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CHAPTER 1
“ALL OF YOU ARE HERE today because I know how to win,” Jillian Reed announced.
She glared down at the soccer field’s small crowd from her makeshift podium, as if daring her colleagues and the handful of local reporters to challenge her.
No one did.
Mattie Belman narrowed her eyes in the bright morning sun, hoping she was far enough back to be out of this woman’s sightline. Jillian’s statement was telling. Nothing about the hard work and sweat her girls put into training or what they’d learned on the road to last year’s state championship. No comments about the value of soccer in teaching discipline and teamwork.
Jillian still had time. The press conference was only five minutes old.
But somehow Mattie, who’d never heard the great Coach Reed speak until this morning, had a feeling that the rest of this speech would be about exactly one person.
Mattie knew about Jillian, of course. Who didn’t know about the most notable figure to emerge from Gladbeck since the guy who’d invented cake mix in the 1940s? Years ago, Jillian had played professional soccer, with a short stint on the US Women’s National Team. Almost as soon as her career had started, she’d inexplicably returned to her hometown to coach at an all-girls high school.
Jillian Reed came back home, didn’t she? Mattie’s mother had said over the phone two months ago, and Mattie knew what her mother meant: you should come home too.
Out of desperation, Mattie had finally done just that. And here she was, St. Rita High School’s brand-new Theater Arts teacher, staring up at maybe the most arrogant person she’d ever seen—which said a lot, given that Mattie was an actor by training. Why the hell would anyone come back to Northeastern Pennsylvania if they’d had any other option?
Jillian tossed her head, shoulder-length black hair gleaming in the sunlight. She lifted her chin enough for Mattie to notice how sharp it was. “How many of you knew this school existed twenty years ago?”
No response. A few older St. Rita employees raised tentative hands, then lowered them quickly, as if they didn’t want to be noticed.
“Exactly,” Jillian said as if no one had moved. “That’s because before I showed up, St. Rita’s was a school where desperate Catholic parents dumped their moody offspring, hoping against hope their baby girls would inhale some true belief along with the mold spores procreating in these ancient walls. Now, look at it.” Jillian pointed at the three-story structure behind her. “Sure, it’s still falling apart. Sure, the pipes burst last May and flooded the cafeteria. But none of that matters. What matters is thirteen years’ worth of Pennsylvania Girls Athletic Association championship banners plastered on top of that peeling lead paint. And it’s all thanks to yours truly: the best girls’ soccer coach in the history of this mediocre state.”
“They let her talk like this?” Mattie asked as quietly as she could, turning her face just slightly toward Gabe Martinez, the history teacher standing next to her. “Pretty sure you and I would get fired before we had half of that out of our mouths.”
Gabe laughed a little too loudly.
Another faculty member near them turned around and scowled.
“Sorry.” Gabe didn’t sound sorry at all. Then, when the woman turned back to watch Jillian, he leaned toward Mattie. “Jillian’s in a whole different category. If you or I got St. Rita’s name in the local press on a regular basis, admin would probably let us say whatever the hell we wanted.”
It was a fair point. Mattie hadn’t even met her students yet, let alone done anything of note at St. Rita’s. Other than spilling a soda down her white blouse during last week’s orientation, which might’ve been much worse if Gabe—who’d been showing her around—hadn’t been so quick with paper towels and a friendly smile.
Jillian, on the other hand, sure didn’t seem friendly. That was a shame; she was the only obviously queer woman Mattie had seen since returning to Gladbeck. The second Jillian had stepped up to her podium, all swagger and knowing confidence, without a shred of makeup on that proud face, Mattie sensed instantly what the two of them had in common: what her mother still sometimes called your girl thing.
Sharing a sexuality didn’t mean Mattie had to like Jillian. Or that Jillian had to like Mattie. Birds of a feather didn’t always flock together. Sometimes one of them flapped and squawked, while the other bird hopped around with a broken wing.
Mattie felt pretty broken these days.
At her podium, Jillian was going over last year’s championship victory and the supposedly brilliant game plan she’d concocted to win it.
Mattie found herself listening to the tone and tenor of Jillian’s voice rather than the self-congratulatory words. It was a voice made for public speaking, rich and full-throated and surprisingly deep. Jillian clearly knew how to use her assets to get attention.
Maybe that explained the local reporters. It seemed slightly ridiculous for a high school soccer coach to hold a press conference, but four attentive journalists were currently huddled below the podium, all with their phones angled toward Jillian to record her comments.
“I’m predicting another great year for the St. Rita Peacemakers and a fourteenth consecutive championship trophy,” Jillian declared, “thanks to my brilliant leadership and endless capacity for excellence. Oh, and tryouts are after school today, for any students who want to prove they deserve my attention. Any questions from the peanut gallery? Bruce, I know what you’re gonna ask, and the answer, my guy, is seven. You’ll see seven different colors of cargo pants on me this season. Could be a pattern or two, who knows?”
A few of the reporters chuckled good-naturedly, and the only man—Bruce, Mattie guessed—hollered, “What about trying on a skirt this year, Coach? That’d be a nice change. We could make you a trophy for finally looking like a girl.”
Jillian’s face froze. Only for a second or two before her mouth split into a too-wide grin, but it was enough time for Mattie to feel a strong twinge of sympathy.
“I’ll wear a skirt to the party I’ll throw when your ass gets fired for public sexual harassment, Bruce,” Jillian said pleasantly. “A light pink one, in your honor, since that’s the right color for a pig.”
Muted ooohs hummed through the small crowd, and more than a few people laughed, Mattie among them. She couldn’t see Bruce clearly from where she stood, but it was a good bet that the current shade of his face matched Jillian’s fictional skirt.
Damn. Could Jillian really get this guy fired? That was seriously impressive and more than a little intimidating.
Bruce lowered his outstretched arm and put his phone in his pocket.
“She always wins,” Gabe said, as if hearing Mattie’s thoughts. “Always. And not just championships. Better learn that now, new kid.”
Kid. Mattie was thirty-eight. She didn’t like to think about that number or all the goals she hadn’t accomplished before reaching it. “Don’t worry. I don’t plan to get on her bad side.”
“Planning doesn’t usually have much to do with it.”
Before she could ask him to clarify, Jillian called out, “Who wants to benefit by going right after Bruce? Ask any second-rate questions now, and they’ll seem way smarter by contrast.”
One of the women close to the podium raised her hand.
“Now, this one knows how to write,” Jillian said. “Take note, scribes. What was that word you used to describe me in your last article, Angie? Transcendent?”
“Magnificent,” Angie corrected. “Coach Reed, I was just wondering if you’ve thought about asking any of your former teammates to come speak to the Peacemakers? Either from Montana Big Sky FC or the national team? Of course, we all know you played with Abby Wambach back in the day, and she would be an incredible role model for—”
“My Peacemakers,” Jillian interrupted, “don’t need Abby Wambach. They have Jillian Reed. Abby chews with her mouth open anyway. Annoying. And besides, I don’t keep in contact with any of them. That part of my life’s long over and done with.”
She sounded defensive, and Mattie couldn’t help but wonder if there was more to the rebuff than sheer ego. Jillian and her former teammates probably had some bad blood between them, or at least awkwardness, compounded into avoidance by years of distance.
Not that Mattie could afford to throw any stones. For months now, she’d passively distanced herself from her well-meaning friends back in L.A., unable to withstand their pity for the double whammy of a divorce and a dead-end acting career. The fading of those relationships had been painful, but not as painful as her friends’ unwarranted optimism. Over and over, they’d ignored what Mattie saw as the cold reality of her own failure, telling her she’d meet someone else, that she was too talented to quit acting.
Of course, Jillian was also talented. She had to be talented to make it that far. Yet she’d quit and come home too, for reasons Mattie probably would never learn.
“Other questions?” Jillian hollered. “You’ve got five more minutes with me, folks, before I gotta get to my yoga sun salutations. They’re spectacular to behold, and, sorry, you can’t watch.”
Yes. Mattie stared up at Jillian and tucked an errant curl of hair behind her ear. I have a lot of questions. What am I doing at this school? Why did I think it was a good idea to move back home and take this job, even temporarily, when I didn’t like growing up here? How soon can I leave again? Is that massive ego of yours real, or are you just a better actor than I am?
And then—oh. Was that Mattie’s imagination, a trick of the sun, or was—?
Jillian Reed was looking right back at her.
No, she couldn’t be. Mattie wasn’t near enough to the podium for that, and there were two dozen people around her. So many others for Jillian to notice, to make her eyes widen and her mouth open slightly, in what seemed a hell of a lot like confusion.
“Is she looking at you? Why is she looking at you?”
Gabe sounded strangled, but for some reason, Mattie couldn’t acknowledge him, couldn’t wrench herself away from Jillian’s gaze.
They didn’t know each other. They’d never met before. Mattie was positive about that. Because Mattie would definitely remember this taut cord pulling between their eyes. She’d remember the way her breath went shallow in her chest as Jillian stared at her, turning Mattie’s face hot and her limbs tight, as though her entire body was preparing to launch.
Launch to where? Toward what?
“I’ve got another question,” Angie called out. “Who’s the new captain this season? Emma Brady or Emma Davis?”
The spell shattered. Jillian turned in the voice’s direction, and it was ridiculous, absolutely illogical, for Mattie to want that attention right back on her. Especially when that attention belonged to a self-absorbed soccer coach who could clearly destroy anyone who crossed her path.
“Emma Kowalski,” Jillian said agreeably, as if she hadn’t just been fixated on a stranger. “She got me almost three thousand new followers on TikTok with that video she made. Brady and Davis didn’t clear five hundred. Who’s next?”
It was a joke. It had to be. No one could really be that self-centered.
And yet Jillian, despite the pleasant note in her voice, didn’t crack a smile. She watched the reporters, waiting for them to deliver on the promise of their attention. Her gaze was uncompromising.
What color were Jillian’s eyes? Would their gaze feel even more intense if Mattie were close enough to tell?
“Watch out,” Gabe said, and this time, Mattie turned to look at him. His expression, normally open and relaxed, was tight. “She noticed you. It’s not good when Jillian Reed notices you. Might be a good idea to lay low for a while.”
“Oh no.” Mattie tried to make a joke of it. She still felt flustered, as though Jillian’s stare had stirred up something that didn’t want to stay quiet. “I don’t know how I’ll survive the morning.”
At the podium, Jillian pointed down at another reporter with a rigid finger. “You. Yeah, the one who looks like she puts stickers on her label maker. Go.”
“You’ll survive,” Gabe said. “Probably.”



CHAPTER 2
MATTIE WOULDN’T SURVIVE THE MORNING.
Giving one-on-one public speaking lessons to the children of wealthy Los Angeles professionals was very different than teaching classes with twenty-five students each. That distinction didn’t fully hit Mattie until her Theater 1 kids, the first class of the day, began streaming through her door, all clad in St. Rita’s blue-and-white uniforms.
Inadequacy swamped her with nausea as she watched them take their seats. Twenty-five of them to one of her. She didn’t have a teaching certificate. She’d never stood in front of a classroom. How the hell had anyone thought she was qualified to do this?
She knew the answer to that. Nepotism wasn’t limited to Hollywood. As a teenager, Mattie had been the babysitter for St. Rita’s principal’s children.
Two months ago, she’d gotten a phone call from her excited mother, telling her that Cynthia Richter desperately needed an interim theater teacher, if Mattie would come home. No certification required, thanks to different state laws for Catholic schools.
You’re lucky. You have a steady paycheck for the next ten months. Get it together.
At least her classroom looked great, thanks to the hours she’d put in last week. She’d taped up a dozen posters from famous play adaptations, mostly older ones like the Zeffirelli Romeo and Juliet or Poitier’s version of A Raisin in the Sun. Strands of twinkle lights were strung across the walls in half-moons like velvet rope barriers. The whiteboard at the front of the room was framed by pieces of red cloth she’d gathered to look like curtains on a stage.
In the back of the room, a poster board titled PERFORMER OF THE WEEK offered a photo and some biographical information about Ethel Merman. Next Monday, she’d swap out Ethel for another one of her favorites, Paul Robeson.
It was a traditional classroom with five straight rows of desks and chairs, not the open floor space Mattie remembered from her own high school drama classes. Cynthia had informed her that Mattie would be required to teach theater as an academic subject, not as “some free-for-all hippie nonsense.” Allegedly, last year’s Theater Arts classes had spent too much time on pretending to be root vegetables.
An academic approach was fine. Mattie could write a few lectures and come up with some essay prompts, maybe test the students on theater terminology or history. She’d still center the interactive games that were the cornerstone of any drama class. But the rigid rows of desks felt ominous, like a barrier Mattie couldn’t yet see her way around.
As elective courses, her theater classes had a mix of different grades. Theater 1 was filled with sophomores and freshmen—no, they called them first-years now—a few of whom seemed almost as nervous as Mattie felt. That helped a little. By the time Mattie introduced herself as Ms. Belman, then took roll, the tremor that threatened her voice had receded.
She was the adult here. Her students didn’t have to know Mattie felt like the world’s biggest imposter. Or that less than two months ago, she’d still been in the second bedroom of her ex-wife’s Los Angeles condo, staying in bed until noon or later, with her cheese puff orange-stained fingers clutching the phone that she couldn’t put down in case it finally buzzed with an audition callback.
They definitely didn’t need to know that.
“Ms. Belman?” someone asked.
Mattie swiveled from the whiteboard where she’d been listing some basic terms.
A girl stuck her hand high in the air. Her blonde hair had the kind of soft, gentle wave to it that Mattie had always envied.
“Yes? Uh, Emma?”
“Ella. Is it true you grew up here? That’s what my mom said.”
The Gladbeck gossip mill was already churning away. “I did.”
“But your family isn’t actually from Gladbeck. My mom said that too.”
Mattie managed not to wince. That was an old sore spot. Most families in Gladbeck had been there for a century or more. Her parents had moved to the area about five years before Mattie’s birth to help her dad’s grandmother, who needed care at the end of her life. More than four decades later, they still didn’t fully belong.
Mattie had spent most of her childhood feeling as if she were on the other side of a chain-link fence. For more than one reason.
“Two of my great-grandparents were born here,” she said. And all their children left as soon as they could. “Tell your mom their name was Sadowski. As in Sadowski’s Bakery?”
Ella showed no sign of recognition.
Mattie couldn’t blame her. That bakery had closed down under its new ownership about fifteen years ago.
Another girl, this one with frizzy, red hair and glasses, waved her hand in the air. Her skin was so white, it was almost translucent.
Okay, this girl was Emma. Mattie was almost positive.
“Is this a question about the class, Emma?”
“Emily,” the girl said politely. “Is it true you were on Broadway? Someone told me you used to be on Broadway. Do you know Sutton Foster? I love Sutton Foster. She changed my life.” Her head tilted forward in assumed humility, the gesture of someone about to brag. “I saw The Music Man in fifth grade.”
Ah. Right. A theater kid. This was much more comfortable territory. Mattie would bet every cent of her meager bank balance that Emily had saved her Music Man Playbill as the first in a treasured collection.
The thing was, Mattie did know Sutton Foster. Sort of.
Should she tell this eager-eyed kid she’d appeared in Anything Goes alongside Sutton’s Reno Sweeney, in the pivotal role of Ensemble #2? Or should she tell her that Sutton hadn’t glanced Mattie’s way even once but that Mattie really didn’t hold it against her even though it still felt bad all these years later?
“Ms. Belman? Um, are you okay?”
Great. She was already fucking it up. “I’m fine. No, I don’t know Sutton Foster. Yes, I had a couple of ensemble roles on Broadway. A long time ago.”
“Wow.” Emily exhaled. “An actual Broadway performer for a drama teacher. I can’t believe how lucky we are to get a real education from you—”
“Suck-up,” someone coughed in the back row.
“Because it’s not like there are any other theater professionals in Gladbeck who know what they’re doing,” Emily continued, undeterred. “I heard that, Olivia.”
The comment was directed at a short, dark-haired girl—Olivia Aguilar, the first name on Mattie’s roster—slouched in her back-row chair, brown legs splayed underneath the desk. She smirked at the girl next to her before meeting Mattie’s eyes directly. Confidence blazed in her unflinching stare.
Mattie was brand-new to this teaching thing, but she wasn’t clueless either. Olivia could be trouble. Best to head it off at the pass. “Olivia, please raise your hand if you want to say something.”
Immediately, Olivia raised her hand.
Mattie really should’ve seen that coming. “I’ll revise that. Raise your hand if you want to say something productive.”
Olivia’s hand remained in the air.
Mattie sighed. “Yes?”
“First of all, Emily is a suck-up—she always has been—and every single one of us who was at Our Lady of Last Agony with her knows it. Second, I’m gonna make Coach Reed’s team, and this class is during sixth period on Fridays, so you’ll need to excuse me early every Friday for pregame practice.”
At some point, maybe Mattie would stop running after every one of her students’ sentences. “Don’t call Emily a suck-up, and you’re what? How are you already on the team? Tryouts haven’t even happened yet.”
“I was the striker on the middle school varsity team at Our Lady. There’s no way Coach won’t take me on when she sees what I can do later today.” Olivia grinned widely with pure self-confidence, and Mattie was struck by it. She remembered what it was like to be that certain of yourself.
Certainty wasn’t a memory for Jillian Reed. That much had been made clear by the press conference. Jillian’s boldness, Jillian’s grin, Jillian’s stare that had lasered right through Mattie’s equilibrium, had made her feel unsettled, pulled, warm…
“So you’ll need to let me out of class,” Olivia continued. “And anyone else who makes the team. All the teachers let out Coach Reed’s players early so they have time to practice before games on Wednesdays and Fridays.”
Oh, “all the teachers” did, did they? The casual assumption embedded in Olivia’s statement annoyed the hell out of Mattie. In other circumstances, she’d assume Olivia had tried to get one over on the new teacher, but if anyone seemed capable of making the entire school bow to her schedule, it was Jillian.
It was one thing when Jillian’s power got a sexist asshole fired. That, Mattie appreciated. Pulling her students out of class was something else. Mattie was pretty sure it wasn’t standard practice to assume your extracurricular activity took precedence over actual classes.
No, Jillian didn’t get to assume. Not this time.
“If you make the team, Olivia”—Mattie did her best to stay calm—“then you can feel free to tell Ji— Coach Reed that Ms. Belman’s students aren’t going anywhere when they’re scheduled to be in these seats. And she can take that up with me if she has a problem with it. Okay?”
Olivia’s eyebrows lifted to the middle of her forehead. Mattie could read her thoughts as plainly as if Olivia had spoken them out loud: Okay, fine.
If you want to make her mad, that’s on you.
“Ms. Belman?” It was Emily again. “I’ve been dying to ask all summer: What’s the musical going to be? I really hope it’s Legally Blonde. Or Into the Woods. Ooh, or The Pirates of Penzance.”
“Uh, the musical?” Cynthia hadn’t mentioned a musical during Mattie’s fifteen-minute Zoom interview.
“You didn’t know about the musical?” a button-nosed student in the second row—Riley? Kaylee?—asked. The question dripped with incredulity. “Everyone knows about the musical. Last year, it was a play; this year, there’s a musical; next year, it’s a play again. It happens in the spring.”
“Except there wasn’t a play last year,” Olivia cut in. “The last drama teacher got fired, and they had to get substitutes. I saw her video. My sister showed me.”
A few of the other girls shrieked in barely repressed laughter.
At least Mattie knew enough not to ask Olivia for clarification as to what this video contained or why the previous Theater Arts teacher had been fired. Mattie could probably make a decent guess anyway.
“You’re the teacher,” Riley-or-Kaylee continued. “Isn’t it your job to, you know, direct it or whatever? What kind of a theater teacher doesn’t know she’s supposed to direct the musical?”
Another fuckup. Fantastic. “Of course I know about the musical. I’d just forgotten about it. And watch your tone”—shit, she couldn’t use Riley-or-Kaylee’s name if she didn’t know it—“in class. When you’re in class.”
Twenty-five pairs of eyes stared at her, and Mattie could see reflected back their dawning realization that this new teacher didn’t know anything about her job or how to do it. Which, to be fair to them, was mostly true.
“So when is this musical thing getting started?” another girl asked. Mattie actually remembered this one’s name, since it was ludicrously on the nose for a Catholic school student: Trinity. “I really want to go to Penn State, and just being on the Peacemakers won’t cut it for my extracurriculars. Can I do something that isn’t acting?”
“I’ll let everyone know when I have more details. Promise.” That sounded better. As if Mattie already had some details, instead of a fistful of questions and leaking insecurity. “But if you want to be on the crew, I’m sure we can make that happen.”
“Good.” Trinity seemed satisfied.
“Coach Reed won’t like you doing something else after school that isn’t soccer,” Olivia said pointedly.
A small knot of unease tightened in Mattie’s stomach. She did her best to ignore it.
“You don’t know that,” Trinity said, but a thread of uncertainty underlined her firmness. “I’m a sophomore. I’ve played with her for a whole season. You’re just a first-year who hasn’t even tried out yet. You have no idea what you’re talking about.”
“Wanna bet?”
“Okay!” Mattie could feel the classroom’s collective attention stampeding off toward a more interesting subject than the whiteboard’s contents. “That’s enough for now, all right? Let’s get back to work.”
Teaching. She was supposed to teach. There were about thirty-six minutes left in the class period to get through Mattie’s fifty-minute lesson plan.
So she was supposed to put together a musical. And teach five periods a day while learning how to teach. And avoid making Jillian Reed angry.
Okay. Mattie could do all that.
Probably.
“Aristotle’s six elements of drama.” She gestured at the whiteboard with her marker, where a list of terms patiently waited. “Anyone want to try and define plot for me?”
Emily’s hand shot high into the air, an eager arrow. No one else volunteered.
“Emily,” Mattie said after a moment. She mostly paid attention to the girl’s answer.
So much for a smooth start to her temporary career.



CHAPTER 3
BY THE TIME FOUR O’CLOCK approached, Mattie sat at her classroom desk, swallowing yawns with the last of her soda. A Diet Coke wasn’t enough caffeine to get her ready for her first after-school faculty meeting. Not by a long shot.
Actually, a shot might’ve been better.
“Mattie?” A rap sounded on the frame of the open door. “Still alive?”
She looked up from her school-issued Chromebook, in the middle of a paragraph written by a student who clearly thought capitalization was optional, and shut the lid. “Hey, Gabe. Still alive. Sort of.”
Gabe grinned at her. He was tall and broad-shouldered, with an easy smile and the kind of face that made you want to be honest with him. “You’ll have to tell me about it on the way. Come on. Jillian hates it when she’s not the last person to enter the room. Looks great in here, by the way.”
“Wait, Jillian hates it?” Mattie stood and shoved the laptop into her bag, along with a few manila folders and a semihelpful book titled How to Teach Drama Without All the Drama. “Doesn’t Cynthia run the faculty meetings? She’s the principal.”
“Cynthia chairs the faculty meetings. Jillian runs them, whether she talks or not. That’s why we’re meeting at four today instead of three thirty, by the way. Peacemaker tryouts. Hey, did she stop by your classroom yet today? Jillian, not Cynthia.”
What an odd question. Mattie flipped the light switch. “No. Why would she?”
“Jillian likes to make an appearance in every newbie’s class on the first day of the school year. She says she’s the welcome wagon, but honestly, it’s more like reconnoitering. Or a dog marking its territory. Anything to make sure you know what’s hers. So she didn’t come by, huh? That’s interesting.”
“Good interesting?” Mattie closed the door behind her as they stepped into the hallway. “Or bad interesting?”
On both walls near Mattie’s classroom were large signs made from torn butcher paper with hand-drawn soccer balls and huge gold lettering that looked like a written scream: 
 
ST. RITA PEACEMAKERS NUMBER ONE IN PA!!!! 
OUR GOAL IS TO BLOCK YOURS!!!! 
WE MAKE PEACE, YOU REST IN IT!!!!!
 
Gabe inhaled loudly enough for Mattie to hear. “She noticed you at that press conference this morning. Clearly. Between that eye lock and no visit today, I’d say it’s the kind of ‘interesting’ that should be accompanied by the Jaws theme. So, how’d it go with the kids? We should compare rosters so I can tell you who’s great and who’s a handful.”
They made their way down the mostly empty hallways, past rows of faded blue lockers, their paint chipped and peeling. Mattie had only managed to tell Gabe about two of her five classes by the time they arrived at the faculty meeting room, and as they entered, the heavy silence seemed to swallow up their conversation.
The large rectangular table in the center was already populated with other faculty members, most of whom Mattie recognized from the press conference crowd that morning. She wondered at first if anything had happened to throw them all into gloomy quiet, but, no, nothing appeared to be wrong. Just about everyone was looking down at their phones, seemingly uninterested in conversation.
She took a seat next to Gabe on the far side of the table, away from the door, and scanned the room, taking in her new coworkers. Mostly women, although that was expected. All of them were white too, with the exception of Gabe.
The lack of diversity wasn’t a shock either, given Gladbeck’s overwhelmingly Irish, Italian, and Polish population. Only a few of Mattie’s students were people of color. The racial homogeneity felt jarring after fifteen years in New York and Los Angeles.
It was still completely silent. Weird. She was about to ask Gabe if St. Rita’s had some rule against talking before meetings when the door slammed open and made all of them jump.
“Good afternoon, faculty!”
Cynthia Richter bustled through the door in a cloud of teased blonde hair and sickly-sweet perfume she must’ve bathed in that morning. Mattie could smell it from more than five feet away: Eau de Catholic High School Principal.
Mattie straightened up in her chair, as if good posture were in the contract she’d signed. Time to act like a professional.
Cynthia plopped down a large stack of folders in front of an empty seat and looked pointedly around the room. “I said, good afternoon, faculty!”
“Good afternoon,” everyone muttered, mostly in unison.
“We all here?” Cynthia took her seat, not waiting for an answer this time. She opened her three-ring binder, stuffed haphazardly with multicolored papers. “All but Coach Reed. Guess tryouts must be going long.”
Mattie was pretty sure this wasn’t the first time Jillian had been late to a faculty meeting. No matter Cynthia’s private feelings about it, apparently there weren’t any real consequences for tardiness. Jillian’s tardiness, specifically. Yet again, Coach Reed operated by a set of different rules.
“Well, welcome, ladies and gentlemen of the faculty, to a brand-new school year!” Cynthia’s voice had all the cloying qualities of artificial sweetener. “As always, we’ll begin our meeting with a moment of silence, followed by a prayer.”
She crossed herself, one long red acrylic nail moving quickly up and down, then side to side. With fresh discomfort, Mattie watched the others around the table follow suit.
This was, presumably, her introduction to the Catholic side of Catholic education.
Mattie was definitely not Catholic. About the only thing she had in common with Catholics, as far as she could tell, was a cultural predilection for guilt.
She was Jewish, although not especially observant. For the most part, Mattie thought of her ethnoreligious identity as a patchwork quilt made out of Ashkenazi culture, family traditions, wry humor, asking a million questions, and a light sprinkle of intergenerational trauma.
Spaces like this one, though, made her feel the pull of her Jewishness much more strongly. Sure, she hadn’t properly celebrated Shabbos since Grandma Ruth’s death, and in sixth grade, she’d chosen the class play over studying for a bat mitzvah, but Mattie always felt most Jewish when other people brought up Jesus.
She placed her hands in her lap and lowered her eyes. Hopefully, that was respectful enough to escape anyone’s attention. At least Cynthia already knew she was Jewish. The Richters had been semifriendly with the Belmans back when Mattie had been the Richters’ babysitter.
No, Cynthia hadn’t outright stated that Catholicism was required for faculty members, but she also hadn’t told Mattie that prayer would be so prominent. Maybe Mattie was horribly naïve for not realizing it beforehand. She’d just, well, sort of assumed that Catholicism was like cake icing when it came to St. Rita’s: easily scraped off the substance of her job.
Was Jillian Catholic? If she was, how did she square that with her sexuality? Of course, you could be queer and religious, but—
“Heavenly Father,” Cynthia began loudly.
Mattie almost jumped in her seat.
“We in this room praise you for our opportunity to educate young hearts and minds. Guide us as we navigate the mysteries of your universe. Remind us that teaching is a form of worship. Help us lead these girls toward real devotion to their studies and to lead them especially to you, who is the root of all knowledge. In the name of the Father, the Son, and the Holy Spirit. Amen.”
“Amen,” a chorus of voices added, and everyone but Mattie crossed themselves again.
Mattie nearly mouthed yikes instead of amen but caught herself just in time. She could handle a little harmless prayer once in a while, right? It didn’t have to mean anything to her. Right?
Oy vey iz mir.
At least Mattie’s contract at St. Rita’s was only for the academic year. She could get through just about anything for that long, even if being noticed by Jillian was actually as awful as Gabe seemed to think.
Then, as if on cue, the door opened, and there she was. Jillian Reed, in all her glory.
Plenty of glory to take in too. Jillian was taller than Mattie had guessed during the press conference, much taller than most women. Statuesque, even, with defined, muscular arms and a high-neck athletic tank top that refused to keep her shape a mystery. She had cheekbones that could slice through unripe fruit. Her shoulder-length hair was ink-black and straw-straight. Each detail joined to create the impression of a human exclamation point.
Mattie’s cheeks flushed. She shouldn’t be noticing the details of Jillian’s body, especially not right now, in a room full of her colleagues. It wasn’t professional.
“Here’s our athletic director!” Cynthia exclaimed. “You’re just in time.”
No answer, as if Cynthia weren’t even there.
Jillian was frozen in place, just past the open door, and she was staring back at Mattie. In her expression was a whole facial language Mattie had never encountered before and couldn’t even begin to translate.
But she’d wondered, that morning, about Jillian’s eyes. This close, with Jillian only a few feet away, Mattie was able to see exactly what color they were.
“Coach Reed,” Cynthia said pleasantly, “I was just about to introduce our newest colleague.”
Dark. Her eyes were darker than Mattie could have imagined, and hungry. The color of the night sky without stars. The inside of a wolf.



CHAPTER 4
“HI,” MATTIE STAMMERED. “I’M MATTIE Belman. Matilda, but everyone calls me Mattie. Theater Arts teacher. From Los Angeles—well, from here, originally. I grew up in Gladbeck, but, uh, I’m the new kid. Obviously.”
“That saves me an introduction,” Cynthia said brightly. “We’re all very glad you’re here, Ms. Belman. Welcome to St. Rita’s.”
Murmured assent hummed around the table.
Jillian didn’t speak. Her head cocked to one side, and it was as if every molecule of Mattie’s skin were being scanned and processed. For a moment, Mattie could see herself through Jillian’s gaze: a massive cloud of curly, dark-brown hair over light skin, a narrow nose, and a full, gloss-pink mouth.
With tremendous effort, Mattie fought the urge to look down and make sure the double-sided tape she’d applied this morning was still preventing a gap in her button-up blouse. Large breasts could be tricky to contain, especially in certain tops. The last thing Mattie wanted was for Jillian Reed to get a glimpse of her bra between the buttons.
Yes. Definitely the last thing she wanted.
“Nice to meet you,” Mattie added. Someone needed to fill the silence.
It was a lie. Nothing about this felt nice. This thick buzz in her veins that made Mattie want to climb out of her body and into some soft, safe place away from those piercing eyes—that couldn’t be why Gabe had warned her? Jillian couldn’t make everyone feel like this.
It seemed as if the whole room was holding its breath.
“Matilda Belman,” Jillian said. Her mouth stretched into a slow smile, revealing white teeth, and faint lines bloomed around her eyes. A soft, ominous note in her voice reminded Mattie of a paper edge that promised cuts. “You might be new, but I’ll just bet you’re a fast learner.”
A faint bell sounded in the back of Mattie’s head. Those words. Had she heard them before? Where? Was Jillian quoting something?
“I am,” Mattie said quickly to cover up her obvious confusion. “I’m, uh, I’m already learning a lot.”
Jillian’s smile dropped. Clearly, it wasn’t the answer she’d hoped to hear.
Mattie wanted, suddenly and ludicrously, to protest. I’m a teacher now. I shouldn’t be the one failing tests.
“Good for you,” Jillian purred. “Maybe you’ll stumble your way into a theater program that doesn’t terrorize this school with improv assemblies. If I have to hear one more student ramble on stage about the liberating joys of a yes, and life philosophy, I’m going to yes, and them into ten laps around the soccer field.”
All Mattie could say in response was the truth. “Oh, absolutely no improv. The only reason anyone’s ever laughed at a high school improv sketch is to make themselves feel better about not finding it funny.”
Was that a slight lift at the corner of Jillian’s mouth?
“Coach Reed,” Cynthia interjected, “please take a seat. We’re so glad you’ve joined us. Oh, everyone, wasn’t she wonderful at this morning’s press conference? Let’s have a round of applause for our impressive go-getter. And her very talented young ladies.”
The applause was more dutiful than enthusiastic.
Jillian, smiling tightly, took the chair next to Cynthia’s and across from Mattie.
It was nice to feel as if you mattered, especially in a new environment. That was definitely, absolutely, probably why Mattie felt deprived without Jillian’s intense stare aimed in her direction.
“Do I get a round of applause for teaching two periods without air conditioning?” Gabe muttered.
“So!” Cynthia really was way too chipper for a late-afternoon meeting. “Speaking of prayer, just a quick little reminder about our staff morality clause to start off the year. I know it’s been a while since some of you have signed a contract or read the faculty handbook, so here’s a refresher.” She peered down at one of the papers in front of her and read aloud slowly. “‘St. Rita High School affirms the mission of the Catholic Church toward continual spiritual growth and requires its employees to likewise uphold a commitment to morality, integrity, good works, and other teachings not enumerated here but included in the Church’s magisterium. Employees will be expected to comport themselves in a manner that is not in conflict with the Church or its teachings and principles.’ Any questions? We certainly don’t want a repeat of last year.”
“You mean our previous Theater Arts teacher and her viral video?” Jillian leaned back in her chair. “Honestly, Cynthia, I was impressed. Not everyone can paint holding a brush with that part of their anatomy.”
Mattie laughed.
Each head, including Jillian’s and Cynthia’s, swiveled in her direction.
The chuckle dried up in her throat.
“Is there something funny in what Coach Reed just said, Ms. Belman?” Cynthia asked, all croon and corn syrup. “I wasn’t aware you found immoral behavior humorous.”
“I, uh, thought Coach Reed was making a joke. Sorry. But no, I don’t find immorality amusing. Normally. No, ma’am.” She hadn’t called Cynthia ma’am in more than twenty years.
“I don’t make jokes.” Jillian sounded mildly affronted. “Jokes are for people who care about being liked.”
This, too, struck Mattie as humorous, even if Jillian didn’t intend to be funny. But she wouldn’t make the mistake of laughing again. Instead, she focused on keeping her face still and thought about that morality clause.
Sure, she remembered it. Well, she remembered skimming through it. There’d been a whole lot of paragraphs in her contract, and she hadn’t read it all too thoroughly before signing, because what was she going to do, not follow through on her only reasonable option for short-term employment?
Mattie knew a lot of Catholic schools explicitly prohibited all kinds of personal staff conduct, including premarital cohabitation and the use of birth control. Employment discrimination was perfectly legal in the United States, as long as you could point to religious belief as the reason. But there hadn’t been anything in the contract about homosexuality, which was Mattie’s main concern. Luckily for her, St. Rita’s didn’t mention specifics.
A month ago, she’d found the vagueness reassuring. Today, though, it wasn’t sitting right, not now that she’d heard the clause spoken aloud.
Employees will be expected to comport themselves in a manner that is not in conflict with the Church or its teachings and principles.
Mattie raised her hand.
“Yes, Ms. Belman?”
The weird formality of this place would take some getting used to. “Can I just get some clarification as to what it would mean to be ‘in conflict’ with the Church’s teachings? I’m new here, obviously, and I’m new to Catholic education too, so I’d like to make sure I understand.”
Cynthia cooed. An honest-to-God soft coo that sounded like a dove. “Of course you can. Who would like to explain to our new hire how we do things around here? Assistant Principal Allen?”
“I’d be happy to, Principal Richter,” Linda Allen said. She was a sallow, gray-faced woman who had a mouth that managed to look downturned even when she spoke. “As employees of a Catholic institution, we have a duty to teach our students what the Church teaches and to live our lives as the Church asks us to live. Are you at all familiar with Catholic positions?”
“Sort of.” The positions Mattie knew best weren’t ones she wanted to mention. She could lean into areas of possible agreement. “Catholics are big fans of helping others, right? Especially marginalized people. I really appreciate that.”
“Charity work is important, absolutely. We believe each person has inherent worth and dignity and that all of us should find ways to honor it.”
Okay. That wasn’t bad at all. It even sounded a bit like tikkun olam, the Jewish call to repair the world.
“And we also believe in traditional values that honor the conventional family unit as the center of all our efforts.”
Well, shit.
There it was. The clarification she’d asked for and, deep down, hadn’t wanted to receive.
Mattie’s stomach cramped with distress and embarrassment, more at her own shortcomings than anything else. She wasn’t surprised, exactly; much of Gladbeck was politically stagnated. But for some reason, she’d assumed St. Rita’s was largely hands-off about their employees’ personal lives.
She’d been so anxious to get away from Heather. All those red flags in her St. Rita’s contract had looked green through the color-blind lens of her misery.
“Traditional values,” she said flatly.
Cynthia cleared her throat, evidently deciding that Linda had exhausted her opportunity to explain all of Catholicism. “It’s extremely important our students understand that society’s permissiveness will only make them miserable if they choose to embrace it. We have a responsibility to teach them that true happiness includes the pursuit of traditional marriage and family, to create future generations who will continue our good works. Don’t you agree?”
Before Mattie could answer, Jillian said, “You’re so right, Cynthia. True happiness really is found in traditional marriage. Which reminds me, how’s Dave? Still taking those out-of-state fishing trips every other weekend?”
A soft murmur droned around the table, and Cynthia flushed with what looked like real anger.
Mattie somehow kept the hot leap of satisfaction inside her from splitting her mouth into a grin.
“Ms. Belman,” Cynthia continued without acknowledging Jillian’s interruption, “I know you’re not Catholic, but I hope that doesn’t mean you’re unwilling to uphold Catholic values as long as you’re an employee here. When your mother told me you’d be interested in the position, she indicated that your religious background wouldn’t prevent you from respecting St. Rita’s standards. Was she right?”
Cynthia has no idea I’m a lesbian, Mattie realized. She never knew. I came out after I stopped babysitting her kids. And it’d be just like my mother not to bring up my divorce. Or if she did, she didn’t use pronouns.
Hold on. Does Cynthia not realize Jillian’s queer either? Are we both under everyone’s radar?
She looked at Jillian again, unable to help herself. Couldn’t everyone read Jillian just as clearly as Mattie saw her? Mattie’s own queerness might be harder to notice at first, obscured by seeming gender conformity, but Jillian looked as if she’d stepped right out of a stereotype checklist.
A really hot stereotype checklist. The kind that Mattie herself might’ve created, if she tallied up all the physical attributes that really got her going, like a body that took up space in the room, with powerful arms and a sharp jaw and smooth skin that looked as though it would feel soft if—oh, no, no—Mattie would not think about this right now, not in the middle of a faculty meeting at We Love Traditional Values High School; she wasn’t, she couldn’t be attracted to—
Cynthia was still waiting for her response.
Mattie tore her gaze away from Jillian’s smooth skin. “I signed a contract, and I’ll fulfill my duties.”
She had signed a contract. That much was true. In the coming months, Mattie could figure out a way to fulfill her real duty: to support her students, even if that duty conflicted with St. Rita’s supposed principles. Given that Mattie’s résumé had more holes in it than a golf course, she couldn’t afford to just toss away a guaranteed paycheck and a possible reference for future jobs.
Before Cynthia could answer, Jillian said, “I’m sure Freckles here will be a model of perfect virtue who helps our little angels express themselves in godly ways. Can we get on with it, Cynthia? I’ve got some new practice drills to write tonight. This year’s group is lousy at screaming while running down the field.”
“Certainly.” Cynthia fluttered her eyelashes. It seemed like the ladylike way of clearing your throat.
Freckles, Jillian had called Mattie. It was true that a series of small, pale dots peppered Mattie’s cheeks and nose. Very, very pale. How could Jillian make them out from across the table? Mattie herself could barely see them in the mirror.
It did seem entirely plausible that Jillian had, through strength of will, forced her eyesight into achieving total perfection.
“Let’s move on to budget-related news. Tuition is up this year, a 5-percent hike for students not on financial aid or scholarships. Faculty salaries will stay the same until the next time the diocese approves a raise.”
“Of course,” someone muttered from the far end of the table.
“And I’m very pleased to announce that we were able to earmark a small amount of financial support for the Theater Arts program this year. Not much, of course, but it should be of some help with the spring musical, Ms. Belman—and possibly even a quick field trip for your cherubs, if you keep costs down elsewhere.”
Chaperoning a field trip? Yet another job requirement Cynthia hadn’t mentioned. But at least this seemed like good news in a meeting that so far had delivered only roadblocks.
“Hold on a second.” Jillian drummed the tabletop with her fingers, which seemed unusually long. “What’s the source of this funding for Freckles’s ‘cherubs’?”
Cynthia turned to her left, slowly, so that she faced Jillian, and as a tight smile stretched her thin lips, Mattie realized belatedly that Cynthia did not like Jillian. Not one bit. “An elderly alumna died last spring and left St. Rita’s a modest bequest. I wouldn’t dream of siphoning from your sponsorship funds. State law’s very clear that any funds the Peacemakers bring in are allocated right back to the team. Don’t you worry.”
Jillian Reed
does not look like someone who ever worries.
Cynthia’s reassurance didn’t appear to have its intended effect. Jillian’s eyes narrowed.
“But I’m of the opinion that it’s high time we prioritize the arts at this school. We’re producing ladies, after all.” Cynthia crinkled her nose. “Not just muscular competitors. I hope you’ll encourage your players to audition, Coach Reed. They might find it enlightening.”
“Absolutely not,” Jillian barked. “My animals are winners because they’ve got exactly one priority. If they want to play dress-up, then they can have the dusty box filled with untouched Barbies my mother keeps in her attic. That’s final.”
“Trinity Matthews said this morning that she wanted to be part of the musical,” Mattie offered. She didn’t like the disdain lurking behind Cynthia’s syrupy voice or the implication that the arts were more feminine than athletics, but Jillian didn’t get to have a monopoly on her players’ choices. “I don’t think we should stop any of our students from pursuing their interests, whatever they are.”
Another teacher tentatively raised her hand. “Um, Principal Richter, if we’re prioritizing the arts, does that mean you’ll approve my request for more materials? Some of the students have to share drawing paper.”
“Don’t be impatient, Mrs. Zielinski,” Cynthia said. “All good things—”
“I said no.”
Now everyone looked at Jillian. Jillian was still looking at Mattie.
“Oh, Coach Reed,” Cynthia continued, “I’m sure you understand that—”
“I have absolute authority over the Peacemakers.” Jillian was white-faced. “I always have. They’re my team. They do exactly as I say. Bernadette Peters here can fritter away her afternoons on elaborate fantasies for the socially awkward, if that’s what she wants, but none of my players will spend a single second on what amounts to training for a future career at Starbucks. Forget it, Cynthia.”
“Okay, wait just a minute.” Mattie wasn’t some tennis ball for Cynthia and Jillian to aggressively lob back and forth. “I can work out a rehearsal schedule that doesn’t conflict with Peacemaker practices. There’s no reason some of your girls can’t do both.”
“There’s an excellent reason. I don’t want them distracted.”
“Are you saying you can’t get them to focus on soccer if they’ve got another extracurricular? And here I thought you were the best thing to happen to Catholic education since Sister Act.”
“Since Sister Act II.” Jillian sounded as if she truly believed it. “I’ll have you know that I could get my animals to a state trophy while juggling ten different variables and blindfolded with one of Gabe’s bizarrely loud ties. That isn’t the point. The point is that it’s not your place. You don’t get to encroach on other peoples’ hard-earned territory when all you’ve done is cosplay Ms. Frizzle for exactly one school day.”
Anger bubbled in Mattie’s chest. No one had the right to speak to her like this. “The musical isn’t about me. It’s about the students. Remember them? They’re the ones whose hard work you didn’t mention once during your vanity press conference. If that’s your idea of success, then sure, call me Ms. Frizzle. I’d rather cosplay a teacher who actually cares.”
Jillian’s eyes widened. “Oh, Freckles,” she said, and the gentleness of it was somehow far more unsettling than any raised volume could’ve been. “Bad, bad choice. Back off, right now. I’m warning you.”
“Or what?” Mattie’s lips curled over her teeth. After a failed career, a failed marriage, and failed autonomy, she’d grown thick scars. They were good armor. “Everyone’s so scared of you, but I know what you are, and I’m not afraid to say it.”
Jillian’s mouth snapped shut. Something strange flashed over her face.
In an instant, Mattie realized what Jillian thought she was threatening. No, not that. Never that, no matter what Jillian did or how angry Mattie got. Outing someone was always unacceptable.
“You’re a bully,” she said almost too quickly and saw Jillian’s expression change, relaxing into a slow, self-satisfied grin. “Our students deserve better.”
“Mattie, don’t,” Gabe said.
“So I’m a bully.” That gentle and disquieting tone lingered. “You’ve been at St. Rita’s all of nine hours, and you’re just that confident in proclaiming exactly what you think I am and what our students need and how much more you, great sage of the stage, have to give them. If I’d fallen my way into this place from a failed acting career, I might have a little more humility when it comes to judging others. Competence can be mistaken for bullying when you’re used to disappointment.”
Furious disbelief raised Mattie’s voice to a near shout. “That’s the most hypocritical thing I’ve ever heard! You left a professional soccer career to—”
“Ms. Belman!” Cynthia exclaimed. “I think you’ve made your point extremely clear, and I’ll ask you to consider that new faculty members might find listening more helpful than speaking.”
Livid, Mattie pressed her lips together. This wasn’t over. Given the way Jillian glared back at her, wrath still wrinkling her face, Mattie wasn’t alone in that assessment.
Good.
Adrenaline still charged through Mattie’s bloodstream. Her breath came fast, as if she’d been running laps around Jillian’s soccer field. Having the facts of her life shoved into her face was an electric shock to her system. She’d been brutally and publicly assessed—no polite conversational duplicity.
But that felt oddly exhilarating too. Because Jillian didn’t see her as someone to be tossed aside. It was obvious Jillian wasn’t done with the conversation.
Jillian wasn’t done with her.
“Coach Reed,” Cynthia said, “I’m afraid this decision isn’t ultimately yours to make. St. Rita policy states that students who have a passing grade point average can participate in any extracurricular activities. If any Peacemakers are negatively impacted by their involvement in the musical, we can revisit this conversation next summer.”
If Mattie failed at this job too, Cynthia meant. No point, though, in Mattie worrying about whether or not she’d fail, because this was a one-year position. And thank God for that. Like hell Mattie would stick around long-term at a workplace where she had to keep herself closeted and, at the same time, be colleagues with the world’s most infuriating soccer coach.
She couldn’t stop staring at Jillian.
“Now,” Cynthia said firmly, “let’s move on.”
Still glowering at Mattie, Jillian shook her head in a barely perceptible movement.
The meaning was clear. They weren’t moving on. Mattie was now fixed within Jillian Reed’s crosshairs. She had been noticed, then marked. Promised.
A thrill, sudden and inexplicable, ran up Mattie’s spine.



CHAPTER 5
JILLIAN WAS EGOTISTICAL, UNFRIENDLY, AND absolutely enraging. Apparently, she was also a woman who kept her promises.
The next day, Mattie’s Theater 3 students were fumbling their way through a communication exercise during fifth period. Izzy Nuñez and Sophia Paul, given the roles of store clerk and customer returning an item, had been confidentially tasked by Mattie to communicate one emotion each—relief and awkwardness, respectively—and the rest of the class had to guess their assigned emotion.
A tiny fireball of a junior, Izzy was giving the exercise her all—possibly too much. She seemed to think relief translated onstage to limp physical exhaustion. Sophia, on the other hand, had mixed up awkwardness with confusion. Or she wasn’t acting at all.
“Uh, I guess it didn’t work?” Sophia twisted a strand of her wavy, auburn hair around one finger. “So I don’t want it. Ms. Belman, what am I supposed to be returning?”
“Anything you want,” Mattie told her. Sophia was a senior and one of Jillian’s Peacemakers, presumably much better on the soccer field than she was at parsing simple directions. “Make it up.”
“I don’t, um, want this—” Sophia held out an empty hand. “This, uh, cow.” She looked at Mattie. “Did I get it right?”
Mattie held back the urge to sigh. “It’s fine. Just keep going.”
“Oh, I’m so glad.” Izzy collapsed in a heap on the floor, so suddenly that Mattie half-rose in alarm from where she’d been perched on the edge of her desk, pausing only when Izzy lifted her head. “I couldn’t bear not having my cow returned to me.”
“Let me guess,” said an amused voice from the doorway. “Julius Caesar, right?”
Only two days at this school and already she’d know that voice anywhere. Mattie turned.
Jillian leaned against the doorframe, hand on one hip. Today, her cargo pants were bone-white joggers without a single stain, as if no dirt would dare interfere.
“Sophia, I only caught about five seconds of that performance, but I bet the whole thing was outstanding. A cow? Brilliant. Who wants a cow? Absolutely no one. They’re disgusting. Great work, sprout. No notes.”
Was it sarcasm? Mattie genuinely couldn’t tell, but Sophia seemed thrilled. She grinned, and obvious pride transformed her face out of its standard bewilderment. “Thanks, Coach.”
Jillian gave her a brusque nod.
Huh. Maybe she really had been sincere. “May I help you, Coach Reed? We’re right in the middle of class. Don’t you have somewhere to be?”
“Far be it for me to interrupt cow reimbursement,” Jillian drawled, arms folded over her chest. “Waiting’s no problem. And for your information, my PE class is currently busy acting out The Hunger Games with pool noodles. Winner gets to decide teams for our upcoming Oregon Trail fitness challenge. By all means, proceed.”
Mattie could tell Jillian to—what was the polite, Catholic school–approved way of telling someone to fuck off? I’ll be praying for you, maybe? But it didn’t seem the best move to make in front of the students, and, anyway, Jillian’s scrutiny was weirdly energizing.
She clapped her hands and slipped off the desk. “Okay, folks, scene’s over. Anyone want to guess Izzy’s emotion?”
“Uh, happiness?” Kylie Doyle volunteered, her hand up, just as another voice somewhere in the room muttered, “Being a fucking freak.”
Great. Right in front of Jillian.
The voice didn’t have an obvious owner, but Mattie couldn’t overlook that kind of remark. Like Emily, the first-year who had outsized emotions about theater, Izzy was the sort of kid who didn’t seem to care about fitting in. Her Easter-egg purple hair was cropped short in a buzz cut, and Mattie had heard her chattering before class about some obscure anime she loved.
Mattie didn’t believe in assigning labels to kids who might not even know themselves yet, but—call it her lesbian intuition—she’d be surprised if Izzy didn’t turn out to be queer in some way.
Izzy, tapping one foot, didn’t seem especially bothered. That was almost worse. Was she used to being treated this way?
No, Mattie definitely couldn’t ignore the comment.
“Who said that?” She looked around the room.
Silence.
“Who said that?” New inadequacy welled up in Mattie’s stomach. “I heard you.”
Again, silence.
Izzy scuffed a sneaker against the floor.
Each second that passed felt like agony.
Then, as Mattie fumbled for the right words, Jillian strolled into the classroom, pulling all eyes onto her. She pointed one long finger toward the back of the room.
“Grace Antonelli. Get those bones of yours vertical. Right this second.”
Grace, a pretty senior who wore her brunette hair in a high ponytail and her uniform skirt rolled up at the waist, looked down at her desk. Slowly, she pushed her chair back and stood.
“Your teacher asked you a question,” Jillian said. That dangerous purr was back, an undertow that could pull you in before you had any idea it was too late to get out. “Answer her.”
“God, Grace, just admit it,” Kylie said under her breath. “You’re such an asshole.”
“Language, Kylie,” Mattie said automatically.
Grace wouldn’t raise her head. “Fine. I said it.”
Wordlessly, Jillian extended her arm, palm up, as if to say, Go ahead, Freckles, she’s all yours.
Now Mattie owed Jillian one, which was not how this was supposed to go. It might be ungracious of her, but Mattie didn’t appreciate the assist. Even if she was a tiny bit impressed by how quickly Jillian had turned circumstances around. And jealous.
In the silence, Grace finally lifted her head and stared right at Mattie. Anger reddened her face. Her eyes were hard with mutiny.
Mattie looked over at Izzy, who was watching the far corner of the room intently, as though she’d rather be anywhere else.
Had there been any teachers at her own high school who’d protected the kids who were different? Usually, they’d ignored the teasing. Mattie had been the target a few times herself, and she’d never forgotten the hot shame that came with her teachers’ silence.
“Can I sit now?” Grace snapped as though Mattie were the one at fault here.
Aware that she had everyone’s attention, Jillian’s included, Mattie said slowly, “I’d like to know, Grace, what in the world made you think, even for a second, that it’s acceptable to say something so cruel.”
No response. Grace was clearly weighing her options.
“Let me rephrase that.” Mattie took several measured steps toward Grace. The slower she walked, the better since it added weight to what she was saying. An old stage trick. “If you were under the impression that you can be cruel without consequences, I’m going to disabuse you of that notion right now. Apologize to Izzy, and then I want you to head to Principal Richter’s office, where you can tell her exactly what kind of language you used.”
“But I can’t—”
“If you can call someone a ‘fucking freak’ in my classroom,” Mattie said to gasps of astonishment from the other students, “you can repeat yourself to Principal Richter. I’ll follow up with her later to make sure you reported the situation accurately.”
Kylie’s mouth split into a satisfied grin.
Grace’s face was blotched with red, but she managed to get out, “Sorry, Izzy.”
“It’s okay,” Izzy mumbled.
The bell rang.
Over the din of students scraping their chairs against the pinewood floor, Jillian called, “Antonelli, if anything like this happens again, I’ll conscript you and that high pony of yours to clean the Peacemakers’ locker room for the rest of the school year. Got me?”
Grace nodded, mouth tight, and rushed out with her bag, now refusing to look at either Jillian or Mattie. Out of anger or fear, Mattie wasn’t sure which. Likely both.
Following Grace, the rest of Mattie’s students rapidly streamed out of the room, their conversations hushed and excited. Kylie, in particular, seemed upbeat. Izzy was the last one to leave, after a quick look at both Mattie and Jillian that seemed appreciative.
Then they were alone in Mattie’s classroom, and the strings of twinkle lights felt, suddenly, as though they were trying too hard for cheer.
Jillian raised her eyebrows, not without amusement. Her expression was easier to read than a picture book. Well, you sure did something there, Freckles, didn’t you?
Mattie had done something, all right. Whether or not it was effective remained to be seen.
It was sixth period now, the final one of the day. Today, it was Mattie’s planning period, which meant that she was on her own for the next fifty minutes. Or not on her own but with Jillian, who presumably had the same planning period as Mattie today, given that she appeared in no hurry whatsoever to leave.
“I’ve got nowhere else to be until that end-of-day bell rings and I meet my animals on the field for drills,” Jillian said as if reading Mattie’s mind. “Which means, Freckles, that you and I can take some time to have a friendly little talk.”
That frisson up Mattie’s spine was back, licking at her skin. She did her best to keep her face immobile and gestured toward the student desks. “By all means, have a seat.”
Jillian strode over to Mattie’s desk and perched on its far edge, exactly the same way Mattie had sat during class; she even crossed her legs at her ankles. Then she gestured magnanimously toward the desks she faced, as if to imply Mattie was the one who should sit there. “You have a seat too.”
Oh, absolutely no fucking way.
She could take her desk chair, sure, but that felt like ceding the literal high ground since Jillian would tower over Mattie, an intolerable possibility. That left her with only one real option.
Aware of her pulse beating against the thin skin of her throat, Mattie held her head high, walked over to her desk, and sat down beside Jillian on the edge. There were maybe six inches between them, but it felt like fewer, as though she’d made the choice to press right up against Jillian’s bare arm. She wondered if Jillian wore perfume or cologne or if she smelled like good, sharp salt, the scent of a woman unafraid of effort.
Mattie didn’t cross her ankles this time. She kept her legs open.
They weren’t looking at each other. It didn’t matter. Mattie could still feel the current of Jillian’s attention arcing through the gap between them.
The attention didn’t feel good. It couldn’t.
“You’re welcome, by the way,” Jillian said outrageously, and while Mattie boggled at this chutzpah, she added, “for tossing you Grace Antonelli over home plate. That kid’s headed straight down the mean-girl-to-beige-Instagram-influencer pipeline faster than you can say hashtag blessed.”
Mattie glanced at her. Jillian had impeccable posture, whereas Mattie’s spine was more comfortable mimicking the letter C. She straightened her own back. “Thank you.”
“Keep an eye on her,” Jillian continued as if Mattie hadn’t spoken. “Not the first time Antonelli’s gone after someone like what’s-her-name, Little Miss Purple Hair. She’s got a nasty streak a mile wide and empathy about a millimeter thick. Last year’s target was also”—she broke off, then started again—“different. So watch out for that kid.”
Jillian’s usual bravado had disappeared. For the first time, she wouldn’t meet Mattie’s eyes. Her hands, palms down, were pressed against her thighs, and she was gazing off into the distance at the Ethel Merman poster.
Abruptly, Mattie realized that no teachers had protected Jillian either. “Different how?”
“Just different.”
Mattie needed to be sure. “You mean like us?”
Jillian snapped her head back to look at Mattie again. “Excuse me?”
This was dangerous territory. Nevertheless, Mattie couldn’t help but say, “Different like us. Like you and me.”
“I have no idea what you mean. You and I are nothing alike.”
Mattie’s irritation was almost entirely gone, replaced by the overwhelming urge to make Jillian understand. I grew up here too. I didn’t tell anyone for years. I was scared. I know how you feel.
On impulse, she reached out and placed her hand lightly atop Jillian’s.
Jillian hissed between her teeth as though she’d touched a hot stove or the stove had touched her. The pads of Mattie’s fingers felt unusually warm against Jillian’s smooth skin.
“I’m different,” Mattie said. “Do you get what I’m saying? Different like not upholding ‘traditional values.’ And if you—well, you don’t have to tell me—I just thought you might be different like that too.”
Jillian stared down at their hands, at Mattie’s left hand over her own, at the ruby ring on her middle finger, and maybe at Mattie’s short fingernails too, clipped even when she had no one to clip them for except her own needy self. Then Jillian’s eyes looked into Mattie’s, and her lips opened on an answer she wasn’t giving.
Opened for Mattie.
Mattie’s heart was pounding again.
She felt another pulse too, faint between her legs, and, oh God, she wanted to kiss Jillian, didn’t she? Mattie wanted to kiss this woman until all that cockiness was targeted on Mattie alone, on making Mattie pliable, open. She wanted to make Jillian gasp, mess that sleek hair, suck at her neck until Jillian told her: I’m warning you, Freckles, this isn’t over. We’re just getting started.
Oh no. This was extremely bad.
And then Jillian said slowly, quietly, “You really don’t—?”
The question hung in the air between them, incomplete and ready to burst. Mattie, trying desperately not to lick her lips, waited for Jillian to finish, to confirm what Mattie already knew: that they were different in the same way, two oddly shaped puzzle pieces with the rest of the puzzle missing.
You really don’t know already?
That had to be Jillian’s question, right? It had to be. Because Mattie did know what they shared. Attraction that intense couldn’t be one-sided.
But Jillian’s face was inscrutable. She stared at Mattie, seeming to look for a response Mattie didn’t know how to give because Mattie didn’t know what it was.
When Jillian didn’t find it, her expression darkened. She snatched her hand away from Mattie’s.
Mattie, suffused with instant self-consciousness, pulled her own hand back. “Don’t what? Jillian, please tell me.”
It was the first time she’d said Jillian’s name out loud. The syllables felt strange, an alien jumble of sounds. Mattie wanted them in her mouth again.
Jillian stood and paced a few steps before swiveling around to face Mattie. Her sharp chin, held high, had all the hostility of a pointed blade. “What I’ll tell you is that you’re not getting a single one of my Peacemakers on that stage of yours. I don’t give a damn what Cynthia says about policy. Those students are mine.”
It was impressive how quickly Jillian could ricochet Mattie from irritation to arousal and back to irritation again. “What, am I supposed to lock them out of the auditorium? Push them into the wings? Tell them they’ve already got Peacemaker Property stamped on their foreheads?”
“Oh, I’ll make sure they know where I stand. By all means, feel free to bolster the delusion that people spontaneously burst into song by staging None of You Will Ever Make a Living at This, or whatever musical has production rights cheaper than gum. But you’ll do it without my animals.”
“No.” Refusal sent a rush of exhilaration through Mattie. “Our students don’t belong to you. Or me. As far as I’m concerned, everyone’s allowed to audition, and that’s what I’ll tell my classes.”
Jillian looked at her as though she’d turned green and sprouted two additional heads. “No?”
“No,” Mattie repeated. It felt great to say it. “Simple concept, Jillian. Most of us learn it early on.”
Silence filled the room, growing until it pushed against the walls and floor and ceiling and Mattie’s ears. The only sound was her traitorous heart, still thumping.
“And you’re not taking any of my students out of class early on Wednesdays and Fridays either.” The sharp thrill of near victory made Mattie bold. “The loophole ends with me. I don’t care if every other teacher bends over backward for you. My classroom, my rules.”
“You have no idea what you’ve started, Freckles.” Color rose in Jillian’s cheeks again, a stark contrast to the oil-slick black of her piercing eyes. “If you think I’ll raise my little white flag just because you’re too oblivious to know who you’re messing with, then you’re going to learn otherwise.”
What the hell was wrong with Mattie? Even now, with Jillian threatening the peace of her professional life, she still wanted to hear a whimper come out of that vindictive mouth. It was horrifying.
“Everyone else always does exactly what you want, don’t they?” She smiled at Jillian, the grin a good bandage for her unease. “Everyone else just takes it from you. Well, not me.”
For a second, Jillian looked startled. Then she returned Mattie’s grin. In that smile, Mattie couldn’t detect any apprehension. Only the joy of a seasoned warrior in her element. An Amazon armed to her teeth.
“You’re about to find out,” Jillian said, “just how different I really am.”



