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            Dedication

         
         
            For the ones who dream of space and of a safe place to land.

            Sometimes going big is going home.
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            Prelude
Zoe

         
         When I’m dancing, I’m flying. Music, muscles, movement. Everything else falling away like sweat. Head up, shoulders back,
            tall neck, long spine, elbows up, soft hands; don’t roll, don’t sickle; spot your turns, hold your turnout, square your hips,
            get your leg up, higher, higher, higher.
         

         
         Higher.

         
         Higher.

         
         Reach.

         
         Extend.

         
         Lift.

         
         Lengthen.

         
         Smile.

         
         Oh—and don’t forget to breathe.

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            One
Hanna

         
         Fayetteville, North Carolina, is the first place we haven’t lived on base. Ever since I can remember, I’ve woken up to reveille
            and ended the day facing the nearest flag for the retreat at five p.m. But this year, for whatever reason—maybe as some sort
            of peace offering for needing to move cross-country again, during my senior year no less—instead of defaulting to living on base, Mom and Dad had asked me what I wanted.
         

         
         I don’t know why I asked for this. To feel slightly off-kilter everywhere I go. But I did.

         
         The first movie I ever went to in Fayetteville was with this guy named Travis, who lives a couple streets down and is the
            kind of person who says, “Hey! How’s it going?” to everyone he passes in the neighborhood, expects you to respond, and cares
            about the answer. Friendly guy, obviously, almost overly so, but friendly even after he discovered I was a lesbian and he had less than no chance at getting into these boot-cut jeans, so points for that. There’s
            a reason he and his sister evolved into the two actual friends I have here.
         

         
         Anyway, before the previews started, I stood up. Expecting the national anthem. Until I realized I was the only one standing and it was never going to play. Trav looked at me like I was from another planet, so I pretended I needed to pee, waited forty-five seconds in a bathroom stall, and missed the first two previews, which are my favorite part of going to the theater. And it always feels that way. I still stutter-step every day at five p.m., expecting taps to play and the flag to lower and cars to stop driving on the streets. I feel like I spend twenty-four hours a day stutter-stepping in some way or another. 

         
         Not here, though. At the piano. The scenery around me has changed every few years like clockwork, and this time, it’s changed
            in a way that somehow feels big. Bigger even than when we lived in Okinawa when I was in sixth and seventh grade. But this,
            the feel of my fingertips racing over simulated ivory—that’s the same everywhere.
         

         
         Seventeen years flitting all over the world, and I am grounded here. By this. By the push of my toes on the sustain pedal, the decisive press of my fingertips on the keys. I push, and it holds, entirely
            steady. So I can dive down into the earth with the notes singing in my blood.
         

         
         The first thing I do when I move to a new place is find somewhere to play. Something remotely grounding. And here, it’s been more than grounding; it’s been crucial. I don’t have a single piece of familiarity
            to fall back on—except the music.
         

         
         I’ve played for theaters, once for a community orchestra. This time, it’s the dance studio. It’s small, so I guess it wasn’t
            surprising when I stopped in and found out that the little kids danced to recorded music. But my heart twisted in my chest.
            “You should have a pianist,” I told the director.
         

         
         “She moved a few months back,” she said. “We haven’t bothered to find a new one.”

         
         I just cocked my head and smiled and held out my hand for her to shake. She only made me spend eight minutes at the keys before she hired me. I realized, of course, that it was kind of an asshole way to go about asking for a job. But I called her ma’am when she offered, and I smiled with genuine gratefulness when I accepted, and I wasn’t lying. They should have had a pianist. And I just so happened to be one. 

         
         I come here Monday, Wednesday, and Friday, play for the three- and four-year-olds, then the five and sixes. And after the
            instructor leaves, she turns off the lights for me and lets me play whatever I want.
         

         
         The sun goes down earlier than I’m used to, so it’s surprisingly dark when I put my hands to the keys, which is how I like
            it. Dad calls me a vampire for it; it is one of his most consistent dad jokes. And the relative quiet, even when the older
            class down the hall lets out and the chatter and shuffle of ballet slippers on wood disturbs it, is what I need to let the
            piece sink into my skin.
         

         
         I settle into my current exercise in dexterity, Chopin rushing through my veins and fingers like a shot of espresso, and I’m
            playing so quickly I feel like maybe I’ll actually be sore tomorrow. Chopin is complex, but at some point you just kind of
            relax and move through it on instinct. Pattern. Like doing the quickest math. I’ve been in that zone for two minutes when I feel something intangible at my neck. The way you feel a ghost looking at you when you’re watching
            a movie in the dark—not like a murdery ghost. This isn’t the Haunting of Hill Studio. Like a cute one. Maybe a fucky one.
         

         
         A girl can dream.

         
         Hyperawareness. It makes my hands do something they never do—they stutter-step.

         
         I look up, discordant sound ringing in the room, and a flash of insanely gorgeous curls disappears past the corner of the window. 

         
         That ghost has really nice hair.
         

         
         I don’t keep playing; I can’t. It’s the ADHD. If I’m in hyperfocus, I can go for hours. But one errant ambulance siren (or
            hot girl ghost in the window) and I’m done for. The spell is broken.
         

         
         Well, dinner calls. And I refuse to risk my life by being late. Not even for Chopin.

         
         Travis and his sister, Grace, show up to my house twenty minutes after I do—at exactly 18:55. Dammit. Six fifty-five p.m., I remind myself. Because dinner is at seven on the dot. They both know to take their shoes off at the door the second they
            come inside.
         

         
         Travis and Grace Soto are twins but refuse to acknowledge it. Trav happily claims the title “older brother” and Grace “baby
            sister” even though they’re only like eight minutes apart. Either way, they’re both seniors at Fayetteville School for the
            Performing Arts (Go Unicorns. Yup. Unicorns.), and they both focus on the theater side of things. Trav is into acting, and
            Grace is into acting in musicals, which they have each separately and staunchly told me are two completely different things.
         

         
         Their matching wavy black hair and uneven smiles and the way they both wrinkle their noses when they’re annoyed—along with, weirdly, the exact shape of their particularly long hands—would have given away that they were siblings, if not twins. Though Trav’s frame is massive next to Grace’s small, curvy one (in fairness, he’s built like a refrigerator, so his huge shoulders are massive next to anyone’s), and Grace is good at Spanish (whereas Trav never did take the time to pick up much from his grandparents), it’s clear they share blood, and more than that. Siblings who are actually friends—go figure. 

         
         I met Travis first, on one of his neighborhood greeting-infested runs. Grace came along with that package, though, and she
            has a laugh that is legitimately infectious, something she proves at the table now, laughing high and long at something I
            didn’t catch. It’s then that I realize where her attention is focused. Somewhere along the way, Dad picked up a stray from
            the base to join his book club—Private First Class Matt Rodriguez. Now, he’s a fixture at the dinner table, more often at
            my insistence than at my dad’s. He also happens to look like Diego Luna in commissary clothes, and Grace is practically sweating
            out her eyeballs.
         

         
         “You didn’t tell me he was going to be here,” she hisses at me through a smile as we head into the living room. It sounds
            more like hee-er, because Grace and Travis both have these strong Southern accents that draw out one-syllable words into long, musical things.
         

         
         I raise an eyebrow. “I didn’t know.”

         
         Grace narrows her eyes and turns to face me, hand on her hip. “I would have—”

         
         “Would have what?” says Travis when Matt disappears into the kitchen. His eyes follow Matt, and he waggles his eyebrows, dimples
            popping. Travis is half boy, half mischief.
         

         
         “Nothing.”

         
         “Would have what, innocent baby sister of mine?”
         

         
         Grace’s jaw clenches, her eyes flashing.

         
         “You are a shining beacon of perfection, Grace,” I say. “It should give you no trouble getting into that guy’s BDU.”

         
         “He’s twenty years old, Hanna.” She does a terrible job pretending to look offended.

         
         Trav says, “Look, I know that’s a little young for you—”

         
         “Oh my goddddd,” Grace moans, tipping her head back to the ceiling. I mean, she’s right; Trav rides her constantly about thinking older
            guys are hot. Like, significantly older guys.
         

         
         “—but he seems like a good guy,” Trav finishes, as if he was never interrupted.

         
         “Can you please be disgusted by anything having to do with my love life?” Grace says. “Or lack thereof? Like a regular brother?”

         
         Travis disappears for a half second and comes back with an apple. He takes a massive bite and says, “Officially, I am. It’s
            very, very gross. But in this case—”
         

         
         “Do not.”
         

         
         “—Matt’s hot.”

         
         Grace rolls her eyes and folds her arms over her not-tiny chest. “I hate both of you.”

         
         “Me?” I say, pressing a Victorian hand to my chest where my pearls would have gone. “What have I done?”

         
         “Nothing,” she says. “That’s the problem.”

         
         “Am I supposed to stand in front of you and Gd and claim that your taste in men is totally age-appropriate? Because—”

         
         “Hanna!” It’s less my name and more of a squeaked expletive. In the last month I’ve been here, I’ve learned how to read which
            of Grace’s pleas are real and which are her playing along with the joke—this is the latter. I shrug, a grin slipping onto
            my face.
         

         
         Trav’s got a mouth half full of apple when he points at her and says, “Isn’t your lock screen that really chesty shot of Rhys
            Da—”
         

         
         “UGH. I’m LEAVING.”

         
         “He’s literally fifty!” Trav calls after her.

         
         “Oh, come on now,” I say, following her into the dining room. I throw my arms around her neck from behind and kiss her on the cheek (that’s how you know it’s not a come-on). “You love us. Me, specifically. You love me.” 

         
         She rolls her eyes, but I don’t miss the little smile playing at the corners of her mouth.

         
         It’s 7:01 when we sit down at the circular table—Trav and Grace on either side of me, Mom next to Trav and Matt next to Grace,
            Dad directly across from me. Mom’s asking the boring, routine questions that parents are required to ask: Ready for the new
            quarter to start up? Any extracurriculars? Are you seeing anyone? (Grace blushes when she says no, and it’s so obvious she’s
            trying not to look at Matt that I have to cover my mouth not to snort.)
         

         
         But there’s something in Mom’s face, in her voice—in the one minute since we’ve sat down, I can tell something’s off. I don’t
            know what it is, but it’s putting me on edge.
         

         
         She always sits with perfect posture, but tonight, it’s like she’s frozen that way. She keeps smiling when Grace goes on about
            the musical this winter, and Matt tells this story about a mountain they had to run when he went to boot camp in Georgia.
            And she laughs with everyone else when Travis recounts the story of how, when we first met, I invited him over for lunch and
            let him get through four full bites of an MRE before I told him that wasn’t what we really ate.
         

         
         But it’s there. In the stiff set of her arms and the smiles that do nothing but move her mouth. And more than that, it’s in
            Dad. The second I see him look at Mom, I know.
         

         
         I fucking know.

         
         And suddenly it’s like I can’t get everyone out of the house fast enough. Matt leaves, and I tell Grace and Travis that plans are canceled. I go into the formal living room and sit down to wait. Because I’ve heard it too many times. The front door closes, and one-two-three seconds later, Mom walks in and says, “We need to talk.” 

         
         “Dammit,” I whisper under my breath. “When?”

         
         Mom stands straight and brushes a lock of honey-blond hair behind her ear. Dad appears in the room like a ghost; I didn’t
            even hear him. “Now, we figured.”
         

         
         I stiffen. I have to physically bite down on the urge to roll my eyes, because they will both actually murder me if I do.
            “You know what I’m asking.”
         

         
         Dad sighs, because yeah, he does know. They both do.

         
         So I say again, “When?” because we’ve been through this song and dance enough times that yes, I recognize it.

         
         Mom meets my eyes dead-on and says, “Eight days.”

         
         And I choke. “Eight days? Eight days. That’s not . . . Last time you were deployed, they told us three months in advance.”
         

         
         “I don’t make the rules, Han,” she says.

         
         I look up at the ceiling. This is a thing I should be used to. A thing that should no longer rip me up. “How long?”

         
         “Six months.”

         
         I don’t ask where. I used to, when I was a kid. I’d print off pictures of wherever she was and tack them to my wall. And Dad
            would take me up to the roof and tell me we were looking at the same stars as Mom, which at the time I found desperately romantic.
         

         
         Now, I don’t . . . I don’t know.

         
         Different hemispheres have different constellations, you know? No matter how enthusiastically Dad likes to point out the ones
            that overlap.
         

         
         Mom’s and my skies are not the same.

         
         “Hanna.”

         
         “Yes, ma’am,” I say.

         
         “It’ll be fine.”

         
         I meet her eyes. “Yeah. It’s fine. It’s always fine.”

         
         I retreat the second I’m allowed and climb up onto the roof alone, like I’ve always done. These stars are mine. They’re not
            hers, they’re not ours, they’re sure as hell not the U.S. military’s. They’re mine.
         

         
         I curl up in my hoodie, knees to my chest, and cry like I always do over this.

         
         Wish I had a piano here.

         
         I really, really wish.

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Two
Zoe

         
         It’s Sunday morning. This means a few things: I don’t have ballet until 11:30, the marching band doesn’t have practice, and
            Jay and I are at Alternate Universe, the student body’s favorite coffee shop. Just like every Sunday morning. And it’s October,
            which means it’s finally not a thousand degrees outside, and also marching band competition season. Even though there’s no
            band practice, Jay’s poring over the packet of papers that maps out every formation in their show, making notes, and telling
            me how the clarinets are going to hate it, but they might have to switch to a jazz run for this one move, and should he let
            Carter have the baritone solo next week, and the color guard coach wants to change some of the choreography in the middle
            song, and how are they going to be able to learn that by next week?
         

         
         I’m not in marching band, but after two or three non-band kids and I managed to maintain friendships freshman year amidst
            the chaos of football and competition season, we all got (affectionately) labeled “band groupies.” And in the three years
            since, I’ve learned a few things: marching is more complex than it seems, the politics are positively Medicean, and the dynamics
            of interpersonal relationships are unknowable, like the void.
         

         
         But Jay and I? We are used to it. We’ve managed to maintain a friendship for a half dozen Nutcracker seasons and three marching seasons. Why should dating be any different? How much has really changed in the last four months,
            anyway? We hold hands and kiss now, but he is still Jay. He is still one of two best friends I’ve had since middle school,
            one of two people who didn’t abandon me when things got weird or hard.
         

         
         So this? Easy.

         
         Besides, it makes sense to me—the way it takes over his life, the way it becomes ninety percent of his personality. The way
            he loves it down to his bones.
         

         
         Because that’s how I love ballet.

         
         It doesn’t matter that dancing and marching are worlds apart. I get it. I get him. Jay and I, we think the same. We speak the same language, even when we can’t agree on the topic.
         

         
         And when we can’t agree on the topic, I still love watching him talk. I love his face, in both a scientific and a sentimental
            way: he’s expressive in a way that I don’t think I’ve ever been, and you can see how much he cares, how deeply he loves, in
            his eyes and in the way he moves his hands, fine-boned and long-fingered like—
         

         
         I blink. That girl, the pianist from the studio—she slides into my head like a glissade. My cheeks flame, and I have to look
            away from Jay, because—
         

         
         Well. I know why. I just don’t want to, like . . . transmit it somehow. Even though telepathy isn’t real. That isn’t the point.
            The point is that even looking at Jay while thinking it feels dangerous. Like I’m going to give something away.
         

         
         I’m not going to give anything away. Jay may have a terrible poker face, but I have nothing but a poker face.
         

         
         Then his foot nudges mine under the table, and I look up sharply. “Zo?”

         
         “Hmm?”

         
         “Do you want a refill?” The way he asks it, it’s like he’s asked it a few times already.

         
         Maybe he has. Maybe I’ve been too busy not thinking thoughts, so I’ve tuned out the rest of the world.
         

         
         His eyebrows go up.

         
         Zoe, speak words. “No, thanks.”
         

         
         “Okay. Be right back.” He slides his chair out and bends to kiss my head before taking his empty coffee cup to the barista.
            Jay drinks more coffee than any human I know; personally, I try to keep my caffeine consumption to a minimum. Realizing you
            have to pee halfway through a two-hour dance class and then having to fight with tights and a leotard before you get any relief
            is not as much fun as it sounds.
         

         
         Lesson learned, Madame. Thanks.

         
         Jay calls my name from the bar, and I look up; he’s pointing with an exaggerated thumb to the barista, Mya, the pretty Black
            girl who was my lab partner last year. She’s waving at me, so I wave back, kind of surprised she remembers me. I didn’t realize
            Jay knew her, but of course he does, because everybody knows everybody here. There’s no way to get lost in anonymity.
         

         
         “How do you know Mya?” I ask Jay when he slides back into his seat across from me.

         
         He blows across the top of his coffee and says, “She’s in orchestra. Viola. Her brother Omar is in the pit. Freshman. He’s pretty good. I think Austin will let him march in the line next year. Cymbals, probably, unless he’s willing to march five bass drums instead of four, which I think he should, but it’s more complicated than it sounds.” 

         
         He keeps going, and I’m happy to let him, because it makes him happy to talk about it. Just like he’s happy to let me talk
            about ballet, even when he has no idea what I’m talking about. I guess that’s just what neurodivergent love is: info-dumping
            to each other. But while I sit, my feet have little minds of their own, flexing and pointing in my canvas flats under the
            table. Fifteen more minutes, and we’ll drive over to the studio, so I’m not thinking about Mya, or her brother getting into
            the drumline, or the complexities of percussion arrangement. I’m thinking about the sand-slide of toes across Marley, about
            the drip and slip of sweat down my neck, at the small of my back, about the uniform line of legs and hands and chins and bun-topped
            heads.
         

         
         I’m not thinking about Jay.

         
         I’m thinking about flying.
         

         
         “Have you picked an audition piece yet?” he asks.

         
         I try to hide my flinch by shaking my head. I must have succeeded well enough, because he doesn’t mention it.

         
         “Why not?”

         
         “I don’t know,” I say.

         
         Lie.

         
         “I don’t know if I’m even going to audition anywhere,” I add.

         
         Lie.

         
         Why am I lying about this? I don’t lie about anything. I’m garbage at lying. It’s just—that’s what came out.

         
         His brow furrows, and he leans into the table. “What do you mean? Zo, you’re awesome.”
         

         
         . . . am I, though? Or am I just obsessed with it? Am I wasting my time and everyone else’s because my brain doesn’t know how to think about anything else? Nothing I’ve ever read in any document on autism has ever said special interests are something you’re good at.
         

         
         I don’t like to think about this, because I don’t like the implications of it. It makes me emotional, and I don’t care for
            that. Especially not in public. Kids get to have meltdowns whenever they want and that’s just Kids Being Kids, but lose your
            shit one time in Target at eleven years old and you spend the next three years being treated like hysterical glass, like it
            hadn’t been three days before Christmas and the first year I danced the part of Clara and I had to keep walking down narrow
            aisles made narrower by people and carts and merchandise that had spilled off the shelf and the giant wall of TVs weren’t
            synced up and different parts of the store had different music playing and I could feel the fluorescent lights on my skin—yeah, sure, who cares about any of that.
         

         
         The point is, if I can’t keep it together while I talk about this, I shouldn’t be talking about it. Not here, anyway. So I
            shrug. “It’s a lot of pressure for something that I don’t even—” I want to tell him the entire truth—I mean, why wouldn’t
            I? But something stops the words from coming out of my mouth. Out of the corner of my eye, I see him frown, so I try again:
            “I don’t even know how realistic it is, you know? Like, what’s the success rate of people trying to be professional dancers?”
         

         
         He says, “Well. Sure. That’s the thing about wanting to work in the arts.”

         
         My face must do something that makes him uncomfortable, because he reaches across the table and twines his fingers with mine. “Hey. I don’t mean—Zoe. Your happiness is the most important thing. You’ll be great at whatever you want to do.” 

         
         Whatever that is. I’m seventeen. How am I supposed to know what I want to do for the rest of my life? Take ballet out of the equation,
            and I don’t even know who I am.
         

         
         Except Jay knows. Jay wants to be a high school music teacher.

         
         And Grace knows. Grace wants to be a nurse.

         
         Me?

         
         I feel my edges crumbling. I’m afraid the smile I give him is too weak to be convincing, so I just say, “You wanna get out
            of here?”
         

         
         His eyebrows go up, like he thinks I mean it some other way, and I roll my eyes. He laughs and says, “Sure. Little early,
            though, isn’t it?”
         

         
         “Hi,” I say. “Have we met? I’m kind of an overachiever.”

         
         “We use the term ‘nerd’ where I’m from.”

         
         I point at his shirt: “all about that” written over a bass clef.

         
         “What?” he says. “I don’t want any treble.”

         
         “You’re the actual worst,” I say, but I’m laughing as I stand up. “Come on.”

         
         “I’ll throw your cup away if you grab me a lid?”

         
         I don’t know why he does this every time, but he does. Jay always throws my cup away, and I always get him a to-go lid. It’s
            one of those routines we should’ve settled into by now, but he keeps bringing it up, making me think about it, making it uncomfortably
            present. Familiar habits should be easy, memorized, not articulated every single time. Imagine if Madame had to go out onstage
            with us for every performance and shout “five-six-seven-eight” over the music.
         

         
         I wave to Mya as I grab Jay’s lid; she’s steaming milk for a latte, so both her hands are occupied, but she tips up her chin in acknowledgment. 

         
         The ride to the studio is quiet until Jay’s favorite Mountain Goats song comes on, and then Jay’s grooving, terribly, at the
            wheel of his decade-old Taurus wagon, and I’m laughing, and I forgive the annoyance of the coffee shop. His hand slips from
            the wheel to mine, his fingers soft except for the tips, roughened by catgut and steel strings.
         

         
         He pulls into the lot and puts the car in park, and as I’m reaching for the door handle, he says, “Hey.”

         
         I turn to him. His eyes are sweet and earnest behind his glasses, brown shot through with gold.

         
         “Hey,” he says again. “I love you.”

         
         “I love you, too.”

         
         He grins like he can’t help it, like sun breaking through the clouds, like he can’t believe how lucky he is. He leans forward
            and kisses me, just a brush of his lips, his stubble sandpaper-scratchy.
         

         
         I say, “I’ll text you when I get home, okay?”

         
         “Sounds good. Don’t have too much fun without me.”

         
         “Wouldn’t dream of it.”

         
         And then I’m in my leotard and tights, bunched at my ankles and waist, pointe shoes laced up, stretching out my hips against
            the floor, the wall, anything that will stay still, and the annoyance is gone, the confusion is gone, everything but five-six-seven-eight and chassé and pas de bourée and sweat and breath and length and strength and spot and spin, and everything everything else is gone, out of the studio, beyond the mirror, past the audience we can’t see. We beat on basics today, drill fundamentals, just to remind us we’re never too good to skip beginner classes. Madame pokes and prods and adjusts and thumps her cane on the Marley floor until our muscles burn and tremble. 

         
         And when we’re dismissed two hours later, laughing and smiling like we’re drunk (we are, I think), bags repacked and sweats
            on over tights, long-sleeved tops over leotards even in this heat, my heart is so full of love and light and belonging that
            I just want to drag my fingers over everyone, everything in this studio. This is mine, it all belongs to me, I think—I know—in this moment, and I belong to it.
         

         
         My friend Lena grabs my hand and says, “We’re all going back to Bailey’s house.” I’m close, I’m so close to saying yes, riding
            high on this uniformity, this camaraderie, but we pass the last studio, and I stop.
         

         
         I stop everything: I stop walking, laughing, smiling, listening.

         
         I stop breathing.

         
         The last studio in the hall, the one right before you get to the office, is almost dark. The only light is whatever sad, filtered
            fluorescent light can bleed through the little window in the door and stain the floor.
         

         
         The studio’s not so dark that I can’t see the girl at the piano. The same girl as last week. Seems silly, I guess, to identify
            someone based only on what I can see here—short, blond hair that won’t stay behind her ear, some kind of black pants, some
            kind of gray shirt—but it’s her. No question. The way she’s playing the piano, it’s instantly recognizable. Because she’s
            not just playing—she’s breathing life into hammer and string. She’s just pressing keys, but she’s not just pressing keys. I can hear the music coming out of the studio, and it wraps around my lungs like fingers, and it’s nothing simple, nothing that might have guided and accompanied the eight-year-olds who have their class in here. It’s nothing like the Chopin she was playing last time. This—this is brutal. Romantic. I don’t recognize it.
         

         
         “Zoe?” Lena says. “Earth to Zoe?”

         
         She’s still playing, this girl, whoever she is, her eyes closed as she sways over the keys. Her whole body is working as hard
            as her fingers, carrying her up and down the staff. Carrying us both.
         

         
         Someone’s brown fingers snap in front of my face, and I blink.

         
         Kamala says, “You get stuck in a loop, girl?”

         
         “No,” I say, because maybe that will get them to leave me alone so I can keep listening.

         
         “She is pretty good,” Lena says.

         
         It didn’t work, so I try, “This is one of my favorite pieces.”

         
         “Sure,” Kamala says, like she knows I’m lying. “I’ll be outside.”

