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Chapter 1







Seventeen on the fifteenth of June, and not a day older.

In my room, I brushed my loose waves past my shoulders and yanked the dark strands off my hairbrush to drop them into the trashcan. Was that a smile on the other side of the mirror above my vanity table? A smile that caused my eyes to sparkle with a more pronounced hazelness? People tended to smile more often on their birthdays, but this smile in particular was different, and it had nothing to do with being older. A smile that my trans friend I’d met online two years ago, Loulou Mardeaux, admitted to never achieving.

Sure, gender confirmation surgery was still at least a year away, but I was closer than ever to reaching one of the most important goals in my life: to be the real me. The puberty blockers back in middle school had said, We’re not going to let you develop into a boy. Along came the hormones a year ago with their sweet words, We’re going to transform you into the girl you always were but in a whole new way. No, seventeen couldn’t have come quickly enough. But it did. Oh, it did, and that was what mattered. And despite all this progress, it was only the beginning of a much-longer road ahead.

I placed my latest jewelry creation on the surface of my vanity table. It was a bracelet of ceramic seashells in sea green and aqua with the subtlest high-quality glittery-gloss finish that I’d applied myself according to my customer’s request. I stretched the bracelet into a perfect O, grabbed my phone, and snapped several photos from various angles to upload them to my personal website and across social media. The photos served as the perfect way to promote and market my small business called Little Miss Sallie's, or LMS. Even though I enjoyed writing poems for fun whenever the mood struck me, making jewelry was my real love.

A ping pierced my ears, making me flinch. I'd forgotten to lower the volume after playing music on speaker. I swiped the phone screen to read the text.

Loulou: Happy Birthday, Sallie! Now that you’re seventeen, you're much closer to your big goal. Only one year to go! Must be nice to no longer have to wear your silicone boobs since you’ve been forming your own now.

It was true. My breasts were small but noticeable, and they still had about a year to go before they were fully developed. The thought of Loulou made me frown. 

What was life in Louisiana like, anyway? What was life like living with parents who refused to take their daughter seriously by not using the correct pronouns and her new name? While Michigan wasn’t exactly New York, my small city of Saunterport wasn’t known as a queer-friendly resort town by accident. The mixture of historic and modern homes with manicured gardens, the dozen-plus art museums and galleries, the numerous bed and breakfasts, the independent shops and restaurants, the exceptional public school system… Basically, one’s life was made in Saunterport with a dedicated view of Lake Michigan and all the hobby boats scattering across the marina.

Granted, a thousand residents probably made New York City laugh, but the rise to three thousand during the summer season proved that tourism in Saunterport was alive and well each year. Louisiana, however, probably had its gems, but they had all grown legs and scattered elsewhere, leaving Loulou in a town where folks continually insisted that same-sex marriage had never been legalized while banning LGBTQ books in the process.

I pressed my lips together and thumbed a response.

Me: If my parents weren’t so tight with their money, I’d convince them to help you out.

I bit my lower lip. If only.

Loulou: But my parents wouldn’t agree to it. I don’t like what I see in the mirror. I don't like what I hear when I speak. I don't like what I feel whenever I shower. I don't like any of this!

I let out my deepest breath, knowing what Loulou was going through despite our contrasting levels of dysphoria. After all, hormones weren’t going to fix what surgery could, and even that wasn't an end-all-be-all solution. Yet wealth was reserved for select families.

Loulou: The only thing I have going for me right now is my electronic music. I don't care if I'm an amateur. Every time I create with my headphones on, the world around me fades away until I'm done. That's what matters.

I tried to smile at the thought of her future success as Loulou Mardeaux, both her artist name and the one she planned to legally change her birth one to. Unfortunately, either she needed more work to up the quality, or I just didn't care that much for electronica. She knew how I felt, though, and I still supported her in everything she did. That was what true friends did.

As I was about to call Loulou, the door knocked. To be continued. I lifted myself off the cushioned stool and stepped toward the door.

Once open, Mar Villard stood there with her midnight-purple lips forming a U. Did she overdo the glittery eye shadow again? Wasn’t less supposed to be more? Heads always turned whenever she ventured in public in her medieval dresses, corsets with gothic tutu skirts, small faery wings and horns (and sometimes ears), magic-inspired jewelry, and the straight strands of her flaxen hair dyed white blond cascading down her back. What would Earth be like without her presence? Despite what others thought of her appearance, I’d never exchange my best friend.