CHAPTER 6
SO SHE’D FIRED THE FIRST salvo on her declared adversary, and now Mattie sat on the mattress in her childhood bedroom, phone in her lap, waiting for a text. Being here felt anticlimactic, as if she’d defended her professional turf and then taken a defiant sip from a juice box.
Of course Mattie was lucky. Not everyone could come back home, and her parents were thrilled to have at least one of their two children around. Without paying rent, she could sock away most of her paycheck. The home-cooked meals were pretty good too, even if Mattie would be okay with less kugel and less turkey casserole.
But being back in her parents’ house was the surest way to make Mattie feel like a helpless kid again. It was like time travel, except she’d brought with her a twinge in her lower back and tiny lines around the corners of her mouth. Worst of both worlds.
Her bedroom hadn’t changed at all since she’d left home. A framed picture sat next to the ancient computer monitor on her desk: Mattie at thirteen, all brace-filled smile, snuggled up with Grandma Ruth. Throughout her childhood, they’d spent occasional weekends at Grandma Ruth’s house in New Jersey, leaving Gladbeck right at four-thirty so they could arrive in time for Friday-night dinner.
She could still smell the fresh challah and roast chicken.
The faded green wallpaper was mostly hidden by posters: Death Cab for Cutie’s album Plans, Michelle Yeoh and Zhang Ziyi in Crouching Tiger, Hidden Dragon, the original Broadway cast of Rent, and her comphet crush, the lead singer of My Chemical Romance. “But you liked Gerard Way,” her mother had protested after Mattie came out, and Mattie had explained, “I liked liking Gerard Way, Mom.”
Yes, it was like time travel. Back to adolescence and back to feelings Mattie didn’t understand and couldn’t, apparently, control.
Her phone buzzed. A text banner appeared on the screen.
 
She said you had no idea what you’d just started?
 
Gabe was the only one she trusted to talk to about Jillian, and even then, Mattie had given him a carefully edited version of the story. It seemed like a very bad idea to disclose to anyone at St. Rita’s, even Gabe, that she was a lesbian, and one who was kind of, a tiny bit, possibly attracted to a female colleague. Especially when that colleague was Jillian Reed.
So she hadn’t. Which made it a lot easier to pretend that she didn’t thrill when she thought about the flash of light in Jillian’s eyes.
God. Mattie probably needed to go back to therapy.
Yeah, she texted back. 
 
I think she’s planning something.
 
No response. Mattie stared at her phone until the next text finally appeared.
 
She’s definitely planning something.
 
Mattie had just enough time to read the message before her phone buzzed with a call. Gabe.
Apprehension swelling in her chest, she clicked the answer icon. “Hello?”
“Okay,” Gabe said. “Talking’s probably best. This is the kind of thing that shouldn’t have a—hijita, I won’t tell you again, do not go near the stove when we’re cooking.” A young child’s voice warbled in the background. “Luciana. Papi is on the phone. Be patient.”
Gabe had three daughters under ten, each apparently more outgoing than the last. The photos Mattie had seen were undeniably adorable: matching grins and big brown eyes, the girls’ bodies always in motion, as though they couldn’t stop even for a picture.
“I’ll make this quick; the lasagna’s almost done,” Gabe said, clearly not to her, and then directed his words into the phone, “Mattie, I told you not to get on her bad side, right?”
“It’s a little late for that.”
“Has anyone let you in on Jillian’s history?”
Who would tell me anything except you? “No.”
“I went to high school with her,” Gabe said, surprising Mattie. “We were at Gladbeck West together. She was a year behind me. You graduated from East, right?”
“Right.” Mattie did some quick math in her head. Gabe was forty-one, making Jillian around forty, two years older than Mattie.
“Even back then she was known for being pretty ruthless. Some of the other girls wouldn’t play soccer with her because their shins would end up black and blue during drills.”
Mattie winced.
“When she made the US Women’s National Team—you knew about that?”
Sure, Mattie knew. There’d been signs in people’s yards, everyone cheering on the hometown girl. She’d seen them when she’d come home for visits. But soccer hadn’t ever been one of Mattie’s interests. The only time she’d actually seen Jillian play had been on a tiny TV in a local bar with friends, when she’d been too plastered to focus on that minuscule figure.
“Nobody liked her there either,” Gabe continued. “My second cousin Nolo, his wife’s sister’s husband was the assistant to their goalkeeper coach, and he told me she didn’t bother being friendly. In practices, she’d kick long balls down the field instead of passing to an open teammate she didn’t like.”
Then Jillian had left the league, long before retirement age. She’d returned to the one place that couldn’t give her anything except familiar monotony: Gladbeck. Again, Mattie wondered why.
“She started at St. Rita’s a couple years after I got there. Took her one season to get those kids into fighting shape. The next fall, they made it to the championship game, against the Scranton Trolley Frogs, defending champions four seasons in a row. Nobody thought the Peacemakers had a real shot, but they beat the Frogs to a pulp. I think the final score was 5-0.”
Mattie knew she should work on controlling her tongue, but not today. “Let me guess: you’re gonna tell me that all her hard work and perseverance paid off?”
“Four of the Frogs’ best starters got food poisoning the night before the game. They had to bring in unprepared backups. Everyone talked about it for months. Look, nobody ever proved anything, and I’m not accusing Jillian directly, you know, but—”
“You’re just implying that she might’ve made some teenage girls sick.” New unease roiled in Mattie’s stomach. “That’s a big nonaccusation to make, Gabe.”
“You don’t know her.”
“And you do?”
“I’ve spent years listening to Jillian tell everyone that she’ll stop at nothing to win. Look, all I’m saying is that you need to be careful. Don’t trust her. She won’t hesitate to screw you over if it means she gets what she—” He broke off. “Okay, yes, sweetheart, I know. Hey, Mattie, I’ve got to get off the phone. The lasagna’s ready, and the kids are about to eat the tablecloth if we don’t get food into their stomachs. I’ll see you tomorrow, okay?”
“Tomorrow,” Mattie said, wondering why it sounded so bleak.
With the phone in her lap again, she stared at the dark computer monitor and let herself get lost in its square oblivion. Sure, Jillian was infuriating, but with an instinct she couldn’t explain, Mattie knew such extreme cruelty couldn’t be part of Jillian’s playbook.
Maybe Gabe had never seen Jillian defend a kid the way she’d done in front of Mattie, her lioness’s snarl weaponized for protection instead. A teacher who’d do that would never resort to deliberately hurting someone else’s students, even for a trophy.
Right?
Right, Mattie decided. But Gabe still had a point about being careful. Whatever Jillian was planning, Mattie needed to be ready to respond when it happened. And in the meantime, she could work on not wanting to let her gaze slip down to Jillian’s chest every time she and her tank top sauntered into the room.
“What’s got you so lost in thought, baby?”
Startled, Mattie turned her head to see a familiar figure at the open bedroom door. Looking at her mother always felt like looking at Mattie’s own future. As a child, Mattie had often entwined a strand of her own hair with her mother’s curls, delighting in the inability to tell whose hair was whose.
“Dinner’s almost ready,” her mother added. “Dad’s favorite. Ready to come down? You can tell us all about your day. And whatever’s got you so preoccupied.”
“Dad’s favorite” meant meatloaf and mashed potatoes with a fruit salad Jell-O mold. Even after all these years, her parents ate dinners that were right out of a 1950s family sitcom, if sitcoms back then had starred Jews with lesbian daughters.
“Sure, Mom,” she said, and then, just as Patty was leaving the room, she added, “Mom?”
Her mother turned around. “Yes?”
That hopeful look on Patty’s face stung Mattie, as though her mother were eager to be useful to her struggling kid and wanted to be told how to do it. “You didn’t mention I was a lesbian, did you? When Cynthia told you about the job?”
Hope disappeared, replaced by new wariness. “Why would I tell her about your girl thing in the middle of Gerrity’s on a weekend afternoon?”
“Why wouldn’t you? Is there some Gladbeck law against mentioning sexuality in a supermarket?”
It was tender ground. Patty hadn’t exactly been awful when Mattie had come out during her first year of college, but all these years later, the hurt hadn’t gone away. She’d been her mother’s sweet baby daughter, the longed-for little girl with the nickname that rhymed with her mother’s, as Patty never tired of pointing out: Mattie and Patty. The Belman ladies.
When Mattie had told her parents she was a lesbian, not looking at Patty’s face, she’d heard her mother’s quick, pained intake of breath, the inhalation that meant I guess we don’t rhyme after all.
Sure, her mother had grown since then—she’d been kind to Mattie’s ex-wife; she’d watched Carol; she no longer flinched when Mattie used the word queer—but they’d never had a conversation about those early years. Once, Mattie had tried and lost her courage, not wanting to bring back what they’d apparently overcome, even though it wasn’t behind Mattie. Resentment still curdled in the deepest parts of her memory.
Patty placed a hand on the door’s edge and drummed her fingers against the wood. “I didn’t see why I should explain a private family matter to a woman I hadn’t seen in years. Right next to the oatmeal, of all places.”
Mattie managed to resist the urge to ask if taco shells would have been a more appropriate item. “I just assumed that when you explained the circumstances to Cynthia, you mentioned that Heather and I had gotten a divorce.”
“I mentioned you’d gone through a recent breakup.” Patty cleared her throat. “I might have neglected to mention Heather’s name. Or gender. Or that you were married.”
“Mom.”
“It wasn’t intentional!”
That, Mattie believed. Subconscious, more likely. “Do any of your friends even know that I’m gay?”
“Of course,” Patty said indignantly, which meant that a few of her friends knew. Definitely Mrs. Kuzma, Mattie’s former piano teacher, who was amazingly progressive for a Catholic in her seventies. Probably a couple of women in her mother’s book club. Mattie’s sexuality didn’t seem to be a broadly known fact in Gladbeck.
Clearly, no one had ever informed Cynthia Richter that Patricia Belman’s daughter was a huge lesbian.
“Well, anyway, apparently a requirement for this job is being straight”—Jillian’s face flashed behind Mattie’s eyes—“or pretending you’re straight, I guess. If I’d have known, I never would’ve taken the job.”
Patty sighed.
“What?” Mattie tried not to sound as annoyed as she felt.
“Nothing,” her mother said. “I thought this would be good for you. A fresh start. That’s all.”
“I know you did.”
“Well, if you want to find another job, Dad and I would support you. We don’t want you to be unhappy. You know that.”
That felt good to hear. Really good. As if they’d finally gotten to a place where her mother could acknowledge that Mattie’s happiness mattered more than her own discomfort. “Thanks, Mom. I appreciate it.”
“I hear they’ve got good benefits at that Starbucks near the highway. Your father loves those little madeleine cookies they have at the register.”
Mattie recalled Jillian’s quip about failed theater kids being future Starbucks employees and tried not to wince. The comment might’ve been callous, but it wasn’t exactly wrong, given how hard it was to sustain a living as an actor. Outside of teaching, Mattie didn’t have a ton of career options.
At Starbucks, she probably wouldn’t have an archnemesis. No lesson planning after hours either. Or classroom management problems. Best of all, she wouldn’t be professionally closeted.
But St. Rita’s had kids like Emily. And Izzy. And even Olivia, who’d seemed above it all on the first day of class but on the second day had read her part in a scene with a warmth and perceptiveness that was astonishing in a fourteen-year-old.
Mattie could support those kids for the next year, help them start to grow into their best selves. And besides, if she quit, that would be the same thing as Jillian winning, wouldn’t it?
“I’m sticking it out,” she declared. “It’s just a year. I can get through anything for a year.”
Patty smiled. “That’s what I like to hear from my girl.”
Mattie knew she’d never be too old to warm under the sun of her mother’s approval.
“Come on, sweetheart. The meatloaf’s almost ready.”
Before Mattie had time to move, her phone buzzed again. Another call.
Cynthia.
She’d only been a teacher for two days, but Mattie was pretty certain that your principal calling on a school night wasn’t good. What couldn’t keep until tomorrow morning?
“I’ve got to take this, Mom.” She waved the phone. “It’s Cynthia. I’ll be right down, promise.”
“Say hi for me,” her mother whispered as though Mattie were already on the phone. She retreated quickly, closing the door behind her.
Mattie would absolutely not do that. “Hello?”
“So sorry to bother you, Ms. Belman,” Cynthia crooned, clearly not sorry at all. “I don’t make it a habit of calling my faculty in the evenings unless it’s important. This won’t take long, I promise.”
“Is this about Grace Antonelli?” Mattie asked. “I was planning on talking to you about her tomorrow.”
“It isn’t. Although now that you mention Grace, I should let you know that she’ll be in detention for the rest of this week. I’m glad you sent her to me. That sort of language is unacceptable from a St. Rita girl.”
“Well, the language wasn’t great, but I was a lot more disturbed by Grace calling another student a ‘freak’ than I was by her swearing. Did she tell you that part of it?”
A pause. Then Cynthia said, “I’m aware of what happened, yes. As I said, Ms. Belman, this call won’t take long. I’m sure we’d both like to get back to our evenings.”
Mattie got the message. Cruelty apparently wasn’t against St. Rita’s morality clause, at least when it came to Cynthia’s interpretation of it. “Sure. Of course.”
“I just thought that I’d give you a quick heads-up before you hear this news from—someone else.”
That pause meant that “someone else” had a specific name. Mattie knew the name with the same certainty she had about the direction of the sky. “All right. Please, go ahead.”
“Well, speaking as someone who’s truly passionate about the arts, I want you to know I’m just thrilled we have someone of your professional caliber this year. Theater teaches so many wonderful life lessons about proper enunciation, communication, even posture. And I view it as especially crucial at St. Rita’s, given that some of our other extracurricular activities are less, let’s say, appropriately instructive.”
“Uh-huh,” Mattie said, wondering if she could make Cynthia get to the point before the mashed potatoes downstairs got cold.
“But I just had a long talk with Coach Reed, and—”
“You’re siding with her, aren’t you? About the Peacemakers not trying out for the musical?”
In the ensuing silence, Mattie regretted her interruption.
“Well, no,” Cynthia said slowly. “That’s not what’s happening.”
Jillian hadn’t gotten her way? Then what was Cynthia calling to tell Mattie? No possibility seemed too outrageous, not with Jillian involved. Had Jillian called another press conference to protest unfair treatment? Was she recruiting her Peacemakers to kick soccer balls into the outside wall of Mattie’s classroom?
Mattie kept her mouth shut. It wasn’t easy.
“Coach Reed strongly suggested to me, in her own charmingly unique way, that this potential overlap in extracurriculars might pose more problems for St. Rita’s in the long run. The, ah, solution we arrived at involves some additional oversight.”
Charmingly unique. Sure. Mattie could hear Jillian almost as clearly as if the woman were standing right there. Cynthia, if you don’t give me exactly what I want, I’ll take my trophies to a school that actually values my exceptional talents.
“Principal Richter,” she said, “I don’t mean to be rude, but I’m not sure what this has to do with me.”
“Coach Reed will be codirecting the musical with you, Ms. Belman.”
The phone dropped out of Mattie’s hand, and she fumbled to catch it, somehow not ending the call. She pressed the phone to her ear again, sure she must’ve heard wrong. “What? I mean—what?”
“You and Coach Reed,” Cynthia repeated, “will be codirecting the spring musical. This way, Coach Reed will be able to ensure any Peacemakers in the cast or crew are able to devote enough attention to their soccer practices, and her girls will benefit from some exposure to the arts. Look, Ms. Belman, I know this is unconventional, but I’m sure it’ll be helpful to have some support, given your inexperience.”
“But—” Mattie fumbled for something, anything, to say that would help clear the static crowding her brain. “She’s a soccer coach! She has no theatrical experience!”
“You do.”
How could Cynthia explain this so calmly, as if any of it made sense? “I don’t understand.”
“Coach Reed has more than a decade’s worth of experience as an educator. I grant you that some of her methods might be unorthodox, but she does have a proven track record as a winner.”
Theater isn’t about winning, Mattie didn’t say, and this entire idea is batshit. Instead, she heard herself ask, “Why? Why is she willing to do this?”
“Well”—Cynthia hemmed and hawed—“it was, as a matter of fact, her suggestion.”
At some point, Mattie would find coherent words again. “Her suggestion?”
“For the record, I think it’s a prudent solution. You know, here at St. Rita’s, we view prudence as one of the most important virtues. That’s from St. Thomas Aquinas.”
Mattie barely heard any of Cynthia’s pious commentary. Only one detail mattered.
Jillian had asked to be Mattie’s codirector. Jillian wanted to be Mattie’s codirector. Now she’d be on Mattie’s turf, wresting control of her opponent’s territory.
So much for a successful production. Now Jillian would challenge her expertise. Undermine her in front of students. Set her up to fail spectacularly until Mattie and her production no longer posed a threat to the Peacemakers’ focus. Just as Jillian had implicitly promised.
I’ve spent years listening to Jillian tell everyone that she’ll stop at nothing to win, Gabe had told her.
Tongue thick in her mouth, Mattie asked, “And if I don’t want a codirector?”
“Let me put it this way, Ms. Belman. You’ll be a good influence on Coach Reed. Between you and me, she could do with being around a woman who dresses and speaks more appropriately. It’s important to set a good example for our girls. You understand, don’t you?”
Mattie did. She really did. A wild and ugly laugh wanted to claw its way out of her throat.
Cynthia Richter had evidently decided that her insufficiently feminine soccer coach could use some gendered persuasion—maybe to offset any possible urges Jillian might have to violate the almighty morality clause—and Cynthia had chosen a femme lesbian to do her dirty work. The irony would’ve been hilarious if it wasn’t so horrible.
She wanted to dunk Cynthia’s homophobic head into a bucket of cold truth. Instead, Mattie said, as pleasantly as she could manage, “Thanks so much for calling, Principal Richter. I sure don’t want to take up any more of your valuable time.”
“Well, of course, Ms. Belman.” Cynthia sounded a little surprised. “You know I only want your experience at St. Rita’s to—”
“I’ll be praying for you,” Mattie said sweetly and ended the call with a vicious press of the red button on her screen.
She had a codirector now. An incredibly irritating, massively unqualified, disturbingly attractive codirector.
Fine. So be it. If Jillian thought Mattie would roll over and take this act of aggression without a fight, she was wrong. Dead wrong. Failure was no longer an option.
Mattie would triumph. She’d put on a hell of a show next April, even if Jillian Reed pulled out all the stops to prevent it. No more Ms. Pity Party, no more letting her past failures haunt her. This was Mattie’s chance to prove her worth—to everyone else, of course, but especially to her own self.
And along the way, she’d force herself to stop thinking about Jillian’s sculpted arms.



CHAPTER 7
AT LUNCHTIME THE NEXT DAY, Mattie had her first chance to confront Jillian.
She made it to the faculty lounge a few minutes after the lunch period began, thanks to a student who’d stayed late with questions. When Mattie arrived, the place was already packed with her colleagues complaining to each other over brown bags and dented soda cans.
Lounge was a generous word; this wasn’t an environment that invited relaxation. The best compliment you could give the tables was that they did, in fact, have mostly flat surfaces. The hummus-colored refrigerator in the corner looked as if it had been installed sometime before Mattie was born. A sad little ivy plant sat next to the sink, close to the water it wasn’t getting.
Mattie could go right to the fridge and grab the egg salad sandwich she’d deposited this morning. Or she could start the afternoon on offense and make sure Jillian Reed knew she’d made a mistake in encroaching on Mattie’s turf.
Because Jillian was sitting right there, her back to Mattie, at a table all by herself.
For months and months, Mattie had dodged everyone’s well-meant sympathy for her failures. She’d fallen into a hometown-shaped hole where she could hide. Now she didn’t feel like hiding anymore.
Mattie had an opponent. Someone who’d looked at her and decided she was worth fighting.
That thought alone made her heart race.
The back of Jillian’s head was more recognizable than some people’s faces. That sleek hair, without a strand out of place, stopped right above her muscled shoulders. Mattie could just see the base of Jillian’s neck at the point where her hair ended.
She shook her head to clear it and said loudly, before nerves stopped her, “You’re not qualified to be my codirector, Jillian.”
The conversation in the room died instantly.
Gabe, who was sitting at the table nearest to Jillian’s, caught Mattie’s gaze and shook his head, an obvious warning. One she wouldn’t heed.
Jillian needed to know that she was dealing with a woman who didn’t fear a fight.
“Oh, I’m unqualified, am I?” Jillian didn’t turn around. “You want to talk qualifications? I’ve got over a decade at this school shaping policy and building champions. You’ve got a heartbeat and some pretty twinkle lights.”
Mattie wouldn’t let insults deter her. “I’d like to speak with you outside.”
“Don’t tell me you’re embarrassed by your inexperience, Freckles. Oh, you’ll learn how to write a lesson plan some year, don’t you worry. Which reminds me, how many cows did your students give back to each other in today’s class? I bet they’re up to an entire herd by now.”
Heat pulsed in Mattie’s cheeks. Fuck politeness. She needed to make Jillian face her. “At least my students know how to get something honestly,” she snapped. “You threatened Cynthia and invaded my territory just so you could keep complete control over your girls.”
“Mattie.” Gabe’s voice was strained.
Now Jillian’s shoulders were hunching up toward her ears. On anyone else, it would’ve looked like a cringe. On her, though, the movement reminded Mattie of the windup to a pitch.
“I know what you’re trying to do,” Mattie would have this conversation one way or another. “You’re trying to sabotage the musical. And, honestly, that doesn’t surprise me, given what I know about you”—Jillian made a soft sound—“but are you really so vindictive that you’d take out your petty grudge on our students? They’re the ones you’re going to hurt.”
Slowly, Jillian finally turned around, her face darkened by something like resignation. “You know nothing about me,” she said softly. “You mean what everyone else told you about me.”
Mattie wouldn’t look at Gabe, not now. “Then correct me. Out in the hallway.”
No reaction at first. Then, as the onlookers held their collective breath, Jillian rose to her full height, shoulders back and chin lifted. The movement had the unwavering conviction of an athlete who knew her route.
It was Jillian’s own version of a performance.
Jillian marched out of the room, leaving the remains of her barely touched lunch at her deserted table. She didn’t acknowledge Mattie as she strode past her, so close that if she’d been wearing loose clothes, the fabric might’ve brushed against Mattie’s arm. She didn’t say anything that could have been construed as a concession, anything like Fine. Yes. Let’s talk.
But that was clearly what she meant, so Mattie followed Jillian without another word, the soft hum of shocked conversation starting up behind her as she left the lounge.
“So you’re not going to sabotage the musical?” Mattie asked once they were in the hallway.
Jillian didn’t stop, her khaki-colored cargo joggers swishing as she walked.
The question felt somewhat pathetic. Either Jillian had harmful intentions, in which case she’d never reveal them, or she didn’t and Mattie was prolonging the insult.
Not far from the lounge door, in front of a series of lockers, Jillian abruptly spun around.
Mattie stumbled to a sudden stop. They were a few feet apart, close enough that she had to tilt her head up a few inches to meet Jillian’s gaze. “You basically declared me your enemy. How do I know our students won’t be collateral damage? I’m not okay with that.”
“You’ve been talking to Gabe.” Jillian’s eyes were even more startling at this narrow distance, the contrast between her irises and pupils almost nonexistent. “If you think I’m so petty that I’d deliberately destroy whatever fleeting happiness some kids can wring out of an off-key ballad, then—to quote your most memorable moment at this school to date—let me disabuse you of that notion right now.”
So Jillian had liked what she’d seen yesterday in Mattie’s classroom. Or, at least, had taken note of it. That shouldn’t make pleasure leap inside Mattie’s chest.
“You remember what I said,” she blurted out.
“I remember everything. Everything.” For a second, a shadow eclipsed Jillian’s fierce expression. Before Mattie could figure out what it meant, the shadow was gone, leaving only flame. “This is between you and me, Freckles. Not Gabe. Not the kids. No one else. And if you don’t want me to infringe on your territory, then stop coming for what’s mine.”
Mattie swallowed. The blaze in Jillian’s hot stare might be a threat, or it might be an invitation, one that felt dangerous to accept. “Gabe’s known you for a long time,” she said to get herself back on track and away from where her thoughts might lead. “Why shouldn’t I trust his opinion?”
“Correction, Freckles. Gabe and I have been physically adjacent for a long time. That doesn’t mean he knows me. In fact, I’d say not a single person at this sorry excuse for a school does.”
“He told me you’ll stop at nothing to win.”
Jillian laughed. It was a dry sound, sucked thin of any real humor. “I bet he did. Do you believe him?”
No. I didn’t want to. No. “I think you’d do a lot of things other people wouldn’t in order to come out ahead.”
“You don’t get to the professional leagues without sacrificing a hell of a lot, including some principles. Some relationships.” Without breaking eye contact, Jillian thumbed her hand over her shoulder, in the general direction of the trophy case down the hall. “And you definitely don’t win thirteen state championships without teaching your students to sacrifice a hell of a lot either. Want to tell me again that I’m unqualified?”
Mattie wouldn’t back down. “You’ve got no theatrical training. How are you going to learn enough about theater to manage a full production?”
“You’ve been teaching here for less than a week.” Jillian took a slow, small step toward her, her burning stare fixed onto Mattie’s face. “How are you going to learn enough pedagogy to manage a full classroom? I’ve got over a decade’s worth of teaching experience on you, Freckles. You could learn from me. Have you thought of that?”
It was exactly like Cynthia’s justification for bringing Jillian on as Mattie’s codirector. Similar enough that Mattie realized, belatedly, where Cynthia had gotten that particular line of argument.
She ignored Jillian’s points and barreled ahead with her own line of inquiry. “This is a pretty significant about-face. I thought you were violently opposed to—what did you call it?—wasted time.”
Jillian blinked. Once, twice, three times. Fast enough for Mattie to notice.
“I overheard Aguilar and Matthews talking in the hall yesterday afternoon,” Jillian said eventually, her voice softer. “About the musical. Wanting to try out. Aguilar seemed utterly convinced I’d never let them. And she sounded—defeated. None of my animals should ever sound defeated. That’s unacceptable.”
It was Mattie’s turn to blink. She hadn’t expected that reply, or the quiet sincerity in Jillian’s voice. “You have a soccer team to coach,” she said, not knowing how to respond to this new information. “You’ve got games Wednesday and Friday afternoons—not to mention practice—and directing doesn’t only happen during rehearsals. How are you going to make time for everything?”
“There are seven days in a week. And I don’t sleep. Next ignorant question.”
Jillian’s hands were on her hips, right at the edges of Mattie’s peripheral vision. Mattie stared up at the faintest of peach fuzz, barely perceptible, that skimmed the plane of Jillian’s cheeks. It looked soft, delicate, the opposite of the woman beneath.
“I’ll be a better teacher than you think,” Mattie said, grateful that she sounded as vehement as she felt. “I can be there for these kids.”
“This isn’t Dead Poets Society, Freckles. Nobody here’s gonna have a life-changing epiphany just because you decided that the teaching profession was the best place to channel your regrets.”
Mattie flinched, not only from Jillian’s callousness but also from her accuracy. “Looks like it worked for you,” she snapped, doing her best to recover. “You walked away from a professional career, and now you’re training teenagers to do exactly what you left behind. How’s that any different than what I did?”
Her gaze narrowed, Jillian took another step toward Mattie. They were nearly touching now, so close that Mattie could see Jillian’s pupils dilate, feel the warm, faint breath from her slightly parted mouth.
Mattie was weirdly breathless.
“So many questions,” Jillian murmured, just loud enough for Mattie to hear, “and you still haven’t asked me what you should be asking.”
“Which is?”
“Why I’m doing this.”
Spots of color were blooming on Jillian’s cheeks. It was warm in the hallway—or it felt warm to Mattie—as the heat stuck her blouse to her skin. Jillian might be overheating too.
She stared up at Jillian and licked her lips, the gesture drawing Jillian’s gaze down to Mattie’s mouth. “All right.” Mattie’s voice cracked on the second word. “Why are you doing this?”
“Control over my animals, obviously,” Jillian said hoarsely. “If they insist on joining this ridiculous enterprise, then I get some say in how they use their time.”
That voltage Mattie had felt yesterday was back again, the short gap between their bodies no match for its humming power. She could feel it stroke her skin, lift the hair on her arms, draw her toward the source. It was like nothing she’d ever experienced before, not even with Heather. The only similar feeling she could remember had happened during a college hookup, back when the thrill of women was still brand-new and felt like oxygen to begging lungs.
It didn’t make sense. None of this made sense. Her body had defected from her brain. Yes, Jillian was objectively attractive, but her personality was the opposite of appealing. That hard arrogance should be a complete turnoff. Instead, Mattie found herself leaning toward Jillian, unable to look away from the woman who’d decided to bite into Mattie’s thin life and take the best strip of it for herself.
No one had ever stared at Mattie like Jillian was doing now, as though Mattie were the only person in the world who mattered.
Jillian seemed dazed, and under other circumstances, Mattie might’ve pushed herself to read it as anything but what it was. Confusion. Surprise. Low blood sugar. Anything but the most obvious reflection of Mattie’s own need.
But she knew. It was there in the grit of Jillian’s voice and the growing softness of her slack mouth. Jillian was nearly swaying toward Mattie, as though she, too, could feel the pull between them and couldn’t bear to let the line go loose.
“Is there any other reason you’re doing it?” Mattie’s voice went nearly as hoarse as Jillian’s.
There’s no other reason, she expected Jillian to answer.
“Maybe I like it that you aren’t scared of me,” Jillian said, her voice still husky.
Fear sure wasn’t the reason Mattie trembled, at least not fear of Jillian’s temper. “Why would I be scared of you?”
“Good.” Jillian said, the word almost an exhale. “That’s good.”
Oh God, she was lifting her left hand, she was lifting it toward Mattie’s face, and all Mattie could do was wait for the next few seconds to arrive.
Loud laughter echoed down the hallway, and two girls turned the corner behind Jillian, walking toward them on their way back from lunch.
Mattie froze. She had no idea what the girls found so funny—and didn’t have a single bit of interest in finding out. Her eyes caught Jillian’s in quick alarm.
Jillian instantly dropped her hand to her side and took a swift step backward.
Oh. They’d almost forgotten themselves, hadn’t they? Forgotten where they were, who they were, and all the reasons Jillian couldn’t reach up and—what? Touch Mattie’s face?
“So,” Mattie managed, “we’re working together. Codirectors.”
The two girls passed by, taking no notice.
“Codirectors.” Jillian’s gaze stayed on Mattie’s mouth. “I hope you’re ready to see what real excellence looks like, Freckles.”
On the contrary, Mattie wasn’t ready for any of this. Not the job, not the musical, and definitely not Jillian, this strange and infuriating woman who only cared about winning.
But that wasn’t true. There was more to Jillian than a relentless drive.
Maybe I like it that you aren’t scared of me.
“Bring it,” Mattie said instead.
She had the satisfaction of seeing obvious surprise flash over Jillian’s face before Mattie spun about on her heel and strode back to the faculty lounge.
Unsurprisingly, everyone stared at Mattie as she entered the room and, without making eye contact, made a beeline for the hummus-colored fridge. The collective stare made the back of her neck prickle with discomfort, and she resisted the urge to adjust her clothes and make sure she was still presentable. Jillian hadn’t touched her, but Mattie still felt disheveled by their encounter.
Her sad, little paper bag was the top shelf’s only occupant other than an apple with a sunken spot.
“Mattie!” Gabe waved her over. He was sitting with Terry Stephens and Beth Gallagher, English and Biology respectively.
More than anything else, Mattie wanted to take her lunch into her classroom and process what had just happened so she could recover from Jillian’s eyes and Jillian’s words. That seemed like an impolitic choice, though, given Gabe’s eager summons. She sighed and made her way to his table.
“Got on the Razor’s bad side, did you?” Beth asked as Mattie sat down with her bag.
“Um?” Mattie sounded about as dim as she felt. “The Razor?”
Gabe shrugged. “A nickname she had in high school. It stuck. Cutting up the field, allegedly, but—” He looked around the table. “Jillian’s always been cutting in all kinds of ways, and to all kinds of people.”
“She might not be as awful as you think she is.” The words were out before Mattie knew she was going to say them.
Beth and Terry gave each other knowing looks.
“Mattie,” Gabe said gently, “you’re a nice person. Don’t let her manipulate you, okay? Hang out with us. I know the lounge feels like a middle school lunchroom sometimes, but you’ve always got a seat at my table—unless I’m at that table over there with the three broken chairs, in which case you might need to crash somewhere else.”
“Thanks, but I don’t—” Mattie stopped. Started again. “I don’t think Jillian did what you said she did. I don’t believe it. I’m not saying she’s the easiest person to get along with, but—”
“You don’t have to believe it.” Gabe crumpled up the tinfoil wrapper for his mostly eaten sandwich. “Honestly, I don’t know that I believe she did it either. Just believe me when I say you need to be careful around her.”
Mattie stared down at her unopened lunch bag. Gabe didn’t know half of it. She had every reason in the world to be careful around Jillian, especially now that she knew, or guessed, that her own attraction was reciprocated. Acting on those feelings would’ve been irresponsible under normal workplace circumstances, but if they were caught, that would be the end of Mattie’s job and any chance at a decent reference from Cynthia.
Even putting all that aside, Jillian would still be a terrible choice for Mattie’s first—whatever—since her marriage to Heather had ended. What did it say about Mattie and her issues that she was attracted to someone who’d directly expressed a desire to make her life harder? Nothing good, probably.
But Jillian had also protected a vulnerable student. She’d told off a sexist asshole in front of a crowd of people. She was funny without meaning to be. She cared about her players’ feelings. She was a relentlessly hard worker. She was hurt by others’ assumptions about her, even if she tried not to show it, and she’d seen enough worth in Mattie to focus that remarkable attention on—
Shit. They were all looking at her.
“Mattie?” Gabe asked. “You okay?”
“Oh, sure.” Mattie injected as much brightness into her voice as she could manage. “Just making a mental note to bring a frying pan from home for tomorrow’s lecture on farce.”
She was a very good actor. Maybe not good enough to make a living at it, but good enough to convince three career teachers in northeastern Pennsylvania, who began to chatter about a disruption in Terry’s class that morning.
Mattie fixed her face into an expression that resembled interest and opened her bag with relief. Egg salad might be prosaic, but it tasted nothing like inconvenient desire.



CHAPTER 8
WHAT JILLIAN UNDERSTOOD ABOUT THEATER could fill a pill capsule.
Of course, Mattie knew that Jillian would never admit her ignorance. It was obvious that she didn’t like to be found lacking, even if she considered the subject in question worthless. So when they first began working together on the musical, Jillian bluffed a lot.
Some of her excuses and clarifications were almost endearing in their obviousness. She thought blocking, for instance, referred to an actor standing in front of another to block the audience’s view, and she informed Mattie that it was ridiculous to even suggest a rehearsal to practice it. Another time, Jillian insisted that obviously she’d heard of the musical Dear Evan Hansen, who hadn’t heard of it? It was just that she’d thought Mattie had said Fear Kevin’s Grandson, and, honestly, Mattie should practice her enunciation because a professionally trained actress should have clearer speech.
Almost endearing. Almost.
Until Mattie remembered that the only reason they were even discussing theater in the first place was because Jillian had inserted herself where she didn’t belong.
And until she remembered that she was now required to let Jillian’s players leave class early for pregame practice on Wednesdays and Fridays. Apparently, the advertising power of a championship team’s games was more important than elective classes, or so Cynthia had implied to Mattie.
Don’t worry, Jillian texted a few hours after Cynthia had delivered the news. I’ll make sure your students don’t miss any important cow reimbursements.
So that was another development. They were texting now.
Not all the time, but enough that Mattie noticed when an evening went by and her phone didn’t light up with a message from Jillian. Most of her texts were show-related demands that Mattie generously chose to interpret as suggestions, like the time she’d told Mattie to get Gail Zielinski to donate her art students as backdrop painters, but other texts felt weirdly personal. As if Jillian wanted—what? To get to know her new colleague?
That was a ridiculous thought. Jillian didn’t want to know her.
No, it was more that Jillian was clearly trying to get information. And, sometimes, to increase her opportunities to pester Mattie, as she did one night in early September.
 
I bet audition guys told you to tone down that huge grin of yours all the time.
 
They’re called casting directors, Jillian.
 
Well?
 
Seriously? No, nobody ever told me to stop smiling. I have a fantastic smile, thanks.
 
It’s a lot, Freckles. You’ve got all these teeth, they’re whiter than the Republican National Convention, and whenever you flash them at me, I get uncomfortable.
 
You get uncomfortable because I have teeth?
 
I never asked to see them.
 
The next day, out of sheer cussedness, Mattie grinned widely at Jillian when they passed each other in the hallway, the better to show off her offensive pearly whites.
Jillian didn’t take the bait. She kept walking and, as she went by, pointed out that Mattie had a toothpaste stain on the front of her pink blouse.
In the middle of all that mishegoss, they faced their first major task as codirectors: choosing a musical. This proved a lot more challenging than Mattie had anticipated. And not only because Jillian was involved.
The few theater kids in Mattie’s classes desperately wanted a show like Mamma Mia! or Shrek the Musical. But despite the additional funds Cynthia had allocated, licensing costs for newer shows were astronomically expensive, which meant that Mattie had limited options.
Jesus Christ Superstar was out of the question for obvious reasons. Rent had unapologetically queer characters. Miss Saigon was racist. Dreamgirls had multiple Black roles that couldn’t be filled, given that St. Rita’s had exactly two Black students. And to Mattie’s surprise, Chicago was outright rejected by the administration.
“It promotes prostitution,” Cynthia exclaimed, and even though Mattie had tried to explain the difference between sex work and vaudeville, her efforts came to nothing.
After about two weeks of fruitless debate, Mattie and Jillian managed to settle on a show that made almost nobody happy.
Miss Munitions was an inoffensive and fairly inane 1950s musical set in a weapons manufacturing plant during the final months of World War II. It depicted the conflict—and unlikely romance—between a male quality control inspector and a female assembler, both vying for the same promotion to production supervisor. Mattie had played one of the supporting roles herself at the Bucks County Playhouse over a decade ago.
Jillian, who had dismissed some of their options herself—she wouldn’t do Grease because Stockard Channing had once cut in front of her at an airport Shake Shack—was the only one who seemed pleased about the choice. “More people should have a healthy respect for manufacturing quality control,” was all she’d say on the matter. “And it’s cheaper than a Christmas tree on December 26.”
Mattie, caught between her revulsion at Cynthia’s purity standards, her annoyance with Jillian’s obstruction, and her own relief at finally having a show, decided to go with the least negative emotion.
In mid-September, she printed audition flyers and hung them in the hallways near the Peacemakers’ overpowering banners. Mattie’s pale-green typeface and graphics were admittedly meek in contrast with all those hand-painted capital letters and exclamation points.
 
St. Rita High School Theater Arts presents: Miss Munitions, a classic musical.
Performance dates April 3, 4, 5.
Open call for auditions.
Prepare 32-bar cut. No accompanist.
Sides will be provided.
Tryouts after school, September 30.
 
She had about three hours’ peace that day before Hurricane Jillian stormed into the faculty lounge.
“The hell is a 32-bar cut?”
Mattie, at lunch with Gabe, was in the process of shoveling leftover turkey casserole into her mouth when Jillian barked her question right behind her.
She choked a little on her food, coughing.
“Hey, Jillian,” Gabe drawled. “I’m doing great today. Thanks so much for asking.”
Jillian ignored him. “Well? Care to clarify?”
Swallowing, Mattie turned around in her chair. “It’s standard audition practice. Thirty-two measures of a song. Around one minute and thirty seconds.”
“Then say that.” Jillian had her hands on her hips. “You think these kids know what a 32-bar cut is? Or what ‘sides will be provided’ means? I read ‘sides,’ I think potato salad. Or sides of beef. Sophia’s gonna show up to this audition thinking she’s finally getting that cow back.”
That actually wasn’t a terrible point. Some industry terms were so familiar to Mattie that she’d forgotten their students wouldn’t know them. “Fine,” she said, even though conceding a point to Jillian felt like relinquishing an army before the next battle. “I’ll fix it.”
But by the time she left the faculty lounge, intent on editing her Canva document, the flyers were already changed. 32-bar cut had been crossed out with a Sharpie marker and replaced by SHORT SONG. Sides was now SCENE. The black print looked uncompromising against the pastel color scheme.
It was visually arresting too, the kind of flyer you’d notice out of the corner of your eye and walk over to read out of curiosity.
Goddamn it. The marker was helpful.
Jillian had also added TRY OUT FOR MALE AND FEMALE ROLES above the word auditions. Again, Mattie struggled against her reluctant appreciation. Most of their students would want a female role, but at least a few might be interested in a male part, especially if they were prepared to audition for one.
Single-gender casting for Miss Munitions had actually been Jillian’s idea early on, the first one she’d shared that Mattie had agreed with. Typically, or so Cynthia had informed Mattie, casting for St. Rita productions relied partly on an influx of male students from St. Francis, an all-boys Catholic high school on the outskirts of Scranton. The musical provided one of the few opportunities besides prom that students had to interact with boys on school grounds. According to Cynthia, it was “good for our little ladies to practice having healthy relations with young men.”
Her phrasing had made Mattie’s stomach turn. So when Jillian came up with the alternate proposal, arguing that if she wanted to teach boys how to pretend to be men, she’d get a job as an NFL coach, Mattie had jumped at the idea—so eagerly and quickly, in fact, that Jillian reacted with suspicion.
But there would be more roles for the girls this way, even if most of the parts were already women. And an all-female cast meant Mattie didn’t have to expend any energy fulfilling Cynthia’s antiquated gender fantasies.
When Mattie had asked Cynthia for permission to put on an all-girls production, Cynthia had looked at her for a long moment, then nodded her head brusquely in assent.
“I do hope,” she’d said with a look Mattie didn’t like, “that you’re setting a good example for Coach Reed. As we discussed.”
TRY OUT FOR MALE AND FEMALE ROLES, the flyer screamed in Jillian’s insolent handwriting, and Mattie, staring at it, tried to ignore the uneasy twist of her stomach. Not even one full month into this job and she was already caught within a complicated network of competing interests, priorities, and desires.
Including her own.
Everything, she told herself, would definitely, absolutely, probably be fine.



CHAPTER 9
THE FINAL DAY OF SEPTEMBER arrived, and with it, auditions.
Turnout was better than Mattie had dared hope. A few dozen students clustered together at the back of the auditorium, looking over the sides Jillian had distributed.
Nerves were high. Mattie could feel the energy tremble around her, even though the kids were mostly quiet. Her own nerves were a bit elevated too.
How would Jillian try to challenge her this time? What was her angle?
As if she’d read Mattie’s mind, Jillian tossed the extra sides onto the folding table in front of the stage, took her seat, and announced, “Olivia’s going first.”
“No, she isn’t,” Mattie said automatically. “Your girls don’t get special treatment.”
“Olivia needs the extra practice time before tomorrow’s game. Her version of stop and go looks more like stop and stop. Didn’t you get my text?”
“I haven’t had time to look at my phone since sixth period let out.” Mattie tried not to let exasperation strain her answer. She sat down in the other folding chair, pulled out a notebook and pen from her bag, and tossed them onto the table in front of her. “And Olivia’s not going first. Emily Bruno is. I told her she could, anyway.”
“Aguilar!” Jillian craned her neck to look at the back of the auditorium. “Get up here!”
Another power play. Did Jillian still think Mattie was going to back down?
“Emily,” Mattie hollered. “You’re up first. Show us what you’ve got.”
As Emily bounded up from the back of the auditorium, phone in hand, Mattie deliberately refused to look at Jillian. It didn’t matter. She could still feel Jillian’s stare boring a hole into the right side of her head.
“Coach?” Olivia strode calmly up to their table. “So am I first or not?”
“Like I said—”
“You’re next, Olivia,” Mattie interjected. “We’re really looking forward to what you’ve got to offer. Emily? Up on stage.”
Olivia looked at Jillian, and this time, Mattie did too.
Jillian’s expression was unreadable. She sat back in her folding chair, arms crossed over her chest, and finally said, “If that’s the way you want it.”
“That’s how I want it.” Mattie glared, the stare a punctuation that meant don’t fuck with me; you should know by now I won’t roll over and take it like everyone else. In frustrating moments like this, it was blissfully difficult to remember that she was attracted to Jillian at all.
“Fine,” Jillian muttered. At least her crossed arms hid what was beneath them, so Mattie’s gaze couldn’t slip down to the front of Jillian’s dark blue tank top.
Which was good.
With a quick glance at Jillian, Olivia took a step back from the table, as though awaiting her next orders.
Now on stage, Emily stood with her legs apart, holding her phone behind her back. She took a deep breath and announced, “I would like to audition for the role of assistant director. I’ve prepared a carefully crafted speech instead of a song. Is that okay, Ms. Belman, Coach Reed?”
“Uh, I don’t think this production really needs an AD, Emily. But we do need a stage manager. No audition necessary, just a short conversation.”
“Oh, I’d like to hear this carefully crafted speech,” Jillian said, sounding genuinely amused. “Go for it, Greta Gerwig. Make your case.”
“Ms. Belman? Please? I’ve been practicing my speech since last night. My mom says it’s really good.”
Well, everyone who wanted to audition was allowed to audition, and as much as Mattie didn’t want to cede any ground to Jillian, it wouldn’t hurt to let Emily share what she’d prepared.
“Sure, that’s fine with us,” Mattie told Emily and then, not loving the pronoun, added, “That’s fine with me.”
Emily seemed to grow a bit paler. “Okay.” She snuck a quick peek at her phone screen, then shoved it behind her back again. “So. Ms. Belman. Coach Reed. Much like the unforgettable character Fantine in the great French Revolution-era musical Les Misérables, I have dreamed a dream.”
Mattie would not laugh. She wouldn’t.
“I guess we should be grateful she didn’t quote Martin Luther King,” Jillian said under her breath, and Mattie would not let herself react to that either. It wasn’t a joke anyway. Jillian didn’t joke.
“My dream is to one day ascend to the great directing heights trailblazed before me by the likes of Julie Taymor, Rachel Chavkin, Lear deBessonet, Marianne Elliot, and other immense talents not enumerated here.” Emily stumbled on enumerated, probably a word her mother had suggested. “By the time I’m thirty-five, I will become the very first redheaded, glasses-wearing, Tony-winning female theater director on Broadway. Because I know that if you dream it, you can achieve it.”
Thirty-five was three years younger than Mattie, who remembered the days when that had seemed like an impossible age. She, too, had believed that her career goals were inevitable, just waiting for her to arrive at them through a series of linear benchmarks.
Maybe Emily would end up back at St. Rita’s.
“And you, Ms. Belman, Coach Reed, have an opportunity. Right here, right now. You can say yes, and my career begins in this auditorium, as your assistant director-slash-stage manager. One day, when I accept my Tony Award for directing the first all-puppet revival of A Chorus Line, I’ll mention you both by name and say that you were the ones who gave me my start.”
“And if we told you no?” Jillian asked. “Hypothetically.”
Mattie turned her head.
A curious expression crossed Jillian’s face. On another woman, Mattie might have called it tenderness.
“If you told me no,” Emily said as if it were obvious, “then you wouldn’t get to hear your name at the Tonys.”
Jillian laughed, an honest-to-God legitimate laugh that shook her whole body. No mockery in that laugh, just pure amusement, and maybe some of what Mattie was feeling too. Real affection for Emily’s determination. The sour knowledge that time would show Emily what neither of them could. A little hope that one day she’d prove their cynicism wrong.
“What do you say, Ms. Belman?” Jillian’s mouth curved in what appeared to be a real smile. “Think we could use an assistant director-slash-stage manager?”
We again. There was a we now.
But there wasn’t a we, not really. There was Mattie and her ambition to help these kids express themselves creatively, and there was Jillian and her ambition to help herself. Jillian was here to serve her own interests, even if she’d promised not to undermine the production. Mattie needed to remember that.
Especially when Jillian’s smile reached her eyes and made them sparkle.
“You’re hired, Emily,” Mattie said.
Emily screamed and waved her arms in an eruption of pure joy that made Mattie’s heart hurt.
“You’ll be our general right-hand woman, okay? That means you help us take notes, make programs, and call the show during tech week and performances. Compensation is what everyone else gets, which is free donuts I’m picking up from Dough, A Dear on a semi-regular basis. Is that all right with you?”
“Oh my gosh, that sounds amazing.” Emily was breathless. “Thank you, thank you, thank you. You won’t regret this. I promise.” She let out a smaller scream, her face nearly as red as her hair, and bounced off the stage. “Do I get to help with the rest of the auditions?”
Jillian shrugged. “If you want to stick around—”
“I do, I do, I do,” Emily exclaimed.
“Then pull up a chair, Red, and start assisting. You can take notes for me.”
While Emily rushed over to the stack of chairs against the wall, nearly tripping over herself, Mattie turned her attention to Olivia, who stood a few feet away.
“Guess sucking up pays off,” Olivia muttered and fiddled with her necklace. It was an eight-rayed sun Mattie recognized from the Philippines flag; she wondered if Olivia had worn it for good luck. “I can’t believe Emily gets to tell us what to do.”
“I tell you what to do,” Jillian said firmly.
“So do I.” Mattie wasn’t about to let Jillian leave her out. “And if you’d still like to audition, Olivia, go for it.”
Still sulking, as if trying out for the role of Disaffected Teenage Girl, Olivia shuffled her way up the stairs to the stage. She carried a copy of the audition pages and nothing else, which meant she’d memorized whatever song she was about to perform. “Okay,” she said and looked out at the auditorium. “I’m ready.”
“Do you want to read for us first, or are you starting with a song?” The sides were from an early interaction between the male lead, Joe DeMarco, and Betty, the factory’s wise-cracking secretary. Mattie could get a better comparative sense of students’ skills if they all read the same scene. Songs were open choice; it was easier to tell who could sing well if they came in with already-memorized material.
“I’ll sing first.” Olivia seemed suddenly nervous, a departure from her two usual modes: confident or pissed off. “I’m doing ‘Wait for It’ from Hamilton.”
That was unexpected. “Wait for It” depicted Aaron Burr’s struggle for patience in the face of his rival Hamilton’s success. A male character’s solo.
“Whoa.” Emily plopped herself down in the folded chair she’d dragged to their table. She sounded as if she’d developed a new respect for Olivia. “I love that song.”
“Take it away, then. Need a note?” The auditorium already had a piano but no one yet to play it.
Olivia shook her head, then cleared her throat and began to sing, an octave above the original.
Mattie could almost feel Jillian’s mouth opening next to her, even if she couldn’t see it, and her own jaw gaped in unison as Olivia continued, her voice a plush alto that didn’t seem possible in a high schooler. Listening, Mattie could well believe that this child truly understood what it felt like to survive deep loss, to be stuck in professional and personal limbo, to be forced to wait for happiness.
It was like gold hiding under flint. Who knew that this sullen kid had that gift concealed inside her throat?
After the final repeated “wait,” held just long enough to resonate throughout the auditorium, Olivia bounced up on her toes once, the barest evidence of a nervous tic, then stood flat-footed again, waiting for the verdict.
In the few seconds Mattie took to find her bearings, Emily said, again, “Whoa. You’re, uh, you’re really, really good, Olivia.”
A reflexive grin flashed across Olivia’s face, then disappeared. “Thanks,” she said, sounding as if she only partly meant it.
“If you learn to control a ball as well as you control that voice, Aguilar,” Jillian announced, “you’ll be my starting striker next year. Not bad. Not bad at all.” She glanced at Mattie. “In my exceptionally qualified opinion.”
“Oh.” Olivia bit her lip. “That’s—wow, thanks, Coach.”
Mattie took in Olivia’s stance, the wide-legged posture of a girl who wasn’t afraid to take up space, and asked, “Olivia, which part did you want to read?”
“Uh, Betty. I guess?”
“Would you be okay with reading Joe’s lines instead? I’d really like to see what you’d do with a male role. But if you’d rather read Betty, that’s fine.”
Olivia’s face reddened. “Yeah. Sure. I can read Joe.”
Quietly, Jillian said to Mattie, “You really think she could pull off a male part? That kid’s a hundred pounds soaking wet and wears enough mascara to draw with her eyelashes.”
“I’m just trying something.” Call it instinct, call it knowledge, but Mattie had a feeling Olivia could transform in ways that wouldn’t have seemed possible five minutes earlier. “If it doesn’t work, it doesn’t work.”
“It must be nice,” Jillian remarked, “to be that comfortable with the prospect of failure.”
Mattie chose to ignore this and grabbed a copy of the sides from the folding table. “You’ll be Joe,” she announced, “and I’ll read Betty.”
Olivia looked even redder as Mattie made her way up the stage stairs. “You’re gonna stand up here and read with me?”
“It’s easier to audition alongside someone who’s familiar with the material,” Mattie said cheerfully. It was incredible, really, how just being back on a stage made her feel looser, happier, more like herself. “Trust me on this. Makes movement more intuitive. You know, I actually played Betty once. A long time ago. Bucks County Playhouse. It was fun.”
“There’s no Tony for Best Humblebrag by a High School Theater Arts Teacher,” Jillian hollered at her. “Get on with it before Billie Eilish moves into senior assisted living. I have practice in an hour.”
“Why, Coach Reed.” Mattie grinned at her. Even Jillian couldn’t unbalance her right now. The floor of the stage felt almost alive under her feet, as if it reached back up to her, saying, Hello, you’re here, you came back. Where’d you go? “Have patience. Sit back and let Olivia and me show you how it’s done.” She turned to Olivia, not waiting for a response, and gave her the same grin she’d flashed at Jillian.
Olivia looked strangely unsettled, her cheeks still flushed with what Mattie assumed were nerves.
“Need a minute to review before we start?” Mattie asked.
“Uh.” Olivia looked down at the pages. “I’m good.”
“Then let’s begin.” Mattie straightened her posture into that of a 1940s secretary who was resolutely proud of her work, slipping back to her early twenties and Bucks County. She could almost feel ghosts; the nylon of the costume’s skirt and blouse had irritated her skin. “Say, Joe, what gives, huh? You sweet on Dolly?”
During the scene that followed, Mattie was aware of precisely two things. First, that her instinct about Olivia had been correct. Maybe it wasn’t exactly the same as a thirty-year-old male factory inspector, but Olivia, with her stance wide and her confident steps cross left as she read her lines, was doing a more than decent impression.
And second, Mattie understood, in the same way she understood how to wake up, that she would never be able to leave behind acting.
Not that she’d closed the door on it entirely. But the last few years of failed auditions and disappointments and a thin bank account had tied Mattie’s aspirations to the sick weight of dread. For months, even the thought of acting had made her nauseous, a reminder that she might not be as talented as she’d been told—or worse, that she was talented but didn’t have those other necessary qualities to scratch out a decent living.
But now, the thrill of it felt like sun streaking through Mattie’s veins. Even in a short, inconsequential scene from a mediocre musical, performing was still joyous.
She felt herself become Betty, all Mattie’s cares and worries dropping away to make room for the character’s keen curiosity. Her voice broadened into a Wisconsin cadence. She sniffed the air and imagined the scents Betty would smell: carefully rationed Elizabeth Arden perfume, her metal desk, the factory’s formaldehyde. The gentle heft of Betty’s gold-wire glasses, imaginary, pressed down on the bridge of her nose.
And then, almost as quickly as it had started, the scene was over. Re-entering real life, Mattie nearly let out a gasp. She managed to swallow it and nodded at Olivia, who looked similarly thrown by the abrupt transition.
“Nice work, Mr. DeMarco,” Mattie said, herself again, and smiled. Saying “thank you” would be weird, but she felt grateful to Olivia, regardless, for the reminder of what Mattie loved to do.
“You, uh, you too, Betty. Ms. Belman.”
Remembering that there were other people present, Mattie turned toward the rest of the auditorium.
Most of the students were still clustered together in the back, a few of them whispering to one another. Emily and Jillian stared up at Mattie and Olivia from behind the folding table. The former had her hands clasped together, starry-eyed and delighted in a way Mattie recognized. Seeing your teachers become something other than their regular selves gave you a thrill that felt forbidden.
Jillian, though, didn’t look thrilled. She looked—Mattie struggled for the right word—shocked? Stunned?
Hungry anticipation rolled through Mattie. “Jillian?” she asked, remembering too late that it was St. Rita policy to refer to colleagues by their professional titles. “Coach Reed?”
Jillian leaned back in her chair, exhaled, folded her fingers, and said finally, “Well.”
“Well?” Mattie knew she sounded ridiculous. “Well, what?”
“Aguilar.” Jillian’s thumb jerked over her shoulder. “You’re done here. Get to the field. When I show up in forty-eight minutes, I want to see you execute a cutback so precise it’d make a surgeon weep. My Peacemakers should never be anything less than excellent.” She paused. “I’m saying I want you as good out there as you are in here.”
“Got it, Coach.” Olivia grinned and actually saluted before hopping offstage.
Nothing for Mattie from Jillian, though. Not even a sarcastic comment or two. It was silly, outrageous even, to feel disappointed. After all, Olivia was the one auditioning.
What had Mattie wanted from Jillian anyway? A pat on the head? Flattery? Some recognition of Mattie’s skills? A big kiss on the mouth?
Jillian’s unambiguous approval?
Jesus. Mattie really
needed to get back into therapy.



