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Part One

Autumn


















Gloria Forman





In the moment of darkness before the page loaded, I saw myself in the computer screen, my face tensed like I was bracing for a slap. I wondered if I looked that way all the time, or only here, in this room, in late afternoon.


A patch of clouds shifted outside, and sunlight flooded the office. This was the smallest and most colorless room in a house of small, colorless rooms. The desk was a gray plastic castoff from a local store closure, the floorboards’ varnish had faded down to nothing, and I guess you could’ve called the wallpaper ivory if you were feeling charitable. Three pale frames hung by the window. Two held pages from Ecclesiastes, the third a crucifix.


With my eyes lingering on the cross, I thought, I can still stop myself. I could delete the blog once and for all, stop doing this every day. Half a dozen clicks and it would be gone.


Then the page loaded, a blaze of color in the corner of my eye, and my resolve collapsed.


I angled the monitor away from the door and leaned forward. Five minutes, I told myself. I never went a second over. That was the first part of my justification.


The second part was the privacy of the blog, which I’d set up on a remote little site called Collekt. No one at school used the site, and I didn’t follow anyone. I didn’t even write posts about what I was feeling. The point was to silo those feelings off into this nowhere corner of the internet, where they wouldn’t infect any other part of my life.


That was the idea, anyway, but as I scrolled through the blog, I could hear my parents talking down the hall in the kitchen, and there went my heart, accelerating. There went my breaths, too deep. My whole body was my guilty conscience.


The blog was filled with photos of girls. They were sitting in fields with soft things woven into their hair, or tugging at the waists of their jeans, or intimidating the camera with wild makeup smeared across their eyelids, or licking their lips in a way that did something to my lungs. Some of them looked sweet and tender. Others were taking selfies at the gym with uneven grins and hair shorn short. The photos zeroed in on the backs of their necks or the curves of their shoulders or the taut lines of their Achilles tendons emerging from ratty sneakers. On days I’d felt especially out of control, I’d added pictures of girls in bathing suits or underwear ads, whose eyes glittered like they knew everything, whose fingertips hovered in dangerous places.


I pressed “Search this blog.” When she, I typed, not looking at my fingers.


The contents filtered. To the top rose a link that read, “When She Loved Me.”


I clicked. The story opened in a new tab, posted to someone else’s dark gray blog in small white text. I scrolled down to the spot I’d left off yesterday and began to read.




Why hadn’t Anastasia brought up our kiss? Hadn’t she liked it? Sometimes during cheer practice I got distracted from the routine because I was looking over at her, wishing she would look at me, too …





I didn’t allow myself to sink too deeply into the story. I tracked the seconds ticking away. As the five minutes began to run out, I clicked back to my own blog and scrolled downward, hunting for the photo I’d found last week, which looked exactly like my mental image of the story’s characters.


There. I stopped on a picture of a tall, dark-haired girl leaning against a tree, kissing a redheaded girl who was pressed up against her. The taller girl had her hands twisted into the back of the redhead’s shirt.


As I looked at her stranglehold, my heartbeat slowed. I imagined being held that way. A heavy, squeezed feeling took me over, like the sensation of compression you feel behind your eyes before the headache hits. I didn’t know what the feeling was, longing or fear or some blend of the two. All I knew was that it drew me back into itself again and again, the way the ocean reclaims its waves.


My eyes strayed to the clock. Time was up.


Part of me wanted to keep reading, but I thought of Romans 8:6: The mind governed by the flesh is death, but the mind governed by the Spirit is life and peace. I would never let any of this govern me.


With a few methodical clicks, I logged out, closed the tabs, and deleted the URLs out of my history. When I restarted the browser to double-check the address list, no evidence remained.


I imagined somebody sweeping dirt out of the corners of a small room, polishing a mirrored surface. Then I stood, straightened my blouse, and headed down the narrow hall to the kitchen.


“Right on time,” said my mother with a smile. She was bent over our rickety table and ladling chicken soup into porcelain bowls, wisps of light brown hair stuck to her brow. My dad, tall and balding and barrel-chested, was already seated, filling our glasses from the water jug with one hand while tilting back a ginger beer with the other.


“It smells amazing, Mom,” I said, hurrying to fetch the silverware.


“Well, it better.” She set the pot back on the stove. “You’ve been working so hard this week, you deserve something nice.”


“She’s not the only one,” my dad boomed, tugging out the chair to his left. “Here, Gloria, come relax with your dad. Time for a breather.”


I tried to ignore the curl of guilt in my stomach as I settled beside him. He clinked his ginger beer against my water glass. “How’d that test go, Glor? Your big Chemistry one?”


“I got a ninety-six.”


He reached out and mussed up my hair. “’Course you did.”


“Well done, honey bear.” Smiling, Mom took her seat opposite Dad. “Gloria, would you say grace for us?”


“Of course.” We bowed our heads, clasping each other’s hands, and a contented silence settled over the kitchen. What I’d done a few minutes ago dimmed, outshone by this moment of togetherness: the familiar warmth of my parents’ palms, the rich steam rising from the broth, the sounds of crickets that crept in through the cracked windows. This was my real life. The rest was imaginary.


“Lord,” I said quietly, “thank You so much for this amazing food in front of us and the roof over our heads. We’re so grateful for the blessings You’ve given us today and every day, so please keep on guiding us so we can share Your light as best we can. Amen.”


“Amen,” said my parents together, giving a respectful glance to the crucifix on the wall. They squeezed my hands before they let go.


