My gaze must have followed her a little longer than normal because Ronnie said, “Now we know why you’re not into blonds.”

      Van waggled his eyebrows, and I shoved his shoulder.

      Shelley said to Gunnar, “Yes, they’re always like this.”

      And to be fair, I wouldn’t have it any other way.
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      When I got home from school, Birdie Bardot was sitting at the kitchen table with my parents. They were so engrossed in whatever they were doing, they hadn’t even heard the door open. I dropped my purse loudly on the ground and raised my eyebrows. “What’s going on?”

      They turned toward me as if coming out of a trance, and Mom smiled, waving me over. “Hola, bonita. We were just looking at decorations for the prom! We need to get our order in by tomorrow for everything to make it in on time.”

      I walked closer to the table, and Dad made room for me to see the magazine. “Why aren’t we using the internet like regular people?”

      Birdie laughed. “We get a discount from this vendor.”

      Mom nodded. “We’re going for an Under the Sea theme, so young people can enjoy it and older people can relive the proms they missed. What do you think?”
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