CHAPTER 10
IN THE MIDDLE OF DINNER that night, when Mattie’s father was telling a long and generally pointless story about the hardware store owner’s son’s wife—apparently, she’d petitioned the Gladbeck city council for funds to open a new pickleball court—Mattie’s phone vibrated with a call.
It buzzed on the kitchen island’s Formica countertop. Even a room away, Mattie knew exactly who was on the other end of the line. Jillian would call during dinner. At least it gave Mattie an escape hatch from this conversation.
She stood from the dining room table, doing her best to make an apologetic face.
“Mattie,” her mother said, the name soaked with disapproval. “This is family time. Remember, we agreed when you moved back in?”
Her father grunted in agreement and speared two of his green beans. “You haven’t even told us about your day, kiddo. I want an update on that meshuggeneh girl, what’s-her-name, Emma? The one who likes to pretend Stephen Sondheim was her great-grandfather.”
“I gotta—I’m sorry, but it’s probably a work thing, and I—”
The buzz persisted, and it seemed almost louder, as though Jillian were communicating her increased impatience.
“Sorry, finish your food, I’ll tell you about my day later,” Mattie blurted out, bolted from the dining room, and managed to grab the phone off the island by the seventh buzz. The name on her screen felt like punctuation at the end of an unnerving sentence.
“Hi, Jillian,” she said, phone against her ear. It hadn’t even been two hours since they’d finished auditions. “Miss me?”
The question was out before she could stop herself. At least Jillian couldn’t see Mattie’s cringe.
No reply—for long enough that Mattie wondered if she should try to fill the silence, and then Jillian said, “You know, for all everyone says I’m the one with a massive ego, you’ve got a pretty healthy sense of your own self-worth there.”
You should’ve seen me a few months ago, Mattie thought and leaned back against the counter. “I’ll let you take first prize just this once. So, to what do I owe the pleasure?”
“Casting,” Jillian said as if it were obvious. “We’ve got some decisions to make.”
Mattie looked at the clock on the oven. It was a few minutes past seven. Didn’t Jillian ever take a break from work? Watch some TV, eat Oreos, veg out on the couch? “I’m not sure why this couldn’t wait until tomorrow. What’s the rush? I told the kids they wouldn’t know anything until next week.”
“And that’s a Monday practice we’d miss. Two, if we hold rehearsal Saturday afternoon.”
“Wait a minute. I’m not paid to work weekends.”
“Either you want this production to be a success, or you don’t. Which is it?”
“I want,” Mattie said through gritted teeth, “to eat my dinner and watch an episode of The White Lotus before I grade fifty quizzes and write up a lesson plan on stage combat. The musical can wait.”
“Congratulations.” Sarcasm weighed down Jillian’s voice. “You’ve just achieved something no one else ever has.”
It was a terrible idea to ask for clarification. “And what is that?”
“You’ve proved me wrong. I thought you wanted to make this musical a success. Apparently not. Go eat your dinner.”
“Oh, for God’s sake, just because I don’t—”
“Mattie,” her mother called from the dining room. “Everything all right?”
Sure, everything was fine, using an extremely loose definition of fine. Mattie was glad she knew how to pull out the strain from her voice and pitch it down to project calm. “Just hammering out some details for the musical. I’ll be upstairs.”
“Who’s that?” Jillian asked, sounding wary. “That woman. I can hear her.”
“What?” Thankfully, the dining room was on the far end of the house, so Mattie didn’t have to pass through it while Jillian found new ways to insult her. She sprinted from the kitchen and headed for the stairs, phone still pressed up against her warm ear. “Who was I just talking to, you mean?”
“Is that your—” Jillian cleared her throat. “Forget it. I shouldn’t ask. Forget I said it.”
Mattie, rushing up the staircase, felt abruptly winded. It was time to start exercising again if a short flight of stairs was enough to suck the air out of her lungs. “You thought that was—?”
My girlfriend. My wife. My in-violation-of-our-morality-clause.
“I don’t want to know who she is,” Jillian said firmly, as if convincing herself. “I shouldn’t know. No one at St. Rita’s should know. Don’t tell me.”
Mattie shut the door to her bedroom and stood with her back pressed against it, pulse matching the speed of her breath. “That was my mom. I’m staying with my parents. For now.”
A soft sound in her ear: Jillian, letting out a shallow exhale.
“My divorce was finalized in the spring.” Why the hell was she telling Jillian this? “I’m not seeing anyone right now.”
“Oh,” Jillian said. “Probably for the best. If you were seeing someone, you wouldn’t have any time for me. For the musical. You wouldn’t get anything done for it at all. Because you’d be busy.”
Mattie had never heard Jillian ramble before. She thrilled at the way it sounded, as if Jillian’s thoughts were overripe things coming undone.
Hang up. Tell her you’ve got stuff to do, and get off the phone. Or talk about the auditions. Or the broken vending machine outside the gym. Whatever doesn’t take you down a path you can’t reverse.
“Are you?” No, no, no, this was an awful idea. “Seeing someone?”
The silence lasted so long that Mattie, her stomach churning, was about to pull the phone from her ear to see if Jillian had disconnected.
Then, finally, Jillian said, “Why do you want to know?”
Because I want to believe I’m the only person in your life who’s earned that intense hyperfocus of yours. “We’re making conversation. I share, you share. That’s how it works.”
“Thanks for the condescending lesson, Freckles.” That familiar wry note was back in Jillian’s voice. “I’ve been sitting up nights trying to figure out how to talk to another human being, but now that you’ve told me exactly how to do it, I can finally rest easy. What in the world did I ever do before you came along?”
“You were probably bored.”
That laugh rang out again, the same loud laugh Mattie had heard earlier today at auditions, astonishing in the way it gave up totally on restraint. It melted Mattie’s irritation on the spot.
Her half-joke had some real truth behind it. The challenge Mattie posed to Jillian was, in some respects, exactly what Jillian needed.
She noticed, though, that Jillian still hadn’t answered Mattie’s question. Was she really single?
“Aubrey Hunter for Dolly,” Jillian said, referring to the female lead in Miss Munitions. “You know I’m right. There’s no other choice.”
“You’re not always right,” Mattie said automatically.
“Beg to differ.”
“You told me just five minutes ago that I’d proved you wrong.”
“And I was right about you proving me wrong.”
Grinning, Mattie sat down on the bed. “Okay. You’re right. This time. About Aubrey. She’s got the voice, she’s a fantastic actor, and she’s a senior. But what about Olivia? I’d love her for Joe, but she’s so much shorter and younger than Aubrey.”
“Simple. She gets Eldon.”
Eldon was the third-biggest role: an anxious, myopic male safety expert who had a couple of major numbers. “You know, that honestly might work.”
“Aguilar’s got a steadiness to her that’ll be good for Eldon.” Jillian spoke with astonishing confidence for a woman who, a couple of weeks ago, hadn’t been sure which direction was upstage and which was downstage. “Annoying character. Too neurotic. She’ll make him likable.”
Damn it. Jillian was right again. “Fine,” Mattie said, not wanting to sound too agreeable. “So Joe, then. If it’s not Olivia, it’s got to be—”
At the same time, they both said, “Kylie Doyle.”
Kylie, a senior in Mattie’s Theater 3 class, was slightly shorter than Jillian. During her audition, she’d demonstrated an impressive amount of confidence and charisma that would translate well to the male lead.
“So you do have some sense.” Jillian seemed pleased. “Doyle’s the obvious choice. Shove that blonde mop of hers under a wig, give her some pleated high-waisted trousers, a patterned sports coat, and some oxfords. She’ll look exactly like Cary Grant’s best attempts at heterosexual masculinity.”
Apparently, referring indirectly to queerness was okay, as long as it didn’t touch on either of them. It was Mattie’s turn to chuckle. “I know, I know,” she said before Jillian could remind her, “you don’t joke.”
Jillian cleared her throat. “My dad loved Cary Grant. Said he was timeless. We used to watch his films together.”
Something about the tone of her voice made Mattie sit up straighter. Jillian never brought up anything personal. And she’d used the past tense. “That’s really nice. I didn’t know you liked old movies. Did your—”
“I don’t like them,” Jillian said, a door slamming shut.
Even after weeks of rebuffs, the sting of it still caught Mattie off guard. “Okay. So we’ve got Dolly, Joe, and Eldon, and we still need to cast Marie, Betty—”
“Why do you love acting?”
Would Mattie ever learn to anticipate Jillian’s swerves? “Uh. What do you mean?”
“When you were up on the stage, it was like someone flipped a switch. And I’m not talking about you being good at it.”
“I was pretty good, though, wasn’t I?”
“Stop fishing for compliments. It’s not cute,” Jillian said, although by now, Mattie could read her well enough that it was clear that Jillian might in fact think it was a little cute. “I’m talking about the way you lit up like the Las Vegas Strip. You love being onstage, don’t you? You love it more than anything else.”
Mattie scooted back against the propped-up decorative pillows and lifted her legs onto the bed. “I didn’t exactly get into acting for the money. Of course I love it. All actors love acting. It’s the business we hate.”
“That’s not what I’m saying.” Jillian sounded frustrated. “Does it feel like you change when you’re on stage? Not the part where you’re pretending to be someone else; I don’t mean that. I want to know if you feel like you’re becoming another version of yourself. A better one. If it’s easier when you’re up there than it is to be anywhere else.”
And then Mattie understood. “You mean that’s what it’s like for you.”
She’d never thought about it this way before, but a pretty thin line separated athletics and acting. Both demanded the careful campaigns of human bodies, deployed with precision to achieve a result that satisfied hungry audiences. A movement upstage, a pass downfield, and if you did it well enough, the people watching would cheer loudly for you.
They’d both given up their stages.
“Forget it,” Jillian said harshly. “I shouldn’t have asked.”
Another door closing, but this time, Mattie would stop it. “No, I get it. Yes. Everything’s sharper. Clearer. I know exactly who I am. Because there’s a script and stage directions.”
“Or a match plan and a diagram.”
“Right. Or that.”
“And you let it all go,” Jillian said, and Mattie flushed. “You turned your back on Los Angeles and came home to a place that’s decaying faster than a compost pile. Some people might think you’re out of your mind.”
Jillian’s blunt summary had buried a question. Mattie dug it out. “Some people might not realize I hadn’t booked a part in eight months and couldn’t keep a roof over my head without my ex’s charity. Some people have no idea that perseverance and talent get you exactly nothing without a whole lot of luck. Some people don’t understand that when you get to your late thirties, the industry tosses you a Botox coupon and kicks you over to the ‘mom’ pile.” Unexpected emotion shook her voice. “Some people can judge me all they fucking like, if it makes them happy. You included.”
“I’m not judging you,” Jillian said.
That, Mattie realized, was an honest statement. “Because you also came back.”
“I did.”
“Why?”
It was the question Mattie had been asking herself since Jillian’s press conference. Unlike Mattie, Jillian had been on top of her chosen world when she’d left professional soccer, trading her career’s pinnacle for a third-rate Catholic school. What reason could Jillian have had to come back home for good when she’d managed to escape so successfully?
In the silence, Mattie could feel Jillian decide how much of herself she should give. Finally, she said, “It was necessary.”
“Necessary.” Mattie tried to decipher this new information. “Necessary how? What happened?”
“I needed to leave.”
“Did you get injured? I don’t remember hearing—”
“All right, that’s enough,” Jillian interrupted, and the sharpness of it cut Mattie off. “I don’t want to talk about this anymore.”
“Hold on, I’m just trying to understand—”
“You never leave anything alone, do you? You always push, push, push to get what you want. Haven’t you heard ‘no’ enough by now to get it through that head of yours? You’ll take it from a casting director, but you won’t take it from me?”
Mattie sat straight up, Jillian’s sudden hostility forcing her spine into rigidity. “I asked a simple question, for God’s sake. You don’t have to get so upset.”
“That question,” Jillian said, “wasn’t simple. And I’m not upset. I told you that I don’t want to talk about it.”
“Fine. We won’t talk about it,” Mattie snapped. “We don’t have to talk about anything. Text me your cast choices, and go spend your night writing up practice drills or whatever you do to make sure you’re too busy to acknowledge a feeling. Have fun.”
Of course Jillian would hang up on Mattie now, and Mattie would sit here and fume until her mother knocked on the bedroom door.
“Here’s a feeling for you, Freckles,” Jillian said instead, a dangerous note in her voice. “I’ve spent fourteen years of my life building up the best girls’ soccer program in the state of Pennsylvania, and you just waltz right into this school like Miss Jean Brodie in her goddamn prime, expecting everyone to cater to your ignorance.”
“I don’t expect anyone to cater to me!”
Jillian continued. “You assume I’ll happily give up my Peacemakers. You think it’s fine not to hold as many rehearsals as possible, you ask me to tell you all kinds of things—”
“Oh no, not things.”
“—things that aren’t exactly any of your business. Private things. You don’t know me. I didn’t give you permission.”
Something hot and sudden curled in Mattie’s chest at the idea of needing permission from Jillian. She leaned back against the pillows again and pulled her knees toward her chest. “Would it be so horrible if we had a conversation that isn’t about the musical?”
“Did I give you an open invitation? Did I say at some point, ‘Freckles, I’m just dying to share my innermost self with you, so why don’t we have ourselves a heart-to-heart over half-priced beer at Ale Mary’s?’”
“No, but—”
“What I need is for you to stop assuming that because we have one or two things in common, you get to do whatever you want with me. You don’t. I say what happens. I say what you get to do with me.”
The plane of Mattie’s body felt electrified. “I’m not assuming anything. Except that you’re impossible. And hypocritical. You just asked me a personal question not five minutes ago.”
“That’s the difference between us,” Jillian said. “You wanted me to ask.”
The shock of being understood ripped through Mattie’s ribs. She couldn’t hold back a sharp inhale.
“Tell me what else you want,” Jillian said, and her soft voice was velvet over iron.
“I don’t—”
“You do know. Tell me.”
Get off the phone. Do it before you say something you can’t take back. Now.
“Tell me,” Jillian repeated.
Mattie closed her eyes and slid toward surrender. “I want to be seen,” she said. “I want you to see me.”
Silence, like falling. Longer and longer, pulling Mattie down with the unstoppable force of Jillian’s gravity.
Then Jillian said quietly, “I think you like revealing yourself.”
A soft, dull ache began to bloom between Mattie’s thighs, still faint enough that she could try to ignore it. “I, I don’t. I’m not,” she said, a protest that died before it could live.
“Yes, you do. You like it.”
“Jillian, God—”
“All open for me. What do you want me to see?”
No. Oh no.
“I do see you,” Jillian murmured.
Mattie’s eyes opened. Arousal shot through her body like fast fever, flushing her cheeks and limbs.
Yes. She’d wanted it since the first time Jillian had looked back at her across the crowd of faculty watching her first-day press conference, with all that self-confidence turned for half a minute onto St. Rita’s newest faculty member. As if being seen by Jillian Reed meant that Mattie—down-on-her-luck, ineffective, disappointing Mattie—might deserve more than a phone that didn’t ring and an ex-wife who didn’t try.
If Mattie straightened her legs flat, she could push herself down into the mattress and get some pressure against the ache.
She couldn’t. Besides verging on unethical, it was also an admission that Mattie couldn’t control herself. That would be like a loss. Like surrender.
“You’re different,” Jillian continued. “That’s what you told me. Your second day at this school, and you couldn’t wait to make sure I knew exactly what you were. Your little emotional striptease for an audience of one.” Her breathing came short and faint, as if she were trying not to pant into Mattie’s ear. “Is that what you do for everyone? Or just me?”
“Just you.” Mattie crossed her thighs. It didn’t help. She kept her free hand down at her hip, only an inch or so away from the denim of her jeans. “Jillian, please, we—”
“You said we were alike. We’re not. I don’t, I don’t expose myself in front of a stranger. I don’t look at strangers like you do, with those huge brown eyes promising everything.” Now Jillian’s voice was ragged, fraying at the edges of her words, and if Mattie hadn’t been sure before what Jillian wanted, she was sure now. “What do you want to show me?”
“The truth.” An answering throb pulsed between her legs like a reward for her obedience. “How much do you want to see it?”
A gasp. A threadbare noise that couldn’t be anything other than it was, and Mattie closed her mouth on a whimper she refused to share.
“I want you,” Jillian whispered, “just once, to do what you’re told.”
Just as Mattie was about to give up, to shove her hand between her thighs and press her fingers into the seam of her jeans, the call ended abruptly.
Frustrated in more than one way, she pitched the phone to the end of the bed and put her face in her palms, pushing hard into her cheeks. What the hell was she doing? Thirty more seconds and that conversation would’ve turned into outright phone sex.
They couldn’t. But they nearly had. And Jillian had been the one who’d saved them from making a terrible mistake.
She liked seeing Mattie. Or she liked that Mattie wanted Jillian to see her. Which wasn’t the same thing, but maybe close to it.
If Jillian were here now, if they could just talk plainly for once, without ego and morality clauses and pride getting in the way, there was so much Mattie could tell her.
“I had a wife,” Mattie said out loud into her hands. At least she could put it under the light of honesty, even if she was alone. “I think about you all the time. You infuriate me for half of it. I don’t have a script for this. And I don’t know what I want, besides—”
Then she raised her head, staring across the bedroom, and said, “I want to see you too.”
The bookcase on the wall opposite Mattie’s bed didn’t answer. Like Jillian, it remained within the boundaries of its own solid self, and it had nothing else to give her, other than what it already was.



CHAPTER 11
“YOU KNOW, SHAKESPEARE’S REALLY NOT the amazing writer everyone says he is. His plays are just a bunch of dick jokes.”
Six weeks earlier, Mattie would’ve been thrown off her game by a student comment like that. Now she said, “Two things can be true. And watch your language, Emma.”
“Anna,” the student muttered, slouched in her seat.
“We talked about this,” Gabe said loudly from the back of the classroom. “Remember, everyone, Ms. Belman doesn’t have to give you a lecture on Elizabethan theater. She’s doing us a massive favor. Well, me.” He flashed a smile at Mattie, his teeth bright even twenty feet away, and Mattie couldn’t help but smile back. “You’re the History Club. You’re here voluntarily after school. You’re all huge nerds. Act like it.”
“I am acting like it.” Anna lifted her chin indignantly. “For your information, Mr. Martinez, I just happen to like Christopher Marlowe more than Shakespeare.”
“Seriously?” Mattie said before she could stop herself. “Uh, that’s great, Anna. Marlowe’s great. Actually, he was really invested in the visual aspects of staging, more so than most other Elizabethan playwrights, Shakespeare included.” She gestured behind her at the projector screen, currently displaying an illustration of a traditional Elizabethan stage. “Marlowe’s plays have a lot of abrupt mid scene changes. Anyone want to tell me, based on this image, why that might’ve been tricky to achieve?”
Several hands shot up.
“You, with the cool earrings. Go for it.”
The girl touched the edge of her red pearl-drop earrings. “Oh, um. Thanks. Uh, maybe they didn’t have a lot of room backstage?”
“Got it in one,” Mattie told her, and the girl beamed with pride.
Time passed more quickly than she’d planned, and Mattie had only managed to get through five of her seven prepared slides, thanks to a heated debate over the ethics of sponsorship by nobles, when Gabe stood.
“All right, ladies, it’s almost five. I’ve got a hungry kid to pick up from ballet practice, and we’ve monopolized enough of Ms. Belman’s time, so let’s thank her and break for the day.” He raised his voice over the din of rustling bags and conversations. “Remember, next week we’ll be talking about the sinking of the Titanic, requested by popular demand. Mrs. Meyer will be here to take us through the physics of water displacement.”
There was a light smattering of applause for Mattie, definitely not standard fare during the school day. How long had it been since Mattie had heard applause meant just for her? A year or more.
She waved at the girls as they filed out of the classroom. If History Club was this much of an ego boost, she could find a way to show up here more often.
Except that her afternoons were about to be crowded with blocking and line reading and song practice and Jillian Reed, who seemed, whenever Mattie turned to look at her, to already be staring in Mattie’s direction.
They hadn’t talked since Thursday, the night they’d nearly had phone sex, and it was Monday now. Four whole days, two of them during a weekend where she’d kept herself busy with the cast and crew list. Jillian had weighed in via text, but a slightly distant and formal tone now characterized her messages.
At least Mattie wasn’t scheduled to see Jillian again until tomorrow afternoon, when they’d lead their first rehearsal. Plenty of time to figure out what to say. And how to say it.
“The Titanic, huh?” She grabbed her bag. “I’m surprised they’ve seen it. That movie’s almost twice as old as they are.”
Gabe strode to the front of the room. “It’s not about the movie, actually. They’re all just fascinated by the real-life sinking. I’ve got one student, Hannah, who can tell you the names of all four women in first class who died. Didn’t you go through a Titanic phase at some point?”
“I went through a Kate Winslet phase,” Mattie said without thinking and then bit her lower lip.
No one at St. Rita’s should know, Jillian had told her.
Gabe’s eyebrows jumped. He took a few seconds to shuffle around some papers on his desk, not looking at Mattie, and said, finally, “Didn’t we all.” His tone was kind.
Mattie let out a soft exhale. She hadn’t realized how much she’d needed to hear that kindness, especially coming from one of the few people in Gladbeck who seemed to care about her.
Because Jillian clearly didn’t care, she refused to let Mattie in—
“Walk you out to your car?” Gabe suggested.
—and damn it, Jillian had been right. The quick change of subject was all the quiet proof Mattie needed. It was safer, even with Gabe, not to acknowledge who she was.
For now, Mattie reminded herself. Just eight more months.
As they made their way through the hallways toward the staff parking lot, Gabe steered their conversation in a less complicated direction: Cynthia’s threat that morning to send the entire school to detention for a week after she’d found her desk and every single object on it wrapped in tinfoil.
Mattie didn’t hide her grin. “And she still doesn’t know who it was?”
“Nope. I’ve got a theory, though, since I overheard Natalie Nowak telling one of her—” Gabe stopped short at the edge of the crumbled sidewalk. “Hold up. Isn’t that your car? That blue Toyota?”
Startled, Mattie looked into the mostly empty parking lot.
Her car sat sadly at a slight angle. The left rear tire was completely flat.
“Oh, great.” Mattie slumped to match her car. She must’ve hit a nail on the drive to school. “Just what I need.”
“Do you need a lift somewhere? Or I could stay with you while you wait for a tow. Let me call Dana and ask her to pick up Araceli.”
Gabe reached for his back pocket, but Mattie put out a hand. “No. I’ll be fine. You go. Get your daughter.”
“Are you sure?”
“Positive. I can sit in my useless car and work on lesson plans until rescue arrives.”
It took a few more earnest reassurances, but Gabe eventually jogged off to his car, leaving Mattie to cross the parking lot and inspect the situation. A careful examination of the tire wasn’t going to make it any less flat, though, or the rim any farther from the ground.
From her crouching position next to the car, Mattie sank heavily onto the gravel next to her dropped bag and crossed her legs. Being low felt metaphorically appropriate.
“Did you forget how to leave, Freckles, or is this some kind of weird new acting thing where you pretend to be one of those tiny little balls of gravel? Honestly, I’m not convinced. Too much hair frizz.”
Mattie turned her head and looked up. And up, and up.
Jillian seemed almost like a giant at this angle. Her arms were crossed over a zipped-up emerald-green athletic jacket, and her head blocked the sun. Light haloed her black hair, which was pulled back in a tight ponytail.
Mattie’s mouth went dry. For a moment, she couldn’t speak. I think you like revealing yourself, Jillian had told her, and now Jillian stood right in front of Mattie, waiting impatiently for her to answer. She wanted a good comeback, probably.
Or another disclosure.
“My tire.” Mattie gestured redundantly at the sad slump of rubber. “I found it like this.”
“Thank you for that absolutely necessary clarification,” Jillian drawled. “And why are you sitting on the ground?”
“I’m gathering my energy before I call a tow truck.” Put that way, it sounded ridiculous, but not more ridiculous than Mattie felt. At least Jillian’s strange formality over text didn’t extend to in-person conversation. “It’s been a long day. Did you just come from practice?”
“Two hours of aggressive mediocrity.” Jillian’s brow knit in frustration. “That won’t cut it against Abington Heights. Tomorrow, before the game, we’re gonna do a series of meditation exercises designed to develop mental toughness. Winner receives a $25 gift card for Carnival Cruises I got through the mail.”
“How do you win at meditation?”
“By being the best at it,” Jillian said as if it were obvious. “I don’t know why you don’t put the spare on.”
Mattie blinked at the conversational swerve, delivered like a hard kick. The trunk well had a spare tire, even if it was almost as old as her youngest students. But she was useless with cars. “I have no idea how to change a tire.”
“Then ask me to do it,” Jillian said. Her arms, still crossed in front of her, tightened.
Was it possible to feel knocked off balance when you were sitting squarely on the loose gravel of a parking lot? “Ask you?”
“You’ve got perfectly good hearing. I won’t repeat myself.”
Faced with this choice, Mattie decided that the best course of action would be to level the playing field. She pushed herself off the ground and stood, brushing off her dirty hands. At least this way she could look Jillian in the eyes at an angle that didn’t disadvantage her.
“Why?” Mattie asked. “You don’t have to stick around to help me. I’m sure you’ve got plenty of other things to do.”
But did she? Mattie knew almost nothing about Jillian’s life, other than the increasingly obvious fact that she didn’t have much of one. Jillian lived alone, Mattie knew, in one of Gladbeck’s better neighborhoods. Did she date? How about friends? Family? Did she have any hobbies that had nothing to do with her work? Judging by those arms, it was obvious that she worked out a lot, but how else did she fill her spare time?
“You’ve got about five seconds,” Jillian said, “before I’m off in my 1991 Audi Quattro to show the potholes on Ferrell Road who’s in charge.”
“Your—am I supposed to know what kind of car that is?” As Jillian’s eyebrows lifted, Mattie said quickly, “Yes, by the way. Yes to what you offered.”
Jillian looked at her, eyebrows still raised. She wasn’t tapping her foot, but it was obvious she was waiting.
Oh. Jillian’s price. A formal request. Mattie exhaled through her nose. “Jillian, would you please change my tire for me?”
“There, now.” Jillian smiled at her, a lazy, lopsided quirk of her mouth. “You do know how to behave after all.”
Mattie, skin flushing hot, promptly forgot how to smile back.
Phone sex was a terrible idea. Obviously. And they wouldn’t do that again. But a tiny bit of harmless flirting didn’t have to be so awful, especially if Jillian could keep them from sliding into a choice they couldn’t take back. She’d ended their call, which proved she was up to the task.
Mattie wasn’t convinced her own willpower was as strong. She’d gotten off several times over the weekend thinking about Jillian’s husky voice on the phone and felt guilty about it. This wasn’t her usual masturbation material. Normally, she fantasized about an imaginary hot butch who’d slowly slide Mattie’s skirt up her thighs, or that time she’d had furtive sex at a Tegan and Sara concert, or she remembered, as best as she could, her intense one-night stand in college.
But Jillian was in another category. One that spelled big trouble if it wasn’t contained.
“Uh.” Mattie gestured weakly at the tire. “Good. That would be good. Not me behaving. That isn’t what I meant. The tire. And fixing it. Is good.”
“Hmm.” Jillian appeared to be enjoying Mattie’s fluster. “Well, then, no time like the present.”
Of course there were no tools in the trunk of Mattie’s car, nothing at all, really, except for some dead leaves, her dad’s empty thermos, a plastic lightsaber from some Halloween party, and a folding chair she’d used at the New Year’s Rose Parade in Pasadena, three thousand miles and another life away.
Jillian, however, had everything they needed in her 1991 Audi Quattro, whatever the hell that was, parked just a row away. She made short work of the setup.
Mattie watched from above as Jillian knelt next to Mattie’s car and went to work. It really was too bad Jillian had that jacket on, because otherwise, Mattie would’ve been able to see the strain in Jillian’s arms as she used the big wrench to loosen the smaller metal things—probably not their scientific name—on the center of the tire.
Or—no. No, it was good that Mattie couldn’t see that.
Jillian was methodical and quick, clearly preferring to get her task done the same way she executed everything else: with unimpeachable efficiency. In less than a minute, she was winding the handle of a triangle-shaped extendable metal thing—definitely not its scientific name—in front of the flat tire and lifted up the side of the car a few inches so that the tire was off the ground.
“Want to learn how to do this?” Jillian held up the wrench. “Next time you might not be so lucky.”
“I’d rather rake leaves with my teeth,” Mattie said honestly. “But thank you for offering.”
Jillian laughed, a sharp bark of amusement, and turned back to her project. She slid off the tire easily and mounted the spare in its place. Like everything Jillian did, the work seemed effortless, as though simply a natural extension of her body.
“You got a car guy in town?” she asked as she turned the wrench. Her hands were coated with road grime, those long fingers prominent against the metal. “Someone to replace the tire?”
“No. I can call my dad, though, and see if he—”
“Fast Lane Auto Service. It’s on Elm, past the old Methodist church, just before the fried chicken place. Tell Brian that Teeny sent you. He’ll handle you.”
“Handle me?” With Jillian, you could be almost certain she wasn’t setting you up for a mob hit. Almost. “Are you Teeny?”
The car was on the ground again, and Jillian stood up, grimy hands gripping her tools. A sheen of light perspiration glazed her forehead, just below the edge of her dark hair.
Wildly, Mattie wondered what would happen if she pressed her tongue to it, if Jillian’s skin would shock her with salt.
“First rehearsal. Four o’clock tomorrow afternoon. Don’t be late,” Jillian told her and sauntered off in the direction of her own car. She walked as if she knew Mattie was watching, and she was right. Damn it.
“I know what time rehearsal is! I’m the one who finalized the schedule!” Mattie called after her. “And thank you! For your help!”
Jillian didn’t turn around. She lifted the wrench, though, as if to acknowledge Mattie’s appreciation. The October wind rustled the trees and fallen leaves, blowing Mattie’s loose hair around her face, but even at a distance, Jillian appeared unruffled.
Mind whirling faster than the breeze, Mattie watched Jillian disappear into her Audi Quattro. Brian, she’d said. Brian would handle Mattie.
Brian and Teeny.
At no point had Jillian ever clarified her relationship status, a detail that now niggled at Mattie. Sure, “Teeny” sounded a lot like a childhood nickname, but there’d been real warmth in Jillian’s voice when she’d mentioned Brian, as if Brian was someone truly special to her.
He could be family, sure. It was possible.
Or maybe, just maybe, Brian was the real reason why Jillian had ended their phone call before they couldn’t turn back.
Sour jealousy, wholly unreasonable, peeled inside Mattie’s stomach. It stuck around, hostile and curdling, as she drove her wounded car to its next destination.



CHAPTER 12
AUTUMN FELT LIKE THE RIGHT season for Gladbeck, as if nature had agreed to mirror the town’s decay.
Like many other communities in northeastern Pennsylvania, Gladbeck had been in a steady economic decline since the 1950s, once the heyday of coal mines and steam trains had faded into memory. Jobs were few and far between. The two manufacturing plants nearby struggled to keep up in a digital world. Mattie’s dad was a retired production manager at a shuttered paper mill, and over the years, she’d heard a thousand rants about state politicians abandoning the area.
Many of the people she’d known in school had moved elsewhere for a chance at a better life. Some remained, and Mattie recognized Casey Cartwright’s childhood house as she drove past it, remembering that Casey now lived somewhere on the west side of town with her husband and at least a couple of kids.
I should track her down, say hi. Then she thought, But
what would we have to say to each other? What do we have in common anymore, besides this place?
She felt like a tumbleweed rolling through, all sharp edges and fragile joints.
Gladbeck was small enough that Mattie remembered the auto shop, having passed by it more than once since her return home. It was entirely unremarkable, the same faded blue color as St. Rita’s lockers, and about as chipped. A large sign over the garage read FAST LANE AUTO SERVICE in red hand-painted letters, and below, WE’LL GET YOU BACK IN FRONT.
She parked next to the only other car in the small lot. The deserted spaces didn’t bode well for the survival of this little place, but it wasn’t a surprise either, given the large Jiffy Lube a half mile away. Most of the small shops Mattie recalled from childhood had gone under in recent years, leaving empty storefronts with the ghosts of old sale promotions still stuck on their cracked front windows.
The bell on the door handle clinked as she entered with a cautious “Hello?” only to find a room just as unoccupied as the parking lot. Every square inch seemed stuffed with the musty debris of decades. An oversized desk loomed in the back half of the office, and despite the large filing cabinet, it was covered in piles of stuffed folders. Right in front of a push-button phone that matched the nicotine-yellow walls sat a brown nameplate straight out of the 1970s: JACK REED, OWNER.
Reed. It was a common surname, but this was no coincidence. Someone in Jillian’s family owned—or used to own—this shop. Was Jack Reed Jillian’s father, the one who’d loved Cary Grant? Or an uncle? A cousin? Was that why Jillian had sent Mattie here?
Her mind raced. Maybe this Brian was someone who’d worked for Jack Reed before taking over. Mattie knew the type: a burly muscular former jock with an encyclopedia of car repair knowledge between his ears. He’d be strong but silent, a man whose talented hands were more dynamic than his words. Brian, in other words, would be the exact opposite of an enthusiastic, down-on-her-luck actress who liked asking a lot of questions.
Shit. Jiffy Lube would’ve been a better choice after all.
Mattie’s hand was on the door again when a noise from the back stopped her. She turned around.
A tall, broad man somewhere in his mid-forties pushed through the side door in the back of the office next to the garage. Not the jock she’d imagined, with that generous middle, but his hands spoke before his mouth did: they were stained with oil smudges and as black as Jillian’s hair.
His face creased in apparent surprise. “Hi there. What can I do for you?”
“Hey.” Mattie gestured toward the parking lot. “I, uh, need a new tire.”
“That’s no problem.” He sounded like Mattie’s childhood, all round, flat vowels and Gladbeck flavor. It was a voice that stayed inside city limits. “I’m Brian. What’s your name?”
He looked nothing at all like Jillian. Mattie’s stomach dropped. Not family, then.
She tried to dislike him, this soft-spoken man in a loose black T-shirt with a faded Steelers logo and sporting a five-o’clock shadow that looked more like late evening. She couldn’t quite manage it.
“I’m Mattie,” she said. “And I’m supposed to tell you that Teeny sent me.”
Genuine interest replaced Brian’s polite curiosity. “She did? Huh. She must really like you.”
She almost had phone sex with me, Mattie thought. But that wasn’t the same thing. “What makes you think that?” she asked, trusting her face to show none of her thoughts.
“Well,” Brian said, scratching the side of his neck. The dark crescents of his nails stood out against pale skin. “Teeny only sends me people she thinks are worth my time. I like to think of her as choosy, but others might use another kind of word. Not around me, though, if they wanna keep all their teeth.”
Two emotions competed in Mattie’s chest for control: delight and deepening envy. It was undeniably gratifying to be deemed worthy, but worthy of whom? This man, this probable boyfriend, who cared enough about Jillian—about Teeny—to punch someone if they called her a mean name?
If he’d heard Jillian called “the Razor” in the faculty lounge, Brian wouldn’t have ignored it in favor of his egg salad sandwich.
“You’re a good boyfriend,” Mattie said weakly. “She’s lucky.”
Brian stared at her, then burst out laughing. “You think I’m her— Good Lord, that girl’s got a hell of a nerve sending you here and not saying a damn thing about who I am. Jillian’s my little sister. Our dad started this shop. I took over a few years back.”
At the word sister, Mattie inhaled, too fast for it to be anything but instinct, and felt her entire body unclench on a slow exhale. Brian really was Jillian’s brother. Not someone who shared her evenings and her bed.
“You okay?” Brian looked concerned.
“Oh, sure.” Her legs were trembling just a bit. Ridiculous.
“There’s a chair in the garage if you want to sit. I got a Coke machine too, the fountain kind. Getting up there in years, but it still works, like some other stuff around here.” He chuckled and jabbed his chest with his thumb. “Refilled the syrup this morning. J’want one? I can bring it out to you.”
The soda machine was set up on the back corner of the desk behind a messy stack of folders, a vintage metal kind with only one dispensing lever. “That’d be nice. Thanks.”
Mattie made her way out to the garage through the rear side door, feeling steadier with each step. Now that she knew Brian wasn’t a—a rival, her mind whispered, and she pushed the thought away—a boyfriend, she realized that this was a unique opportunity to learn about Jillian from someone intimately familiar with her. Someone who’d lived with her for years, who’d called her Teeny long before she was Jillian Reed, professional soccer player and champion coach.
Someone who loved her.
Not a single person at St. Rita’s truly knew Jillian. Jillian had told Mattie that when they’d confronted each other in the hallway. Well, here was someone who did.
Had Jillian sent Mattie here for more than a tire replacement?
The garage had room for only two of those car-lifting things, a large workbench, and a row of oil-stained, bone-colored metal lockers at the back. The scorched odor of exhaust stung her nostrils, although the lifting things were both empty. Compared to the overstuffed office, the setup was surprisingly neat.
On the wall adjacent to the door, two metal chairs were clearly set up for waiting customers. Mattie sank onto one of them and realized as she did that she should bring her car over first.
Before she could stand again, Brian came through the side door with a small Styrofoam cup. “Here you go, Maddie,” he said, “one Jack and Coke, no Jack,” and handed it to her, smile twinkling.
He was kind, she could tell. Kind enough that she nearly didn’t correct him, wanting to protect his good humor. “Mattie, actually. With two Ts. Short for Matilda.”
“Even better. As in”—he began to sing in a smooth tenor that was surprisingly on key—“you’ll come a-waltzing Matilda with me?”
“That’s right.” She took a small sip of her soda. Strong, with more syrup than she was used to tasting. “Named after my great-grandmother. Should I go get my car before I drink this? I don’t want to take up too much of your time.”
“Sure, right, yeah, but”—he looked away, then back at her again, brown eyes lighter and softer than Jillian’s midnight glare—“it’ll take me five, six minutes to get you back on the road. Quick question first: you like my sister?”
Surprise made Mattie straighten up. For a wild second, she heard the question as though he’d asked it the way little kids did, whispering behind the playground jungle gym: Do you like-like
her?
But no, that wasn’t right. Brian’s enquiry was clearly straightforward, even though that didn’t make it any less complicated. Mattie hadn’t the faintest idea where to begin. Did she like Jillian?
Mattie found her infuriating. Captivating. She had no idea how to talk to her without slamming against the high walls of Jillian’s personality. She liked that Jillian thought Mattie was worth challenging. She’d never met someone who’d made her feel so much so quickly. And she wanted to kiss Jillian until the boundaries of their bodies got all messy and contested.
What was the sum of all those feelings?
“Yes.” Mattie realized the truth as she spoke. “I like her.”
Brian grabbed the back of the other chair and turned it so that it faced Mattie. He sat.
You didn’t sit for just a quick question, Mattie knew. Whatever this was, it would take some time.
“Most people don’t,” Brian said flatly, “like her.”
Again, Mattie was caught off guard. “What do you mean?”
Brian raised his eyebrows, and Mattie thought, There’s the family resemblance. The softness she’d seen in his expression was gone, shifting into the sharp skepticism Mattie knew so well on someone else.
“You know exactly what I mean,” he said. “It’s all over your face. Tell me why you like her.”
She’d come here for a tire replacement, not an interrogation! Why was Brian asking her all these personal questions about Jillian when Mattie had thought—well, she’d hoped it’d be the other way around. “Why do you like her? And don’t say it’s because she’s your sister.”
“Nope. I asked you first.”
Mattie opened her mouth to say that she should just go get her car, because, honestly, she didn’t see why she had to explain her feelings about Jillian to this stranger, this man who meant nothing to Mattie other than his genetic link to the person who did mean something—some indefinable nonzero amount. Instead, she found herself saying, “Jillian’s funny.”
Brian appeared to be as startled as Mattie was by her answer. “Yeah?”
“Yeah,” Mattie said slowly, trying to think about why she’d said what she had, and smiled, unable to help herself. “She doesn’t mean to be, but she is. Last week, we were texting, and I asked her if she liked to cook, and she wrote, Freckles, the stack of Lean Cuisines in my freezer is taller than Danny DeVito. I mean, she’d never admit it—I think she thinks being funny is some kind of weakness—but all the same.”
“She’s funny,” Brian repeated, and it sounded a little bewildered, as though he’d had a minor epiphany. “So you’re that curly-haired actress she’s been going on and on about. I thought you’d say you liked her because she was good at soccer. That’s the only thing most people like about Teeny.”
“Oh.” Mattie’s face flamed, even though it was cold in the garage. “She told you about me?”
“First it was—well, it wasn’t nice. I’ll spare you the details.”
“Thank you,” Mattie said wryly.
“But then you invited her to work on that musical thing, and she changed her tune about you pretty damn quick. She was thrilled to be asked. I didn’t know your name, though. Or anything else about you, except that you made my sister happy.”
You couldn’t sit down again when you were already sitting, right? Mattie felt light-headed. So Jillian had told her brother that Mattie wanted her on board, that Mattie had actually invited Jillian to be her codirector.
Still, that wasn’t the part that shocked Mattie the most.
“I make her happy?” she asked.
“Never knew she liked that kind of thing. The Reeds aren’t artsy. Cars, sports, and church—that’s about it for us. Then again, most people like to be included. It’s nice when someone has a place for you.”
He looked at Mattie deliberately, his brown eyes suddenly reminding her of Jillian’s. Not the color or shape, but the way they saw beyond Mattie’s outer facade and into the darker parts of herself that she kept from the light of polite conversation. He’d been testing her. Trying to make sure she could be trusted when it came to Jillian. But why? Trusted to do what?
Jillian had a place with Brian, that much was clear. Did she have one anywhere else?
Mattie remembered Jillian sitting by herself in the faculty lounge, her back ramrod straight. Thought about Jillian setting up their audition table too, with two chairs right next to each other.
“I know what you mean,” she said, remembering how Gabe had described the faculty lounge. “Sometimes I think we never really leave the high school cafeteria. Like, no matter how old you are, you’re always standing awkwardly with a tray in your hands, hoping someone’ll wave you over.”
“Maybe that’s a girl thing. I always just told one of my buddies to make room for me.” He smiled, a crooked pull of his mouth on one side. “She doing okay?”
It took Mattie a second to follow him. “Jillian? Uh, yeah. I think so. I’m not sure. Why?”
“Eh.” He scratched his neck again. “She’s been off the last couple of weeks. Can’t put my finger on it. You notice anything?”
What was Jillian’s usual self? To Mattie, nothing about Jillian’s behavior seemed to contradict what she knew about Jillian so far. “No. Did you ask her?”
“I saw her yesterday when she came over for the game, you know. We watched them get beat to hell by Baltimore, those assholes, pardon my language—”
Mattie did not, in fact, know, never having watched a football game in her life. She nodded encouragingly.
“—and I asked her if things were okay. You know, lately. She told me I should spend my energy worrying about our run defense, not her, and then our left tackle got injured right after halftime, so I dropped it. But it’s been bothering me. So I thought I’d ask you.”
Once I figured out if I could trust you with her, Brian didn’t say, but Mattie understood exactly what he meant.
“Why me, though?” she asked. “I’ve known Jillian for less than two months, and we don’t exactly socialize. Isn’t there someone else, someone who knows her better than I do?”
Brian shrugged, and Mattie understood, with the sinking weight of new insight, that there really wasn’t anyone for Brian to ask.
She felt, suddenly, very, very sad for Jillian, in a way she knew Jillian would absolutely hate.
But that answered another of her questions: Jillian really was single.
“I wish I could help,” Mattie said, meaning it, and took another sip of her soda. “She seems okay to me, honestly. If working all hours and bulldozing over everyone else’s suggestions is her version of okay, which it probably is.”
Brian chuckled. In the softness of it, Mattie heard all the affection she’d never had from Josh, her much-older brother, a surly teenager by the time she was old enough to toddle after him with arms outstretched. Her heart squeezed.
“Teeny was never good at balance,” he said. “Always all or nothing, from the time she was little.”
It was hard to imagine a kid version of Jillian Reed. Mattie tried and could only summon her own familiar Jillian, just two feet shorter. “Why Teeny?”
“You mean why the nickname? Baby of the family. There’s six of us.” He numbered it off on his dirty fingers. “Sean, Frankie, Paul, Jimmy, me, and Teeny. I’m the second youngest, but Teeny’s five years younger than me. We call her that because she was teeny-tiny when she was born. She sure made up for it once she got older, though. All of us are tall, even Mom.”
Another unexpected commonality. Mattie and Jillian were both the youngest sibling and sole daughter, although Mattie had only one brother. “What was she like when she was a kid?”
That lopsided grin again. Brian had the kind of smile that made you want to mirror it with your own. “Pretty much the same. Determined as hell. Loved to show off. First girl to be an altar server at St. Agnes, and you bet she ate up every second she was in the chancel.”
So Jillian had been raised Catholic, as Mattie had suspected. Was she still practicing? It was hard to imagine an adult Jillian believing in the rites Mattie had seen performed at St. Rita’s mandatory monthly Masses, although Mattie had to admit that her own skepticism might influence her perspective.
“Always trying to get attention,” Brian continued. “Mom used to say Teeny thought the sun came up just to hear her crow.”
“Did she get it?” Every morsel of new information felt to Mattie like food on an empty stomach. “The attention, I mean.”
“Oh, sure. Dad would drop everything to watch Teeny do a cartwheel or show off what she’d learned that day in karate. Same with us boys. Right from the start, we knew she was special. That—I don’t know what you’d call it—the way she pulls you in.”
Brian didn’t say, You know what I mean, but Mattie heard it nonetheless. She’d seen how Jillian thrived when all eyes were on her, how attention made Jillian stronger, brighter.
“Mom wanted her to be some kind of girly girl,” Brian continued. “A princess who’d wear pretty pink dresses. That’s never been Teeny’s thing.”
It hadn’t been Mattie’s thing either, although she’d gotten more feminine as she’d aged. Jillian, clearly, had put on a pair of cargo joggers in childhood and decided to stay in them. “So she was a tomboy.”
“I guess you’d say that. I just saw it as someone else to play with, once she got old enough. Hell, I preferred kicking a ball around with Teeny in the backyard or riding our bikes in the car wash parking lot to whatever Jimmy or Paul wanted to do. She always had a way of making things more fun just by being there.” He laughed. “Still does.”
That, Mattie reflected, was true. As exasperating as Jillian could be, you were never bored when she was around.
“Dad never said Teeny was his favorite,” Brian said, “but he didn’t have to. We all knew anyway. He wanted her to be the one who took over the shop. She loves that job of hers, though. It was never gonna happen.” He shrugged again, the gesture obscuring what Mattie could tell was an old hurt. “After he died, the shop got me instead.”
Love. Of course Jillian could love, did love. She was human, after all. She loved her job, and she loved Brian and the rest of her family, and she loved winning. I love you, Jillian had said, at least once, presumably—maybe even to a person.
Brian stretched out his long legs. “Those kids, they’re what keeps her going. That and the game. There’s never been anything more important to Teeny than the game. You know, I taught her how to play? When we were kids. She was five when we started. Mom hated it, wanted Teeny to take dance lessons or some girl thing, but the second we’d get home from school, Teeny’d be on me to grab the soccer ball and head to the backyard.”
Now, that Mattie could picture.
“God, that time I saw her block a goal with the women’s team, I just kept thinking about that little towhead running past me with the ball toward the end of the yard.” The grin on Brian’s face was all sun, no shadow. “I’m proud as hell of what she did out there.”
“Why’d she leave?” Mattie blurted out. “What happened?”
Brian’s grin faded.
Mattie cursed herself for the careless question.
“If she hasn’t told you her personal business,” Brian said quietly, “then you shouldn’t hear it from me.”
Discomfort roiled in the pit of her stomach. “I really didn’t mean to push.”
“I’m sure you didn’t. No harm meant, no offense taken.” Brian straightened up and looked at his worn analog watch. “Anyway, I’m closing soon, so if you wanna bring that car around, I’ll fix it up for you.”
“Oh, sure,” Mattie stammered. It wasn’t an ideal end to their conversation, but at least he didn’t seem angry.
She stood up, and Brian stood with her, almost a foot higher. He was taller than Jillian, but not by much. A couple of inches.
They really were unalike in a number of ways. Funny how siblings could be like that. Different personalities, different features, different hair.
Hair.
Towhead, Brian had called Jillian. A name for a kid with pale-blonde hair.
“Just one more thing,” Mattie said, and Brian, who’d been walking over to his workbench, turned around. “You said she was a towhead?”
Brian seemed puzzled for a moment, then smiled. Not the open grin he’d had before, but it relaxed Mattie a bit. “Yeah. All us Reeds are blond as kids, and then we lose it by the time we’re teenagers.” He gestured at his own hair, the color of an almond shell. “It turns into this.”
“But to go from pale blonde to that black?”
“Teeny dyes her hair,” Brian said. “Has since she finished college. Mom hates it. Teeny likes to say it’s her brand, though. Whatever that means.”
Mattie felt genuinely taken aback and, at the same time, surprised by the strength of her reaction. Since when was it shocking for someone to dye her hair?
But this wasn’t just anyone. It was Jillian Reed, and now Mattie knew about one part of her that lay below the exterior, beneath the live-wire layer. It was the color of an almond shell.
She nodded, unable to find the words she wanted, and went to retrieve her car, tossing her Styrofoam cup in the trash can by the garage door.
True to his word, Brian took almost no time to change her tire. It was impressive how quickly he got her Toyota up, fixed, and down again. And despite her attempts to insist, he wouldn’t let her pay. “No charge,” he said over and over, and when Mattie tried a fourth time to hand him her credit card, he added, “You’re Teeny’s friend. That’s all I need to know. Just keep being her friend.”
Guilt made Mattie stop pushing. No, she wasn’t Jillian’s friend. She’d tried to offer friendship, and Jillian had rebuffed her.
But as she drove away, down the mostly empty streets, toward the house she now called home because no other person or place deserved it, Mattie pictured that little girl running in her backyard. Imagined her all grown up, just hidden beneath unforgiving armor. Thought about being her friend.
Warmth spread through her like good coffee. She wondered, for the first time, if it was possible.



CHAPTER 13
THE NEXT DAY, AFTER HER last class had scattered to the hallways and she’d finished the day’s grading, Mattie had about five minutes of quiet at her desk to wolf down a crumbling granola bar. She needed fuel. Rehearsals were exhausting, even a first one, and a rehearsal with Jillian Reed would probably require more stamina than most.
A lot more.
She was in the middle of chewing a too-large bite when a sharp knock on the classroom door jolted her into a quick, hard swallow.
“Come—” Mattie started to say, and before she could finish the sentence, Cynthia Richter burst in. Her half-moon painted eyebrows were raised in what looked like pleased anticipation.
“I won’t be long, Ms. Belman,” she said and glanced at the obvious crumbs on Mattie’s desk. “I know you’re busy.”
“Yes, I’m actually just about to—”
“Assistant Principal Allen and I are in agreement that there’s enough remaining from our alumna’s bequest to fund a field trip to a Broadway show.”
“Oh, that’s great!” For once, Mattie could respond to Cynthia without carefully filtering her reaction. “The kids will be thrilled.”
“You’ll take them the weekend before Thanksgiving. One night is more than enough, mind you. I don’t want our young ladies in that filthy, drug-ridden city any longer than necessary.”
Mattie’s filter snapped back into place. Cynthia’s thinly disguised political rants had all the appeal of wet socks on a cold day. Besides, people who ran schools with rat traps in the janitor’s closet shouldn’t throw stones at the greatest city in the world. “Why are you green-lighting the field trip if you think New York’s that awful?”
“Oh, the parents will be pleased. I’ll mention it in our promotional materials too. Anything to boost enrollment numbers.” Cynthia’s mouth bent, not quite a smile. “And I trust that the two of you can keep our girls away from the drug dealers and focused on their artistic education.”
“The two of us?” Mattie’s breath caught. Oh. Did she mean—?
“We need one chaperone for every fifteen students, and two chaperones can easily share a hotel room, so you and Coach Reed will both go,” Cynthia said, and Mattie felt time stutter to a near stop. “With a student group ticket discount, that should keep costs affordable.”
Mattie couldn’t think of a response to this information besides a yelp of pure panic. Instead, she clutched her half-eaten granola bar and took another bite, nodding as if someone had pulled her strings.
“Your choice of show,” Cynthia continued. “Just as long as it’s appropriate. Enriching for young minds.”
“I’ll, uh, pick a musical my grandmother would enjoy,” Mattie told Cynthia, still trying to process what she’d heard. Never mind that Grandma Ruth, the only grandmother Mattie had known, was a poker player who swore like a sailor and drank men twice her size under the table, knocking back vodka tonics like water.
After Cynthia bustled her way out of the classroom, Mattie grabbed her phone to find a list of current shows, very aware of the speed of her slamming heart. A musical. She’d find the right musical. Something spectacular. A show their students would remember for the rest of their lives. She’d do that, and then she wouldn’t be able to think about anything else.
Oh God. There’d be a hotel room. Two beds, right next to each other, only a few feet apart, with Mattie in her pajamas and Jillian wearing whatever it was she wore to sleep, probably sweatpants and a tank top with no—
A show to remember. Something spectacular.
So she threw herself headfirst into schedules and cast lists and discussion forums, disappearing into the fantasy of being Ms. Belman, Bringer of Broadway, Conveyor of Musical Delights, and was just about settled on Wicked as the best choice when she caught the time at the upper left corner of her phone screen.
4:09. Nine minutes past the start of rehearsal.
Mattie’s first flustered thought, sharp with alarm, was: Jillian’s going to win.
Letting loose a barrage of filthy profanity, she shoved her Chromebook and folders into her bag and fled the classroom. Mattie had been the one to set the schedule, as she’d reminded Jillian, and now she was late, and Jillian would have another trophy.
She ran down the hallway as fast as she could, her long skirt flapping, arms braced against her breasts so they didn’t bounce painfully. Thank God nobody was around to see how ridiculous she looked.
When she pushed through the large metal double doors and into the auditorium, panting, approximately thirty heads swiveled in her direction. The low clamor of conversation faded, almost as though it had been choreographed.
The doors clanged shut behind Mattie.
Sure, she loved a spotlight, but not like this.
Without intent, her eyes sought out Jillian, finding her almost instantly at the unfolded card table. She stood next to Emily, arms crossed loosely over her chest in a stature of clear dominance. Her black track jacket twinned with her hair, characteristically sleek and seamless, and today’s cargo pants were faded maroon, nearly the color of St. Rita’s brick edifice.
Jillian smiled, her teeth showing. It wasn’t a happy smile. It felt like a warning about what teeth could do.
“I’m sorry,” Mattie called out and immediately added, “Everyone. Sorry I’m late, everyone. I promise it won’t happen again.” She crossed the auditorium, still the center of attention, and resisted the urge to push errant strands of hair out of her face.
A group of students, mostly actors, were crowded on the stage. The rest clustered around Jillian.
“I’ve got some great news, though.” At least the field trip would be a positive distraction from her hapless entrance. “I’ve just met with Principal Richter, and she told me—”
A half breath, enough to build anticipation, and Jillian took the second to jump in. “Nice of you to join us, Ms. Belman,” she said loudly.
Talk to the old lady in the back row, Mattie’s high school director had taught her, but Jillian clearly needed no such instruction to project. Mattie refused to show her exasperation at being interrupted. “You could’ve gotten started, you know.”
“In case you’re not aware, I cut practice short. So I’d be here on time. So Olivia and Sophia and Trinity would be here on time. I teach these kids the value of honoring your commitments. What are you teaching them?”
“I said—” Mattie cut herself off. They were staging their own two-person show. Even if Jillian clearly didn’t give a damn about professionalism in front of the students, Mattie did. She tried again, less anger in her voice. “I said I was sorry. And I said it won’t happen again. Let’s move on.”
“Sorry’s a lot like sprinkles.” Jillian’s arms were still folded in front of her, and her legs spread in a wide stance, as though she refused to be knocked off balance. “Looks pretty, tastes fine, but it doesn’t fill you up. Don’t give me your words. I need action.”
A few students made oooh noises under their breath.
Mattie flushed. Just yesterday afternoon, she’d thought about trying to be Jillian’s friend. Jillian, who’d told her brother that Mattie had invited her to codirect the musical. Jillian, who was currently berating her in front of their students. Jillian, who seemed to pull at Mattie without warning and then push her away just as quickly. What did Jillian even want? Did she want a friend, as Brian believed?
Or was she frightened that Mattie might get too close?
It didn’t matter. Friend or not, Mattie was Jillian’s colleague, and she deserved to be treated with some small degree of human regard.
“Coach Reed,” she said, keeping her voice steady. “If you feel like you have to continue down this road, you’re welcome to go into that storage room by yourself and write a monologue.”
More oooohs from the captivated crowd.
Jillian’s mouth opened.
Mattie continued. “I don’t know why you think it’s okay to scold me like I’m a child in front of our students, or scold me, period, but I won’t let you do it anymore, all right? And as far as what I’m teaching these girls, I’d like to think that now they know a little more about self-respect.”
“Oh, shit,” someone said.
Mattie waited, as did the rest of the room.
Jillian seemed to assess the best response, her face contracting in thought. Several lines appeared between her eyebrows, curved like commas.
For the first time, Mattie noticed that Jillian’s eyebrows weren’t the same shade as her midnight-black hair. They were light brown, the color of an almond.
Finally, Jillian said, “We’ve lost twenty minutes of valuable practice time. I’m not interested in shedding more. By all means, Ms. Belman, proceed.”
An actual retreat. From Jillian Reed. Remarkable. Mattie was wise enough to know she shouldn’t crow over her victory. “Fine. Then let’s get started. Everyone, gather around.”
The cast and crew of Miss Munitions shuffled a few feet toward her, and those on stage sat down on the edge, forming a row of restless legs. Emily, a clipboard in hand—had she bought that clipboard herself? Mattie sure hadn’t given it to her—stood with a poised pen and an intent expression, ready to take notes.
“Are you going to give us an inspiring director’s speech to kick off the season?” Emily nearly glowed with obvious excitement. “I really love being inspired.”
“Um,” Mattie said. She’d been planning on sharing the news about the field trip first, but the suggestion made her hesitate. Emily was right, in her own intense way. It was a director’s job to create a sense of connection between the entire company, and a speech had the ability to frame their efforts together. The only problem was that she had no idea what to say. “Sure. Absolutely. A speech.”
A hush fell over the auditorium. Even Jillian was waiting for Mattie to continue. They were all looking to her, both literally and figuratively.
She was in charge. Although Mattie had already known it, the expectant faces around her made the true significance of her position hit home. She was the primary person responsible for fine-tuning their speech and pitch and high kicks, who’d help these kids see that they could go beyond themselves and transform into someone else. Mattie wasn’t just a director. She was an alchemist.
And Jillian. Jillian would do all that too, with her. Probably. Together, they had the opportunity to help build memories that would last these girls a lifetime. If Jillian could just stop provoking Mattie, if she could dig deep down and somehow find it within her to be goddamn nice for once in her life, they could be an unstoppable team.
Alchemy. Transformation.
Under the weight of that thought, Mattie stood, paradoxically, a little taller as she realized what she wanted to say.
“Ladies,” she began, and hearing herself sound like Cynthia, thought better of it. “Actors. Our essential crew. Our diligent AD-slash-stage manager. And, of course, my—Coach Reed. Codirector Reed.”
Jillian inclined her chin a tiny bit, in what seemed like the hint of a nod.
“This isn’t the show I hoped to do with you,” Mattie said bluntly, and waited for the words to land. They did. She could feel her students’ growing interest brush against the pause. “To be honest, this isn’t the job I expected to have this year either.” She remembered one of Grandma Ruth’s favorite sayings. “But a woman plans, and God laughs.”
Soft chuckles from a few girls, who were probably new to Yiddish proverbs.
“I’m not sorry we’re doing a show no one knows and fewer people care about. You know why?” She paused. Timing was essential. “Because between now and when we open next April, I’ve got the chance of a lifetime. I get to show you that magic is real.”
Was Jillian scoffing? Mattie couldn’t let herself look. It might break the enchantment.
“We’ll take a forgotten musical about a 1940s munitions factory and transform it into a relevant take on gender and workers’ rights. Crew, you’ll build us a set that’ll transport our audiences back to a time none of them remember. Actors, you’ll become new people, and you’ll realize in the process that the original you, the person creating your part, is so much more capable than you ever dreamed. Directors, we help craft the spells.” She gave in then and looked at Jillian, whose mouth tugged slightly at one corner. No mockery in her face that Mattie could detect. “And together we’ll put on a show no one at St. Rita’s will forget. A show you can be proud of helping to build. Are you with me?”
“Yes!” a few students said firmly. Emily’s high voice was the loudest among them.
“That isn’t good enough.” Energy spiked through Mattie’s body. “I need to hear your commitment. I want every single one of your voices to fill this auditorium. Give me some good old-fashioned vocal projection. Speak from the diaphragm. Are you with me?”
This time, the answer was thunderous.
Unable to contain her delighted grin, Mattie turned to Jillian and extended her hand in civil acknowledgment. She could afford to be gracious now that she’d managed to recover from that late arrival. “Coach Reed? Anything you’d like to add?”
All heads turned to look at Jillian, whose folded arms dropped to her sides. She took an unhurried series of steps toward Mattie while their students watched her carefully.
Mattie thought again about the unexpected commonalities she had with Jillian. The spotlight made them both expand.
“You all know,” Jillian began, “that under my outstanding guidance the St. Rita Peacemakers have won every single state championship for the last thirteen years.”
Mattie briefly closed her eyes to prevent herself from rolling them.
“But it’s not just my excellence that’s gotten the Peacemakers into the upper pantheon of high school soccer teams. Oh, sure, that excellence plays a significant role, and some might even say it’s indispensable—”
Mattie let her closed eyes roll briefly before opening them again.
“—but the thing is, I’ve always chosen my animals based on their ability to execute. Always. And this show is no exception. You, all of you, cast and crew alike—you’re now mine.” She held Mattie’s gaze, and Mattie’s skin prickled with unexpected heat. “You’re ours. Ms. Belman and I chose you for this production because we know you have the strength, the fortitude, the ability to execute. To dominate. Don’t let us down.”
“We won’t,” Olivia said loudly, and a murmur of agreement rose among the others.
Mine. Ours. Mattie bit her lower lip.
“I usually like to start a new athletic season by asking for intercession,” Jillian continued. “Can’t hurt here either. Anyone who wants to join me, do it loudly, all right? Make sure she hears you.”
Before Mattie had time to wonder what asking for intercession meant or who she was, Jillian dropped her head and folded her hands in front of her.
“Hail Mary.” Her deep voice resounded through the auditorium. “Full of grace.”
Without hesitation, almost all of the cast and crew bowed their own heads and crossed themselves. They joined in, voices sure and strong.
Mattie lowered her head and listened as Jillian and their students recited the Hail Mary. After six weeks at St. Rita’s, the prayer was vaguely familiar. Hearing it still felt alien to her, as all Catholic practices did, but somehow not nearly as inhospitable as Cynthia’s faculty meeting prayer or the gloomy rites of St. Rita’s mandatory masses.
Maybe it had to do with the sweet sound of her students’ voices, mixing together, sincere in their desire to be heard. And Jillian’s prayer was an open invitation, not a demand like Cynthia’s. In the end, this didn’t seem all that different from the numerous theatrical rites Mattie had practiced all her adult life, meant to guarantee success: break a leg, the Scottish play, turn the ghost light on before leaving the stage dark.
Of course, Mattie would never pray to Mary, but she knew how comforting a tradition could be, and not just in the theater. Twenty years after Grandma Ruth’s death, Mattie’s fingers still felt the phantoms of warm challah, torn off the loaf on Friday nights.
“Amen,” nearly everyone but Mattie said in unison, crossing themselves.
Mattie looked up at Jillian. She’d wondered if Jillian was still Catholic, after what Brian had told her about their childhood, and now it appeared that she was. That answered one of Mattie’s many questions about her.
It produced a number of other questions too.
“Who’s the patron saint of theater?” Emily asked. “We should ask him for help. Or her.”
“Don’t look at me,” Mattie said. “I just learned what a catechism is last month.”
Jillian shrugged.
Thirty phones were suddenly in view, sixty thumbs moving quickly, and in a few seconds, Kiara called out, “St. Genesius.”
“St. Genesius, pray for us!” Emily hollered toward the ceiling, and some of the other girls laughed, sounding almost giddy. A thrum of excitement spread through the auditorium, that familiar energy that always arose at the beginning of a show, as if the entire world were about to change.
Jillian looked up at Mattie, her chin tilted high. “All right, fearless leader,” she said, and new respect mingled with her challenge. “Curtains up, as you theater people say. Show us what you’ve got.”
* * *
What Mattie had, it turned out, was a new and begrudging appreciation for the improv classes she’d taken in college. As a first-time director, she had to make a lot of decisions on the fly.
Given that some of the girls didn’t know each other yet, Mattie directed them to stand on stage one at a time and share their names, their production role, and why they wanted to be a part of Miss Munitions. Over the next half hour, most of the introductions were par for the course, especially Emily’s effusive praise of Rodgers and Hammerstein, which had to be gently cut off after five minutes.
The remaining rehearsal time was allocated to a first read-through of the script. No accompanist yet—Mattie planned on asking Mrs. Kuzma, her old piano teacher, if she’d help them out—so they’d skip the songs for now. But at least the kids could get a decent overview of the characters and plot, and after what felt like endless chair scraping and Jillian’s marshaling them into a seated circle, they were ready, each girl with a cheaply purchased script in her hands.
Holding her own script and a pen, Mattie sat down next to Jillian, who was busy flipping through her copy. Jillian appeared to have highlighted each character’s dialogue using a different marker, to the point that the multicolored neon pages looked as if they’d been dipped in a kids’ commercial from the ʼ90s. Well, she was clearly taking this seriously.
Mattie imagined the great Coach Reed, sitting alone at her kitchen table, an array of differently colored highlighters in front of her, carefully applying them one by one.
She swallowed over a sudden lump in her throat.
“I’ll read the stage directions,” she announced. It was nearly dark outside by now, and she’d promised the girls they’d be done by six o’clock at the latest. “Or—Coach Reed, would you like to do the honors?”
Ours, Jillian had said. Their girls.
“All right,” Jillian said after a pause that told Mattie she hadn’t expected to be asked, then, turned to the girls. “Keep up with me, got it? If you miss a line, I’m not waiting. This isn’t the bus stop.”
“But buses don’t wait.” Mattie couldn’t help herself. “They have a schedule, so they keep going.”
Jillian looked at her levelly. “People wait,” she said, but her tone had more amusement than annoyance in it. “At bus stops. Would you like to continue discussing the effectiveness of my analogies, or should we get these girls home before their parents start filing missing persons reports?”
“You should’ve said ‘before the buses stop running.’ Keep up the theme.”
Jillian pursed her lips, glancing down again into her lap. Her earlobes and the edges of her ears were tinged with pink. “Either way,” she muttered and then added, in a booming voice that shut down any other possible response, “Act One! Scene One! Eldon enters!”
As if they had one body instead of thirty, the cast and crew of Miss Munitions sat up straight in their folding chairs, ready to be proven worthy. Olivia took her cue from Jillian, announcing, in a decent approximation of a man’s tenor, “Rosie the Riveter? She’s got nothing on our gals. Here in Chippewa Falls, we’ve got the best little ladies in the whole US of A stacking and packing so our boys can get attacking…”
They got through the first few scenes without any interruption, Mattie taking notes in her script for suggestions and corrections she’d make later. For the most part, the girls had decent instincts, although she’d have to gently invite Kiara to use an accent that didn’t resemble Cockney. And Zoë would need to be told that swell was an exclamation similar to cool, not, as she clearly thought, a reference to some medical issue. But otherwise, the read-through began smoothly.
Then, after about fifteen pages, they arrived at the first interaction between the musical’s romantic leads, played by Aubrey Hunter and Kylie Doyle.
It was textbook heterosexual nonsense, always a crowd pleaser. Dolly, an assembly line worker, was being observed by quality control inspector Joe. Both, of course, were immediately attracted to one another but still at odds; spirited Dolly was adamant that Joe had no right to order a change in her methods, while arrogant Joe was dismissive and condescending toward Dolly.
Aubrey was reading her lines pretty well, especially for a first go-around. Her Dolly sounded nervous but insistent, as though drumming up the courage to do her job effectively. Kylie, on the other hand, didn’t have nearly enough of Joe’s annoying swagger.
Mattie was about to suggest that Kylie give it more arrogance, but before she did, Jillian said, “Hey, Hunter, I want to hear a lot more confidence from you. Who the hell does this guy think he is, telling you how to do your job? Put some muscle into those lines.”
“Sure, Coach,” Aubrey replied, “I can do that,” just as Mattie said, “I actually liked your choices, Aubrey. Dolly should be on the softer side here since Joe’s throwing her off. But while we’re on the subject, Kylie, I’d love some more bravado. Joe is full of himself; he thinks he’s the greatest thing since—since—” She fumbled for a comparison.
“Since Sister Act II,” Jillian said.
Mattie’s mouth snapped shut and opened again on the withered remains of her sentence.
“I don’t know what Sister Act II is.” Kylie didn’t sound worried about it. “But sure, I can be arrogant.”
Mattie finally found her voice again. “This is the first time anyone’s ever called Joe on his sh—on his stuff. The whole factory’s intimidated by him. Joe might be great at his job, but he’s not great about communicating or being considerate. It’s not his priority.”
She was glad Jillian was next to her and not sitting on the other side of the circle. This way, she wouldn’t accidentally catch Jillian’s stare and feel the flicker from the match strike that always seemed to happen when their eyes met.
“Well, Dolly doesn’t let Joe walk all over her.”
This, from Jillian, who had her hands splayed over the script on her lap, fingers spread wide. It was the only part of Jillian Mattie could see.
“She’s not afraid of him,” Jillian continued. “And she cares about doing her job right too. Even if that means she’s got to stand up to someone with more power than she has in front of a bunch of other factory workers. We should see her courage right from the beginning.” A pause. “Joe does.”
“Think he regrets being a jerk?” Mattie stared at her own script now, the words all jumbled together. Her palms felt cold. “Does he ever think about apologizing?”
“Guess we’ll find out later,” Jillian said. “In the musical.”
“Oh, he definitely regrets being a jerk!” Emily volunteered, her bright voice punctuating Mattie’s daze. “Isn’t that a big part of the character? He falls head over heels in love and realizes that there are more important things than being promoted to shift supervisor at the Chippewa Falls Ordnance Plant. It’s really incredibly romantic, when you think about it.”
“Thank you, Emily,” Mattie said and honestly meant it. You could always count on Emily to hand you a conversational parachute. She still couldn’t look at Jillian. “It’s, uh, yes, romantic. Aubrey, Kylie? You two ready to keep going?”
They were. Fortunately, the rest of the read-through proceeded without any other damning parallels, and they finished rehearsal a whole two minutes early.
While the girls prattled happily, hoisting backpacks onto their shoulders and exchanging social media handles, Mattie and Jillian stacked the folding table and chairs into the large rack against the auditorium’s side wall. They didn’t speak, catching only momentary glances. The quiet felt anticipatory, as though something was growing that needed time and patience to emerge.
Once the auditorium was empty, Mattie finally broke the silence.
“Brian’s nice,” she offered, shoving a chair upside down onto the rack. When she turned around, Jillian’s eyebrows were raised.
“I’m very aware,” she said. “He likes you too. Got a text from him last night. He said I should keep you around. That you’d be good for me.”
Mattie wasn’t sure how to respond to that. “What do you think? Am I good for you?” On a mischievous impulse, she added, “Teeny.”
Jillian’s eyebrows lifted higher, which seemed impossible. Finally, she said, “That’s not for you.”
“Oh.” Another closed door. By now, Mattie should’ve been used to it.
“I mean,” Jillian added, sounding frustrated, “that I don’t want to hear my family’s name for me coming out of your mouth.” She grabbed the last two folding chairs—of course Jillian was bringing them to the rack by twos; she never did anything halfway when she could double it—and slammed them into a vertical position, holding them out together toward Mattie. “My family’s my family. You’re someone else.”
“Oh,” Mattie said again, and this time, it came out like a squeak, because now she thought she understood what Jillian meant. Being called Teeny was, apparently, like Grandma Ruth calling Mattie my little pupik. Perfectly fine among family, but if Jillian used the same term of endearment, that would be unsettling.
Because Jillian wasn’t family. She was someone else.
Mattie reached out and took one of the chairs from Jillian, not meeting her eyes.
Might as well change the subject. “So,” she said, adding the chair to the rack. “Cynthia’s green-lit an overnight field trip to see a Broadway show the weekend before Thanksgiving. Just for the cast and crew. She thinks it’ll help the school look good to prospective parents. I meant to tell everyone when I came in, but”—what was a nice way to put it?—“you happened. Then I forgot. I don’t have the best memory.”
“No, you don’t.” If Jillian had reacted to the news with surprise or horror, it wasn’t apparent in her voice. “I take it I’m supposed to chaperone too?”
Mattie nodded.
“Fantastic. Can’t tell you how thrilled I am to give up a whole two days for art with a capital A, especially right in the middle of playoffs. What a stunning coincidence that Cynthia picked the least convenient time of the season to shove me off on her little recruitment-tool trip.”
Jillian liked Cynthia even less than Cynthia liked Jillian; that much was clear. But their mutual enmity wasn’t currently Mattie’s most pressing concern. “She wants the two of us to share a room. At the hotel. After we experience art with a capital A.”
She reached for the last folding chair, offered in Jillian’s outstretched hands. This time, when Mattie grabbed it, their fingers brushed. It lasted just a second, but the contact pricked Mattie’s skin like a faint electric shock.
“Ah,” Jillian eventually said. “I see.”
Mattie had no idea how to interpret that. “So you’ll come?”
Jillian cocked her head. “Despite the inconvenience, I can think of a few worse things than a weekend in New York with you. Scoring an own goal during the World Cup. A smoke detector low-battery alert going off at two in the morning. Trying to spread cold butter on burnt toast. Adult baby talk.”
Mattie stacked the final chair and turned again to face Jillian. No more furniture between them now, just air and the crackle of new possibility.
“Well, I’m glad you don’t completely hate the idea.” She aimed for a light tone. “For what it’s worth, I don’t hate it either. It’s only one night. You don’t snore, right? Or talk in your sleep? I had a roommate who could hold entire conversations in her sleep, with her eyes wide open, and it was the most unnerving—”
“Look, Freckles, I’m sorry.”
For a wild second, Mattie thought Jillian had admitted to being a sleep talker. Then the real implications of what she’d said landed like a boulder on memory foam. “Excuse me? Can you repeat that?”
“I know you heard me. You can rewind a few seconds inside that impressively corkscrewed head and relive the moment.”
Even in apology, Jillian was exhausting. Mattie gaped at her. “I heard you. I just didn’t believe my own ears. Sorry for what, exactly? Please, by all means, elaborate.”
“You were right,” Jillian told her slowly, and that was another sequence of words Mattie could never have imagined coming out of Jillian Reed’s mouth. “About my speaking to you like that in front of the students. It was unnecessary. And, yes, unprofessional. Even if my irritation was incredibly justified.”
“It’s not only the students.” Mattie needed to make sure Jillian understood this. “Stop being an asshole to me, all right? Teasing’s fine; I don’t mind that. I actually kind of like it when—anyway. I’m just not okay with you helping me feel like shit about myself.” She shuffled one foot against the auditorium floor. “My life’s already doing a great job of that.”
“Well,” Jillian said and cleared her throat. “Well. All right. Point taken. I’ll do better.”
The succinctness of the promise made Mattie believe her. “Good. Thank you.”
“But the thing is,” Jillian continued, “from where I’m standing, your life doesn’t look so bad.”
“Oh, yeah?”
“You’ve got a solid roof over your head—”
“I’m sleeping in my childhood bed,” Mattie said. “It’s a twin. The sheets have My Chemical Romance lyrics printed on them.”
“A roof.” Jillian glared at her. “And a decent job you’re accomplishing reasonably well. One might even say you’re competent at it—verging on useful.”
“Fantastic. You know, when I was a kid, I’d dream about growing up to become verging on useful.”
“And Gabe seems to like you, although why you sit with him at lunch, I have absolutely no idea—”
“He’s a nice guy. He’s friendly. I know that’s a foreign concept to you, but—”
“—and you’ve got the greatest girls’ soccer coach in the history of Pennsylvania for your co-director, all but guaranteeing that Miss Munitions will be a success the likes of which nobody in Gladbeck has ever seen.”
“Ah. Now, that one is starting to look like it might be a legitimate perk.”
“See what I mean? So stop wallowing in whatever swamp of misery you think you deserve, and start looking around at what your life actually is. Look at what’s in front of you. What you could have.”
“A friend?” It was out before Mattie could stop herself.
For a few seconds, Jillian seemed unable to form a response, as if she’d forgotten how to have a conversation. Then she swallowed. “All right. Yes. Okay. Fine. A friend. If that’s what you want.”
“I want,” Mattie said simply and smiled at her. “As long as you’re nice to me.”
Friendship. It was a clear and uncomplicated label. It made sense out of mess.
Jillian stared at Mattie’s smile. Her bare face was unshadowed beneath the auditorium’s bright lights, and all the more appealing for its starkness. Whatever masks Jillian wore to protect herself, they weren’t made of primer and paint.
Mattie liked that about her. She liked a lot of things about Jillian Reed.
Jillian seemed to inhale, then closed the distance between herself and Mattie, fast enough that Mattie didn’t realize what was happening until Jillian was right there, so close, her head bending down toward Mattie’s ear.
“A friend,” Jillian murmured, almost too low for Mattie to hear. Her breath was warm.
And just like that, soft need began to pull between Mattie’s legs, making her ache with the promise of what couldn’t happen.
“Yes,” she said quietly, speaking over Jillian’s shoulder. “It’s what I want.”
A slow exhale slipped from Jillian, one that would’ve been imperceptible if she hadn’t been so near to Mattie, the slope of her neck an inch or two away. This close, Mattie could smell Jillian’s scent. Nothing manufactured or pretty coming off that expanse of skin, just the faint echo of salt.
Heat radiated off of her, enough to warm Mattie’s chest and arms and face.
And Jillian’s lips, oh God, Jillian’s lips were brushing against Mattie’s ear, and Mattie couldn’t stop the small noise that came out of her mouth, close to a whimper. She was breathing fast now, unaware of anything in the world except the excruciating joy of that tiny contact.
“Then that’s what you get,” Jillian whispered. “That’s all we can have.”
Mattie couldn’t stop herself. “For now?”
Jillian pulled back, and the cool air replaced her breath against Mattie’s skin, a poor trade for that warm mouth. Her lips parted on the answer she wasn’t giving. She looked the way Mattie felt: made suddenly worthless with lust, good for nothing except what their bodies were made to do.
Made to do, Mattie thought helplessly, with each other.
In Jillian’s wide eyes Mattie saw the same understanding that had dawned in her own thrilled, thumping heart, a recognition of an inevitability so new and raw it couldn’t be spoken out loud. Mattie couldn’t even let herself think it directly.
Friendship, yes. Mattie and Jillian could be friends. And—
They were going to New York in three weeks. Where there’d be a hotel room and privacy and space for what seemed now out of control, as though the two of them were hooked on an invisible line that pulled them, inch by inch, toward a shared fate.