“Did you have a good day, Mom?” I asked. “Did y’all get that stuff cleared out of the church basement?”


My mother laughed. “Oh, it’ll take a lot more than a day to get that place clean. That could be halfway through November, the rate we’re going. I’m trying to get everybody organized, but it’s like herding cats.”


“If you want me to help out on weekends—”


“No, honey bear, no need for that. You focus on school.”


I nodded, spoon in my mouth. Dad and I usually offered to join in with church activities, but we never pushed. The church community was Mom’s world, the way I had school and Dad had his job. Our lives were neatly compartmentalized like that.


“How was work, Freddie?” Mom asked. “Any jerks at the car wash today?”


Now it was Dad’s turn to laugh, a deep-from-the-belly sound. “We’ve got nothing but jerks at the car wash. This guy today, big guy, comes in. Car stuffed full of papers and takeout tubs and cardboard boxes, like he hasn’t cleaned the thing since 2010. After we wash the thing off, do his mats and all, he’s trying to bully me, tell me we didn’t do our jobs ’cause the car’s still full of his trash. I say, ‘Man, we’re a car wash, not a disposal service,’ and he goes off all sour, ranting on about leaving bad reviews online. Like I care.” Dad chortled, took a sip of his soup, and let out a sharp whistle. “That is hot. We got any more cream, Ashley?”


As my mom fetched the cream from the fridge, my dad’s round face slackened. He always tried to joke about how much he hated his job, but it never quite worked.


A few years back, Dad had worked at a paper mill on the Fisherton outskirts, but the place had shuttered one winter, leaving more than a hundred people jobless. The closure hit the town hard. A dozen kids transferred out of our school in the months after, their parents relocating for work, and those were the better scenarios. Back then you’d hear a lot of crappy jokes about the Caldwell kids and the Williamson brothers, whose families had moved to the trailer park out east.


As for our family, I’d overheard my mom on the phone with my grandpa that spring, thanking him in a low voice for helping us out with bills—reassuring him that things were just about to turn around.


I’d prayed that she was right. I’d seen Mom eyeing people’s benefits cards in the grocery checkout line, her expression caught between distaste and dread. My parents never even let friends treat them to dinner. They’d hate the idea of being one of those families, taking tax dollars out of people’s pockets.


But our prayers, and Dad’s hard work submitting applications, came through. Early summer, the car wash hired him, and Mom stopped cooking the same simple staples every night. Still, the new job wasn’t good enough for my dad, and all three of us knew it. At the mill, he’d been a shift supervisor, in charge of streamlining processes and keeping things efficient. He was ordered, exact, like me. It worried me that he’d stayed with the car wash so long out of seemingly nothing more than inertia.


My mother shut the fridge and bustled back to the table with a carton of cream in hand. As she tipped it into Dad’s soup, she said, “The Richmonds asked us over for the game on Sunday. That okay with everybody?”


I nodded. Dad said, “Works for me.” A pause. “That older daughter of theirs isn’t going to be there, is she?”


“No.” Mom’s smile faded as she settled back into her seat. “No, thank goodness, she’s staying at school for fall break. You would not recognize that girl from the way she was in middle school. Used to be such a sweet little thing.”


Dad shook his head, looking glummer than ever. “It’s hard to watch the way things are going these days.”


Mom squeezed his hand. “I know, sweetheart.”


An unhappy silence spread through the kitchen. I glanced around, trying to think of something to lighten the mood, but instead my eyes found the leak that had pooled under the refrigerator again, and the ancient little TV at the edge of the counter, which was saying something doom and gloom about inflation. Meanwhile, my dad’s eyes had strayed to the cabinet under the sink, where he kept a whiskey bottle behind the cleaning supplies. I knew he was thinking of Ephesians—Do not get drunk on wine, which leads to debauchery—and trying to hold to his resolve.


Then it came to me. “Oh, I have good news! Mrs. Molina said she’s making me Math Team captain this year.”


The stress lines in my parents’ foreheads eased. Their smiles returned in full force. “That’s my girl!” my dad hollered.


“Sweetheart. That’s amazing,” my mom said, pressing her hand flat to her chest and blinking hard.


Dad grinned and nudged her. “I’d bet Gloria’s the only one in this town who ever got both Math Team captain and Homecoming Court.”


I returned an embarrassed smile. “I really thought it was going to be Justin …” We passed ten easy minutes talking about my life at school, which they drank in, glowing. I already knew that, come this weekend, they’d mention my news to half the congregation.


The sun was just kissing the horizon line when my dad straightened, seeming to remember something. “You done with the computer, Glor?”


“Oh—” The curling thing in my stomach stirred. “Yes, sir.”


He stood and hustled down the hall, calling, “Sorry, Ashley, I’ll be right back.”


Once he’d gone, Mom folded her arms over the tablecloth, leaning closer. “You are so sweet, always finding ways to cheer your dad up like that.”


I made myself smile. “Least I can do. I just hope he gets a different job soon.”


“I know.” She swept my hair back from my forehead with the tip of her thumb. “But the Lord’s going to guide us through.”


I nodded. “I’m praying on it.”


We ate in silence awhile, but I barely tasted the salt and herbs. A part of me had followed my father down the hall, hovering behind him small and silent like a firefly. I knew he was entering the office. He was hunching over the desk, humming to himself, his mind probably half on the Carolina Panthers’ game last weekend. He was opening the browser and scrolling through the site history, clicking any unfamiliar links.