I flashed a smile. “Hey.”

“Ready to go out for your birthday?”

“Of course. I was going to straighten my hair earlier but decided to work on jewelry.”

"You still look great, though."

"Thanks."

Mar looked around the room. “You know, Sallie, I really like the pale cornflower blue walls and cream trim. I’m actually glad you chose this color scheme.”

“It’s so homey, isn’t it?”

“It is, much better than the glittery pink you had before. Great choice.”

Thoughts of Loulou returned to my mind. If only celebrating didn’t make me feel like I was wearing a T-shirt that read, Trip to Guilt Land: $0.




• • •




I smirked at the reactions of random passersby while ambling down the pristine streets of Saunterport's historic downtown area, a ten-minute drive from home. Their eyes held onto Mar’s appearance. “You’re so brave to dress like that in public. It’s been a couple weeks and you’re still not embarrassed.” And that was only because Saunterport Middle–High School didn’t allow that particular dress style. Just after finishing eleventh grade earlier this month, Mar had had enough with not being able to be herself. If only she could be herself year-round instead of only during the summertime.

She shrugged. “Why should I be?”

“Um…because you look like you’re anticipating Halloween a wee bit too early.”

Mar rolled her eyes. “Whatever. People will get over it. And if they don’t, then they can kiss the faery dust off my ass.”

I chuckled with a headshake. My gaze darted toward the tourists surrounding me and Mar: same-sex couples holding hands, some with children, straight couples walking as if unfazed by the diversity, children holding ice cream cones and lollipops, groomed dogs on trendy leashes. Why couldn’t Loulou get to experience this?

Mmm, that naughty turtle sundae blowing its scent my way as soon as Mar and I walked past Dae Sun’s Cool Treats, causing my mouth to water. Hot fudge and hot caramel to savor, toasted and salty pecans to crunch on, cloudlike whipped cream to lick off my lips, vanilla ice cream full of blissful creaminess, and a cherry on top as the first thing to bite… I turned my head back to the parlor with barely a whimper.

Mar shook her head, not looking anywhere but ahead. “Nope. Just keep on walking.”

“But the turtle’s calling me right now.” I pouted for dramatic effect.

“We need to eat real food first.”

I rolled my eyes, releasing a deep sigh. “Yes, Mother.”

“Hey, I don’t normally care what you eat first each day. But it’s your birthday today and I already made reservations at Cesco’s. I’d be pissed if you spoiled your appetite when I’m the one that’s paying for the both of us.”

A smile spanned my lips. I hadn’t gone to Cesco’s Cucina Italiana in quite some time. Nevertheless, this day had better last and not be done with as quickly as others did. Who knew what else was in store for me? Despite the ongoing dysphoria, I’d been better most days, especially after learning I’d be able to have bottom surgery next year when I turned eighteen, but those frown-worthy days managed to sneak up on me whenever they felt like it. Loulou must have experienced those days more frequently according to her messages and phone calls. Poor girl.

I followed Mar inside Saunterport Gallery. “As much as I like looking at art, I’m probably going to be hungry soon.”

Mar’s lips curved into a smile. “Stop whining. It’ll only be a few minutes.”

On one of the burgundy walls, an oil painting of black mustangs running across a vast field of mowed grass with a white Pegasus flying above them made me turn my head. What could that mean? Ha, bitches, I have wings and you don’t?

I took some steps farther, and a plastic-looking acrylic painting of a haggard, old woman stared back at me with a pretentious posture and a floral-patterned parasol. Who was the artist? A history buff?

Mar was suddenly nowhere to be seen. That figured.

I peered at more artwork, including a white elephant facing a hunter while holding a bouquet of yellow roses with its trunk, the artwork done in pastels. Interesting.

Several more steps and a peculiar oil painting forced me to freeze while joining the small crowd surrounding the piece. Catalonia was detached from Spain and had a pair of legs with several windy lines behind them to symbolize a running motion, while Spain remained in place with no legs. Who could have painted this? Was it causing controversy? Did anyone understand its meaning? Did anyone care? How would the rest of my family in Catalonia feel if they were to see the painting? Words of how I felt escaped me.