         
         And then she and Lena are gone, and the only thing separating me from this girl is a layer of glass, a wooden door that never
            swings shut as much as it should.
         

         
         Jay closes his eyes when he listens to music that affects him like this, but I—I don’t. I don’t do that right now, anyway,
            because the way she’s moving, the way she’s playing is just as important as what she’s playing. She was cute while she was
            playing the Chopin. Pretty. Hot. Whatever. But right now—she’s fucking beautiful? And I—
         

         
         She stops. Sits stock-still. The silence is as pounding as the music was. I can hear the ringing in my ears that I only ever hear when I’m the only one who can’t fall asleep. 

         
         Her hands: paused.

         
         Her head: tilted.

         
         I forget to breathe.

         
         She stands.

         
         I’m gone.
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Three
Hanna

         
         Were it an option, I would send today through a wood chipper. It’s October 20. Day one of school, for me at least. We moved
            after school had already started, and I was given leave to start fresh in quarter two. I’m the new kid, and I have bags under
            my eyes—eyes that are so bloodshot it looks like I spent the entirety of Sunday smoking weed—and my hair looks like tiny woodland
            creatures might literally be nesting in it.
         

         
         But I do not give a fuck. I don’t know if it’s because I can’t or because I won’t.

         
         The thing I am certain of is: I don’t.

         
         “Damn, McCowan.”

         
         “What,” I say, but it comes out more like a growl than anything.

         
         “Rough night?” says Trav. He’s beside me at his locker, and his eyes are so earnest I can’t even muster the will to be pissed
            at him. Not that he’s done anything I should be pissed at, except exist in my proximity and point out my very obvious substandard
            appearance.
         

         
         I blink a few times at my locker and slip my Spanish book under my arm. “Yeah,” I say. I shut the locker, and it bounces back
            open, so I kick the damn thing closed.
         

         
         “Whoa,” says Trav. I pivot to face him, and then his almost awkwardly big hands are on my arms, thumbs pressing into my shoulders. “Hey, seriously, you okay?” 

         
         I blow out a breath and look up at the hall’s tiled ceiling. “I’m fine.” My gaze stays glued to that tile above my head.

         
         “I meant to . . . I was gonna ask about last Friday, but you’ve kind of been dodging my calls?”

         
         “Don’t worry about it, Travis,” I say, finally deigning to look him in the eye. “Seriously. It’s nothing, okay?”

         
         “Hanna.”

         
         “Travis.”

         
         “You look like actual hell.”

         
         I tip the corner of my mouth up and say, “You got me. I made a deal with the devil last Friday—my soul for supernatural musical
            abilities. But this is a tragic side effect. Don’t tell.”
         

         
         “Hannaaaaa,” he says, and I roll my eyes, but I can feel my willpower unraveling, a thread at a time.

         
         “It’s just my mom. She—”

         
         A bell rings, signaling that we have three minutes before we have to be in our next class, and Travis purses his lips, giving
            my biceps a just-this-side-of-painful apologetic squeeze. “Shit, I gotta go. Just . . . I’ll catch up with you later, okay?”
         

         
         “Sure,” I say, nodding at him as he runs off. I’m expecting to feel this sharp relief at not having to talk about it.

         
         I don’t.

         
         It’s just dull, persistent disappointment throbbing through my muscles. That, I recognize. This will go away. It always does.

         
         And until then, I’ll survive.

         
         And, evidently, get completely lost on the way to Spanish.

         
         The bell doesn’t matter; I am late. I am going to be late. Not by more than two minutes, and if what they say about Señora Alvarez is in any way true, that means class won’t
            actually start for another five. But I’m itching anyway, seconds scratching under my skin. “Late” is not a thing that I am.
            Ever.
         

         
         Two best solutions for ADHD time blindness: Adderall and/or growing up a military brat.

         
         I have a decent excuse today, I think. Even without the whole “I am in emotional turmoil over my mother’s most recent abandonment
            for the sake of patriotism” thing, I’m brand-new here. I was never good at directions, and I sure don’t know shit about this
            school’s particular geography. It’ll serve as an excuse for a week or so. Probably.
         

         
         My mom would purse her lips and tell me I should have studied a map before school this morning. And I would say, “Yes, ma’am,”
            and grit my teeth to keep my tongue from saying, “I gave up my entire senior year, I gave up graduating with my friends—friends I haven’t talked to since I left, but that’s beside the point—in Seattle so you could serve your country in Fort Bragg, and now, apparently, Romania, so maybe you can take it easy on me when I am one hundred twenty seconds late
            to class.”
         

         
         By the time I push into room 214, I’m totally worked up over a fake argument. Not the first time that’s happened, and it will
            not be the last. Probably won’t even be the last today. In class, people are murmuring and laughing. One kid is reading some Stephen
            Graham Jones comic in the back corner, his legs actually kicked up on the desk.
         

         
         My eyebrows jump up, and I glance over at Señora Alvarez, who I now realize is so pregnant that rolling from her desk to the chalkboard might be a more efficient method of travel than what she’s attempting. It’s a kind of precariously leaning waddle that really doesn’t allow her any leeway to devote attention to Shoes-On-The-Desk in the back. 

         
         The scratching under my skin subsides as I breathe in the chaos; I’m here, no one is looking down their nose at me for being
            late, I’m fine.
         

         
         I adjust my ratty backpack on my shoulder and look around the room. Nine empty chairs, because most people bug out after Spanish
            2. Most of the seats left are near the front, a couple by the stoners in the back. Part of me gravitates that way, but one
            more glance down the second row stops me before I start.
         

         
         I can actually feel the breath catch in my throat, fingers around my windpipe.

         
         There’s this girl sitting there, reading something I can’t make out from here. She’s straight-backed, posture of a dancer,
            hair this wild tangle down almost to her waist. And she is locked in on whatever she’s reading. The girl looks like she belongs in a classroom.
         

         
         Like if I moved just a little closer to her, she would smell like paper and chalk dust.

         
         The seat beside her is empty, and I cannot figure out why.
         

         
         “Do you need some help?” Alvarez says, and I jump.

         
         Oh god. I’ve just been standing here staring. I close my mouth, because apparently it’s hanging open like a damn llama’s.
            I blink up at Alvarez, but not before I feel this girl’s gaze burning into the side of my face like a brand.
         

         
         I am caught, and I’m instantly furious about it—at Señora Alvarez, who, logically, didn’t do anything wrong. If anything, she was, like, excessively gentle. But today is a real rage-against-the-machine kind of day, the machine being everything that has the nerve to interact with me in any way. She doesn’t even know my name yet. I don’t even . . . I’m not even a part of this place. And her first impression of me is someone just standing there like an idiot, staring at this beautiful girl like I want to fucking consume her. Edward Cullen shit. 

         
         That is everyone’s first impression. My face is flaming. I am desperate to pre-erase whatever look might come over the girl’s face if she realizes
            it.
         

         
         I don’t need help.

         
         I blow out a breath, making an effort to feel my toes in my shoes and the too-cold classroom air on my skin, every tactic my therapist ever taught me about anger management.
            It works. Kind of.
         

         
         But I’m still just standing like a brick wall, making no effective effort not to look guilty. So I blink out of the emotional
            fog and embrace it. I throw my shoulders back, march across the front of the classroom, and sit right there next to her.
         

         
         Her, a Degas painting. And me . . . a Pollock splatter.

         
         She shoots me this not-smile, more a pursing of the lips that happen to curl up on the ends, and turns to Señora Alvarez.
            The profile she leaves me with looks like it could have been carved from marble, still and cool and impenetrable. She shifts
            in her seat to sit up even straighter, like there’s a spine anywhere that can do that, and she ignores me completely. Like
            she’s offended at the audacity of me to sit down next to her.
         

         
         Alvarez says, “Bienvenidos, estudiantes,” and leans back on her desk. She launches into a long tale of her last vacation before baby comes, in Spanish so it counts as educational, and I make out some of it. Something involving San Diego and what may be a hundred-year-old turtle who snapped her brother’s finger off, but I’m not solid on it. I’m barely listening. I’m only half trying. 

         
         She gestures broadly and asks us to turn to the occupant in the desk next to us and find out their name and three facts about
            them. In Spanish, of course. Because this is Spanish 3. It is not amateur hour. Guess I’m . . . seventy-five percent trying.
         

         
         In twenty minutes, we will present our findings.

         
         The girl beside me turns to me, and Jesus, it’s even worse close up. Everything about her is elegant and fine-boned and deliberate, like a bird. Like a . . . I don’t
            know. A fucking elf. Her eyes and hair are the same molasses shade of brown, hair that curls and tumbles over her shoulder
            blades and down her back like rapids. I want to touch it—so badly I have to curl my fingers against my palms—just to see how
            long it would take before I got so tangled up in it that I could never find my way out.
         

         
         I do not do this.

         
         She raises her eyebrow, and her eyes meet mine for the longest two seconds of my life, then dart away again. She not-smiles
            again, which kind of tickles down the back of my neck in a way that is just this side of annoying. Not annoying. Unnerving. Bewildering—that I don’t know this person at all, but I can feel every single reaction she has to me on my skin.

         
         “Hola,” I monotone, raising my fingers in a wave. Monotone is the best I can do today.

         
         She shifts in her chair, facing me, and licks her lips—this brief flash of a thing—but now I’m crossing my legs and clenching
            my fingers like it’s my job. I turn my chair to face her.
         

         
         “Hola,” she echoes. Her fingernails are absurdly perfect, set primly on her desk. She drums them, and my eyes dart away from them, back to her, when she says in a weirdly animated voice, “Me llamo Zoe.” 

         
         “Hanna,” I say flatly.

         
         She furrows her brow, but it takes her a few seconds to come up with the response—a reprimand. “You’re supposed to say it
            in Spanish.”
         

         
         I smirk and lean forward, elbows on my knees. “You just said that in English.”

         
         Her nostrils flare lightly, and she says, her words too clipped to be a decent imitation of a romance language, “Soy hija
            única.”
         

         
         “Only child? So your parents had the money to send you to finishing school?”

         
         Zoe frowns, like she doesn’t know what I’m talking about, so I make an exaggerated show of sitting up straight, like absurdly
            straight, my chin high in the air. “Did they make you balance books on your head?”
         

         
         “Yep,” Zoe says easily, all traces of the frown gone. “Big ones. Encyclopedias. Robert Jordan novels. My neck strength is
            incredible.”
         

         
         Despite the mood weighing down my chest, I snort out a laugh. Small miracles.

         
         “Mi, uh . . .” She squints and looks at the ceiling, her eyes darting back and forth like she’s reading something up there
            I can’t see. Then she snaps her fingers and looks back at me. “Cuello. Mi cuello es muy fuerte.”
         

         
         Either she just said that her darling is her strength or . . . god, my retention over summer and last quarter was shit. My retention of everything is always shit. I just nod blankly, then—oh. She’s translating her banter into Spanish.
         

         
         Jesus Cristo.

         
         I rake my hand through my hair, floundering for something to ask her. Normally, I’d be on it—three facts: the perfect excuse
            to lightly hit on the gorgeous girl beside me. But today, I’m tired, I’m pissed, I’m completely off my game, and I literally
            can’t think of anything to ask except: “What’s your favorite animal?”
         

         
         What’s your favorite animal? Seriously?

         
         Her eyebrows twitch into a frown, so quick I think maybe I’ve imagined it. “En español. Por favor.”

         
         I just look at her, trying not to be actively pissed off. If I am, it’s not at her. Or maybe it is. Maybe—even if I was going
            home to have popcorn and watch movies on the couch with my mom tonight and every night after that—I would still be pissed,
            because this extremely hot girl is being a total fucking cop.
         

         
         I say, slowly, “¿Cuál son te favorito animal?” I frown. “Animal favorito. ¿Cuál . . . es . . . Cuál es tu animal favorito—”

         
         She snaps her fingers. “You got it. Cuál es tu animal favorito.”

         
         My face flames for no reason. I’m allowed to forget a conjugation after a break and a whole quarter of what was basically
            independent study (which is to say not very much of it). Her correcting me doesn’t mean she thinks I’m stupid. Or she does,
            and it’s pity. I clench my teeth, fingers pressing hard into my thigh. “Well,” I say, voice flat, “cuál es?”
         

         
         She kind of wiggles in her seat and clears her throat, like she’s about to give a speech or something. She says, very deliberately,
            “Mi animal favorito es el cuervo.”
         

         
         And then—we’re both silent. Like she’s forgotten she’s supposed to come up with a question, and I sure don’t feel like volunteering to do more of this stupid assignment. But she’s staring at my face like she’s also forgotten that there are, in fact, other things in
            this room to look at, so I raise my eyebrows, like: Can I help you?

         
         She blinks, looks away, then says, “¿Cuál es tu biblioteca favorita?”

         
         I snort out a laugh. I can’t help it. “My favorite library?”
         

         
         “I panicked?” Zoe says, spreading her hands. “Literally the only Spanish word I could think of was ‘biblioteca.’ I can try
            again, I can—”
         

         
         “The Willard Library.”

         
         She looks at me again, but not like before, like her colored wheel was just spinning and spinning and spinning. Her eyes are
            sharper now. Like I’ve caught her interest. “Where—¿dónde está la biblioteca Willard?”
         

         
         “Indiana.” I smile brightly enough to drive home what I’m sure Zoe suspects about me, which is: wow, this girl is moody. “Esta—no. I’m sorry. Fuck it. It’s haunted. By The Grey Lady,” I say, wiggling my fingers.
         

         
         “Is the ghost incidental to your love—or formative?”

         
         I arch an eyebrow and lean in. “En español, por favor.”

         
         Zoe’s eyes narrow. She makes sure to enunciate every sound when she says, “No.”

         
         Something sparks in my chest; I’m leaning in so close I almost wonder if she can feel it. A laugh spills out of me, and I
            say, “Formative. But Incidental Ghost was the name of my Harry Styles ska cover band in middle school.”
         

         
         She laughs, one hand hovering in front of her mouth. “I am trying—” But she has to stop, barely able to get the words out. “I’m trying to imagine—‘Watermelon Sugar’—” She sings it, and wow, she’s a terrible singer, but she’s so utterly unselfconscious about it, it circles back around to charming. 

         
         “Wait—” I say. “You don’t think ‘Watermelon Sugar’ would be completely sick with a trumpet behind it?”
         

         
         “Obviously that’s the reason I mentioned it, not because it was the only song of his I could think of.”

         
         I can’t believe how much I’m smiling right now. It’s not even fake, some whiplash ploy to make this girl uncomfortable. I
            would take a moment to be embarrassed by the constant coat hanger in my mouth if it weren’t for the massive relief of it.
            “You gotta go One Direction for the most ridiculous stuff. Like . . . ‘Beautiful.’” I stare briefly into the middle distance,
            playing through it in my head. “Shit, that actually works really well, too.”
         

         
         “Wait a second—are you telling me you didn’t actually have a Harry Styles ska cover band in middle school?” Her eyes get huge, like she’s shocked, offended down to her
            very bones that I would lie about something like this. “Because if you want to start one, I’ve got an in with the marching band. I can
            get you anybody you want.”
         

         
         “Holy shit. This is the reason I went to an arts school.”

         
         “My boyfriend plays the trombone; he would absolutely be in for this.”

         
         My stupid little high topples to the ground. Lower than that. My lungs just deflate. Of course she wasn’t flirting; of course
            she has a boyfriend. Fucking typical. Because of course she’s straight. Because thus far, every single human in North Carolina besides me, Trav, my dad, and his
            super gay military spouse book club is straight.
         

         
         I bite down on my tongue and remind myself to laugh. I’m pretty sure I’m supposed to, even if it doesn’t come out right. “Anyway,” I say. “We’ve got an assignment to finish. So.” 

         
         I don’t imagine it this time: she does frown. But then the expression clears, and she somehow sits up even straighter and says, “Excelente.”
         

         
         I stare at her for one insta-tired second, and say, “What’s your boyfriend’s name?”

         
         She flinches. Which means she knows what’s happening. Which means she brought up her boyfriend on purpose. Which means I am
            extremely freaking done here.
         

         
         “Jay,” she says quietly, and I almost feel bad. “Su nombre es Jay.”

         
         “Cool,” I say, my gaze flitting briefly to her desk. She’s been taking notes, and her handwriting is this small, symmetrical,
            imminently readable cursive I’ve always been weirdly jealous of people having. I haven’t written anything down. I feel pretty
            confident I can remember: This is Zoe. Zoe is an only child who loves corvids and her dumb boyfriend, Jay.
         

         
         She doesn’t ask me a question right away, so I just sit and wait. I’m being a complete bitch. I don’t care.

         
         She looks at everything in this room except me, and when she’s finally locked on to, I don’t know, the hang in there! kitten poster on the wall behind me, she says, “¿Qué, uh . . . qué quieres estudiar? En la universidad.”
         

         
         “I’ve always wanted to—”

         
         “En español,” she says, and I’m not imagining the sharpness in her tone. “Por favor.”

         
         I roll my eyes. “Come on. No one else is speaking Spanish. Alvarez is half asleep at her desk.”

         
         “We only have one fact for you, if you hadn’t noticed. We need three. Necesitar tres.”

         
         “Necesitamos.”

         
         “What? ¿Qué?”

         
         “You didn’t conjugate it.”

         
         She’s flustered, and I’m irritated and intrigued at once, again; I can’t help it. I’m exhausted and mad, and I can’t not notice
            that little flush crawling up past her collarbones to her throat.
         

         
         “Necesitamos tres,” she says, ice in her voice.

         
         “Okay,” I say. I look straight at her eyes, and they’re this super dark brown I have to stutter over to say, “Quiero ser un
            astronauta.”
         

         
         She furrows her brow for a half second, then lifts her chin to give me the most nonplussed look I have ever seen on the face
            of another human. “You want to be an astronaut.”
         

         
         She thinks I’m messing with her. Giving her a fake little-kid answer because I want to prove how very cool I am by not caring
            about this assignment. It’s not that I don’t care, though. It’s that in addition to caring vaguely about this grade, I evidently
            still care about seeing if I can get this unnervingly pretty girl to talk to me. In something other than español, por favor. And
            so, I am very definitely not lying.
         

         
         “Sí,” I say. “I really do.”

         
         She gets the same look on her face as she did when I revealed that I had a favorite library. Like she actually gives a shit
            about it. “Why?”
         

         
         “Because space,” I say, softly enough that she has to lean in to hear me, close enough that our faces are only a couple of
            inches apart, “is really fucking cool.”
         

         
         Miracle of miracles, a real live smile shows up on her face. It even stays there as she backs away, sits up straight to take the necessary notes—in flawless handwriting. Of course. 

         
         “Make sure to get the ‘fucking’ in there,” I say. “It’s the most important part.”

         
         She glances at me from the corner of her eye and says, primly, “‘Fucking’ is complicated to translate.”

         
         I actually snort, then cover my mouth and nose, hoping to hide it. Thankfully, she’s already shifted back into seriousness,
            writing these little factoids in Spanish. And when her mouth ticks up, Señora Alvarez cuts through it with the declaration
            that we need to start our introductions.
         

         
         When it comes to us, Zoe has her notes in the center of her desk, but she doesn’t need to look at them. I stand and give my
            spiel from memory too, and when we both sit, it has not been a disaster, and I can see the relief as her shoulders fall. I
            glance over at her face, looking for that twitch of an almost smile. But the assignment is over. And she has immediately gone
            back to ignoring me.
         

         
         Irritation licks up my spine, and I chew on my cheek. Adding to the frustration is Alvarez’s policy: where you sit on day
            one is where you sit all quarter. So this is how it will be.
         

         
         I spend the last part of class alternately looking straight ahead and anywhere but at Zoe, who seems to have forgotten my
            existence in the quickest case of amnesia in medical history.
         

         
         I fail completely at avoiding glancing at her, so I know she doesn’t look at me once.
         

         
         When the bell rings, it’s a wash of relief over my skin. But she stands, and that relief dissolves immediately because it
            turns out I was wrong. Zoe doesn’t smell like paper and chalk dust. She smells like Tiger Balm and lilac and rosin.
         

         
         I’m suddenly almost dizzy with it, despite the sadness under my skin, despite the unrelenting aggravations of today’s class. Then I see her head into the hall, and a lanky boy with alarmingly tall hair, black glasses, and a shirt with a picture of a man in a powdered wig jutting out a hip, captioned I’m bringing sexy Bach slips his arm around her waist like it’s an everyday thing, as simple as breathing, and kisses her on the head.
         

         
         She smiles. At her boyfriend, whose name is Jay.

         
         I am irrationally, unavoidably annoyed.

         
         It’s fine. She clearly half hates me anyway, and I think the sentiment is mutual, so it’s fine.

         
         I cut a line through the freshmen in the hall and get the hell out of there.

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Four
Zoe

         
         That night, ballet isn’t the refuge it usually is. I feel off-balance in a way that I rarely do—even going en pointe—but it’s
            not only literal. It’s everything. Everything is off. Existing and interacting and moving and thinking. My whole body feels strangely disjointed, and I make
            mistakes I haven’t made in months. Maybe years. I’m almost in tears by the time class ends, and Madame must be able to tell
            something is wrong, because she takes pity on me and doesn’t give me the after-class dressing-down I know I deserve.
         

         
         I drive home, and I take a shower, and I eat dinner. I do everything I’m supposed to do, but it doesn’t make me feel better.
            I still somehow feel like a clone sent to infiltrate someone else’s life.
         

         
         This is why people have friends, I tell myself. To talk.

         
         Cue the obligatory self-flagellation that occurs when I have to actively remind myself that I’m a social creature. Humans
            are pack animals. “Oh my gosh you wouldn’t believe” is pretty much obligatory. But it’s also so much work, and I just don’t know if I have it in me tonight. Not after today.
         

         
         But I should! I should do it. Maybe I’ll feel better. It’s what my parents would encourage me to do if I felt like saying
            anything to them about it. Irony, it seems, is a full circle.
         

         
         So: I go upstairs after dinner, and I text Grace: How was your Monday?

         
         Before I can even exit the thread, the three I’m-typing dots have appeared.

         
         Damn it. I was hoping for at least a little lead time for spoon-gathering before I had to have a whole actual conversation.
         

         
         The reply comes almost immediately: Giiiiiiirrrlllllllllll. And almost immediately after that, my whole screen lights up with her face.
         

         
         FaceTime? Really, universe? I wanted to ease into this whole communication thing.

         
         But I can’t not answer it, so I answer it.

         
         “Listen,” she says without preamble, “my parents are going to kill me.”
         

         
         A not wholly unusual state of affairs. “Hello back,” I say. “Why this time?”

         
         “There’s this guy,” she says, and of course there is. She’s lying on her back on her unmade bed, the yellow sheets highlighting
            the golden undertones of her skin and making her shine as bright as the sun. “He’s sweet and funny, and oh my gosh, his body. Zoe. He makes me fully insane.”
         

         
         I want to just wait for the other shoe to drop, but I know that’s not how conversations are supposed to work, so I say, “Short
            trip.”
         

         
         “Ha, ha,” she replies, but she’s smiling.

         
         “He sounds great,” I say. “Not sure why the infanticide.”

         
         “Isn’t that only for, like, actual babies?”

         
         “Pretty sure it’s any child, regardless of age,” I say. “I wish I could make a joke about you being morbid, but I—wait, you started it.”
         

         
         She actually laughs that time, and it feels good. I still get a thrill whenever I can make someone laugh, even someone I’ve
            known longer than my multiplication tables. “Fair enough,” she says, and sits up. “The problem, Zoe, is that he’s military.”
         

         
         “So what? We live in Fayet—” My sentence stumbles to a stop when I put two and two together. “Oh,” I say. “Oh.”
         

         
         “Yeah.”

         
         “Did he . . . just join? Recently? Like, you know, maybe this year?”

         
         “Ah,” Grace says. “No.”

         
         “Grace!” I squeak.

         
         “Sorry!” she squeaks back. “No, wait, I’m not sorry.”
         

         
         “Tell me he’s still in his twenties at least.” I don’t feel bad for saying this, because Grace has always preferred her celebrity
            crushes a little a lot older than her peers.
         

         
         (“They keep casting twenty-five-year-olds to play high schoolers,” she would say defensively after confessing her newest too-old-for-her
            celebrity crush. “They’re basically forcing us to be attracted to men too old for us.”
         

         
         Which, like, okay, she kind of has a point on that. However—

         
         Dan: “Liam Hemsworth is thirty-four.”

         
         Grace: “He was in a whole YA movie franchise.”

         
         Travis: “Oscar Isaac is forty-five.”
         

         
         Grace: “Excuse me? I know you are not coming for my space boyfriend.”
         

         
         Reina, who is still looking at IMDb because she was the newest to this recurring conversation, but has caught on quickly:
            “Cillian Murphy was born in 1976? Wow, that’s really surprising, actually.”
         

         
         Grace: “He looks much younger than he is, right?”

         
         Dan: “Antonio. Banderas.”

         
         Grace: “Everyone thinks Antonio Banderas is hot! There was literally a whole SNL skit about how he was too sexy!”
         

         
         Travis: “In 1998!”)

         
         “Zoe, please,” she says. “Of course he’s still in his twenties.”