When I was little, my parents had been more relaxed about the computer. Until I was twelve, I hadn’t even known that Dad was checking my history. But then, late in seventh grade, he’d spotted something off. He’d seen that I’d gone through dozens of screenshots and clips from a movie called Second Chance Girls—a movie about two girls who end up together.


I remembered that conversation so clearly: my parents rigid on the sofa; their horrified tone as they asked what I’d been thinking, looking at something like that. I’d told them I hadn’t meant anything by it, that the kids at school hadn’t mentioned what the movie was about. They questioned me until I was teetering on the brink of tears, until I felt appalled by what I’d done, and that night, I’d fallen back into a recurring nightmare I’d used to have when I was little, back when I’d first grasped what hell was. It always started the same way: with me pushing open the door to our bathroom and finding that a darkened stairwell had replaced the white tiles beyond. I walked down into pitch darkness, and an open mouth full of red-and-orange flame grew before me.


In the aftermath of the incident, my parents grounded me from the computer for a month. During that month, we set aside hours for prayer every night. We went to church three times a week instead of our usual two—twice on Sundays, once on Wednesdays—and on Saturdays attended counseling sessions with Pastor Collins, who also asked me about my thoughts.


I hated myself for lying to a pastor. But I also knew that if my parents were this shocked by an apparent mistake, my actual thoughts would cut them a thousand times deeper. All I could do was try to change.


Eventually the counseling and extra prayers tapered off. My parents seemed to chalk it up to childish curiosity, but they no longer made a secret of checking the computer history.


That was okay. I didn’t make mistakes these days. And when Dad went through the computer, he would never find anything that could hurt this family.


Right on time, I heard footfalls in the hall. Dad jogged back into the kitchen. “So, what are we bringing to the Richmonds’ on Sunday, Ash?”


“I was thinking coleslaw. When Laura makes it … well, bless her heart, you’d need a baster to move that stuff around.” A secretive chortle went around the table, and then Mom and Dad were into Panthers talk. Dad loved talking through plays and strategies, but Mom was the real football geek of the family. She could rattle off season stats like a commentator. Dad said I got my mathematical knack from her.


Spoons clinked on ceramic. The cool water had warmed in my glass. I breathed evenly. We didn’t talk about what my dad had been doing in the office; we never did. It was just part of the routine, but my systems always took some time to settle afterward.


I told myself I was doing what was best, keeping that blog. I would never act on any of those feelings. I just needed somewhere to store them.


Together, we talked the sun down. Outside, twilight settled over the mixed grasses in our yard and over Fisherton, making all the neighborhood’s ranch houses look the same vague shade of beige. As the light withdrew, sliding up the wide, cracked street as if it were skipping town, my heart slowed, and I felt safe again.













Xia Harper





You had to hand it to Mrs. Molina: The woman didn’t quit. She’d taught my math classes three years in a row, and she was still doing this shit to me.


“Ms. Harper, come up and write the derivative of the function, please.”


“It’s three t minus nine,” I said without looking up from my book.


Her tone sharpened. “As I said, Xia, I want you to come up to the board and show us how you got there. Don’t make me ask again.”


I sighed, flipped Eileen spine-up onto my desk, and trudged to the front of the classroom. Titters rose from the desks around me. The other kids at school found it hilarious when I did anything, even something as mundane as walking up to a whiteboard.


Mrs. Molina proffered the marker, her face pinched with dislike. I kept my expression indifferent as I began to write.


Every teacher in Fisherton Senior High School loathed my schtick. Per my report card comments, I was not a pleasure to have in class. I had attitude issues. I needed to learn how the real world would respond to my problematic personality. None of this was news to my parents, so I couldn’t have given a particular fuck what my teachers wrote. But I preferred the ones who left me alone to the ones like Mrs. Molina, who dragged me into participating, seemingly hoping I’d do something outright insubordinate so they could send me to the office to reap my just rewards.


I finished the proof and circled 3t − 9.


“Thank you so much for your valuable time, Xia,” said Mrs. Molina.


I slouched back down the aisle with my jaw tight. Not that I had any illusions about life being fair, but if I’d said something like that to her, I probably would have gotten suspended.


I was nearly back to my seat when something moved, fast, at the bottom of my vision, giving me barely a split second to register it. Some guy had stuck his foot across the aisle.


I had just enough time to reorient my foot so I didn’t trip—and the toe of my boot collided hard with the guy’s ankle.


“Ow!” he burst out, his leg jerking back under his desk. “What the hell?”


Steadying myself, I gave him a disbelieving look. Did he seriously have the audacity to play the victim when he’d tried to trip me?


But Mrs. Molina didn’t know that. We were near the back of the room. I didn’t think anybody had seen.


“Oh my goodness! Aiden, are you okay?” his girlfriend was exclaiming, one of those Homecoming Court girls, Ellis or Ellie or something. Clutching his shoulder, she glared at me. “What is your problem, you psycho?”


“What’s going on?” Mrs. Molina called.


My stomach dropped. I was in for it now. Mrs. Molina was about to get exactly what she wanted: somebody who’d narc on me for violence.


Real panic sparked in my blood. I couldn’t get suspended. The only thing that made my life tolerable in Fisherton was the lifeline of my college applications.