I glanced at the artwork information: Free? by Cristofer Fuentes.

I honestly didn't know how to feel about this painting. Many Catalonians had been wanting out of Spain for a while so that Catalonia could be its own country. I knew about the situation only because of my family since I didn't really read political news that much. This artist was bold, whoever he was.

One by one, the viewers of the piece rambled away, but I remained still, my eyes locked with the intricately fine details of the artwork enhanced by the ceiling lamp.

“Like what you see, miss?”

I turned my head to my right to follow the soft and soothing voice.

A boy with his dark hair in an undercut stood a few feet away. His charcoal sports jacket parted in the middle to unveil his light-gray dress shirt with black pinstripes and charcoal bowtie. Even his medium-gray slacks screamed, Not from a discount store! He was semi-scrawny and had to be around five foot five, making him five inches shorter than me. A smile played on his lips, pronouncing his baby face. Was he a ninth grader? Which school did he attend? Was he new in town?

I cast my eyes at the boy’s polished dress shoes. White? Seriously? Inconsistent much? Then, I shrugged with a tight return smile. “It’s okay.”

“Just okay, huh? Yet, you were staring at it like you were mesmerized, which is rather telling if you ask me.” He chuckled.

“No, it’s a good painting. It’s just…a bit too political compared to most of the art here, I guess.”

“Maybe the artist was inspired by the separatist movement.”

I gazed at the artwork some more with several seconds of silence. “Maybe.”

“Looks like this piece means something to you.”

I kept silent.

“Does it?”

I shrugged. “I have family in Catalonia, actually. Not like I know most of them, though.”

“But it holds some kind of significance.”

“I guess. You must know the artist, I take it.”

“I don’t just know him. I am him.”

I faced Cristofer with arched eyebrows. “Oh…”

His honey eyes glinted with what was probably amusement. That boyish smile again, revealing his pristinely white teeth with the upper left canine slightly twisted.

What else could I say? My cheeks were probably rosy by now, and eye contact was suddenly challenging. My gaze held the painting for a moment longer.

“So, now you know I’m Cristofer, obviously. You can call me Cris, though.”

“Salina…or…Sallie's fine.”

“Sa-LI-na,” Cris said in a mock Spanish accent that sounded as if he actually spoke the language. “Pretty name.”

His compliment made me blush because no boy had ever said something like that to me before. I might have gotten nice looks by some, but that had been about it. “No, really, Sallie's fine.” I liked my name, but in this case, formality wasn’t necessary.

Cris simply smiled. “Have you seen my other works?”

I gave him a shrug. “I could have and just didn’t know it was you.”

“Come on. I want to show you my prized possession.”

His strong cologne flowed through my nostrils as soon as he turned around to lead the way. Unlike other colognes, something about his almost made me open my mouth to tell him to get another brand. Would that be rude?

My eyes were everywhere while we walked farther down the spacious room, a barely audible squeak from each footstep over the blond wood floor planks. A row of avant-garde sculptures posed toward the center. Artworks of flowers, cozy houses, and animals greeted me, as well as a close-up of a towheaded toddler with eyes as brightly blue as Mar’s. That one in particular had more viewers than other paintings at the moment.

Cris stopped in front of an oil painting of a detailed sunset. Who knew how many colors were used to get the exact shade of the not-so-yellow sun floating in the distance of various shades of blue? Even the bluish sky had to have taken time, if just to get the clouds to blend naturally in white but not too white. Darker blues made up the rippled lake…or ocean?

I took a glimpse of the artwork information: A Michigander’s Lake by Cristofer Fuentes. Ah. That answered my question.

Cris formed a smile unlike any other, one that said he was crossing his fingers. Was he actually being modest for once?

I produced images of Loulou inside my head, and the two of us swam across Lake Michigan without a care on Earth. Inside my head was different from reality because Loulou and I were able to swim without caring what anyone thought of our bodies. No more long T-shirts and loose-fitted shorts. If only.

“Hello?”

I snapped back to reality and attempted whatever smile I could. “It’s nice.”

Cris scoffed. “Just nice?” He released a half chuckle.