         
         “Twenty-nine?”

         
         “Ugh,” she informs me. Good-naturedly, I think. Hard to tell sometimes, even when I can see her face. “He’s only twenty, okay?”

         
         “Cradle robber.”

         
         “Oh my god,” she says, but she’s laughing. “This is why I haven’t told anyone yet.”

         
         “Excuse me,” I say, “but how long has this been going on, exactly?”

         
         “Zero days,” she says. “There’s no this to be going on.”
         

         
         I hum my skepticism. “But there will be a this?”
         

         
         “I don’t know,” she mumbles. “I don’t know how to get myself in front of him. He’s not my friend; he’s a friend of a friend.
            And I can’t really go to her and be, like, ‘Oh-em-gee please schedule me an audience with Captain Rodriguez or whatever his
            rank is.’”
         

         
         “Okay, but why not?”

         
         “Seems . . . I don’t know. Weird. Because her family just moved here and I just met her and I think she actually likes Trav
            more than me? I just feel—I don’t know. Weird. Like I’m using her? To get to Matt?”
         

         
         “And Matt is maybe Captain or whatever Rodriguez?”

         
         “Yes.” She exhales it, like she’s too busy swooning to utilize proper breath control for speech.

         
         “Sounds like you’re pretty gone for him,” I say. “Ask her to schedule an audience with him. Worst she can say is no, right?” Look at me, giving social advice, as if anyone should ever listen to me. As if I would ever be able to take this advice. 

         
         The thing is, I don’t know anything about crushes. I’m not completely sure I’ve even had a crush. I’ve been to a movie or
            ice cream with someone, which are dates, I guess, but then sometime last year, Jay took my hand, and that seemed fine—the
            correct, logical thing to do—and he hasn’t let go yet. But this, like, fluttering breath, feeling fully insane about someone? I don’t think I’ve ever felt that. So even if I had a single, solitary social instinct, it might not translate
            to crush interaction. I know enough to know the rules are different—I just don’t know how. She’s chewing on one of her fingernails,
            which means she’s anxious.
         

         
         “Grace,” I say, “what happened to ‘fuck it, we ball’?”

         
         She barks out a little laugh, and her hand comes away from her mouth. “You’re right. I could do that. I think he’s there a
            lot. At my friend’s house. I mean, he’s in the same book club as her dad—”
         

         
         “Grace!” I shout, and then we both dissolve into laughter. “You want to kiss someone who’s in a book club with someone our parents’ age? I mean, not just our parents’ hypothetical age, but literally your friend’s parent?”
         

         
         She can’t respond because she’s laughing too hard. Obviously, I’m pleased to have elicited this reaction, but my heart has
            been climbing into my throat at the thought that I might be expected to reciprocate. Socially. My dad explained this to me
            years ago: Maintaining friendships and relationships is about dealing in social currency. Swapping intimacies. I’ll show you
            a vulnerable part of me and I trust you to show me a vulnerable part of you. Otherwise, a friendship can’t deepen. It makes
            sense to me when it’s laid out like that. Rules. Guidelines. First A, then B.
         

         
         I’m usually pretty good at it, I think. Enough to have come back from the social starvation of elementary and early middle school. And I know, right now, on the phone with Grace, it’s my turn to share a vulnerability. Something to demonstrate that I trust her. Bonus points for I haven’t told anyone else, like she did with me.
         

         
         What I should do is tell her about my interaction with Hanna in Spanish this morning. But I can’t. There’s something—I don’t
            know. I’m not ready to talk about it. I want to talk about it, I think, but I’m afraid that if I start saying words about it, I will lose all structural integrity and
            crumple like a paper bag.
         

         
         I should say, “Oh my gosh, Grace, there’s a new girl in my Spanish class and she’s super pretty in that, like, clearly queer
            kind of way, and it definitely seemed like we were vibing until I mentioned Jay, which I don’t even know if I did on purpose,
            and then her entire personality changed. I really liked talking to her, but I fucked it up (as usual), not even on purpose
            (as usual), and I want to be her friend, I think, but not if she’s going to be a jerk about me having a boyfriend. How do
            I salvage this? Should I even try?”
         

         
         And that’s just Too Much to think about right now.

         
         So what I say instead is this: “I cannot believe what a mess you are. Affectionate.”

         
         “Excuse me,” Grace says, laughter still hanging on to the edges of her voice, “not all of us have our whole romantic arc planned
            out because we met the love of our life in middle school, okay?”
         

         
         I try to ignore the sick feeling that inexplicably rises up when I hear love of our life and say, “Oh my gosh, we only started dating this year, okay? And I gotta say: I really recommend the slow burn, friends
            to lovers arc.”
         

         
         “Slow burn is not for me,” Grace says, laughing. “I’m hoping for there being only one bed, or maybe, like, he shows up at my door, clearly just having had the shit kicked out of him, and says in this tiny voice, ‘I didn’t know where else to go.’” 

         
         “A lone wolf who has a child thrust upon him in the first act,” I say, “and by the time the third act opens, you know he’d
            topple an empire for this tiny creature.”
         

         
         “He runs a flower shop,” Grace says, “and I run a tattoo parlor. Next door.”
         

         
         I pitch my voice higher and even put a hand on my chest to really get into my Regency character when I exclaim, “‘Oh! But
            we mustn’t!’”
         

         
         “Fuck or die.”

         
         It’s the deadpan delivery that kills me. I choke so hard on my own laughter that I really need to take a drink of water. “Jesus
            Christ,” I finally manage. “Go to bed. You’re a menace.”
         

         
         “You love me,” she singsongs back.

         
         “It’s true,” I say. “I’ll see you tomorrow, okay?”

         
         “Yep,” she says. Then, abruptly: “Hey. Thanks for listening. And like, not giving me more shit than I deserve about this.
            I’m really lucky to have a friend like you.”
         

         
         My eyes are absolutely not burning, shut up. “Shut up,” I say. “I told you it was true, didn’t I? That I love you.”
         

         
         “I know.”

         
         “BYE.” Grace is still cackling as I end the call.

         
         Jay texted me while I was talking to Grace, but I don’t even read it, much less respond. I’m exhausted, and the last thing
            I want to do is navigate any more social interaction.
         

         
         The white noise of whatever my parents are watching on TV bleeds up through the floor, and I lie back on my bed and spread out, stretch my arms and legs and fingers and toes and reach for the surrounding walls. My bed is like a hand, holding me up, cradling me like a bird. In the quiet, my muscles unspooling like thread, I can—for the first time all day—relax. 

         
         And for the first time all day, I allow myself to think about that wild conversation I had with Hanna that morning. Where
            I couldn’t figure out if she liked me or if she thought I sucked or if she was flirting with me? And I couldn’t figure out
            what I was doing, either: couldn’t figure out if I liked her or thought she sucked or if I was—no.
         

         
         I mean, probably not.

         
         Look, autism isn’t just all special interests and the ability to hyperfocus for eight hours. It’s also what did she mean by that and what is my face doing and I’m sorry can you repeat that and say words, self, no not those words but not those either and oh god that is not what I meant at all. I mean, is she pretty? Extremely. Did I find her easy to talk to? Alarmingly. Does that mean anything?
         

         
         I don’t know.

         
         What I do know is this: Hanna, who wants to be an astronaut, who clearly wants everyone to think she doesn’t care about anything,
            who clearly definitely cares. Hanna, who didn’t have to write down my facts, who just remembered. Hanna, in her short sleeves, rolled up even shorter, sitting at the top of a gentle swell of biceps. Hanna, with her razor-sharp
            cheekbones and her blond hair that won’t stay tucked behind her ear.
         

         
         Hanna. Hanna’s the girl at the piano.

         
         

         I dream about her. She’s playing Tchaikovsky—Sleeping Beauty—and I’m dancing, but there’s no choreography. I’m just improvising. I can feel the music like blood in my veins, like breath in my lungs, and I can’t stop watching Hanna play. The roll and dip of her shoulders are my cues; the crown of her head is my spot. 

         
         Something feels different, down in my bones, as I dance. I feel electrified in a way I’ve never felt before, even when performing,
            a steady hum vibrating down my spine and—
         

         
         Oh.

         
         Hanna stands up from the piano, but the music keeps going, and I keep dancing, and she’s walking toward me, steady, her back
            straight, that infuriating smirk on her lips, one foot in front of the other, and I’m dancing, dancing, the air around me
            shivering, shuddering as I fly through it, and every time I turn, she’s closer, her brown eyes wide and watchful, and piqué,
            piqué, pi—
         

         
         I wake up sweating. Not dance sweat: fever sweat. My heart is pounding and I can feel my pulse everywhere, throbbing in my
            veins. I’m mostly on my stomach, one hand dug up under my pillow, holding the edge of my mattress. The other one between my
            legs.
         

         
         

         I drink a cup of coffee in the morning. My mom looks at me sideways, but she doesn’t ask any questions as I alternate between
            the coffee and my morning shake. I’m exhausted. That dream about Hanna last night—well. I passed out immediately afterward,
            but it wasn’t exactly a restful sleep.
         

         
         The ride to school is mostly silent, which isn’t out of the ordinary. Mom never has much to say to me that isn’t about dance
            or food or grades. Which is fine, especially this morning, because I don’t feel like talking much. I unlock my phone and finally
            read Jay’s text from the night before:
         

         
         
            
               
                  Jay: I guess you got home late. Sweet dreams babe. <3

               

            

         
         I reply: Yeah, Mme wiped me out. I’ll see you in a few minutes.

         
         We get to school, Mom and I exchange a lackluster “love you,” and I shoulder my backpack and walk into the building. The halls
            are at that ten-minutes-before-homeroom level of crowded. I can’t make eye contact with anyone. I reach up to scratch my nose,
            which doesn’t itch, because I’m paranoid I didn’t wash my hands well enough and everyone will know what I was doing while
            I was asleep last night.
         

         
         While I was asleep, and then while I was awake.

         
         I’m almost to my locker and I’m shaking and this is ridiculous. It’s not like this was the first time I’d ever masturbated. I just don’t usually have to—you know. Potentially see the subject
            of interest the very next day. Or talk to them. Or interact with them in any way.
         

         
         “Zo!” Jay’s voice cuts through the hum around me and startles me so badly I almost drop my bags.

         
         He’s going to know. He’s going to be mad about it.

         
         Why would he be mad about it?

         
         Is it cheating?

         
         No. It’s not cheating.

         
         “Hey,” he says, more softly, as he sidles up next to me, his arm sliding around my waist. We’re the same height, which makes
            me kind of tall for a girl and him kind of short for a boy, but it pretty effectively keeps him from putting his arm around
            my shoulders, which I’m okay with. I’ve never liked that. It feels like I’m suffocating.
         

         
         He kisses my cheek and I smile, but I guess I don’t do a very convincing job of it, because he says, “You okay?”

         
         “Tired,” I say, which isn’t a lie.

         
         “Okay,” he says, letting that be the end of the conversation, and I kind of love him for that alone. “You want to hang out
            at practice today?”
         

         
         Tuesday is the only day I don’t have ballet, either during the day or after school. It’s fine; a lot of times I’ll go into
            the studio and just do barre stretches for an hour. But I don’t want to do that today. I don’t want to see Hanna, not after
            last night.
         

         
         So I say, “Sure,” and he beams and kisses my cheek again.

         
         God, I’m glad we don’t have Spanish again until tomorrow. Maybe by then I’ll be able to get myself under control and just
            be regular.
         

         
         Unless we have another class together?

         
         Jay lets me go so I can get into my locker. He leans against the one next to me and hitches his backpack higher on his shoulder.
            He’s quiet as I shove what I don’t need into the locker and take out what I do. He’s watching me; I can feel it. The silence wouldn’t bother me, but after last night’s dream, it feels . . . I don’t know. Pointed. Expectant.
         

         
         Tight. It feels too tight, like I’m in a room with a ceiling two inches too low. I want to run. Just drop everything on the floor and take off.
         

         
         But I can’t do that, so I say, “Don’t you have Reynolds for homeroom?”

         
         Jay says, “Yeah.”

         
         I pull out my trig book and look at him. “He’s on the other side of campus, Jay.”

         
         He pulls his phone out to check the time. “Oh, shit.” He leans forward and pecks me on the lips and says, “Love you,” taking off without waiting for my response. 

         
         Dr. Bhatia’s classroom is in the same hallway as my locker, which is nice but totally unplanned, so I spend a few seconds
            staring at the metal interior, pretending to look for something but really just hiding. I mean, I can’t hide forever. I know
            I can’t.
         

         
         The door to my locker peels away, and Grace’s pretty face is looking at me. She says, “You okay?”

         
         I sigh and close my locker. “Yes. I didn’t sleep well.”

         
         “Gross,” she says, and leaves it there, because she’s an angel. “I saw Jay sprinting across campus.”

         
         “Yeah, he forgot Mr. Reynolds’s room was on the ass-end of campus.”

         
         “He’s so lovestruck,” Grace says, leaning her head against the locker and sighing. “The way he looks at you. It’s too good.”

         
         “Is it?”

         
         She stands up straight and pokes me in the forehead. I let her get away with it because we’ve been friends since we were eight.
            “Hello? He moons over you like he’s still trying to get you to say yes.”
         

         
         I blush. She’s right, and I’m the worst. He’s in love with me, and I’m dreaming about a girl I don’t even know. A girl who
            was kind of a huge bitch to me. I mean, I don’t dislike her, but—yeah. I know exactly three facts about her (en español), and that when she looks at you, she really looks, and—
         

         
         Grace kicks my foot. “Earth to Zoe. The warning bell rang. Let’s go.”

         
         If I can just get through this day without seeing Hanna, I’ll be fine. Everything will be fine.

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Five
Hanna

         
         Tuesday is, at least, a little better than Monday. I’m not a total zombie.

         
         But I’m not exactly my best self, as my therapist would say. It’s an angry sleepwalk from first period to second to whateverth.
         

         
         Being real . . . Tuesday still sucks.

         
         But going home ought to fix everything. There should be this magic little place that grants you immunity from dogshit the
            second you open the door. Like Narnia. Although I guess Narnia had that whole thing with the witch and the animal murder and
            the lion who turned out to be Jesus or something. I don’t know. My half-Catholic (Mom), half-Jewish (Dad) ass never really
            got the metaphor. Maybe because I’ve never really gravitated toward the faith that Mom doesn’t particularly practice, maybe
            because it wasn’t a very good metaphor. The point is that, Lion Jesus or otherwise, those Narnia kids deserved the kind of
            wardrobe that grants you a little peace, and so do I.
         

         
         When I pass through the magic threshold between the outside world and my house, however, nothing gets better. If anything,
            it’s worse.
         

         
         It is worse seeing Mom sorting through the mail and Dad rapidly thumbing through the book he was supposed to have read four days ago. He’s flying through it, making notes on the symbolism or something, for book club tomorrow night. As though it matters. 

         
         I stare at each of them in turn, until both of them can feel the lasers boring into their heads and they look up from what
            they were doing. What do I even expect them to do? Apologize? Change the United States military?
         

         
         I can’t think of anything to say, anything to demand. So I just throw my hands in the air and march off to my room, slamming
            the door behind me.
         

         
         The thing is, they’re acting normal. Because this is normal. I’m mad at them; I’m mad at me for not being able to adjust to something that has pulled a thread through my entire life. I’m just . . . a mess.
         

         
         I am Hanna McCowan.

         
         Hi, Hanna.

         
         And I am a fucking mess.

         
         The knock on my door—shave and a haircut—is done in the universal dad knock, and of course it doesn’t come from Mom.
         

         
         Mom does not quite know how to Do Feelings.

         
         Apple: tree, I guess.

         
         “Yeah,” I say. It comes out tired. It’s the most polite thing I can manage.

         
         “Knock, knock,” he says, cracking the door open and popping his shaved head inside. It nearly cracks the top of the doorframe.
            Dad, I have come to realize, has huge “just a little guy” energy in a frame that had me calling him Dad “The Rock” Johnson for like six years. The Magen David he always has on looks like a kid’s necklace. But he’s swapped it twice, going for bigger sizes; they always look like kid necklaces on him. His glasses knock against the edge of the door, and he lets out a little “Oof,” then opens the door wider. 

         
         “Dad.”
         

         
         He shrugs.

         
         “You’re going to break them. Again.”

         
         “Who cares? We’ve got military insurance, baby.”

         
         “Did they not teach you the ADHD Swerve in neurodivergent school?” I ask.

         
         “Missed that day,” he says, shrugging in an even more exaggerated gesture. “Time blindness.”

         
         I laugh, despite my foul mood. It was one of the things that always made me so mad when I was a kid. I could be the angriest
            toddler in the world, but HaShem gave me the gentlest dad on the planet, with a goofy streak that would put Pedro Pascal’s
            to shame. I never could stomp around for more than five minutes if Dad slipped into the room. And not just because he could
            always pick me up, hold me totally captive, and tickle me into shriek-laughter with one hand.
         

         
         “Let me be mad,” I say, smoothing my blanket.

         
         “You can be mad, baby. Something happen at school?”

         
         He says it the way you ask if something’s wrong when you know you’re about to be broken up with. Like if you suggest that
            it’s something else that’s the problem, it magically will be.
         

         
         “Nah,” I say. “It’s . . . hormones.”

         
         He furrows his brow and cleans his glasses, then puts them back on.

         
         “She’ll be back,” he says, finally. When the silence gets to be too much.

         
         “Maybe.”

         
         It’s pouty. And it’s mean. She’s my mom; she’s his wife. I don’t miss it when he flinches. But I am sad, and when I’m sad, it’s like the whole entire world is in the blast radius.
         

         
         “I can’t talk about this, okay?” I say.

         
         He lets out a long breath and peers into my eyes. “You sure, kiddo?”

         
         “I can’t.”

         
         Dad runs his fingers nervously over the doorpost. He looks at me and then at nothing. Doing a parental assessment, I guess.
            But ultimately, he leaves me be.
         

         
         Three minutes pass, and I hear the gentle banging of a trap set with Silentstroke drumheads. He’s rocking out to klezmer—which
            would have been enough to signal that Mom was leaving, if I hadn’t known already. Dad falls hard into Judaism when she leaves;
            it’s a weird thing I’ve never known exactly how to parse. It’ll be klezmer in the quiet for a while, clarinet when the feelings
            are a touch less sharp (yeah, he’s heard the Benny Goodman jokes before). Candles in the window on Shabbat. Little whispered
            blessings he thinks I can’t hear.
         

         
         I can.

         
         I sit with that, focus on the sound. The rat-tat-tat of the snare and the thud of the bass drum, because klezmer must have
            been created for percussionists. It is booming and joyful and aggressive in its tragic glee. Klezmer, I think, listening to the sounds floating through the medium-thin walls, was made for sad husbands and angry daughters. Or at least it was made for him and me.
         

         
         I wish, suddenly, that I could pound out a little rage on the drums.

         
         Thank god piano is a percussion instrument.

         
         It is the last thing I think before my brain floods with white noise, and I start to sob.

         
         

         Everything does not get better later on when I cross into the dance studio. It apparently isn’t magic, either. The air inside
            the building is not going to keep my mom in North Carolina, and it’s not going to clear away the fury in my blood every time
            this kind of thing happens. Breathing in here doesn’t take that away.
         

         
         But sitting at the piano sure lets it all hide for a little while.

         
         And then it’s one-two-three-four, little feet tap, tap, tapping on the floor. And I play these simple, sweet melodies that
            fall into pattern for the three- and four-year-olds. The room is light and bright, flashes of ballet pink and the brush of
            slippers on wood. Then ten minutes to unwind further and it’s the five and sixes. The songs are still simple, formulaic, but
            the anger that has basically overtaken me all day is retreating until I can barely feel it.
         

         
         When class is dismissed and I get a smile from each little kid before they leave, it’s like the anger, for a minute, isn’t
            even there. I roll my shoulders and follow them all to the door, then flick off the lights like I always do. It’s half bright,
            because the sun hasn’t set and is spilling in from the hallway. But it’s dim enough that I can just breathe.
         

         
         What I’ll play isn’t a question. I sink into the Rachmaninoff like I’ve been doing every day, because it’s hard. Because Rachmaninoff makes me think in a way the others don’t. Because I’m still fucking it up. But I’ll nail it eventually.
         

         
         The door squeaks—they really need to invest in some WD-40. I glance up, and shock hits me at the same time as I recognize her hair. Her wild, unruly, gorgeous
            hair.
         

         
         My hands crash on the keys of their own volition, like, unreasonably dramatically. “It’s you,” I say.

         
         Then I flush bright red. I don’t know how that came off, but I’m leaning toward

         
         
            
               	an accusation

               	a breathless romantic declaration

               	the sentence at the end of a cliff-hanger chapter in a mystery novel

            

         

         Either way, I am absurd.

         
         But it’s Zoe, evidently, and she’s a dancer? And she’s a dancer at my studio.
         

         
         I’m so caught off guard that I’m tempted to snap, “You want the room to practice? Take it.” But I bite it down. Because now
            that I’ve had point-four seconds to formulate a reaction to this and a full day to come down from my horrible depression yesterday,
            I feel kind of shitty about yesterday. And I don’t think she wants to practice. I think, for whatever reason, she wants to
            talk.
         

         
         To me.

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Six
Zoe

         
         I wasn’t going to do this. I wasn’t even going to come here today. I was going to stay at school; I was going to sit in the
            bleachers and let the sun and the hand-powered cowbell metronome lull me into a meditative state. But there’s no way my brain
            is going to do that today. Usually, the cacophony of the practice field is the kind that can fade into something like white
            noise—not enough that I can, like, do homework or in any way be productive—but I know that today I won’t be able to tolerate
            the air around me being all stops and starts and shouts and rim shots and intentional discordance and high-note big-dick contests.
            And that’s the trouble: I need that meditative state, so I go to the one place I know I can achieve it.
         

         
         The studio. I walk in the front door, and everything in my brain goes quiet, even if the building isn’t literally quiet. Except
            I’m walking to the room I know will be empty, the room I can always go to to be alone, and halfway down the hallway, I hear
            piano music. Complicated piano music. Piano music that is decidedly un-balletlike.
         

         
         And then I hear the discordant stumble across the keys, and the music stops with an unfiltered, unshouted, “Shit on a dick.”

         
         I stop walking. The music starts again, and my feet, I guess, are taking me to the room with the pianist in it.

         
         With Hanna in it.
         

         
         And then, I guess, I’m opening the door and walking through it because—yeah. Okay. Why not. Just . . . thank god she’s not
            playing Tchaikovsky. If I’d been walking down the hallway and heard the Rose Adagio from Sleeping Beauty, I would have turned right around and walked out of the entire building, and she would have thought whatever she was going
            to think about me, but I would not have been able to muster the energy to care.
         

         
         Because the Rose Adagio goes like this: in a sweet, lilting dance, Aurora (the Sleeping Beauty, for those of you who don’t
            remember your Disney) is passed around among four suitors on her sixteenth birthday, before Carabosse (a.k.a. Maleficent)
            levels the Hundred-Year-Nap curse on her. Good night, sweet princess.
         

         
         One of the audition pieces I’d been strongly considering was one of Aurora’s third-act solos. Now I know I can’t hear it without
            thinking about That Dream.
         

         
         But I don’t know what she’s playing now. It’s the same thing, I think, as last time. Similar, anyway.

         
         Except she stops. And it’s weird now. Sitting next to her in Spanish is one thing. That’s school. Neutral territory. But this—this
            is different. This space is mine; it’s been mine for years, mine since before I was fully potty-trained—these mirrors and barres, this floor and smell of
            sweat. These bobby pins scattered across the floor, that smudge of blood.
         

         
         “Hey,” I say, even though the first and only time we’ve interacted, we went from riffing about ska covers to her completely
            blowing me off in a three-minute span. Even though I can’t tell if she likes me or hates me. “What, uh—”
         

         
         “You can have the room,” she says, standing up.

         
         “No.” I shake my head. “No, I’m done. I wasn’t—you don’t have to leave.”

         
         She raises an eyebrow and says, “Thanks,” like she knows I don’t have any say over whether or not she can use this building,
            this room, this piano.
         

         
         “I was just—” I don’t like this, this twisted-gut feeling of fucking up so irreparably, but also why do I care? Why am I so
            bad at just talking to people? “I was just wondering what you were playing.”
         

         
         She blinks at me.

         
         “Sorry, I know. I interrupted you and—right. I’ll—”

         
         “Rachmaninoff.”

         
         I’ve already turned toward the door when she interrupts me with her answer. And she gives the ch that little guttural scrape that people who haven’t grown up Jewish or drowning in Eastern European composers don’t know
            to give it. It makes me like her more.
         

         
         “It’s the first movement from Sonata in D Minor,” she says, like she’s not sure what else to say. “Allegro moderato.”

         
         “It’s impressive.”

         
         “It’s annoying,” she says with a little huff of a breath that might be a laugh? “His hands were so big, huge, so he wrote
            what fit his hands.” She holds hers up to show me, wiggling her fingers. “It’s harder for some than others.”
         

         
         “For you?”