CHAPTER 14
“HELL’S KITCHEN,” EMILY ANNOUNCED, THROWING her arms to the late-afternoon sky, “is the most expressive and creative name for a neighborhood I’ve ever heard in my life.” With her face turned up, eyes closed in bliss, she took a step on the sidewalk and stumbled over the uneven pavement. “One day I’m going to live here in a studio apartment with brick walls and do all my shopping in a bodega on the corner and get my nose pierced, and my mom won’t be able to stop me.”
“Dream bigger, Red,” called out Jillian, who was helping the driver unload by swinging duffle bags out of the bus’s lower compartment and onto the sidewalk. The girls clustered in front of the hotel, chatting in small groups. “Get two imaginary piercings while you’re at it. Pet that bodega cat. Add a bedroom.”
Emily opened her eyes wide. “You can pet the bodega cats?”
“Pretty sure it’s required by municipal law,” Jillian told her.
After nearly three hours on a bus with twenty-four teenage girls, at least ten of whom spoke at an impossible volume and pitch, Mattie couldn’t bring herself to summon up anywhere near Emily’s level of enthusiasm. She did have to agree, though, that Hell’s Kitchen was in fact a pretty great name.
The winds that whipped down West 44th Street felt colder than the air in Gladbeck. Mattie shivered, stuffing her ungloved hands into the pockets of her gray wool coat, and watched Jillian swinging the girls’ bags, her black hair covered by a bright yellow beanie. Incredibly, Jillian’s clothes were different than her customary athletic uniform: dark blue jeans and a black pea coat over a grass-green pullover sweater. Nothing especially remarkable about the look, except that Jillian Reed wore it.
Mattie’s mouth felt dry. It had nothing to do with the weather.
Since that first rehearsal, there’d been a timer ticking in the background of her life, each step and word and glance between Mattie and Jillian counting down to this modest Manhattan chain hotel. Most days, Mattie had managed to keep herself from active obsession over the upcoming field trip, as busy as she was. Always more homework to correct, more tests to grade, more lesson plans to invent.
And they had rehearsal three days a week: Tuesdays and Thursdays after school with both directors and Wednesdays with Mattie alone while Jillian’s Peacemakers competed in the regional and statewide playoffs. It was more than enough to focus Mattie, her mind too filled with what she had to do to make room for what she couldn’t let herself want.
Nights, though, were different. At night, Mattie lay in her twin bed, unable to sleep, and imagined a shared hotel room in New York City that would, if they let it, change everything.
By unspoken agreement, she and Jillian had avoided the topic of the field trip over the past few weeks. They’d kept their conversations safely focused on the musical, the Peacemakers’ inevitable winning streak, and other school events, even if every interaction still vibrated with what they couldn’t say.
But Mattie knew Jillian was thinking about the field trip too. Possibly even pictured the room before sleep, just as Mattie did, with the two beds empty and waiting and a large window overlooking a city that didn’t look back.
Nevertheless, by the time she’d boarded the bus for New York, Mattie had managed to mostly convince herself that they’d avoid temptation. Flirting was one thing. Acting on it was another, especially when their jobs hung in the balance.
Emily attempted a pirouette and nearly fell over in the process.
“Emily, step back from the curb, okay?” Mattie gestured for Emily to join her near the hotel’s sliding front doors. “If you get hit by a car, I’ll have to make a very unpleasant call to your parents and explain why I let their daughter catapult herself into traffic.”
Olivia, slouching against the stucco wall of the hotel, muttered, “At least that’d make her be quiet.”
“You shouldn’t be jealous of me, Olivia.” Emily tossed her red curls and joined Mattie by the doors. “Just because I have a bright future doesn’t mean you’ll be miserable. I bet you’ll even get into Lowe.”
Olivia narrowed her eyes.
Lowe University was the nearest four-year school to Gladbeck, an institution built on swampland with a library open three days a week. It was the kind of place you went because they offered local kids decent scholarships, not because it was a launching pad for future movers and shakers.
Mattie was a Lowe graduate herself, having chosen a few thousand in student debt and a halfway decent drama program over the massively expensive women’s college she’d dreamed about.
“Like I’d ever go there,” Olivia scoffed. “There’s a reason people call it Lowe Grades.”
Jillian, now finished with unloading the bus, came up to the three of them. She looked perfectly unruffled even though she’d been swinging bags onto the sidewalk. “Hey, Aguilar, don’t knock Lowe. I’ll have you know that moldering pile of concrete produced at least one halfway decent alumna.” She jabbed at Mattie with her thumb. “Although I’ll admit that might’ve had more to do with the alumna in question than said pile of concrete.”
Since their confrontation at that first rehearsal, Jillian had kept to her promise, showing Mattie some actual courtesy. Well, more than courtesy, really. It increasingly seemed like genuine warmth. How you’d act with a friend.
They were friendly now. Even if Mattie wasn’t used to it yet.
She smiled at Jillian, about to thank her for the compliment, when something occurred to her. “Wait a second. How did you know I went to Lowe?”
Jillian blinked. “Because you went to Lowe.”
That wasn’t an answer. “But I never told you—”
“I went to Notre Dame,” Jillian interrupted, looking at Emily and Olivia. “They gave me an athletic scholarship. Full ride. Highest-ranking Division I women’s soccer team in the country back then. But we all know I would’ve emerged, pearl-like, from just about any oyster.”
Before Mattie had a chance to press Jillian again on how she knew where Mattie went to college, Jillian turned to the other girls and barked, “The sooner we check in, animals, the sooner I get to shovel some decent pizza into my mouth. Grab those bags, and let’s move inside.”
The hotel lobby was small, with a few pastel paintings on the walls that had clearly been selected for their inoffensive blandness. While the girls took photos for social media, posing with peace signs and tilted heads, Mattie and Jillian approached the desk, manned by only one clerk who didn’t look much older than their students.
“Hey there,” Mattie said pleasantly, and the clerk looked up. His name tag read RONALD in bold letters. “We’re the group from St. Rita’s. Checking in for one night. The reservation should be under Matilda Belman. Belman with one L.”
“Oh, yeah.” Ronald punched at his keyboard. “Right, yeah, I saw you in the system earlier. The school. Seven rooms, right? Uh, sh—shoot, I forgot to say welcome to the Midtown White Lantern Hotel. Welcome.” He was clearly new. “So, seven rooms?”
Four to a room for the girls, who would hopefully behave themselves after hours. School overnight trip policy dictated that student hotel room doors should be taped over to prevent sneaking out, but Mattie, not fond of the idea, had convinced Jillian that a few well-placed verbal threats would be sufficient. “That’s right.”
Ronald’s fingers danced over the keys again. “Cool. So we’ve got you on the fifth and sixth floors, six rooms with two queens and one room with one king-sized bed. Lemme get your room cards ready, and we’ll be good to go.”
It took a moment for Mattie to realize what he’d told them. She swallowed in reflexive apprehension just as Jillian said, “As a matter of fact, Ronald, we’re not good to go. Not at all. We reserved seven rooms with two queen beds each.” She gestured between herself and Mattie, her hand moving fast. “This is my colleague, not my—we have a professional relationship. We don’t share a bed. It’s, it’s—”
“Can you please,” Mattie interrupted before Jillian could dig them both a hole they couldn’t crawl out from, “give us a seventh room with two queens?”
She could’ve sworn Ronald barely touched his keyboard before looking up again, blankly apologetic. “Sorry, ma’am, not sure how that happened. But the single king’s all we got left. If you want, I can call our other location downtown and see if they have any space?”
They’d picked this hotel because the Gershwin Theatre was a quick ten-minute stroll away. Even if the other location had seven unoccupied rooms, it’d take them forty minutes at best to get to Midtown from the Financial District, and that was if the subway didn’t break down. Staying at another hotel was entirely impractical.
Mattie would have to share a bed with Jillian Reed.
Jillian was gripping the counter so hard, her knuckles were white.
“Jillian?” Mattie asked gently, and Jillian turned to her, eyes wide. Incredibly, she looked close to frightened. Unable to tell her anything meaningful in front of the clerk, Mattie said instead, “It’s fine. We’ll make it work.”
“It is not,” Jillian said between clenched teeth, “fine. It’s unprofessional. We’ll just take one of the other rooms.”
“And make four of the girls share a single bed? No way.” Something new was growing inside Mattie, hot and terrified and a tiny bit delighted. “I’m sure we can manage.”
“Uh.” Ronald stared at Jillian, whose face was rapidly reddening. “Lemme go talk to my manager.”
Without waiting for a response, he left the front desk with impressive speed and made a beeline for a nearby door to the back office.
Mattie didn’t blame him one bit. She touched Jillian’s forearm lightly, aiming for comfort. “Hey. It’ll be okay.”
Jillian pulled back as if she’d been scalded with hot water. “You can’t,” she began, and with a wild look toward their unobserving students, she lowered her voice. “You can’t do that.”
“Share a bed with you?” Mattie asked, genuinely concerned. They didn’t appear to have much choice about the room. But if it distressed Jillian this much, Mattie could make a tiny mattress out of decorative pillows and sleep on the floor.
“You can’t touch me.”
Oh. Mattie felt nauseous. Weeks of not talking about what was between them had had its benefits—it was a lot easier to push down feelings when they weren’t brought out to the light—but there were negatives too. Mattie had operated on a lot of assumptions about what Jillian wanted. And now it was obvious that Mattie had badly misunderstood: Jillian didn’t want Mattie to touch her. She didn’t want—what Mattie was trying so hard not to want.
“I won’t.” She took a half step back so Jillian had some extra space. “I’m sorry. Nothing’s going to happen, okay? I promise. I’d never do anything you don’t want.”
“You don’t understand, do you?” Jillian’s gaze flickered over Mattie’s face. “No, you clearly don’t.”
She wrapped her arms over her middle, holding each elbow, and the gesture, which Mattie had seen over and over again, didn’t seem defensive this time. It looked vulnerable, as if Jillian were holding herself because she couldn’t let anyone else do it.
“It’s not about what I don’t want. The opposite, in fact.” Jillian lowered her voice even more so that Mattie had to step forward again to hear her. They were close enough that Mattie could see the faint smile lines around Jillian’s mouth, creases Mattie had deepened for her since August. “I didn’t say I didn’t want it, Freckles. I said you can’t touch me.”
Mattie inhaled shakily. They were talking about it. Finally, finally, in this nondescript hotel lobby, with their students fifteen feet away and with Ronald due back any second, they were talking directly about it. “Why can’t I?”
“It’s simple,” Jillian said very, very quietly. “If you touch me, then I’ll want more. And if you keep touching me, I don’t know how I can stop myself from taking it.”
Mattie’s wool coat suddenly felt far too suffocating. Her cheeks were hot. She attempted to form words—any words—failed miserably, and just stared at Jillian, hoping that whatever was on her face right now was enough communication.
Apparently, it was. Watching her, Jillian made a tiny sound and pressed her lips together.
“Okay!” Ronald burst through the back room door, and both Mattie and Jillian jumped, brought back to themselves by necessity. “I’ve got some news that I think you’ll like.”
“You found another room with two queens?” Mattie tried very hard not to feel disappointed.
“Well, no. Sorry. We really are booked up. But tomorrow’s breakfast buffet is on us. Our sincere apologies.” He had the half-chipper tone of someone not paid nearly enough to give a shit. “Food’s unlimited. Just stay away from the scrambled eggs if there’s a guy with long, blond hair dishing it out.”
The single king-sized bed was theirs, then. Mattie’s mental image of two side-by-side queens, built over three weeks of nightly fantasy, merged into one large bed. It was too big for two people. Too small to hold Mattie, Jillian, and their need.
They were in the final hours of Mattie’s old life, and outside, the sun was going down.
Next to her, Jillian was silent, the tension radiating off her body like coiled heat. Mattie could feel it through the layers of her coat, her sweater, her shirt, prickling at her skin.
“Thanks, Ronald,” Mattie said, doing her best to sound normal. “Eggs, hair. Excellent.”
With Ronald busy scanning key cards, Mattie turned to Jillian, who still looked as if she’d been knocked sideways.
“So,” she said, not touching Jillian. Not yet. “I don’t want you to stop yourself.”
* * *
She’d made the right decision. About choosing Wicked, anyway.
Once they entered the Gershwin Theatre’s mezzanine, even the more jaded students were mesmerized by the sight of the giant dragon, made of green-painted leather and extended out over the stage’s apron. Gears and levers surrounded it on all sides of the proscenium arch, reaching down to the stage floor, a mass of industrial clockwork that spilled out toward the audience. From wing to wing, the stage was blocked by a large map of Oz with electric green splashed over its center.
It was a maximalist dream, proof of what a talented set designer could do with a Broadway-sized budget, and a clear promise to the audience that the next two hours and forty-five minutes would be worth their time.
On relatively short notice, Mattie hadn’t been able to get thirty seats all together. She and Jillian were sitting behind their students, who were scattered across several lower rows in the mezzanine’s center section. The distance between their seats didn’t seem to matter much, though; Izzy, Kiara, and Emily couldn’t stop turning around to ask questions, even with that visual feast in front of them. At least the other audience members around them seemed mostly amused by their students’ preshow performance.
“Ms. Belman, what’s the difference between a balcony and a mezzanine?”
She explained.
“Ms. Belman, when you lived here, did you ever perform with any of the actors in the show?”
No, she hadn’t, but she had taken an advanced scene study class with Doctor Dillamond more than a decade ago. He’d sniffed a lot between each line, and Mattie had wondered if he had a coke habit, a memory she didn’t share.
“Ms. Belman, do you think Nessarose should be played by a disabled actor?”
Yes, she did, especially since disabled actors had a hard time being cast in typically able-bodied roles.
“Ms. Belman—”
“Face forward and read your Playbills before the show starts, everyone,” Mattie said as loudly as she could without bothering everyone else around them. “Take a look at all the bios. Cast and crew. You’ll learn something about the kind of credits you need to make it to this level.”
That stopped the questions, which at first seemed like a mercy, and then, as the lack of distractions grew, a regrettable choice. Now Mattie had nothing but her own Playbill and her shrieking brain.
To her left, Jillian sat with one leg crossed over the other, examining her Playbill as if studying for a final exam. She was staring at an ad for some cosmetic dental practice, and given that Jillian had perfect teeth—she’d informed Mattie of this fact early on in their acquaintance—it seemed safe to say it wasn’t the ad commanding Jillian’s attention.
“You okay?” Mattie asked lightly.
Jillian’s frame jerked just as the house lights dropped, cutting off any chance for conversation. The music began, swelling up from the orchestra. Applause filled the theater.
Her question unanswered, Mattie faced forward, adjusting herself in the seat, and prepared herself to be whisked away to the Land of Oz. Wicked wasn’t one of her top shows, but it had tremendous staying power for good reasons. A familiar story retold differently, a showstopping solo, and dramatic set design were all guaranteed crowd-pleasers.
For a short while, she left her life, the performances and music enough to distract her. “What Is This Feeling?” was especially delightful, as Elphaba and Galinda sang about their rapid pulses and their flushed faces, concluding that the feeling they shared, so sudden and so new, absolutely had to be deep mutual hatred.
She gripped the edge of her seat.
Then, as the song ended, just before Mattie moved her hands to join in the applause, she felt it: the faintest, lightest touch on the side of her hand, below her left pinky.
It was the brush of a finger discovering her.
Mattie froze.
Her hands were still braced against the seat edge, and as the applause thundered, she squeezed the seat reflexively, the opposite of moving away. Jillian was—she was—below the seat arm, in their little two-seat part of the theater no one’s eyes saw—she was exploring, she was tracing the contours of Mattie’s hand—gently, slowly.
If Mattie moved, it could break the spell and Jillian would stop. So Mattie had to keep very, very still, stop everything except the rushing blood in her veins and the pulsing muscle of her wild heart. She could be good. And then she might get more.
If you touch me…
The stage blurred. The actors’ words warped into nonsense. Only the brush of Jillian’s finger felt real, as all Mattie’s attention zeroed in on the soft, maddening graze against her skin. The side of her hand thoroughly surveyed, Jillian’s finger then moved onto the back of Mattie’s hand, trailing patterns without direction, only need.
No maps for this. They were surrounded by people in the Gershwin Theatre, in the middle of the largest city in the country. They were alone on the moon together.
One finger wasn’t enough. Jillian seemed to realize this at the same moment Mattie did, and then her whole hand slipped over Mattie’s, getting bolder. Her touch slid over Mattie’s knuckles, between the valleys of her fingers, across the ruby ring on Mattie’s middle finger, everywhere at once, and that was when Mattie started to tremble.
It wasn’t much, just a small tremor Mattie tried to control, but Jillian clearly felt it. She paused, and Mattie thought about that afternoon in late August when she’d been the one with her hand on Jillian’s, trying to get her to see the unnamable thing they had in common, the thing that set them both apart.
The thing they couldn’t speak about without tremendous risk or tremendous possibility.
Jillian didn’t pull away when Mattie’s hand turned over, almost of its own volition, her fingers open, wide, letting Jillian in.
* * *
Once the girls were safely deposited back into their rooms, with stern orders from Jillian not to leave their rooms on pain of refilling Peacemaker soccer balls with the air from their own lungs, Mattie and Jillian were on their own.
They stood in the aftermath of the last closed door, at the beginning of what came next.
The sixth floor seemed very empty.
“Shall we?” Jillian gestured in the direction of their room.
Mattie nodded, and they set off down the long hallway, their fast footsteps keeping time with her heartbeat.
She couldn’t remember ever being so nervous. Auditions and opening nights didn’t compare to the way anticipation roiled in Mattie’s belly, how every part of her still felt teased with promise.
They’d touched hands in the theater until intermission put a stop to it, then found each other in the dark again once the lights went down a second time. Jillian had placed her hand lightly on Mattie’s leg, just below the hem of her ruffled skirt, above her knee, and Mattie had cursed her thick tights, a barrier between herself and Jillian’s warm skin. They’d sat there, facing forward, with Jillian touching Mattie as if she had every right to do it.
Mattie was still wet.
The door lock clicked open as Jillian pressed her key card to it, and then they were in the room, with their duffle bags on the floor where they’d left them after check-in.
It wasn’t much like the place Mattie had imagined in her nightly fantasies. The layout was different, the window smaller, the bed on the left side of the room rather than the right. Not that any of that mattered, of course, but it all added to the surreal feeling of being here with Jillian, of realizing how her life had rapidly twisted out of familiarity.
The king-sized bed had a bone-white comforter that was begging to get dirty.
Mattie tossed her coat onto the back of the desk chair.
Jillian, still wearing her own coat, didn’t seem in a hurry to get comfortable. She took a few steps toward the window and stared out at the unremarkable view: not much they could see across the street besides some beige-brick apartments and a dubious-looking basement hair salon named A Cut Below.
“I’m gonna,” Mattie began, and Jillian’s head whipped around to look at her, “I’m gonna get a shower before bed. I’m a night-shower person. Washing off the day. You know.”
It was true, even if it sounded like a hastily cobbled lie, her words tripping over themselves on their way out. And on top of being true, it was convenient. Mattie couldn’t think with Jillian only a few feet away. She needed distance, a closed door, and the ability to think with her brain instead of her clit. A shower would give her at least two of those.
“No, I don’t know,” Jillian said with impressive calm. “The day washes me off. I always take my showers first thing in the morning, and I set my smart shower system at seven degrees below my basal body temperature. That way, I start each day as alert as humanly possible.”
Somehow, Mattie still wanted to fuck this woman. “Sounds, uh, invigorating.”
“It is,” Jillian said. “It’s”—she hesitated and bit her lower lip briefly before letting it go—“brisk.”
Which meant that it was freezing, which also meant that every morning, Jillian showered in water cold enough to raise gooseflesh on her entire body, cold enough to make her nipples harden into little nubs, cold enough to make her shiver as it ran in relentless streams down her skin.
“I’m gonna go now,” Mattie said somewhat frantically. “Shower. Hot water.”
Face and neck flaming, she grabbed her toiletry bag from her duffle, bolted for the bathroom, and pulled the door shut.
Once she was safely alone, Mattie glanced at her reflection in the bathroom mirror and mostly recognized the person looking back, her curls windswept and frizzed, her turtleneck wrinkled, her ruffled skirt twisted to the side.
The gnawing hunger in those wide, brown eyes, though, was new. Disorienting.
“That’s me,” Mattie said to herself and watched the hungry woman in the mirror move her mouth.
In the shower, with her unruly hair pulled up into a makeshift top bun, she turned her face into the hot jet of water and let it sluice over her needy skin. The hotter the better, as far as she was concerned. One of Jillian’s cold showers would be a distraction, but Mattie couldn’t bring herself to embrace that level of self-punishment. Showers were one of life’s great pleasures, a place where you could give yourself privacy and comfort and the white noise of running water.
I’m naked
just a few feet away from Jillian Reed.
One hand, suds-soaked, mindlessly found her right breast.
No. Absolutely not. Mattie grabbed the soap again to keep herself honest. She needed to spend this time thinking. Maybe her brain could come up with a less life-altering idea than throwing caution to the wind and the covers to the floor.
Right. Thinking. Mattie knew how to do that.
She was on her way to formulating a thought that didn’t have to do with her naked body or Jillian’s naked body or their naked bodies together when she remembered, with an electric jolt that nearly made her lose her grip on the soap, that she’d left her pajamas in the duffle bag.
In the bedroom. Where Jillian was.
Which meant that Mattie would have to walk out there in a towel and nothing else.
Comprehension felt like a lick between her legs. She throbbed once, almost painfully, and forced herself to draw a long, slow mouthful of air.
There were options. She could call for Jillian to bring her duffle bag into the bathroom. She could put on the dirty clothes that lay in a heap on the bathroom floor. She could ask Jillian to step out into the hallway while she dressed.
Or Mattie could just, well, not do any of that.
She could simply see what would happen.
Less than five minutes later, in record time, Mattie was scrubbed clean and wrapped in a thin, white towel that barely reached midthigh, her hair still in its loose bun and only slightly misted by the shower spray. She gathered together the pile of her clothes and clutched it to her chest with one arm like soft armor for what lay ahead.
When she pushed open the bathroom door, she felt more naked than she’d ever been in her entire life.
Jillian sat on the edge of the bed, leaning forward with her arms braced on her spread legs. Her coat and beanie were folded carefully on top of the TV stand as though she’d removed them while Mattie had showered and had simply taken her seat, staring at the closed door. She appeared to be waiting, very deliberately, for what would come next.
Her eyes took in Mattie’s barely covered body. Black coals just before the flame.
“I forgot my pajamas,” Mattie heard herself say. “In my duffle bag. I meant to bring them into the bathroom with me.”
No answer.
“I need to change,” Mattie whispered. Her voice was hoarse, as though she hadn’t used it all night.
“Into what?” Jillian’s question was surprisingly mild, but no lilt of humor lightened it.
Into someone who knows what the fuck she’s doing right now. The bundle of clothing pressed against her chest was all that tethered Mattie to reality. “Into my pajamas. Turn around.”
“No,” Jillian said.
Mattie resisted the impulse to close her eyes as arousal flushed through her body, all the parts of it that were exposed to Jillian and all the parts that weren’t. “Turn around,” she said again.
“You don’t tell me what to do,” Jillian told her, and the statement curled around Mattie’s throat, her ears, her fevered brain. “That’s not what you want anyway. Cut the pretense. You want something else entirely.”
Mattie could only stare.
“It’s your choice,” Jillian continued. “You can take that duffle bag and go back into the bathroom. I won’t stop you.”
“Or?” Mattie managed.
“Or you can change right here. Right in front of me.”
“Jillian,” Mattie said brokenly, “Jillian, I—”
“Then it won’t be my fault.” Jillian’s face was suddenly contorted with blazing, desperate need. “I tried—I did, I tried—”
“Your fault?”
“And I’ll do what you’ve made me want so badly that I can’t think anymore, I can’t focus on anything, not even my job”—Jillian’s hands were balled into fists on top of her thighs—“because I can’t get you out of my head, because I can’t stop thinking about your hair and your smile and your voice and the way your hips roll when you walk and the way you laugh like it’s bursting out of some goddamn light inside you—”
Mattie’s arms tightened against her chest. The bundle of clothes slipped free and fell to the floor around her feet.
“It won’t be your fault,” she repeated, because if Mattie spent even a single second thinking about anything else Jillian had just said, she’d collapse in on herself with the weight of its enormity. “What do you mean, ‘your fault’? Nobody’s at fault here.”
“That’s not—I’m trying to tell—” Jillian broke off her sentence, the unfinished edge of it sharp in the air. “Just three months ago, everything was fine. Everything was exactly the way I like it, the way it’s been for the past fourteen years. Nothing unexpected or out of place. And then, on the first day of school, I gave a little press conference to get some good publicity for my girls, and I looked out into the audience, and there you were. Like you’d showed up just to remind me what I couldn’t escape.”
“Look,” Mattie said, starting to bristle, “I’m not going to apologize for being your coworker.”
“It was just once.” Jillian dropped her gaze, as though keeping contact with Mattie was too difficult. “A long time ago.”
Mattie couldn’t grab onto Jillian’s tangents, probably because she was too busy grabbing her towel. “Wait. I’m not following you. What was just once?”
“The only time I’ve been with a woman.”
The floor swayed, or maybe Mattie did. She felt weak with relief. It was out. Jillian was out—to Mattie, at least. In a perfect world, Mattie might not have chosen to have this long-delayed conversation still wet from the shower, wet from Jillian’s voice and presence, but at least it was happening.
Then realization, delayed by the shock of Jillian’s directness, finally hit Mattie square across the face.
Jillian had only been with a woman once? Even though she’d been a professional soccer player and presumably surrounded by queer women?
“Tell me,” she said—a plea that covered all of it—and gripped the thin towel more tightly.
This time, Jillian didn’t object to Mattie giving her an order. Her proud, angular body had begun to soften; her posture seemed less rigid.
She needs permission—Mattie remembered Jillian leading their students in the Hail Mary—or confession.
“Senior year of college. Right before the NCAA Division I Championship semifinals. My parents wanted me home for Thanksgiving.” Jillian’s left shoulder lifted in an approximation of a shrug. “There was a party that weekend. Keith Donnelly’s house.”
A deep, long-forgotten memory began to stir. “Keith Donnelly? I knew him too. He went to Lowe. We had a class together.”
“Did you,” Jillian said in a tone that clearly meant I didn’t give you a ticket to join me on this trip down memory lane.
Point taken. Mattie pressed her lips together, indicating a commitment to silence she wasn’t sure she could keep.
“I couldn’t stand Keith. We were both at West, same grade. Kind of guy who always thought he was God’s gift to women. He’s divorced now. Twice.”
Mattie’s pressed lips quirked in a small smile. Enough years had passed since college that she couldn’t remember Keith’s face or voice, just his annoying bravado.
“But that night it was either Keith’s party or stay home with my mother and listen to her complain about my hair and my clothes, so I went. It was predictably awful. I didn’t know half the people there and didn’t want to know the other half. So I cradled my can of Keystone Light and stood in the corner of his parents’ basement with that bare light bulb dangling from the ceiling. Thought about how close I was to getting away for good.”
Jillian had gotten away. And a few years later, she’d permanently returned. Mattie still didn’t understand.
“She was the only one who came up to me.” Jillian’s eyes glazed over as she fell through time into Keith Donnelly’s parents’ basement, and Mattie was falling with her. “The girl—woman, I guess you’d say. Enthusiastic. Friendly. You know the type.”
Mattie did know, being the type herself. She’d even been to a few of Keith Donnelly’s weekend parties, for lack of better options, and she remembered starting a few conversations there with strangers to stave off boredom.
Sometimes she’d done more than that, like with Molly Barrett’s nerdy lesbian cousin visiting from Idaho or Iowa. They’d made out for a while in the garage. And, of course, she’d had that one hookup in Keith’s parents’ spare bedroom, with the quiet, intense girl who’d had disheveled short hair. The one-night stand Mattie still thought about sometimes while masturbating. Not a talker, from the little Mattie remembered, but dear God, she’d been so hot for it.
“I don’t know what it was about her.” Jillian shook her head against the memory. “Why I went upstairs with her. What made her special.”
I don’t know wasn’t in Jillian Reed’s vocabulary. “Yes, you do. You know. Tell me.”
A pause stretched on and on until their conversation seemed smothered. Finally Jillian said, “She was confident.”
“You’re confident.”
“She knew what she wanted.”
“You know what you want.”
“Not like that!” Jillian cried out, more emotion in her voice than Mattie had thought possible. She pushed a hand through her dark, straight hair, and her fingers clutched the smooth strands before letting go. “You have no idea what it was like—what I went through—”
“Oh, don’t I?” Yes, Mattie could say it out loud now. “I was closeted too. Until college. And even then, it wasn’t like life was easy for me.”
“You knew who you were. What you were. Didn’t you?”
She’d known since she was six years old, telling Casey Cartwright she wanted to be the dad when they played house. That didn’t mean Mattie couldn’t relate to Jillian’s experiences. “I know what it’s like to be different when everyone assumes you’re just like them.”
“I got called a dyke for the first time in fifth grade,” Jillian said flatly. “Nobody ever thought I was just like them.”
Mattie flushed and looked away, remembering Bruce the reporter and his contemptuous insult. A curl came out of her loose bun. She tossed her hair, an attempt to knock it away from her face without letting go of the towel. No such luck. “That’s not what I meant. I’m just saying knowing what you are doesn’t make the world an easier place.”
“I made the world an easier place. For me. The names stopped after Brian taught me how to fight. But they all still thought they had me figured out back then.” An unpleasant smile played at the edges of Jillian’s mouth. “They didn’t. Nobody knew me.”
Not even you.
“I liked boys.” It was Jillian’s turn to redden, the color spreading over her sharp cheekbones. “But I thought about girls too. Noticed them even when I tried not to. A phase. A long one. That’s what I told myself. I’d get over it.”
“But you didn’t,” Mattie said gently. “Then you went to this party. And you met her.”
“I met her.”
She had to ask this next question very carefully. “Was it a good experience? You don’t have to share any details.”
“It was everything,” Jillian said so quietly that at first Mattie wasn’t sure she’d heard her correctly. “Oh my God, it was everything.” She crossed her arms in an X over her sweater—hands on her shoulders as if they were all she could let herself touch—and stood up.
Mattie was just a few feet away, still clinging to her towel, the wall behind her. She couldn’t take a step back from this, no matter how thick and heavy the air got between them.
“I prayed about it,” Jillian whispered, and Mattie nearly gasped at the intimacy of the disclosure. She might’ve been nearly naked, but Jillian was the one laying herself bare. “I was desperate to stop thinking about her face. Every little detail of her skin. How her hair felt in my hands.”
She took another step forward, reached out, and touched Mattie’s loose curl, pressing it between her forefinger and thumb.
Mattie couldn’t say a word.
“It wasn’t so bad after a while. Eventually, I managed to convince myself that it wasn’t the way I remembered. That my entire life hadn’t changed in that bedroom.” The curl slipped slowly through Jillian’s fingers. “I’ve dated a few men over the years. Enjoyed myself. But they’d never be—they weren’t—”
Years began to unspool in front of Mattie’s eyes as she stared. The fine lines on Jillian’s face disappeared. Her shoulder-length hair compressed into a disheveled crop. The color faded from midnight black to almond. And then they weren’t in a hotel room any longer.
They were in Keith Donnelly’s house, in a spare bedroom upstairs, and Jillian was reaching out to touch Mattie’s curls. They were strangers who had just enough in common.
“You,” Jillian said.



CHAPTER 15
THAT SINGLE WORD REVERBERATED INSIDE Mattie and ripped her open.
You.
She gaped at Jillian, still unable to talk, and Jillian stared back at her, clearly waiting for a response. Her familiar face, normally so impenetrable, was smeared with obvious pain, with months and years of unanswered questions.
Dear God, that night. The college hookup where Mattie had fumbled into an encounter with a stranger, stunned by the strength of her own need.
No. Not a stranger.
Jillian Reed.
The years had blurred some of their clutching into an abstract impression, with only a few details left, but the overall feeling of it hadn’t diluted one bit. Mattie’s body could still call up the memory of that desire.
They hadn’t exchanged names or shared numbers afterwards, had they? She couldn’t remember why.
“You don’t remember me,” Jillian said quietly.
Now Mattie found her voice. “I did! I do! I just didn’t realize that was you. God, I should’ve figured it out. You knew I went to Lowe. Brian told me you dyed your hair. You remembered I had freckles. All those details. I just…” She trailed off. “I didn’t make the connection.”
“I thought you did, for a while. That first day. You couldn’t take your eyes off me.”
Mattie flushed. “That wasn’t because I’d figured it out.”
“Well, clearly, what happened between us wasn’t all that important to you. I was just someone who made a bad party better, wasn’t I? You had your fun with me and moved on.”
“Why the hell didn’t you tell me who you were before now?” Mattie couldn’t get her mind around all of the dizzying implications. “You’ve kept this to yourself for the last three months when you could’ve just said something.”
“Oh, and say what, exactly? That I’ve spent eighteen years trying not to think about that night because everything you made me feel would’ve blown up my entire world if I let it?”
“Yes! Literally that! We could’ve talked it through.”
“You would’ve pitied me,” Jillian spat. “I can take a lot, Freckles, but pity is where I draw the line.” Her voice twisted into self-mockery. “Poor Jillian. She’s forty years old and a thirteen-time state championship-winning coach, but she’s still not over a one-night stand that happened half a lifetime ago. Pathetic. You’re thinking it now, aren’t you?”
“I’m not!” Mattie cried. “I would’ve—” Felt bad for you was too close to pity. “I would’ve wanted to know. And I don’t think you’re pathetic.”
Jillian kept going, as though she refused to hear what Mattie was telling her. “I went to confession afterwards. So I could move on. Stop thinking about it. About you.”
Mattie’s head whirled, trying to process yet another reveal. Her knowledge of Catholicism was still basic, although she’d picked up a few details over the past few months from St. Rita’s Masses and her students’ chatter. Confession was one of many rituals that continued to confuse her. Not the unburdening part—that seemed obviously therapeutic—but she couldn’t understand why some stranger’s absolution was necessary.
“The championship game was in North Carolina that year. I went to a church near our hotel, somewhere I’d never go back. Told the priest what I’d done with you. You know what he said?”
“What?” The idea of a priest knowing about her sex life made Mattie deeply uncomfortable, even though it had happened years and years ago.
“He said the feelings weren’t the sin. That people like me, we couldn’t help being the way we were. Acting on the feelings, that was what I’d done that was wrong.”
“Did you believe that?” A small pain in Mattie’s chest became stronger by the second, and when Jillian didn’t answer her right away, the pain had plenty of time to grow. “Did you think what we did was wrong?”
Finally, Jillian said, “I told myself I was lucky. I thought I had a choice. I could decide to make my life easier. And I did.”
“Oh, honey,” Mattie exclaimed, and the accidental endearment brought fresh color to Jillian’s face. “You know that isn’t how it works, right? If you’re bisexual, you can’t just make parts of yourself disappear by pretending they don’t exist.”
“I didn’t say what I was!” Jillian burst out. “Don’t do that. Don’t tell me who I am. It’s not relevant right now. This is what’s relevant.” She lifted her hand and pressed it to Mattie’s left cheek, cupping her face. “What I want to do to you, that’s relevant. Needing it so badly I can’t ignore it anymore, that’s relevant.”
Mattie closed her eyes. The maelstrom inside her was a whirl of new information and growing desperation that couldn’t be disentangled right now. Not when Jillian was this close to her, the heat from her body so palpable that Mattie could feel it through inches and fabric.
Would Jillian confess this too? Did she still think all these years later that her desires needed absolution? Or was she finally ready to let go of what she’d been taught?
Mattie pushed her cheek against Jillian’s palm. Skin to skin. Another kind of prayer, one that Mattie believed in. Wanted Jillian to believe in too.
Any bits of restraint Mattie had left were like tissue in flame, fast incinerating.
“You forgot what we did in that room. You forgot me.” Jillian’s voice cracked. “I’m still in there. I never left.”
“Then leave it now,” Mattie whispered, tilting her face upwards. Her eyes were still closed. “Come with me. Come here.”
Their mouths met.
No gentle discovery for Mattie and Jillian. Just their frantic selves, so hungry for what they’d tried to deny, and Mattie stood on her tiptoes, straining up to reach.
Jillian surged forward, pushing Mattie back against the wall as they kissed. She cupped Mattie’s face on both sides and held her in place, as if the frame of her hands were the only thing keeping Mattie from leaving again.
Mattie wasn’t going anywhere.
Nowhere else existed. The entire world had diminished around them. Every bit of meaning and matter converged onto the single point where they joined. She whimpered at the way Jillian’s mouth moved on her own, all heat and desperation.
More. Mattie had to have more. Her hands went instinctively into Jillian’s hair and pulled her in closer, out of that spare bedroom.
At first, the towel she wore held on without support. Then, as Mattie rubbed herself up against Jillian’s sweater—too many clothes; why was she wearing so many clothes?—the makeshift tuck between her breasts gave up entirely. The towel came undone and slipped down a few inches, still held up partially by the way Mattie’s stomach pressed against Jillian’s.
Gasping, Jillian broke the kiss. She looked down, and Mattie knew what she saw: the swell of Mattie’s naked breasts above the crumpled towel, full and round, their dust-pink nipples already stiffened.
“Oh,” Jillian managed, more a whisper than a word. She pressed her forehead against the crown of Mattie’s head, into her curls.
They stood together like that for a moment, both breathing heavily in the aftermath of exposure.
I think you like revealing yourself, Jillian had told her that time they’d almost had phone sex, and the truth had made Mattie throb.
Some Catholic priest in North Carolina couldn’t appreciate the good joy of bodies that understood each other. Their desire, their actions, weren’t one bit sinful or wrong. The divide that priest had carved between feelings and actions was a false one. They couldn’t be separated. To feel anything was to act, to grasp, to reach out through the dark of yourself.
“You have a mole just above your belly button,” Mattie said.
Against her head, Jillian made a small noise of surprise.
“I told you. I remember you.”
Another beat. Jillian’s exhale was loud in the quiet room.
“I kissed it. Do you remember that? I do. When you were lying on your back. Your shirt was off. I was working my way down. I thought that mole was adorable.”
Mattie rubbed up against Jillian, slowly, almost lazily, as though they had all the time in the world, and Jillian whined, rubbing back as if she couldn’t help it. Her sweater was soft against Mattie’s bare breasts. Not as soft as her hands would be. Urgency crackled between them both, hot and growing.
“I made you come on that bed with my mouth.” Mattie’s voice was rough, ragged. “It didn’t take much. You’d been ready for a while, hadn’t you? Just from talking to me in that basement.”
A noise almost like a growl from Jillian, vibrating into Mattie’s scalp. A warning.
“Your hands were in my hair—you got all over my face—”
Jillian was kissing her again. Or her mouth was on Mattie’s mouth, and the sensation was closer to being devoured than being kissed—sloppy, greedy, Jillian sucking on her lower lip, a collision of teeth. It felt almost like a fight: rough and unforgiving, a hunt for soft places that could be bruised, roused, brought into undeniable light.
This kiss didn’t end exactly; it grew. Again, Mattie stood on her tiptoes, trying to meet Jillian halfway as Jillian trailed her mouth down Mattie’s jaw, finding a spot on her neck just below her earlobe. She sucked hard, her tongue grazing against the sensitive skin, and Mattie groaned.
Jillian might have bruised Mattie’s neck. The thought sent hot delight through her. Mattie would have to wear her hair down tomorrow to keep everyone else from seeing the wine-dark proof of what they’d done.
Behind Jillian, the king bed’s white expanse felt like a tease inviting them in. All that fuss over a room with one bed, Mattie thought wildly, arching against Jillian, and the two of them couldn’t even wait to get under the sheets before they kick-started the inevitable.
As if Jillian had read her mind, she murmured against Mattie’s neck, “Bed.”
“You’re sure?” Mattie panted.
Jillian didn’t answer. Instead, she slid her hand between their pressing bodies, past the towel still loosely pooled at Mattie’s stomach and barely holding on. A quick fumble, the harsh rasp of a zipper being lowered, and then Jillian’s hand moved again. Her lips parted in a silent exhale.
She was touching herself.
“Jillian,” someone said, and it had to be Mattie because there were only two people in the world, “Jillian, please.”
Silently, Jillian lifted her hand out of her jeans and held it up. Her forefinger was extended in the air, shiny, coated with what she’d made for Mattie.
Mattie moaned then, unable to do anything except lean forward and try to get her mouth around all that wet.
Jillian pulled her hand away.
Mattie couldn’t reach. Need pooled in her mouth.
In Mattie’s ear, Jillian whispered, “I’ve been wanting this for eighteen years. I’m very sure. Get on the bed.”
Obeying meant she had to move away from Jillian. Mattie couldn’t bring herself to do it. “You have to move back,” she said hoarsely. “I can’t.”
For a few seconds, it seemed as though Jillian couldn’t move away either. She pressed her mouth against the side of Mattie’s head, through her curls. Then, with a soft, eager sound that made Mattie’s ache so much worse, Jillian took a small step back.
Mattie’s towel fell to the floor. She froze.
They weren’t touching, and they were touching. Jillian’s ravenous stare felt just like the pressure of hands, hot and merciless, as she took in Mattie’s naked breasts, stomach, hips, thighs.
“Bed,” Jillian repeated, and this time the word was closer to a moan. Her eyes were bright with desire. “Now.”
Some deep part of Mattie curled in satisfaction at hearing the order again. This time, she did exactly as she was told. One quick yank of the comforter to the bed’s edge and Mattie crawled onto the sheets. She lay on her back in a silent invitation.
Without hesitation, Jillian pulled her sweater over her head, revealing a plain, white, long-sleeved T-shirt beneath it, and joined Mattie on the bed. She straddled Mattie’s bare hips and settled back onto her haunches with no sign of effort. The thighs beneath that denim had to be pure muscle.
Jillian’s jeans were still unzipped. At this angle, Mattie saw a strip of black cloth behind the open fly, waiting to be exposed.
Her breath shook. Her fingers tightened around nothing. Where had Mattie’s words gone? How could she beg for what she needed without them? How would Jillian understand? “I—I—”
“I know,” Jillian whispered.
She cupped Mattie’s breasts, the full swell of them too big even for Jillian’s large hands to contain, nipples still tight with want. Dazed, Mattie watched as Jillian stroked her thumbs back and forth across the stiff points. Each gentle pass over Mattie’s sensitive skin was a call, and each heavy throb between her legs the unequivocal answer.
Mattie shuddered, her body begging for more.
“Yes,” Jillian said, her voice thick. “That’s good. So good.” As if pulled down by a cord that wouldn’t let her free, she lowered her mouth to find the places she’d just stroked.
Mattie arched, eager for whatever she could get. Her breasts were growing slippery from Jillian’s need, sucked and licked and tugged into near agony.
“You’ve been begging for this for months, haven’t you?” Jillian’s words hummed against Mattie’s wet flesh—electric. “You’ll get what you asked for.”
Unable to stop herself, Mattie reached down for Jillian’s thighs and grasped them through the thick denim. Powerful. Hard. Exactly as she’d imagined. “Let me touch you. Take these off.”
“I don’t take orders.” Jillian didn’t rise to face her. Instead, she grazed Mattie’s right nipple between her teeth, not fully biting, just hard enough to make Mattie whimper. “You know that. Say it the way you really want to say it.”
Oh. Mattie hadn’t known her clit could ache like this, swollen and desperate for some friction. She swallowed. “Please, Jillian.”
Jillian sat up. The hot gleam in her eyes was more approval than any words could give.
I was a good girl. Mattie couldn’t stop her whimper.
Her breasts were abandoned—oh, it was silly to feel this deprived, as though Jillian’s hands and mouth on her had already become an extension of Mattie’s own needy flesh—and then Jillian grabbed the bottom hem of her own T-shirt and pulled it over her head.
Mattie could only watch, spellbound, as the taut expanse of Jillian’s stomach emerged, followed by a white sports bra. It wasn’t exactly a surprise to see abdominal muscles faintly visible beneath that firm skin, but the sight still grabbed her. Mattie’s own stomach was soft, nicely curved with the work of genetics and good food. It was more reminiscent of a reclined nude in a Renaissance painting—a tribute to enjoyment—than a shape like Jillian’s, which had been carefully carved over years of effort.
She works so hard, Mattie thought, still staring, to make herself into Jillian Reed.
The sports bra held smaller breasts than Mattie’s generous ones, with nipples dark and obvious beneath the white fabric—more evidence of Jillian’s desire.
Mattie licked her lips.
“Like what you see?” Jillian asked.
The question sounded cocky, mostly, in the way Jillian usually did, but Mattie detected a tinge of sincerity too. For someone who’d made a career out of drawing attention to herself, Jillian clearly didn’t know how to be an object of real scrutiny.
The mole was still there, a dark star on Jillian’s pale skin.
“Yeah,” Mattie said softly. “I like what I see. I like it a lot.”
The obvious relief that flashed over Jillian’s face was easier to read than a green light, and nearly as raw as the pain she’d disclosed earlier. Only for a second, though, and then it was gone, replaced by the impervious expression Mattie knew so well.
“Of course you do.” And without further hesitation, Jillian pulled off the sports bra.
The air rushed out of Mattie’s lungs at the sight of those perfect breasts. She had just enough time to make a small noise, one that sounded like come here but
without actual syllables, and then Jillian leaned down, kissing her again. Jillian’s breasts rubbed against her own, hot skin on hot skin as they moved on each other.
Kissing Jillian was torture. It was deliverance. It was another struck match, igniting them again when they’d just managed to speak in sentences, follow a train of thought, allow for anything that wasn’t wildfire. Mattie’s hands grasped for what she could reach, a greedy conquest that found Jillian’s shoulders, her back, her ass, the soft dip of her waist just above her jeans. Her thick thighs were astonishing; hard muscles strained underneath the denim.
Mattie let herself moan the way she needed to, low and loud against Jillian’s mouth, getting wetter just from the sound of her own voice wanting it this badly. Again, her hips thrust upwards.
“What do you want from me?” Jillian gasped. Her hips were also jerking in helpless response. No real contact, nothing Mattie could rub against. “I have to know—tell me what to do—”
Mattie was rapidly approaching incoherence. All she could manage was all that mattered most. “Fill me up,” she pleaded. “Fuck me.”
A word existed that Jillian had wanted her to say earlier, a word that unlocked what Mattie needed, but she couldn’t remember how to find it.
Maybe it didn’t matter because Jillian made a shattered noise, moving faster than seemed possible. In the span of a second, she was off Mattie and next to her.
Mattie looked back at Jillian’s wide eyes and long, thick lashes, at her red-tinted cheeks and forehead, at that proud mouth trembling a little. Trembling for Mattie.
“Please give it to me,” Mattie whispered. “I need it.”
Without breaking eye contact, Jillian pressed one hand over the small thatch of dark curls between Mattie’s thighs.
All Mattie could do was stare at Jillian’s face, watch her lips open in astonishment as she parted Mattie’s lips below, two long fingers slipping against what Mattie knew was slick and hot, long past ready.
“You’re soaked.” Jillian’s voice was low and jagged. “Is one finger enough?”
Mattie shook her head.
“My clit too,” she whimpered, and Jillian groaned. “I’ll rub it. Need to come. Please.”
Hearing her own honesty thrilled her, made Mattie groan and spread her legs wider, and then Jillian pushed inside, filling her.
Oh God, there was nothing in the world like the deep, lush delight of getting fucked.
Mattie found her swollen clit as Jillian worked her, and their hands bumped against each other, seeking the same goal. She stroked herself frantically, knowing just how to do it as Jillian thrust into her again and again. So wet—she was so wet for Jillian, wetter by the second, slicker—
“I like doing it just like this, you know,” Jillian murmured. “When I touch myself.”
Heat shocked inside Mattie where Jillian’s fingers pressed, crooking hard against the spot that made Mattie wild.
“Y-you—” Behind her closed eyelids, she saw a vision of Jillian, buried deep inside herself, taking her own need. Mattie couldn’t survive it. “I’m close.”
“I did it like this after the first time you touched me. Exactly this hard.”
“Oh, no—n-no, Jillian, I’m gonna—”
“In your classroom. You touched my hand. Told me we were the same kind of different.”
Mattie didn’t have to be reminded. That hand was inside her right now. She moaned faintly and pushed herself down on Jillian’s fingers.
“I went to my office afterwards—closed the blinds, locked the door, put my back against it—thought about the look on your face when you told me you weren’t backing down—undid my pants—slid two fingers inside myself—”
“Jillian!” Mattie wailed, and she clenched hard, so hard.
Pleasure burst through her like a flare, white-hot and blazing. Her back arched off the bed with the strength of her climax, and her eyes flew open, staring into Jillian’s astonished face. Mattie could dimly hear the sounds that burst out of her throat, wordless cries that somehow made the pulsing inside her even stronger.
It wasn’t just her cries filling the room. Jillian was saying something too as she worked Mattie through her orgasm, her gaze locked onto Mattie’s. One word, over and over and over again, like a chant, like a spell.
“Mine,” she rasped. “Mine. Mine. Mine.”
It ended, eventually. It had to, even though Mattie had come so hard, she was sure she’d incinerated every bit of her life that wasn’t this room, this bed, this burning woman just above her. Still panting, Mattie relaxed against the pillow.
Jillian didn’t look capable of speech, but her stare spoke for her: driven, carnal, straining against a hidden leash.
“What can I give you?” Mattie whispered once she’d recovered enough for coherence.
In answer, Jillian grabbed Mattie’s left hand, pulled it down below her waist, and pressed it hard against herself, over her jeans, below the undone zipper. “Just give me pressure.”
Mattie propped herself up on one elbow, needing a better angle to obey.
“Just push your hand—like th—ah, oh, God, oh my God—”
Mattie held her breath and ground down the heel of her hand.
Jillian’s hand pressed hard over hers, getting friction. Her hips thrust up, once, twice, three times, and then she cried out, squeezing her eyes shut as she came.
Watching her, Mattie pulsed, the beat of it in time with Jillian’s thrusts. “Beautiful,” she whispered.
At that, Jillian cried out again, still coming hard, while both of their hands worked her through it.
Once Jillian began to relax and her breathing slowed, Mattie gently reclaimed her hand, then let herself collapse back onto the bed.
Slowly, carefully, Jillian did the same, moving as though the bed held something breakable.
Their heads rested now on the same pillow, and their arms touched, as though they weren’t yet ready to allow for any space between them. Mattie stared at the ceiling. The white expanse of it offered her nothing, which was about all she had room to take.
For a long, long while, they didn’t talk. What was there to talk about anyway, besides the obvious? That was the best sex I’ve ever had. We shouldn’t do it again. We have to do it again.
Eventually, Jillian was the first one to move. Still silent, she sat up and slid off the bed. Mattie, transfixed, memorized the muscles working in Jillian’s long, naked back as she stood and turned toward Mattie. Her breasts were the only part of Jillian that seemed delicate, the gentle curve and rise lidded by pale points.
“Next time,” Jillian said, “I want to find out how you taste.”
Jesus. Mattie tried not to sound as if she were already salivating to get it again, even if that was completely true. “So there’s going to be a next time?”
“I told you earlier.” Only Jillian Reed could manage to look magisterial when half-naked. “When I touch you—unless you tell me to—I won’t be able to stop. I meant it.”
Dry-mouthed, Mattie watched Jillian’s fingers flex at her sides as though wanting to reach for her.
Jillian seemed slightly dazed, stunned by the impact of her unleashed desire, which certainly was how Mattie felt. Or perhaps Jillian was even more stunned, since there’d been nearly two decades of repression flooding through that release. Through Jillian’s choice, finally, to make an existence she’d called easier into a more difficult life.
“Will you tell a priest what we did?” Mattie tried hard not to sound accusatory. It was a dangerous question, but it suddenly felt critical to ask. She hated the idea of Jillian making a beeline to a church just so some stranger could turn their joy into shame.
What would she do if Jillian said yes?
“I’m not going to tell anyone about us,” Jillian said and held Mattie’s gaze in a long, meaningful look.
Mattie, heart knocking on her ribs, heard every layer in Jillian’s promise. No priest, then. And no one else either.
Jillian was right.
If they couldn’t stop themselves, their trysts had to stay just between the two of them, unacknowledged beyond a closed door. A secret not born from shame but from necessity. Their continued employment at St. Rita’s required it. Everything Jillian had built for the last fourteen years required it.
The small warning that pricked at Mattie was no match for the thrill racing through her at the thought of a next time and a third time and a time after that. She deserved this. She deserved to feel good after the year she’d had. And if they were very careful, they wouldn’t be caught.
It was just sex. It couldn’t ever be more. Just sex and the tentative friendship they were beginning to forge, without the responsibility of commitment.
If you didn’t commit, then you couldn’t really fail.
She nodded her agreement.
In response, Jillian lifted her chin, a silent acknowledgment. Abruptly, she turned around and strode toward the bathroom, leaving Mattie alone for the moment in a new world.
* * *
In the still-dark hours of the early morning, Mattie stirred, partially wakened by soft thumps against the back of her calves. It was Jillian, gently kicking in her sleep.
“Hey,” Mattie muttered after the third time and reached out behind her to rub Jillian’s arm. “Don’t kick.”
“No one’s gonna stop me,” Jillian mumbled, still asleep. Maybe she was on a field somewhere, running hard as spectators cheered from the stands.
“No,” Mattie agreed. “But don’t kick.”
Jillian sighed and nestled against her, curving around Mattie’s back, warm and solid.
She stopped kicking.