“You must be used to everyone praising you for your work if the simplest words don’t seem to mean anything to you.”

“I didn’t say that.” His tone sounded defensive.

“If I didn’t like it, I’d either say so or just not say anything at all to avoid a butt-hurt tantrum. But I wouldn’t say it’s nice if it’s not.”

“I understand.” Cris’ face lit up. “Interesting jewelry you’re wearing. It looks custom-made.”

I cast my eyes on my bracelet of small, ceramic doves in a color pattern of white, light gray, and pale pink, finished with a semi-sparkly gloss that I’d applied. I formed a little smile of pride. “Thanks. I…actually made it.”

“Oh? Really?”

I nodded. “I make jewelry. It’s, like, part of my life.”

“Do you sell your creations?”

I gave Cris another nod. “Not online, though. Just in person. For now.”

“Like in a shop?”

“No, I pass my phone number around to potential customers, and they either call or text me any orders they want to place, along with the details and what kind of jewelry they want and how many items…stuff like that. It’s mostly people from town.”

“I see. So, you have your own little business going on, huh?”

“Pretty much. It’s called Little Miss Sallie's.”

“Cute name. Your necklace is pretty too.”

Smiling again, I held the white, marble-like pendant with baby blue and pale pink swirls dangling on a thin, silver chain. The memories. “Thanks.”

“You made that too?”

The face of my late grandmother, a former drag king, crept into my mind and waved with a familiar smile. Generation after generation proved that the necklace would live on, with the exception of Mom who’d refused to wear it but had kept it for me. “It’s a family heirloom. The first one to own it was my great-grandmother from my mom’s side who was tired of gender stereotypes and perceived gender roles. The pink and blue swirls are supposed to represent a mix of male and female traits. At least that’s how I see it. That might be more of an American thing, so she might’ve not seen it that way. Who knows?”

Cris smiled. “Kind of like it doesn’t matter anymore whether a boy acts like a girl or a girl acts like a boy.”

I paused, my ears hanging on to the former of the two examples. No, no, Cris didn’t know a thing. Then again, did it matter? Why couldn’t people get with the times and accept that things weren’t always binary? “Something like that.”

Seconds passed, and words escaped the both of us, not just me. Well, this was awkward. More seconds and more awkward silence. However, Cris did take a peek at me more than several times according to my peripheral vision, whatever it meant.

“Peekaboo!”

I turned to my left to greet Mar with a tight smile.

Mar’s eyes glinted. “I see you met a stranger while I was off discussing art with a few people who shockingly didn't look at me like a freak.” Not that she cared.

Cris cleared his throat. “I’m an artist, actually. I have a few works on display here by the name of Cristofer Fuentes.”

“Oh. So, you’re the famous boy who started a political statement with your Catalonia painting when this museum rarely offers such works. No offense, but I didn’t get it. I still don’t.”

Cris explained the historical inspiration. “And I’m not even Catalan to begin with, but it was an interesting idea, so I decided to paint it.”

My eyebrows formed a V. “What are you?”

“My family’s from Mexico.”

Mar’s eyebrows rose. “Then why would you paint something like this? Did you want Catalonia to be free?”

Cris shrugged. “Free or not, it didn’t matter. It was the movement that inspired me and I wanted to paint it. I don’t have to be biased to paint something. I could paint a portrait of the U.S. giving Mexico back its former states. Doesn’t mean I agree or disagree with it.”

“Then why the question mark? Seems a bit sarcastic or something.”

“Not at all. Just merely curiosity.”

Mar seemed to be observing Cris, forming a curious look. "What grade are you in? You look really young, especially for being a talented artist."

He kind of seemed reluctant to answer. "I'll be a senior this fall." Good. He wasn't a freshman, after all. We were most likely the same age since we had one year left to graduate high school, which was something else we could relate to. He did look young, though.

"Weird," Mar said. "We've never seen you at school before. Are you new?"

Cris shrugged. "There's more than one school in the area, last time I checked."

"Not many."

"Not just one, though." Was Cris getting annoyed now?

“I see.” Mar faced me with the expression of a child ready to go to the next amusement park ride. “Ready?”

I acknowledged her with a rushed nod and gave Cris a supposed final look. “I doubt I’ll see you around since you’re probably busy with your art career.”