         
         “It’s not just a matter of speed and coordination, like Mozart, but also stretch.” She pauses, opens her mouth, closes it.
            Then: “Do you—do you have a minute?”
         

         
         “Uh, yeah. Sure.”

         
         “I want you to listen to something.” She’s scrolling through her phone, and I try not to watch the flicker of her thumb. “De Schlözer. You ever heard of him?” 

         
         “No.”

         
         She stops scrolling and looks up at me, grinning. “Come here.”

         
         I do. I don’t know why she won’t meet me halfway—or I guess I do, because standing behind the armor of the piano is better
            than this naked stretch of Marley. And it is naked as I cross it, my steps delicate, tentative, like I’m walking across a stage. I keep the piano between us.
         

         
         The air explodes into a million tinkling notes, “Flight of the Bumblebee” speed or faster, but not so polite to the performer
            as to keep all the notes in easy little clusters. Keyboard runs with both hands, beating and tripping all the way through
            bass, alto, treble clef, coming back down again. I’m staring at her phone, even though the screen has timed out and gone black.
            I can’t even pretend to follow what the musician’s doing.
         

         
         I look up at her, and she’s watching me, one eyebrow cocked, that little smirk back in place, but here, I don’t find it infuriating.
            Here, it’s: I know, right?

         
         The piece ends, and she unlocks her phone to stop the next piece from playing.

         
         All I can say is “What the hell was that?”

         
         The smirk slides into something bigger, more endearing, and she says, “Paul de Schlözer’s Etude in A Minor. Widely regarded
            as one of the most technically difficult piano pieces ever composed. Also Rachmaninoff’s regular warm-up.”
         

         
         “His warm-up?”
         

         
         She laughs, like she had the exact same reaction the first time she heard that piece of information. “That’s what I’m telling you: Rachmaninoff is annoying.” 

         
         “I’m just trying to think about how you’d—how you’d even start to dance to that.” And I can’t. I can’t conjure any kind of
            choreography that could possibly do that fluttering dance up and down the board any justice at all.
         

         
         “I can’t even move my fingers that fast,” she says. “I can’t imagine trying to move my body that fast.”

         
         There’s a whole paragraph of witty, sexy responses crowding up behind my teeth, but I don’t know how to get any of them out,
            or if I should try, or if they’d be well-received, so I just—I don’t say anything. I don’t say anything because I think maybe
            I can’t physically open my mouth right now.
         

         
         But it’s okay; she saves me the trouble. She says, “I’m sorry.”

         
         I blink. I hope my face isn’t doing that thing that makes people think I’m mad, because I’m not mad; I’m just . . . surprised.

         
         She turns her head fully away, looks back down at the ivory in front of her. Her fingers ghost across the keys, not committing
            to any of them. She groans a little, makes a face that scrunches her nose up. “Alvarez’s class? When I was an absolute monster
            cock to you? That. Sorry about that.” Then she sighs, running her fingers back through her hair, and my brain is stuttering,
            tripping, flailing to catch up. “There’s just”—her mouth flattens and her eyebrows pinch—“a lot of shit, and I shouldn’t have
            taken it out on you.”
         

         
         Then she looks at me, and I don’t look away in time, so now I’m looking at her eyes, and they’re brown, but also not completely?
            Like they’re shot through with gold . . . and okay, I don’t look at a lot of eyes if I can help it, but I’ve—I’ve never seen eyes like hers. I didn’t look away in time, and now I can’t look away at all.
         

         
         And I don’t know what to say. But apparently my mouth does, and what it says is very cool and eloquent and sexy.
         

         
         “Oh. That’s okay.”

         
         The panic has bled out of me a little, because of course she doesn’t know about my dream. Of course she didn’t realize that
            I don’t know if I can move my fingers that fast would completely short-circuit my entire brain.
         

         
         So like, yes, great, she’s apologized for being a huge dick to me. But never mind all that—what about her playing Tchaikovsky
            and me masturbating, and now I really don’t know what my face is doing and I can’t even pretend to look at her anymore, and whoops, I guess the panic is back.
         

         
         She sees. Of course she sees. She says, “You okay?”

         
         “Sure,” I say, feeling like I want to reach my entire arm down my own throat to keep the hysterical laughter from bubbling
            out. Instead I manage a stilted “Sorry. I have to go. My ride.”
         

         
         “Sure,” she echoes, but there’s something in her voice that feels like a question. “I’ll lock up.”

         
         “Okay. Awesome. Thanks. Have a good night.”

         
         I run out of the studio like my feet are on fire. Mom’s waiting for me outside and I just sling myself into the car and she
            doesn’t say anything and I don’t say anything and all I can hear on repeat is Hanna saying I can’t even move my fingers that fast and oh, oh no.
         

         
         This is bad.
         

         
         

         Two years ago, our classmate Riley got sent away for inpatient treatment of “disordered eating,” which caused my mom to fall into a full panic spiral about every crumb that did (or did not) go into my mouth. Like just because Riley and I were in the same ballet class for eight years meant I was doing the same thing, or like an eating disorder was contagious? I spent the next year assuring and reassuring her that I had done the research (obviously), and I understood the relationship between calories and energy expenditure and knew that carbohydrates were good, actually, before she’d finally come around. 

         
         Mostly.

         
         Anyway, dinner tonight is like that because ever since then, anytime I haven’t had an appetite, Mom’s blood pressure goes
            through the roof. All she can think of is poor Riley, who’s not allowed to dance anymore.
         

         
         And tonight, I don’t have much of an appetite. I knew what was going to happen as soon as I sat down, and still, I can’t force
            myself to eat much. Not even to keep Mom from worrying, or keep her from saying things like: “I thought this chicken was your
            favorite,” and “Do you not like it anymore?”
         

         
         “It’s fine,” I tell her. “It’s good.”

         
         “Are you sure? It tastes a little dry to me. I can fix you something else if you want.”

         
         “It’s fine, Mom. It’s not dry. It’s great.”

         
         “Okay,” she says, then takes a breath like she’s going to try again.

         
         “Mom,” I say. “It’s delicious. Thank you.”

         
         “Zoe,” my dad says. “You don’t need to take that tone. Your mother just wants to make you happy.”

         
         “I know,” I say. I have no idea what tone he’s talking about, but it’s useless to ask. “I’m sorry. It’s really good. Thank you.”
         

         
         “Is something the matter?” Mom asks.

         
         Yes. My stomach is all twisted up in knots because of someone I’ve had all of two interactions with.

         
         I can’t tell them that, though, because it’s not important. It’s not a priority. It’s not grades or graduation or college
            or auditions or recitals or performances. It’s not an injury or an illness or a panic attack, so what am I complaining about?
         

         
         I’m not going to get any sympathy for “I had a terrible social interaction with a very pretty girl and then I masturbated
            about her and then she apologized for being a dick to me and now I can’t stop thinking about her, and none of that is supposed
            to matter because I have a boyfriend.” And I shouldn’t. If I had a nickel for every time I had a terrible social interaction, I wouldn’t be worried about postgraduation income.
         

         
         Instead of unloading my silly drama at the dinner table, I say, “Just school nerves, I guess.”

         
         My parents glance at each other, like “Which one of us is going to pry first?” Somehow, they decide that Mom gets the honor.

         
         She says, “Sweetheart?”

         
         “I’m fine, Mom.”
         

         
         “Zoe,” Dad says, and the way he sighs my name means I have emphasized the wrong syllable in my last sentence.

         
         “I’m sorry,” I say again. “I kicked my own butt tonight, and I’m wiped. Sorry.”

         
         “Are you going to have enough energy for your homework?” Mom asks.

         
         “I don’t have much,” I say.

         
         “Energy or homework?”

         
         I force myself to crack a smile. Let her know I caught her little joke. “Either. It’s only like eight o’clock. I’ll be fine.”

         
         I do better at making conversation after that. Mask on, straps tightened. I make myself, even though what I want to do is
            crawl into a hole and fall asleep for a week. It’s maybe eight thirty when I’m released from the table, and I head right to
            my room.
         

         
         The truth is, I don’t have any homework, so as soon as my door is closed, I’m searching YouTube for the Rose Adagio because—I
            don’t know, it soothes me. It’s adagio, sweet and familiar and soft, and I see Aurora going through the familiar moves, the familiar balances. It’s widely regarded
            as one of ballet’s most technically demanding performances, and I think maybe that’s a theme tonight. I watch it over and
            over, done by different dancers, and thirty minutes later, I feel my shoulders start to come down away from my ears.
         

         
         My parents still aren’t in bed, but I don’t go back downstairs. I take a shower and wash my hair and pile it on top of my
            head and get on the floor to stretch. I wonder what happened to Hanna that gave her such a bad day. I wonder if it really
            was nothing, that it was so easily alleviated by de Schlözer and Rachmaninoff and my awkwardness, or if all that is a testament
            to its hugeness.
         

         
         I text Jay: Have you ever heard of Paul de Schlozer?

         
         He doesn’t reply, and I lay my phone down and keep stretching. I stretch until I hear the television shut off downstairs,
            until the expansion of my yawn-inflated belly keeps me from flattening out the way I should, until the whole street is dark
            and still and silent, until I can think about anything but Hanna and how fast she can move her fingers.
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Seven
Hanna

         
         On Thursday night, we have enchiladas and salad—Mom makes the salad, Dad makes the best enchiladas on the planet—and afterward,
            I force Grace to let me meet her after hours at the planetarium. She picks up shifts there after school, which means she’s
            there late a lot, leading tours, cleaning up. And she’s worked there since she was old enough, so no one cares if she locks
            up a little late sometimes.
         

         
         I absolutely abuse the friend privilege here.

         
         “Why, Hanna?” she says, sounding just so unimpressed with the vast wonders of the universe. “Why are you so obsessed with
            this place?”
         

         
         “I’m not.” I cross my arms over my chest and sink down to the floor while she dutifully flicks on the projector, and suddenly
            I am lying here on the floor of outer space. “How are you not, though?”
         

         
         “I work here.” She throws a broom over her shoulder and leaves the room for a second, then comes back and sits next to me,
            little red slippers at my ribs, her back against the wall.
         

         
         “In space.”
         

         
         “In a room with a projector. That makes the ceiling sparkly.”

         
         “So jaded.”

         
         “So paid less than ten bucks an hour.”

         
         “Fuck you,” I say, laughing a little. “Space is my hyperfixation, according to my shrink. I will live in it as long as the universe lets me.” 

         
         The room quiets, and I sigh, a louder thing in the dark, and stare up as the galaxies slowly spin above me. If I really look,
            I can shut out the noise of the air conditioner coming on and off, and that low, persistent hum that all big buildings seem
            to have, and fool myself into thinking I’m out there. Alone, on my own terms. In this vast, black eternity.
         

         
         “So your mom’s going then,” she says.

         
         “Yes.”

         
         “When?”

         
         I let out a sigh. “Tuesday.”

         
         Grace doesn’t say anything for a little while, just lets me enjoy the fake universe on the ceiling. And that’s good, because
            I don’t want to talk about it. I’ve moved past it, and there’s no sense in stepping backward into the mess of it again. “Don’t
            worry; I’ll make sure Dad finds a million reasons to invite Rodriguez over for dinner.”
         

         
         “Oh god,” she groans, and she knocks her head against the wall. “Can we focus on anything but my love life for five seconds?”

         
         “Oh what, like my love life? Mine? Yeah, I have girls in and out of my room nightly. Literally beating them off with a stick.”
         

         
         She stays quiet, so I throw her a bone. “There’s a girl in my piano class who’s pretty cute. A redhead in weights who seems
            nice. I dunno. There’s nothing to tell here, really.” It feels like a lie when I say it. Like I’m leaving Zoe out on purpose,
            when there’s no reason to. But I’m grasping for straws, those straws being random girls I haven’t thought about for a second
            outside school. “Your girl is flying solo this year.”
         

         
         “Trav would go out with you in a hot second,” she says, laughing.

         
         “I think he would find the distinct lack of ladyboner a little disappointing.”

         
         “I don’t know what to tell you, Han. I guess there are just no lesbians in all of Fayetteville.”

         
         “None that you know of.”
         

         
         “You’re not one of those lesbians who will only date lesbians, right?”

         
         I make a face. “No.”

         
         “Thank goodness, because I was really going to have to judge you for that, and I extremely didn’t want to. And also, because
            I do actually know a handful of bisexuals. There is a solid smattering of them around here, now that I think about it.”
         

         
         “Oh, is there? Rainbow capital of the South?”

         
         “If they have bisexuals in South Carolina—which, I have on good authority, they do—then we definitely have them here, the
            much bluer of the Carolinas. I mean, I can think of at least . . . two.”
         

         
         “Hit me,” I say.

         
         “Well. One of them is Trav.”

         
         “Thank you; that is both a) helpful and b) brand-new information.” Then I furrow my brow. “Wait. Trav is dating Reina. They’ve
            been dating for like a month.”
         

         
         “And?”

         
         “You said he would go out with me in a hot second.”

         
         Grace shrugs. “He’s dating Reina but I think maybe also Dan.”

         
         My eyebrows shoot up.

         
         “It hasn’t been confirmed yet, as far as I know.”

         
         “Huh. Well . . . I . . .”

         
         I truly do not know what to do with this information except pump Trav for it, but our friendship is kind of a Guy Friendship, and that feels like really going against Guy Friendship code. 

         
         Grace, for her part, goes on as if she’s said nothing out of the ordinary. “Zoe Aaron.”

         
         If I’d been drinking something, I would have spit it out.

         
         I glance up at her, and she shrugs again, maroon planetarium T-shirt riding up a little at her waist. I can tell she gets
            antsy sometimes, talking about this. Not because she’s an asshole—because she’s nervous. And I get it. I am from everywhere
            at this point, but everywhere does not include here, and that means I don’t understand what it is to be out in the South.
            But I don’t really get what it’s like to be truly closeted anywhere. I’ve been out since I knew what the closet was. So I think I’d rather brave something risky that’s at least half familiar
            than something safe that isn’t. For the moment. Which means Grace can worry.
         

         
         “I’m not trying to, like, set you up or anything. She has a boyfriend—”

         
         “—whose name is Jay.”

         
         “Yeah,” says Grace. Then, “The point is—wait, you know her?”

         
         I guess I just . . . huh. Like an asshole, I assumed she was straight when I saw her and Jay together. But I don’t say anything
            about it, because I don’t need to protest. Don’t want to sound like I care, like I’m invested at all.
         

         
         I shrug, going for nonchalant, which probably means it looks extremely chalant. “Sure. We’re in Spanish 3 together. We’re
            not, like, friends or something.”
         

         
         Though if Zoe and I are going to be anything, it is going to be friends. Co-musicians. Spanish partners. Because, okay, she might be queer, but she has a partner, and more important, I don’t know her. Not really. A couple of seconds in a classroom and a ballet studio doesn’t magically change that. We will be nothing, or we will be friends—that line in the sand is pretty clear. I don’t even know why I’m thinking about it so much except that thinking about this pretty, non-straight, non-single girl in my class is a hell of a lot easier than thinking about any of the hundred other things I could be thinking about in my life. 

         
         So I guess I let myself think about it for a half a second longer while Grace lets me look up at the fake stars.

         
         And I think about it after she kicks me out and I drive back home to an empty house. Mom and Dad are on a date that just sings
            with finality.
         

         
         I keep thinking about it when I turn the thermostat down to freezing and pull my heaviest comforter up to my chin, and I don’t
            let myself think about anything else until I fall asleep.
         

         
         

         By Friday, I have calmed down enough to be a rational human. I have hurtled through the five stages of grief as if they were
            a hundred-yard dash—red-faced and fast and graceless. Until here I am, smack-dab in the middle of acceptance. I have had to
            learn to do that, and I learned it really fucking well. Sometimes I wonder if it would be the same if she died. If I would
            get past it in five days, all quick, brutal pain, then gone in a heartbeat. Or if I’d have to experience it slowly like everyone
            else.
         

         
         I don’t know.

         
         All I know is that today, it doesn’t hurt to breathe, and I actually took sixteen seconds to straighten my hair and pick a shirt that kind of matched my bright pink and yellow Converse. Which means that things are not normal—but they are tolerable. 

         
         The only class of note on Friday is Spanish. Not because we learn anything particularly exciting, and not because Alvarez
            goes into surprise labor in the middle of her lecture. (She doesn’t.) But because today is a conversación day, and here I
            am, sitting next to Zoe, not wanting to claw her eyes out.
         

         
         I say, “Cuánto tiempo has bailado?”

         
         And she says, “I’ve danced for fourteen years.” In English.

         
         “Are you good?”

         
         She does this not-laugh-not-snort thing that’s too fucking adorable and says, “What kind of a question is that? Are you good
            at the piano?”
         

         
         “You’ve heard me play the piano.”

         
         “Not a whole song.”

         
         My mouth curls up. Just a little. I hold up my hands. “Do you need a whole song to assign a skill level to these fingers?”
            I swear—I swear—she blushes. I’m sure I’m seeing stuff now, making flirtatious mountains out of platonic molehills. But she’s queer. And
            she’s blushing. And I am human.
         

         
         “You didn’t ask me if you were good at the piano. You asked me if I was a good dancer.”
         

         
         “Yeah,” I say, and I realize that I’m leaning too far over, far enough that I am breathing the air over her desk, air that’s
            not really mine to breathe. “I’m good at the piano.”
         

         
         I’m trying to figure out a way to shift back that doesn’t draw attention to the fact that I practically had my entire torso on her desk when she says, “I love dancing. More than just about anything.” 

         
         I narrow my eyes. “That doesn’t really answer the question.”

         
         “I don’t know if anyone can really—”

         
         “Zoe. You know if you’re good.”

         
         She rolls her eyes, and I suddenly, completely inappropriately, want to take her by the chin and make her look at me. I curl my fingers into a fist and press them into
            my desk and keep talking instead. “I’m kind of a cocky asshole,” I say. “You don’t have to be fake humble.”
         

         
         She’s looking at me then, these big brown eyes that are startlingly warm even under the harsh classroom fluorescents, and
            she just says, “Yes. I am. I’m very good.”
         

         
         I don’t say a thing for a second. I don’t know what the hell to say. How to do anything that doesn’t involve leaning right
            over her desk again and breathing her air on purpose this time.
         

         
         But then Alvarez walks by, kind of bumping into desks as she goes because her feet are swollen and walking on them presents
            a difficulty, and I ask in Spanish if Zoe is planning on trying out for the company.
         

         
         She opens her mouth in what I assume is the answer, but Alvarez gets our attention before I can hear it.

         
         She lectures for the rest of class, so I don’t get to hear that answer. And I don’t even know why I want it.

         
         But Zoe’s lips, just slightly parted on a “sí” or a “no,” are superimposed on every fucking thing I try to look at, and I
            think maybe I am glad when her dumb boyfriend is there to meet her right after class today.
         

         
         I am further glad that I won’t have the chance to stay after ballet and play, because I have family dinner again tonight. And every night until Tuesday. 

         
         So, at the studio, after I finish with the five-year-olds, I’m out of there before I have the chance to catch a glimpse of
            her.
         

         
         I wonder if she looked for me in the empty classroom before she left.

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Eight
Zoe

         
         Mom lets me borrow the car to go to the football game Friday night, which is both cool and surprising. I sit in the bleachers
            with Grace, Trav, and Dan near the designated band area, as close to Jay as we can. He plays baritone, so he’s up near the
            top, the rest of the band cascading down the bleachers according to pitch. He’s only watching the game enough to know when
            they’ll need to play the fight song (when our team scores) or when they’ll need to create as much distracting noise as possible
            (when the other team kicks off). Otherwise, he’s laughing and joking and jostling with Charles and Emma and the Michaels.
         

         
         Everyone else here is watching the game. Except for Dan, who is very much not watching the game. His fluffy head is buried deep in a book of staff paper, and he’s scribbling musical notation as if opening
            night on Broadway depends on it.
         

         
         Travis nudges him with his giant shoulder, and Dan yelps as his pen stroke goes straight off the page. “Whatcha workin’ on
            over there, Dandrew Lloyd Webber?”
         

         
         “Well, apparently, the world’s longest slur, and also fuck you. Dandrew Lloyd Webber!” He turns back to his page like he’s going to start working again, but apparently, he just can’t stand it. “No, you know what? Fuck you, and fuck Andrew Lloyd Webber; Cats wasn’t that special. And neither was the goddamn Phantom of the Opera. Did you know there was a whole other musical based on Gaston Leroux’s novel, and it is filled with emotional nuance? Some composers don’t have to rely on budget and spectacle to tell a story, and Arthur Kopit and Maury Yeston are some of the greatest minds
            of our time, but when you’ve got deep enough pockets, you get to be remembered in this capitalist hellscape—”
         

         
         Trav puts his hands up. “Whoa there, Fi-Dan Castro. We get it: peace, bread, and Dan. Calm down.”

         
         Dan takes a deep, steadying breath. “Yeah, sorry. You’re right. You’re right. But I was promised that shirt for my birthday
            last year, and it never happened.”
         

         
         “Excuse me, I had Dan-do Calrissian shirts made for all of us,” Travis says.

         
         Grace says, “I wore mine yesterday!”
         

         
         Dan rolls his eyes and turns back to his staff paper, shaking his head.

         
         Everyone’s laughing, and I’m laughing too, but I’m only as attentive as novelty requires.

         
         What I’m actually doing is looking for Hanna.

         
         It’s so stupid, honestly. The first football game is pretty popular because, well, it’s homecoming, but also because there’s
            always a party at somebody’s house afterward, and it’s not hard to get an invitation if you’re just around. So the bleachers are pretty full, and I can’t see the stadium entrance without craning my head, and the last thing I want
            to do is be too obvious, though why should it matter? She’s new. I want to be her friend. Just because I’m really freaking awkward about making friends doesn’t mean I’m doing anything wrong.
         

         
         Except it feels a little like I am? Like I should keep that tucked away, a secret I keep close, and I don’t know why.

         
         I mean. I do know why.
         

         
         Grace elbows me. “Earth to Zoe?”

         
         “Sorry,” I say automatically. Apparently I’m not being attentive. “What’s up?”

         
         “I asked you a question, space cadet.”

         
         I think: Quiero ser un astronauta.

         
         I think: Do you need a whole song to assign a skill level to these fingers?

         
         “Sorry,” I say again, and it feels like my entire body is going to catch fire. I feel too big for my skin, too big for this
            place, and I want to fly; I just want to jeté the entire fuck out of here.
         

         
         “Are you going. To the party. Tonight?” This is . . . obviously not the first time she’s asked.

         
         I shrug. “You?”

         
         “Yeah, Trav and Lieutenant Dan and I are all going. I think Reina, too? You should come.”

         
         “Ugh, I don’t know. It’s going to be kind of late.”

         
         “How old are you—forty?” Travis leans around his sister. “Don’t suck. Come to a party.”

         
         Jay sits down and says, “Who’s hosting it this year?”

         
         “Demetrius Pauley,” I tell him.

         
         “You wanna go?”

         
         I shrug, because that’s as honest as I can be. I wonder if Hanna will be there. If she knows the first-game party thing is
            even a thing.
         

         
         “Let’s go,” he says, nudging my sneaker with his shiny black marching shoe. The band members are in their official show T-shirts and black shorts—even in October, it’s a little too hot for their full wool uniforms unless absolutely necessary—but they’re still wearing their dorky marching shoes, because they’re very serious about everything. I mean, I get it.
         

         
         Jay says, “We’re seniors, Zo. We only get this once.”

         
         

         He’s right, thank god. About only getting this once, I mean. Somebody ends up calling the cops about an hour after we all
            get there, and we have to scatter like roaches into the woods. Jay lives pretty close to Demetrius, so, breathless and laughing,
            we just run back to his place, where I left my car. He’s had two beers, but he doesn’t drink very much and he’s pretty skinny,
            so he’s not drunk, but he’s loose, his smile a little broader, his laugh a little louder.
         

         
         We’re sitting on his front step, shushing each other because it’s after midnight. Neither of us has a real curfew, not on
            football game nights. He’s doing impressions of all our teachers, and I’m laughing into my hand, and his hands snake around
            my waist and he’s kissing me, the stubble-scratch of his upper lip rough against mine.
         

         
         He breaks the kiss to smile and take his glasses off, which is how I know he’s serious about making out, and he kisses me
            again. The whole world is still, nothing but the crickets crescendoing and decrescendoing like breath.
         

         
         He says, “Come upstairs.”

         
         “I can’t. You know I can’t.”

         
         His eyebrows twitch together.

         
         “Jay—”

         
         “Are we all right?” he asks.

         
         “What?”

         
         “You and me,” he says, slipping his glasses back on. “Are we okay?”

         
         “Yes,” I say, and force myself to hold his gaze. “Why wouldn’t we be? What’s wrong?”

         
         “I don’t know,” he says, and he looks away, thank god, thank god. “You’ve just been—I don’t know. I feel like there’s a lot
            of you that I’m not a part of.”
         

         
         “That’s okay, though,” I say. “We’re not the same person. And this year’s a big deal, you know? I’m going to be trying out
            for companies and applying to colleges and—”
         

         
         “You’re right,” he says.