“Mrs. Molina,” said Ellie/Ellis, tossing back a foot and a half of immaculately curled hair, “Xia just ki—”


She broke off. The girl behind her, a blond with freckles and ramrod-straight posture, had leaned forward and whispered something in her ear. The blond’s hand made a calm, stiff gesture toward Aiden’s foot.


Ellie/Ellis glanced back at the blond. One of those best-friend looks passed between them, the nonverbal exchange of half a conversation.


I scrutinized the blond’s face. She was unreadable. Face like a mannequin. What had she said?


“Ellis? Gloria?” Mrs. Molina prompted. “What happened?”


Ellis faced forward again, and I held my breath.


“Nothing,” said Ellis. “She tripped.”


My stomach unclenched. My shoulders loosened.


But my fists were still balled up in my jacket pockets. I stalked back to my desk without another look at any of them.


As I slumped into my seat, all sound dulled in my ears except the buzz of the fluorescents overhead. Picking at the desktop’s peeling laminate, I tried to breathe out the claustrophobia I’d felt every day since the beginning of high school, when my family moved to this hellhole of a town.


It was almost funny to remember it now, but when I’d started at Fisherton High, I’d been determined to give the place a chance. Sure, I was the only Chinese kid out of six hundred students—shockingly, Fisherton wasn’t the landing pad of choice for the Asian diaspora—and so I sat through a bunch of predictable jokes about my grades and my eyes and, when my algebra seatmate got Covid, about me being patient zero. But I told myself I was being too sensitive. The town was about a quarter Black and Hispanic, and the race jokes went every which way. Channeling my mom’s relentless optimism, I told myself it was a regional difference, that this was just something I should get used to if I wanted friends.


But then, a month into freshman year, something happened that changed my trajectory here for good. A senior called Will Chandler got forced out of the closet. Apparently he’d hit on a friend on the football team, but how he’d done this was unclear. According to some people, he’d said it outright, I like you. Other people said he’d tried to grab his friend’s crotch or flash him, since the two had been alone in the locker room at the time. Will quit the team the next week.


Apparently, a childhood in Atlanta and my preferred gay-friendly corners of the internet had done a number on me, because the way people talked about him completely blindsided me. It seemed so retrograde, borderline unbelievable. If Will wasn’t being judged, he was a punch line, and if he wasn’t a punch line, he was the focus of crude speculation. He was never allowed to be normal again.


Then and there, freshman Xia said goodbye to her optimism. No, actually, I wasn’t going to make friends with these people. I wasn’t going to waste four years explaining why race jokes felt like shit to hear. I wasn’t going to engage with anyone, even the people who seemed decent, because I wasn’t going to be the next gay kid to get outed.


So I tried to act aloof and distant, but in a town that prided itself on its southern hospitality, aloof distance wasn’t enough. I really had to be rude to get people to go the fuck away—but eventually, I’d done it. I’d wound up here, alone at the back of every classroom, hearing monthly rumors about the drugs I supposedly sold. Victory.


I let out a slow breath. Mrs. Molina had gone back to her lesson now, and nobody was looking at me anymore. In moments like these, I felt invisible, or nonexistent. It felt amazing.


I sank farther down in my seat, cracked my book open again, and slipped deep into the pages with a sensation of delicious relief.


⌂


After the final bell, as I stalked through the senior lot toward my Pontiac, my phone buzzed. I tugged it out, steeled myself, and answered. “Hey.”


“Hi, sweetie,” my mom sang. “You said you’d pick up dinner for yourself after work tonight, didn’t you?”


“Yeah.”


“What time do you think you’ll arrive home?”


I slid into my car. The beating sun had turned my Pontiac into a sauna. Stripping off my jacket, I said, “I don’t know. Eight forty-five, maybe.”


“Okay, very good! What will you be eating?”


“Not sure yet.”


“Well, I’m trying a new recipe for tarragon chicken. You can have the leftovers tomorrow for lunch. Ooh—and I’m using herbs from my garden for the first time! It’s amazing how fertile the soil in the backyard is. I also found a jar of honey at a farmers market in Wallerville last Sunday …”


I restrained a sigh. Talking with my mom was like talking to the president of some nonexistent Fisherton Tourism Board. I could have recited her talking points myself by now: No traffic. No noise. Rock-bottom cost of living. Huge plots of land with South Carolina’s tiny property tax costs. Forests a stone’s throw away, and secluded river trails to stroll on, and—oh, yes, how could I forget?—such a welcoming congregation.


My parents weren’t Baptist, like 90 percent of the people here, but they’d found a little Methodist place to go to every Sunday. It was almost impressive how we’d ended up at such opposite ends of the Fisherton enjoyment spectrum.


“Cool,” I said, when she’d finished describing the farmers market. “It sounds, uh, cute.”


I twisted the Pontiac’s key a few times. As the engine sputtered indignantly at me, my mom said, “How was school?”


“Fine.” I closed my eyes. “I’ve got to go, I’m about to start driving.”


She didn’t say “I love you” before she hung up. She never did anymore. But I could still detect the pause in there, when she considered saying it.


The Pontiac’s engine finally turned over. I tossed my phone onto the passenger seat and negotiated my way out into the line, staring through the windshield, not really seeing the cars in front of me.


I didn’t blame my parents for our move to Fisherton. We hadn’t had much of a choice at the time. Back in Atlanta, my parents had worked for the same construction company—my dad in low-level management, my mom part-time in the office—and when I was thirteen, the place went bankrupt. My parents sent out hundreds of applications all over the Southeast, but only one place made an offer: a Fisherton construction company called Norman & Rowe. Just like that, the life we’d had in Georgia was over.