CHAPTER 16
WHILE THEY WAITED FOR THE bus driver to pull up in front of the hotel, their students occupied with final selfies and videos, Jillian announced that she’d be sitting in the back on the way home.
“If I’m there, they’ll keep the noise down to a decibel that won’t cause inner ear damage,” she said, standing side by side with Mattie. “You sit up front and cover that section.”
Mattie nodded fervently as if that logic made perfect sense.
It didn’t, of course. They both knew the real reason why they had to sit separately. Even on the sidewalk, with the kids milling all around them, Jillian’s arm kept brushing Mattie’s, as though she couldn’t stop herself from making contact one more time before the long ride home.
Mattie closed her eyes, just for a moment, and pretended she could feel Jillian’s warm skin rubbing against hers through the thick layers of their clothes.
How long until she could feel it bare again? Would she have to wait two days, three, four before they fell back into each other, unable to control it in the same way you couldn’t control your next breath?
God, she hoped not. Despite the few hours of sleep they’d gotten last night, every part of Mattie was alive now, woken up by touch. Even the cold air felt fresher than it had yesterday, the noise of the city more electric, the faces of pedestrians less strained.
Yes. Mattie tried not to let her arm brush back against Jillian’s. Sitting separately is a very, very good idea.
Last night’s revelations were just as astounding in the light of day. Mattie was still trying to wrap her head around the fact that her college one-night stand had been Jillian Reed. That strange, tall girl with the cropped hair, the one who’d never shared her name or number, was the same person next to Mattie right now, touching her even when she shouldn’t.
No matter how intently Mattie combed through her memory for more specifics, their hookup was still blurry, save for a few sharp particulars that managed to stick out through the long years like stubborn weeds. The slightly musty smell of the spare bedroom, as though it hadn’t been used in ages. How Jillian had cried out when Mattie sucked her earlobe. That little mole above Jillian’s belly button. Jillian’s fingers digging into Mattie’s scalp.
Mattie tried to remember more. Tried and tried. She couldn’t.
That didn’t mean it hadn’t mattered to her. In fact, she’d stored that night in a corner of her brain as proof she could experience attraction intense enough to rule her. With just about all her relationships, Mattie had felt a solid sexual connection. But that night, that girl—Jillian—had shown her more was possible. Mattie knew she was capable of need so immense that denying the pull would be like denying the heat of the sun.
Some things had changed in eighteen years. Jillian’s hair. Their professional goals. Jillian’s religious convictions, possibly.
Other things hadn’t.
“I’m exhausted,” Mattie blurted out. It felt like a normal comment to make after chaperoning a field trip even if her brain buzzed with adrenaline. “I bet I’ll fall asleep on the way home.”
The sound of her voice was almost lost in the rumble and hiss of the bus pulling up to the curb, but out of the corner of her eye, Mattie saw Jillian look directly at her.
“I don’t think I’ll ever sleep again,” Jillian said.
On the long ride home, Mattie shared a bench seat with Izzy Nuñez, who seemed, at first, somewhat overwhelmed at the prospect of chatting with her teacher. Mattie got it. When you were in high school, teachers belonged in their classrooms, nowhere else, and talking to them about anything besides schoolwork felt surreal.
But if she didn’t talk to Izzy, Mattie knew she’d get lost in the tsunami of last night. She badly needed a distraction, if Izzy was willing.
Luckily, Izzy was, after a few halting minutes. It turned out that the key to overcoming the awkwardness of teacher-student conversations was anime, one of the few interests Mattie already knew Izzy had.
Izzy lit up like St. Rita’s auditorium spotlight. “You’re into anime?”
“Well, I haven’t seen much of it,” Mattie admitted. “Except for Miyazaki. My Neighbor Totoro was one of my favorite movies when I was a kid. Still is.”
“That’s my favorite Miyazaki too! Right now, I’m also really into this old show called Baccano! that my dad had to get me on DVD because it isn’t even streaming anywhere. Honestly, I don’t even know how to explain what it’s about. Okay, so it’s set in the 1930s, and there are these crime families, but also an immortality elixir and demons.”
“I actually know that one,” Mattie said, surprised that she did. “My ex-wife was really into it when we started—”
And then, when it was too late, she realized what she’d just said.
Oh shit. Oh shit.
She’d been so good about censoring herself, that morality clause never far from her mind. It helped that Heather wasn’t exactly a topic that easily came up at school, and for the last few months, Mattie had successfully avoided any subject that might out her to a student, directly or indirectly.
Well, she was definitely out to Izzy now, for good or for ill. But if she was right that Izzy was somewhere in the queer alphabet, the result might be more good than ill, even if Mattie had just unintentionally put her job in jeopardy.
Queasy, she waited for a reaction.
Finally Izzy said, “That’s cool.”
“Yeah?” Mattie watched Izzy’s face carefully.
“Yeah. You’re the first adult I’ve ever known in real life who’s, you know, like that.”
Mattie felt the enormity of it swell somewhere near her heart. An incredible honor and a terrifying responsibility. “Probably not the first. Just the first one you know about.”
She didn’t let herself think about Jillian.
Silence again. It didn’t feel unpleasant; it felt necessary, as if they both agreed that they needed time to process what had just happened. The quiet continued for a full five minutes while the bus bumped across Interstate 80, past bare trees and browned hills. Mattie stared out the front window. Well, she’d wanted a distraction.
“Are you happy?” Izzy asked in a small voice.
Another swelling inside Mattie, and this one felt like tears that needed release. There were so many honest ways she could answer that question. I wasn’t. I’m getting there. I’m figuring out a way. You and the other students are part of it.
But she knew what Izzy was really asking. What she needed to hear.
“Yes,” Mattie said, and her voice felt so full. It brimmed with love for Izzy, love for her own teenage self, love for the queer adult she’d needed then and didn’t have and could be now. “Yes, I’m happy.”
* * *
It felt good on Monday to focus on everything that wasn’t Jillian.
Mattie had plenty to keep her occupied. All of her students, regardless of class level, had memorized eight to twelve lines of a Shakespeare monologue over the weekend. Since they’d been allowed to choose, Mattie heard fourteen different versions of Juliet’s balcony scene throughout the day, most of them largely indistinguishable from each other.
It wasn’t all uninspired, though. During Theater 3, Izzy put on a memorable show with Puck’s final lines from Midsummer, displaying an enthusiasm Mattie hadn’t seen in class since Grace Antonelli’s cruel comment the first week. Her performance was heavy on literalism, including a sewing motion for “all is mended” and mimed sleep for “slumber’d,” but for a nonactor, Izzy still managed to capture something of Puck’s impish delight.
Under Mattie’s alert gaze, Grace kept quiet, but a mocking smile still twisted her mouth.
The workday was largely uneventful, a rotating sequence of awkward students and dubious choices and bored applause, until just a few minutes before the end of sixth period, when Mattie’s phone buzzed loudly in her desk drawer. It was the staccato sound
of a text notification on vibrate.
Standing in front of the desk, Mattie froze in mid sentence. Damn it. Normally, she was really good about keeping her phone on silent. She had to be, if she didn’t want to be a massive hypocrite.
Her classroom now had what Mattie called a phone spa. It was a large hanging pocket organizer she’d put up about a month in; none of her students had listened when she’d told them to keep their phones off and out of their hands. Now, at the beginning of class, they deposited their phones in the “spa”—REJUVENATE YOUR PHONE HERE, the organizer read at the top—and collected them when they left.
“Ms. Belmaaaan.” That was from Hailey, who’d been one of the loudest grumblers when the spa was instated. “This is a ‘learning space,’ remember? Not a ‘socializing space.’ You told us a million times.”
Mattie fumbled for her phone, face burning. “I know, I know. Do as I say, not as I do.”
“Oh my God, she’s so red,” Ashlyn Becker snickered. A tiny sophomore with several orbital piercings, she was known for turning rapid cartwheels in the hallways between periods. “I bet she just got a text from her boyfriend.”
In one voice, the entire delighted class said, “Ooooh.”
“I don’t have a boyfriend,” Mattie said, embarrassment overriding her better judgment, “and we’re not talking about my personal life.” She finally grabbed her phone, silenced it, and caught a glimpse of the notification.
 
Skip the faculty meeting. Come to practice.
 
It was the first she’d heard from Jillian since they’d stepped off the bus yesterday afternoon.
Mattie tried not to let her heart jump in response. She hadn’t expected to see Jillian in person today—during playoffs, Jillian apparently held longer Monday practices and skipped their biweekly faculty meetings—so maybe that was why the summons flickered like an unruly spark in Mattie’s chest.
The soccer field was on the other side of campus from the faculty meeting room. If she made up an excuse, Cynthia would never find out Mattie’s lie.
Madison, who’d been one of the better Juliets today, raised her hand high in the air and didn’t wait to be called on. “That dress is definitely giving first date. Are you going to meet him after school? Make him take you somewhere good. Like the Olive Garden.”
“I bet it’s someone she wants to be her boyfriend but isn’t yet,” Ashlyn said knowingly, and Hailey giggled. “What does he look like, Ms. Belman? Is he tall? God, I’m so weak for tall men.”
“Have him bring you home for Thanksgiving dinner,” Madison suggested. “If his mother likes you, you’re in. That’s how my oldest sister got her husband.”
All Mattie had time to say was, “Girls, this isn’t an appropriate topic for the classroom,” and then, thankfully, the end-of-school bell arrived just in time to rescue her. She raised her voice over the rising clamor. “Don’t forget, we’ve got a quiz tomorrow on commedia dell’arte. Review your handouts tonight.”
No response, other than the familiar noise of packing up: notebooks shoved into ready backpacks, paused conversations enthusiastically resumed, after-school plans in motion. At least Mattie’s students now seemed more interested in each other than in the love life they’d imagined for her.
Which, thankfully, didn’t at all resemble Mattie’s actual love life. Because she had a love life now. Or the beginnings of one.
Not a love life. A sex life. This obviously had nothing to do with love.
For some reason, she thought about the burning look on Jillian’s face in that hotel room.
Once the last student left, Mattie pulled out her phone and sent two texts. The first was an apologetic note to Cynthia, explaining that she’d developed a bad headache and would need to miss the faculty meeting.
The second text was much shorter.
 
On my way.
* * *
The Peacemakers’ soccer field was, unsurprisingly, the nicest part of St. Rita’s campus. Bone-white lines around the penalty boxes stood out against the perfectly manicured turf, and Mattie, walking toward the sidelines, was struck by how much the field reminded her of Jillian. Both were made out of unforgiving contrasts.
The Razor. Razors were precise. They cut away what was unnecessary.
The Peacemakers were split into two groups facing each other on either side of the field with a soccer ball on the grass between them. Most of them were jumping from one foot to the other in an attempt to keep warm. On the left, she noticed Trinity, their prop mistress for Miss Munitions; on the right were Sophia and Olivia.
Luckily, none of Jillian’s Peacemakers were in the class Mattie had just finished teaching. It didn’t seem likely anyone would connect Ms. Belman’s mysterious text to Ms. Belman’s unusual appearance at the soccer field.
Behind them, on the opposite sideline, stood Jillian, back in her typical uniform after the field trip. Today, she was clad in brown cargo joggers and a yellow-gold track jacket, her arms crossed over her chest and her legs planted wide as she watched her girls with intense scrutiny. A silver whistle hung from her neck, resting above the faint rise of her breasts.
“Peacemakers,” Jillian boomed, interrupting Mattie’s train of thought. “In forty-eight hours, you face the Chester Spring Hornets in the quarterfinals, and you’re gonna show them exactly why this team has a winning streak as old as the Mucinex in your grandma’s medicine cabinet.”
Mattie knew about the Hornets. During breakfast at the hotel on Sunday—had that really only been yesterday?—she and Jillian had groped for appropriate conversation in the aftermath of the previous night. Jillian had detailed the Hornets’ exploitable weaknesses and how well they matched up against the Peacemakers’ strengths, using terms like pressure and receiving with the instep and breakaway while Mattie nodded, about half of her attention on the way Jillian’s hair was tucked behind her left ear.
“The Hornets play direct,” Jillian continued, addressing the team. “They’ve got a massive amount of speed up front. Best forwards in the state. With one massive exception.” She pointed at her players, arm rigid with unmistakable certainty.
A few claps and cheers from the girls. Trinity pumped her fist in the air.
“Forwards, you’re gonna be relentless today. Constant pressure, long balls, and move like you’ve all got serial killers behind you. I want to see penetrating runs. I want to see wide distribution. Be mobile. Be creative. Defense, I want you all over the forwards like a rash. Don’t let them breathe. Take away any space they’ve got. If they’re not claustrophobic yet, they will be when you’re done.”
“Yes, Coach!” the entire team shouted.
Jillian clapped her hands together twice. “All right, animals. Positions.”
When she blew her whistle, the girls on the right side of the field—the offense, Mattie guessed—ran hard toward the others, and one of the players made a pass to a teammate despite the defensive player’s attempt to block it. Their accuracy and speed astonished Mattie, who would probably miss if she tried to kick a wall.
“Outside!” Jillian shouted as the girl with the ball attempted to move it. “Outside! Outside! Santello, are you directionally challenged? Do you need GPS coordinates? You’re still on inside.”
“Sorry, Coach,” the girl called out and kicked the ball right at Trinity, who was on defense.
“How many times do I have to say this? Apologies are like corporate vision statements: utterly useless. If I hear you apologize again, any of you”—Jillian glared at her girls—“I’ll make every last one of you write me a five-page paper on the obvious merits of the 3-4-3 formation over the 4-4-2 formation. Single-spaced. Handwritten.”
“Got it, Coach,” Santello shouted, running after the ball.
“Never apologize. Execute.”
And yet Jillian had done exactly that, at the end of their first rehearsal: apologize. Look, Freckles, I’m sorry. She’d been sincere. Had Mattie really been the one exception to Jillian’s ironclad rule?
Trying to figure out what went on in that enigmatic brain was a pointless exercise. Mattie shook her head to clear it and focused on the sight in front of her: the determined girls, their watchful coach, all united in their shared goal.
“Now that’s what I like to see, Matthews,” Jillian hollered as Trinity sliced the ball across the short grass. “Control with both feet. That’s how you keep ’em guessing. Keep that up, and the Hornets won’t know what hit ’em.”
Even across the field, Mattie could see Trinity flush with pride.
It was clear how much Jillian’s girls wanted to please their coach. That didn’t surprise Mattie. Everyone wanted to please Jillian, including their cast and crew. Including, if she was being honest, Mattie.
No, what surprised Mattie was the open delight brightening Jillian’s face, the joy of someone who was exactly where she should be, doing exactly what she was meant to be doing. During rehearsals, she was confident, even loose, but here, Jillian glowed with jubilant authority, a warrior whom anyone would follow into battle.
And that was when the warrior first noticed her visitor.
Mattie couldn’t say exactly how Jillian could straighten up when she was already standing like a raised middle finger, but she did. Her gaze locked with Mattie’s across the field, and even though they were far apart, that same familiar current burned between them.
Mattie’s mouth curved in greeting. She inclined her head, a brief nod of acknowledgment.
After a moment, Jillian smiled back. Just the movement of her lips, nothing more, but it was enough to send a surge through Mattie.
That woman was inside me. Mattie dropped her head, face hot.
“Offensive possession again,” Jillian barked, and Trinity kicked the ball toward a girl Mattie didn’t know. In the flash of a second, it was on its way again with a short pass to Olivia, who was covered by two others. “That’s adequate, Kowalski. Not good. Adequate. Aguilar, there’s a hole you’re not seeing. Find it.”
For another twenty minutes or so, Mattie watched the girls practice. Some of them briefly looked her way. Trinity even waved at her, a tentative flap of her hand that Mattie returned with a wide smile.
It occurred to her that she had a perfectly good reason for dropping by: the students they had in common. Mattie was here to support them, of course. It was a decent excuse, tied to truth.
Eventually, after the goalkeeper tripped on her own feet while trying and failing to save a high ball from its target, Jillian blew her whistle and called out, “All right, I want O’Neill, Santello, Miller, Davis, and Schneider on the field for penalty kicks. Take the walk from midfield. Total silence from the rest of you. Kowalski, as team captain, you’re in charge until I get back. Give each of ’em three reps total.”
Get back? Where was Jillian going? The way multiple girls looked at each other seemed to indicate it wasn’t typical for Jillian to leave them alone.
Then, just for a second, Jillian caught Mattie’s gaze.
It was enough for Mattie to realize what Jillian was saying, what she was asking Mattie to do, without talking directly to her at all.
Because with Mattie right there, Jillian couldn’t bring herself to wait for practice to end.
New heat coursed through Mattie’s body. She inhaled through her nose—a long, deep breath—and forgot, for a few seconds, to let it out. Why was Jillian willing to take such a massive risk here, at school, when the cost of discovery was so enormous?
She’d already given Mattie the answer. When I touch you, I won’t be able to stop.
Jillian didn’t look in Mattie’s direction when she added, “Just have to take care of a few things in my office. Fifteen minutes. Not a second more.”
Mattie’s cue and assignment both. Jillian’s office was in a corner on the third floor, down a small, secluded corridor.
She spun about on her heel and didn’t wait for Jillian to cross the field toward the fence, toward Mattie, on her way to the place they were both going.
* * *
Mattie had about sixty seconds alone to situate herself in Jillian’s unlocked office.
She took in the nearly bare surface of the large mahogany desk, a salmon-colored love seat, and what wasn’t on the walls: namely, any decoration. Just gray expanses with no break except for the lone, large window facing the soccer field.
But before she could do more than shut the blinds, the door flung open with shocking force.
Jillian stood there, eyes wild.
They hadn’t been alone together since New York. Shouldn’t there be some sort of conversation about what they’d done, what Jillian had revealed? Mattie didn’t know what words to use. What did you say to someone who was just now, after eighteen years, starting to allow herself a fuller expression of her desires?
“I closed the blinds,” she offered.
Jillian slammed the door shut behind her and quickly locked it. She didn’t speak.
Before Mattie could add a halfway sensible comment to her inane statement, Jillian strode across the room, grabbed Mattie’s head, and kissed her.
No conversation.
Dear God, how had Mattie been able to think about anything but this in the forty hours since she’d had it last? Jillian’s mouth on hers was greedy, surging with the insatiable demand of someone who didn’t trust she’d get what she needed.
Mattie gave it to her, just as desperate.
She slid her fingers through the roots of Jillian’s hair and whimpered, already wanting more.
“On the couch,” Jillian rasped, the first words she’d spoken since entering her office. “I need to make you come with my mouth. Right now.”
Mattie, struck silent with the force of arousal, could only think, She’s starved. Unsteady, she reached under her dress, grabbed clumsily at her damp underwear—damp since she’d begun the walk to Jillian’s office—and yanked it down her legs.
Just as soon as she’d thrown the cotton pair to the floor, Jillian was on her again, kissing any sense Mattie still had into static. One hand pressed over the polyester skirt of Mattie’s dress, pushing between her thighs.
“Couch,” Mattie managed, and somehow, still tangled in each other, they made it there. By the time Mattie was seated, her legs were already spreading of their own accord.
Jillian knelt unceremoniously on the carpet. Without waiting, she dove beneath Mattie’s dress and threw the yellow skirt over her dark head. “Tell me how,” she demanded.
Her mouth pressed against Mattie’s inner thigh, and then Jillian closed her teeth over the soft, defenseless flesh, just enough to sting perfectly.
Looking down, Mattie saw the bump of Jillian’s head covered in a wave of yellow fabric, and the sight made her ache. Surely that close, Jillian could smell how much Mattie wanted it, how wet she’d already gotten from anticipation and a hungry kiss.
“Thought you didn’t take orders,” Mattie whispered, her voice strangled. She leaned back against the couch.
“You’re not paying attention, Freckles.” Jillian brushed her lips against the tangle of hair covering Mattie’s slit. “I’m the one giving the orders.”
Mattie gasped.
“Tell me how to make you come.”
Before Mattie could remember how to speak, Jillian spread her open, one finger on each lip. Exposing her.
Warm breath prickled against Mattie’s wet, bared skin as Jillian exhaled. Then—then a soft deliberate lick, just to the side of Mattie’s clit.
Mattie’s hips jerked.
“Tell me how,” Jillian said a third time, the last word splintered and hoarse.
“Right on my clit.” Mattie whimpered. “I need pressure. Suck me. Please, Jillian.”
She got her reward when Jillian sealed her mouth directly over the swollen nub and began to gently work it.
Jesus. Oh, Mattie couldn’t make noise. Not here. Not when someone could hear. And yet, as Jillian found her rhythm, Mattie couldn’t help but whine, an anxious, desperate little sound.
Jillian moaned against Mattie’s slick flesh, her mouth slackening as if she were too overwhelmed to keep on task. She clutched Mattie’s hips, hard, and didn’t let go.
“Don’t stop.” Was that Mattie’s own voice, broken with need? “Keep going. Just like that. Oh God—”
Jillian found her clit again, rough and frantic. No finesse in the way she moved her mouth on Mattie, but Mattie didn’t want finesse. She wanted to be used. She wanted to soak Jillian’s face.
Once, eighteen years ago, Jillian had soaked her face, had driven down into Mattie’s mouth and sobbed as if she’d been dying for it—
Panting, she grabbed Jillian’s head through the skirt of her dress and pressed her in. “Don’t stop,” she whispered again. “Yes, like that, like th—don’t, don’t stop, oh—please, just like th—ah—ah—”
One more hard swipe of Jillian’s tongue over her full clit.
Mattie pushed her fist against her mouth, bit down hard to stop herself from shrieking, and came.
She squeezed her thighs against Jillian’s ears as she pulsed, hips jolting helplessly in tiny thrusts while Jillian’s muffled moans vibrated into Mattie’s sensitive, swollen skin.
More. Jillian needed more, more of Mattie’s body, her time, her attention. Knowing it made Mattie clench a final time.
As her climax faded, she pushed weakly at Jillian, who was still clearly intent on finishing her task. “Sensitive,” she managed. “Too much. Stop.”
Jillian stopped immediately, but it took her a few more seconds to withdraw her head from Mattie’s skirt. When she did, she wore a smirk of such self-satisfaction that Mattie had to say, still breathing hard, “You look like the cat who got the cream.”
Said cream was, in fact, lightly spread across Jillian’s chin and mouth. Mattie had never been one to get off on the sight of her own arousal, but it was undeniably hot to see her mess shining on Jillian’s unimpeachable face. She throbbed gently, a dull aftershock of pleasure.
Jillian didn’t bother to wipe her face with the back of her hand. Instead, she licked her lips, and that smirk still showed in her eyes.
“Like what you’re tasting?”
“See for yourself.” Jillian leaned in and kissed her again.
It was gentler this time, without the frantic urgency she’d had just a few minutes earlier, but no less eager. The sharp flavor was faint, like someone else’s memory.
“Wow,” Mattie breathed, once Jillian pulled away. “I came pretty hard.”
“I was there. Told you I always succeed in everything I do.”
“Well, congratulations to both of us. Can it be your turn now?”
“No time,” Jillian said. “I got what I needed anyway.” She stood up carefully and smoothed down her jacket and pants.
Mattie watched her, curiosity building. In the Donnelly’s spare bedroom all those years ago, she’d gone down on Jillian, but in the two encounters they’d had since, Jillian hadn’t wanted much—if any—reciprocation. “Do you not like to be touched anymore?” she blurted out.
Jillian stiffened. “What?”
“It’s just—well, you kept your jeans on in New York, and you don’t want me to—” She gestured toward Jillian’s body. “It’s completely fine if you don’t, I’m just wondering. I had a girlfriend once who was stone—you know, someone who doesn’t want to receive—and we made it work.”
“I’m not your girlfriend.”
“I know.” Why was Mattie’s face getting hot again?
Jillian cleared her throat. “I mean that I do like to be touched. Just not all the time or every time. And we’re not talking about this right now. It takes me one minute and thirty-three seconds to get from my office to the far end of the field, which means”—she looked at her watch—“I’ve got about ninety seconds left before leaving. I need to be back exactly when I promised. If we’re going to do this here, we can’t attract any attention.”
She grabbed a tissue off the desk and rubbed it across the lower half of her face.
So Jillian was concerned about the risk too. “You know, maybe we should find somewhere else to meet. Not at school.”
“I take it you’re not volunteering your parents’ house.”
Mattie’s twin bed wasn’t exactly an aphrodisiac, even if her parents weren’t home. “How about your place?”
Jillian crumpled the tissue in her fist. “No.”
“Why not? It’d be a lot safer. Easier.”
“Easier,” Jillian repeated, and sudden exhaustion rippled over her imperious expression. “You would think that. No, Freckles. It wouldn’t be easier.” She looked around the sparse room, then at Mattie again.
Mattie’s chest tightened as she realized what Jillian couldn’t bring herself to admit. Yes, sex at work was dangerous, despite the door lock. But here, in this bare, bland place, no stamp of Jillian existed. Nothing showed who she really was.
A locked office was, in some ways, safer than an open home.
“Here, then,” Mattie said quietly. “At least for now. Until you’re ready.”
No reply from Jillian.
Mattie swallowed. She could still taste herself, just barely.
“Time to go,” Jillian said. No hint of desire remained on her face, either Mattie’s or her own.



CHAPTER 17
“WE NEVER SEE YOU ANYMORE.”
Startled, Mattie turned away from her laptop.
Her mother stood in the open bedroom doorway. Leaning against the doorframe, Patty didn’t look upset, just concerned.
“I’ve got a ton of work to get through.” Mattie gestured at her computer. “Five classes and over a hundred students, Mom. If I don’t keep on top of the grading pile, it’ll grow and grow until I’m suddenly in the middle of one of those old monster movies: It Came from Beneath the Deadline.”
Patty held up her hands. “I know, I know. But you’re pushing yourself too much, baby. It’s the weekend. Take a break, okay? Your father worries about you.”
This, Mattie knew, meant her mother was the worried one. “Tell him not to worry. Being busy is good for me. I’m feeling useful for once.”
It was true. Mattie was on a work treadmill, constantly running from one commitment to the next. For the most part, she felt buoyed by having her hands full. She was building something larger than herself.
And, well, these days, Jillian was adding to her good mood.
They’d been sneaking around at work for two weeks, with just a few minutes here and there in between their packed schedules. On the days when their planning periods overlapped, it was easy to meet in Jillian’s secluded office and lock the door, clutching at each other with an urgency that hadn’t lessened since New York. Just this past Friday afternoon, she’d bent over Jillian’s desk, gripping the edge of it while Jillian worked her with three long fingers.
But thankfully, no one else had seemed to pick up on the change. Not their students, not Cynthia, and not Gabe, whom Mattie still sat with at lunch.
“How’s everything with Jillian Reed?” Patty asked.
The question was so in line with her own thoughts that Mattie nearly jumped. By some miracle, she managed to control her face before she looked back at her laptop. The lines of text on the screen were now meaningless squiggles. “Uh, fine. Why?”
“Well, you used to mention her all the time, and for a while now, nothing. She’s still helping you with your play, isn’t she?”
“Musical. And, yes, she’s been a lot of help.”
“Such an oysshteler, that one. Too bad. Jack wasn’t like that.”
“She’s not a—well, okay, she can be a show-off, but—” Mattie turned toward her mother again. “Wait. You knew Jillian’s father?”
“Some. We were on the Pierogi Festival committee together a lifetime ago. He was Petey the Pierogi. You know, with the costume? Remember, when you were little? You took one look and started crying.”
Mattie had absolutely no recollection of being frightened by a giant human-pierogi hybrid. “He was a nice guy, huh?”
“Used to tell us all about his little girl and how good she was at soccer. I quit the committee long before she went pro, but I always thought about how proud Jack must’ve been. That second heart attack was too much for him, poor man. Seventy-four, I think. Too young.”
Patty was seventy-four. Ten years ago, Mattie might’ve commented that the mid-seventies weren’t young by anyone’s definition, but now, with both her parents in that demographic, it didn’t seem nearly as old anymore. She felt a pang of sadness for Jillian, who’d lost the one parent who seemed to understand her.
“So Jillian’s not giving you a hard time anymore?”
She’s giving me something else now. “No. We’re—friends. She’s being nicer.”
Patty looked at her, a long, level look, and for a moment, Mattie wondered if her mother was having a quiet epiphany. Then she said, “That’s good.”
“It is,” Mattie said weakly. “Well, I should get back to work.”
“Will you still be home at sundown? Your father and I got out the menorah this year. I’m making latkes.”
“Oh, right. It’s Hanukkah.” She’d completely forgotten about the first night, as she did most years. With Heather, an atheist who’d been raised Presbyterian, Mattie hadn’t really celebrated any Jewish holidays, unless you counted bringing home a box of hamantashen around Purim. “Sure, I’ll be here. God, I haven’t had one of your latkes in a long time.”
Her mother gave her a smile, a real one. “They’re really your Grandma Ruth’s latkes. Her recipe. And don’t worry, we’ve got plenty of sour cream and applesauce. I know you like to alternate.”
There really were some nice perks to living at home. “No Hanukkah bush this year, huh?”
During Mattie’s childhood, her parents had put up a squat, small pine tree in late November and called it a Hanukkah bush. The four Belmans decorated it every year with blue and white lights, dreidels hanging from string, handmade ornaments that were supposed to look like sufganiyot, and carefully balanced chocolate gelt. Mattie knew Hanukkah bushes were controversial within the community—ask two Jews, get three opinions—but she’d loved it anyway.
“We figured you didn’t need it anymore,” Patty said. “You’re old enough to not feel left out in December.”
“Maybe if I didn’t work at this goyishe school.” It felt good to use Yiddish with someone who understood it. “Hard to not feel left out when all the Christmas decorations are up and there’s a special mandatory Mass next week to celebrate the baby Jesus. I don’t think there’s a single person at St. Rita’s besides me who isn’t at least some form of Christian. It gets exhausting.”
“So quit, then, if you hate it so much. I don’t know what you want me to say, Matilda.”
Startled by the sudden sharp tone in her mother’s voice, Mattie said, “I’m just venting, Mom. I’m not saying I want to leave.”
Patty sighed. Her fingernails rapped against the doorframe in a rhythm Mattie remembered from childhood. “You’ve got a pattern, my baby. Your whole life, you’ve jumped from one thing to another whenever things get hard. First, you wanted to take all those math classes, be a doctor—”
“That was high school.”
“—and then you had a hard time with calculus, so you threw that idea away. Then in college, you dated that nice girl.”
“You never met her, Mom. You have no idea if she was nice or not.”
“Didn’t you break it off when she wanted to bring you home to meet her parents?”
How the hell did her mother remember that? Mattie hadn’t thought about Rachel in years. “I wasn’t ready for a serious relationship.”
“Then you went to New York to do theater. No good parts after a few years, so you decided you’d go for TV and movies in Hollywood. And the same thing happened there.”
“You were the one who said I should come home. Remember? ‘Jillian Reed did it.’ You practically begged me.”
“I suggested that you come home because you needed a job to get you back on your feet, and Cynthia had one for you here.”
“Fine.” It wasn’t worth an argument.
Incredibly, her mother kept going. “You had all those nice friends in Los Angeles too. Have you even talked to them since you left?”
“I told you, I couldn’t deal with their pity.”
“It’s not pity,” Patty said, “when someone cares about you.”
“Well, they gave up on me too.” Mattie knew she sounded ridiculous. “Eventually.”
“And your marriage—”
“Please don’t start on my marriage.” She didn’t want to hear it. It might be true that Mattie could’ve salvaged what she had with Heather, but it took two people to repair a distant relationship. “Sometimes marriages end. We can’t all be you and Dad.”
“I thought this teaching job might be good for you. A fresh start. But you sound like you’re convincing yourself to quit this too.”
That stung. “You just told me I’m working too hard.”
“You’ll burn out,” Patty said. “You won’t have anything left to give, and then you’ll be done. One way or another.”
“I won’t quit, okay? I’ll stick it out until the end of the year, like I promised. So if you don’t want me to complain to you about work, then fine. I’ll say only good things from now on.” The petulant note in her voice made her cringe inwardly. No matter how old she got, her mother’s criticism always turned her into an irritated teenager.
Not trusting herself not to launch them into a fight, Mattie silently turned back to her laptop and waited for the scolding to continue.
It didn’t.
Footsteps fell across the creaking floor behind her. Then her mother’s hands were on Mattie’s shoulders, pressing down lightly.
“I worry about you,” Patty said softly.
“I know you do.” A new lump formed in Mattie’s throat. “I’ll be okay.”
“My lost girl. I used to be so sure you’d find your way eventually. Now I don’t know.”
Oh, that one hurt. All the more because her mother didn’t mean to be hurtful. “I’ll figure it out.”
“I hope so.”
For some reason, Mattie thought of Jillian and how she moved through every space with remarkable purpose. Throughout her life, Jillian had succeeded at everything she’d tried. No one could ever think of Jillian Reed as lost or unable to find her way.
No one, probably, except Mattie.
She reached up to pat her mother’s hand.
After a moment, Patty squeezed her shoulders. It was an acknowledgment of what they were to each other. You’re my daughter, her hands said, first in their grip and then in their release.
* * *
Late that afternoon, Mattie’s phone buzzed with a text. Still at her laptop and working her way through Theatery 2’s papers on costume design for A Streetcar Named Desire, she grabbed it, grateful for the interruption.
 
Come over. 1843 Winslow Drive.
 
Mattie stared at her phone screen. Just two weeks earlier, Jillian had been adamant about keeping their encounters limited to her office at school, despite the obvious risk.
 
Why?
 
You know why.
 
Mattie heard Jillian’s low, suggestive voice as clearly as if she’d spoken aloud. Even imaginary, the sound made Mattie’s skin prickle with heat.
You said you didn’t want me at your house, she replied. What’s changed?
Nothing for over a minute, and then, while Mattie stared at her phone, another text appeared.
 
I can’t wait until Monday. Come over.
 
Jillian needed sex. That was all she needed, obviously. And yet, Mattie couldn’t help but feel it like a tectonic plate shift, somewhere deep below their lives.
She typed back with more than a little regret.
 
I can’t. My mother wants me home tonight. Another time?
 
Your mother’s making you stay home? You’re a grown woman.
 
It’s the first night of Hanukkah. She’s got a whole thing planned.
 
The three dots that meant that Jillian was typing appeared, then disappeared. After a moment, they reappeared, then stopped.
Mattie watched, bewildered.
Her phone screen went dark with an incoming call.
“Hello?”
“You’re Jewish?”
“Um,” Mattie said, “yes? You didn’t know?”
“How would I know?” Jillian sounded genuinely baffled. “You’ve never mentioned it.”
Astonished, Mattie thought back over almost four months of interactions with Jillian. Surely at some point, she’d referred to being Jewish. An offhand remark, a joke, a Yiddish word, even a reference to Manischewitz. But maybe Jillian didn’t know enough about Jewish culture to figure it out. “Well, I am. That’s not a problem for you, right?”
“Why would it be?” Jillian asked with all the unwavering certainty of someone who’d never had to think about antisemitism. “I’m just surprised.”
“I’m not exactly observant,” Mattie said, feeling, as she always did, the uncomfortable need to clarify her precise claim on Judaism. “Neither are my folks. We used to celebrate Shabbos at my grandmother’s, but we never went to shul. The nearest Reform synagogue’s all the way out in Scranton, anyway.”
“Did you—?” Jillian was clearly struggling for the right word. “The holidays. Did you do those?”
“Not consistently. Mostly just Hanukkah. That way my parents could give us gifts around the same time as the other kids got them. They didn’t want my brother or me to feel left out.”
“Ah.” Jillian seemed to be processing what she’d learned. “Do you like it?”
“Being Jewish?” Nobody had ever asked Mattie that before. “Yes. I’m proud of it. It’s part of who I am.”
“But you’re not religious.”
Mattie knew what she was asking. “There are a lot of different ways to be Jewish. Being religiously observant is one of them, but ancestry, ethnicity, and culture play a big part too. I’m Ashkenazi on both sides of my family. Even if I don’t light the candles every Friday night, other Jews recognize me as Jewish.”
“I have no idea what Ashkenazi means,” Jillian said.
Mattie was startled by how readily she’d admitted it. Normally, Jillian hated admitting she wasn’t an expert in every subject.
“That’s my ethnicity. Judaism’s an ethnoreligion—except for converts, most of us are either Ashkenazi, Sephardi, or Mizrahi. What most Gentiles associate with American Jewish culture comes from Ashkenazi Jews, actually: Yiddish, delis, chopped liver, bagels, klezmer music, The Nanny. Oh, and Jewish Christmas.”
“Jewish Christmas?”
Mattie smiled into the phone, even though Jillian couldn’t see her. “Chinese food and a movie on December 25. A time-honored tradition.”
“Ah,” Jillian said again. “Catholics have fish on Fridays. And Latin. Or we used to. Not the exact same thing.”
“Not really,” Mattie said gently. If she was going to learn about Jillian’s current relationship to Catholicism, this seemed as good a time as any to try and ask some questions. “How about you? Are you religious?”
It was the first time since New York that they’d gotten anywhere near Jillian’s astonishing disclosures. If Mattie wasn’t careful, she’d ruin their new and shaky equilibrium.
After what seemed like a long, long time, Jillian said, “I don’t go to Mass every Sunday anymore, if that’s what you mean.”
Mattie exhaled. “What about that prayer at our first rehearsal?”
“The Hail Mary’s a ritual. Familiar. Some traditions stick around from childhood, whether or not you believe in them.”
Like self-denial, Mattie thought. “So, do you still think of yourself as Catholic?”
Another pause, during which Mattie had time to wonder if Jillian had never asked herself these questions. It seemed entirely possible.
“If my mother’s asking,” Jillian said, “then yes.”
“I’m the one asking.”
“I say grace at the table when my mother tells me to say it. I receive Communion when I do go to Mass. I show up when my nieces and nephews get baptized. I don’t wipe my forehead after Mass on Ash Wednesday. I do what’s necessary. It’s enough.”
“Necessary,” Mattie repeated. She’d heard what Jillian hadn’t said: I think of myself as Catholic. “It sounds tiring, just going through the motions like that.”
She expected Jillian to correct her or at least protest.
Instead, Jillian said simply, “It is.”
The two words sagged with the weight of decades.
For someone whose public persona was built around confrontation, Jillian seemed surprisingly reluctant to risk her family’s disapproval. But maybe it wasn’t that surprising. Jack Reed was gone. Jillian only had her mother and her brothers, just a handful of people to prop up a life and fade the howl of loneliness into background noise. Did any of them see her? Truly see her?
Did Jillian see herself?
“I do want to come over soon,” Mattie said. It didn’t seem like a good idea to keep asking questions about religion. “It’d be nice not to worry about someone overhearing us.”
“I’m not the one who needs her mouth covered.”
Mattie’s eyebrows lifted. “And whose fault is it that I make noise in the first place?”
“Yours,” Jillian said, perfectly placid. “Honestly, it’s for the best that you can’t come over. I don’t need some charming little actress-turned-director projecting her orgasms across the state line when I should be laser-focused on the state championship next week.”
“You really think I’m charming?” Mattie asked, unable to help herself. You laugh like it’s bursting out of some goddamn light inside you, Jillian had told her in New York, and the words had run through her head ever since, miraculous and terrifying.
“What you are is distracting. I had a phone interview with Angie at the Observer earlier this afternoon, and I didn’t give her nearly enough attention-grabbing pull quotes about my talent. Spent way too much time on the players. You’re responsible. Somehow.”
Mattie remembered, all too well, the press conference on the first day of school and how Jillian had spent the entire time stressing her own brilliance. “It’s not bad to praise your players publicly, you know. If that’s the kind of influence I’m having over you, I’ll gladly accept responsibility.”
“Let me ask you a question, Freckles.”
“Okay,” Mattie said, curious.
“What do you think people are more likely to click on? A headline that says Jillian Reed: My players are superstars, or Jillian Reed: I’m the best thing to happen to girls’ soccer since Title IX? I know which one I’m picking.”
Why had this never occurred to Mattie before? “Probably the second one.”
“Bingo. That’s tactics. You have no idea how much less attention this team gets when I’m not belly flopping onto everyone’s sense of propriety.”
“Oh. I, uh. I didn’t know that.”
“You never asked me.”
“Well.” Mattie tried to pull together her spinning thoughts. “Your Peacemakers deserve to hear how good they are. That you care about them.”
“My girls,” Jillian said firmly, “know exactly how good they are on any given day. And they know I care about them.” She cleared her throat. “More than almost anyone else.”
“So all that arrogance of yours is just for show? To, what, get people riled up?”
“They want a character, so they get a character. Love me or hate me, it means more eyeballs on my Peacemakers, which means more sponsorship bids, which means more money to invest in their success. And you know what, Freckles? I’ve never said one thing about myself that isn’t true. Name a better girls’ soccer coach in the history of Pennsylvania. Go ahead. I’ll wait.”
Well, clearly it wasn’t all acting. Mattie grinned. “I mean, I don’t know anything about the history of girls’ soccer in Pennsylvania, but I’m guessing you’re the only one who’s won thirteen championships in a row.”
“Fourteen on Wednesday. And you’re 110 percent correct. Look at me, admitting when someone else is right.”
Mattie grinned. “I can look at you again after you win. For a long time. In bed. We’ll celebrate.”
“It’s a—” Jillian started and stopped short on the word she didn’t say. Mattie still heard it. Date. “It’s a plan.”
She hung up then, without saying goodbye. Jillian never said goodbye. She simply left when the conversation was over. It somehow didn’t come across as rude, just indifferent to the grease of social niceties.
But that didn’t mean that Jillian couldn’t be kind, in her own very specific, occasionally infuriating way. To their students. To her family, presumably. And, more and more often, to Mattie.
Lost in thought, Mattie gazed at the phone screen in her hand until it went dark, snapping her back into awareness.
Just eight more essays to grade. Then she could head downstairs, maybe spear a hot latke in the frying pan while her mother, secretly thrilled to bits, chided Mattie for taking what would soon be hers anyway.
* * *
On Wednesday morning, Mattie found a small wrapped gift in her faculty mailbox.
She removed it, puzzled. The wrapping paper was covered in little menorahs. Had her mother somehow sneaked into St. Rita’s to stash a Hanukkah present as a surprise? That seemed both bizarre and incredibly unlikely.
Unwrapping the paper, Mattie uncovered a bright blue mug with I CAN’T, I HAVE REHEARSAL stamped on it. A folded Post-it note sat inside the mug, and she pulled it out.
 
Hold this in front of your face during faculty meetings.
Happy Hanukkah.
 
No signature, but Mattie knew exactly who the gift giver was.
She pressed the mug to her sternum, feeling her heart pound against the porcelain.



CHAPTER 18
IT WAS WEIRD TO FEEL nervous about a Peacemakers game. Even if it was the state championship.
Today’s rehearsal wasn’t out of the ordinary in some respects. Typically, on Wednesdays, Jillian and her three Peacemakers weren’t present since games took place on Wednesday and Friday afternoons. Their absence today, though, felt sharply different, and not just to Mattie.
Everyone knew that Jillian, Olivia, Sophia, and Trinity were—right at that very moment—in the Pennsylvania state capital, playing for the team’s fourteenth straight trophy. Collective awareness seemed to hang like bad humidity in the auditorium, invisible and heavy.
At least they had plenty to keep them occupied.
Rehearsals had a way of blurring into each other, but when Mattie took a step back from the near-constant grind, she could see how far they’d come. Since mid-October, they’d had Mrs. Kuzma on the piano three days a week in exchange for a bit more than minimum wage and Mattie’s promise to come over and get Midsomer Murders on the Kuzmas’ new TV.
Thankfully, most of the songs were in decent shape by now. Aubrey and Kylie were more and more confident by the week, stepping fully into their lead roles. And the backdrops were slowly starting to emerge, thanks in large part to the talented Izzy, who could create three dimensions out of cheap acrylic paint.
Soon they’d need to incorporate some of the trickier technical aspects, which included working the ancient soundboard that gave Mattie electric shocks every time she touched it. But that was a problem for her future self—or possibly Jillian, who seemed fascinated by the dimmer switches and somehow never got shocked by them.
Jillian. What was she doing right now? Was she on the sidelines on that fancy field in Harrisburg, yelling at a ref? The game had started about thirty minutes earlier. Mattie’s phone lay dark on the folding table, useless without the news she needed to hear.
Of course, Mattie knew she shouldn’t really be nervous. Sure, this was the game of the year, the game the Peacemakers had spent the last few months preparing to win. It made sense for Mattie to be a little on edge when Jillian and her girls were in the championship. But the outcome seemed inevitable, like death, taxes, or homophobic politicians getting caught on gay-dating apps.
Jillian never lost. That was who she was.
Mattie just couldn’t shake her anxiety. Neither, apparently, could some of their students.
“It might snow,” Kylie said from the middle of the stage. She had her phone in one hand and her beaten-up script in the other, the latter temporarily forgotten. “In Harrisburg. My weather app says there’s a 30% chance.”
Next to her, Aubrey wrinkled her brow. “What happens if they get snowed out? Does the game get canceled?”
“Coach Reed won’t let it snow.” That was from Emily, sitting next to Mattie at the folding table below the stage. “She said so the other day.”
“Even Jillian Reed can’t control the weather, cookie,” Mrs. Kuzma said with a smile, pushing her glasses up her nose. “She’s not the Almighty.”
“I know that,” Emily said indignantly. “I just think she’s probably right that it won’t snow. She’s right literally all the time.”
That was debatable, but Mattie wouldn’t get into it. She clapped her hands. “All right, folks, break’s over. I need Dolly, Honey—wait, not Honey, she’s not here. I need Dolly, Nance, Mildred, Lois, and the rest of the factory girls onstage for ‘Head Over Sensible Heels.’”
Kylie dutifully exited backstage, and Aubrey was soon joined by the others. The number was one of Miss Munitions’s earlier songs, in which Dolly’s coworkers teased her about her obvious infatuation with Joe and Dolly forcefully denied that she was in love with him.
Quite frankly, Mattie couldn’t stand the song. Of course Dolly wasn’t in love with Joe. How could she be? He’d been a jerk to her for all three minutes of their only interaction, and audiences were just expected to believe that Dolly was immediately into the guy. Obviously, you were supposed to suspend your disbelief for a musical, but instant love was a step too far for Mattie. You needed time for feelings to develop.
Time and a real apology.
“Let’s start from Dolly asking the girls if they’re crazy,” she called out, and the student who played Mildred raised her hand. “Yes, Scarlett?”
“Um, actually, can we change that line, Ms. Belman? It’s pretty ableist.”
So were the 1940s. But Mattie understood what Scarlett meant, and it was easy to come up with a period-accurate substitute that wasn’t stigmatizing. “Sure. How about ‘you’re all absurd’ instead? Aubrey, does that work for you?”
Scarlett beamed, and Aubrey nodded.
“Great. Cue Aubrey.”
“You think I’m in love?” Aubrey trilled. “Not a chance! You’re all absurd!”
Mrs. Kuzma played the introductory notes to “Head Over Sensible Heels,” and Aubrey launched into the song.
 
You see me setting my cap for him
And all I want is a job
You’ve already got me marrying him
And he’s just one heck of a snob!
 
All you had to do, Dolly informed the audience, was have one little interaction with a man, and everyone around you assumed he was your sweetheart. But according to the lyrics, Dolly wasn’t at all enamored with Joe! Not even a bit! Even though she had to admit that he was an incredibly handsome and brave veteran who kept valiantly contributing to the war effort after his injury!
Mattie swallowed her sigh. As much as she wanted to roll her eyes at the song, Dolly had a point. It might not be the 1940s anymore, but heterosexuality was still the assumed default.
Nowadays, you didn’t even need to talk to a man. You just needed to get a text, and even teenagers would assume you had a boyfriend.
At least there were some advantages to it. The presumed straight default meant that Mattie and Jillian could easily slide under everyone’s radar. It helped that they weren’t trying to hide a relationship.
Just sex. A whole lot of really, really good sex.
“I just can’t! Be! In loooove!” Aubrey sang at the top of her voice, and the girls behind her joined in on the final note as Mrs. Kuzma pounded out the chord.
Emily applauded wildly, as she did every time they practiced a song.
“That was good, everyone,” Mattie announced. She felt weirdly out of breath, even though she was still seated. “Aubrey, you’re about a half note flat on ‘in.’ Mrs. Kuzma, can we get that again?”
As Mrs. Kuzma played the note, and Aubrey matched it, Mattie’s gaze flickered down toward her phone screen.
Still no text. Still no call.
Around ten to five, the cast and crew took their final break for the afternoon. Almost everyone, including Mrs. Kuzma, made a beeline for the vending machines outside the auditorium, in search of a sugar rush to get them to five-thirty.
Mattie checked her phone just in case. Nothing.
“I think they’re still playing,” a small voice said behind her, and Mattie turned around.
Because the school uniform policy didn’t extend to after-school activities, Izzy, like most of the others, had changed into street clothes. She was wearing baggy jeans and a long, loose sweatshirt with Kehlani’s last album cover on it. Her hair was electric blue now and barely curling over her ears.
“You’re probably right.” Mattie didn’t even bother to pretend she didn’t know what Izzy meant. “I’m just nervous. Silly, I know. Hey, those backdrops are looking great, by the way. The shading is super impressive.”
She smiled at Izzy, who didn’t return the expression. Instead, Izzy was rapidly shifting her weight from one foot to the other, as though waiting for a starter pistol to go off.
Mattie’s antenna rose. “You okay?”
“Yeah.” Izzy wrapped her arms around herself. “I just, uh…wanted to talk to you. Is now a good time?”
The rehearsal break was only ten minutes long, but Mattie sensed that she shouldn’t push off this conversation until later. Whatever it was that Izzy had to say, she clearly needed to say it right now, and Mattie had a pretty good idea of what it might be.
“Sure, kiddo. Take a seat.” She gestured at the empty folding chair next to her, temporarily vacated by Emily.
Izzy complied. Her hands found each other in her lap and squeezed together, then released, then squeezed again.
Mattie turned her chair to the side so she could face Izzy. “Whenever you’re ready.”
“Um.” Izzy looked down at her lap. “So. You know how you’re—what you said on the bus? When we were coming back from the city?”
“I do know.” Tenderness swelled inside Mattie.
“So I like girls. The same way you do.” A slow exhale. “And I’m non-binary. I’m not a girl or a boy. I’m sort of both? Although sometimes I don’t feel like either. It changes. And nobody knows except my online friends. And now you. Anyway. That was what I wanted to say.”
Very gently, Mattie said, “Thank you so much for telling me. I’m honored.”
She meant it. To be trusted with something so immensely vulnerable was one of the greatest gifts Mattie had ever received.
Izzy’s head lifted, and Mattie saw a deep, palpable relief. “Yeah?”
“Yeah.” Mattie offered her another smile.
This time, Izzy returned it, just slightly.
“Are there pronouns you’d like me to use for you instead of she and her? Or another name?”
Izzy’s eyes widened. “You’d do that?”
“Of course.”
“Thanks.” Izzy still appeared to be stunned. “It’s nice of you to ask.”
“It’s not nice, though.” Mattie wanted Izzy to really hear this. “It’s basic respect. You deserve that.”
“Um. I don’t know? About the pronouns, I mean. I do like my name. Izzy, though, not Isabela. And she/her is okay for now. My online friends use they/them for me, which feels amazing.” Izzy looked down again. “But I don’t want my parents to know yet. I think my mom would be okay with it because she was supportive when my brother came out last year, but my dad got really upset. After it happened, he wouldn’t speak English when Diego was in the room, and Diego doesn’t know much Spanish, so he couldn’t understand what our dad was saying. I couldn’t either. He talks too fast.”
“I’m sorry,” Mattie said. The words felt inadequate.
Izzy shrugged. “Mami made him stop it. But I don’t want to deal with any of that stuff until after I leave for college. And if you or anyone else at school uses different pronouns for me, they might find out before I’m ready.”
“Of course. I can try not to use any pronouns at all for you. Would that be okay?”
This time, Izzy’s smile was wide and unrestrained. “That would be awesome. But maybe…”
Mattie waited.
“From now on, when you think about me—not that you think about me or anything, I don’t mean that—but if you do think about me at all? Maybe you could just think about me with they/them. It’d make me happy to know someone at school does.”
Mattie’s heart felt about ten sizes too large for her chest. “Absolutely, Izzy. You got it.”
Izzy opened their mouth, clearly about to continue the conversation, but was interrupted by the commotion of students returning from the vending machines. She heard Mrs. Kuzma’s voice too.
Mattie stiffened and didn’t turn to see them. Not yet. The sound was louder than usual, a little sharper. Wrong somehow.
With a sinking sensation she couldn’t identify, she braced herself and swiveled to face her students, who were walking quickly toward Mattie. Each expression was identical, as if the same undeniable feeling had been stamped across all of their faces.
Horror. Astonished, disbelieving horror.
The warmth from Mattie’s conversation with Izzy hardened instantly into ice.
Scarlett, Kiara, and Emily were at the front. All three had their phones in their hands as they rushed toward Mattie and Izzy.
Mattie’s stomach dropped. They had news for her.
She knew exactly what was wrong.
“Hey, what happened?” Mattie asked, still trying to believe in any other possibility. “What is it?”
“They lost,” Emily said flatly. “The Peacemakers lost.”
Mattie sucked in a sharp breath.
“Oh no,” Izzy whispered.
“The final score was 7-2. Olivia just texted some of us. They’re getting on the bus right now to head back.”
Even though the confirmation didn’t surprise Mattie, it still felt impossible to parse Emily’s words. They couldn’t be real. Stunned, she grabbed her phone off the table to make sure there weren’t any missed texts or calls. No notifications.
7-2. Not even a close game.
Jesus Christ. Mattie had to call Jillian. Right now.
“Ms. Belman?” Kiara’s voice was high and tremulous. “What do we do?”
Mattie knew that to anyone on the outside, their collective paralysis would seem overblown. The Peacemakers were a high school girls’ soccer team. The world didn’t revolve around their continued success. They’d win another championship, probably next year. One day, this afternoon would only be a faint memory for everyone at St. Rita’s.
But that didn’t change how it all felt in the moment—as if the sky were falling. As if someone had placed a blindfold over Mattie’s eyes, spun her around in the dark, and pushed her into the unknown.
“I think we’ll end rehearsal early.” Mattie did her best to sound calm and reassuring. No way in hell any of them would be able to concentrate. “Those of you who drove, you can leave if you want, and the rest of you can just hang out here until your parents come get you, okay? I’ll stick around too. Mrs. Kuzma, you can head home. Thank you so much.”
“Such a shame.” Mrs. Kuzma shook her head and grabbed her purse from the piano bench. “Those poor kids. All that hard work.”
“But what can we do?” Kiara flipped her long box braids behind her shoulder. “There has to be something, right? Something that isn’t just sitting here and being sad for them?”
Mattie thought about her friends, the ones in Los Angeles, who had reached out to her over and over again after the divorce, only to be met with no response. “You can make sure Olivia and Sophia and Trinity know they’ve got your support. You can tell them that you care about them, that you’re proud of them. And you can listen if they feel like talking about it. That’s about all for right now.”
“What about Coach Reed?” Emily asked. “How do we let her know we’re there for her too?”
“Let me take care of that.” Mattie clutched her phone more tightly.
Mrs. Kuzma was the only one who left. Even the students who’d driven themselves to school stayed behind, gathering in small groups below the auditorium stage. Most of them were busy on their phones, presumably texting. Mattie overheard Kiara inform a few of the others that Sophia really loved the frog emoji, so maybe they could all send her some, in case it made her smile.
As soon as the girls and Izzy were immersed, Mattie quickly sent a text.
 