         
         I breathe.

         
         “You’re right,” he says again. “I’m sorry. I’m just—I love you. And I want to make this work—you know. After we graduate.”

         
         He’s going to Mars Hill. There’s no question of that. Never was. He’ll be four hours from here, on the far side of Charlotte,
            and I’ll be who even knows where. Maybe still here. Maybe New York or LA, or fucking Oklahoma City. I don’t know. I don’t
            know. Jay has all the answers, but all I am is questions, a girl made of uncertainty, and I hate that, I can’t handle that,
            I—
         

         
         “Zoe?”

         
         I breathe. I make myself breathe. I keep forgetting to breathe.
         

         
         “You okay?”

         
         I nod, and nod, and nod.

         
         “I’m sorry,” he says. “I didn’t mean—”

         
         “It’s not that.” My voice is barely a whisper, squeezed down into a hard little point in my throat. “It’s not you. It’s—dancing. My mom wants—and I don’t know—where I’m going to be, if I’m going to make a company, if—” 

         
         “Hey,” he says gently, and pulls me against him. “It’s okay. Nothing’s gotta be figured out tonight, does it?”

         
         I shake my head. Breathe, Zoe.
         

         
         He kisses my temple. “You okay to get home?”

         
         I nod. I didn’t drink anything. I never do.

         
         “Okay,” he says. “I love you.”

         
         “Love you, too.”

         
         “Text me when you get home, okay?”

         
         “Okay.”

         
         He waits on the front porch until I’ve got my mom’s car started up and in gear, and I drive home feeling like a complete asshole.

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Nine
Hanna

         
         The nice thing about Saturdays before your mom gets deployed into the great unknown is that they’re some of the only Saturdays
            that don’t come with your parents saying things like “Wake up! Don’t you want to go out with friends? You should be out there!
            With your friends! It’s Saturday, honey; live a little.”
         

         
         Pre-deployment Saturday is the only weekend I get the luxury of misanthropy.

         
         It’s not that I’m antisocial. Not even that I’m an introvert, really. I had plenty of friends when I was little, and one thing
            I’ve never actually suffered from is social anxiety. Small favors.
         

         
         What I do suffer from is a terminal case of logical.
         

         
         Because, I’m sorry . . . Diving in every time we move, making myself a pillar of the community, finding a new BFF I just can’t live without—before uprooting and doing
            it all over again? It does not make sense. Energy in, energy out? It’s a fucking inefficient system.
         

         
         We moved here nine seconds ago, and Dad already has a full military wives book club going, and I’m pretty sure he’s got four
            new best friends. I have no clue how, and I’m just . . . not interested. I’ll make friends, deep friends, again. I’ll fall
            head over heels in love again. I’ll find a community or whatever.
         

         
         It’ll be when I graduate, and choices about when and whether I leave and where I go are up to me.

         
         No, I don’t want to ask any of my friends to come over today.

         
         But like I said, this Saturday is different from all other Saturdays.

         
         Suddenly, a flash of a seder Dad once threw while Mom was deployed sings into my head. I was the youngest kid at the table,
            so I was the one asking the Four Questions.
         

         
         Why is this night different from all other nights?

         
         On all other nights, we sit upright. Why on this night do we recline?

         
         I’d wrinkled my nose and stage-whispered, in front of everyone, “But we aren’t lying down, Dad. This doesn’t make sense.”

         
         He’d cocked his head and just said, “Huh.”

         
         Then he disappeared into the living room and came back with an armful of pillows. Two more trips, and everyone was lying back
            on floor pillows, the meal moved to a sheet on the family room floor, like a giant picnic.
         

         
         No one knew how they were supposed to drink that many glasses of wine without sitting up.

         
         Thank god military housing doesn’t really get on your ass for things like “carpet deposits.”

         
         After that night, whenever we did a seder, we were generally content to let that aspect of Passover, in fact, be like all
            other nights.
         

         
         I’m still blearily musing on it when my mom pokes her head in my door; she was never great at knocking. “Rise and shine,”
            she says.
         

         
         I groan.

         
         “Come on,” she says. “Big day.”

         
         Like I’m a little kid and we get to go feed the ducks at the park.

         
         I roll over and breathe into the mattress, knowing I’ll get at least thirty seconds like this before she institutes a less forgiving policy. At twenty-nine, I force myself into a sitting position. At thirty-four, I get up and shut my door so I can change into a version of Hanna that is acceptable for public consumption. 

         
         Then I head out into the living room and announce, “MVP has arrived. The party can start now.”

         
         Dad rolls his eyes and takes a sip of what I know is elite-level orange juice. (Minute Maid? That’s not even JUICE, Hanna. No child of mine would be caught dead drinking Minute Maid—)
         

         
         Mom says, “Well, let’s go.”

         
         “Where are we going?”

         
         “The zoo!” She smiles, the kind that stretches over her face and reaches her eyes. “You love the zoo.”

         
         Loved. I loved the zoo. I haven’t exactly been enchanted with it since I was . . . a lot younger. But this is what Mom always
            does: reverts to kid stuff and schedules the weekend before she’s due to leave, so that it’s so full of family fun there’s
            no time to even breathe. Like she’s suddenly conscious of all the things we haven’t done this year and wants to make sure
            to fit them all in, because if we don’t go to the zoo and the movies and four national monuments and a state park now, we
            never will.
         

         
         I guess there’s some merit to that. She’s going to an active combat zone.

         
         My feelings about which I, like my mother before me, will steadfastly refuse to acknowledge.

         
         Dad stretches and gets up, glances at me in a way I don’t think he intends to be conspiratorial but very much is. He and I are hang-around-the-house girlies, especially when it comes to stuff like this. If it was him getting deployed, I would find a way to pretzel myself into his carry-on bag. If that proved impossible, we would spend the whole weekend pawing through leftover Chinese and reading next to each other and, like, I don’t know, competing at the crossword. Looking up at the stars. Playing music. 

         
         We would also do the thing I hate: talk about it.

         
         But this is Mom’s going-away weekend. And that means it looks a lot different.

         
         We go to the zoo.

         
         It turns out that the zoo in Fayetteville is less a zoo and more a farm. There’s a couple of weird animals, but mostly, one
            finds themself needing to muster some major enthusiasm for chickens.
         

         
         For his part, Dad actually is very enthusiastic about the chickens. He thinks they are beautiful.
         

         
         I go along with the whole thing, peaceable, determined to have an okay time, even as Mom tells me I ought to pet a pig; I
            love pigs.
         

         
         “I haven’t been into pigs since I was, like, eight, Mom.”

         
         She ignores this and presses forward.

         
         We spend the afternoon on the zoo farm, Mom nabbing a thousand selfies and getting annoyed when, after dinner, I ask if we
            can just go home. But they both acquiesce.
         

         
         I go upstairs, my skin warm from being in the sun all day, and think I’ll collapse. But I don’t. Dad got a phone call right
            before we rolled in, which turned into a conference call with every military wife in a ten-mile radius, and Mom’s insistence
            on doing everything in the world today has just pounded into my head that she is leaving.
         

         
         That Dad will have a community (which I don’t want), and I won’t. (Good.)

         
         I don’t want it!

         
         I have no idea how Dad does it; everywhere he goes, he makes friends. He was part of his book club here within a week of us
            getting our house keys. I’ve seen him make real, honest-to-god friendships at the DMV. But then he packs up and just goes,
            and he’s never shown any signs of being ripped apart by it. I used to wonder if he distanced himself. If he didn’t really
            allow himself to connect with people, even if it seemed like they were all his new besties. But I’ve come to realize that’s
            not it. He just dives in with people, accepts that things change, and rolls along with it all, diving in again and again and
            again.
         

         
         Some of us aren’t that strong.

         
         Some of us are spending the evening alone, with only Google and the Hubble telescope’s photo albums for company, and—I don’t
            know. Something snaps, I guess, and for the first time, the intense desire to do it, to be an astronaut, to get away on my own terms, is so strong that I do something I never do: I actually pull up the practical research on how to do it.
         

         
         I’ve poked around here and there; I know the physical requirements and everything. The odds. I know everything about space.
            But I guess I haven’t actually checked on which schools I need to go to—if I need to go to school at all? Man, I hope not.
            It’s not like app deadlines are tomorrow or something, so it hasn’t felt relevant.
         

         
         Hmmm. Is it that? Or is it that it’s too relevant, Hanna? the conglomeration of all of my various therapists asks in my head.
         

         
         Have you been accidentally avoiding it? Or has it been an intentional thing?

         
         I swallow. Hard. It’s not . . . it’s not that it’s been intentional. It’s just—it’s just, I’ve just been so busy packing,
            and then unpacking, and . . .
         

         
         Jesus, McCowan, it’s senior year. What are you doing?
         

         
         I slide down in my desk chair and do some very basic googling I guess I should have done a million years ago. The basic Google
            search confirms that astronauts generally do have degrees. No thank you. The other option is test pilot school. That sounds
            better. I could fly a plane. I’m a good driver; I could do that. It would get me close to the stars.
         

         
         But then there’s the whole ordeal of looking up test pilot schools, and it all starts to blur and run together, and suddenly
            I’m so overwhelmed I can’t think.
         

         
         I shouldn’t have started doing this in the middle of a big emotional ordeal. The emotions we do not speak of are about to
            boil over, and now my ADHD brain is about to join the show.
         

         
         I just yell, “FUCK,” and slam my hand on my desk.

         
         And that is when I hear footsteps coming down the hall, not my dad’s familiar tread. I immediately regret what I’ve done;
            this is not going to help—
         

         
         “Everything okay in here?” says my mom, and I blink up at her.

         
         “Can you knock?”

         
         “Oh. Sure.”

         
         She looks at me, and I look back at her, gauging whether to be honest, how honest to actually be if I am.
         

         
         I go for half. Mourning the impending loss of my mother aloud to her feels like something neither of us want to deal with. “I’m just—I don’t know, I was looking up requirements for astronauts, and I got kind of lost in it. I’m fine.” 

         
         My mom’s brow furrows, like she’s computing something. “For the first time?”

         
         I shrug. “Not exactly.”

         
         She cocks her head. I always thought she looked a little like a raven sometimes, and now is one of those times. “It’s your
            senior year; you haven’t researched this already?”
         

         
         Anxiety crawls up my throat. No, I haven’t. Not really. Not like I should have. I guess I don’t respond fast enough, because
            she keeps going.
         

         
         “That’s what you’re always talking about; I just assumed . . .”

         
         “I haven’t done enough. I’ve done some.”

         
         It’s almost a lie. Not quite blatant enough to be a full lie, but enough that it sticks to my skin, all tacky and uncomfortable.
         

         
         Mom huffs out a breath. Then she shuts her eyes and does some kind of meditative thing, and when she opens them, she’s all
            order and structure. “It’s fine. There’s nothing to worry about. We just need a process. Let’s have you do the research you
            need to do this evening, and then we can explore potential pathways to success tomorrow. We can gather the required applications,
            and—”
         

         
         “MOM,” I spit out. Because if I don’t, the alternative is letting it explode inside of me.

         
         She blinks.

         
         “I can’t do this right now.”

         
         The pressure and the dread are too much. She thinks she’s helping, because this is how she thinks. It’s what works for her. It might have worked for me when I was little, I don’t know. But it’s not . . . I can’t . . . 

         
         “You have to do it sometime, and sometime is soon, Hanna.”

         
         “I know.”

         
         “I’m going to speak to your father, and—”

         
         “Okay.”

         
         “Hanna.”

         
         “Yeah.”

         
         I’m in one-word-answer mode, and there’s no getting me out of it. She knows, I know, we all know.

         
         She looks at me in a way that makes me feel like she’s staring into my soul, trying to dissect who I am and the Hanna she
            knows and the Hanna she doesn’t and where exactly those became two separate entities.
         

         
         Then, she leaves the room.

         
         I am relieved to have her gone.

         
         I already miss her.

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Ten
Zoe

         
         Monday . . . isn’t better.

         
         If I’m being honest, nothing’s gotten better since I fled Jay’s front porch on Friday night. My head hasn’t been on right
            since that stupid Spanish class, but apparently, there are degrees of bad. On Sunday in ballet class, I messed up so much basic crap that Madame actually pulled me aside to ask if everything
            was okay at home, if I was okay, was I feeling sick, how’s school?
         

         
         Fine fine fine fine. Everything is fine.

         
         Nothing is fine.

         
         And Monday, the day the marching band doesn’t practice, a day I usually get to spend time with Jay, he waits until lunchtime
            to tell me he is practicing, actually, and he’s the one to have called the practice. You can do that when you’re brass captain. So. That’s great.
         

         
         Except he was supposed to take me to ballet today, because today my parents each needed a car, and now he can’t because he
            forgot, I guess, and spontaneously called a practice on the one day I need him to have not done that.
         

         
         Except—also? Mental muscle memory has me celebrating any time that Jay and I have free time that matches up, but while I’m
            sitting here at his lunch table—his lunch table, with his friends, who are all nice enough to his girlfriend—
         

         
         For a second, I feel like maybe I really do dissociate. I can see myself at this table full of people who know each other, who like each other, who have things in common with each other. Inside jokes, unspoken communication—a whole language I’ll never speak. 

         
         Ultimately, I’m nobody here. I’m an accessory: a pretty thing that maybe makes Jay look better, but with nothing to contribute.

         
         The realization doesn’t slam into me with anything as cathartic as a wave of dizziness or heat or goose bumps. It just sort
            of . . . appears in my head. My brain skips from I don’t get that joke to my presence is pointless, and I think: yeah. Yeah, that seems correct.
         

         
         I get up, feeling like I’m made of wood, like Pinocchio puppeted by a confused toddler. I’m an alien in a human suit. A complex
            Audio-Animatronic, programmed to move in all the right ways.
         

         
         No one stops me when I leave the table. No one follows me to the bathroom. I count my steps on the way, because I can tell
            in a kind of detached, clinical way that I’m about to have a fucking meltdown. It helps, at least for the length of time it
            takes to get to the bathroom. For the heavy door to close behind me.
         

         
         And then I’m staring at myself in one of the spotty mirrors, watching myself dissolve like sugar in water. Some part of my
            brain is taking notes: this is what distress looks like, it jots down. Pinched eyebrows, dimpled and trembling chin. Pink nose, pink cheeks, pink eyes. The whites of them getting
            visibly shinier the more structural integrity I lose. It takes me a second to realize those are tears. Obviously, Zoe.
         

         
         Sometimes I like my ability to do this, to dissect the world and its chaos, to compartmentalize it and document it and file it away to be dealt with later, or never. But right now (still alone in the bathroom, still not worth following), the way I’m handling falling apart seems like the very reason I’m falling apart.
         

         
         I hate it. I hate it. I go from distraught to out-of-my-mind furious in the span of a breath. I want to break the sink off the wall, dimple
            the metal stalls with dents, put my fist through the mirror. I want to scream and scream and scream, but I don’t. I don’t, because it doesn’t do any good. Didn’t when I was three; won’t now—but the urge to break something is terrifyingly strong.
            I can’t tell if I want to break things, or if I want to break myself, or if it’s some misplaced attempt at sensory regulation.
            Like if I just had a weighted blanket and sat in the janitor’s closet, that might quell the proprioceptive urge to slam around
            the room with the full force of my entire body.
         

         
         Okay. Okay okay okay. This is too much. Trying to remember how to regulate when I’m like this feels impossible, like wading
            through thigh-high mud in the pitch-black with only my own heaving breath to guide me. I don’t have a lot of practice, because
            this doesn’t happen often anymore, but I have to start somewhere. I have to grab hold of something with both hands and stop
            spinning out.
         

         
         I count. Not objects. Just listing numbers up to ten, back down again. It helps. It’s predictable. No surprises here. I run
            through the two-times table. Easy. Threes. Fives. Sevens, which will actually make me think, which I can do now.
         

         
         Next thing: I hold my breath. I count to thirty. I let it go and suck in a huge breath, bigger than I need. I breathe and breathe and breathe. I can give my hands permission to move now that they’re past the threat of vandalism. I let my fingers wiggle the way they want, and that helps. I let my shoulders and spine and neck move, and then I’m just sort of bouncing on the balls of my feet, doing this little shoulder shimmy that Madame would blacklist me for, but it doesn’t matter because I finally feel human again. For the first time in . . . I don’t know. Days. Weeks, maybe.
         

         
         The bathroom door opens, and my body stutters to a stop. It’s Clarinet Emma, who’s incredibly hot in a straight-girl way,
            who’s constantly having to tell Sousaphone Michael to stop trying to throw M&M’s into her cleavage—except she’s always laughing
            when she says it, so I don’t know if she means it or not, and maybe nobody does, but you know what? That gives me a weird
            kind of solace, that there are some things humans do that even neurotypicals are baffled by.
         

         
         Anyway, Emma’s here. In the doorway. Just sort of staring at me, because she definitely saw me doing something with my body
            that she’s probably never seen anyone do (derogatory), until I finally can’t take it anymore, and I say,
         

         
         “What? Is it?”

         
         She blinks, big and obvious and theatrical, even from all the way across the bathroom, and says, “I didn’t mean to, uh. Interrupt.”

         
         “You didn’t.” I try to inject some ice into the words, but have no idea if I’m successful.

         
         She says, “Jay sent me.”

         
         Of course he did. Of course she didn’t come on her own. Because even after four years of sitting with them at lunch, four
            years of laughing at inside jokes I don’t get, four years of watching them practice and going to football games and cheering
            for them at competitions, Jay is still the only one who has any idea what upset looks like on me. The only one who even cares what it looks like.
         

         
         “Are you, like . . .” She looks away. “I don’t know, all right? You’ve been in here for a while.”

         
         “I’m fine.” I try to make my voice even, actually, instead of the opposite. It took me a while, but I finally figured out that “how are you” often isn’t a real question, but a way of letting me know I’m not emoting correctly. That I’m not humaning well enough. And right now I’m probably not. There’s nothing quite like a meltdown to strip the whole mask away and set fire to it, so you can’t even try to put it back on. You just have to make a whole new one. So all I’ve got is “I think I’m going to start my period soon.” 

         
         “Oh,” she says. She hasn’t moved from the doorway. The door’s still open. “Do you need a tampon or anything?”
         

         
         “Nah,” I say. “Just, you know. Cramps.”

         
         “Oh, man, yes,” she says, and I think, Holy shit, have we just bonded? “I’m, like, fully out of commission at least one day a month. It’s a whole disaster.”
         

         
         It’s enough of a confidence boost that I try a whole sentence. “I don’t know what would be worse: having to endure that nightmare
            in a leotard or in a wool uniform.”
         

         
         “Those are definitely the two worst possible options,” she says, laughing. “Sure you’re okay in here? I just—I don’t want
            Michael eating all my Tater Tots.”
         

         
         “I’m fine,” I say, and it’s not even a lie. Not really.

         
         She gives me a little smile and leaves, the door whispering shut behind her.

         
         I am fine. Probably. Fine enough. Fine enough to pass as human for a little while longer, at least.

         
         Which is good, because Spanish is up next. A new dread sweeps over me, and questions that I can’t quite tamp down.

         
         What will Hanna do the first time I bolt? What will she do the first time I get too dysregulated to function? The first time I get kicked into info-dump mode and can’t shut up? The first time just speaking feels as implausible as fairy magic, the words too far away inside myself to ever be able to reach them?
         

         
         The second time? The tenth? The hundredth?

         
         How many trips to the uncanny valley will she make for me before she decides she only ever wants to see it in her rearview
            mirror?
         

         
         I don’t know the answer. I don’t ever. With anyone. But I’m done with everyone having the same tired picture of me that they’ve
            had for years. Because that’s not me, not really. And if she can be brand-new to me, I can be brand-new to her.
         

         
         

         Except Hanna isn’t in class. I’m so fragile today that this one little surprise, this unexpected curve in the road, throws me off
            so much that by the time the last bell rings, I’m right back to feeling like I’m going to crawl out of my damn skin. And it’s
            not only that—my after-school plans are thrown off, too: Jay’s practice means he doesn’t take me to ballet, which means I
            have to get a Lyft or something, and I only have like two hours to figure it all out. Which, in my head, carries the stress
            of a three-minute deadline, because why wouldn’t it.
         

         
         I mean, it’s also kind of nice? Because it also means we’re not stopping at Alternate Universe before heading to the studio.
            The idea of going to AU today strikes me as nearly unbearable—it’s going to be hot and crowded and loud with ambient noise
            and conversation, and the last thing I want to do is put myself in yet another overstimulating environment.
         

         
         So I don’t. I get a Lyft to take me to the studio and spend the whole ride watching Rachmaninoff performances on YouTube, and when I get out of the car, I don’t feel like I’m hovering at critical mass anymore. My class doesn’t start for another hour, but I change and find an empty studio to warm up. 

         
         I put the Rachmaninoff back on. A piece that stretches like taffy, not the popcorn-pop of the Allegro. I shut my eyes and
            hold on to the barre and let the piano wash over me like wind. I listen to the whole piece, and when it finishes, I restart
            it, and this time—this time, when the music hits me, I don’t stay still. I don’t hold steady against it; I let it erode me,
            let it push me and pull me and stretch me and lift me in the air.
         

         
         When the last notes fade, I’m sweating and smiling and laughing. Breathless. But not the claustrophobic desperation of the
            cafeteria, not the slow lung collapse of vein and tissue. I sit on the floor and then I lie on the floor and spread out, still
            laughing, laughing at nothing, and stretch everything, everything out to my fingers.
         

         
         Someone taps on the glass, and I crane my neck to see Lena making a face at me, her index finger slowly circling her ear.
            I turn away again, and I hear laughter and firmer taps on the window, and I know it’s Madame and it’s time for class.
         

         
         Class is good. I’m long and limber and light, and I can’t remember the last time I felt this weightless. Madame compliments
            me on my arms, which is something she rarely does. It’s about the only part of classic ballet that isn’t rigid, that’s more
            expression than form. Form has never been a problem for me—I’m good at following rules—but when it comes to arms, port de
            bras, I’ve always struggled to let go.
         

         
         I guess the trick is having a meltdown in public followed by crushing, baseless disappointment followed by thirty minutes
            of improvisational dance. Who knew?
         

         
         We’re unlacing shoes and pulling on sweats when Rachel says, “That girl was watching you dance.”

         
         Somehow my stomach manages to fall into my feet and lurch into my throat at the same time. It was Hanna. No way it wasn’t
            Hanna. Except it probably wasn’t, because why would she, and shut up, okay, I am in no way interested in getting into a conversation
            with Rachel ever—if your whole company got stranded in the mountains, Rachel is the kind of dancer who would eat you first
            and ask questions later, maybe—except I guess for this time, because now I hear myself saying, “What girl?”
         

         
         “That girl that plays the piano for the pre-ballet class,” Rachel says. “You know, the real gay one? She was just standing
            there at the door, watching you dance.”
         

         
         Nope. Sorry, won’t be a part of whatever homophobic mean-girl bullshit Rachel is getting at. I’m changing my shoes and I’m
            going, I’m going, goodbye. I try to speed up, but everyone else is on their feet and headed toward the door at the same time,
            so I’m still hearing them.
         

         
         Kamala says, “So what? Lena was watching, too.” And that’s . . . better.

         
         “But Lena’s a dancer.” Rachel sticks close to us, and I hope she trips. “Anna, or whatever, she’s not.”
         

         
         “Hanna,” I say, because I can’t stop myself.

         
         I can practically hear Rachel’s eyebrows go up. “Oh. You know her?”
         

         
         “She’s in my Spanish class.” Stop talking, me. “And who cares? She plays for dancers. It’s not like some random person came
            in off the street to mouth breathe on the glass while I danced.”
         

         
         “Okay, but she’s gay.”
         

         
         “Well, good for her,” Kamala says, and I think she means it. “Who gives a shit who she wants to sleep with, anyway?”

         
         “Um, when she comes in here to perv on us, I care,” Rachel says.

         
         Kamala sweeps skeptical eyes down Rachel’s body and up again. “Girl, please.”

         
         Lena barks out a laugh, but I can’t stop hearing watching you dance in my head. Rachel sputters and stalks off. I squeeze my eyes shut. I need to be somewhere else, anywhere else, because I
            can’t breathe.
         

         
         “Hey,” Kamala says softly. Her hands are on my shoulders, and when I open my eyes, I see her brown ones looking back at me.
            “You okay?”
         

         
         I rummage around in my brain and finally come up with, “Yeah.”

         
         “Are you freaking out that Hanna’s gay?”

         
         “No,” I say, and it’s not a lie. It’s not like she’s in the closet or anything, but I am when I’m at the studio. I’ve never
            dated a girl, so it’s a lot easier to let girls like Rachel assume I’m straight because I’m dating a boy. So I’m not freaking
            out that Hanna’s gay, no; I’m maybe a little freaking out about being reminded how unsafe it is for me in this studio. But
            all I say is “Rachel doesn’t have to be a dick about it, you know?”
         

         
         Kamala rolls her eyes, one eyebrow cocked, and lets go of my shoulders. “You know her—she’s just trying to stir up some drama
            because she’s bored.”
         