Cris smirked. “Actually, you just might if you come around here more often.”

“I’ve strolled through downtown a thousand times and I’ve only seen you once.”

He shrugged. “Start paying attention, then.” His mouth formed a strong U. Why was he grinning with his mouth closed? Was he being sarcastic or genuine? He seemed a little weird, yet somehow, he was interesting enough to pique my curiosity. What was he really like as a person, and what else was he interested in?

Mar smirked. “Hmmm…maybe she will.” She grabbed me by the arm to follow her lead.

I force-walked away from Cris but managed to tilt my head back to him. His eyes held mine until I faced forward again and stepped out of the museum. Start paying attention, huh? Maybe I could run into him a second or third time. But if not, my life would continue just as merrily as before. Besides, how would Cris react if he knew the real me?

And with the fact that Mar’s attention was focused on her environment while silent said Cris wasn’t relevant enough to gossip about, if just about his looks. Then again, why should I care to begin with? Sure, Cris was a skilled artist for his age, however old he was, but he was still a boy, and pedestals weren’t for any boy to stand on. Why should he be an exception?




Chapter 2







Tuesday arrived, and another birthday added to the pile of memories. I sat with my parents at the wrought iron patio table in the backyard of our four-thousand-square-foot ranch-style house of light-gray stone and a dark gray roof. The manicured shrubs and trees decorated mostly the front yard, but some of the flora extended to the back to enhance the vista. Located on a golf course, the lot offered a view of the green, a wooden bridge over a creek, a pond with a waterfall, and the surrounding nature. Who wouldn't want to eat breakfast out here?

The gardener and the pool boy performed their tasks, and the maid would soon return to collect the dishes. Just another typical morning with birds greeting everyone with their melodies and the occasional squirrel rambling around.

With my knife and fork, I cut another piece of my western omelet with broccoli and turkey bacon.

Mom gave me a smile. “Enjoy the meal while you can because you're not getting any more after this. Remember what the endocrinologist said.”

“Yes, yes, to drinks lots of water, go on a strict diet, and exercise regularly. I haven’t forgotten.”

“It’s for your own good if you want to maintain your weight. I mean, you’re thin now, but that could still change since you're taking hormones.”

Hormones. It was already happening, after all. How long would the results take to complete? How much more womanly would I look aside from growing bigger breasts than what I’d grown? My fat had distributed elsewhere, and my skin had softened. What about different emotional reactions? Then again, results varied among individuals. Since the hormone replacement therapy didn’t affect the voice, my medium-pitched voice hadn't had the chance to deepen because of the puberty blockers. Speaking in a feminine tone all my life also served its purpose, not that it required much effort on my part, and having a professional coach would improve it even more. And there was always permanent hair removal treatments if unwanted hair ever appeared. After all, hormone replacement therapy only did so much for transitioning, since there were plenty of other factors involved.

Dad gave me a tight smile. “I’m glad you enjoyed your birthday yesterday, even though you didn’t spend it with us this year.”

Mom gave him a look. “Leave her alone, Hector. She just wanted to be with her best friend.”

“Ay, Gemma, I was just giving her a hard time.”

I stared at my phone. Mar would probably text me at any minute. Now that school was out for the summer, we could be adventurous and make the best of our vacation.

Mom smirked. “So, are you going to tell me about that boy you were talking to at the art gallery?”

I straightened my posture in a squirrel-like manner, my eyebrows lowering. “You followed me?”

“Relax. The neighbors saw you and told me.”

Gossip. Of course. Saunterport was small enough for it. “We were just talking.”

Mom tittered. “Just like you and Jonathan were just talking until you developed your first crush.”

My cheeks probably turned pinker. “Mom, that was forever ago. I don’t even think about him anymore.”

“Yeah, because you were still a kid. You’re almost an adult now. It’s going to be different from now on.”

My mother, the expert. Who knew?

Dad sighed. “He’d better come from a good, wealthy family if you’re going to start seeing this boy.”

“I’m sure he does,” I said. "He was well-dressed and seemed like a boy from here, so no worries.” I took a gulp from my glass of iced grapefruit juice with extra pulp.

“Good.”