Even after I realized that Fisherton and I would never get along, I’d told myself, Just stick it out for a little while. At my dad’s new firm, he was a big fish in a small pond, landing his first promotion six months after we moved. And my mom, who’d used her stint of unemployment to do a computer science boot camp online, had gotten a remote data job that paid five times what she’d made working in the office in Atlanta. Soon, I figured, we’d have enough of a financial cushion to go home to the city. A year or so, and everything would be normal again.


But as sophomore year loomed closer, and my parents avoided my increasingly obvious hints about moving back, I’d realized the worst had happened. They’d fallen in love with this place.


When sophomore year ended, I’d brought them to the dining room for a sit-down conversation. Last-ditch, Hail Mary stuff. “I’m just not happy here,” I told them. “I’m serious. I’m really—I’m miserable.”


“Well …” my father said, exchanging a look with my mother. She’d worn an A-line dress that day, and her shining black hair was blown out into full, bouncing waves. My father’s button-up matched his eyes, light blue behind his dark-rimmed glasses. Even in Atlanta my parents had been image-conscious, but they’d never been quite this Clark Kent and Lois Lane.


My dad looked back to me. “Well. We hate to hear that, kiddo. What can we do about it? Has something been happening at school?”


And by then, the truthful answer was no. After the first year, most people ignored me. “That’s not the … I just don’t fit in here.”


My parents’ eyes dipped to the beat-up army jacket I’d started wearing that spring, and the scuffed work boots, and the T-shirt with the demon from Death Note on it. They studied my face, probably considering the newly built-in permafrown and the absence of makeup.


“Sweetheart,” said my mom, “it seems like you’ve been trying to stand out. If you want to express your style in such … unique ways, then you’re going to feel like you don’t blend into the crowd.”


“I’m not talking about style, Mom.” My voice rose. Did she seriously think I was that shallow, that my issue was some aesthetic problem? “I hate that school. I hate how everybody acts.”


Another loaded pause. Then my dad asked, “Is this about Navya and Kit?”


My hands curled into fists in my lap. “No.”


“Because I know it’s been hard,” he went on, “not having your friends here, but people grow apart sometimes. It’s a fact of life. And—”


“I said it’s not about them, okay?” I said loudly. “It’s not Navya and Kit. It’s this place. It’s Fisherton. Everything about it is like—I feel like I’m suffocating here.”


My mom’s voice began to betray some strain. “Xia, please trust us when we say we’re a lot more comfortable in Fisherton. I’m not going to pull out our financials, but—”


“Financials? Are you seriously saying money matters more than whether I’m happy?”


“No,” my dad said firmly. “We’re saying we have to think about this family’s future. We’re bankrolling your college education, Xia. And my parents are getting older. They may have to go into a home soon, or even move from Florida to live with us; none of that is cheap. There’s more to consider than just whether Fisherton resembles Atlanta.”


“But it doesn’t have to be Atlanta.” Desperation crept into my voice, making it sound thin and childish. “It could be somewhere else. Like literally anywhere else.”


“Your dad’s job is here, Xia,” said my mom. “And”—they exchanged another glance—“we’ve been looking at a new house in a better part of town. It’s a beautiful place. We never could have afforded it in Atlanta, and there’s room on the first floor if your grandparents need it. Why don’t you come to see—”


“Wait. Is this a joke?” I stood up with blood pounding in my head. “I’m telling you that living here is sucking the life out of me, and you want to put down roots even harder? You just said we’re staying to save money, but you also want to spend more on a fancy house? Like, do you hear yourselves?” I looked between them, my face burning. “Do you even give a shit about me at all?”


“Okay. That’s enough.” My dad stood, too, his heavy brows set. “Xia, since the beginning, you’ve seemed determined to hate this place. You never gave Fisherton a real chance. Within months of getting here, you were already insulting everybody at your school in ways that really concerned us. ‘All the kids here are so vapid and brainwashed,’ ‘Nobody in this place thinks about anything except tractors and Jesus.’ I grew up in a town like Fisherton, Xia. Do you think about me that way? I mean, for goodness’ sake—we didn’t think we raised you to be such a snob.”


My breathing quickened. Defensiveness and shame clashed together in my chest. So, not only had my parents dismissed all my requests to leave; they’d also secretly thought, for two years, that I was a judgmental asshole.


I wondered, for the first time in my life, if my mom and dad even liked me as a person.


“But we made excuses for you!” Dad pushed one hand through the dark waves of his hair, exposing the threads of gray that had appeared over the past couple of years. “We said, ‘It was such a sudden transition … it’s just a phase.’ But no. You’ve dug yourself deeper and deeper. Well, I’m sorry, sweetheart, but we’ve made a good life with a real future in this town, even if you don’t think it’s up to your standards. In family matters, there’s no place for this selfishness.”


Before I could answer, my mother rose, too. “Xia, we want you to make a legitimate effort to be thankful for what you have. There were times in Georgia when we scraped to make ends meet. Now we’re telling you about a house that could keep your grandparents comfortable as they get older, your father and I are working hard every day to save for your future—have you become so ungrateful that you can’t appreciate any of this?”


My mouth shut. My lips began to wobble, and my eyes burned.