         
         She’s right. It’s nothing. Of course it’s nothing.

         
         Except I can hear Hanna playing in that empty, half-lit studio.

         
         That girl was watching you dance.

         
         When I walk by, I force myself not to look inside.
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Hanna

         
         It is not normal, I don’t think, to be thinking about Rachmaninoff at four a.m. It is not usually long-dead composers that
            have me up like this, blinking at my ceiling and watching the fan blades cast shadows on the eggshell-white ceiling. Over
            and over and over.
         

         
         I haven’t slept since Sunday night, and now it is less than two hours until my alarm forces me out of bed, yet here I am,
            hearing Rachmaninoff’s Elégie, Op. 3, No. 1, playing on repeat. It is this languid, tortured thing that won’t leave my brain,
            and every time I shut my eyes, I hear it louder, see Zoe dancing to it alone in that studio. I don’t know the names of any
            of the moves she’s doing beyond the ones the little kids do. Plié, relevé, passé. But I see that particular stretch of Zoe’s
            thigh when she leaps in a move I can’t name, the arch in her back, the curve of her throat while my composer plays in the background. Muted, next to whatever the hell it is she is doing with her body.
         

         
         I’ve never seen someone move with that kind of . . . longing. Like every twist and reach and leap is intentional and desperate
            and necessary. I can’t get it out of my head.
         

         
         My fingers are fisting in the sheets again, and I blow out a breath and turn over. What the hell am I doing?

         
         Thinking about Rachmaninoff. Not sleeping. That is what I’m doing.

         
         The whole of yesterday had been so sunny and bright—artificial light drowning me. I stayed out of school to go hiking with
            Mom and Dad, and to lunch and to the museum, and at home, watching some movie I loved when I was ten.
         

         
         Dad is taking Mom to catch her plane in two hours (0600), and I can’t sleep until then. It’s going to mean a hell of a day
            at school. I have insisted on going, but my body just won’t do shit to support my choice.
         

         
         So I have no option but to let that song play over and over and wonder if there’s a dancer’s term for the curl of hair that
            floats down from a mismanaged bun and sticks to the back of a dancer’s neck, disappearing into the lines of her leotard. What
            a ballerina would call the look that comes over her face when she’s so fucking lost in a song that she might as well be on
            her own planet.
         

         
         In a dream.

         
         In her bedroom.

         
         My teeth scrape over my lip, but then I flush pink when I remember this complete shit swindler in a black leotard moving past
            me and saying, I’d say take a picture, it’ll last longer, but I’m not sure photography is allowed in here.

         
         I’d gone hot all over and practically jumped away from the window. Is that the reason? Or is it that no one has made that joke in the past, like . . . decade?

         
         It’s just rude and stalkery. To stare.

         
         I’d pursed my lips, crossed my arms over my chest.

         
         Especially when . . . She looked me up and down like a damn snake, evaluating whether or not to strike, and the embarrassment, good lord, it was everywhere. I haven’t been actively embarrassed to be gay in about a hundred years.
         

         
         Especially when what?

         
         She just raised her eyebrows, glanced between me and the window, beyond which Zoe was dancing, and said, Nothing.

         
         But it was very clear. The nothing of it.
         

         
         I scowl, even now. Judgy bitch.

         
         But it is four thirty, and I can’t sleep, imagining it a thousand times, so maybe she’s right. Maybe it was rude. Stalkery. I don’t know; it doesn’t change anything.
         

         
         Doesn’t stop that loop—the ebb and flow of Zoe’s arms-hips-feet in the routine—distracting me from everything else.

         
         The minutes bleed away, tick-tick-tick into the quiet dark, until suddenly it is six, and Dad is knocking softly at my door.

         
         When I get up, Mom is there, pressed and ready to go, and there is nothing left to say really. So I just slide out of my bed
            and walk over to my bedroom door in the still-dark and wrap my arms around her waist like I’m a little kid. She hugs me hard
            against her and says, “Love you, baby girl.”
         

         
         And I say, “Love you, Mom,” and it’s not a big fanfare when she goes. Dad takes her, and he’s doing brunch with a friend after (which will inevitably turn into lunch and various friend activities until I get home from hypothetical school). I could ditch today, and I wouldn’t get in trouble. But the sadness is there, this low thing curling in my stomach, and if I stay home, I won’t be able to pull back from the edge of all of it. So I brush my teeth and wash my face and slip on this “SEMPER FI” T-shirt that my mom hates because she’s not a marine, but a friend in like ninth grade got it for me because he could never completely sort out the differences between the branches. It still fits. Or doesn’t; it was always too big. 

         
         Time goes by very slowly this morning, and maybe that’s why I don’t find myself swearing and hitting the steering wheel when
            my car won’t start. It makes this slow, loud clunking noise and refuses to move, and I just lean my head against the headrest
            and sigh. I wish, for a minute, that I knew a single thing about cars, but it is an area in which my entire family—a lesbian,
            an Army Mom™, and a man who looks like he could lift the car over his head without breaking a sweat—happens to have a blind
            spot. None of us can even change the oil by ourselves.
         

         
         I make a note to get it to the shop somehow and glance at my phone. Too late to call anyone for a ride. Trav is weirdly strict
            about ditching school, and Grace can’t actually drive right now because she’s grounded for, like, not cleaning her room to
            an acceptable level for the fifth week in a row or some shit. And there’s no one else I feel comfortable enough to call in
            a pinch.
         

         
         So I just stare at the clock for a minute, two minutes. Then roll my eyes and scroll to text.

         
         
            
               
                  Hanna: Rodriguez.
                  

                  Matt: heya solo
                  

               

            

         
         He’s the only one who calls me that, picked up from a misread message in a group text three weeks ago, when he thought Mom was calling me “Han” as in “pilot of the Millennium Falcon” and not “Han” as in the thing attached to one’s fingers. It’s a nickname I’ve refused to let go of, though I’m pretty sure he wouldn’t have dropped it either way. I grin.
         

         
         
            
               
                  Hanna: car’s being an asshole like always.
                  

                  Matt: and?
                  

                  Hanna: you have time to do a little charity work for an orphan child?
                  

                  Matt: hanna.
                  

                  Hanna: FINE. I WILL WALK TO SCHOOL.
                  

                  Matt: ugh don’t
                  

                  Hanna: lacing up my combat boots
                  

                  Matt: you are such a bratttt
                  

                  Hanna: SUCH a long walk.
                  

                  Hanna: it will give me time to contemplate the loss of my mother
                  

                  Matt: im getting dressed.
                  

                  Matt: you pain in the ass
                  

                  Hanna: O R P H A N C H I L D
                  

               

            

         
         He doesn’t respond to that last text, and I’m sure it’s because he’s getting dressed and speeding over here. Twenty-five minutes
            of just sitting in this clunker of a car, and I am proved correct.
         

         
         “You owe me a lasagna,” he says when he leans over and pushes open the passenger’s side door.

         
         “I can’t cook.”

         
         “Google exists,” he says, and I groan.

         
         “I’ll make you Stouffer’s.”

         
         He says, “You’re welcome,” smiling as he shifts into gear and pulls out. It’s not that far a drive to school, so we don’t
            have much chance to talk. Which is fine. He says, “You doing okay?” and I look over at him.
         

         
         “I’m fine.”

         
         I see him suck in his lower lip, scrape his teeth over it, but Rodriguez doesn’t push. It’s one of the reasons I like him
            more than anyone else my family has unofficially adopted off the base. “Okay,” he says.
         

         
         When we pull up, I’m a few minutes late to first period, but it’s nothing irrecoverable.

         
         “Thanks, man,” I say. “For the ride.”

         
         “You need a ride back after school?”

         
         “Nah, I’ll catch the bus.”

         
         He nods. “I’m just gonna ask you one more time, okay? You all right?”

         
         I sling my backpack over my shoulder, and my fingers tighten around the strap. Just once. Just a little. “Yeah,” I say.

         
         “Be good,” he says, and I shut the door so he can head back to whatever training he has going on today. He leans his head
            out the window when he backs up and says, “And what the hell is that shirt, Solo?”
         

         
         I flip him off and smile as he rolls out. He’s laughing when he goes.

         
         Class goes by in a bit of a blur. Tuesday is Theory III, which, honestly, everyone sleeps through, and then I have independent study, which I spend in the practice rooms until lunch. I don’t see anyone I really
            want to hang out with for the next half hour, so I grab a slice of pizza and a Dr Pepper from the vending machine and head
            out to the quad.
         

         
         It’s full of people in shorts and tanks and high ponytails, enjoying the last, desperate breaths of Southern summer, which
            is everywhere else’s fall, and here I am in these ripped-up jeans and an oversize Marines T-shirt and hair I’ve barely brushed.
            But it’s fine. Because when I sit under this big globe willow, back against the bark, and I bite into this only half-terrible
            cheese pizza, and the Dr Pepper tickles my throat, it feels like moving forward.
         

         
         Feels like this morning, and the past thirty-one straight hours of being awake, were Part One, and I am now in Part Two, and
            now that that’s over, I can breathe.
         

         
         I finish the pizza quicker than I want to, but when I go to stand, I hesitate. Because I see her coming toward me—Zoe, who
            was in my head all night (or early morning; this far into the no-sleep cycle, they are starting to run together). She’s in
            this loose tank, so I can see her shoulders, and maybe it is because I’m so tired that that is such a thing.
         

         
         She raises her fingers, and I raise my eyebrows with them and look behind me. But there’s a tree there, so I think possibly she is waving at me. 

         
         I hazard a “Hey.”

         
         She smiles. Walks over to me as though we’re friends. Maybe we are.

         
         Before either of us can say anything, an impossible-to-ignore singsong starts up across the quad: “DAN, DAN, THE SCIENCE MAN,” followed by chants of “Dan. Dan! DAN! DAN!”
         

         
         I understand what they’re saying completely clearly, because Zoe, for some reason, has turned fully toward the shouting and
            has also joined in? And is pumping her fist in the air in time with the chant?
         

         
         I just . . . sit there.

         
         She spins back to me, almost breathless with laughter, and whatever she sees on my face makes her flush, touching her hair
            self-consciously. She says, “That’s Dan. You know? Danthony J. Crowley?”
         

         
         “I—I do not. I mean, I know Dan. I don’t know . . . Danthony J. Crowley.”

         
         “It’s, uh. Kind of a whole . . . running joke? In the third grade, he, uh—was Spider-Man? For Halloween. And, we—Spider-Dan.
            I—”
         

         
         She doesn’t finish the sentence. Honestly, I have no idea how she possibly could. I’m momentarily distracted, trying to parse
            out if Dan sitting between Trav and Reina means anything, given the new information Grace gave me the other night, but I’m
            pulled out of that quickly by the quiet and the impossible-to-ignore presence of Zoe Aaron.
         

         
         She blinks into the silence. I am suddenly desperate to save this conversation from the world’s weirdest commercial break, and I apparently do that by blurting out, “So you figured out how to dance to Rachmaninoff.” 

         
         “What?” she says, and she blinks.

         
         Fuck. I’m so tired. Why did I say that? Now, when she shifts her weight, my eyes flash briefly to her thighs, which are mercifully
            covered in jeans, but I’m seeing her leap in that specific way. To get past it, I have to blink hard enough that I probably
            look like an idiot.
         

         
         “Remember when we were talking about . . . Rachmaninoff’s warm-up. And then you said . . . Ha. That song wasn’t even technically
            by Rachmaninoff—” Holy shit, what am I doing, what am I saying? “I saw you yesterday, dancing, and anyway, Elégie is a great song.”
         

         
         Oh my god.

         
         I take the longest drink of Dr Pepper that anyone has ever taken.

         
         “That one was slightly easier to move to,” she says, “than the, like, cluster of notes you showed me, yeah.” She smiles again,
            raking her hand back through her hair, and sits cross-legged next to me, our knees pointing at each other. My shoulders drop
            the slightest bit.
         

         
         “You really are good,” I say. Only at this second does it become clear to me that I am admitting that I watched her dance
            yesterday, 1) without her permission, and 2) long enough to comment on the song and her dancing ability as a human.
         

         
         Thirty-one straight fucking hours awake—why did I come to school today?

         
         But she doesn’t choke. She doesn’t look at me like I’m a freak who shouldn’t be watching her, especially when . . . She brightens. Like her entire everything shifts into something almost tangible. Straight and tall, and a smile that isn’t
            controlled or hidden behind her hand. She says, “Thanks. I mean, I told you I was good.”
         

         
         Now I laugh. “Yeah, I did bully you into saying that.”

         
         She looks up for a second and says, “I’m not, by the way.”

         
         “You’re . . . you just said you were good?”

         
         Now she’s the one sputtering, and a little flushed. “No—I mean. In Spanish. I never got to answer the question you asked me?
            About the company? But I’m not. Auditioning for it. I was going to tell you yesterday, but I couldn’t, because you weren’t
            here.”
         

         
         I hold my breath. I can see her wanting to ask about why I was gone. Like it’s on the edge of her tongue, and it’s so weird
            that I kind of want her to ask.
         

         
         She doesn’t.

         
         I say, “Well. You should.”

         
         She just shrugs.

         
         The quiet hangs there, and I start peeling the wrapper off my sweating Dr Pepper. I want to know why she’s not auditioning,
            and I also know it’s none of my business. But also fuck it. “Why aren’t you?”
         

         
         She makes a face and looks away, and yeah, it’s none of my business.

         
         “Because, look. You’re good. You know you’re good. It’s not like you couldn’t make it in.”

         
         “That’s not it,” she says, like her pretty, white teeth have razor edges. She pulls all her hair over one shoulder and starts
            running her hands over it, again and again.
         

         
         “Okay,” I say. “You don’t have to tell me.”

         
         She’s worrying her bottom lip and kind of shaking her head, and I would give up my shitty car to find out what argument she’s
            having in her head right now.
         

         
         “I’m not worried I won’t make a company.” She blows out a hard breath, tosses her hair back over her shoulder, and looks at me. Shoulders back; head up. Just like she’s been taught since she put on her first pair of slippers. “I’m worried I will, and then I’ll burn out or injure myself or get old and I won’t have anything to fall back on. I don’t want to land my dream
            job and lose it in a year or three.”
         

         
         Okay, that’s legit. But I don’t know how to say that, and also say, “Who cares, we all get old, do it anyway,” and also say, “You’re catastrophizing,” so I just kind of nod.
         

         
         She sighs. “Or—decide I don’t like it.”
         

         
         “Does music . . . work like that?”

         
         “I don’t know,” she says. “It’s just—all my life, ballet has been an escape. It’s been the place I go when the real world
            hurts too much. But if it’s my job? My paycheck? That’s not a hobby anymore. That’s not an escape. That’s pressure. Just another thing that’s making the world
            hurt too much. And if I lose that—” She stops abruptly, pulls both lips in between her teeth like she’s got to physically
            stop herself from going on.
         

         
         “I mean, I get it,” I say. “I don’t want to be a pianist; I would literally rather shoot myself into the stratosphere.”

         
         Something in Zoe’s face relaxes by degrees.

         
         “So what are you going to do instead?” I ask, as nonchalantly as possible, no gravity attached.

         
         “I don’t know. College.”

         
         “Where?”

         
         Her hair’s back over her shoulder, her hands back on her hair. “I don’t know. Jay’s going to Mars Hill.”

         
         “Cool,” I say, even though a) I don’t know where that is, and b) I don’t care about Jay. “You should audition with that Rachmaninoff.”

         
         She huffs out a breath. “I’m not—”

         
         “So what if you hate it?”

         
         “What?”

         
         “Dancing. Professionally. So what if you hate it? Stop doing it. Do something else. But if you don’t do it, you won’t know
            if you might have hated it, and more important, you won’t know if you might have loved it.”
         

         
         Her eyes narrow. “What if I just don’t want to dance anymore?”

         
         That, that is so ridiculous, I burst out laughing, and I don’t even feel bad. “Okay, Zoe. You hate it. It’s so obvious.”
         

         
         She rolls her eyes.

         
         “I’m sorry,” I say, even though I am one hundred percent not. Honestly, I feel a little drunk because I haven’t slept enough,
            and I’m so happy she hasn’t caught me staring at her . . . everything. “You should audition anyway, because if you don’t,
            you’ll regret it.”
         

         
         “Because YOLO, right? Whatever.” She shakes her head.

         
         “No, because you’re going to regret something, because everybody regrets something, and you might as well have as many options as you can.”
         

         
         She’s chewing on her lip again, not looking at me, and I can tell I’m winning, and I just want to see her dance again, the
            twist in her back and the reach from her hips all the way back to her toes.
         

         
         Fuck.

         
         “Look,” I say, “I’ll play for you.”

         
         What? Why did I? Shit.

         
         “What?”

         
         I don’t know. I do not know. The Dr Pepper wrapper is in shreds in my lap. I fidget with the pile. Like a cool person who is good at keeping it
            cool.
         

         
         But she says, a smile on her lips that’s just this side of sly, “What would you want to play?”
         

         
         “That. That piece from the other day. Elégie. And you should just—” I open my arms in my best approximation of ballet arms, which is apparently very bad, because she
            bursts out laughing. It’s louder than I expected, and I love it.
         

         
         “That was not technical excellence; they would kick me out of the whole studio.” She’s laughing again and then I’m laughing and we are both
            just laughing there together under this tree. I am reaching for something else to say to keep it going.
         

         
         “So let me play for you.”

         
         She looks so tall right now. Even sitting here under this tree, it looks like she’s onstage, someone holding that invisible
            string that Madame keeps telling the kindergarteners about, the one that comes out of the top of their heads and makes them
            stand straight and tall.
         

         
         “Hanna—”

         
         “You don’t have to answer right now,” I say. “But think about it. Okay?”

         
         She’s scraping her teeth over her lip, over and over, and thank god we’re not facing each other, so I don’t have to pretend
            I’m not watching her do it.
         

         
         A high five cracks out like a shot, and I jump, and then people are laughing and I see the band boy approaching us from the
            other side of the grass.
         

         
         “Your Jay is here,” I say.

         
         Your Jay is here, what the hell.

         
         “Oh,” she says, looking surprised. Like after a jump scare in a movie. “I’ll just . . . go see my . . . Jay. Then.”

         
         “Yeah. Ha.”

         
         Actually kill me.

         
         “Listen,” she says. “Let me give you my number.”

         
         I almost choke on the “yeah” and scramble to give her my phone. She punches in her number, and then her Jay is here, and she’s on her feet again and smiling at him, and his fingers curl in her belt loop, and I hate everything.
         

         
         She says to me, “I’ll see you tomorrow in Spanish?”

         
         I give her a quick nod, and she leaves. With Jay. Obviously.

         
         And I down the rest of my soda like a shot.
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         It’s not like Hanna’s the only openly gay person I’ve met. Not even the only lesbian. But for some reason, it feels like it.
            Like her gayness is different from Yoli’s or Jenn’s or Lashawn’s. Like it sits differently on the air between us. Not awkwardly,
            just . . . present.
         

         
         I don’t think—(that girl was watching you dance)—I don’t think she likes me. I don’t even know if she knows I’m queer. I have a boyfriend, and people get weird about that
            stuff—like, Breaking News: Bi Girl Gets a Boyfriend, Is Straight Now. When I was single, people remembered I was bi. They
            acknowledged it when I went out on a few dates with Dani sophomore year. But Jay and I started going out after that, and I
            guess everyone decided that I’d tried girls and decided boys were better . . . and now here we are. The one time I went to
            a GSA meeting, even I could read the room.
         

         
         Anyway. It doesn’t matter, is the point. She doesn’t like me, and I have a boyfriend, and look, if straight boys can have
            platonic female friends, then gay girls can, too.
         

         
         That’s why I gave her my number, probably. Because if I’d waited for her to ask, maybe it would feel more like a come-on.

         
         One I wanted. One I can’t have.

         
         I don’t know.

         
         I guess I should think it’s weird that she watched me dance, but I don’t. If I got mad about every person who watched me dance,
            I’d spend every second of every day mad. She works there, she plays for the kids, it’s not weird, and Rachel’s a jerk.
         

         
         I’m not sure why I’m spending so much time thinking about this, especially when Jay’s arm is around my waist and our hips
            are pressed together sitting on this table in the band room. He’s laughing at something Emma said, something I didn’t hear
            but am laughing at anyway, because I don’t want anyone to ask if I’m okay, because I am okay, I am one hundred percent okay,
            it’s just that I’m not okay and I kind of hate being in here and thank god the bell is about to ring.
         

         
         She called him your Jay. He doesn’t feel like mine, not when I spend all my free time in his spaces. I feel more like his Zoe, and I don’t think I like that very much. I like Jay, but I don’t think I like the idea of being The Brass Captain’s Girlfriend.
            And that’s all I feel like when I’m here, and Emma isn’t helping.
         

         
         The bell rings—freaking finally—and I let him kiss my cheek before I run off to physics. I let myself get sucked into note-taking,
            let myself get distracted by the formulae, pretend that I don’t know anyone in the class or in the school and this is the
            only thing in front of me. I pretend it’s ballet.
         

         
         It’s not ballet.

         
         

         The marching band has its own practice field behind the school. I’m sitting on the shady side of the bleachers, except I’m alone today. A lot of times, Trav and Grace will hang out with me, but Grace is grounded for reasons that remain unclear, so Trav had to drive her home right after school. Watching the band practice is okay—I don’t have a ride home, and it’s something to do—but it’s better when I have company. 

         
         This just feels . . . pathetic.

         
         Today my company is some eighth grader’s mom who’s pacing back and forth in front of me, worrying about dehydration in the
            unseasonable heat and the girls who have stripped down to their sports bras.
         

         
         Like, please. Does your kid have access to the internet? He definitely does, and I promise he’s seen a million times more.

         
         My phone chimes, and I dig it out of my pocket to see a number I don’t recognize.

         
         The text says: It’s Hanna.

         
         Then those three floating dots that says she’s typing again. They vanish. They come back up. They vanish.

         
         I add her immediately to my contacts because it feels weird to be texting with someone whose name isn’t there. I reply: Hey.

         
         She texts: I have an awkward question to ask.

         
         My stomach feels like it falls all the way out of me, like it drops out between the aluminum slats and bounces around on the
            ground below. Like before I can reply, I would have to climb down there and brush off the old popcorn and cigarette butts
            and M&M’s stuck to it and shove it back in.
         

         
         But I just reply: Okay, shoot

         
         She texts: lol I’m not sure how to ask this.

         
         Jesus.

         
         I reply: Whatever, just ask.

         
         She texts: Can I get a ride over to the studio today?

         
         And I laugh, actually laugh out loud in relief. The eighth grader’s mom looks back up at me sharply, like I’ve ruined her
            concentration, and I see Jay smile and wave at me. I wave back, and then my fingers fly over my screen.
         

         
         I reply: I don’t have a car :( J usually carts me around, but he has practice and I don’t have class today.

         
         She texts: Gotcha

         
         She texts: I usually do, but mine’s kind of a dick so it’s in the shop rn

         
         I reply: So you’re still on campus?

         
         She texts: Yep

         
         I chew on my thumbnail. Look back at Jay, who’s prodding a trumpet player’s shoe with the toe of his sneaker. The kid scoots
            over a half step, his trumpet still up, fingers poised over the valves, and Jay seems satisfied.
         

         
         I reply: I’m out here watching the band practice and I am e x t r e m e l y bored.

         
         Hanna does the thing again where she starts typing, then stops, and starts, and stops.

         
         She texts: Wow that sounds . . . thrilling

         
         I reply: It is literally as thrilling as it sounds

         
         I reply: I have no idea what’s going on down there tbh

         
         She texts: lol

         
         I reply: When do you have to be at the studio?

         
         She texts: 6

         
         She texts: Why?

         
         I want to say, you know why.

         
         I reply: You want an engraved invitation?

         
         She texts: lmao ok ok

         
         And then nothing else, so I assume she’s heading over here. I put my phone away and then take it out again and type out the
            question do you know where you’re going and then erase it and put my phone away again and pull it out again and then I see her, trying to figure out how to get around
            the field so she can get to the bleachers.
         

         
         I text her: There’s a gate on the home side

         
         I watch her take her phone out, read the text, type a response.

         
         She replies: ??????

         
         I laugh, and I know she’s looking at me, because I’m looking at her. She spreads her arms to emphasize her question, and I
            point to my left, which of course is the far end for her. She rolls her eyes with her whole body and heads that way, texting
            as she does.
         

         
         She texts: I’m mad at u for this

         
         I reply: Okay.

         
         I’m still laughing as she climbs the bleachers and sits down next to me. Not too close, Rachel would be pleased to know.

         
         Hanna’s greeting is “Jesus, it’s hot out here.”

         
         “Accurate.”

         
         “Who’s the mom?”

         
         I shrug. “I think she’s worried about her son being bullied or having a band-induced sexual awakening.”

         
         Hanna snorts. “Her kid wouldn’t be the first, on either count.”

         
         That makes me a little uncomfortable, and I don’t know why.

         
         She says, “So do you always sit out here by yourself when you don’t have class?”

         
         “Listen,” I say, laughing, “I know the cool answer would be yes, but usually at least one of the Soto twins keeps me company.”