I heard. Are you okay?
 
She waited a full minute. Nothing. Which felt like a response in and of itself.
Mattie tried again.
 
That was a bad question. Of course you’re not okay. I’m so sorry, Jillian.
 
Nothing. Not even the typing ellipsis at the bottom of the screen.
Mattie had her obvious cue to leave Jillian alone. But anxiety scratched at her chest, the kind that made it so hard to let good sense take hold, and the only thing that would quiet it down was an answer.
A call, then. She went into her favorites and pressed Jillian’s name.
One ring. Two rings. Three. Four.
And just as Mattie had resigned herself to leaving a worried voicemail, Jillian answered.
“You never leave well enough alone, do you?” she said, and the utter weariness in her voice made Mattie’s throat tighten.
“I’m worried about you. I know what this loss must be like.”
“Oh, do you?” The weariness was gone, replaced by sharp anger. “You’ve never coached a single game in your life and you think you know what it feels like to lose a championship? I’ve got nineteen teenage girls with crushed hearts behind me right now. Most of them have been crying for the last hour. And the worst part, the worst part of all of this, is that I was the one who did that to them. I failed them.”
“You didn’t fail them,” Mattie said automatically. “You coached the hell out of those girls. I’ve seen it. This isn’t on you.”
“I failed them,” Jillian repeated. “One of your best qualities is that you’ve never lied to me. Don’t you dare start now.”
She hung up.
Slowly, Mattie lowered her phone to her side. She felt queasy, her insides agitating, and the anxiety that had pushed her to make the call hadn’t lessened one bit.
Behind her eyes, she could see Jillian as clearly as if she were in front of Mattie, sitting behind the bus driver, her back ruler straight as always.
But that wasn’t right. The image shifted.
No, Jillian was turning around in her seat. Of course she was. Calling out to her girls, saying what they needed to hear, doing everything she could to carry them home.
* * *
The only distinguishing characteristic of 1843 Winslow Drive was that Jillian Reed lived there.
It was a one-story ranch house that looked more or less like all the other one-story ranch houses in the neighborhood, except for the firehouse-red front door. The porch was brightly illuminated, a light still on even though it was almost ten o’clock at night. There were shrubs lining the house but no dirt patches for flowers, which made sense. When would Jillian ever have time to garden?
Mattie pressed the doorbell, and it echoed inside the house. Her pulse rate was probably high enough to count as aerobic exercise.
After a moment, footsteps approached, and then the door swung open.
Jillian wore a black tank top and gray sweatpants despite the near-freezing night temperatures outside. Her hair, normally sleek and perfectly in place, was disheveled. She looked absolutely flabbergasted to see Mattie.
“I didn’t say you could come over,” she said finally.
“No, you didn’t. Can I come in?”
For a moment, Mattie thought Jillian might close the door in her face. She’d taken a risk in coming over here without an invitation, but she couldn’t just stay home and watch The Amazing Race with her parents when she knew Jillian was in pain.
As she appeared to be weighing her options, Jillian’s hand tightened on the door’s edge. “All right. If you insist.”
Much like Jillian’s office, the living room was uncluttered and sparse. Most of the furniture was on the older side, the kind you might inherit from a grandparent or parent. The couch had a floral pattern that didn’t quite match the blue upholstery on the nearby armchair, and a braided rug beneath the coffee table seemed handmade, given the slightly wavy oval pattern.
It was clear that Jillian wasn’t going to offer Mattie a seat. Mattie took one anyway, choosing one side of the floral couch, and removed her coat.
“Do you think I want to talk about it?” Jillian stood with her feet planted apart. “Is that why you’re here? If that’s the case, then you can stand right up and walk out that door.”
“I’m here because I didn’t want you to be alone,” Mattie said honestly. “When someone you care about is suffering, you don’t ignore it.”
“Someone you care about,” Jillian repeated. Her voice sounded like broken glass.
“Yes! After everything we’ve been through since August, do you really think you don’t matter to me? You’re my friend.” That didn’t feel like the right word; it would have to do. “I’m so sorry about the game. I want to be here for you. Please let me.”
“If you really want to be here for me”—Jillian glanced toward the cased opening at the other side of the living room, which presumably led to the rest of the house—“then you can do what you’ve been doing since New York. Let’s go. Bedroom.”
“You want to have sex? Now?”
“I want a distraction. You want to talk at my open wounds until the sound of your voice makes them close up in self-defense.”
“You’re exhausted”—Mattie tried to hold back her irritation—“and you’re upset. I don’t think sex is what you need right now.”
“Always so comfortable telling me exactly what it is I need, aren’t you? Stop it. You’re not in here.” Jillian jabbed at her scalp. “You have no idea what I need. I need to not feel anything. I need to stop seeing the numbers seven and two behind my eyelids when I close them. I’m not wrong to need that.”
“Of course you’re not.”
“You could fuck me tonight.” Jillian’s eyes flashed. “I know you want to be inside me. Here’s your chance.”
Mattie tried not to look as surprised as she felt. To date, their sexual encounters had been mostly focused on Mattie’s body, although Mattie had, on one especially memorable afternoon last week, been granted full access to Jillian’s naked breasts. She’d sucked and licked at that sensitive skin until Jillian’s breath was a ragged sob, nothing but air and pleading.
And, yes, Mattie wanted very much to be inside Jillian—when Jillian was ready.
But not tonight.
“When I fuck you like that,” she said gently, “it’ll be because you want it, not because you don’t want something else.”
Jillian blanched and turned her face away.
“Let me be here for you,” Mattie repeated.
“Why? Because you care about me? Isn’t that just another way of saying you feel sorry for me? I told you, I don’t want your pity.”
“Then lucky you, because you’re not getting it. Just my concern. But if you can’t even take that? If you can’t even let that in? Then I do pity you.”
“Pity them instead,” Jillian said. “My Peacemakers. I failed them. They weren’t prepared. Because I let them be distracted. I let myself be distracted.”
Mattie would not take this obvious bait. “It’s one championship. I know it feels horrible, but losing isn’t the end of the world. Everyone knows you’ll come back from this. You’re Jillian Reed.”
Jillian laughed, the sound sour and wrong.
“You are.”
“Everyone knows I’ll come back from this?” Jillian seemed almost lit from within, blazing with fresh anguish. “What everyone knows is what I’ve invented for them. That’s it. You’re an actor, for God’s sake. You should understand that better than anyone. You should understand—”
Her sentence strangled, leaving only silence and Mattie’s tightened chest.
“I’m trying, Jillian,” Mattie said quietly. “I do want to understand you. Tell me who you are. Help me. Please.”
Jillian’s face creased with pain. She seemed to struggle with a decision Mattie couldn’t identify. Then, after a long silence, she said, “End of my season with the national team. Right before the Gold Cup final. My mother called. Told me my father was in the hospital, that he’d had a heart attack. I can still hear her voice. We need you, Jillian Louise. I need you. Come home.”
Her words were slow, deliberate, agonized, as if Mattie’s presence were pulling them out one by one like teeth. Mattie waited, air stuck in her lungs.
“My mother”—Jillian’s hands clenched into fists, then relaxed—“it was the first time she’d ever needed me. The first time she’d wanted me around. And my dad—I had to see him. So I came home. Helped Mom take care of him until he was well enough to go back to the shop.” Her mouth twisted. “Those months were awful, but—she was happy with me then. Mom. I’d done something right.”
“You didn’t leave Gladbeck when he got better,” Mattie said, still trying to take it all in.
“I couldn’t. Not when his doctor said he was at high risk for another episode.”
“I get it. I do.” Mattie almost certainly would’ve done the same thing in Jillian’s place. “But—was that the only reason you stayed?”
That sour, sarcastic laugh returned. “Oh, Freckles. Always pushing. Haven’t I flayed enough skin for you already?”
Mattie knew not to respond. It wasn’t her question to answer anyway.
Eventually, Jillian said, “Look, playing professionally was all I’d ever wanted to do with my life. And being on that field was just as good as I thought it would be. But”—she broke off again—“I didn’t realize what else came with it. The exposure. Being conspicuous. I couldn’t stand how it felt.”
Mattie remembered Jillian undressing in that New York hotel room. The fleeting note of vulnerability in her voice. Like what you see?
“But you love the spotlight,” she said.
“The spotlight,” Jillian said, “is not the same as exposure.”
She paced the length of the living room as Mattie watched her, arms wrapped around her middle. Once, twice, a third time.
That night at Keith Donnelly’s house—Jillian had spent the last eighteen years attempting to scrape it off her life. Mattie remembered her own closeted adolescence and the fear that hung around like a low-grade fever. She’d always been on alert for someone who might realize what she wanted. Who she was.
There were so many ways Jillian stood out—her arrogance, her black shock of hair, her booming voice—but that didn’t mean she couldn’t use intensity as a distraction. Being looked at was different from being seen.
A stage gave you something to hide behind. And hiding could seem like a tender friend when it promised you safety from yourself.
Jillian stopped in mid pace and looked at Mattie again. “Someone on the team asked me out. Right before the Gold Cup final. I’d never said anything to her about—about myself. Or to anyone. But she knew. She said the whole team knew. Anyone who looked at me knew. That I was—a hundred-footer, that you could tell from a hundred feet away.”
“What happened then?” Mattie asked gently.
“What happened? I came back. To this place—they think they know me, they don’t ask questions anymore, they don’t try to—” Anguish crumpled that severe, lovely face. “You said it yourself. I’m Jillian Reed. For almost fifteen years, I’ve made sure everyone in this town understands exactly what that means. I win. Don’t you get it yet? I win. That’s who I am. That’s all I ever want to be.”
Finally, Mattie understood. Running home was running away.
The two of them had that in common.
Breathing hard, Jillian rubbed one eye with the heel of her hand, as if she thought it possible to get rid of what wouldn’t be denied. A tear fell from her other eye.
Mattie stood and moved swiftly to Jillian’s side.
“Hey,” she managed while Jillian hid her face in the palms of her hands. “Hey. It’s okay.”
“Nothing about this is okay.”
She had a point. Mattie touched Jillian’s tensed shoulder. “I just meant that I’m here.”
No response. Instead, Jillian kept her hands over her face. Her shoulders shook.
Mattie thought about the first time she’d felt those hands eighteen years ago. They’d grabbed her hair as Mattie lay between Jillian’s legs and pulled her in closer, so openly desperate for her mouth that Mattie couldn’t tell where Jillian’s need stopped and where her own need began.
“What you’re running from isn’t worse than how it feels to hold it back,” Mattie said.
Jillian made a muffled noise into her hands.
A wooden cross hung on Jillian’s living room wall, just to the side of the couch. It looked old and worn, like a family heirloom. Mattie would hazard a guess that it had been passed down by Jillian’s mother to keep careful watch over the daughter whose clothes and hair and joys she didn’t like.
Mattie kept her hand on Jillian’s shoulder.
After a few moments, Jillian let her hands drop to her sides. Her eyes were reddened, and one teardrop still clung stubbornly to her thick lashes.
“No more talking.” Jillian cleared her throat. “I’m done. I mean it. I haven’t slept in weeks.”
“Understood. Where’s your bedroom?”
The faint lines on Jillian’s forehead deepened with obvious confusion.
“Not for that,” Mattie said. “But it might be a good idea for you to lie down. I’ll stay with you for a while.”
She expected a protest, but none came. Instead, Jillian said, “That’s the first thing you’ve said tonight I didn’t mind hearing.”
The house was a modest size, with just two bedrooms and one bathroom off a short hallway. Mattie let Jillian lead her down toward the main bedroom and glanced into the second one as she passed it, noticing a treadmill, a weightlifting bench and barbell, a yoga mat, and a rowing machine. A glass case on the back wall held a collection of vintage baseballs.
Once they were in Jillian’s bedroom, just as sparsely decorated as the living room, Jillian promptly crawled over the bed and curled against one of the sham pillows. She turned to face Mattie. “Well?” She patted the bed.
They hadn’t shared a bed since New York. Mattie felt a little shy about joining her. This was Jillian’s space, after all. Her private sanctuary.
“You’re sure?”
“Now you’re worried about what I want.” No sharpness in the observation, only wry and tired familiarity. “Yes. I’m sure, Freckles. I’ll spoon you. Don’t even need a pillow when I’ve got that curly hair of yours.”
Mattie kicked off her sneakers and obeyed.
Nestling back against Jillian on the bed, she felt rather than heard the long, deep sigh that came from Jillian’s lungs. Her face pressed into Mattie’s curls, an exhale stirring them, and Mattie could feel every point of contact: Jillian’s breasts against Mattie’s back, her arm wrapped around Mattie’s side, her hips against Mattie’s ass, her bare toes tangled in Mattie’s sock-covered feet.
“You might be new,” Jillian said softly, “but I’ll just bet you’re a fast learner.”
Mattie made a questioning sound.
“That’s what you said to me in Keith’s basement. Word for word. I told you I’d never been with a woman before. You reassured me.”
“Oh.” The words did sound familiar, now that Mattie tried to remember them. “You sure did figure it out, didn’t you?”
“I did. And I made myself forget what I’d learned.”
“Until now.”
“Until now,” Jillian agreed after a delay.
The bedroom was warm, with no hint of the December night chill outside. In the stillness, it was surprisingly easy to let the long day slip back, out of reach or thought.
Mattie closed her eyes, her breath rising and falling in time with Jillian’s inhale and exhale. And at some point, Mattie later realized, she must’ve fallen asleep.
Because she dreamed that Jillian Reed pulled back Mattie’s curls, kissed the place where Mattie’s cheek met her ear, and whispered, “You have no idea, Mattie, what I need.”



CHAPTER 19
ST. RITA’S TWO-WEEK CHRISTMAS BREAK SURFACED like a flotation device in the middle of the school year, something Mattie could clutch while frantically treading water. It wasn’t much, but, as her father put it, the break was “better than a loch in kop.”
And not just better for Mattie.
After the seismic shock of her Peacemakers’ championship loss, Jillian appeared to be slowly recovering. She went down to the Poconos by herself for a few days, telling Mattie only that she needed to get away for a while, on her own, so she could spend some time thinking. When she returned shortly before Christmas, some of that familiar gleam had returned to her eyes.
It was disconcerting how relieved Mattie felt at the reappearance of that gleam. She hadn’t realized how much she’d missed it until she saw it sparkle again on one snowy night in Jillian’s sparse living room.
Mattie could take some satisfaction in knowing she’d restored a tiny bit of that gleam herself, thanks to a Christmas present she knew Jillian would love. The self-proclaimed World’s Loudest Whistle was rated up to 142 decibels, about the level of a jet engine, and it could be heard up to two miles away.
“Perfect, Freckles,” Jillian told her, examining the whistle with what appeared to be genuine delight. “Next time I’m stuck behind a slow car, I’ll lower my windows and treat everyone to the perks of having lung power just as good as an Olympic swimmer’s.”
That sounded like Jillian. Which was to say that Jillian was starting to sound like herself again.
By the second day of January, when school resumed, Mattie was still thinking about how good it had felt to give Jillian what she needed that night.
How good it felt to give Jillian what she needed most nights.
After all this time, Mattie still didn’t have a good name for what was between them. Not that she needed or wanted one, really, but it was getting harder to understand the shape of their connection when, more and more, their intimacy spilled onto the fabric of their daily lives.
At first, they’d restricted their sex to Jillian’s office, but now they were fucking in other places too. All over Jillian’s house, including, on one particularly memorable night, the kitchen counter. There was even once in Mattie’s twin bed with the My Chemical Romance sheets, on a night her parents were out with friends.
It wasn’t just sex either. Mattie couldn’t deny that. It was sex, and it was a small, silly Christmas gift that made Jillian’s eyes light up. It was sex, and it was sharing with Jillian one night in bed what it was like for Mattie to come out her first year in college. It was sex, and it was a text from Jillian, after a long and incredibly repetitive rehearsal. 
 
If I insert this Q-tip far enough into my ear canal, do you think I’ll get “The Safest Plant in Northwest Wisconsin” out of my head?
 
It was sex, and it was a friendship that was deepening by the day, and if Mattie tried to think about what those two combined could mean, her brain roared a wordless warning.
“You look like you’re a million miles away,” a voice said, jolting Mattie out of her uneasy reverie.
When she looked up from the faculty lunch table, Gabe stood there, lunch bag in hand.
She’d been sitting by herself, lost in thought. She attempted to recover. “Just dazed from re-entry. I don’t know if I’m ready for the new semester.”
“Same. But it’s ready for us, no matter how we feel about it.” Gabe took a seat and pulled out his Tupperware container. “How was your break?”
I got laid a lot. “Not bad. Slept in a bunch. Caught up on some TV. You know.”
“I wish I did. I don’t think I’ve slept in since before Araceli was born.” He poked at what looked like tuna salad. “Hey, you’ve still got Grace Antonelli this semester, right? I take it she never apologized for that note.”
Since the installation of the phone spa in Mattie’s classes, there’d been a surge in old-fashioned note passing. Mattie had intercepted Grace’s contribution to the trend just before winter break. 
 
I hope the projector falls on Belman’s head and knocks her out. Then we wouldn’t have to sit through this fucking bullshit class. That would be the best Christmas present.
 
A heart sat below the last sentence. Grace had shaded it in with her pen, made it look almost pretty, and that somehow felt like the worst part.
“She’s in my only year-long class,” Mattie said. “Just my luck. And no sincere apology, other than the one Cynthia made her mumble at me.”
“Maybe she’ll mellow out soon,” Gabe suggested with the kind of optimism that was always easier to have for other people’s problems. “Hey, listen. Speaking of apologies, Dana and I have been meaning to have you over for months now. I’m really sorry we haven’t gotten our act together sooner.”
It was true that she and Gabe hadn’t had the kind of friendship Mattie had hoped would develop between them at the start of the year. Given that she had so much to hide, though, she’d been reluctantly fine with confining the majority of their interactions to the lunch table. “No worries. I know how busy you are with the kids.”
Gabe waved his hand as if to dismiss her forgiveness. “Anyway, we want to have you over this Saturday night for dinner, if you’re free. I’ll make you a proper Puerto Rican meal. Pernil, arroz con gandules, all my mom’s best dishes. Oh, and bring a friend, if you want. The more the merrier.”
Mattie didn’t have friends in Gladbeck, or anywhere else, really. Not anymore.
But she had Jillian.
Before she thought better of it, Mattie said, “I do have someone, actually.”
It came out way more suggestively than she’d meant, and Gabe’s furrowed brow only lasted a moment before wariness smoothed it. Mattie could tell he was remembering the comment she’d made back in October about her Kate Winslet crush.
“Someone I could bring with me,” she amended.
“Is this someone, uh, a special person?” he asked, tripping over the question.
Affection mingled with Mattie’s prickling uneasiness. Gabe was trying. “She’s a friend. Just a friend.”
It was close enough to the truth.
“Who is it? Do I know her?”
If Mattie could go back in time thirty seconds and take back her request, she would. Gabe and Jillian’s mutual long-term antipathy had somehow slipped Mattie’s mind for the moment.
“Never mind,” she said as brightly as she could. “It’s fine. I’ll come by myself. Thank you so much for the invite.”
“Hey, Dana always says four’s a good balanced number for a small dinner party. What’s your friend’s name?”
Mattie had no way out. “Jillian.”
Gabe looked dumbfounded. “Jillian Reed? Please tell me you know another Jillian.”
“I shouldn’t have asked,” Mattie said miserably. It didn’t feel worth the energy to correct Gabe’s misunderstanding of the situation. “I’ll come by myself.”
“You’re friends with her now? When did that happen?”
“I’ve gotten to know her a lot better over the last few months. I know she’s not your favorite person in the world, but there’s a lot more to her than you might think. She’s—kind. Maybe not always nice, admittedly, but she’s kind.”
“Kind.” Gabe still sounded stunned. “Okay.”
“Gabe, I don’t want you to have to spend your night with someone you don’t like, especially when you’re the one who’s hosting, so just forget I said anything, all right? It’s fine. Honestly.”
Gabe sighed. “She’s been kind to you? Really?”
“Yes.” It came out more intensely than she’d intended. “And she’s kind to the kids. Not just her Peacemakers either.”
“I’ll be honest with you, Mattie. I don’t trust Jillian. I don’t know if I ever will. Too much history. But if you like her? If she’s been a good friend to you?”
“I do. She has.”
“Then I can get through one evening with her. Feel free to extend the invite.”
He smiled, and Mattie was struck, as always, by the warmth in Gabe’s open face. She felt a stab of sadness over what hadn’t been able to develop between them. Gabe seemed like a good man, and he’d probably be a good friend to someone who didn’t have to hide.
She returned the smile, hoping her regret didn’t show as clearly as his kindness did.
After lunch was over and Mattie was heading back to her classroom, a new thought occurred to her that nearly stopped her in her tracks.
Would Jillian even want to go to Gabe’s house for dinner?
* * *
“Absolutely not. No way.”
“Oh, come on,” Mattie said. “For me? Just this once? Look, if you come with me, I’ll watch that three-hour World War I documentary with you, and I promise I won’t sing even one bar of the Franz Ferdinand song about the archduke getting assassinated. Pinky swear.”
“No. Bring that recipe book over.”
They were in Jillian’s kitchen, Mattie sitting on the countertop just a foot or two away from where some decidedly unhygienic activities had taken place a week ago. Fortunately, Jillian was liberal with her disinfecting products and much better at cleaning than she was at cooking.
Which she’d decided, for some unknown reason, she wanted to do tonight for Mattie.
Mattie hopped down and grabbed the book from its place next to the microwave. It was that old Joy of Cooking one she remembered from her own childhood, the torn red-and-white jacket stained with decades of ingredients. The book lay open to the recipe for beef Stroganoff.
“Your mom’s?” She placed the book in front of Jillian, who was in the middle of tenderizing the boneless rib eye. Mattie had a sneaking suspicion she’d picked this recipe because she enjoyed the catharsis of punching inanimate objects.
“Dad’s.” Jillian’s fists were pounding hard enough to make the counter rattle. “He liked cooking. Did most of it when we were kids.”
That was unexpected. Growing up, Mattie hadn’t known any households where her friends’ dads were in charge of meals. Even the moms who worked—and most of them did—still had to get dinner ready when they got home.
“What was mealtime like when you were a kid?” she asked. Most of Mattie’s own dinner memories involved just her parents and quiet conversation. Josh had been out of the house by the time she was seven. “Loud?”
Jillian kept pounding, but a smile softened her expression. “Relentlessly. Dad encouraged us. Mom pretended she hated it, told Dad all the time to cut it out, but she couldn’t keep that grin off her face. She loved our noise. Still does. It’s the proof of what she’s done with her life.”
“Sounds like all of you are pretty close.”
“We’re a tight-knit group,” Jillian said, although her smile was fading. “All of us still show up every week at Mom’s for Sunday lunch. Kids, grandkids. It’s nice. Familiar. Pretty much my only standing social engagement.”
Except for you, she didn’t add.
By now, Mattie could tell when Jillian was close to shutting down, and that moment seemed seconds away. She pivoted back to the original topic of conversation. “Speaking of cooking, that’s what Gabe’s doing. On Saturday. He says he’ll make pernil. Pork shoulder, Puerto Rican-style. Good thing I don’t keep kosher, right?”
Jillian’s meat assault stopped. “Freckles,” she said and held up her stained hands to avoid touching the counter. “Gabe doesn’t like me. I don’t like him. It’s bad enough we have to interact at work, but you’re asking me to trade a night in for the smothering banality of polite chitchat with a man who’d probably throw a party if I moved away. Tell me how that’s a winning offer.”
“Why don’t you like each other?” For some reason, it hadn’t occurred to Mattie to ask this before. “Is it just a personality thing?”
The meat was probably more than well-tenderized already, but Jillian turned back to it, pounding again. “Old history.”
“What history?”
Thump. Thump. Thump. Then Jillian said, “We dated in high school. It ended badly.”
Mattie gaped at her.
“Like I said, old history.”
“You have a really terrible habit,” Mattie told her, “of holding back information that would be extremely helpful for me to know. Anything else from your mysterious past you want to get off your chest?”
Jillian shrugged. “That’s all there is. Well, I did have a bizarre childhood obsession with the song ‘Disco Duck.’ But don’t let that sway your faith in my fantastic sense of judgment.”
“Let’s ignore how I feel about your judgment for now,” Mattie said, undeterred. “You said it ended badly with Gabe? What happened?”
By now, the boneless rib eye strips looked almost completely flat. Mattie’s question hung in the empty air while Jillian took the time to wash her hands and wipe them on her worn apron, which also, Mattie realized, had probably belonged to Jack Reed. It read WHATEVER HAPPENS, WE’RE EATING IT on the front.
Eventually, Jillian sighed. “It probably won’t shock you to learn that I didn’t handle things very well.”
Mattie kept her mouth closed. The best way to get Jillian to begin opening up was to shut down her own instinct to immediately fill the silence.
“We started dating my junior year, when he was a senior. My first boyfriend. Still the longest relationship I’ve ever had. It shocked the hell out of everyone who assumed I was—” Jillian didn’t finish her sentence. “All those whispers about me stopped. The uncertainty on my mother’s face when she looked at me, that went too—at least for a while. I’d struck gold with him. A nice Catholic boy, tall, good-looking, smart? Everyone adored Gabe.”
“Including you?” Mattie couldn’t help but ask.
“Including me. I thought the world revolved around Gabe for the better part of a year.”
It was completely ridiculous to be even the smallest bit jealous about a teenage relationship from a quarter of a century ago. “So you were pretty serious about each other.”
Jillian inclined her head. “But I was going to make the professional leagues. Nothing and no one would hold me back from that. Not even Gabe. No matter what I felt for him.”
Mattie waited.
“He wanted to marry me eventually. Go to college together, settle down in Gladbeck near his whole extended family, have kids. White picket fence, dog.”
“Did you want that too?” The question was a little strangled.
“I broke it off right before he graduated. Told him exactly why.”
Mattie waited again.
“I told him,” Jillian said with a look of resignation on her face that made Mattie want, suddenly, to hug her, “that even if I was his goal, he wasn’t mine.”
“Oh,” Mattie said quietly.
“He was upset, to put it mildly. He said some cruel things to me. I was cruel right back. Mutual assured destruction. It was painful. But the pain didn’t last. I didn’t regret breaking it off. We’ve done our best to avoid each other ever since.”
It made complete sense that a teenage Jillian wouldn’t want to abandon her dreams for a boy fresh out of high school. But a small voice deep inside Mattie couldn’t help but wonder if Gabe had also gotten too close. If he’d peeked inside that seemingly impenetrable armor and seen how much tender skin was beneath it.
“Don’t worry about coming with me this weekend,” she said. “I get it. I wouldn’t want to have dinner with any of my exes either.”
Ironically, that was the closest they’d come to the subject of Heather. Jillian hadn’t ever asked, and Mattie didn’t especially want to bring it up. That felt too near to comparison, as though telling Jillian about her ex-wife would imply some kind of link between that relationship and this new, strange bond Mattie and Jillian were forging. And it was weird to talk about your former spouse with a new partner, wasn’t it?
Not a partner. A—friend. A friend you were fucking and who sometimes smiled at you in a way that made your chest feel too tight to bear.
While Jillian sliced the meat and seared it, proceeding through the steps with the kind of deliberate caution Mattie recognized from her own ineptness in the kitchen, the conversation shifted into far less fraught topics: Needing a rehearsal to focus solely on choreography. Obtaining wireless headset mics for the crew. Jillian’s new Lord of the Flies-themed challenge in her PE classes.
Tension slowly drained out of Mattie’s body now that they were in known territory. The familiar smell of sizzling onions filled the room, replacing any unease.
But then, just before Jillian poured the beef broth into the pan, she said, out of the blue, “Fine. I’m in. Tell Gabe I’m coming. And tell him no booby traps. That includes small children.”
“Really?” For some reason, the unexpected concession made Mattie feel both exhilarated and nervous. “You’re okay with being around him?”
Jillian stirred the sauce and didn’t look at Mattie. “I’m okay with being around you.”
* * *
The evening began pleasantly enough.
Mattie and Jillian were welcomed at the front door by Gabe’s wife Dana, who seemed genuinely happy to invite them into her house. Her chin-length, honey-blonde hair framed a face that Mattie instantly deemed friendly, if somewhat tired.
Gabe and Dana’s living room was, in many respects, the opposite of Jillian’s. It was overstuffed with furniture, knickknacks, and kids’ toys in a series of open bins. Just being there, in the middle of all that life and warmth, felt as if the house were offering a hug for anyone lucky enough to be inside it.
The smell of roasting pork shoulder, rich and spiced, filled the air. If a scent could be thick, this one was. Mattie’s mouth watered.
“Here you are,” Jillian said to Dana and held out a bottle of Malbec. “From us.”
Surprise flared in Mattie’s quick inhale. True, they’d arranged to bring a bottle together, but that word—us—well, it made the two of them sound like a couple on a dinner date with mutual friends.
Which they weren’t. That wasn’t what this was.
Dana took the bottle. If the inclusive pronoun surprised her, she covered it nicely. “Thank you. Good to see you again, Jillian. It’s been a really long time.”
Just those few short sentences told Mattie that Dana knew everything about Gabe and Jillian’s painful history.
“What’s-his-name’s funeral. You were pregnant.”
“God, right. With Aly. She’s in second grade now.”
“Huh,” Jillian said, and in the unusual lilt of her voice, Mattie realized that she was witnessing what happened when Jillian Reed was nervous. “Time just keeps on being linear, doesn’t it?”
Dana made an affirming noise, the kind that nicely covered a whole range of different responses, and turned to her other guest. “Mattie! It’s great to finally meet you. Gabe’s told me you’re a big hit at school, that the kids just adore you.”
“It’s mutual.” Grinning, Mattie shook Dana’s outstretched hand. “And speaking of kids, where are yours? Are they joining us for dinner?”
“The kids ate earlier. They’ll come say hi, though.” Dana cupped her hands around her mouth. “Araceli! Alejandra! Luciana! Guests are here!”
“Nice vocal projection.” Jillian seemed legitimately impressed.
The sound of stomping feet echoed through the house, and after a few seconds, three kids thundered down the staircase, the littlest one—Luci—running straight to her mother and grabbing her leg.
Araceli and Alejandra stayed on the landing, staring at Mattie and Jillian.
“You’re really tall for a woman,” Alejandra said to Jillian.
“Aly,” her mother admonished. “That isn’t polite.”
“That,” Jillian said, “is accurate.”
Mattie waved at the kids, and Luci hid her face behind Dana’s thigh. “Hey. I’m Mattie. I teach at St. Rita’s with your dad.”
“Do you grade all the time too?” Araceli wrinkled her nose. “Papi never stops.”
“I don’t grade all the time,” Gabe said as he entered the living room from the adjacent kitchen. He wore a stained apron and a big smile. “Just evenings. Weekends. Daytime. But at night, there are whole hours, sometimes even six of them at once, when I’m completely fast asleep and not grading at all.”
Araceli rolled her eyes. She was nine going on thirteen, evidently.
“What do we say to guests when they come over?” Dana prompted, looking down at Luci.
After a pause, Luci removed her face from Dana’s pants and said, in a small voice, “Welcome to our house.”
Dana smoothed the top of Luci’s head, the gesture tender and approving.
“Thank you,” Mattie said seriously, remembering how much she’d hated it in her own childhood when adults laughed at her attempts to socialize. “Your house is really nice.”
“I have a big-kid bike,” Luci told her. Apparently, from her perspective, that was the nicest part of the house. “Santa gave it to me. I still need training wheels.”
“We’re about twenty minutes out, folks.” Gabe thumbed back toward the kitchen. “Dana, want to take drink orders while I finish the rice?” He wasn’t looking in Jillian’s direction. Nothing he said acknowledged her specific presence.
Jillian wasn’t looking at him either. Instead, she was examining the children, a thoughtful expression on her face.
She was looking at an alternate life path, Mattie realized. One where Jillian had married Gabe and bought this house, or one very like it, and had children who would’ve resembled these kids. Only, maybe, with sharp chins, high cheekbones, and long limbs.
Without another word, Gabe disappeared back into the kitchen.
“Mom, Papi said we could watch Luca in your bedroom,” Aly pleaded. “He already said we could do it.”
Dana pretended to think while her daughters begged, clearly aware their mother was teasing. “All right.” She slumped in mock defeat. “Celi’s in charge. Listen to her.”
Araceli’s face lit up with the sweet triumph of short-term power.
After the girls ran back up the steps, Aly calling the right side of the bed while Luci yelled that it wasn’t fair, that it was her turn to be on Mama’s side, Dana turned back to Mattie and Jillian with a somewhat weary smile.
“Never a quiet moment,” she commented. “At least the rest of the night should be peaceful—I hope.”
Thinking of Jillian and Gabe, Mattie silently agreed.
For a while, the evening proceeded placidly, though not without a few awkward moments. Dana, they learned, really didn’t care for sports. “Same as Gabe—he’s never liked them either.” When that landed in the room, the implications reverberating, Dana followed up with a too-quick comment on how glad she was that St. Rita’s had such a strong athletics program.
“Thirteen state championships,” she said brightly, and quick pain flashed over Jillian’s face. Thirteen. Not fourteen.
But a generous glass of wine helped Mattie relax a bit, and Dana, thankfully, jumped between topics with ease. Once they were finally seated at the cozy dining room table, surrounded by the impressive bounty of Gabe’s home cooking, they settled into a reassuring rhythm of polite small talk.
Mattie cut herself another bite of a thick pernil slice and reflected that the get-together was going surprisingly well so far.
“You’re pretty quiet tonight, Jillian,” Gabe said, and Mattie’s stomach dropped. So much for optimism. “Not your usual self, huh?”
Jillian, to his right, looked at Gabe directly. Mattie couldn’t see her eyes well, but she knew that piercing stare. “How would you know what my usual self is?”
Well, there went the evening.
“Gabriel,” Dana warned just as Mattie said, in the same tone of voice, “Jillian.”
“I’m being nice,” Gabe said in a way that made it obvious his wife had instructed him earlier to behave. “I didn’t say anything wrong. She’s being quiet. And she’s not a quiet person. That’s just a fact.”
“When’s the last time we exchanged more than a few words at a time, Gabe? Five years ago? For all you know, I’ve changed. Just because we”—Jillian stabbed a piece of fried plantain on her plate—“were involved when we were teenagers doesn’t mean you understand one thing about me now.”
Surprise flashed over Gabe’s face. He glanced at Mattie, clearly taking in her lack of reaction. “She knows?”
“Obviously,” Jillian said as though she hadn’t kept the information to herself until a couple of days ago.
Gabe sighed. “I should’ve told you,” he said to Mattie. “I just didn’t want you to think I had a personal vendetta. Then the longer I went without saying anything, the more awkward it felt to bring it up.”
“You absolutely
have a personal vendetta.” Unmasked anger blazed in Jillian’s glare. “Don’t pretend otherwise. It’s simple. You don’t like me, and you think everyone else should feel the same way you do.”
How could Mattie ever have hoped this night would go smoothly? Or even decently?
“Change of subject, folks,” Dana announced and turned to Mattie. “How’s the musical coming along? You’re opening in early April, right? Does everyone know their lines by now?”
“Well, so far, it’s—”
“You know, Gabe,” Jillian interrupted, “for nearly fifteen years, you’ve done your absolute best to make sure every single one of our colleagues thinks the worst of me, Freckles here included.” She turned to Mattie. “I know what he told you—that I’d do anything to get what I want. That I don’t give a damn if I hurt people.”
Mattie looked down at her plate.
“Yes, as a matter of fact,” Gabe said. “That’s exactly what I told her.”
Dana’s brow furrowed. “Gabe, Jillian’s our guest. You know I’m not okay with you insulting someone we invited into our home.”
“I’d much prefer him insulting me,” Jillian said, “to pretending everything’s just fine.”
“You know what?” Gabe put down his fork. “If you don’t want to pretend, then let’s have a real conversation. Right now. We’re long overdue.”
“I’ll be upstairs until you’re done.” Dana’s words had turned sharp and bitter. “I’m not going to watch you do this with her.”
“Dana—”
She stood, her dinner plate still mostly untouched, and shook her head. “No. It’s been more than twenty years, Gabriel. Get over it.” Without further comment, she departed for the staircase.
If Dana wasn’t sticking around, Mattie shouldn’t be at the table either. She began to rise from her chair.
“Stay, Freckles,” Jillian told her, and Mattie froze. “This concerns you too.”
“Don’t order her around.” Gabe’s expression rapidly darkened, a series of gathered storm clouds. “She can leave if she wants. I don’t blame her for not wanting to be in the room right now.”
“Oh, what a gentleman.” Mockery warped Jillian’s tone into sarcasm. “So kind. So thoughtful. Of course she can leave if she wants. I’m not restraining her.”
“Both of you, stop talking about me like I’m not here,” Mattie snapped.
Gabe and Jillian looked at her, seeming abashed. In that, at least, they had one commonality.
“I’ll stay,” Mattie continued, “if you really want me to, Jillian, but I don’t see what I’ve got to do with this.”
A long pause, and then Jillian said, “Did Gabe ever tell you that I was behind those girls getting food poisoning?”
Mattie sat down heavily.
God. That story about Jillian’s second year at St. Rita’s. The championship her Peacemakers won because the other team got sick right before the game. Gabe cautioning Mattie: I’ve spent years listening to Jillian tell everyone that she’ll stop at nothing to win.
“Did he tell you I did it?” Jillian’s voice shook slightly, in what might’ve been anger. She turned to Gabe again. “I’d have to be a sociopath to intentionally poison some teenagers. That’s what you really think of me, Gabe?”
“He didn’t tell me you did it,” Mattie protested. “Just that—they got sick. And that there were rumors.” She felt sick herself, the few bites of pernil and rice she’d eaten churning unhappily in her stomach. Looking back, it seemed unthinkable that she’d ever wondered, even for a split second, if Jillian could do something so horrible.
“Oh, so he just made you think it was possible. I see.”
“I shouldn’t have repeated that story,” Gabe said quietly. “I’m sorry I did that.”
“But you did repeat it. What in God’s name did I ever do to you that made you think so badly of me?”
“You broke my heart, Jillian! Just tossed me aside without a second thought. You made me feel like trash, you know that? Like I was worthless compared to what you really wanted.”
“I had plans for my future. What was I supposed to do, throw those away for an eighteen-year-old? Marry you, have your children, go to church with you every single Sunday, become my mother? I didn’t want that life!”
“You acted like I meant nothing to you! And then you gave up your professional soccer career like that was nothing too, even though you chose it over me. I guess I was just more disposable than the other disposable things in your life.”
“You meant something to me.” Jillian’s face was pale. “You weren’t disposable. And if you don’t understand that, then there’s all the more evidence that I made the right choice.”
“Great.” Gabe threw up his hands. “Fantastic. I’m so glad we had this talk.”
“Let’s go,” Jillian said to Mattie. It was her turn to stand up, and as she did, the chair beneath her moved back so quickly that it almost toppled over. “I never should’ve come here in the first place. Thanks so much for dinner, Gabe. Let’s do it again in another twenty-three years.”
“Wait,” Mattie said, but Jillian was already storming toward the front door.
Gabe looked down at his lap and sighed. “I’m sorry, Mattie. I really did want this to be a nice evening. Some wounds just don’t heal over, I guess. Dana’s really going to let me have it after you leave. And she should.”
“Jillian meant what she said, you know.” At least Mattie could tell him that. He might be able to hear it from her, if he couldn’t hear it from Jillian. “It did hurt her a lot when she broke up with you. I think she feels things much more deeply than anyone knows.”
When Gabe’s eyes met hers, their gaze was sharp and discerning.
Mattie had to resist the urge to break contact and look away.
“Be careful, Mattie,” he said, and the slow, deliberate warning made Mattie wonder, uneasily, if he hadn’t noticed more than he’d let on. “Just be careful with her, okay? That’s all.”



CHAPTER 20
JUST BE CAREFUL WITH HER.
Mattie understood why Gabe thought a warning was necessary, but Mattie and Jillian’s current situation just wasn’t comparable to a relationship between teenagers more than two decades ago. Gabe had needed more, wanted a future with Jillian, and, well, that obviously wasn’t on the table now.
Besides, Jillian’s goals weren’t opposed to Mattie’s priorities the way they’d been with Gabe’s all those years ago. In fact, they overlapped more now than they ever had, since the fall soccer season was long over and done. Typically, St. Rita’s had a softball team that played in the spring, but interest among the student body was low, and Jillian outright refused to allocate her time and energy to a roster that couldn’t even sustain double digits. Mattie knew Jillian couldn’t stomach the prospect of another losing venture.
Instead, in the absence of athletics, Jillian’s extracurricular focus was exclusively on Miss Munitions. For the first time, Mattie experienced what it was like to be on the receiving end of Jillian Reed’s full professional attention. It was like sun through a magnifying glass, burning the paper beneath it.
Since December, Jillian had transformed herself into a self-taught expert on technical theater. Mattie, who’d never been especially proficient at tech and preferred to focus on performance, was astounded by the extent of Jillian’s newly acquired knowledge. In addition to her role as codirector, Jillian was now their lighting coordinator, their construction supervisor, and their lead scenic designer, someone who tossed around terms like throw distance and flats and prop table with ease. A worn copy of Theatrical Design and Production, procured online, accompanied her to each rehearsal, its pages bookmarked with dozens of sticky tabs.
If Jillian couldn’t be the best girls’ soccer coach in Pennsylvania, then she’d damn well make sure she was the best high school musical codirector.
Her intense dedication was completely unsurprising. It also made Mattie ache when she thought about how much Jillian cared. How deeply Jillian needed others to see her as exceptional in order to keep herself going.
Just be careful with her.
Mattie was. Not in the way Gabe meant.
These days, she felt increasingly protective of Jillian, wanting to do whatever she could to make Jillian smile, to make her eyes glow with good humor. Luckily, it wasn’t hard. They always had a shared memory to reference, a pointed observation to make, or an impression to perform. By now, Mattie could pull off an imitation of Cynthia so accurate, it put Jillian in stitches.
She laughed more and more these days. So did Mattie.
In fact, after one evening phone call in mid-February, when she’d laughed enough to attract her parents’ attention, her dad said—so casually that Mattie knew something was up—“That was Jillian Reed, huh? You two seem like you’re getting along like a house on fire. Spending time together, talking on the phone at all hours. Even after a long workday.”
Mattie was instantly alert. “There’s a lot to discuss. Six weeks until opening night.”
Leonard closed the book he’d been reading and placed it next to him on the couch. “I’d like to meet her, this Jillian. So would your mother. How about inviting her over for dinner?”
Oh, dear God, not another dinner. Mattie still hadn’t fully recovered from the last one. “I’m not sure that’s a good idea, Dad.”
“Someone who makes my girl laugh like that,” her father said, “is someone I’d like to know better.”
He looked at her levelly, and Mattie, taken aback by the frankness of his gaze, thought to herself that her father had never said anything like this about her exes. He’d always been polite, of course, especially to Heather, but politeness and genuine interest were different.
“You’re”—Leonard made a gesture with his hands that would’ve been incomprehensible to anyone else but his wife and children—“with her, aren’t you? A girlfriend? Is that what they still call it? I’m not up on the language.”
Mattie hesitated. Jillian wasn’t out. Even a nod would be a betrayal. But she couldn’t lie to her father either. “I can’t answer that, Dad, okay? I really can’t. I’m sorry. But you’ve just got to trust me on this. I have good reasons.”
“That farkakte school is behind this,” he muttered. “They have no right to tell you how to live your life. Or anyone else. This is a free country.”
“It’s a religious school, Dad,” Mattie said gently. “They actually do have a right, according to the Supreme Court. I have to attend Mass and everything. Remember, I told you about the forehead ashes?”
On Ash Wednesday, the first day of Lent, they’d had a special morning Mass at St. Rita’s to honor the opening of the season of Catholic penance. Just about everyone present had received a forehead marking of ashes in the shape of a cross. Mattie assumed she was the only faculty member not lined up until she’d looked behind her and saw Jillian. She was still in her seat, not moving, forehead clean.
“Well, it’s a wrong right.” Leonard shook his head. “You bring that Jillian over here. Talk to your mother about when.”
When turned out to be the last Saturday in February, and to Mattie’s shock, it was actually a nice evening. As quiet as Jillian had been at Gabe’s prior to the blow-up, she was animated with Leonard and Patty, freely sharing stories from her professional soccer days that even Mattie hadn’t heard yet. All her remarkable force seemed to go into charming Mattie’s parents, as if she cared what they thought of her. As if she were—possibly—trying to make up for their last outing with another couple.
No. Not another couple. A couple.
Of course, Patty and Leonard wanted to talk about the musical since Mattie, exhausted by her grueling routine, rarely had the energy for lengthy conversations about work. Jillian met their questions with enthusiasm; it was a rare opportunity to share, in great detail, the intricacies of colored gel inserts and how to hang and focus a light. Of course, Jillian’s descriptions of her new skills weren’t one bit burdened by false humility.
One moment, though, just before dessert, nearly made Mattie drop her fork onto her kugel.
“Mattie says,” Leonard commented, from the head of the table, “that you’ve been a big help to her with this whole show. I’m glad she’s got someone like you around for support.”
Mattie winced inwardly. Her dad meant well, but the only thing Jillian hated more than slow drivers, or the word “adulting,” was any implication that Jillian herself wasn’t in charge.
She waited for Jillian to loudly deny that she was the human equivalent of a load-bearing wall. Instead, Jillian said, “Not ‘someone like me,’ Leonard. There isn’t anyone like me.”
“Well,” Leonard said and laughed. “I’m beginning to see that’s true.”
“But,” Jillian continued, “you and I are in agreement on this. I’m glad she’s got me too.”
The smile she gave Mattie across the table was so full, so unguarded, that Mattie, face on fire, almost couldn’t stand the force of all that light.
Somehow, she managed to get down the rest of the kugel.
That comment could’ve been tactical. Jillian clearly wanted Leonard and Patty to like her, for some reason. It had to be tactical. Because if it was more than that, if behind those simple words lay an ocean of unspoken meaning, Mattie might drown in it before she could take her next breath.
“So she’s a nice girl after all,” Patty stage-whispered later in the kitchen while she and Mattie were unwrapping the cake. “Who knew?”
“Not an oysshteler
like you thought?” Mattie couldn’t help asking.
Patty shrugged. “Could be. But she’s got good reasons to brag about herself.”
Mattie, surprised, didn’t respond.
And before bringing the cake in on a platter, Patty leaned in and said into Mattie’s ear, “She could teach you something about going after what you want, my baby. Let her.”
* * *
It wasn’t until a few nights later that Jillian asked Mattie, seemingly out of nowhere, “Did you tell your parents about us?”
They were on the couch in Jillian’s living room and watching a Carole Lombard screwball comedy from the 1930s. Judging by how quickly every actor spoke, it appeared they’d gotten paid by the word.
Mattie pressed the pause button in the middle of one of Carole’s very long sentences. “No,” she said and settled back into the couch cushions. “I wouldn’t do that without your permission. But I think they guessed. They know me pretty well.”
The way you look at her, her father had said to her after the dinner, like she hung the moon.
“They aren’t—?” Jillian stopped. “They can’t tell anyone.”
Why was Mattie’s stomach sinking so rapidly? She’d known the deal since late November, and now it was the beginning of March. That was a lot of time to get used to keeping someone else’s secret. To being someone else’s secret.
“They won’t,” she said and then, unable to stop herself, “Do you ever think about coming out?”
“As what?”
“As whatever you are. Not straight, I guess.”
“That’s nobody’s business but mine,” Jillian said. “And the person I’m sleeping with.” She gave Mattie a half smile, the kind that made a silent offer.
Mattie chose to ignore it. “I’m not saying you have to broadcast a label to the world. But aren’t you even a little bit tired of pretending to be someone you’re not?”
“I’m me,” Jillian insisted. “And I’ve never implied otherwise. To anyone.” She leaned in and nuzzled Mattie’s neck, indicating that this particular conversation was done.
Mattie closed her eyes for a moment, letting Jillian’s mouth brush lazily over her exposed skin. “We wouldn’t have to sneak around,” she said after a while. “Hypothetically. If we were both out. If we weren’t at St. Rita’s.”
Jillian pulled back abruptly. “So this is about you.”
“No—I mean, it’s not not about me, but that’s not the point. I just meant that if you came out, maybe you wouldn’t constantly expend all this energy to keep yourself in separate pieces.”
“I won’t abandon my Peacemakers.”
“I know you love what you do, but”—how could Mattie put this without being dismissive?—“jobs are replaceable, Jillian. Your life isn’t.”
“Don’t patronize me.” A muscle twitched in Jillian’s cheek. “My job is my life. Last year’s championship notwithstanding, I’ve built up the best girls’ soccer team in Pennsylvania. I’m committed to these kids. You want me to leave all of that so I can slap some kind of label on my forehead and let everyone see my personal business? You think that’s the secret ingredient that’s going to make me happy?”
“It made me happier to come out. You know that. I told you what it was like.”
“I’m not you.”
Mattie considered Jillian’s mother, Jillian’s brothers, the few people who made up her world. Brian might be accepting, but the others? She couldn’t blame Jillian for not wanting to risk the life she’d built, especially when Jillian wasn’t comfortable with who she really was. “I just want better for you. That’s all.”
“And you’re what’s better?”
That felt way too close to a question Mattie refused to ask herself. “Not hiding is better. Eventually.”
Jillian exhaled, her breath slow and shaky. “I could lose everything,” she said after a moment.
“I know, but—”
“You have no right. This is my choice, not some scene you get to improvise because you think you know what’s best for me. I’m not your project. I’m not your charity case.”
“For God’s sake, Jillian, you’re not my anything!” Mattie cried out.
Jillian made a small noise as if she’d been struck.
Oh no. Oh no. How long had that been there, waiting for an excuse to surface? Maybe if Mattie concentrated hard enough, she could shrink into herself and fold again and again until she slipped between the couch cushions. Too late to take it back. How humiliating, to realize you wanted something that wasn’t offered.
“What are you saying?” Jillian asked so quietly that Mattie could hear her dismay rattling between each syllable. “This isn’t enough for you? What we’ve got?”
“Is it enough for you?” Mattie knew that wasn’t an answer.
“It’s more,” Jillian said softly, “than I ever thought I’d have.”
Her face, that beautiful angular face, was etched with years of sunken pain. At some unknown point over the past months, Jillian’s inscrutability had become easy for Mattie to interpret. She could read decades of effort on that face, all the bits of Jillian that had strained toward a path she thought would save her.
Mattie heard herself saying, “It’s more than I ever thought I’d have too.”
The truth felt awful and remarkable all at once. Mattie might be the more experienced of the two of them when it came to relationships, but she’d never been with anyone who made her burn the way Jillian did—and not just sexually either. That flame inside Jillian, the bright flare of her, had caught the wick of Mattie’s life and ignited a light Mattie was terrified would go out.
Dear God, she pleaded silently. Was anyone listening? Please, please don’t let it go out.
Mattie reached out and touched Jillian’s cheek, cupping it with the palm of her hand. “I’m sorry,” she said. “You’re right. It’s your choice.”
Jillian closed her eyes and leaned into the caress, turning her head. Her lips pressed gently against Mattie’s palm.
They sat together like that, without speaking, for a long time. Minutes.
Eventually, Jillian spoke into Mattie’s hand. “When were you born? I know you’re two years younger than I am, but what month and day?”
This wasn’t about a birth chart. Jillian thought astrology was bullshit. “Why?”
“Because I want to know.”
That didn’t explain anything at all, but at least this didn’t feel like a sensitive topic. “July 26.”
“Huh.” Jillian didn’t elaborate further. She turned her face toward Mattie again.
“Planning a birthday surprise?” Mattie kept her voice light. “Just so you know, I hate karaoke.”
Jillian appeared to be considering her response. “If I know when you were born, I know when you weren’t here yet. When you were about to be born. And”—her cheeks were pink—“it’s nice, that’s all. Thinking about a world that was getting ready to have you in it.”
Mattie’s breath drained out of her in a wild rush, leaving her lungs empty and her throat horribly full. In that moment, she knew, with total and seismic certainty, that she loved Jillian Reed.
“Oh,” she managed.
And because she couldn’t do anything else—not think or talk or breathe—because all Mattie could do was give herself up to a realization that would change her life, she leaned in and kissed Jillian with every bit of feeling she had.
Jillian made a soft sound of surprise, but she kissed Mattie back, just as eager as she always was to lose herself. Without hesitation, she slid her fingers through Mattie’s curls, digging into her scalp, and pulled Mattie against her. Hard.
Mattie gasped and surged forward, overwhelmed by want.
Jillian felt it, clearly. Her right hand dropped to Mattie’s left hip and cupped her there. “I know what you need,” she murmured.
No, you don’t. Mattie shifted restlessly. “Yes.”
“You love being full of me, don’t you?” Jillian pressed her forefinger and middle finger into Mattie’s hip. A promise.
I love it. I love— “Yes.”
“I love watching my fingers sliding in and out of you. The way you grind down on my hand, like you can’t help yourself.”
Jesus. Mattie clenched. Couldn’t help that either. “Yes,” she whispered for a third time. “But Jillian—I want—would you—do you—?”
Love me too. Love me enough to be as frightened as I am.
She pulled back enough to look into Jillian’s inkwell eyes and tried not to search there. Failed. Did she see Jillian’s own longing, or was Mattie staring at her reflection?
“You want to be inside me,” Jillian said.
It was another way to say what Mattie wanted. She nodded. “Only if you really want it too.”
Jillian exhaled. Desire slackened her expression, made it hazy. “Yes.”
Mattie stood and held out her hand in a wordless invitation.
Jillian took it.
For one wild, ridiculous second, as Jillian tugged Mattie to her feet, Mattie wondered if Jillian was about to scoop her up and carry her off like some—like a bride, like a woman carrying a bride over a permanent threshold Jillian would never let herself cross—
Instead, Jillian led her toward the bedroom.
Once there, they let go just long enough to find each other again, Jillian pulling down Mattie on top of her as they rolled onto the bed’s soft flannel sheets. Kissed and kissed and kissed, until Mattie’s heart wasn’t the only thing that felt tender—her mouth soft and sensitive beneath Jillian’s urgency.
It was as though the crumbled wall inside Mattie had held back not just love but the full depth of her desire too. Now, as she and Jillian groped at each other, feral desperation began to shriek in every limb and cell and nerve. Shameless. Oh, Mattie was shameless to be this greedy already, so quickly softened and swollen for whatever she could get.
The little noises Mattie made were in Jillian’s open mouth too, getting higher and louder as Jillian’s short nails scraped against the back of Mattie’s neck, as she cupped and squeezed Mattie’s ass with her other hand.
Need burned sanity to dust.
“Love”—Mattie gasped, and Jillian’s soft cry stung against her teeth—“love—your body—your skin—love how it feels on me.” She writhed. “Please. I need you naked.”
“Yes.” Jillian breathed. “Yes.” Underneath the eager agreement, another plea trembled. This is all we can have together. Let it be enough.
It wasn’t enough. It was a mouthful in famine. Mattie managed to pull back and sat up, yanking her sweater over her head as quickly as she could.
Jillian followed suit.
Once nothing was left for either of them to remove, Jillian sat on the edge of the bed, her bare skin pinked with heat.
Wordlessly, Mattie straddled Jillian’s lap, one folded leg on each side, and sank down.
Skin to skin, they kissed again, and for longer, clutching at each other until the ache between Mattie’s thighs became unbearable. Jillian was right there, so close—Mattie rubbed up against her. More, she had to have more.
Then, very slowly, as though Mattie had spoken out loud, Jillian let go, braced her elbows on the bed, and leaned back. She arched her spine so that her taut abdomen rose higher. And Mattie understood exactly what Jillian offered.
With a soft, glad cry, Mattie moved to position herself over Jillian and pressed down, grinding her swollen lips into Jillian’s stomach. She moaned from the friction, moaned from more than that too. Mattie would leave her mark, wouldn’t she? Leave a wet mess all over that perfect skin? Some part of her would stay for a while.
Looking up at Mattie, Jillian rasped, “I need your mouth on me, Freckles.”
In mid grind, Mattie whimpered.
“Can you do that?” Jillian’s words were gentle, threadbare. “Or should I take care of you first? Does this little thing you’re rubbing on me need it too much?”
Through the thick haze of Mattie’s desperation, one idea managed to struggle to the surface: Jillian needed something from her; she’d asked, and Mattie could give it. She managed to pull back and moved clumsily from Jillian’s lap to kneel on the carpeted floor.
She’d eaten Jillian out before, but each time felt new. As Mattie positioned herself between Jillian’s spreading legs, near-hysterical delight bloomed at the sight of those soft brown hairs nestled over what was so pink and needy. The ache between her own thighs throbbed around the absence of pressure to fill it.
I get to have this. I get to have her. For now.
Waiting, Jillian whimpered.
Mattie lowered her mouth.
Very slowly, she slipped her tongue inside the soft, parted cleft to seek what Mattie knew was ready for her. When she found it, all that wet, salt, and heat, Mattie groaned against her gift. She couldn’t help it, didn’t want to.
Jillian, above her, grabbed Mattie’s head and pulled her in, hard.
She could push me away. I could lose her.
By now, they both knew a spot just at the side of Jillian’s clit that drove her wild, and Mattie lavished it with attention as Jillian clawed Mattie’s curls, pressed her thighs into Mattie’s ears. Again, again, and again, Mattie worked that needy place with the flat of her tongue until Jillian, nearly sobbing, had soaked Mattie’s chin.
Mattie drew back just enough to speak, and Jillian whined in protest.
“Gonna give you one finger,” Mattie panted. “To start.”
Through the thick muzzle of Jillian’s thighs still pressed against the side of her head, Mattie could make out muted cries.
“Tell me. Please, Jillian. Tell me you want me.” No, no, she hadn’t meant to say that! “Tell me you want it.”
“Yes!” Jillian cried out in a burst of desperation. “Oh, Mattie—Mattie, please—”
At the sound of her name, her real name, in Jillian’s mouth, Mattie felt a pulse so strong that for a second, she thought she might be coming.
“I’ve got you, honey,” she managed. “It’s okay, it’s okay, I’ve got you.”
She slid one finger into Jillian’s soaked opening.
Instantly, Jillian clenched tight around Mattie. Helpless sounds came from her throat. “More,” she moaned after a while. “Another one.”
Mattie obeyed, joining a second finger to the first, and lowered her mouth again. She needed to take Jillian in as many places as she could.
The world was Jillian’s clit, swollen hard against Mattie’s tongue, and the world was inside Jillian, the tight, wet heat of her, that rough orange-rind spot against which Mattie crooked her fingers, bringing out more and more cries.
You love it, she wanted to tell Jillian. Don’t you see? You love letting me in. Her mouth felt too full, ready to spill.
When Jillian finally came, her body seized and shook, surrendering to its own inflexible demand. Sobbing for breath, she jerked against Mattie’s mouth.
Mattie chased the orgasm as best she could, wanting, impossibly, to catch and keep it.
Then Jillian fell backward onto the bed, winded, and Mattie withdrew.
“I’ll take care of you,” Jillian managed, still gasping. “Give me just a minute.”
Mattie let her right hand rest for a moment on Jillian’s strong thigh. She rubbed her wet fingers against warm, soft skin and the hard muscle beneath as Jillian tried to catch her breath.
I’ll take care of you. Jillian would.
For now.
Mattie shook her head, although Jillian’s eyes were closed. She said softly, “I’m fine. I got everything I needed.”
It was the worst lie she’d ever told.