My parents immediately let out twin breaths, like they realized they’d gone too far. “Honey,” said my dad, “if you miss Navya and Kit this much, you need to be reaching out into your community, not pulling away from—”


I strode out of the room, then burst into a sprint down the hall. When I got outside, I slammed the door so hard that I wrenched my pinkie finger.


We never talked about leaving Fisherton again, but we fought about everything that summer, like a weekly appointment. I began to feel a searing sense of shame that I’d begged for my parents to notice my issues, that I’d prized myself wide open to them like some naive little kid. I was never going to make that mistake again.


Every fight seemed to damage their opinion of me even more, but eventually I stopped caring. If they wanted to think I was selfish, fine. That meant they wouldn’t pry too deeply into why I loathed this place, and thank God, because I had no idea what my parents thought about gay people. They’d never acknowledged that gay people existed, except when my dad loudly cleared his throat after any gay couple kissed on TV. Not promising.


Now, as I sat in the standstill traffic out of the senior lot and thought back to that first fight, it seemed so far away, hazy and blurred like a vintage Polaroid. Strangely, it occurred to me that maybe I’d taken my parents’ advice. Maybe I’d grown up. Because these days, just like them, I spent a lot of time thinking about my future. Actually, it was all I thought about. My life right now didn’t matter in any material way. It was all just a way station.


Why linger on that swimmer guy sticking out his foot, or Mrs. Molina’s derisive comments, or the people milling around outside my car windows? Fifteen minutes, I told myself, and you’ll be far away from them. I was good at this by now, exiting my current circumstances, stringing myself along with little promises of some easier future. Just wait an hour, a day, a week. Everything that feels so urgent right now will be a shadow to your future self.


And over it all hung the big promise, ticking away. Just hold on for nine more months. After that, I’d be out of here, at whatever college took me, and I was never coming back.













Gloria Forman





I was hunched over the computer, finishing chapter 4 of When She Loved Me, when my ringtone split the silence.


I startled hard. Fumbling for my phone with one hand, I hurried to shut the browser with the other, misclicking and reclicking until everything was gone.


Finally I yanked my phone out of my pocket. I stared at Ellis’s name, my heart pattering. It was like she’d caught me in the act.


If I didn’t pick up the first time, though, she’d call back right away. I imagined her lounging by her bedroom window, her eyes fixed on the ceiling fan, her round face stubbornly expectant.


I answered. “Hey, how’s it going?” I said, a tiny bit too brightly.


“What’s wrong?” she said.


That was Ellis. The girl was halfway to a mind reader. One false note in your voice and she was on you like a bloodhound on a trail. Some people hated her for it—they were always saying things to me like, “How can you be best friends with someone who can’t keep her nose in her own business for five seconds?” Out of loyalty, I mostly pretended I didn’t know what they were talking about.


In truth, Ellis was good practice. If I could keep a secret from her, I could keep it from anybody.


The first rule for staying under her radar: the answer to “What’s wrong?” was never “Nothing.” Ellis would’ve died before buying an excuse that basic.


“Give me a second,” I said. “I’m in the middle of a problem set.”


“Oh, right. Sorry to tear you from your precious equations.”


“You should be. So rude.” I spun in the office chair. “Why’d you call?”


“Aiden just tried to break up with me.”


“What?” I stopped spinning. “What do you mean, tried?”


“I m—had t—we—”


“Wait, wait, bad connection.” I dashed down the hall to my room and climbed onto my bed, making the springs squeal. “Okay. Start again.”


Ellis sighed. “We got into this stupid argument about that girl kicking him in Calc today. I was like, well, yeah, she’s a freak, but you shouldn’t have tried to trip her, right? And the whole thing got blown out of proportion. He was all, ‘Maybe we’ve been together too long, I want to branch out, see other people,’ whatever. So I said, ‘Okay, we can take a break, but that means you’re not allowed to get jealous if I go on dates with somebody else.’ And he went all quiet and was like”—she deepened her voice—“‘Oh, uh, I didn’t think about that.’”


Ellis made an irritated noise in the back of her throat. “Then I actually did get mad, because it was like, okay, Aiden, so you only thought about yourself and whatever girl you want to try dating. You didn’t think about me at all.”


“You told him that?”


“Obviously.”


I smiled. “Of course. How’d he take it?”


“He didn’t answer, which means I was right.” I could practically see her shaking back her long auburn hair. She always did that when she scored a point. “Then I asked him why he was doing this, like, which other girl did he want to ask out, and he couldn’t even tell me.”


“Would you want him to tell you?”


“Of course.” She sounded offended. “I wouldn’t’ve asked if I didn’t want to know.”


I sighed. If Aiden had named a name, Ellis would have regretted asking. She would have looked up the girl in question, spent hours combing her posts and profile, and texted me little dissertations about her bitter feelings. Ellis was blunt, but she wasn’t hardened. She got insecure like everyone else.


The problem was, she still couldn’t keep herself from asking these kinds of questions. She wanted to know people’s entire feelings, no matter what ugly or embarrassing realities might be moving around under the surface, no matter what knowing did to her.


I had a feeling that Aiden could have said exactly who his eye was straying for, but he knew Ellis like I did. He loved her. When you loved Ellis, you protected her from the truth when it wasn’t good for her. Sometimes people aren’t as ready for reality as they think they are.