         
         “Which one?” she asks. “Trav?”

         
         “Yeah,” I say, and glance over at her. “I didn’t know you knew them.”

         
         “They live near me. My mom—” She stops, swallows, looks down at the practice field. Her jaw tightens, but she says, “My folks
            have them over for dinner a lot. I didn’t know you guys were friends.”
         

         
         I want to ask about her mom, but I don’t. Clearly it’s a thing, and we are definitely not on thing level yet. So I sidestep it and say, “Yeah, there was a while there that Grace and I spent more nights together than apart.”
         

         
         Hanna arches an eyebrow. “Oh,” she says. “I totally thought Grace was straight.”

         
         I blink. “What?”

         
         “I mean—”

         
         “She is, I—oh boy, that did not come out the way I intended.” I laugh, because Hanna’s not laughing, and maybe if I laugh,
            she’ll laugh, and this won’t be weird anymore, because I don’t—I don’t want to be—
         

         
         “Dammit!” Hanna says with a dramatic sigh. “I guess all those make-out sessions in her bedroom were just practice.” The eighth grader’s mom’s hair-sprayed head whips around.
         

         
         I just . . . blink. I start blinking, and I don’t think I can stop, so I have to look away because I can’t look at her. Something hot and sharp pricks in my chest when I think about Hanna making out with—well. Anyone.
         

         
         “I’m joking,” she blurts. “We didn’t make out.”

         
         The pressure eases off. I hate it. I don’t have any business feeling like—

         
         “I’m straight,” she says.

         
         My head whips around so fast that Hanna actually shrinks back an inch. My mouth begins saying things, and I don’t really know
            what any of those things are. “You’re—I’m sorry. You’re—you’re what now? And you—Grace—”
         

         
         “I’m not,” Hanna says.

         
         Silence commences.

         
         “Straight.”

         
         We are both making eye contact. Like, Making Eye ContactTM. I don’t know how to stop.
         

         
         “It was a joke,” she says. “I—” Her eyebrows pop up and go right back down again, like, Who’s this idiot who can’t even figure out what a joke is? “I’m sorry. Grace is, like, your best friend. You don’t want me to, like, talk about her like some kind of sexual conquest. Not that she would be a conquest! It would be mutually respectful. Because Grace is lovely. And not that I haven’t had conquests. Well, not conquests. That’s fucked up. I just mean—”
         

         
         “I know what a joke is!”

         
         Silence. Obviously, considering that I sounded like a dying screech owl when I meant to be totally regular with my words.
            Who knows what the band mom down there is even thinking.
         

         
         Who knows what Hanna is thinking, oh my god.
         

         
         We both look away at the same time and we both look at nothing at the same time and my whole face is on fire and thank god
            my phone chimes right then. I can’t think of anything in the world better than reading this specific message from this specific
            pers—
         

         
         Jesus Christ, of course it’s Grace.

         
         Grace texts: wyd?

         
         I reply: Band practice

         
         Then I add, for some reason I can’t fathom: With Hanna

         
         Grace texts: McCowan?

         
         I reply: Idk maybe? New girl, plays the piano

         
         Grace texts: Yeah that’s her

         
         I add her last name to her contacts page because that’s just how I am. And because I don’t know how to respond to Grace. The
            eighth grader’s mom has stopped right in front of us in this Wonder Woman power pose, but neither of us are looking at the
            field. She’s on her phone, too, and this has got to be the most awkward three minutes in the history of the entire universe
            and space and time.
         

         
         Grace texts: Plans this weekend?

         
         I reply: The usual amount of ballet

         
         Grace texts: Come over Sat night.

         
         I reply: Are you not grounded?

         
         Grace texts: Only until Fri afternoon

         
         I reply: Random

         
         Grace texts: You learn not to ask. You down to hang out?

         
         She adds: Halloween Friday so sleepover will probably involve elaborate costumery. You have to tell my mom it’s a “harvest party” tho.

         
         I reply: You know how my folks are. I’ll have to ask

         
         Grace texts: Know quit being rude

         
         Grace texts: **K, NOW, jfc autocorrect

         
         I reply: lol YOU texted ME

         
         I wait two whole minutes without a response, which is Grace’s way of emphasizing the point, and I roll my eyes and put my
            phone away. The mom has gone back to pacing, the aluminum benching creaking under her sensible sneakers.
         

         
         I don’t know what to say, so I say, “I should just do the Rachmaninoff?”

         
         Hanna jerks, and her head whips around to me, like I startled her. “What?”

         
         “You said I should just do the Rachmaninoff.” I turn to look at her. The sunlight makes her eyes glow the color of maple syrup,
            and it takes me a second to find my next sentence. “At lunch?”
         

         
         It’s not a very good next sentence.

         
         “Sure,” she says, and looks away. I don’t. “Whatever choreography you were doing was amazing.”

         
         “It wasn’t anything,” I say. Freckles mist over the bridge of her nose, the tip turning up a little; I think that’s the thing
            that keeps her from being one hundred percent intimidating. “I was just making it up as I went along.”
         

         
         “Jesus,” she says, laughing, and shakes her head.

         
         “What?”

         
         She looks at me again, and I’m ready this time. “That’s insane. That you can just—do that. Like it’s nothing.”

         
         “It wasn’t a cold run,” I say. “I listened to the piece first.”

         
         “How many times?”

         
         “Once.”

         
         She arches an eyebrow as if my answer made her point for her.

         
         I turn back to the field. “You wanted to know if I was good,” I say.

         
         She bursts out laughing, and I grin.

         
         I feel like I’m ten feet tall.
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Hanna

         
         I hate this climate-change-ass climate. It is October, and my hair is sticking to the back of my neck, and my shirt, which I thought this morning was pretty loose and reasonable,
            is clinging to me too. Like, my stomach and my shoulders and the entire outline of my boobs are on total display, and I cannot actually remember the last time I sweated like this that wasn’t in
            gym class.
         

         
         I feel . . . wildly attractive right now. That could be the heat, and it could be that I am extremely out of shape and that running from one end of this large—well, regular-size, I guess—football field
            to the other and back again, then running to the top of these bleachers to sit next to Zoe, has done a number on me. And my
            extremely overeager sweat glands. Why the hell she chooses to sit at the very top is beyond me. Although she spends her time
            intentionally running and twirling and leaping across the floor, and I spend mine at a bench. When it comes to athletics,
            the only things I am confident of are my fingers and a very small part of my lower arms. Triceps. No, wait, I don’t think
            that’s right. Muscles-kind-of-by-my-wrists. Either way, I am a mildly out-of-breath, sticky, sweating mess, and Zoe is not.
            She has approximately twice the amount of hair as I do, thickness-wise, and like four times as much lengthwise, so this is
            extremely annoying.
         

         
         I say a brief prayer, a plea, to the deodorant gods and look out over the field at the marching band. “They call ballplayers the athletes, but whatever
            it is they’re doing out there should definitely count as a sport.”
         

         
         Zoe laughs. “Honestly, sometimes after marching, Jay is more exhausted than I am after dance class.”

         
         “I believe that.” I look out over the field again, the sounds of timpani and cymbals and something I think is called a sousaphone
            ringing out over the grass, ricocheting off the metal bleachers. “How long have you guys been together?”
         

         
         “Four months,” she says, and it sounds automatic. I don’t know how else to describe it.

         
         “That’s a while.”

         
         She looks over at me. I’m not looking at her, so I feel it more than I see it. The instant of new negative space, and then
            her eyes locked on the side of my face. I glance at her.
         

         
         “Is it?” she says.

         
         And there is a decided shift—from automatic to loaded.

         
         “I, uh . . .” When I move to face her, my knee knocks against hers and I shift backward. Probably too quickly. “I don’t know,
            it seems like a while. My last girlfriend, we were together for like six months, and everyone basically thought we were going
            to get married.”
         

         
         “What happened?”

         
         “With Sam? I mean, I moved away.”

         
         She just kind of nods.

         
         “Also there was the thing where two weeks after I told her I was moving, I walked in on her in the band room with another
            girl’s tongue down her throat, so.”
         

         
         “Oh,” she says, and she is blushing the slightest bit. “Yeah, that would do it.”

         
         “It did.”

         
         “That sucks.”

         
         I shrug. “It is what it is. I don’t, like, hate her. She’s not, like . . . she’s not a bad person. We weren’t good for each
            other really, and I was leaving a couple days later. And I don’t know. A lot of people cheat. Honestly, she wasn’t even cheating;
            we weren’t really together at that point? Other girl was a rebound.” I am babbling now. I’m fully aware.
         

         
         “You said band room. What did she play?”

         
         I furrow my brow, smiling a little even though it turns out that talking about this is more painful than I thought it would
            be. “You are clearly very good at changing the subject. Flute, sometimes piccolo. And alto sax. And randomly, guitar. Musicians,
            man. Can’t stick to just one thing.”
         

         
         “Evidently,” says Zoe. It takes me a second to realize she’s making a joke. About the cheating. Which, at the time, I didn’t
            think I’d ever be able to laugh about. Except I’m laughing now, and this big smile that I want to drown in breaks across her
            face.
         

         
         “So all that to say yes, I would say four months qualifies as a while.”

         
         “Yeah, you’re right. It—it does.” She shifts, and this time it’s her knee that glances off mine. She scans the field for Jay
            and locks in on him. “He’s really great.”
         

         
         I run my fingers over my collarbone and scratch it, mostly to have something to do with my hands.

         
         “Also doesn’t stick to one thing.”

         
         I raise my eyebrow at that, and she barks out a laugh. “Oh, man,” she says. “I didn’t mean it like that. I mean in instruments. He plays approximately five million things.” 

         
         “That is the way of a lot of us. Keeps your hands busy, you know?”

         
         Her face is, for whatever reason, absolutely flaming red now. “Anyway, yeah, so we’re good together.”

         
         “Well that’s . . .” My hand is in my hair, I guess, because my collarbone was not sufficient enough to fiddle with. “Good,”
            I say. It’s the word I settle on, but probably I’m lying, at least a little. It’s a very intentionally executed lie, though,
            because I’m not hitting on Zoe and I don’t plan to. I found myself kind of chasing a straight girl back in, like, eighth grade—before
            I really understood that I was very definitely nursing an unrequited crush on her—and that felt shitty enough that I have
            no desire to do it again. Zoe is not straight, but the difference between “straight” and “not single” isn’t worth going into
            at the moment. They may be very different things philosophically, but in practice, they come down to one thing: unavailable.
         

         
         “So what about you, dancer girl?” I say when the practice winds down and the field starts to empty.

         
         “What about me?”

         
         “You stick to just one thing?”

         
         I hear it the second I say it. Her skin goes straight-up scarlet, and I have to fight the urge to widen my eyes or shut them completely and sigh
            in a why-are-you-like-this expulsion of air. But I ignore it. Blink back completely innocently, like I have no idea how that
            could have been taken. Because I legitimately was talking about dance.
         

         
         I’m so ridiculously glad that Jay gets here before Zoe can formulate an answer, I about jump up and throw my arms around the guy’s neck.
         

         
         “Hey, babe,” he says, and when she stands, he wraps her in a sweat-soaked hug. “You ready to go?”

         
         She pulls back and says, “Yeah. Hey, question, though. Can we drop my friend off at the studio before we go out?”

         
         I don’t know why hearing her call me her “friend” makes me feel like I’m wrapped in a blanket. And not in an uncomfortable,
            it’s-so-hot-I’m-going-to-die kind of way. Jay looks down at me, and I raise my fingers in a wave.
         

         
         “Car’s in the shop,” I say.

         
         He frowns and says, “You dance, too?”

         
         “Um. No, I play piano for the little kids.”

         
         “Oh,” he says, smiling in this really affable way. “I was gonna say. Hanna, right?”

         
         I stand, because I feel weird being like two feet shorter than everyone. “Yep.” Zoe must have mentioned me to him after she
            left me at lunch. Which is . . . good. Right? Or not. I don’t know. I don’t know what I want to have happened.
         

         
         He holds out his hand like we are thirty years old and I’m supposed to shake it. So I do, even though, once again, I feel
            very extremely thirty years old doing it. I think I like him pretty much instantly. Which is extremely irritating, and I do
            not want to think about why.
         

         
         “And you’re Jay.”

         
         “Yes,” says Zoe. “This is My Jay.”

         
         “Noooo, stop,” I say, snorting.

         
         She throws her head back when she laughs, and Jay just looks back and forth between us and grabs her hand.

         
         “Come on,” he says. “We can drop you off.”

         
         The we rolls right off his tongue, like it’s easy. And that’s how he is with her, shoulders relaxed, this loping walk that’s so at
            odds with his marching on the field. Like they’ve been together for years, not a little more than a semester. He holds her
            hand, fingers laced through hers, all the way to his car. This old silver Honda Civic.
         

         
         It’s kind of beat up, not in a way that looks like he doesn’t take care of it. When I slide into the back seat, it’s so clean—way
            cleaner than mine—it’s clear that he does take care of it. It’s just beat up in the way that happens to old things.
         

         
         “You’ll need to roll your window down,” he says. “A/C is busted.”

         
         “No shit?” I say, and crank the window down. I cannot imagine surviving in anything this small without A/C in freaking North
            Carolina.
         

         
         Jay chuckles. “No shit. Also, seat belt.”

         
         I roll my eyes then hope he didn’t see because this hard-earned devil-may-care aesthetic does not mean I am stupid. I wear
            a seat belt.
         

         
         “So you guys know each other how?” says Jay.

         
         Zoe says “Spanish” at the same time as I say “The studio” and then I correct to “Spanish” when Zoe corrects to “The studio.”

         
         “Well, that clears that up.”

         
         Zoe turns around in her seat to look at me. “We met properly in Spanish,” she says, laughing, then turns around again. “But we crossed paths at the studio around the same time.”
         

         
         Jay’s hand is palm up on the center console, but Zoe definitely does not notice. It’s only now, sitting directly behind her in this little car, that I notice how tall she is. How her head hits really high on the seat. Well, she’s not that tall, but I’m five foot four and one very important half, and she’s got at least three or four inches on me, I think.
         

         
         Jay pulls his hand back to rest it in the two o’clock position on the wheel, and Zoe asks me, “Who do you play for tonight?
            I didn’t know you were at the studio five days a week.”
         

         
         “I picked up one more class on Tuesdays and Thursdays.”

         
         “You always do that,” she says.

         
         I shrug. “Yeah. My piano at home is literally one of those Casios from like the eighties.”

         
         “Wowwwww.”

         
         “Lugging a baby grand from state to state is not exactly ideal?” I say, and she laughs.

         
         I smirk. Making her laugh feels good.
         

         
         She says, “I’m glad we haven’t had to move that much.”

         
         “You get used to it.”

         
         “No,” she says, as if it’s something to be debated. How much I’ve gotten used to it. As if I didn’t wish I hadn’t had to get used to it. “A few pairs of slippers is at least a lot more portable.”
         

         
         Jay says to her, “Your mom would pack up the whole studio if she could.”

         
         Zoe snorts out a laugh that has an edge of frustration. “She’d wallpaper the house in mirrors and put a barre in every room
            if she could.”
         

         
         I’m not sure I’m following here. “Is that . . . bad?”

         
         There’s a beat of silence before Zoe says, “No.”

         
         Another beat, and words spill out like she can’t stop them. “Mom is, like, super intense about my dancing? Like everything I do is about what kind of prestigious company I can land, instead of just—instead of being about dancing. Like getting in the car and doing a hundred miles an hour down the interstate to get where we’re going. And it’s like, I
            don’t want to stop driving, but we don’t need to go so fast. And maybe we can stop for dinner on the way. I don’t know if
            that metaphor works, but . . .” Her voice trails off. “Dancing lets me breathe, you know? And it’s like she won’t let me stop to actually catch my breath.”
         

         
         Jay says, “Music lets me breathe, too. I get it, Zo.”

         
         Zoe blinks over at him and after a second says, “Oh. Yeah, totally.”

         
         And I don’t believe for a second that she thinks he does get it, actually.
         

         
         “So, uh. What do you play?” I say, grasping at something to ask him. The dude is giving me a ride to my job, so not being
            an asshole would be a good thing.
         

         
         “Well, baritone is my first love. Euphonium,” he says, with a little smile in his voice, like the word is a private joke.
            And this time, when his hand drops to that center console, Zoe slides hers over it. “Trumpet, tuba. I dabble in trombone and
            French horn. Also bass—guitar, not upright. Keys. I can screw around on the actual guitar, but it’s nothing to write home
            about.”
         

         
         I resist the Evil Hanna urge to list off my instruments: piano, ukulele (yes), the accordion (I am not joking; I almost wish
            I was), bass, organ, the mountain dulcimer. And on a good day, I, too, can screw around on the actual guitar—and the steel guitar. And the Dobro. Nine. Same as . . . HA. THE BANJO. It’s one more than he can play. But there is no reason to advertise with a neon flashing sign that I am a total dick. And honestly, I don’t want to talk about playing the banjo. Instead I say, like a person fit for actual human company, “Nice. Zoe?” 

         
         “I play no instruments.”

         
         “No shit, Sherlock,” I say.

         
         She drops Jay’s hand to turn back to me, her long fingers gripping the seat. “You have a truly remarkable sarcasm radar. It’s
            mostly ballet at this point. But I took modern for a few years, and jazz until I was old enough to tell my mom I hated it.”
         

         
         “Baby, you’re leaving out the most important one. Tap.”

         
         “Jay,” she says through her teeth, like this is a long-running joke that she finds more annoying than endearing, “I have not tap-danced
            since I was four.”
         

         
         “She was adorable,” he says.

         
         “So you guys have clearly known each other for roughly a hundred years.”

         
         “Yes,” says Zoe, over Jay, who is saying, “I mean, not a hundred years.”

         
         “A hundred years makes us sound old and boring,” Jay elaborates.

         
         Zoe says, “Ha.”

         
         I say nothing.

         
         We pull into the lot, and Jay puts the car into park. He’s absently tapping his fingers on that console, where his hand, it
            turns out, spends an inordinate amount of time.
         

         
         “Thanks for the ride, man,” I say. “I really appreciate it.”

         
         He smiles back at me. “No problem.”

         
         I adjust my backpack so one strap is awkwardly on my arm. “And I’ll start working on the Rachmaninoff, cool?” I say to Zoe. “We can meet up later this week and work out your company audition stuff?” 

         
         Jay’s finger freezes mid-tap.

         
         Zoe waits for a long enough beat that I distinctly notice the beat before she says, “Yeah, absolutely.”
         

         
         And I do not know what has happened. But I know I need to get out of this car.

         
         They don’t back out right away. But I catch a glimpse through the windshield of Jay turning extremely pointedly to Zoe, and I have never power walked anywhere so hard in my life.
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Fourteen
Zoe

         
         Well.

         
         Jay’s voice is cool and even as he says, “You’re auditioning?”

         
         “I don’t know yet,” I say, and it’s not, like, one hundred percent a lie.

         
         He snaps the car into drive and says, “Sounds like Hanna thinks you are.”

         
         I shrug.

         
         He sighs, flipping on his blinker and turning out of the parking lot. “If you didn’t want me to accompany you, you could have
            just said so. I know I’m not great on the piano, but I would have worked on it.”
         

         
         “That’s not it,” I say. I feel sure—as sure as I do about anything anymore—that Jay’s skills on the piano aren’t the reason
            I’m hesitant to audition. He’s going to know that there’s a breakdown somewhere if I, Zoe Aaron, whose personality is eighty
            percent ballerina by mass, am not sure I want to audition for a freaking ballet company. But Jay needs to know it’s not personal, so I stumble forward, letting words fall out of my mouth in whatever order they
            come. “It’s—I really don’t know if I’m going to. You know how my mom is about it.”
         

         
         I don’t even know what that means.

         
         Apparently, he kind of does, because he says, with way more heat than I’m used to from him, “It’s not your mom’s life.” It’s
            so surprising, actually, that I blink and shift back an inch. “Your mom can have whatever opinions she wants,” he says, “and
            they don’t matter. Not compared to yours.”
         

         
         “I mean, they kind of do,” I say. “She’s my mom.”

         
         “Sure,” he says. “Sure. Of course. Is she forcing you to audition?”

         
         “No.” She’s never forced me into anything ballet-related. The only thing she ever did that didn’t get my permission was enrolling
            me when I was three. It just so happened that I fell in love with it, and that made her happy. It’s just always been her preference
            for me to pursue it so hard. She’d just be so . . . disappointed if I didn’t use my talent.
         

         
         “Okay,” he says, and I feel like I owe him some kind of explanation. At least as much of one as I gave Hanna, whom I have
            known for a fraction of the time I’ve known Jay.
         

         
         “It’s just—I don’t know if this is what I want. Long-term. Because how long-term can it possibly be? How long until I get
            hurt? Like, hurt in a way I can’t come back from. Do you know the average retirement age for professional ballerinas is thirty-five?
            And that’s for the ones who are good, who have principal dancer positions. And at what point do you give up trying to get
            out of the corps and into a principal position? And if I do make it to thirty-five, or forty, what am I going to do afterward?
            I’ll have to find some other kind of job. What will my résumé look like? Who’s going to hire a washed-up dancer who’s never
            done anything else in her life?”
         

         
         “Hey,” he says gently. “I didn’t mean to upset you.”

         
         He didn’t, but he did, and I am, and I can’t put my finger on why, besides Jay being kind of a jerk about this audition thing. Because he’s the guy I’m supposed to be able to unmask in front of. The guy who’s supposed to be more understanding, more forgiving, more accepting of me than anyone else. And instead he’s pushing and pushing, just like everybody else.
         

         
         “It’s okay,” I say. “But Mom doesn’t seem to think about any of that. Or care about it. And I’m right. You know I’m right.”

         
         He sighs again. “Maybe. But you can go to school while you dance. Can’t you?”

         
         “I don’t know. I mean, most apprenticeships don’t pay, assuming I do get in somewhere, so I’d have to work and go to class and dance, and I just—”
         

         
         “Babe, it’s all right.”

         
         And it occurs to me, right then, that I hate it when he calls me that.

         
         “I know,” I say, probably more sharply than I should, and my phone chimes. I pull it out of my pocket and see—

         
         
            
               
                  Hanna: Sorry, I didn’t mean to cause any drama

               

            

         
         —and I’m just so tired. I glance up and see that we’re not headed back to my house. We’re going to Jay’s, and I don’t want
            to go to Jay’s; I want to go home and curl up under my blanket or take a bath or cry or sleep or listen to Rachmaninoff, or
            anything—anything except what I’m doing right now.
         

         
         But I’m mad, so I say, “Where are we going?”

         
         “My place,” he says, and glances over at me. “Like we do most Tuesdays after practice?”

         
         “Can you just—can you just take me home, please?”

         
         The silence is loaded with buckshot, and when he finally says, “Yeah, sure,” it blasts both of us wide open.

         
         

         “Are you okay, sweetheart?”

         
         I look up from my plate at my mom, her brows furrowed like they always are when food’s involved. To be fair, I haven’t really
            eaten anything tonight, because I’m mad at Jay and I’m confused about auditioning and I’m confused about Hanna and I’m confused
            about a lot of things right now, so if I just keep poking my mashed potatoes, surely some kind of sense will surface.
         

         
         “Yeah, I’m just—I’m tired.”

         
         “You should go to bed early tonight,” she says, and she’s right, except I probably won’t sleep anyway, so hooray. “How’s the
            food? Is it okay?”
         

         
         “Yeah, it’s good.”

         
         “If you want, I can make—”

         
         “I’m applying to college,” I say, even before I know I’m going to say it.

         
         “Okay,” Mom says in a way that sounds neutral but doesn’t feel it. “Where?”

         
         “In state.” I guess. I haven’t actually thought that much about it. Not in any practical sense—it wasn’t something I thought
            I could have, so I didn’t want to waste my time on it. I drag my fork tines through the peas on my plate, carving new canyons
            between them. “Maybe some other places. I don’t know.”
         

         
         “What are you going to study?”

         
         “I don’t know,” I say again.

         
         “Well, what do you know?” Dad asks.
         

         
         I look up at him. It’s kind of a shitty question, and I think he thinks he’s being cute in that way dads always think they’re
            being cute but only succeed like forty percent of the time.
         

         
         “I know I want to dance,” I say. “But I also know that I won’t be able to do that forever. If I’m lucky, I’ll get twenty years.
            And then I’ll have, whatever, the whole rest of my life that I’ll have to do something with.”
         

         
         My parents are silent.

         
         “Lots of schools have dance programs,” I say, because I have been thinking about it, a little, and Hanna’s somehow the only one who’s made me feel like I should be able to make my own
            decision. She’s the only one who gave me a decent reason to pursue it, instead of implying it’s the only thing I’m good at,
            which is what Mom does.
         

         
         And kind of what Jay does, too? I know they mean well—like, yes, it’s wildly difficult to get into a professional company,
            and the odds of landing a position outside of the corps are bonkers small. And the fact that I’ve got so many people in my
            life who are confident I could absolutely make it happen is really great for my self-esteem! It is! I know what they’re saying, but it doesn’t line up with what I’m hearing: that this is the only thing I’ve ever spent any time working on, the only
            thing I’ve ever shown any real aptitude for, so what are my other options?
         