Mom smiled. “So, he’s an artist?”

I nodded. “Yeah, he’s kind of talented, actually.”

“He must be to paint something that caused quite the conversation.”

Dad shook his head. “That was bold of him, and he’s not even Catalan to justify painting that piece.”

Must we have this conversation? I suppressed the urge to roll my eyes and stabbed a piece of fresh cantaloupe with my fork. A raspberry or two was next. Maybe a few slices of red apples while I was at it. Stuffing my mouth gave me an excuse not to speak. And as my parents prolonged the political discussion, Cris tiptoed into my mind and flashed me the same smile he’d given me yesterday—more than once to be precise. What else did he paint? Did he paint people, too? Would he ever paint me?

My phone pinged, and I grabbed it to swipe the notification to read the text.

Mar: Free today?

My thumbs tapped away in a rapid pace.

Me: Sure but we’re not going back to the gallery.

Mar: Whatever. We can go somewhere else.

Why did I have to mention the art gallery when she hadn’t?

“But because he’s not Catalan,” Mom continued while looking at Dad, “he shouldn’t have painted that. That’s all I’m saying. He could simply paint something else.”

Dad nodded. “Exactly.”

Still with the conversation? I got up from my seat. “As fascinating as this topic is, I have to get ready. I’m going to meet up with Mar in a moment.”

One of Dad’s eyebrows shot up. “You’re going out with her again?”

“…Yeah, so?”

“But you spent almost all day with her yesterday.”

Mom let out a deep breath. “Your father and I still don’t understand why she chose to start dressing like a magical creature. It was cute the first time. It’s getting over the top now.”

Yet another gripe. What was wrong with Mar, anyway? “Faery, Mom. And it's not like she’s going to throw faery dust at people and melt away their prejudices.” Then again, that might be a good thing. “Besides, it’s just her style.”

“Clearly,” Mom said. “I don’t know about that girl anymore.”

“I don’t either.” Dad exchanged blank faces with Mom. “Something’s not right with her if she suddenly doesn’t want to dress normal anymore. I could see if she was doing this for Halloween or even a show, but every day?”

“I agree with your father, Sallie. It’d be nice if you could be friends with normal people.”

I stifled a groan-and-whimper combo. Who cared about the way Mar dressed? Mom, Dad, I love you dearly, but she’s my best friend. Please don’t go there. “Later.” I rushed away from the table. Anywhere but here to quell whatever was going on between my parents. Sure, it was nice that they supported my being transgender with no condition. But did they have to care about appearances on top of that? Just throw that care into the fireplace and let it burn. After all, a friendship with someone who looked “normal” but had an unattractive personality could never trump a friendship with someone who switched the two around, not that Mar was physically a troll.

Nevertheless, Mar was Mar, and if dressing the part after discovering her newfound love of the faery goth community was integral to her life, as peculiar as it was, then so be it. Life would always go on. No one was special enough to cause it to pause for him or her…or them.




Chapter 3







A breath came out of me as I focused on the rippling waters of Lake Michigan, from hazel eyes to some kind of blue that the clear water resembled. I clamped my hands onto the rail at the boardwalk, a random trout jumping and splashing on occasion.

Mar had her head turned somewhere.

I followed her eye direction but saw no one in particular, just random passersby who never failed to stare at Mar’s appearance with either disparaging faces or snickers. “What are you looking at?”

“You know, Sallie? I have a feeling we’re going to be seeing more of him this summer.”

I wrinkled my forehead. “More of who?”

“The adorable and talented artist known as Cristofer Fuentes.”

My eyes widened. “He’s here?”

Mar nodded and pointed. “Way over there. Don’t you see him?”

I lifted my head up and tilted it sideways several times, my cheeks flushing. My gaze scanned in all directions until I caught Cris clad in all black, more than a hundred feet away. His art easel stood in front of the rail while his grip on the paintbrush did all the work.

Three people, probably strangers, watched intently from behind him.

What was it about painting in front of people? Even artists who drew or sculpted didn’t have issues with public creations. I’d never once made jewelry in front of anyone outside of classroom assignments. Maybe people had varying levels of concentration.

Cris had an expression that was difficult to identify, as if he were emotionless while painting. Was he proud? Was his ego boosted by being watched? Did he simply not care one way or another?