I lay back on my bed, and we chatted about school while the light faded from my walls. Ellis was organizing the Young Christian Society fundraiser, and I was senior chair for the Winter Dance Committee, and we needed a theme before Thanksgiving. I wanted something that would look neat and elegant, but Ellis was making the case for loud and colorful. We planned our weekend: long afternoons sprawled in the living room of Ellis’s old farmhouse, watching episodes from nineties shows whose massive back catalogs had materialized on streaming. We talked until my dad called my name down the hall.


“Dinner’s ready,” I told Ellis. “I’ll see you tomorrow.”


I hurried out of my room, but when I saw my parents standing at the end of the hall, I stopped midstep. They looked like they were posing for a photo, side by side and unmoving. My dad, with his burly build, took up most of the light cast out from the office; it gleamed on the skin at his hairline. My mom was all but left in the dark, save for the sliver of lamplight that curved across her freckled face. Her arms were wrapped tightly around herself as if she’d been straitjacketed.


“Is dinner ready?” I asked, feeling uneasy.


They made the same motion at the same time, a half glance into the office.


Time seemed to stop.


I’d closed the tabs, shut down the browser. What I hadn’t done was clear the history.


I couldn’t believe my lapse. I wasn’t allowed a margin of error, I was not allowed mistakes. I was not allowed a single moment of distraction.


“Gloria,” my dad said, “come here.”


The softness of his voice felt as wrong as every other part of the scene. Usually yelling was his default, but I thought of it as a cheerful sound, because he yelled at football when he was having a good time; he yelled over the hiss of oil when he was cooking; he yelled at slow drivers when he was taking me to get milkshakes in the summer, because he loved the concrete-thick ice cream they used at Stella’s, so really, his volume was a measure of excitement more than anger. Every time, his face became pink and animated, his eyes big white hoops, like a cheerful cartoon’s. He was over-the-top and energetic, but never scary—never until now.


I didn’t move.


“Gloria Lee Forman,” said my mom, “you get over here right now.” Her voice jittered as though she were taking a motorcycle over gravel.


My feet moved me down the hallway. The walk seemed to take a lifetime. When, finally, I reached my parents and looked into the office, a photo of two girls wound up in each other was glowing on the screen.


“You made this site?” my dad asked hoarsely.


It occurred to me to lie, but I couldn’t think of a story that made sense. We could all see the menu at the top of the page: “Log out,” “Settings,” “See my profile.”


“Yes, sir,” I whispered.


The words seemed to hit him physically. He rocked back like a javelin had sunk into his chest.


Nobody spoke for a long time. I stood stock-still and watched my parents’ faces transform. The color leached out of my dad’s cheeks until his face was a grayish slab. My mom cried at everything, and cried like a movie star, so I wasn’t surprised when tears began to leak from her eyes and cling to her painted lashes in a picturesque way, but then she mashed her fist weirdly into her mouth, knuckles first, like she was trying to chew her fingers off, and little screaming gasps came out from behind her hand, and the violence and disorder of the image transfixed me. For their expressions to bypass anger or disappointment and plummet all the way into horror—I felt as if I were physically mutating in front of them.


“I don’t understand,” my mother moaned, her knuckles mangling the words. Her lipstick smeared onto her chin. “Oh, Lord. How could you do this to us? What did we do wrong, for this to happen?”


My dad said tunelessly, “No. Uh-uh.” Then he heaved himself away from the wall, lurched past me down the hall, and disappeared into my room.


Something slammed inside. My mother flinched and rushed after him. I found myself gliding that way, too, drawn inexorably to the open door like a magnet attracted to its opposing pole.


I stopped at the threshold of an unrecognizable room. Drawers dangled out of my dresser, half emptied. My father was on his knees, socks bursting out of both hands, forcing the fistfuls of cloth into the yellow suitcase that lay open on the floor.


I watched, unspeaking, as he yanked the underwear drawer clean out of the dresser and upturned it over the suitcase, pads and deodorant showering down after a mix of elastic and cotton. Next he threw open the closet door, tore a few dresses off hangers at random, and stuffed them in. He pulled my rolled-up sleeping bag out of the closet and flung it onto my bed. Not even five minutes ago, I’d been sitting there, tracing the tessellated triangles on the quilt, talking with Ellis about the dance.


My mom was staring at the suitcase. She’d stopped crying. “Freddie … maybe we should talk to Pastor Collins again, or …”


“No.”


“Sweetie, hold—”


“I said no. We tried the rest back then, and she’s been lying for—how long?” My dad zipped the suitcase and stood. His eyes bored into mine, the whites gone pink. His chest heaved, releasing his voice in harsh, whispery snippets. “Ev-everything we’ve done for you, and you choose this? You sleep under this roof and the, the clothes on your back—for years, sitting in church like—acting like—”


The sentences couldn’t come together. He shoved the suitcase toward me, the thin rug bunched beneath its wheels. “Get out.”


I looked around at the empty drawers, the discarded hangers, the pile of papers that had cascaded off the top of the dresser. It took such careful, constant maintenance to keep something in order and not even sixty seconds to upend it all.


“Where am I supposed to go?” I said quietly.


My father’s voice rose to a tremulous shout. “Out that door, that’s where! You’ve turned your back on this family, everything we stand for. Now you see what happens.” He thundered past me into the living room and yanked the front door open so hard that the screen door whined in the frame.


The square of dusk beyond the screen stared through, into our house, into me.


I said, “Mom?”


Because she was tottering my way. She was taking my winter coat from the hook on my door and carrying it into the living room, one hand twitching in my direction, beckoning. She was saying something over and over under her breath. We love you so much or We loved you so much—I couldn’t tell which.