CHAPTER 21
NOTHING COULD DISTRACT MATTIE FROM herself, not even her classes.
She’d be giving a lesson on how to make a believable stage wound, and then, in the middle of a bold outline with an eyebrow pencil, she’d think, I’m in love with Jillian. Or she’d be explaining the ancient Greek concept of deus ex machina when she’d remember, I’m in love with Jillian.
Each time, it shook her, and the impact was embarrassingly obvious. A few students had checked in with her after their classes were over, wanting to know if she was okay. Mattie told them she was just tired from the musical, that she’d be fine after a good night’s sleep.
She wasn’t getting a good night’s sleep.
In the dark, Mattie would stare up at the ceiling she couldn’t see, every molecule of her body grasping for reassurance that simply wasn’t there. The facts were undeniable now that she was letting herself face them. Mattie was head over heels in love with a woman who wasn’t out, who didn’t seem interested in being out, and who, worst of all, might not—probably didn’t—love her in return.
Jillian was completely unavailable in nearly every way that mattered.
What was Mattie supposed to do? Just let the status quo continue as long as she could bear it and stay hidden for Jillian’s sake? Or tell Jillian how she felt, what she needed, and risk ending what they had?
It wasn’t Mattie’s place to pull Jillian out of the closet, but that didn’t mean Mattie had to accept the conditions of being with her either. Not when she could finally admit to herself that she wanted more. Secrecy had been thrilling when she’d convinced herself it was just sex. Then the thrill had faded, replaced by longing she couldn’t voice.
Of course, it hadn’t been just sex. She could see that now. It was sex, and it was friendship, and when she hadn’t seen it coming, it was love.
Matilda Belman could not sustain a life where her love had no oxygen.
The only way through was to tell Jillian.
But Mattie found as the days passed that she couldn’t bring herself to do that either. She’d be at Jillian’s for dinner, working herself up to a confession, and then Jillian would say something hilarious and unhinged and weirdly tender and so perfectly her that Mattie’s heart seized in a total revolt against honesty.
I’ll tell her tomorrow, she would promise herself, and tomorrow always came, with another tomorrow after it.
By the second week of March, Miss Munitions was just ten rehearsals out from opening night and six rehearsals away from the all-important tech week—when they’d practice running the show with all elements present and no stopping for changes. Mattie still hadn’t told Jillian how she felt.
God, she was a coward. Which was even worse, probably, than being a failure. Or the same.
Worst of all, Jillian had begun to notice that something was off.
“You okay, Freckles?” she asked during one rehearsal break, when most of their kids were offstage and focused on their phones. Mrs. Kuzma was at the piano, absorbed in her novel with a nearly naked man on the cover. “You’ve been weird lately. What’s going on?”
Mattie couldn’t say anything right now. “I’m fine. It’s just—” She waved at the stage. “All of that. You get it.”
Jillian seemed to accept the excuse, probably because it wasn’t an outright lie. Mattie really was overwhelmed. Now that they were nearing the end of rehearsals, her responsibilities had increased exponentially. Just in the last week, she’d secured costume rentals from her college theater department, put together a costume bible with actors’ measurements, ordered every last small prop online, overseen Emily’s efforts to create the show program, and finalized their admittedly basic choreography.
Somehow, though, she still managed to make room for plenty of dread.
“By the way,” Jillian continued, startling Mattie out of her inward gaze, “Scarlett told me her mother’s stopping by rehearsal later to talk to us. She has a request.”
“Ugh.” Mattie instantly dreaded whatever Scarlett’s mother wanted. After the morality clause and Cynthia’s sugary conservatism, parents were the worst part of her job. Many of them were appreciative, but the more involved ones tended to think their baby girl was the only student who mattered. Requests were never good.
“Scarlett thinks her mother wants us to have rehearsal start later so Scarlett can do community service at St. Agnes’s after school. I’ve got half a mind to tell that woman she’s more self-absorbed than a wet sponge.”
“Don’t,” Mattie said. “Scarlett’s mother’s bringing in that vintage enamel kitchen table and chairs. We can’t afford to make her angry. Literally.”
“Which is why I said ‘half a mind,’ not a whole mind. I’ll bite my tongue, don’t worry.” Jillian leaned back in the folding chair. “You should be the one to talk to her. You’re better at interpersonal skills than I am.”
It took a moment for Mattie to process this. “Did you just tell me that I’m better at something than you are?”
“Despite what others may think,” Jillian said, “I know how to admit when someone’s got a talent.”
Mattie would not blush. And she wouldn’t let herself feel a leap of wild, impossible hope in her chest either.
She looked at her watch instead. “Break’s over,” she announced, and while Mrs. Kuzma put away her book, Mattie turned toward the back of the auditorium. “Hey, folks, we need Dolly and Joe onstage for ‘Sweet Talk.’ Eldon and the factory girls, you’re up next, so be ready.”
As always, Emily reacted first, rushing back to her chair at the directors’ folding table. Her clipboard burst with torn script pages and handwritten notes that appeared illegible.
Following Emily’s lead, Aubrey and Kylie jumped up from their seats on the floor—God, Mattie missed that energy—and made their way onto the stage. Although they weren’t in costume yet, the girls were dressed in a vague approximation of their characters; Aubrey had on overalls and work boots, while Kylie sported a wide necktie she’d probably snagged from a grandparent.
“Sweet Talk” was, when you boiled it down to essentials, a song about Dolly and Joe trying to find a private spot at the factory so they could canoodle. Of course, at St. Rita’s, Mattie and Jillian could never stage any explicitly romantic overtures between two female students, even if one of them was pretending to be male. “Lips” became “arms,” kisses were now friendly hugs, “lover” was “dear.”
In the end, though, it didn’t matter. As performed by Aubrey and Kylie, the song still felt electric, and the censorship did the opposite of its intent, as though hiding what was between the characters made it more romantic, not less.
Sometimes hidden things refused to stay that way.
“Ms. Belman? Coach Reed?” Aubrey asked after they’d finished the first song run-through. “Can I kiss Kylie on the cheek at the end? It’s really, really weird to end on a hug. They’re in love.”
Mattie couldn’t see Jillian tense next to her, but she knew it was happening. “It has to be a hug, Aubrey.”
“Because this school is homophobic,” Kylie said loudly. “And transphobic. It’s bullshit.”
Mrs. Kuzma whistled once, low, and closed the piano fallboard.
“There are certain guidelines,” Mattie said, choosing her words very carefully, “that we need to follow. Coach Reed and I are responsible for making sure this production sticks to St. Rita’s policies.”
“But don’t you think it’s unfair?” Aubrey asked.
Yes, Mattie wanted to say. Bullshit is exactly the right word for what it is. “What I think isn’t important.”
Kylie looked down at the stage. Aubrey’s obvious disappointment could probably be seen from the back of the auditorium.
She’d said the wrong thing, Mattie realized. Taken the coward’s route. Because what she thought about this issue mattered to her students.
To her right, Jillian’s breathing was faintly audible.
“Okay.” Mattie took a deep breath of her own. “I mean that school policy has to outweigh whatever my own personal feelings are about this.” Coward.
“What are your own personal feelings about this, Ms. Belman?”
The question was Olivia’s, coming from behind Mattie.
She turned to look at the girl, who stood with her hands in her jean pockets, legs planted wide like the character she played. The rest of the cast and crew were watching too. Izzy seemed especially alert.
“What Olivia said,” Kylie added, and Aubrey nodded. “We all want to know what you think. We’ve talked about it.”
Mattie, turning back to face the stage, could feel Jillian’s silent warning. Watch yourself, Freckles.
It was yet another choice between what Mattie knew was right and what she was able to endure. This one, though, was a decision she couldn’t delay.
Whom did she want to defend? Cynthia Richter, who believed Mattie and people like her should conform to some prejudiced standard? Or the teenagers in this auditorium, who watched her closely, needing to hear their director take a stance?
Mattie was a teacher. Even if it was only for one year, that role meant more than a signature on a contract.
“What I think,” Mattie began, “is that I’m proud of you for pushing back, Kylie. And I wish we could put on this show without having to follow an unjust policy.” She gripped her legs just above the knee. “The rules aren’t fair. They’re not right. And they’re not what any of you deserve. You should have better. I’m so sorry that I can’t give you better.”
There. She’d risked her job by openly defying St. Rita policy, if any of their students told Cynthia. But the risk was worth it, just to see that relieved expression spread across Kylie’s face.
A quick glance at Izzy confirmed that Mattie had done the right thing. Their eyes were huge, holding what looked like hope.
“Well done, cookie,” Mrs. Kuzma said. Her gentle, kind smile made Mattie feel a little like crying.
“I’d like to speak now,” Jillian announced. She stood, angling herself in a way that made the front of her body visible to everyone—profile left. Mattie had taught her that. “You all know that we’re approaching the end of Lent.”
The auditorium was pin-drop quiet.
“Growing up, I was taught that Lent was about creating absence.” For a brief second, Jillian’s gaze met Mattie’s, then flickered away. “A time to abstain so we can reflect on Jesus’s sacrifice and make space for God’s love in our lives. How many of you have given something up for Lent this year?”
Almost everyone but Mattie raised a hand, including Mrs. Kuzma.
“I didn’t,” Jillian said bluntly. “I don’t believe anymore that abstaining is the best way to honor what’s sacred.”
A few gasps arose from the students at what Mattie knew, for Catholics, was blasphemy.
“What do I believe in?” Jillian swiveled her head, taking in the students. “I’ll tell you, animals. Commitment. Action. The pursuit of an honest life. Following the north of your inner compass.”
Nods all around. Mattie realized her own head was moving in affirmation.
“Doyle.” Jillian pointed at Kylie. “What do you want to commit to? Tell us.”
“I want to commit to calling out bullshit,” Kylie said after a pause.
“Excellent, sprout. Off to a great start. Who’s next? Mrs. Kuzma?”
“I’ll commit,” Mrs. Kuzma said, “to watching at least one Phillies game this season with Eddie. It makes him so gosh darn happy to tell me what they’re doing wrong.”
“Wonderful.” Jillian turned to look at their students. “Aguilar. Commit to something.”
Olivia took a moment to consider. “I commit to being less irritated by certain people.”
“You’ll do it. Red, your turn.”
“I commit to being the best version of myself I can be,” Emily said eagerly. “Even if that means hiding my light under a bushel sometimes because it’s too overwhelming for certain people.”
No eye roll from Olivia, who was apparently already following through on her commitment.
Jillian went through the entire cast and crew, asking each of them the same question. Kiara committed to being kinder to herself. Scarlett said she’d be a better friend. Aubrey told everyone she’d start volunteering after the musical was over. And Izzy, their voice strong and clear, said that they’d work on stepping out of their comfort zone.
Finally, it was Mattie’s turn.
“I commit to—” You. If you let me. “Not running away.”
An approving smile from Jillian.
“And what about you, Coach Reed?” Mattie asked. “What do you commit to?”
Jillian didn’t hesitate. “I commit to all of you. I always have. I always will. And this is what I want you to understand, animals. Commit to whatever—and whomever—you believe is right.”
* * *
Dealing with Scarlett’s mother wasn’t too awful after all. Mattie had gently informed her that no, they couldn’t change the schedule for just one student, but it was only a few more weeks, and wouldn’t Scarlett be all the more ready to give her full attention to St. Agnes after the musical was over? Surprisingly, the woman seemed mollified.
Jillian was right. Mattie did have decent interpersonal skills.
It was a quarter after six, and everyone else had gone home. The early evening sky outside was lighter than it had been for months, a happy sign that warmer seasons were on their way. Standing center stage, Mattie could see a glimpse of the sky through the high windows at the back of the auditorium. It was a deep shade of blue that reminded her of cornflowers.
She turned to look at Jillian, waiting for her in the wings off stage right.
“Come over tonight,” Jillian said from the shadows. She leaned back onto one of the folded sets propped up against the wall. “I’ve got wine. We’ll order takeout from that Chinese place on Ambrose. Bring your exams. I’ll throw them down the hallway, and you can assign grades based on how far they go.”
“That sounds promising. Is it good wine?”
“No. It’s from North Dakota.”
Mattie stared at her.
“That was a joke, Freckles.”
“But you don’t joke! You always tell me that you never make jokes.”
“People change,” Jillian said, and held out her hand to Mattie, smiling in the way Mattie loved most because it was only for her.
Mattie stepped into the wings—into the privacy and closeness they promised—and kissed Jillian, unable to resist, too full of feeling, as Mattie always was lately, to express herself in words.
Jillian carefully cupped Mattie’s cheek. Her mouth was just as gentle.
I could stay here forever, Mattie thought. Exactly like this.
Maybe it was the haze of the kiss that kept her from noticing immediately when a distant noise echoed faintly elsewhere. Jillian’s kisses always pulled Mattie from the world. And that particular noise was part of the background of Mattie’s life by now. She was used to hearing it over and over.
It was the clang of the large metal doors to the auditorium.
Ten seconds too late, four months too late, Mattie and Jillian jumped away from each other. They spun in the sound’s direction, and a primitive horror burned through Mattie, winning out over her terrified denial.
Cynthia Richter stood right in front of the stage, looking up at them in the wings.
She’d seen them kissing. It was written all over her face. Shock. Disgust. And—Mattie’s stomach turned—smug satisfaction.
“I dropped by before heading out to see if you needed the copier for programs this week,” Cynthia said slowly, “on the off chance that you were still here.”
Mattie could barely hear the sentences, let alone speak. All she had room for was the sick lurch of her stomach.
“But I think, ladies, that we need to have a different conversation.” Steel and pleasure lined Cynthia’s voice. “One that can’t wait until tomorrow. Please come with me to my office.”
As they followed Cynthia out of the auditorium, Mattie stole a glance at Jillian, needing to see her resolve or conviction or commitment—any of the traits Jillian prided herself on having.
Jillian’s expression was an unreadable blank, as if a shutter had fallen. As though whatever had opened for Mattie was now closed.



CHAPTER 22
MATTIE KNEW THIS WAS HER last time in Cynthia’s office.
She sat next to Jillian, the two of them occupying the uncomfortable chairs in front of the large teak principal’s desk. Religious iconography dotted the walls, including a massive portrait of St. Rita of Cascia that loomed behind Cynthia’s head.
Cynthia steepled her fingers together. Her long nails, dark red and pointed, tapped at their tips. “Would either one of you care to explain to me when this whole affair began?”
Jillian didn’t answer.
“That’s none of your business.” Finally, finally, Mattie could let her contempt for this woman flare openly. She was still sick to her stomach, but if Cynthia was going to fire them both, Mattie had no reason to play nice.
“On the contrary, Ms. Belman, it’s absolutely my business. You and Coach Reed”—Cynthia gestured at Jillian, who flinched—“have been entrusted with the spiritual and moral guidance of St. Rita’s girls, who are young, impressionable, and desperately in need of adults to show them righteous ways of living. And you’ve failed.”
Fury blazed through Mattie. “I’ve been good for those kids. So has Jillian. Ask any one of them.”
“They’re children!” Cynthia exclaimed. “They have no idea what’s good for them. What if a student had come back into the auditorium and saw what I saw?” Her stone-gray eyes were unflinching. “For all I know, you’ve been doing—that—right in front of them.”
“Of course we haven’t,” Mattie snapped. Not liking her own defensiveness, she added, “Even if one of them had seen us, there are much worse things in the world than a teenager accidentally seeing a kiss between two consenting adults.”
“Mattie.” It was the first word out of Jillian’s mouth since the auditorium. “Don’t.”
Cynthia looked far more shocked than Mattie suspected she really was. “Are you honestly arguing that it’s acceptable for high school girls to watch their female teachers engaging in sexual acts?”
“I think one tiny kiss is way more acceptable than creating a climate where these students you claim to care about aren’t accepted and loved as their whole selves.”
“Well, well,” Cynthia sputtered. “I see.”
Mattie barreled ahead. Fuck it. “We might have violated your morality clause, but Jillian and I did nothing wrong.”
Jillian still wasn’t speaking up. Each second that went by without her contribution to this horrible conversation made Mattie feel worse and worse, as though they were hurtling toward a depth that had no bottom.
“When Coach Reed here suggested that she be your codirector, I thought—silly me!—that she might actually benefit from spending time with someone more appropriate,” Cynthia continued. “I should’ve remembered my St. John the Evangelist: outside appearances aren’t the standard by which we value others.”
“Your assumptions about me are not my fault,” Mattie said sharply.
“Yes, some of the fault is clearly my own, and I accept that. Truthfully, I should’ve put a stop to this after you told me that you wanted to stage a same-sex musical. Or in December, when I drove past Coach Reed’s house and saw your car parked in the driveway. Or last month, when one of the women on my church committee asked me why in the world I’d hired a divorced lesbian. But I wanted to give you a fair chance. To judge you by your actions, not by the cross God gave you to bear.”
There it was again. That attempt to separate who you were from what you did, as if that were remotely possible. And every single queer and Jewish bone in Mattie’s body shrieked in protest at the suggestion that she was laboring beneath a God-given cross.
“I’m judging you by your actions right now,” Mattie told her, “and they’re showing me you’re a cruel, narrow-minded, homophobic bigot.”
“Oh, Mattie.” Cynthia tsk-tsked. “Your mother would be so disappointed if she could hear you. And you were such a sweet little girl too. What a shame you’ve turned out this way.”
“An angry lesbian, you mean? I’m proud of the way I turned out. And I refuse to apologize for who I am. To you or anyone else.”
Cynthia set her jaw. “This conversation is done. It gives me no pleasure to inform you, Ms. Belman, that you are no longer employed by St. Rita High School, pursuant to the morality clause in your contract, which you have openly and flagrantly violated. This decision is effective immediately. After you leave this room, please make sure that your classroom is emptied of all personal effects, including any decorations.”
There. It was done. Mattie was fired.
She’d never stand in front of her classroom again. Never again sit at that folding table in the auditorium.
Oh, dear God. The musical. She wouldn’t be here for the musical.
Her kids, their kids—
“Give her until the end of the day tomorrow,” Jillian interjected. “You can afford to do that, Cynthia. Let her say goodbye to the students. Tomorrow’s Friday. You won’t be able to get a long-term substitute that quickly.”
Mattie spun to look at her. Jillian’s face was still a fixed mask, but her eyes held uncontainable agony.
“I’d like a chance to say goodbye,” Mattie said stiffly, hating to ask Cynthia for a favor, even indirectly.
“I suppose that’s acceptable,” Cynthia conceded. “One more day. But on one condition, Ms. Belman. Not a word to any of the girls tomorrow about why you’re leaving. Let them keep their innocence. You’ve already done enough damage.” She sighed. “Two Theater Arts teachers in two years fired for immorality. If the local press gets ahold of this, they’ll have a field day.”
Mattie was about to protest that the damage was all Cynthia’s, then realized, with a shock of new apprehension, that only one person had been fired.
“What about Jillian?” she asked.
“Ah.” Cynthia leaned back in her chair. “That’s a good question. Coach Reed? What should I do with you?”
“Be careful, Cynthia.” Jillian spoke in a low growl, all the more unsettling for how soft it was. “Don’t push me.”
“I might be willing,” Cynthia said, “to overlook one mistake made by a longtime member of our St. Rita Catholic family. Particularly if she happened to be someone who brings an impressive amount of attention to this institution.”
The shameless hypocrisy stunned Mattie. She couldn’t speak.
Then Cynthia added, “If she was remorseful, then we could just pretend that none of this ever happened.”
“You hate me,” Jillian spat. “You’ve hated me since you started here. How I dress, how I act. How I teach.”
“Of course I don’t hate you. The sin and the sinner aren’t the same: St. Augustine.”
“If you hate what I do”—a tremor wavered in Jillian’s voice—“then you hate who I am.”
“I’ll acknowledge,” Cynthia said, “that I don’t approve of your methods or your priorities. But sometimes in this life, we have to make choices we don’t like for the greater good. Quite frankly, while I wish it were otherwise, your Peacemakers are one of the best recruiting tools we have for St. Rita’s. Given our current enrollment numbers, I’m not about to toss that away. As long as you commit to leaving this—this liaison—in the past, I’m willing to sacrifice my misgivings for a chance to lead more girls in the right direction.”
Cynthia was willing to sacrifice? Now was the time for Jillian to tell Cynthia to go stick her misgivings where no “right direction” could reach them.
“This doesn’t have to be you, Jillian,” Cynthia continued in a gentle, soothing tone that lifted the hairs on Mattie’s arms. “Mattie has chosen what she wants, and now she’ll have to accept the consequences. You, however, have a different opportunity.”
Jillian looked down at her lap and twisted her hands together. Her shoulders were hunched. Oh God, she’d been on the rack for so long. Decades. Maybe her whole life. And Cynthia had just tightened the chains.
Panic and pain rose in Mattie like vomit, flooding her chest and throat and mouth. “Jillian,” she said. “Don’t listen to her. Please. You deserve better.”
“My animals,” Jillian said into her lap, “my kids—my Peacemakers—”
“I know.” Mattie gripped the arms of the chair in a failed attempt to stay calm. “I know it’s an impossible choice. But the price of keeping them—you’ll lose yourself. I’m begging you, Jillian, I—”
The words died in her mouth, killed by Cynthia’s obvious disgust.
Jillian looked up, chalk white with agony. “It’s not just them,” she gasped. “My mother. My brothers. Brian. And you’ve never even said—”
“What?” Mattie grabbed Jillian’s hands. Cynthia didn’t deserve one millisecond of their privacy, but they had no way around it. “I’ll tell you the truth. What do you need to know?”
Jillian’s skin was cold and clammy, her eyes filled with anguish. “That you want to be with me.”
“I want that,” Mattie said instantly. “I want to be with you.”
“You know on some level that this isn’t right, Jillian,” Cynthia interrupted. “That’s why you’re in so much pain. Don’t you see? Part of you understands that this is disordered behavior.”
The poison of it was so venomous, so cunning, that Mattie let out an involuntary small cry and pulled her hands away from Jillian. She’d never felt this combination of fury and impotence before, wanting to rip Cynthia out of both their lives and desperate to convince Jillian to do it with her.
“I can help you.” Horribly, Cynthia sounded as if she truly believed what she was saying. “I want to help you.”
“Go to hell,” Jillian told her, but it was tired, as though she’d lost her strength. “I don’t want anything from you.”
“Except,” Cynthia said, “your job.”
In the silence that followed, Mattie felt her heart begin to fracture.
“Please.” She reached for the last bit of persuasion she had left, the argument she didn’t want to use. “You told our students just this afternoon that you want them to commit to what’s right. You know what the right thing is here, Jillian. For you. For them too. Please.”
Jillian let out a long, shuddering breath.
“I’m sorry, Mattie,” she said, and it landed in Mattie’s life like a grenade, breaking her, breaking them. “I’m sorry. I’m so sorry.”
* * *
Somehow, Mattie got herself out of Cynthia’s office and into the empty hallway before she burst into tears.
The flood couldn’t be held back. Sobbing overcame her until her vision blurred and her whole frame shook.
You did this to yourself, Matilda. This is your
own fault. You kept this job, knowing full well what you’d have to do in exchange for a paycheck. You started sleeping with Jillian even though you knew you could get caught. And you let yourself fall in love, even though she made it very clear you would never be more than a secret.
All the anger she’d directed toward Cynthia, all the disbelief she’d felt when she realized Jillian’s choice—it was gone. Only self-recrimination and grief remained, inundating every part of her until Mattie wasn’t sure she counted as a person anymore—just skin and a silent howl of pain that wouldn’t stop.
Through her tears, she could make out a poster on the other side of the hallway. It was a cocreation by Izzy and Emily to advertise the musical, with an illustration of several women in overalls working behind a conveyor belt. The text at the top read: 
 
Come see the theatrical sensation that’s making everyone ask, “Just what IS a Miss Munitions???”
 
Mattie had loved the poster when she’d first seen it last week, but now it made terrible guilt claw at her. The poster was an unavoidable reminder that she wasn’t the only one who would suffer the consequences of her actions.
She’d taken such tremendous risks, as though she were the only person she was capable of hurting. Told herself for so long that because this was just a temporary job, she didn’t need to be too worried. After all, she wasn’t tied to St. Rita’s.
But that wasn’t the full truth.
Mattie was tied to her students. To Izzy. To Emily. To Kylie and Olivia. To Kiara and Scarlett and Aubrey and Sophia and everyone else.
Her sobs slowing, she stared at the poster Izzy and Emily had created with so much love, so much enthusiasm, and a new thought froze the blood in Mattie’s veins.
Cynthia’s next step would be to cancel Miss Munitions.
What was it that she’d said in her office? That she’d been suspicious when Mattie had asked to stage a “same-sex musical”? Now that she’d discovered Mattie and Jillian’s relationship, no doubt Cynthia would see the production as a direct offshoot of its codirectors’ supposed immorality. Miss Munitions would be called off just three weeks before opening night, without one bit of regard for all the hard work that had gone into it.
How the hell had Mattie not realized that risking her job meant risking her students’ happiness too?
And now she was here, crying in one of St. Rita’s shabby hallways, her heart crumpled from the strain of failure.
Yet again, she’d failed: her students and herself.
The door to Cynthia’s office opened. Jillian emerged alone.
Mattie wiped her eyes as quickly as she could, but it was no use. She knew her face was a massive red blotch with the remnants of eye makeup smeared down her cheeks.
Jillian wasn’t crying. Somehow, that was worse.
“We need to talk,” she told Mattie. “In your classroom. These walls are thin.”
On the verge of informing Jillian that she didn’t want to hide yet again, Mattie let herself be swayed. She nodded, the gesture stiff, and walked off toward her classroom, which was a short distance from Cynthia’s office.
Once they were inside, Jillian closed the door behind her.
Mattie took a seat on the edge of her desk—no, not her desk anymore—and looked at everything around her: the walls covered in artwork her students had made during costume design units; the Performer of the Week board at the back of the classroom, currently featuring Mark Rylance; her twinkle lights; the phone spa; the large windows that looked out on trees she’d first seen full of green leaves, then golden red, then stripped bare.
She wouldn’t be here to see the leaves come back.
Thankfully, the tissue box on her desk was full. Mattie grabbed one and blew her running nose, hard.
“Cynthia’s not canceling the musical,” Jillian said.
Mattie’s lungs didn’t hold much air. It rushed out anyway. “She’s not? Oh, thank God.”
“She wanted to cancel it. I told her she’d be hurting the students. And that she’d create more problems for herself than solutions, especially when it came to wasted line items and the year-end budget reconciliation.”
“That was enough for her,” Mattie said, not fully believing it.
“Almost.” Misery pinched Jillian’s face, drawing her eyebrows together. “I told her I’d personally see to it that every second of the musical met St. Rita’s standards. My commitment to doing my job should be more than obvious to her by now.”
Jillian looked impossibly small to Mattie. Small and sunken and so clearly terrified.
“Oh, honey,” Mattie said, and another sob shook her. Honey. She’d called Jillian that sparingly so she wouldn’t scare her off. They’d ended up here anyway. “It’s good you convinced her not to cancel. For the kids. They deserve to have their show. I’m just”—again, a sob hiccupped out of her throat—“so sad. About all of this. I’m just so fucking sad.”
“I couldn’t do it.” Jillian stared at the desks. “I couldn’t walk out. Even after what she said to you. Not with my whole life on the line. Oh God.” She laughed, a short, hollow sound devoid of humor. “You must hate me.”
It would be so much easier if Mattie did. “I don’t hate you at all. But I can’t—you know this has to be it, right? For us? I can’t keep hiding. Not anymore.”
That made Jillian look at her. Her lips trembled, then pressed together. “You’re breaking up with me,” she said. “Well.”
“I can’t break up with you,” Mattie said quietly, “because we were never in a relationship.”
It wasn’t especially fair. But it was true.
Jillian winced. “What you want me to do—you can’t guarantee that it would make me any happier.”
I win. That’s who I am. That’s all I ever want to be. Jillian had told Mattie that once, and again, Mattie thought, You did this to yourself, Matilda.
“You’re not obligated,” she began, “to do anything you don’t want to do. You can keep your life exactly the way it is, if that’s what you need. I don’t know; maybe that’s all you think you deserve.”
Jillian cast her gaze up, blinking hard. One solitary tear slipped down her cheek.
“But that doesn’t mean I have to be okay with that choice for myself. I don’t want to hide who I am from anyone, even people like Cynthia. I want—” Fresh tears burned in the corners of Mattie’s eyes. “I want to be with someone who tells the whole world exactly how she feels about me. And I want to tell the world how I feel about her too.”
“What would you want to say?” Jillian’s voice shook. “If you told the world?”
“That I met a magnificent woman,” Mattie said. “A truly remarkable human being. I met her twice. The first time changed her life. The second time changed mine.”
A strangled noise burst from Jillian. Then, without another word, she bolted out of the classroom, leaving Mattie alone, as Mattie had known all along on some level that Jillian would do.
* * *
It took about three seconds for Mattie’s parents to realize that something was horribly wrong.
“What happened?” her father asked, rising from the couch.
Patty followed suit, hand on her husband’s arm.
As Mattie stepped into the living room, she let her bag drop to the floor. Each limb felt encased in concrete.
She still couldn’t tell them all of it. Jillian’s role—and Mattie’s breaking heart—had to remain unspoken. If Jillian stayed at St. Rita’s, Mattie couldn’t say anything that would undermine her decision.
She’d keep Jillian’s secret, although Mattie was no longer part of it.
“I got fired,” she told her parents, and without warning, the tears returned.
In no time at all, she was in her dad’s arms, strong and so familiar, as they wrapped tightly around her. As a kid, she’d thought those arms could protect her from anything. Even though Mattie knew better now, his embrace still brought a rush of relief.
She cried into his navy blue cardigan, the rough wool scratching against her cheeks.
“Shh, lemele,” Leonard soothed, patting her. “It’ll be all right. We’ve got you.”
Mattie could feel her mother’s hand on the back of her head, punctuating Leonard’s promise with a commitment of her own.
Once the latest round of tears had drained out of her exhausted body, Mattie pulled back and sniffled. “Sorry for ruining your sweater.”
“Not a problem. I get a discount at the dry cleaner’s. Vince and I go way back.”
“Tell us,” Patty said gently. “Why did you get fired?”
Mattie swallowed down a hard lump. “For being gay and acting on it. I got caught kissing another woman. In private.”
Her parents exchanged a quick look, the kind of wordless communication that fifty years of marriage produced.
“Jillian, you mean?” her father asked.
Before Mattie could shut down that line of inquiry, her mother interrupted. “She can’t say, Leonard. She told us. Remember? Don’t push her.”
“I’m not pushing her,” Leonard protested. “I just want to know.”
“Well, she doesn’t want you to know,” Patty said. It wasn’t defensive or hesitant, just—protective? Was that what it was? “Let Mattie talk. Go on, baby. We’re listening.”
Slowly, Mattie related the afternoon’s events. It was difficult to excise Jillian from them, but she did her best, focusing on Cynthia’s allegations instead. Her principal had falsely accused Mattie of exposing teenage girls to immoral sexual behavior. That was more than enough to share with her parents.
“And she told me,” Mattie finished, hiccupping, “that my mother would be so disappointed.”
A long pause followed.
“That bitch,” Patty said furiously.
“Mom!” Shock and delight sliced through Mattie’s grief. “You shouldn’t use that word.”
“No, Matilda, I’m going to call Cynthia Richter exactly what she is. A mean, hateful, heartless bitch. I hope that useless husband of hers brings a date to her funeral.”
“Mom!” Mattie exclaimed again. A new, tentative warmth curled in her chest. “I thought the two of you were friends, sort of. Friendly.”
“I’ve never liked her,” Patty said as though Cynthia’s actions today had erased decades of polite interactions. “But when she decided to accuse my daughter, my sweet baby girl, of harming those students she loves so much, just by”—she made a gesture that was clearly supposed to stand in for what Mattie had done with Jillian—“well, that woman made herself a lifelong enemy. May she have hemorrhoids that weep more often than an unhappy toddler.”
All Mattie could add to that was a heartfelt “amen.”
“Perfectly said, Patty,” Leonard added. “The next time we see her in public, I volunteer to hold your purse.”
His dark-brown eyes were filled with affection and relief. For so long, Mattie’s father had existed in between his wife’s quiet discomfort and his daughter’s truth. Now, for the first time in years, all three of them were firmly on the same page.
It was the only good feeling Mattie could access at the moment. She clung to it.
“Thanks, Mama,” she whispered.
“What do you need from us right now?” Her mother touched Mattie’s arm. “We’ll take care of you. Anything.”
Mattie tried to think about what she needed, a suggestion to make that wasn’t time travel or somehow changing Jillian’s mind. Then, helpfully, her stomach rumbled, reminding Mattie that she hadn’t eaten since that cup of yogurt at lunch—and not much before that.
She cast a hopeful glance at her father. “What about some butter chicken from that Indian place by the dollar store? And a lot of garlic naan. Maybe a mango lassi?”
“Coming right up.” Leonard saluted. “I’ll call in an order for all of us. Pat, the usual?”
Patty made an affirming sound, and Leonard left the living room, probably in search of his ancient address book with all the local phone numbers.
“Well,” Mattie said after Leonard was gone. She tried for a note of levity she couldn’t quite manage. “Guess I’ve got yet another failure to add to my lifelong list. Sorry to disappoint you, Mom.”
“Disappoint me? Baby, I’m proud of you for standing up for yourself. None of this was your fault.”
“But I could’ve—”
“Could’ve, schmud’ve.” Her mother waved her hand dismissively. “You did your best. You stuck with the job. Didn’t you?”
“I did,” Mattie said, that lump back in her throat. “I didn’t want to leave.”
“Cynthia Richter’s intolerance is not your responsibility.”
“Yeah.” The guilt still hadn’t gone away. “I just wish it’d been different.”
“You and me both.” Patty pushed a thick strand of hair out of Mattie’s face. “Look, sweetheart, speaking of different, I know that I haven’t always been good with you about a certain topic.”
“My ‘girl thing,’ you mean?”
“That you’re a lesbian. Yes.”
The directness was surprising. “No,” Mattie said, not wanting to spend what little strength she had left to reassure her mother, “you really haven’t been good about that.”
“Your grandma would be angry with me, I think.”
Mattie’s beloved grandmother had died the year before Mattie came out. Sometimes, Mattie wondered, with little jolts of pain, how Grandma Ruth would’ve taken the news.
“Why?” she asked.
“Mom told me,” Patty said, “when you were, oh, sixteen or so, to stop bothering you about boys. I can still hear her voice. ‘That girl just isn’t interested, Patricia. Let her be. Don’t push her into being what she’s not.’”
“She said that?” Mattie almost couldn’t believe what she was hearing. “Grandma Ruth? She knew?”
“My baby.” Patty held out her arms. Tears stood in her eyes. “Yes, I think your grandma knew. And oh, did she ever love you with everything she had.”
Crying again, Mattie went to her. The embrace was unhesitant, as though her mother finally had room to hold Mattie and all of Mattie’s pain. Her whole self was wrapped up in a hug big enough to include three generations of women.
Grandma Ruth had known her secret and loved her not one bit less.
“I love you,” Patty whispered. “I love you more than all the stars in the sky, more than the number of inches from here to the moon. Nothing about you could change that. And shame on me for ever letting you think that it could.”
Mattie sniffled. “I love you too.”
“I can’t stand the thought,” Patty continued, “that you might see me on the same side as Cynthia Richter. I don’t think the way she does. I don’t believe those awful things.”
“I know you don’t.” Mattie kept her tear-filled eyes closed against her mother’s shoulder.
“It’s not what I dreamed for you, this life of yours. But I want you to be happy, sweetheart. More than anything else. In whatever way you can find happiness.”
Mattie wasn’t happy, of course. In some respects, she felt as if she might never be truly happy again. The prospect of a future without Jillian in it felt like a long road swallowed by the merciless dark.
But she said again, “I know,” and with an exhale that felt, at long last, like letting go of a very old and primal fear, “Thank you, Mom. You have no idea how much I needed to hear that.”
“About as much as I needed to say it to you,” Patty murmured.
Her mother held on to her, and Mattie held on to her mother, returning—as best she could—to the shelter of the first home she’d ever known.



CHAPTER 23
HER GOODBYE SPEECH TO EACH of her classes was a prewritten semiformal statement Mattie had scrawled that morning on a piece of notebook paper. She didn’t trust herself to improvise without tears.
 
I’m leaving St. Rita’s after the end of school today. This was not a decision I made, but I’ve agreed not to share any other information about the circumstances of my departure.
You’ll have substitutes until Principal Richter can find someone full-time. Whatever grade you have right now in this class will be the grade you have on your transcripts.
I want to thank you for everything you’ve taught me. It’s been an honor. I’ll miss you.
 
Given throughout the day, at the end of each class, Mattie’s carefully read speech was met by shocked reactions from her students. One girl, a student Mattie had thought disliked her, began to cry.
Olivia, in one of her Theater 2 sections, appeared deeply upset by the news. “What about the musical?” she asked almost immediately, not bothering to raise her hand.
“Coach Reed will still be your director,” Mattie told her. “She’ll take care of you.”
After a moment, Olivia nodded, but she didn’t seem reassured.
Mattie’s final period that day was Theater 3, the last class she’d ever teach at St. Rita’s. As she’d done four times before, Mattie got through her short farewell speech and raised her head, waiting for reactions or questions.
“This really wasn’t your decision?” Izzy asked, as if they needed to hear it again. “You don’t want to leave St. Rita’s?”
“I don’t want to leave all of you,” Mattie said gently.
“Of course it wasn’t her decision,” Kylie said. She didn’t look one bit surprised. The news was clearly burning its way around the school, rumors and speculation thick in the air like ashes. “Iz, think about the timing. What we talked about at rehearsal yesterday.”
Comprehension dawned on Izzy’s bewildered face.
Mattie didn’t correct Kylie. If she believed Mattie had lost her job for saying she disagreed with St. Rita’s policies, well, that wasn’t too far from the truth.
“I know why you’re leaving,” Grace Antonelli announced.
Every head in the class swiveled toward her, including Mattie’s.
It was the first unprompted statement from Grace in months. After her opening-week humiliation, she’d stayed mostly quiet in class, a sneer never quite leaving her face. Other than that cruel note just before winter break, she hadn’t done anything else punishable, but Mattie had always had the sense that her classroom featured a ticking time bomb in the third row.
“No, Grace,” Mattie said, hoping her flat tone was enough to diffuse the bomb. “You don’t know why.”
Grace crossed her arms in front of her chest. She smiled. It was a mean smile, the kind that delighted in other people’s pain. “I overheard Principal Richter talking to Assistant Principal Allen about you this morning. She didn’t know I was around the corner.”
“That’s enough,” Mattie snapped. Her chest felt tight. “This isn’t any of your business.”
“It’s not?” Grace asked sweetly. “It’s not our business that our Theater Arts teacher got fired for—what did Principal Richter call it?’” She pretended to think. “Homosexual acts?”
Loud gasps from the entire classroom.
Mattie took an involuntary step backward, her legs shaking. She couldn’t look at Izzy or Kylie. “I’m warning you, Grace—”
“Oh, you’re warning me. That’s adorable. You don’t work here anymore, Matilda. You can’t tell me what to do. Not that I’d listen to you anyway.” Grace tossed her head, that high ponytail rippling. “You were never a real teacher. You only got this job because Principal Richter felt sorry for you, and everyone in Gladbeck knows it.”
Mattie couldn’t speak.
“Bye-bye.” Grace waved mockingly at Mattie. “You’re done here. We don’t want you. Go be a pathetic lesbian somewhere else.”
The cruelty was a nearly identical match for Cynthia Richter’s venom. Only Cynthia had attempted to disguise how delighted she was. Grace wasn’t nearly that restrained.
Just give her time, Mattie thought. She’s not even eighteen.
Horribly, the tears she’d managed to keep at bay since last night were rising behind Mattie’s eyes. If she couldn’t get it together right this second, she’d give Grace Antonelli the worst kind of satisfaction.
She swallowed. The ball of tears in her throat didn’t dissolve.
And then Izzy Nuñez stood up, looked directly at Grace, and said, “Shut the fuck up.”
Not a sound from the rest of the class, including Mattie, who stared at Izzy in complete shock.
“Does it make you feel better about yourself to be this much of an asshole?” Izzy continued. “Is that why you do it? Or is it so nobody gets close enough to see you’re just an empty shell with gold hoops and Dior lip gloss?”
The smirk slowly slid off Grace’s face.
“I used to think it was my fault you went after me. Like, if I figured out how to mask a little better or if I planned out the way I got to class so I didn’t run into you, I could make it all stop.” Izzy pressed their fists into their thighs, hard. “But it wasn’t my fault. It was yours. And I’m so sick of being scared of you.”
Mattie took this in. Almost a whole year of Grace Antonelli targeting Izzy outside of class, and she’d never known. If she’d just asked Izzy directly, even once, after that first incident, Izzy’s junior year might have been different. Why hadn’t Mattie asked?
She waited for Grace to attempt some retort so that Mattie could come down on her like a hammer on behalf of Izzy, but Grace simply looked flabbergasted. Maybe this was the first time one of her peers had ever openly challenged her.
“You don’t speak for me,” Izzy continued. “So stop it. And I’d like to say, for the record, that Ms. Belman’s a really good teacher. What’s happening to her isn’t fair.”
Kylie stood up too, and at the sound of the chair scraping back, Izzy turned to face her. They gave each other small smiles, like coconspirators, and Mattie realized that at some point when she hadn’t been paying attention, Izzy and Kylie had become friends.
“It’s bullshit, actually,” Kylie announced, “that Ms. Belman’s getting fired. Homophobic bullshit. I don’t care who hears me say it.”
Then Sophia stood. “Ms. Belman is the first teacher who’s never laughed at me,” she said and sat down. Seeming to think better of it, she stood again. “Also, Grace, Jesus loves you, but everyone else thinks you’re the worst.”
Grace’s mouth dropped open.
Mattie held back her grin, but she could feel it spreading inside her nonetheless. The fresh tears in her eyes were from new places: gratitude, pride, love.
“Is there anything we can do?” Willow Hayes asked. She was a skinny, pale kid who was mostly quiet during class discussions but always listened attentively. “Like a protest?”
“No,” Mattie said quickly. “Please, no protests. This isn’t your fight.” She wouldn’t look at Grace. That girl didn’t deserve a second more of Mattie’s attention. “Don’t worry about me. I’ll be fine. I’ve got the support I need.”
Not entirely true. She didn’t have Jillian.
The bell rang, signaling the end of the school day. Nobody moved except Grace, who fled the classroom with a glance of pure hatred in Mattie’s direction.
“You’re right,” Kylie said, still standing. Confidence radiated from her tall frame. She raised her chin. “You do have the support you need. You have us.”
Again, she looked across the room at Izzy. Izzy nodded firmly. Their faces were radiant with the light of their shared certainty.
And Mattie was forced to admit to herself that if she’d had even the smallest impact on the growth of that light, the tiniest role in encouraging it—well, then, she might not be the world’s biggest failure after all.
* * *
Gabe dropped by while Mattie was taking down her classroom decorations.
She hadn’t seen him all day, having chosen to hide out over lunch rather than brave the faculty lounge. If Linda Allen knew why she’d been fired, then the whole faculty almost certainly did too. Mattie didn’t want to deal with their probing questions or scandalized glances.
He knocked on the frame of the open door. “Mind if I come in?”
“Depends.” Mattie pulled down a pretty decent illustration of Elizabeth Proctor in The Crucible. She folded it carefully and placed it on top of the nearest desk. “Are we going to tiptoe around the subject of my sexuality the same way we always have? Because I honestly don’t have the energy.”
Gabe’s face didn’t register much surprise.
She was right, then. Everyone knew her personal business. At least it sounded as if Cynthia had shielded Jillian from the gossip by conveniently avoiding any mention of the person with whom Mattie had carried out her “homosexual acts.”
Cynthia would protect Jillian for exactly as long as it was in Cynthia’s own best interests and not a minute more. Mattie hoped Jillian understood that.
“I’m sorry this happened,” Gabe said quietly. “Your private life is your business and nobody else’s. I hope you know that I don’t agree with Cynthia’s decision. It’s cruel and unnecessary.”
What did he want from her? What was the point of saying this where Cynthia couldn’t hear? “Good for you.”
“You sound like you don’t believe me.”
“Gabe,” Mattie said, exhausted, “it really doesn’t matter at this point what I believe.”
“It matters to me.” Distress flashed over his features. “I hate the idea that you might think I’m okay with this.”
The next student creation she pulled down was a collage made from Patty’s old Du Jour magazines, depicting “Satin and Silk” from the musical Silk Stockings. “All right. I hear you.”
At the end of the day, Gabe’s disagreement with the policy didn’t amount to much more than a fact that clearly made him feel better. His support for Mattie obviously stopped right outside Cynthia’s office door. Part of Mattie wanted to tell him how she felt, but a bigger part just wanted to get home and crawl under the covers of her childhood bed.
“Is there anything I can do?”
She looked at him.
Gabe still stood in the doorway.
“Be nicer to Jillian,” Mattie said. Her sadness howled inside her, making hurricanes of grief. “She needs it.”
“I was wondering about her. How she’s doing. Since her—codirector is leaving.”
That note in Gabe’s voice was back, the one he’d had at the end of their disastrous dinner, when he’d warned Mattie to be careful. Gabe clearly understood more about Jillian and Mattie’s relationship than he was saying out loud. He’d probably figured it out a while ago. Maybe when she’d first brought up bringing Jillian to dinner.
Well, their friendship—such as it was or wasn’t or couldn’t be—had never prioritized honesty.
“I don’t know how she’s doing,” Mattie said. Too hard, she yanked down an illustration of important objects from Lorraine Hansberry’s A Raisin in the Sun: a life insurance check, a hair straightener, an old radio. It tore at one corner, and immediate guilt rushed in. “You’d have to ask Jillian, and I suggest that you don’t, at least not right away. She won’t like the implication.”
“I’ll drop by her office next week. Offer a cease-fire.” He sighed. “I do owe Jillian an apology for how I behaved when you were at our house. We could try and repair some of those old wounds, if she’s willing. I think I’d like that. Even if we can’t be friends, it’d be nice to exchange a few collegial words here and there without snapping at each other.”
A small smile, the first one she’d had in twenty-four hours, tugged at Mattie’s mouth. “I’d like that too,” she said. “For her.”
“I’m sorry,” Gabe told her again. This time, it felt better. “I’m really gonna miss you around here.”
She’d miss Gabe too. More than Gabe, she’d miss the friendship they could’ve had, if the situation were different.
“Same,” she said, the simpler response.
Once he’d left, Mattie was alone in her mostly dismantled classroom, feeling pretty dismantled herself. She sat down at the desk with the stack of folded artwork. Her legs didn’t seem very interested in holding her up anymore.
Thankfully, Gabe hadn’t pulled an I told you so. After all, he’d told Mattie more than once that Jillian would always put herself first, and Mattie had refused to listen. She’d half expected him to bring up that subject, but he’d been kind enough—or diplomatic enough—to avoid it.
Gabe, though, had never really understood Jillian. Winning at all costs wasn’t Jillian’s lifelong goal; it never had been. Winning was just a shitty surrogate for happiness. What Jillian had always prioritized, more than anything else, was protection from her own needs.
She checked her watch. Miss Munitions had a rehearsal scheduled this afternoon, and as much as Mattie was dreading it, she had to make an appearance and reassure the students. It was important to make sure they knew they were in good hands and that even if Ms. Belman was gone, the show would still be the success they’d all worked so hard to produce.
Jillian would see to that, of course. Mattie, no longer Ms. Belman, would have to see to herself.
* * *
She didn’t stick around at rehearsal for more than ten minutes. Too painful.
Jillian stayed at a distance while Mattie spoke to their cast and crew, hanging back from the huddled group of students. Her face was pale and wan beneath the bright auditorium lights. She looked as if she hadn’t slept any better the previous night than Mattie had.
“What if we have questions?” Kiara asked. “Or if we can’t do something without your help? I still can’t figure out the bell kicks in ‘Bombs Away,’ and Coach Reed doesn’t know the steps.”
“Coach Reed knows everything,” Emily said. The statement, probably meant to be definitive, trailed up at the end and became a question.
They all turned toward Jillian, some of the students with hopeful expressions.
“No,” Jillian said quietly. “I don’t know everything, Red.”
Disquieted murmurs from some of the students.
“Coach Reed can text or call me,” Mattie said, “if there’s a problem or anything you need to know. I might not be your director anymore, but I still want to help if I can.”
“Will you come see us?” Aubrey wanted to know. “At least on one of the nights? Please?”
“Absolutely. If that’s okay with Coach Reed.”
“Mattie,” Jillian said, and Mattie looked at her, startled by the use of her first name in front of the students, “of course it’s okay. There’ll be a ticket at the box office with your name on it. Front row center.”
“Come the final night,” Kylie added. “That way we’ll work out all of the kinks first.” She sent a meaningful glance in Aubrey’s direction, and something passed between the two of them that Mattie couldn’t decipher. “We’ll make you proud of us.”
“But I’m already so proud of you,” Mattie told them. “Every single one of you. You could deliver the best production in the history of high school theater. You could channel Sarah Bernhardt herself. It wouldn’t change how I feel. Nothing you could show me on that stage would make me one bit prouder than I am right now.”
“I don’t know who Sarah Bernhardt is,” Emily wailed and burst into noisy tears that were clearly unrelated to the late-nineteenth-century stage actress.
“Hey, it’s okay.” Olivia patted Emily’s back. “We’ve got this. We’re gonna be all right, aren’t we, Coach?”
“You are,” Jillian said firmly. “I’ll make sure of it.”
No we this time.
“You’ll be wonderful,” Mattie said and didn’t let her eyes meet Jillian’s when she added, “You already are. I love you. All of you.”
This time, at least, she kept her tears at bay, unshed until Mattie was alone in her tissue-strewn car, “Being Alive” from Company turned up to cover the pitiful sound of her crying. The engine was on and waiting, ready to take her somewhere else.



CHAPTER 24
THIRTY-EIGHT, UNEMPLOYED, AND SIFTING THROUGH the shards of a shattered relationship. On the surface, the only difference from last June was that Mattie was nearly a year older.
But a quiet and irrevocable change had burrowed into her life since the previous summer. After Heather and the divorce, she’d let herself be carried by her empty days, the only current made by the efforts of her concerned mother.
Mattie didn’t want to be carried anymore.
The curious distinction between now and before was that Mattie no longer felt empty, even as responsibility vacated her hours and her calendar became a blank. Love filled her up, sharp and eager, still bursting inside her, even as Mattie lost the places to direct it.
She loved her former students, who were still, and always would be, Mattie’s kids.
She loved Jillian, despite everything.
Mattie took six days to sob, sleep late, watch terrible reality TV, eat leftover Indian food, and stare at Jillian’s name in her phone’s favorites list, not ready to remove it yet. She went on long walks in the nearby woods, her exhausted mind reviewing the past handful of months until thinking no longer felt possible.
Then, on the seventh day, Mattie told her surprised parents that she was applying for a job at the Starbucks near the highway.
“There’s a young woman with uneven hair who works there,” Patty offered, which Mattie knew was her mother’s way of being supportive. “Shaved on one side. Very alternative.”
“You can take longer if you need to before finding a job,” Leonard said. “This is your home, kiddo. We’re not kicking you out.”
“I know.” Mattie touched his hand. “And thank you, both of you. But I need to start planning my next steps.”
She’d already begun combing Backstage to see what New York City theater casting calls looked like nowadays. It’d be rough to work her way back in after so long, and small parts obviously wouldn’t pay the bills, but if Mattie spent the summer in Gladbeck working, she could probably come up with first and last month’s rent on a decent studio apartment in Queens.
And maybe, some day, she could find a way to teach too, even without Cynthia’s reference.
Next fall, Mattie would try again in New York. And again and again and again, no matter how many times she got knocked down. She would build a life for herself and face it head-on without flinching. It wasn’t a plan, but it was a first step.
Her time at St. Rita’s had taught Mattie that theater was still her calling and always would be.
Commitment. Just as Jillian had said.
She filled out the Starbucks application in person, then handed it to the manager, Tyler. You want to hire me, her confident smile said.
Tyler had a wispy mustache that didn’t amount to more than a couple dozen hairs, and he looked at least ten years younger than Mattie. He was probably the little cousin of someone she knew.
“So you’ve been a barista before?” Tyler asked, glancing down at her application.
“In college.” She’d worked the morning shift at Brewed Awakening, pouring red-eye coffee into extra-large cups for the people who staggered in at six a.m. “It’s been a while, but I still remember the difference between a macchiato and a latte.”
“And you’ve got open availability? No restrictions?”
“Yes,” Mattie said and waited for him to ask why.
“Awesome. You start tomorrow.”
The pay was meager, the hours were long, and Mattie didn’t love the way her hands and hair and clothes reeked of coffee beans after the end of her shifts, but at least she had health insurance. Sure, heating breakfast sandwiches didn’t reward her as much as teaching had. It also wasn’t nearly as stressful.
She wore a pride flag pin on the top of her apron. No hiding. Never again.
The first week passed quickly. Life was starting to be—not good again, exactly, but bearable. Decent. Even nice, here and there, especially when Becca-with-the-half-shaved-head shared videos of her adorable baby or when the regulars began to recognize Mattie.
She still thought about Jillian constantly. Imagined her lifting weights in that second bedroom or in front of the TV or peering intently at a spotlight in the auditorium rafters. Mattie wondered if Jillian was less pale and wan by now.
Part of Mattie—the part of her that felt as if she’d grieve forever—hoped not.
She worked as many hours as she could without collapsing. And then, at the very end of March, eleven days after she’d started, Mattie’s old life briefly returned.
It was a slow shift, just after six p.m., when the cafe door jangled, signaling new customers.
Mattie, in the middle of making a pink drink approximately the size of her own head, looked up. She nearly dropped the container of coconut milk.
Izzy, Kiara, Aubrey, Kylie, Olivia, and Emily were walking toward the counter, all with similarly shy expressions.
“Hey, Ms. Belman.” Kiara waved as though she wasn’t sure what to do with her hands. “We heard you worked here now. I guess we just wanted to drop by and say hi.”
“It’s so good to see all of you!” Mattie exclaimed. A painful knot loosened as she looked them over. It wasn’t possible, not in only two and a half weeks, but her kids all seemed older than she remembered. “Give me a sec to finish this order, okay? I’ve got an overdue break. We can sit down and catch up.”
Less than five minutes later, they were all squeezed around a table in the back.
“I really like your pin,” Kylie said with a glance at the pride flag attached to Mattie’s apron.
Mattie touched it reflexively. It was surreal and wonderful to be open again. “Oh! Thanks. Me too. Obviously.”
“I have the bi pride flag on my wall at home. It’s been up for a couple of weeks now. I keep waiting for my parents to ask me about it, but so far, nothing.” Kylie shrugged. “They probably have no idea what it means anyway.”
“That’s great!” This was the first time Kylie had directly alluded to being bisexual, and although Mattie wasn’t especially surprised, the disclosure warmed her. At least two of her kids were queer, then. “I mean, it’s great that you put the bi flag up.”
“As a straight ally and very passionate supporter of LGBTQIA+ rights,” Emily intoned, “I’d just like to say that I’m so proud of Kylie. And, um, anyone else who would like me to be proud of them. Now or in the future.”
She glanced at Olivia, and Olivia shot her a hard glare across the table that very clearly meant be quiet.
Well. At least three of her kids were queer, apparently.
“So, how’s tech week?” Mattie asked, redirecting the conversation away from Emily’s attempt to be helpful. “Are you all sleeping okay? Eating anything besides vending machine snacks? Staying hydrated?”
She had no idea what was happening in her absence. Despite Mattie’s offer at her last rehearsal, Jillian hadn’t called or texted with any questions about the show. It was silly to feel disappointed. Boundaries were, Mattie knew, very good to have with an ex-girlfriend. Or an ex-something.
“Coach Reed’s been bringing a cooler filled with water bottles and bags of trail mix to rehearsal,” Aubrey said. “Honestly, though, I just pick out the M&Ms and give the rest to Kylie.”
Mattie would not let herself ask about Jillian. “How about the timing on the fake baseball-throwing, Olivia?”
“We hit it perfectly earlier today.” Olivia held her hand up to high-five Izzy, who was responsible for jostling a tray with empty milk bottles from behind the curtain, right after Olivia-as-Eldon “threw” a baseball at them. “If we did it once, we can do it again. Coach said it looked great from the audience.”
“Fantastic.” No—don’t ask, she told herself again. “What about ‘Bombs Away,’ Kiara? I know those bell kicks weren’t clicking. Need me to go over some of the steps with you?”
“Actually, Kylie worked with me to nail down the steps.” Kiara gave Kylie, who sat next to her, a friendly jostle. “And Coach Reed told me to try doing a plié before the bell kicks. That really helped. I’m still not getting it every time, though.”
A plié. Why hadn’t that occurred to Mattie? And how the hell had Jillian known a plié would be a good launch into a bell kick?
“Coach has us do dance steps sometimes during Peacemaker practices,” Olivia volunteered, as though she could read Mattie’s thoughts. “She says it makes us more intentional with footwork on the field. A kick ball change is actually kind of a great fake-out move in a game.”
Huh. And she’d never mentioned it to Mattie.
“Well, sure sounds like everything’s going great.” Mattie tried to keep the self-pity out of her voice. Going great without me.
“You taught us really well,” Emily said. “That’s why we’re doing okay, even though you’re not with us.”
“We miss you, though,” Izzy offered. “A lot. Everyone does. Including Coach Reed.”
Nods of agreement around the table.
Hearing this, Mattie felt better, although it was hard not to let her heart leap at the idea of Jillian missing her.
“And we haven’t forgotten,” Kylie added, “about what Principal Richter did to you. We really want you to know that.”
Now, nobody met Mattie’s eyes. Emily was all but whistling innocently. The words subtle and teenager didn’t belong anywhere near each other.
“You’re not—” She paused. “You aren’t planning something, are you? Please don’t get yourselves in trouble on my behalf.”
“Don’t worry about us,” Olivia said firmly. “We’ve got everything under control. Just make sure you’re there on the last night of the show.”
“I wouldn’t miss it for the world,” Mattie promised.
These kids. She
grinned at them. Their resolute expressions were the most beautiful sight Mattie had ever beheld. All that love inside her felt as if it were spilling out of her, onto the table, and into the little universe they’d all created together. These amazing kids.
* * *
On Wednesday night, with less than twenty-four hours to go before Miss Munitions opened, the Belmans’ doorbell rang unexpectedly.
Mattie was finishing up the dinner dishes but kept an ear out over the loud rush of the kitchen faucet. Neither of her parents had mentioned anyone coming over.
She could hear, just barely, a low voice in the foyer mixing with her mother’s higher one. A man?
Leonard entered the kitchen. “Someone here for you, kiddo.”
“Me?” Mattie placed the last plate in the dishwasher before closing it. She dried her hands on her jeans. “Is it Gabe?” Nobody else came to mind, although she couldn’t imagine why Gabe would be here. He’d never stopped by her parents’ house, and she’d had just one text from him since leaving St. Rita’s.
“Nope,” her dad said. “Come see for yourself.”
Curious, Mattie followed him through the dining room into the foyer.
It was Brian Reed.
No oil or grease stains on his hands this time, and he’d traded the faded Steelers shirt for a green flannel, but otherwise, he was the same as she remembered him. Those light brown eyes were still kind.
Mattie stared at him, not trusting herself to speak yet. Just the sight of him, this person who was closer to Jillian than anyone else, made her heart knock against her ribs.
“This is Jillian’s brother, Brian,” Patty announced, too chipper.
“We’ve met, actually. A while ago. He fixed my flat tire.” Mattie managed a smile. “Hey, Brian. Good to see you again.”
“Hi, Mattie.” Brian smiled back. “Good to see you too. Got a few minutes?”
Mattie’s only plan was to catch up on 90 Day Fiancé and try not to think about the fact that Miss Munitions was about to open without her. “Absolutely.”
“I’m sorry to drop in like this, but I didn’t have your number, just some ancient Yellow Pages lying around the shop that had an address for ‘Belman’ in it. I took a chance.”
“Your father and I will be upstairs if you need us.” Patty grabbed Leonard’s arm and flashed him a look. “Brian, a pleasure.”
He dipped his head in acknowledgment, an almost old-fashioned gesture. It was strangely charming. “Same, Mrs. Belman.”
They sat in the living room, Mattie on the couch and Brian opposite her in the ancient overstuffed armchair her dad preferred.
“Can I get you a drink?” she asked politely, heart still hammering. “We’ve got water, seltzer, wine, beer, soda—”
Brian shook his head. “I’m fine, thanks.”
Now that they were seated, Brian seemed nervous too. He scratched the side of his head and cleared his throat while Mattie did her best to wait patiently for whatever he was here to discuss. It wasn’t easy.
Finally, he said, “Teeny doesn’t know I’m here.”
Mattie’s stomach plummeted. So Jillian hadn’t sent Brian to deliver some kind of message.
“I haven’t spoken to her for a few weeks. Is she—doing okay?” That seemed like a reasonably appropriate question to ask.
Brian hesitated, then shook his head again.
Oh shit. Mattie should’ve realized something was wrong. Brian wouldn’t be here otherwise.
“That’s why I wanted to come talk to you,” he said as if reading her thoughts.
“I’m listening.” Every atom of her body strained toward him, desperate for more information.
He cleared his throat a second time. “She told me about the two of you.”
Mattie stared at him, briefly speechless.
“We were at Mom’s for Sunday lunch—all us siblings, with the wives and kids. Teeny and me, we’re the only ones who aren’t married.” He shrugged. “Me, I never cared about finding someone. I like life the way it is. Just me and my dog. No need to change what’s working.”
“Right.” Mattie nodded to encourage him.
“At lunch, Mom started in about Teeny needing to find a man before it’s ‘too late’ and pop out a kid or two. She does that a lot. More for Teeny than me, but I get it from her too. I guess ten grandkids aren’t enough.”
For so many years, Jillian had failed to live up to her mother’s expectations. Did all that criticism fade into the background after half a lifetime? Or did repetition snowball the complaints into an avalanche that couldn’t be outrun?
“Teeny wouldn’t look at her. She just sat there, stone-faced, as Mom picked at her in front of the whole family, and then Mom said, ‘For heaven’s sake, Teeny, the way you refuse to do what’s right for you, sometimes it seems like you want to hurt me.’”
Mattie felt it like a fist. All that terrible effort Jillian had expended on staying in the closet so she wouldn’t risk her family’s love for the dreaded unknown—and Mary Reed had told her daughter she still wasn’t on the right path.
“I guess that was the last straw. Teeny stood up, turned to Mom, and pointed her finger at Mom’s face. Told her, ‘You have no idea what’s right for me.’ Then she left the dining room. Mom was stunned. We all were.”
So was Mattie. “Wow,” she managed.
“I followed her outside. She wouldn’t talk to me for a while. I’d never seen Teeny that upset.” Brian shifted in the armchair. “She was crying, I think. Didn’t want me to notice it.”
Oh God. Mattie ached all over. “Was that when she told you about us?”
“Yeah. She said that you’d wanted her to leave St. Rita’s. Come out as—I don’t know, she didn’t tell me—a lesbian?”
“I don’t know how she identifies,” Mattie said softly.
Brian scratched a spot on his chin. “Right. Well, she said that you thought she should come out. And she said some other stuff too. How she feels about you.”
Mattie desperately wanted more information. Instead, she said, “She’s really scared about your family rejecting her. You especially.”
“I know.” Deep sadness welled in Brian’s warm eyes. “There’s a lot I still don’t get, and yeah, maybe some of it makes me uncomfortable, but that’s my sister. Her first word was By-an—my name. I used to hold her hand when I walked her to kindergarten. I taught her how to beat up the assholes who called her names. What did I do, what did I say, that made her think I could ever stop loving her?”
“It doesn’t have to be anything you did or said.” Mattie leaned forward. “Look, my experiences aren’t the same as Jillian’s. I didn’t grow up the way she did. But when you’re taught at a very young age that there’s a right way to live and that the wrong way—your way—might send you to hell if you act on it, I think it’s really, really hard to feel like your family will keep loving you unconditionally.”
“Shit.” Brian slumped in the armchair. “Yeah. That makes sense.”
“What did you say to her when she told you about us?”
“Not much. Just that it killed me to see her in all that pain. I remember I said I loved her. Was that right? Should I have done something else?”
Mattie had the strange impression that Brian saw her as a kind of tour guide, navigating his unsure boat through gay waters. “It sounds like you did just fine.”
Brian didn’t seem too reassured. He rubbed one hand over his face.
“I came over,” he said, eventually, “because I don’t know how to help Teeny. I’ve been thinking about it for three days now. And I figured maybe you could tell me what I should do.”
What Brian should do? Mattie barely had a sense of what to do with herself. She’d hoped her new job and planning a new life would help her begin to move on, but a Jillian-shaped cutout inside Mattie hadn’t healed one bit. Sure, she’d been fired less than a month ago. That wasn’t much time. By now, though, Mattie should have another emotion besides desperate, starved longing when she thought about Jillian Reed.
But she knew what she’d say to Jillian, if she could. If what they’d had wasn’t locked inside seven months of Mattie’s life, never to be resurrected.
“Tell Jillian,” she began, her advice coming out in halting, staccato fragments, “just tell her—that you want her to be happy.”
Brian waited, and when Mattie didn’t continue, he asked, “That’s it?”
“That,” Mattie said, “is pretty much everything. When you boil it all down.”
“Okay.” He exhaled loudly, braced his hands on his thighs, and stood. “I can do that. Of course I want Teeny to be happy. I’d have to be dead not to be in her corner, and even then, I bet God’ll let me keep looking after her.”
Mattie, a firm agnostic, hoped he was right. She rose to join Brian.
“I told Teeny once that you were good for her,” he said, “and that she should keep you around.” Little spots of color were visible on his cheeks. “I didn’t know about the two of you back then.”
She didn’t bother to clarify the timeline. “Right.”
“But”—Brian held out his hand—“for what it’s worth, my opinion’s still the same. Even if you aren’t—you know, together anymore. Just wanted you to know that.”
Her answering smile reached the edges of her cheeks, genuine and full, and when Mattie gripped Brian’s hand to shake it, she found herself pulled into a quick hug that clearly neither of them had anticipated.
Once Brian left, Mattie sat back down on the couch and turned on the TV, unable to spend any time with what was churning in her brain and heart. The convulsion of it was too much to look at directly. Too strong, too painful, too close to hope.
* * *
Her phone buzzed with a text the next night, around eleven o’clock.
Mattie, in bed, quickly put down the book she’d been failing to read and grabbed her phone off the nightstand. It could be—oh, please, oh, please, let it be—
It was.
 