“Want to go talk to him?” Mar formed a smirk.

“I don’t think he’d appreciate being disturbed right now.”

“You don’t know that.”

I shot her an arched eyebrow. “I’m an artist. I would know.”

Mar wobbled her head with batted eyes. “Yes, Your Highness, how dare I forget!”

I glanced at Cris some more and turned away to face the lake, more trout jumping. What was Cris like as a person? Was he truly arrogant? Was it for show? Why did it matter that my responses weren’t to his satisfaction? He was a mystery in the form of a boy who continually knocked on the door inside my mind labeled “curiosity”.

“Well, at the very least, we can just, like, go stand near him like those people over there are doing.”

I shrugged. “Whatever.”

“Do you not like him, or…?”

“I don’t like or dislike him. I don’t even know him.”

“Maybe you can get to know him.”

I stared at Mar, my eyebrows forming a V. “Are you actually trying to play matchmaker?”

She grinned. “Do you want me to? Because you know I’ll do it.”

My chest vibrated with a faster heartbeat. I turned away, my head tilting as far away from her to mask a reddening face. I pursed my lips.

“You know, I didn’t say anything about him yesterday only because I didn’t think he was your type, seeing as how he’s nothing like Jonathan the Jock.”

I still didn’t face Mar. “What makes you think I like Cris?”

“Cris? Ooh, are we on a nickname basis now?” Mar giggled.

“Stop!” I pouted. Why did my face feel as if it were reddening even deeper? When would it end?

“It’s not a crime to have a crush, you know?”

“I don’t have a crush.”

“Okay. Whatever.”

Silence struck us for a moment.

My face softened, and I returned to the view of the lake, more trout jumping on occasion. If only Loulou could join me and Mar and become our very own three musketeers. That would be the day. Instead, Louisiana was her reality. Why her particular town, anyway? Why couldn’t she have lived in a large, diverse city or a small town as liberal as Saunterport?

My phone pinged, and I grabbed it from my handbag and swiped the screen to read the text.

Loulou: Had an epic fight with my parents just now. Talk soon?

The corners of my mouth drooped a bit. What I'd do to steal Loulou from her family and provide a much more loving home. Surely, her parents wouldn’t mind. And if they would, they’d probably get over it and move on if it meant they would no longer have to deal with a situation that shouldn’t have been a situation to begin with.

Me: Hang in there. I’m with Mar right now but I’ll call you when I get home.

Loulou: Okay.

I turned to face Mar who was already gazing far into the lake and toying with her beaded necklace with a magic-like pendant. My gaze shifted to Cris who was still painting, but the three people who had watched were gone. What exactly was it that he was painting? Another political statement?

Mar sighed dramatically. “Come on.” She grabbed my hand and led the way.

Forced into a brisk walk, my heart thumped harder. “Where are we going?” But, somehow, I knew.

Mar didn’t say a word. She continued leading the way until we were inching closer and closer toward Cris.

I swallowed. What would I say? Would he feel distracted? Pestered?

Mar stopped just feet away from Cris. “Boo!” Her tone was halfhearted.

Cris painted in his own little bubble. Did he hear her?

I shifted my focus on the painting: another Lake Michigan project, except with the sun elsewhere. Lots of blues were used almost exclusively. The lack of an oily appearance confirmed that the paint was most likely acrylic, from what I remembered in my art class.

“I said ‘boo.’”

Cris frowned and cast his eyes on her. “You’re being a bit rude. I’m painting here.” Ah. So, his tone could bark indeed.

Mar’s eyebrows shot up.

Cris was about to turn back to his painting until his peripheral vision probably caught me, forcing him to lock eyes with me.

I swallowed harder, my heart rate increasing. Yet my eyes couldn’t find the key to unlock themselves from his.

“Hey.” His voice was barely audible, so soft and soothing and not like many boys from school. Seconds later, his look of annoyance melted away, and in came the rise of his left mouth corner. Granted, not a full smile, but a smile, nonetheless.

I bit my lower lip. “Hey.”

Mar stepped closer to me and leaned her lips into my ear. “Even though he can be a bit of a jerk, I still want all the juicy details. I’ll be around.” She winked and sauntered off.
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