When she reached my father and the open door, she let my coat fall onto the sideboard. Then, fingers shuttered over her eyes, she began to cry again, so hard that there was no sound, just the rhythmic rocking of her shoulders, just streams of water coming out from under the heels of her hands.


Until that point, my brain had felt foggy and slow, but now a sliver of my mind became as clear and hard as glass. As I looked down at my suitcase, that sliver took over from the rest. The instincts to collapse, to weep, to beg—Please, I didn’t know what else to do, I don’t know how to stop—all that went silent, as though I’d cut the power to some turbulent radio feed in my mind.


I wasn’t like Ellis. I was ready for reality. I had to be.


I curled my fingers around the suitcase’s handle and extended it with a mechanical click. The motion felt easy, like muscle memory, as if I’d practiced for this, and maybe I had, in a way. Every time I’d loaded that page, this possibility had played like background music in my mind. I’d acted knowing the consequences, and now I had to face them. This was simple action and reaction, a formula like any other.


So I tugged my phone charger from the wall and pocketed it. I lifted the sleeping bag from the bed and secured its elastic over the suitcase’s handle. Then I stepped up to the door, donned my winter coat and backpack, and wheeled my life out into the dark, cool evening.













Xia Harper





By the time I got off work, night had settled over Fisherton. My Pontiac glided from little ponds of streetlight into the dark, over and over; it felt like drifting in and out of existence. Meanwhile Patsy Cline’s voice wavered gently over me, and trios of backing vocalists oohed and aahed. Brushes shushed over the surfaces of snare drums. I’d been on a real Patsy kick lately, though sometimes she got so romantic that I had to chase her with the vaguely menacing pulse of German EDM.


I lit a cigarette and rolled the windows down. With the Midlands caught in an October heat wave, it was a relief to feel the wind rolling over my skin, nicotine sharpening the world.


I knew I would quit smoking at some point. I’d started last year because I was bored, and only kept going because I continued to be bored, but I wasn’t going to be bored forever. Smoking and drinking were just tools. They allowed me to access different modes of being myself, which felt useful for now, while I starred as the only major character in my life. It was almost like interacting with somebody else, and I needed the variety.


On the outskirts, the streetlamps got patchy, then petered out altogether. Across from Fisherton’s last shitty single-pump gas station, I turned into a vacant lot and killed my engine. The music died, the only remaining sounds the scrape of the wind and the distant hush of trees.


Carter was late, as usual, and I’d finished reading Eileen at work, so I tugged out my phone and tapped into the Discord app.


Over the past year, I’d joined a few literature servers, but most of the users were in their twenties and thirties, so I hardly ever joined in with chat. I didn’t want to make an idiot out of myself in a server full of people with English PhDs.


That was what I wanted someday. A literature doctorate. I wanted to find books that broke down the doors into my heart, gut, or mind, then take them apart piece by piece until I could see the clockwork that powered them. When the world felt flat and ugly, I wanted to drown in gorgeous language; when the world felt numb and anesthetic, I wanted to be lacerated by insight; when the world seemed determined to squeeze all emotion out of me, I wanted to be startled and frustrated and understood. I wanted to bury myself so deep in fiction that I could stay there forever.


For four years, I’d been trapped in English classes whose teachers were still trying to teach us what a theme was, but everything would be different at college. Some people in this particular Discord server had gone to a few of the schools I was considering: Smith, Wesleyan, and Berkeley. Yet another reason to be intimidated.


When I opened the #currently-reading channel, though, I brightened. Two forum regulars were having a conversation about Giovanni’s Room.




BookishBirder: Loved the writing, loved the confessional feeling, lots of psychological movement in there


ukeface: Yes. Interesting ideas about misogyny too. No easy answers





The sight of BookishBirder’s username gave me a tingle of excitement. She was only a year older than me, which I knew because I followed her on Instagram, where she posted beautifully written book reviews. Her name was Annie, and she was a tall Vietnamese girl with a seemingly infinite supply of vintage dresses and dark lipsticks. In her nonbook photos, she lounged on the steps of various Brooklyn brownstones, stylishly disinterested. She’d gotten a haircut this week, which looked unbelievable. She looked like the photo you show to the hairdresser in hopes that a new haircut will transform your whole face and also possibly your personality.


Also, her Discord profile had the same emojis of rainbow flags and girls holding hands that mine did. And no, emojis weren’t an invitation, but they were proof that this wasn’t more pointless interest in a straight girl, so that was a step up from all the previous years of my life.


I couldn’t help myself. I jumped in.




xiaxiagabor: i love giovanni’s room, it’s one of my favorite books ever written!


xiaxiagabor: the first time i read it, i remember thinking, i didn’t know books could do this! James Baldwin was a genius.





A pause. I scrutinized my messages. They were pretty basic, but I didn’t want to come across as pretentious.


I wondered if Giovanni’s Room was a favorite of Annie’s, too. Maybe we’d start chatting and be unable to stop. Maybe we’d take it to DMs and talk about a dozen other gay classics and she’d be floored by my insights. Maybe she’d follow me back on Instagram, thereby wordlessly inducting me into a secret circle of cool literary lesbians with amazing book opinions.


Then:




BookishBirder: @ukeface Did you think the misogyny thread sold Hella short?


ukeface: @BookishBirder No, I think it served the narrative. Not pleasant reading obviously but it felt more true to life than apportioning her more space and distracting from Gio & D
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