The kids were incredible. Brought the house down. Thought you would want to know.
 
She stared at the screen, wide-eyed. It had been weeks since she’d heard from Jillian.
There were so many questions she wanted to ask. Had Emily called all the cues correctly? Did Kiara manage her bell kicks? Had Izzy pulled the cardboard tray holding the milk bottles at the right time? Was Aubrey still a half note flat on the end of “Head Over Sensible Heels”? Did the jokes land? What did the finished sets look like from the audience? Did that one wobbly light fixture stay in place?
Had anything changed for Jillian since she’d come out to Brian?
Mattie texted back.
 
Congratulations. I knew you’d take care of them.
 
Typing dots appeared, then vanished.
She held the phone and held her breath.
After what felt like an eternity, a new text appeared.
 
They’re taking care of me too.
 
What did that mean? Mattie typed a few words, deleted those, typed something else, then deleted it. There didn’t seem to be a right text to send, especially when she wasn’t sure what she wanted to communicate. I miss you. I’m trying not to. I want you to be happy. I’m still so sad. I’m scared I always will be.
Instead, she long-pressed Jillian’s last text and selected a heart reaction.
Mattie waited for a while to see if Jillian would text again. When nothing else came, she plugged in her phone and turned off the bedside lamp.
Sleep took a very long time to arrive.
When she did drift off, Mattie found herself standing on an unfamiliar stage, all alone. She didn’t know her lines or her blocking or even the part she was supposed to play.
Peering out into the dark audience, she looked hard for the face she wanted desperately to see.



CHAPTER 25
IT WAS SURREAL TO BE back in the St. Rita auditorium. Through six months of rehearsals, Mattie had thought of it as her second home, and now it was somewhere she didn’t belong anymore.
Her parents had offered to come with her to the final performance of Miss Munitions for moral support, but she’d turned them down despite her appreciation. This felt like a night she should be on her own. Now, though, as Mattie clutched one of Emily’s programs in her hand and looked at the rows of mostly filled chairs in front of her, she wasn’t so sure she had made the right choice.
The back of Cynthia Richter’s blonde updo bobbed in the center of the audience rows. The sight wasn’t exactly unexpected, but Mattie’s stomach still cramped, knowing she’d have to exist in the same space as that woman for the next couple of hours.
Well, nothing for it but to find her assigned seat. At least she wasn’t anywhere near Cynthia. Front row center, just as Jillian had promised.
One of the folding chairs had a RESERVED card plastered to its metal back. She recognized some of the people around her from parent-teacher meetings and, before she sat down, gave them brief nods of acknowledgment, most of which were met with averted eyes.
Scarlett’s mother was on her left.
“Hello, Mrs. Romano,” Mattie said, trying for friendliness.
Mrs. Romano made a noncommittal noise before very pointedly turning away to engage someone else nearby in conversation.
By now, all of Gladbeck probably knew why she’d been fired. Well, fuck it. Mattie truly didn’t care if everyone inside city limits knew she was an unrepentant lesbian.
She stared at the closed red front curtains on the auditorium stage. Someone had remembered to patch that tear near the opening. Good.
“Ms. Belman!”
The loud whisper came from stage right. Olivia and Emily’s heads were sticking out of the far side of the curtain.
She waved furtively, delighted to see them, then made a shooing gesture that meant go backstage, don’t let the audience see you before the show. They’d discussed the importance of maintaining the fourth wall, that invisible division between the stage and the audience.
Olivia mouthed something.
Mattie stared, but even this close, her lip-reading skills were poor.
“We want you to look at your program!” Emily called out, and a few other audience members glanced up at her.
Olivia, visibly exasperated, shot her an annoyed look before their heads disappeared from view.
Mattie laughed to herself and did as she’d been told.
The programs were nothing fancy, printed on yellow paper and hand-stapled on the spine. She’d approved the design just a few days before leaving St. Rita’s. It included an illustration Izzy had drawn for the cover: protest signs that appeared in the musical’s third act. Workers’ rights for women! one declared. Another announced, Low pay? Low quality. A third slogan read, Hear our voice, we had no choice.
She smiled, and then she saw what was below the title and cartoon, in large, bold capital letters.
DIRECTORS: MS. MATILDA BELMAN AND COACH JILLIAN REED.
Oh. They’d kept her in. Even given her top billing over Jillian.
Mouth dry, Mattie turned the page to look at the cast and crew bios, all listed alphabetically by last name. Everyone involved with Miss Munitions had been invited to share fifty to one hundred words about themselves. She’d carefully vetted each of the write-ups herself before giving Emily the go-ahead to print.
For the most part, the bios were exactly the same as they had been the last time she’d read them—except for one major difference that for a few seconds made Mattie forget how to breathe.
A new line had been added to the bottom of each bio. Every single one.
Olivia was first. After several sentences about her love of soccer, her plan to become a sports therapist, and how much she loved her parents and big sister, she’d written, Ms. Belman taught me that I can do more than I ever imagined.
Emily came next. At the end of her bio, she’d added, Ms. Belman taught
me that I shouldn’t let anything get in the way of my dreams.
Kylie: Ms. Belman taught me that there are a lot of different ways to be brave.
Aubrey: Ms. Belman taught me that it’s okay to be louder.
Sophia: Ms. Belman taught me how to return a cow, and now I feel really confident returning other things too.
Kiara: Ms. Belman taught me that I’m more resourceful than I think.
The tears were in full force by the time she got to Izzy’s bio: Ms. Belman taught me that I deserve to be supported.
That was all Mattie could take. She clutched the program to her chest and rubbed her wet cheeks with her free hand, unable to keep reading. They’d done this? For her?
Had Jillian helped them?
Then, while she tried to calm herself down, the house lights dimmed. Polite applause rose from the audience.
Mattie waited for the curtains to part and reveal the set that Izzy and a few others had spent so much time creating. Instead, though, a spotlight hit the curtain’s center, and Emily emerged to stand inside it. She wore a wireless headset mic and black clothes from neck to foot, in keeping with the standard crew uniform. Standing with her legs apart and arms behind her back, she reminded Mattie, strangely, of Jillian.
This is different, she thought, still sniffling. We didn’t plan this.
“Greetings, distinguished guests,” Emily announced. “My name is Emily Margaret Bruno, and I am the assistant director-slash-stage manager of Miss Munitions, presented by St. Rita High School Theater Arts.
Tonight’s production is a very special performance.” She glanced down at Mattie and smiled. “Before we begin, the cast and crew would like to inform all of you that we, the students, planned the, uh, specialness of this performance together, without any help from our wonderful directors. Nobody pressured us or told us to do it. And we all agreed. So, um, yeah. Thank you. Please enjoy the musical.” Holding an invisible skirt, she gave a curtsy and left the stage.
Confused muttering rose from the audience.
Mattie didn’t feel confused. She felt…too much, every feeling at once, louder and louder, like a crescendo that built and built to a point she couldn’t see.
Mrs. Kuzma, positioned below the stage, played the brief overture with her characteristic enthusiasm and precision. The musical began.
At first, everything was just as it had been during rehearsals—but even better.
Izzy’s hand-painted sets looked gorgeous, approximating the three-dimensional look and feel of a munitions factory. The stage lights, incredibly, worked fine. And the actors, as Mattie had promised them at that first rehearsal, were expert time travelers, pulling the audience back into the 1940s. Olivia was especially wonderful to watch, wielding a charm that made the irksome Eldon into a delightful oddity. Her performance was a giant wink. Look, she was all but saying with a tip of her men’s porkpie hat, isn’t this fun, everyone?
And it was. More than fun.
For Mattie, it was one of the most rewarding experiences she’d ever had. Watching her students, she felt keenly aware that she’d helped build a truly good contribution to the world. With them, with Jillian, she’d cocreated this production, this joyful burst of life, this undertaking that had made—even if only temporarily—a makeshift family.
A mitzvah, she thought. Grandma Ruth would say I’ve done a mitzvah.
Then, toward the end of the first act, “Sweet Talk” began.
This was the number that changed Dolly and Joe from attracted rivals to romantically involved, with the two of them seeking a private space somewhere in the factory. Mattie and Jillian had carefully stripped the song of any language that would make it overtly sexual.
But Mattie wasn’t hearing the changes they’d implemented. Not tonight.
“Let’s not sweet-talk anymore, darling,” Kylie-as-Joe sang, holding Aubrey-as-Dolly’s hands. She twirled Aubrey around, and Aubrey’s skirt flared as she spun. “I’ve got something nicer for your mouth to do.”
Holy shit. Mattie sat up straighter in her seat. Those were the original lyrics.
Another hum of quiet mutters rose from the audience.
Then Kylie, having finished the song, grabbed Aubrey in her arms, dipped her down low, and kissed her passionately on the lips.
Mattie gasped. So did everyone around her.
No applause as the piano accompaniment ended. Only stunned silence echoed in the auditorium.
So this was what they’d been planning for the past few weeks.
Well, there couldn’t be a much more direct fuck you to Cynthia and St. Rita’s than an unauthorized kiss between two girls, onstage, in full view of maybe sixty Gladbeck residents, many of whom had paid a good deal of money for a traditional Catholic education.
Her heart still beat faster than a hummingbird’s as Kylie and Aubrey launched into the next number, pushing gamely forward despite the still-audible audience murmurs. She couldn’t focus on the show.
They were taking such a tremendous risk. Given a student conduct code that was even stricter than the faculty morality clause, expulsion wasn’t off the table. And Kylie and Aubrey were supposed to graduate in June.
But they had to know what they were risking.
It wasn’t only about Mattie. She knew that. It was about Kylie and Izzy and Olivia and any other member of the cast and crew who might be queer or questioning. Their kiss was a clear and uncompromising statement of faith: not in any particular religion, but in the perfect rightness of their own sweet selves.
Commit to whatever—and whomever—you believe is right, Jillian had said. They’d listened.
Oh God. She loved them all so, so much.
Had Jillian known about the changes?
No, Mattie decided firmly. She couldn’t have known, right? Not after that promise to Cynthia to make sure the musical conformed to St. Rita standards. Was she rigid with fury and fear backstage, upset that the students had put her job in jeopardy again?
When the curtains closed and the lights came on for intermission, Mattie looked down at her lap, trying to take deep breaths while the others around her rose. Every nerve beneath her skin buzzed with exhilaration.
She’d stay right here in her seat for the full fifteen minutes. No bathroom break. If Mattie didn’t move, then she could avoid any awkward interactions with other attendees, at least until after the show was over.
“This was your doing,” a familiar voice hissed.
Mattie’s head snapped up.
Cynthia Richter stood there, her arms crossed in front of her chest. She radiated barely controlled fury. As always, that sickly-sweet perfume curdled the air around her.
“You heard Emily,” Mattie said, her tone even. Cynthia wouldn’t get the gratification of seeing how much Mattie did not want to have this conversation. “They planned this all on their own.”
“And whose influence encouraged them? None of those girls have ever, ever, done anything like this before. I can only hope that this repulsive stunt was the last of your choke hold on their education. Please don’t try to pretend that you had nothing to do with it.”
“I really wish I could take more credit. I’m very proud of them.”
“You know, Mattie, I’m not disappointed in you,” Cynthia said. “I save my disappointment for those who don’t joyfully follow a very dark path. You clearly decided a long time ago that you’re not one bit interested in living morally.”
“You’re goddamned right,” Mattie said cheerfully.
Cynthia blanched, then recovered. “I am, however, very disappointed in Coach Reed. She’ll hear more from me tonight. I’ve worked with her for the last eight years. I’m very aware that when it comes to her extracurriculars, absolutely nothing occurs without her knowledge. At every conceivable level, this…this musical”—her voice dripped with disgust—“amounts to a total failure of her leadership.”
It was impressive, really, how much one person’s perception of total failure could look like astonishing success to someone else.
Mattie’s mind spun. The programs. Emily’s announcement. The script changes. The kiss.
Cynthia was right about exactly one point. Nothing ever happened in any of Jillian’s domains without her full knowledge.
Which meant…
She thought about Jillian standing up to her mother last Sunday, a gesture that Mary Reed had almost certainly viewed as a massive betrayal, a kind of failure. One that Jillian had been finally ready to risk.
You have no idea what’s right for me, Jillian had told her mother.
Well, neither did Cynthia.
And maybe, just maybe, something else Cynthia wouldn’t like waited in the wings.
Mattie grinned, full and bright, a mean pleasure sparking through her. “You know,” she said, “I think we’re done here. There’s nothing left for us to say to each other.”
“I’m not—”
“Have a great life, Cynthia. I hope your God brings you even half of everything you deserve.”
Cynthia turned bright red, spun about on her high heels, and flounced off.
“Enjoy the rest of the musical,” Mattie called after her, not bothering to keep her voice low. The delight in it was obvious to anyone who cared to listen.
* * *
There were a few more kisses before the end of the show, most of them during Joe and Dolly’s reprise of “One More Rung up the Ladder.” While Aubrey and Kylie sang about how much they loved one another, the lyrics punctuated by brushing lips, movement rustled behind her.
Mattie didn’t turn around to see, but it was obvious that at least a few audience members were leaving.
After the last note of the musical’s final song rang out through the auditorium, Mattie jumped up and applauded as loudly as she could. Even let out a few cheers. Too bad she couldn’t whistle.
She wasn’t alone in her praise. There were a few other loud enthusiasts too. Most of the applause, though, was hushed and dutiful.
The cast and crew of Miss Munitions lined up on the stage and took their bows. Each one grinned through visible sweat and dripping makeup, flushed with the satisfaction of giving the performance they’d wanted to give all along. The subdued audience didn’t seem to faze one person on that stage. Most of them looked down at her, still grinning. Kylie met her eyes and gave her a firm salute.
Mattie saluted right back.
The applause faded, and as it did, Emily stepped up from her place on the sidelines. “Before you go, just one more minute. For those of us in the theater world, it’s tradition to thank the director on the last night of the show.” She jostled Izzy, who was standing next to her, and Izzy ran offstage into the wings. “We had two directors for this show, and we want to thank both of them.”
“Come on up, Ms. Belman!” Kiara called, and most of the students began beckoning her toward the stage.
Oh, Mattie thought. It was all her overwhelmed brain could manage. Oh.
As she made her way up the short set of stairs between the auditorium floor and stage right, Izzy emerged, carrying two bouquets of flowers that were big enough to obscure the top half of their body. And behind Izzy was—Mattie nearly stumbled as she stepped onto the stage—Jillian.
Like the crew, she was in all black and wearing a wireless headset mic. Her hair was pulled back into a ponytail, and, unusually, a few shorter strands had escaped the confines, framing Jillian’s bare and angular face.
Those midnight eyes, nearly the same color as Jillian’s clothes, locked onto Mattie and didn’t let go.
They stared at each other. It felt to Mattie like a feast after weeks of bare plates.
“This play,” Emily said grandly, gesturing at Mattie and Jillian, “would not have been possible without these two leading lights of the stage and teaching profession. I do want to say thank you first to my mom, who got the flowers for us earlier today”—she waved shyly into the audience—“but thank you, most of all, to Ms. Belman and Coach Reed for showing all of us that dreams really do come true. This was our dream. And you helped us make it a reality.”
The cast and crew applauded vigorously while Izzy handed Mattie and Jillian their bouquets.
Mattie clutched the bundle of lilies, delphinium, heather, and roses to her body and tried to remember how to stay upright. She still couldn’t take her eyes off Jillian. “Thank you,” she whispered. “Thank you so much.”
Then Jillian said, “My turn now.” With one last look at Mattie, she turned and walked out toward the edge of the stage, cradling her bouquet.
Mattie made herself take an unsteady step back to join the cast and crew. They crowded together, forming a solid U-shape behind Jillian, and Mattie had the strange sense that somehow, they were about to follow Jillian into battle.
“All of you are here tonight,” Jillian told the audience, her voice ringing out to the rafters, “because you love someone on this stage.”
A hush fell over the auditorium. The lights were still low, and not much was visible, but Mattie could see a few empty seats scattered throughout the first several rows.
“You came here because you were proud of them. Because you wanted them to know it. Well, I’ll tell you something. Not one of you out there is prouder of these kids than I am. Not a single one. The only person who might be is behind me.”
She didn’t turn around, but Mattie still felt the blaze of Jillian’s attention.
“Some of you out there,” Jillian continued, “might be uncomfortable with a few choices our actors made during tonight’s performance. You may think those choices go against traditional Catholic teachings. You might believe they fly in the face of St. Rita’s commitment to moral integrity. You may even see them as directly challenging the faith missions of our diocese and our religious community. And you’d be right.” She pulled the flowers tighter against her chest. “The show these students put on tonight is in direct opposition to what this institution teaches them to believe.”
Mattie could barely breathe.
“And on Wednesday, three nights ago,” Jillian said, “when they first told me what they wanted to do for their final show, I told them that they had my full blessing.”
The murmurs began again, thrumming though the crowd below as the audience realized what Jillian had said.
Mattie half expected someone to call out their objection or to jeer, but the wordless hum seemed almost bewildered, as though they couldn’t quite understand what was happening.
That was fair. She couldn’t either.
“These kids witnessed the consequences of an unfair, cruel policy and wanted to fight back the best way they knew how. In public. In front of their community. Because they wanted you—all of you—to understand that nobody deserves to be told they’re rejecting what’s right just for being who they are.”
The spotlight on Jillian’s face haloed her head with light, blazing around the black edges of her hair. She stood tall, her shoulders back, her feet planted apart. Mattie, shaking, thought that even with Jillian’s face obscured from sight, she’d never seen her look more beautiful than she did right now.
“They’re braver than I am,” Jillian said hoarsely.
The statement yanked the breath out of Mattie’s lungs.
On either side of her, Olivia and Kylie made soft sounds of surprise.
“Growing up, I heard over and over again in church that what we do with our lives is just as important as what we believe. Being a good Catholic means living out our belief through our actions. Our good works are a necessary response to God’s grace.”
Mattie could picture it so clearly. A little towheaded girl on a church pew, kicking her feet, and Mary Reed beside her, with one hand out to keep that little girl still.
“We’re justified by our works and by our faith. Not one or the other. Both. There’s a lot I don’t believe in anymore, but I still believe in that. These students”—Jillian gestured behind her—“your children, your grandchildren, your siblings, your nieces and nephews, your neighbors, have proven themselves. They’ve demonstrated their full and complete rightness through a commitment to what they believe. They have faith in themselves and in each other. And it’s past time for me to join them.”
For the first time since she’d stepped forward, Jillian seemed to hesitate. Her shoulders stiffened. She took a deep breath.
“All of you are here tonight,” Jillian repeated, “because you love someone on this stage.”
She turned and looked at Mattie. Her expression was wild and tender at the same time, the look of someone desperate to hold what was just out of reach.
Then Jillian faced the audience again and said, “So am I.”
Mattie felt, rather than heard, the shift of shock around her. Her knees buckled briefly, then recovered. “Jillian,” she said, the name shuddering in her mouth. “Oh my God. Jillian.”
A soft pressure on each side of her trembling arms—Olivia and Kylie leaning into her—to hold her up, maybe, or to remind Mattie they had her back or to help her realize that this wasn’t a dream, that the future had arrived.
“I have no expectations,” Jillian told the audience. Her voice rose so that she could be heard over the rapidly rising commotion as St. Rita’s parents, family members, and supporters processed what their championship-winning coach had told them. “No guarantees. I don’t know what’s going to happen after these curtains close. But I’m certain of one thing, even if it’s taken me half a lifetime to figure it out: None of you out there—nobody in this town—not one of you gets to decide my path. I do. No matter how much risk is involved.”
Her arms dropped to her sides, and Jillian pulled back her shoulders, standing even taller while the outraged audience made their displeasure known. One hand still clutched her bouquet, knuckles whitened as she squeezed the stems.
“If this school and this community turn their backs on me, then so be it. At least I’ve done what I needed to do. I will justify myself by my works and by my faith in what I know is right.”
Her last word lifted over the din.
And then Jillian turned around again, face ablaze with her conviction. As she walked toward Mattie, her hand loosened, and the bouquet fell onto the floor.
Mattie’s bouquet dropped too. She reached out to grip Jillian’s hands in her own. They were warm and solid and strong.
“Hey, Freckles,” Jillian said softly and smiled. Even though she still wore the wireless mic, which amplified her voice to the whole protesting auditorium, the words, Mattie knew, were just for her. “I’ve missed you.”
“Hey,” Mattie whispered. “Look at you. Magnificent. Transcendent.”
“I had to do it.” Jillian’s eyes shone. “For me. I had to let go. You understand?”
Mattie nodded. Dimly, she could hear the rising noise from the audience, as their anger escalated. Cynthia was shouting a stream of invective Mattie couldn’t make out.
“Get the curtain!” someone called, and in just a few seconds, the red drapes jolted shut in front of them.
Mattie could feel the students pulling away, off the stage and into the wings, presumably to give their teachers space. She didn’t look to confirm.
The building could’ve fallen down around them. The whole community could try to shout them off the campus. It didn’t matter. All that existed was Jillian, Mattie, and the way Mattie’s heart was cracking open, a bright and needful break that made room for new growth.
Jillian removed her headset mic and let that drop too. “I should’ve done this sooner,” she said quietly and took Mattie’s hands again. “I’ve spent weeks thinking about your face in Cynthia’s office when I told you I couldn’t leave. I hurt you. I know that. I’m sorry.”
Mattie rubbed her thumbs on the insides of Jillian’s palms and let her teary, joyful eyes give answer.
“And I meant everything I said just now,” Jillian added. “Including the part about no expectations.”
“I know you did.” Mattie let go of one hand and reached up to touch Jillian’s soft cheek. “And I know it’s not—you’re not—it takes time for things to change. Forty years doesn’t disappear in three weeks.”
“No. It doesn’t.”
“But—do you think you’re really ready to try? To be with me? Openly?” Mattie swallowed. “You’ll let me love you?”
The hope that transformed Jillian’s pale face was a wonder. “Are you saying what I think you are?”
Mattie smiled at her, blinking away tears. Everything she had was in that smile. “I’m here, Jillian.” The simple weight of the statement felt beautiful. “I don’t want to be anywhere else. I love you. I’m yours.”
Then Jillian’s mouth was on hers, kissing the air out of Mattie, and the pain too.
Mattie’s knees shook again, threatening collapse, but their tremor was no match for the strength of Jillian’s arms. Folded into Jillian’s embrace, Mattie was tethered to the ground, to the moment, to her person.
“You’re my love,” Jillian murmured against Mattie’s mouth, as though she couldn’t believe it, as though the truth of it were nearly too much to bear. “You’re my love. You’re my love. You’re my love. You’re my love.”
A benediction. Mattie pulled Jillian more firmly against her. Held her as tightly as she could. A prayer.



CHAPTER 26
“SO YOU’RE LEAVING US TOO, Coach,” Olivia said a half hour later.
Some of the cast and crew, plus Mrs. Kuzma, had briefly convened in the dressing room next to the stage, a repurposed storage space that now boasted several standing mirrors, a couple dozen makeup kits, and floor-strewn clothes. The students who weren’t there had parents who had refused to let Jillian speak to their children without an administrator present.
Mattie stood next to Jillian, watching their kids. Some were on their feet, some were sitting on the floor, and all were clearly overwhelmed. It was a night of so many endings.
“I can’t stay, sprout,” Jillian said, so gently. “Do you get why?”
She’d tendered her resignation to Cynthia almost the second she’d gotten off the stage, before Cynthia could fire her. Mattie hadn’t been close enough to hear the conversation, brief as it was, but the satisfaction of watching Cynthia storm away was tremendous.
“Yeah.” Olivia looked down. “I get it. I just—I came to St. Rita’s because I’ve wanted you to be my coach since I was eight years old. I do want you to, uh, have those things you talked about up there.” She waved in the general direction of the stage. “It just really sucks that you can’t have them here.”
A shadow crossed Jillian’s face. “I won’t mince words. Leaving all of you is one of the hardest decisions I’ve ever made. I’m sorry it’s necessary.”
“You’ve always told us we should never apologize,” Trinity said with surprise in her voice. “‘Never apologize. Execute.’ That’s what you always say.”
“Well.” Jillian glanced at Mattie, then looked back at their students. “This may come as a shock to you, Matthews, but I’m not always right.”
Emily perked up a little. “That’s what Mrs. Kuzma told us.”
“Thank you, Mrs. Kuzma,” Jillian said wryly. “I appreciate your support.”
Mrs. Kuzma smiled at her. “You sure were right tonight. And don’t let a single one of ’em out there tell you otherwise. Good for you, cookie.”
Mattie made a mental note to bring Mrs. Kuzma a shitload of unsold pastries after her next shift.
Kiara’s arm went up. “So, um. Are you and Ms. Belman—together now? As in, you’re dating? Can I ask that? Is that okay?”
Jillian seemed to need a moment to steel herself. She looked at Mattie, then took her hand, and that small movement felt like the biggest gesture in the world.
Mattie gave her a tiny nod of encouragement.
“Yes,” Jillian said. “We are.”
Izzy and Olivia had eyes the size of hockey pucks. So did a few of the others. Kylie grinned.
“What you said onstage, Coach,” Emily volunteered, “was literally the most romantic thing I’ve ever heard in my entire life. And I’ve watched so many romantic movies, even some of the R-rated ones, although my mom makes me skip the inappropriate scenes. But that—that was just so amazing.” She clasped her hands together. “You’re gonna have a really hard time topping that when you propose to Ms. Belman.”
“Emily!” Mattie exclaimed, half-horrified and half-delighted.
It was way too much too soon. Jillian had just come out in front of sixty people, many of them unsympathetic, and resigned from her beloved job of fifteen years. By morning, all of Gladbeck—including the entire Reed family—would almost certainly know what had happened at St. Rita’s. That was plenty for Jillian to deal with before even thinking about any long-term commitments. They hadn’t even had a substantial conversation about next steps.
But in each confident syllable Jillian had spoken on that stage, Mattie had felt new faith bloom inside her, solid and unshakable.
As though she knew exactly what Mattie was thinking, Jillian said, “A proposal isn’t happening anytime soon. There’s a whole lot of life that needs to take place first. I won’t rush that.”
Emily looked disappointed.
“But just between you and me, Red? One day, when it happens? It’ll be the greatest proposal anyone’s ever made.” Jillian squeezed Mattie’s hand, once, a private punctuation that was only for her.
Some of the girls, Emily included, made delighted oooooh noises.
Mattie wondered exactly what shade of red she’d turned. Tomato, probably.
Delight burst through every inch of her, from head to toe, until she was stuffed so full of joy that it began to spill out of her in fresh tears. This was the overwhelming happiness she’d read about and never felt before, that she’d had always secretly believed was an invention of songs and poems.
Until now.
Mattie should’ve realized. When Jillian Reed decided to commit to something, she was all in. And she never wavered.
Yes, Jillian was right. They had a lot of life to live first, a deep, uncompromising dive they’d both take into the unknown. Conversations, decisions, plans. Therapy—at least for Mattie. New jobs. New roadblocks. New priorities. A way forward.
All of that was necessary. They had to be sure of each other.
It was the damndest thing, though. Holding Jillian’s hand in front of their beloved kids, still in the first minutes of their relationship, Mattie knew that she was already sure.
“Bless you, sweethearts.” Mrs. Kuzma put one hand over her heart, just where her crucifix necklace lay, seeming to need a moment to take it all in. “Be well. Be happy.”
Mattie was struck by the graciousness with which she’d let in their delight and then had returned some of her own, so easily, as if it really was that simple, in the end, to put love before all else.
* * *
Jillian’s quiet, unassuming neighborhood, nestled in the dark with only a few streetlamps to light it, was the most beautiful place Mattie had ever been.
By all rights, they should’ve both been staggering with exhaustion. It was nearly midnight. Enough had happened to make them want to sleep for a thousand years.
But neither Mattie or Jillian could stay still.
They walked hand in hand down the empty sidewalk. The soft night breeze didn’t make Mattie want to pull her jacket tighter. Hints of spring wafted in the air, and the rich, earthy scent heralded green life. Only a few clouds blocked the broad expanse of stars that freckled the sky.
“It feels impossible that I get to have this,” Jillian said. She looked down at their joined hands, then up at Mattie. Incredibly, the quick glance held shyness, as though a part of Jillian still waited for Mattie to take it back.
“You do.” It felt impossible to Mattie too. “And so do I. It’s ours.”
The sidewalk felt reassuringly solid beneath her feet. Sidewalks were wonderful. So were streets and trees and houses. The world was wonderful.
After a long silence, Jillian said, “I told Cynthia that if she punished a single one of those kids for what they did tonight, I’d spin a pretty damning story to the thirty-one thousand people who currently follow me on TikTok. That baby’d go viral in less time than it takes your ponytail to come loose.”
With her free hand, Mattie touched the strands of hair that had, per usual, escaped any attempt to corral them. “So Kylie and Aubrey won’t get expelled?”
“I doubt it. If it means bad publicity? Cynthia won’t lash out. She’s a coward at heart.” Jillian’s laugh was bitter. “Takes one to know one.”
“Hey,” Mattie exclaimed, “nobody calls my girlfriend a coward. Not even my girlfriend.”
“Your—” Jillian stopped in her tracks and stared at Mattie.
“That’s right. Assuming you want me to call you that?”
“Girlfriend.” Awe filled Jillian’s voice with the kind of reverence reserved for sacred words. “I’m your girlfriend. Just incredible.” She leaned down and kissed Mattie right there on the sidewalk.
Mattie, her face turned up toward the sun that was Jillian Reed, kissed her back. This right here truly was sacred: to kiss the woman she loved on a public street, without fear of discovery.
Desire, asleep for weeks, began to wake again in Mattie, curling slowly through her chest and limbs. She shivered.
When the kiss finally broke, Jillian said slowly, “I’m done, Mattie. I’m done giving up what I could have just to hold on to the life I’ve made.”
For the first time since they’d met, Mattie asked a question without bracing herself for rejection. “What made you change your mind?”
Jillian’s silence felt contemplative rather than hostile. Eventually, she said, “Something my mother said at Sunday brunch last week. I’d lost you, I’d failed you, because I was so damned scared of losing everything else, and there Mom was, telling me I’d failed her when I’d just thrown out who I am for who she wants me to be. I’ll be picking shrapnel out of that wound for a very long time.”
“I’m so sorry,” Mattie whispered.
“You know, I always thought Mom didn’t see me. Didn’t understand me. But at brunch, when she said that—I realized I was wrong. She does see me. She just doesn’t like what she sees. And I can’t change that.”
Mattie took Jillian’s hands in hers. There would, no doubt, be some very difficult conversations between Jillian and the Reeds over the next few days. Some of those conversations might be final ones.
She could say, I like what I see. It was more than true. Instead, though, Mattie asked, “Do you like what you see? In yourself? Who you really are?”
Another long pause.
“I want to,” Jillian said softly.
“You will. It takes time.”
“Time,” Jillian repeated, her voice rutted with unmistakable pain. “So much time. I’ve spent all these years making my life so goddamn small. My entire adult life. I’ve lost that too.”
Mattie lifted Jillian’s hands and kissed them. You have more years, she wanted to say, but that wasn’t the point. “I know,” she whispered.
“You were the worst loss, Freckles,” Jillian said. “That’s the other thing I realized. None of it—not my job, not my family—nothing I was so terrified of losing was worse than a future without you.”
Now Mattie was the one who needed a moment. “Oh,” she managed, her mouth still on Jillian’s knuckles. “But you found me again.”
“I did.” The pain in Jillian’s voice made room for amazement. “I found you.”
The opposite of loss wasn’t win, after all. It was find. “We’ve both figured out a lot, haven’t we? Maybe it’s okay that it took a long time. Maybe we needed that.”
“Tell me yours. What you figured out.” Jillian’s hands began to relax under Mattie’s lips, the tension receding. “I want to know everything. Everything.”
“I don’t want to spend the rest of my life jumping from one thing to the next.” Mattie pulled back after one last little kiss. “Careers, friendships, relationships. I think I thought that if I didn’t fully commit, if I ran away whenever life got to be too much, then I couldn’t really get hurt. But I can’t outrun myself.”
“Wherever you go, there you are.”
“Yes. Exactly. Any worthwhile life hurts sometimes. Getting hurt is what you risk when you run after joy. And I can’t have the joy without the risk.”
“What are you committing to now?” Jillian asked. “Besides me, obviously.”
“Obviously.” Mattie grinned. Even in love, Jillian was still Jillian Reed. She’d never be anyone else, and thank God for that. “Acting. I’ve been thinking that I want to go back to New York. Honestly, I don’t care if I spend the rest of my life in alley theaters playing one-line roles. I belong on that stage.”
“You do,” Jillian said thoughtfully. “You also belong at the front of a classroom.”
That surprised Mattie. She’d thought about teaching again someday, but it hadn’t been part of her plans for the near future. That afternoon in Cynthia’s office had curdled her appetite for education. “You think so?”
“Look at what you did in just seven months without a lick of real experience. You’re a born teacher. Those kids never would’ve done what they did tonight if you hadn’t shown them they were worth it.”
Jillian only gave a compliment when she meant it with every bone in her body. Mattie did her best to take in what she’d said.
Teaching was partly about performance. It required you to stand in front of a room full of onlookers, to quickly improvise when the unexpected occurred, to command with voice and language and movement. But it wasn’t the same as stage acting, where the connections you built with the audience were anonymous, made by reaching out into the temporary dark.
To be a teacher, a good one, you had to develop real relationships, day by day, week by week. Teenagers weren’t anonymous or hidden from sight. They were individual humans, and they deserved adults who committed to their intellectual and emotional well-being.
Mattie thought about her kids. Their kids. Remembered the way she’d been full of pride when Izzy stood up to Grace Antonelli, the astonishment of Olivia’s remarkable audition, and Kylie’s refusal to be silenced by bullshit.
She’d committed to them and had been heartbroken, and it was still one of the best choices she’d ever made.
“I’ll think about it,” she told Jillian. “Really, I will. Promise.”
“Good,” Jillian said, and they began to walk again. “Oh, and by the way, we can get separate places when we move to New York.”
Head spinning, Mattie tried, as she always did with Jillian, to catch up. “Separate…places? In New York?”
“My understanding,” Jillian continued as nonchalantly as if talking about the weather, “is that it’s healthier to maintain different living spaces at the start of a relationship, especially when other major life changes are involved. And given our admittedly rocky start, I want to make sure we do this right. Don’t you?”
“Yes,” Mattie managed. “I mean, I agree. But—”
“But what? You said you want to move to New York.” Jillian shrugged. “So we’re moving to New York. There are hundreds of high schools with soccer teams out there. A handful of colleges. Any of ’em would be lucky to get me.”
“You came out three—” Mattie looked at her watch. “Three hours and forty-two minutes ago. You haven’t even talked to your mother yet. And you already know you want to move to New York with me? Just like that?”
“Did you miss the moment”—Jillian took Mattie’s hand again—“when I told our students that one day, a long time from now, I’ll propose? I know exactly what I want, Freckles: you, for as long as you’ll have me.”
Again, uncontrollable delight roared through Mattie.
“I meant what I said about not having any expectations before I walked out on that stage. I did what I did for me. But I also promised myself that if a miracle happened—that if you wanted to try again—I wouldn’t look back. I’ll be forty-one next week. That’s close to half of my life in the rearview mirror. I’m not wasting a second of the other half.”
“You’re really sure about this?” By now, the answer was clear, but Mattie needed to ask one more time. “You’re sure you want to partner up with an underemployed, avoidant, loud, divorced, Jewish lesbian actress?”
“Look, at least you’re not a Protestant.”
Mattie laughed long and hard, the breath wheezing out of her as they turned down the walkway to Jillian’s house. God, it felt incredible to laugh like that again.
“You’re sure too?” A new tinge of hesitancy crept into Jillian’s question. “I’ve never been in a long-term relationship, you know. I don’t have a job. And after tomorrow, Brian might be the only member of my family still speaking to me. You really think you want to take all that on?”
“I want you,” Mattie said simply. “In all your brilliant, infuriating, incredible glory. Anything else, we’ll figure out along the way.”
They were on Jillian’s porch now, in front of the red door that stood out like a beacon amid the rows of pastel houses. That door let anyone who cared to look know that here lived a woman who was worth everything.
Jillian unlocked the door and held it wide open.
“Come on in, Freckles,” she said. The love in her voice was so full, so expansive, that for a second, Mattie wasn’t sure she could bear it.
But she could. She could do much more than bear it. She could take it in and give back as good as she got.
“I’m ready,” Mattie said, to herself as much as Jillian. Together, they went inside, heading in the direction of their new life.



EPILOGUE
September, three years later
 
THE FRONT DOOR OF THEIR Queens apartment closed firmly, and then Jillian hollered from the hallway, “We lost!”
Mattie looked up from her script, took off her new reading glasses, and tossed them onto the dining room table. Jillian might be in a foul mood, as she still was sometimes after losing. Or she might be resigned to the outcome. “Oh, honey, I’m sorry. What was the score?”
“Four-three.” Jillian didn’t seem happy, obviously, but she didn’t sound especially distressed either. “Not humiliating. Dominican’s center forward had a leg like a battering ram.”
Resignation had won out today, then. Mattie smiled. Jillian didn’t talk about her therapy sessions often, but three years of consistent effort were clearly making a difference.
“That’s college soccer for you,” Jillian continued, still in the hallway. “We’ll crush Lincoln next week. Hey, how’d the audition go?”
“Got a callback two hours later.”
“Freckles!” Jillian exclaimed, followed by the thunk-thunk of sneakers coming off. “Of course you did.”
She rounded the corner, and Mattie, grinning, took the opportunity to stare at her girlfriend. She’d been looking closely at Jillian Reed for four years, but the view was still just as breathtaking.
Maybe even more so now that Jillian had made a few changes.
About two weeks after she’d come out, Jillian had gone to a local salon and told them to hack off her hair, resulting in a short, messy crop that Mattie loved to ruffle. Slowly, day by day, the almond-brown color had spread across Jillian’s inch-long hair, from root to tip, until she looked just like an older version of that girl in the Donnellys’ basement.
Only much, much happier.
Other changes weren’t as immediately apparent, but from Mattie’s perspective, they were massive. That inflexible, all-consuming effort had become a shadow of its former self. Sure, Jillian still pushed herself hard, still prided herself on excellence, but that ravenous look in her eyes had faded. She wasn’t nearly as starved as she’d been.
These days, every once in a while, she made jokes.
“The part isn’t much,” Mattie said. “Supporting role, just two scenes. But it’s off-Broadway, and the director’s got a growing reputation. People say he’s good.”
“He gave you a callback,” Jillian told her. “I’m conditionally in agreement with ‘people.’ Final opinion subject to whether or not you get the part. If you don’t, he’s trash.”
“Come here.” Mattie beckoned Jillian over to the table, and when Jillian came close to the chair, Mattie threw her arms around her waist, pressing her face against the eggplant-colored tank top. “I missed you today.”
“You say that every day.” Jillian combed her fingers through Mattie’s unruly hair.
“It’s true every day.” Mattie pulled her head back and looked up. “Hey, did you tell your mother we’re coming for Thanksgiving?”
Jillian sighed. She’d cut contact with Mary Reed after coming out due to her mother’s distraught and angry reaction. Then, one day, about a year later, a handwritten letter had arrived in the mail that Jillian, shocked, had shared with Mattie. I may not understand why you’ve chosen to live your life this way, Mary had written. But I’m nearly eighty years old. I don’t have a lot of time left. You’re my daughter. I don’t want to lose you. Can we start there?
It hadn’t been easy for Jillian, but over the past two years, there’d been phone conversations and slow progress, and now Mary was approaching the neighborhood of cautious acceptance. In so many ways, that was a low bar, but Mattie had learned about the substantial distance between a low bar and the inflexible ground.
After more than three years’ absence, Jillian was returning to her mother’s house, with her girlfriend at her side.
“I told Mom,” Jillian said. “She asked if there’s anything she should do to prepare the house for you. I didn’t know if she meant the Jewish part or the lesbian part.”
“The divorced part, I bet. Tell her to sprinkle the front door with holy water.” Then, just in case Jillian took her seriously, Mattie added, “Please don’t tell her that. I’ll be on my best behavior, unless she decides to act out.”
“No prodigal son coming home. Just a bisexual butch daughter.” One side of Jillian’s mouth twitched in a quick, wry smile. “At least Brian will be there. Jimmy and Paul too. They’ve been decent.”
Jillian didn’t mention her two eldest brothers, neither of whom were especially close with their baby sister these days. Their reactions hadn’t been on the same level as that of Jillian’s mother, but Mattie knew the increased emotional distance was hurtful.
“It’s only two days anyway,” Jillian continued. “Thank God. Then we get to come back here.”
To their lives. To the one-bedroom apartment that, even though it was just over six hundred square feet, had become the happiest home Mattie had ever known.
“Oh, hey,” Mattie said. “I forgot to tell you. Izzy confirmed we’re on for dinner Saturday night. They insisted on bringing dessert, even though I said not to. Something homemade.”
“That’s our Izzy,” Jillian said fondly. “I bet it’s some vegan monstrosity. Are we finally meeting what’s-her-name? Their girlfriend?”
“Emma? Yeah, she’s coming too. Sounds like Izzy’s really serious about her.”
“Then she’ll get my soon-to-be-patented Jillian Reed Screening Conversation, complete with a long list of questions about her intentions, interests, and major life goals.”
“Please go easy on the poor kid, okay? Emma and Izzy are still in college, for crying out loud. It’s not like they’re getting married anytime soon.” Mattie’s cheeks heated as she said it.
Jillian didn’t seem to notice. She bent and kissed the top of Mattie’s head. “I’ll be nice to her, Freckles. Promise. If Izzy thinks Emma’s special, then that’s good enough for me. You know I don’t make Dad’s potato soup for just anybody.”
Jillian reserved a few special recipes for their kids and their kids only.
Since leaving St. Rita’s, they’d managed to stay in contact with a surprising number of their former students. Kylie was happily pursuing a degree in psychology at a public school in the Midwest and had recently been elected president of her campus’s LGBTQIA+ group. Aubrey, now starting community college after taking a few years to work, had the lead in a local theater production outside Scranton. Emily and Olivia were recent Gladbeck West graduates, having left St. Rita’s after their first year; Emily, a first-year at Syracuse, would be visiting soon, and Olivia had gone off to Philadelphia. Kiara, thriving at Spelman, planned on graduate school. And Sophia studied animal science at Mattie’s alma mater, Lowe, having discovered a passion for beef cattle production.
More than anyone else, though, Mattie and Jillian kept in touch with Izzy, who had just started their junior year at NYU. They’d come out to their parents right before moving to the city. Izzy’s dad hadn’t been happy, but distance and time had calmed him down.
Izzy had spent that first Christmas with Mattie and Jillian, not ready to go home just yet, and when Izzy cried, weeping with unrestrained grief, Jillian held them in a silent, understanding embrace.
Mattie knew she and Jillian would never be parents in the traditional sense. Neither of them wanted that. There were other ways, though, to make a family.
She stood and pulled Jillian toward the living room couch. Since the day they’d moved in together—technically, four months after arriving in Queens, but officially one year later, once Mattie could end the lease on her studio—they’d made a habit of what she liked to call couch time.
“Tell me what else happened today,” Jillian said, once Mattie leaned against her, head on her girlfriend’s shoulder. “How was class?”
“Good.” Mattie had been working afternoons at Downstage Youth Theater in Brooklyn for the last five months. It didn’t pay the bills on its own, but between that and some shifts at her local Starbucks, she was contributing her half of the rent without too much stress. “We practiced singing in a way that doesn’t completely overpower the people next to us.”
“Liam again?”
“Liam again,” Mattie confirmed. “I think he’s finally listening to me, although apparently he told Sarah that his private vocal coach said he’d have a ‘flawless tenor’ once his voice stopped cracking.”
“What a pleasant child,” Jillian said dryly. “If you want me to go stand in the corner of your classroom and glare at him until that giant ego of his starts to quake, you know where to find me.”
“I do know.” Mattie kissed Jillian’s cheek. “I also know you’ve got absolutely no grounds to criticize anyone else’s giant ego, Coach Reed.”
“Assistant Coach Reed,” Jillian corrected. “At least for now. Which reminds me—one of the other coaches invited me out to drinks with the guys after next Wednesday’s game. I think he finally realized I’m not as scary as I seem.” She grinned. “Mind if I go?”
“Mind?” Mattie sat up. “Of course I don’t mind. I’ve been telling you to hang out with them for the past year. Who was it, the one with the mustache? Darrell? I like him.”
“Mmm-hmm. He said he and his wife are hosting some kind of party next month too. Told me to bring you along.”
“I’m there,” Mattie said firmly. Anything to support Jillian making friends.
Their social network was still small, despite three years in Queens, but Mattie had managed to make some connections too: a coworker at Starbucks, a colleague at Downstage, a similarly unathletic participant in her queer yoga class. She’d even managed a few get-togethers, doing her best to help those connections grow toward real friendship. And those were just the in-person relationships. About a year after moving to Queens, she’d begun to reach out to a number of her former friends in Los Angeles with apologies for ghosting them after the divorce.
Mattie was letting people in again and inviting them to stay. It wasn’t easy, but it was worth it.
She said a silent thank-you to her therapist.
“You’re welcome,” Jillian said and then, “For what?”
Oh, she’d spoken out loud. Well, silence had never been Mattie’s strong suit. “For being you.” She stroked Jillian’s head. “For helping me be me. And for those arm muscles of yours.”
“Yeah?” Jillian took Mattie’s left hand and placed it on her right bicep. “Feel that, Freckles. That’s new definition right there. I’ve been trying a different routine.”
Mattie couldn’t tell, but it didn’t matter one bit. What was there was glorious, thick, and firm and powerful. She made a soft hmmmm, nosing a little at Jillian’s jaw.
As always, Jillian caught on immediately.
“You want that?” she asked softly and stroked the top of Mattie’s thigh. “You need that, my love?”
It wasn’t often that Jillian used terms of endearment. Typically, she relied on her nickname for Mattie, which was by now a kind of sweet talk just by itself. But when she did—when she called Mattie my love or my heart or even, on one occasion, my light—it made Mattie feel as if she’d found the reason she was on this planet in the first place.
Mattie was someone’s love. She was Jillian Reed’s light.
“Take me to bed,” she whispered, and Jillian’s eyes caught fire, a reflection of what they saw.
* * *
Their bedroom was just barely big enough to hold a queen bed, one bedside table, and a small chest of drawers. It didn’t matter. Mattie and Jillian had exactly enough room.
“What do you need?” Jillian whispered in Mattie’s ear as they lay on the bed together. Her hand was between Mattie’s legs, on top of the denim seam, and she was gently cupping what already ached pleasantly. No pressure yet. “Ask me nicely.”
They were still fully clothed, Mattie in a T-shirt and loose jeans, Jillian in her requisite tank top and cargo joggers. Sometimes they liked to start out with a few layers instead of peeling off their clothes right away. It prolonged the tease to add some separation between what they wanted and what they’d get.
“Your mouth,” Mattie whispered. “Please.”
Her reward was a kiss that lasted minutes, until their mouths grew careless, loose.
Eventually, Mattie pulled back, just a bit, with a small, needy noise that always got Jillian wet. Performative, maybe, but heat filled Jillian’s eyes at the sound. “I want to make you feel good.”
“Of course you do. You’re my good girl, aren’t you?”
She was. Mattie canted her hips again.
“No. Not yet. What else do you want?”
“I want to fuck you,” Mattie said, low and hoarse. “With Lady Blue.”
That was the name for their G-spot vibrator, the thick five-inch one that made Jillian come so hard, her vision grayed. They’d bought it about a year earlier for Jillian to use on Mattie but had learned on one experimental night that the other way around achieved even better results. The curve of the vibe seemed made for Jillian, and there was nothing like the feral look on her face when Mattie slipped it inside her.
“Oh,” Jillian murmured. “Well, if that’s what my girl wants, then that’s what she’ll get.”
She undid the button on Mattie’s jeans, pulled the zipper down, and traced the cotton below. “But what about this?” she asked, reaching in. The pads of her fingers brushed against Mattie’s mound. “I know you, Freckles. Just giving it won’t be enough. You want to be filled up.”
Mattie grabbed Jillian’s hand and pushed down.
Jillian’s breath caught. She rubbed Mattie’s sensitive lips through the cloth.
Just that little pressure was enough to make Mattie gasp. “Yes,” she managed. “I need that.”
Jillian gave a sharp tug on the waistband of Mattie’s jeans, which meant off, which meant I can’t wait anymore, which meant I can’t pretend to be detached, even if we both know it’s a game.
Mattie obeyed, pulling them off as quickly as she could, her T-shirt too. Jillian followed suit. In an impressively short amount of time, she was clad only in her sports bra and boy shorts. Mattie, too, was stripped to her underwear.
Unlike Jillian, though, she’d prepared in advance.
She stood next to the bed, ruffling one hand through her curls, and Jillian gaped openly at Mattie’s breasts. They were clad in her brand-new lace demi bra, dark blue and nearly transparent.
“It’s too small for me, I think,” Mattie said, all teasing innocence. “I’m just spilling out of it, aren’t I? Oh, dear.” She looked down at herself. The bra was intentionally a cup size below what she usually bought, all the better to show off her impressive assets. “I’m so embarrassed. What if I expose myself? What if you”—she took a deep breath, full breasts swelling in the small cups, and bit the tip of her finger—“accidentally see?”
“You minx,” Jillian said, delighted. “You actress. Get over here.”
The bra stayed on for about thirty more seconds while they fell back to the mattress together, and Mattie had just enough time to reflect that she’d spent her money very wisely before Jillian lowered her mouth to suck on what she’d exposed.
All coherent thought disappeared. “You—” Mattie gasped. “Fuck. Jillian, God.”
She reached down to find Jillian’s sports bra. The angle was terrible, but that didn’t matter. Touching those gorgeous breasts, that was what mattered. Getting her hands on Jillian any way she could, even with the tips of her fingers—that mattered more than anything.
Jillian’s taut nipples were pressed against the fabric. Mattie pinched one, so lightly, and felt Jillian’s moan between her own legs.
Another pinch, another moan, and then Jillian growled, “I need you on top.”
Mattie, now past the ability to tease, obeyed immediately. She tossed her lacy bottoms unceremoniously onto the floor, then yanked the bedside drawer open to grab Lady Blue and a half-empty bottle of lube.
Jillian pulled off her sports bra, followed quickly by her underwear. “Don’t want it.”
“The vibe?” Mattie was a little disappointed, but if Jillian had changed her mind, that was fine. Maybe Mattie could use the vibe on herself instead.
Jillian, now naked, lay on the bed. Her breasts rose and fell with each heavy breath. She seemed almost dazed, as though she’d lost track of up and down, only sure of what pointed her in Mattie’s direction.
“I don’t want the lube.” She spread her legs, bending her knees so that Mattie had a perfect view of the treasure there. “Not today. Feel for yourself.”
Mattie did and nearly groaned when her inquiring finger, pressed gently at Jillian’s slit, was suddenly slick and slipping. “Jesus,” she whispered.
“That’s for you.” Jillian’s eyes closed for just a moment, as if seeing Mattie and feeling her finger at the same time were all too much. “I’m soaked for you. I’ve been thinking about this since the subway ride home. Oh—”
She’d found Jillian’s clit and brushed gently against it.
“No,” Jillian cried out. “You’ll make me come—don’t want to—not yet—”
Mattie pulled her hand away. “Lady Blue,” she said softly as Jillian spread her thighs farther apart, “is ready for you.”
She knelt down between Jillian’s spread legs, one hand braced against the mattress near Jillian’s stomach. A few button presses and then Lady Blue was humming at just the right speed.
“The question is, Freckles, are you ready?” How could Jillian still manage to sound like that, even when she was this aroused? Provocative, playful, commanding? “Ready to watch me do it? I’ll come so hard. Come all over your hand—”
The last word broke and became two syllables as Mattie began to move the vibe forward, slowly working it inside Jillian.
Jillian cried out. Her hands joined Mattie’s, and together they pushed the vibe until it was buried as deeply as it could go.
Mattie’s clit throbbed. The vibe in her hand felt like an extension of her own body, like her own appendage and not a toy they kept in a bedside drawer.
“Fuck me,” Jillian gasped.
Mattie did just that.
With each movement, each thrust of the vibe, Jillian moaned. Her face was flushed and sweat-glazed, and her breasts bounced slightly as Mattie fucked her from above.
“More?” Mattie could barely speak. Her knees trembled against the mattress. “You want more, honey?”
“I want,” Jillian managed, “I want—everything.”
She propped herself up with one arm and reached down between their bodies. Mattie’s breath hitched as Jillian found Mattie’s own slick entrance and pressed inward.
It wasn’t easy or elegant. Jillian had to strain to reach. But her face was wild, and Mattie knew what that look meant, knew that Jillian wanted, more than anything, to feel the proof of Mattie’s need, to know that what she was getting she could give too.
Mattie’s hand shook, ruining the rhythm she’d built. Jillian’s thumb was on her clit, her forefinger and middle finger questing inside.
“Don’t stop,” Jillian told her, breathless. “Or I stop.”
“How can I—focus—when you’re—ah, fuck.”
“Make it—happen—!”
Mattie wasn’t sure how her hand still knew what to do when the rest of her body focused on her aching clit. She felt close to bursting.
“Freckles,” Jillian said. “Freckles, look at me. Need to see you—please—”
Whatever she saw in Mattie’s face seemed to shatter her.
Jillian stared, cried out, and began to come onto the vibe, onto Mattie’s hand, driving down as deep as she could get. Her fingers slipped from Mattie, and Mattie, pulsing as though Jillian’s orgasm echoed in her own folds, barely noticed.
She worked Jillian through it, slowly, deliberately, until Jillian relaxed onto the bed.
“Holy shit,” Mattie said as she withdrew the vibe and turned it off. It was coated from base to tip. “Wow.”
Jillian drew a shaking hand across her forehead. It was the same hand that had just been inside Mattie. “Wow,” she murmured finally, “is right.”
She clearly needed a moment—maybe more than one—to recover. Mattie wrapped the vibe in a tissue and placed it on the bedside table. While Jillian took deep breaths, she lay down next to her again and snuggled up.
“Well done,” Mattie whispered.
Jillian, finally back in the land of the living, turned toward her. “Want to come?” she murmured. “I can concentrate better now.”
“I think,” Mattie said, inspiration striking her from nowhere, “that I’d like you to watch me do it. It won’t take long.”
“Of course it won’t. Needy girl.”
Still watching Jillian’s face, Mattie rubbed one finger against her swollen clit again and again and again, until, in no time at all, the edge found her.
“Love you,” she said and looked into Jillian’s open, awed expression, “I love you so much—oh—!” She came, hard and fast, clenching against her hand.
Once she’d returned to herself, they kissed again, long and slow. It was like leaning back into a hot bath, the warmth that curled around each and every part of Mattie. The feeling covered her and claimed her for happiness.
Then Mattie slid her head down to the top of Jillian’s bare chest and rested there.
She could hear the faint swish of a heartbeat, Jillian’s rhythmic pulse. It wasn’t a surprise and yet seemed miraculous. Beneath that layer of skin was a spectacular network of human connectivity, a fact Jillian had in common with every single other person, but that still felt perfectly astonishing. A system of blood and bones and tissue, the most universal and ordinary thing in the world, had managed to form the extraordinary woman lying beneath her.
Mattie was agnostic, but she believed in whatever force had made Jillian Reed.
“That,” Jillian announced, slipping her hand over the top of Mattie’s head, “was exactly what I needed.”
“Mmm,” Mattie agreed and snuggled closer. “Me too.”
It was good she’d been the one to grab the vibrator. Mattie didn’t want Jillian digging too deeply into their bedside drawer. It held a small, dark velvet box in the very back, the same color as Jillian’s eyes, with a gold and glittering object inside that Mattie didn’t want Jillian to see. Not yet.
More than three years ago, Jillian had told their former students that one day, she’d plan the greatest proposal anyone had ever seen, when Mattie and Jillian were ready. Once they’d been able to experience, without any hurry, the heady early days of a relationship, the rush and euphoria.
And the pain. The nights she’d held Jillian while they talked about Mary Reed’s agonizing rejection. Or when they’d flown to North Carolina on a moment’s notice to visit Mattie’s brother in the hospital after his car accident.
All that and the errands, the delayed subway trains, the busted air conditioner window unit, the grinding minutiae of life, each minute made good by the gorgeous core of it all: seeing someone fully and being fully seen in return.
It had been three years, five months, and nine days since Jillian had stepped forward onto that stage.
Mattie was ready.
She suspected she wasn’t the only one preparing a proposal. There had been a few odd questions lately, a few times when Jillian wouldn’t meet Mattie’s eyes. Mattie was pretty sure delightful plans were afoot.
Her own plans were still budding, but she knew she wanted to figure out a showstopper. Jillian would love a proposal that matched the far reaches of her personality: intense, glorious, dazzling. Maybe Mattie would talk to Darrell at that party he was throwing and see if he and the other coaches and the Queens College women’s soccer team might be interested in helping Mattie. A playoff game—ideally, the championship game—seemed like an ideal place to make a very grand gesture.
Jillian wasn’t the only one capable of arranging the greatest proposal of all time.
She felt the light press of Jillian’s mouth against her scalp and the slight movement as Jillian smiled into the crown of Mattie’s head. The gesture was soft and sleepy, as she always was after sex.
Mattie, too, was ready for a late-afternoon nap. She closed her eyes in perfect contentment.
It was entirely possible that Mattie would be the one to kneel down first. And if she did, well, that was just fine.
Jillian wouldn’t mind her winning, just this once.
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But Steph has never been in a relationship, preferring casual flings, and Rae isn’t sure she’s ready to be happy again. Will they find the courage to open themselves up to love?
 
Falling in love is no laughing matter in this opposites-attract lesbian romance with a bit of fake relationship.
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