         
         I mean, Jay’s version is like this nonchalant too-cool-for-school affectation, full of shrugging and whatever, bro, do what you want, but this is what you should want, and Hanna’s is earnest and pointed, like, you should do what you want to do.

         
         She wants to be an astronaut, for god’s sake. She doesn’t care that kindergarteners everywhere say the same thing. She doesn’t
            want to be an astronaut because Forbes told her it would be a lucrative career choice; she wants to do it because space is really fucking cool.
         

         
         “What about a degree in dance?” Mom asks, like she’s trying desperately to understand. “You could get into choreography. Or
            teaching.”
         

         
         “I don’t know,” I say. “Maybe.”

         
         “You don’t think that would be just as bad as not having a degree at all?” Dad asks, and I don’t know if the question is directed
            at me or Mom. Or if it matters.
         

         
         “I don’t know.” I put my fork down and look at each of them in turn. “Guys. Here’s the thing. I love dancing. And I don’t
            just love it: I live it and breathe it. And maybe I’m just having huge anxiety brain about it, but I’m worried what will happen
            when I can’t have it anymore. When this thing that’s, like, a core part of my identity is taken away from me. I have to have
            something to fall back on because—do you remember when I sprained my ankle right after I went on pointe and I couldn’t dance
            for like six weeks? I was a nightmare to be around, and we all know it. Like, okay, I was ten, and when I’m forty, it’ll probably
            be different, but—what if it’s worse? Because I barely knew what I was missing when that happened, and if it happens again,
            I’ll know. I’ll know so deeply what I’m missing, and—I’m going to have to have something else. Something I love even half as much.
            I don’t—I don’t know how else to explain it.”
         

         
         Mom sighs, and Dad says, “Liz, we’ll talk about it later, okay?”

         
         Then he looks at me and says, “We love you, sweetheart. We want you happy. We want you successful and healthy. That’s the most important thing. Okay?” 

         
         “I know,” I say. “I love y’all, too.”

         
         Mom smiles, but I can tell it’s kind of forced. “Eat a little, please?”

         
         

         I text Hanna: I’m going to do it.

         
         She doesn’t reply immediately, so I just lie on my back on the floor with my shin pressed to my nose. Then my phone chimes,
            and I switch legs when I pick it up and hold it over my face, one arm hooked around my calf to keep it pressed where it should
            be.
         

         
         She’s replied: . . . do what

         
         I text her: Audition

         
         She replies: GOOD

         
         She replies: Sorry about the car before

         
         I text her: You can’t help it if your car’s out of commission lol

         
         The bubbles show up, disappear. Show up, disappear.

         
         She replies: I meant with Jay?

         
         I know exactly what she meant—I’d just hoped I was wrong. I don’t want to talk about Jay with her. It feels . . . crowded.

         
         I text her: Oh it’s fine.

         
         I mean, it’s not really fine, but whatever. It’s also not something she can do anything about.

         
         She replies: Ok

         
         I text her: I don’t know where I’m auditioning yet. Probably CLT

         
         She replies: Sorry, CLT?

         
         I text her: Charlotte? The Queen City?

         
         I text her: I could’ve sworn you lived in NC

         
         She replies: lol shut up

         
         She replies: listen it just looks a lot like something else

         
         She replies: lol nvm

         
         She doesn’t have to explain it, of course, and I’m glad she doesn’t commit to the bit and do it anyway. My cheeks are already
            pretty freaking warm. But I don’t know how to pick up the thread of the conversation again because now I’m just thinking this
            whole series of dirty thoughts and I’m thinking about that dream I had, when she was playing Rose Adagio. I let go of my leg
            and drop my phone on the carpet and cover my face with my hands.
         

         
         But my phone buzzes again.

         
         She texts: Sorry, I’ve got the mind of a 12 y/o boy sometimes lol

         
         She texts: Anyway when do u wanna get together

         
         She texts: To practice, I mean

         
         I reply: I have dance every day but Tuesday pm and Sunday

         
         I reply: So Sunday?

         
         She texts: That works for me.

         
         She texts: Grace said she was having some folks over this weekend, u going?

         
         I reply: That’s the plan

         
         She texts: Cool cool

         
         She texts: Maybe in the am we can just head over to the studio together?

         
         I reply: Is it an overnight thing?

         
         She texts: idk, that’s what it sounded like

         
         I’m thinking about that dream again and oh my God what if I have that dream again.

         
         I reply: I’ll have to ask my folks, but they’ll prob say yes

         
         I reply: So also prob yes to heading over in the am

         
         She texts: Cool cool

         
         She texts: Listen I got some hw to do, so I’m gonna run. Hasta mañana, Z.

         
         I reply: ¡Buenos noches!

         
         It’s a while before I finally fall asleep. Like . . . a really long while.

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Fifteen
Hanna

         
         The thing about Elégie is this: Rachmaninoff was a bitch. Nothing by that man is ever simple, and I’m not stupid enough to have thought it would
            be easy, but the thing that made let me play for you roll off my tongue so easily the other day was my (wrong) belief that the piece I heard her dance to would be, if not easy,
            at least worlds simpler than anything else that dude wrote.
         

         
         Elégie is fluid and languid and mournful and slow.
         

         
         Elégie lies.
         

         
         The right hand is simple. It is this mostly easy melody, requiring more passion than skill, that is everything I’ve played
            with my eyes closed since I hit middle school. But the left hand will fuck you right up. You’d have to have actual monster
            hands to do it without making them leap all over the piano. And I . . . may have made a mistake.
         

         
         I’ve been in this studio at least two hours longer than I usually am, and it’s getting late enough I know I’m about to be
            kicked out.
         

         
         But I am running on spite now. Like I have a personal vendetta against this composer who has been dead for about a million
            years. Or maybe fifty. You will not defeat me, Sergei.

         
         I blow out a breath.

         
         The sun dips lower.

         
         Start from the beginning. For a few measures, a few whole lines even, it comes out fluid and pretty. No real feeling in it
            yet, but that comes later anyway. It’s working, though. It’s working, and then my right hand hits this triplet exactly when
            it should, and my left just locks up in panic.
         

         
         “MOTHERFUCK,” I say, slamming my hand down on the keys just as Madame Harris opens the door to peek inside, eyebrow arched
            impressively high on her forehead.
         

         
         I swallow hard and gently play the most cheerful chord I can muster—a D major—when I meet her eyes. “Hi,” I say with a smile.

         
         She looks about twenty-five percent annoyed, seventy-five percent amused (I hope), but it takes the knot out of my throat.
            “I’m locking up in five.”
         

         
         “Okay,” I say. I feel like I should apologize for the very enthusiastic swear and the chord crash on her piano, but she leaves
            before I can, and I’m kind of glad for it.
         

         
         I stare down the piano for another second before I get up, like it’s the instrument’s fault that I have apparently forgotten
            how to play it. Then I leave, twirling my car keys around my index finger.
         

         
         Dad gives me a ride from the studio to the shop, and eight hundred blood-and-sweat-earned dollars later, the car is mine again.

         
         I smile for the first time in two hours when I shift the ancient thing into gear, and I play Elégie through the tinny speakers the entire way home.
         

         
         

         By Friday, I have not learned this piece well enough to soothe my anxiety, but I have done it enough that I feel okay taking a break. Dad is downstairs working (IT lets you work from anywhere, which is honestly a lifesaver for me when Mom is gone; I’m not much of a solitary creature), and Grace is on her way over with the lasagna I promised Rodriguez. She quite literally jumped at the idea when I floated it, like actually hopped a little in her silver-purple flats, and who am I to deny my friend happiness? I am selflessly heading down the stairs, Casio under one arm, just waiting for people to show up. 

         
         Dad stands and kisses me on the head when I pad across the carpet in my socks. I smile. “Saving the world?” I ask him.

         
         He says, like he always does, “One megabyte at a time,” and adjusts his glasses.

         
         “I’m going to sit with you.”

         
         “Why else would we have all this couch?” he asks. He sits back down against the left corner and I scoot against the right,
            fuzzy-socked toes tapping on the middle cushion. I set the age-old Casio on the carpet, absently pick out some little kid
            approximation of Rachmaninoff with my toe, then snort.
         

         
         I slip my phone out of my yoga pants and type: Do you know how beautiful Rachmaninoff sounds on a Casio

         
         Zoe responds right away: Probably about as beautiful as it *looks* performed in leggings and a Spider-Gwen t-shirt

         
         I laugh. Smirk at the screen.

         
         Dad says, “Who are you texting?” Not in the Overprotective Dad voice. In the I Am Curious and So Cool You Want to Open Up
            to Me voice.
         

         
         “No one,” I say, but I’m smiling.

         
         I type: Ha. Is that what you’re wearing

         
         OH NO. The second I send it, I want to snatch it back because . . . Well. Because.

         
         But also because a picture pops into the thread at the same time my traitorous sentence does, and it is a picture of Zoe. In leggings.
            And a Spider-Gwen T-shirt.
         

         
         Oh. Oh my god. Oh no. I send an immediate follow-up: To dance in

         
         And then immediately after that: basically same lol PAJAMALIFE except autocorrect doesn’t know how to handle all caps and my hands are panicking right along with me, so I write instead
            basically same lol PSJAMALOFE and now I have sent her three texts in a row. I cannot possibly correct it.
         

         
         I do what anyone would do. And literally turn off my phone.

         
         Dad says, “It’s a girl? I can tell. You’re texting a girl.” He has this self-satisfied Dad Smirk on his face when he looks
            back at his laptop. And I do not know how to say, “Well technically yes, but not a girl a girl, but I did just basically ask her what she was wearing.” So I just say nothing.
         

         
         He laughs, that booming laugh that naturally comes from a man that giant, even if his personality is quiet and small. “All
            right, all right,” he says. “I won’t pry.”
         

         
         He is lying.

         
         My eyes slide up to look at the candlesticks behind him in the window, aluminum wax shields and candles already inside.

         
         “Shabbat tonight?”

         
         He pauses for a second, then resumes typing. Quick enough that I don’t think anyone else would notice the falter. But I do.

         
         “It’s Friday,” he says. Like we always do this.

         
         “Yeah.”

         
         Silence hangs. Then my dad says, “It’s not just because your mother is gone.”

         
         I bite my lip. I don’t want to criticize him or something; he finds comfort in it. That’s okay. But like . . . it is. I open my mouth to try to say . . . I don’t know what.
         

         
         Dad cuts me off. “It’s . . . I don’t want her to feel . . . to feel like I’m pushing anything on you, like I don’t respect
            her faith or something. And I . . . When she’s gone, I want something to—to hold on to. Being Jewish is . . . It’s part of me.
            But without her, it’s like I need it more or something. That’s all.”
         

         
         “It’s fine, Dad.”

         
         “I don’t want you to think I’m a hypocrite. Or I’m ashamed. Or hiding it—”

         
         I rake my hand through my hair. “I don’t!”

         
         He stares at the computer screen, troubled.

         
         “Why don’t . . .” I pause. I don’t know whether I want to say it.

         
         “Why don’t I what?”

         
         I blow out a breath. “Why don’t you, like, ever do Jewish stuff with anyone?”

         
         He stares at the wall, then gently closes his laptop.

         
         “With . . . with me?” I continue.

         
         I don’t even know why I’m asking this. Why it pops up suddenly. But for some reason, it feels like it’s threatening to explode
            out of my chest like the little guy from Alien, and now I’m wondering how long it’s been gestating there.
         

         
         “Sorry,” I say. “I shouldn’t have—”

         
         He leans forward and grabs my hand, and his Magen David falls out of his shirt. “No. Ask me. Always ask me.”
         

         
         There’s another pause. I can see him thinking, turning over phrasings and explanations in his head. When he finally speaks, it is to say, “I don’t want to hide it from you. If you want it. I don’t want to push you. To push your mother.”
         

         
         I say, all in a rush of a breath, “I never felt Catholic, Dad. I’ve always . . . It’s not like I read a bunch of Torah or
            keep Shabbat, but I don’t know. I’ve always felt Jewish. Whether you pushed it on me or not.”
         

         
         “Well, it’s part of you, no matter what.”

         
         “Yeah. But I mean . . .”

         
         “I know what you mean. Maybe I’ve been so worried about letting you choose what to believe—not stepping on your mom’s toes,
            everything—that I wound up hiding something instead.”
         

         
         I lean over, letting my head fall on his shoulder. He strokes my hair.

         
         I jump when the doorbell rings, and so does he.

         
         I practically tumble off the couch to get it, and Dad doesn’t move. He says, “We can talk about this more later if you—”

         
         And I say, “It’s okay. Sundown’s coming.”

         
         “Shoot. You’re right.” He opens his laptop again and types away, because dinner at the table is a sacred thing, and impending
            sundown or no, he will absolutely be done by 1900.
         

         
         Rodriguez is the one at the door, looking all kinds of hot and skeptical. Hot, in that he is in a tight black T-shirt, a belt
            with a Deadpool buckle, and ripped jeans that will probably actually murder Grace when she gets here. Skeptical in that he
            raises an eyebrow and sniffs the definitely lasagna-less air the second he closes the door. “I was promised lasagna, Solo.”
            His mouth tips up.
         

         
         “You will get lasagna. Patience, padawan.”

         
         He laughs.

         
         “Let me just say, Rodriguez, you look positively civilian this evening.”

         
         He raises his arms and does this slow spin. “It’s Halloween.”

         
         I laugh, and he says, “If it weren’t for this damn haircut, blowing my cover.” He passes me to go say hi to my dad, and the
            doorbell rings again.
         

         
         “What are the chances,” I say as soon as I open the door, “that I could steal that from you and pass it off as my own?”

         
         Grace says, “Hello to you, too. And zero.”

         
         “Damn.”

         
         “Watch out for your boy tonight,” I say. “He is wearing The Jeans.”

         
         “Oh, no,” says Grace, and her face lights up pink. “My downfall.” Her fingers tighten on the lasagna she’s actually made by hand like a true self-respecting Southern belle, and she bites her lip. She is freaking adorable tonight, too, in these barrel curls collected in a flawless arrangement on top of her head, a sparkly baby blue dress that
            swishes against the ground when she moves, and a cool-as-hell black corded necklace around her throat.
         

         
         I am suddenly very concerned about my yoga pants, but it’s too late to do anything about them now. At least my dad looks sufficiently
            like an IT nerd who works from home. I’m not the only one here who’s neglected to celebrate All Hallows’ Eve. (Rodriguez’s
            efforts are also debatable.) Grace comes in, and Trav exits their car. His hair is styled into curls, too, and he’s wearing
            a black shirt with the arms cut off, some acid-washed jeans.
         

         
         My frown shifts rapidly into a huge grin—I’m a little disturbed at how glad I am to see him. I’m more used to friendships like . . . like what I have with Rodriguez. Friendship with Rodriguez is a friendship on wheels. Friendship with Trav feels more like a place to dock, and I have to blink way too hard to pop myself out of the sudden anxiety welling in my gut. I say, to cover the silence he may or may not have noticed, “Where’s your lady love?” 

         
         He shrugs and throws his big bear arms around me. “Hangin’ with Dantonio Banderas.”

         
         “He’s so sexy.” I sigh, exaggerated, like I’m about to swoon.

         
         Trav blinks. “Wait. Dan or Antonio Banderas?”

         
         “Antonio!” I say.

         
         “You’re a lesbian!”

         
         “And Antonio Banderas is Antonio. Banderas.”
         

         
         As Trav glances up at nothing to ponder this, then concedes, “Good point—” Grace shouts from the kitchen, “I told you! I told
            you, even the lesbian loves him!”
         

         
         I look to Trav for an explanation, then decide I don’t need one. “Well, come in, stag.”

         
         He laughs. “They’ll be around later. With milkshakes, if you’re good.”

         
         Trav winks at me, and I step aside to let him by. Then I shuffle proudly into the kitchen in my socks and get the salad out
            of the fridge. A couple bottles of Dr Pepper and Cherry Coke.
         

         
         “Two minutes until 1900, Dad,” I say.

         
         Grace rolls her eyes. She can’t stand the military weirdness, as she so kindly refers to it.

         
         “Hey,” I say in mock affront.

         
         “I didn’t say a word.”

         
         I roll my eyes back at her and go to set the table. Trav dutifully hands me the silverware. Dad shuts his laptop at exactly 1859, and all five of us are seated around the table before it hits 1901. 

         
         Dad lights the candles and sings in a voice I always find surprisingly beautiful. He blesses the wine, the rolls that are
            not challah, but they don’t need to be. Everyone digs in, no one mentioning the fact that this is kind of new. Suddenly I’m wondering if Zoe’s family does Shabbat. If they already ate. If they’re loud and happy about
            it, like this big family thing. If they have friends over. If they’re making her come down from dancing in her room in leggings
            and a Spider-Gwen T-shirt to start eating exactly on time, or if no one cares and they just sit around in the living room
            eating frozen dinners and not talking to each other.
         

         
         I snap out of it when Rodriguez says, “For the record, I don’t think this counts, Han.”

         
         “Excuse you?”

         
         “You promised me you would make me a lasagna, so as far as I can tell, you still owe me.”
         

         
         “Oh, bite me,” I say. “That’s not what I said.”

         
         “Hanna—” Dad tries to snap, but he’s laughing.

         
         “It is what you said.” He takes the size of bite that twenty-year-old dudes often take. The “how did you even fit that in your mouth”
            kind that’s almost impressive. “Although, maybe I’m glad you’re a dirty rotten liar.” He turns to Grace and says, “You made
            this?”
         

         
         “I did.” She is practically beaming.

         
         “I can’t even give her shit,” says Trav, holding his hands up. “She did.”

         
         “Damn, you’re good,” says Rodriguez, his eyes locked on hers.

         
         Erase the “practically.”

         
         She stands abruptly and announces that she is going to the kitchen because someone forgot to get her a fork, and Rodriguez says, “Would you mind getting me a bowl? We’re one short for salad.”
         

         
         Grace raises two fingers to her forehead in a salute with a bent wrist and says, “Yes, sir.”

         
         Rodriguez about chokes. His fingers tighten on his fork, then he sets it down so he can cover his mouth, like he’s actively
            trying to avoid saying something, then fails altogether and says, laughing, “We have got to work on your salute, Grace; that is a tragedy.”
         

         
         Grace’s laugh rings out like a bell when she leaves the dining room for the kitchen. Dad says, “Your mother would never have
            stood for such bad form.”
         

         
         “Never,” I say.

         
         And for a second, it’s easy to forget that Mom isn’t here. Because dinner, starting on time, was her thing. Bringing everyone
            together over food. Even though mentioning her makes me think about her, it’s a warm thought, this time.
         

         
         The rest of the meal goes like that—Grace blushing from her head to her toes, especially when Rodriguez asks about Trav’s
            costume, and Trav does this wild eyebrow that immediately solves the mystery: he’s The Rock, from a million years ago. And
            when Grace says, “Anyone know mine?” Rodriguez says, “Yeah, I got you, princess.” Grace, for her part, dies right there at
            the table.
         

         
         Dad quietly eats and observes the light chaos until someone drops their fork, and Dad says, “You know, that reminds me of
            the book we’re reading in book club. It’s a little melodramatic now, but it’s about these lesbians in 1600s Wales, and—”
         

         
         Rodriguez points his own fork at Dad and says, “You know, Mr. McCowan, I’ve been reading it, too, and seriously, don’t overlook the kind of third-wave commentary on post-feminism. It’s really worth the read.” 

         
         We all blink. Not just because my dad has gotten to Rodriguez, but also because, well . . . that had nothing to do with forks.

         
         The ADHD does not fall far from the discombobulated tree.

         
         I finally turn my phone back on when things wind down, and I cringe when I see that Zoe has responded. But it’s just: No but it WAS what I was wearing last night. Don’t judge me.

         
         I snicker, and Dad cuts a look at me again. Eyebrows raised.

         
         I studiously ignore it.

         
         Another picture comes through. This one’s grainier, taken outside at night, stadium lighting doing its best, which is not
            very good. It’s another selfie, but this time half of Zoe’s hair is piled absurdly high on her head, the rest falling down
            her back, and she’s wearing a black turtleneck under a tiny leopard-print dress with tinier straps. And black tights. And
            I’m just . . . my brain is fully off-line.
         

         
         Then, from Zoe again: I’ve had to explain it to a lot of people but I’m The Nanny!

         
         And: I jokingly came up with the idea for Grace because (spoilers for a thirty-year-old show) Fran (the nanny) ends up marrying
               her much older boss lol

         
         I snort out a laugh, covering my nose and mouth with my hand, which, stunningly, does nothing to dampen the sound.

         
         I get a near-universal look from, like, everyone at the table, and I sigh, then read Zoe’s text aloud.

         
         Grace rolls her eyes. “Yeah. Sorry, wasn’t interested—”

         
         Trav barely waits for her to finish the word before he gleefully pipes in with, “Sort of like guys your own age.”
         

         
         Rodriguez stops, his fork halfway between the plate and his mouth. He considers it for a moment, like he’s trying to decipher
            every single ingredient in this pasta. Then he takes the bite.
         

         
         The look Grace gives Trav could melt glass, but it’s still affectionate in that way siblings seem to have. “Oh shoot,” Grace
            deadpans, “look at my wrist. Is it nine already? Tragically, I have to leave. I’m giving Zoe a ride home from the game, and
            you know how game night traffic is.”
         

         
         My heart does some kind of terrible shot-put thing in my chest as she stands up, and I just say, “Oh?” casually.

         
         “Yes. I’m just going to smack her when I see her.” She slips her shoes on at the door. “That’s not quite as mean as being
            late to rescue her from the game ending and the flood of exiting people.”
         

         
         “Tell her I said hi,” I say. “Wait.” Why would she? I was just texting her literally like two hours ago. “Don’t. Never mind.”

         
         Grace furrows her brow. “So . . . so hi? Or no hi?”

         
         I scratch my head with one hand and hide my phone with the other, like my phone is a thing to hide. “Just . . . tell her my
            car is out of the shop? So if she wants me to pay her back, I can give her a ride to your place tomorrow night. If she wants.”
         

         
         Grace says, “Yeah. Okay,” and gives me the most suspicious look a person could muster.

         
         I clear my throat and say, “Trav, you gonna head out with Grace?”

         
         I hate how much I don’t want him to.

         
         He says, “Dan and Reina are like ten minutes out, if you’re cool with them hanging. I mean, I guess if you suddenly hate them, I can walk home. By my lonesome. In the dark.” 

         
         I roll my eyes and shove him. “You live like three streets down, dude. But yeah, we can hang.”

         
         I check with Dad with a look, and he gives me the nod.

         
         Grace is still eyeing me a little, but she leaves. To see Zoe. The blush I’ve been trying to fight off breaches my walls,
            and then Dad and Rodriguez are kind of looking at me, too. Trav doesn’t seem to notice. But I’m dying under the assessment
            all around. So I just say, “Help me with the dishes, all you men,” and walk past them like my phone isn’t burning a hole in
            my back pocket and like Elégie and Zoe Aaron and Spider-Gwen aren’t burning a bigger one through my brain.
         

         
         I’m grateful when Dan and Reina come to the door, and Trav lets them in before they even knock, like this is his house or
            something. I’m not offended; it feels warm. But it’s suddenly warm in a way that makes me want to turn my other side to the
            fire, or get away from it entirely. Too much.
         

         
         Having a house in the suburbs, because Mom is a year from getting out of the military, is too much.

         
         All of this is a little too much.

         
         “Bro, what are you even supposed to be?” Trav says, giving Dan the world’s most enthusiastic bro hug.

         
         Dan raises his chin a little and gestures to his costume, which is just a ton of little . . . brown shapes. Cylinders, kind
            of? I can’t make heads or tails of it. They almost look like—
         

         
         “Beans,” says Dan.

         
         “What?”

         
         “Beans,” he repeats. “I am beans. You want some kind of witty wordplay? Give me some weed, and I’ll be baked beans. That’s all you’ve got. Do your worst, Soto.” 

         
         Reina, who is obviously Barbie, gives this half-exasperated, half-amused eye roll while Travis searches his brain for anything.

         
         But when he comes up empty, he shrugs, and they all move out of the foyer and into my house.

         
         Dan shoots me a small, gentle wave and props his glasses up on his nose, and Reina gives me a hug, and I lead everyone to
            my room, pretending to be comfortable and that I can think past the chorus of always leaving playing in my brain.
         

         
         “Got you pineapple,” says Reina, gesturing at the milkshake Travis is holding.

         
         “I told her that was not a safe choice. Pineapple is divisive,” says Dan.

         
         “Hanna’s divisive,” says Trav, and he hands me the milkshake.

         
         It’s a good thing he said it before handing me the drink; I would have spit it out with my laugh. “Thanks, Trav. Jesus.”
         

         
         “What?” he says.

         
         “Hanna’s divisive.”
         

         
         “You are!”

         
         “Trav,” says Reina, “oh my god.”

         
         She grabs him by the face and kisses him on the forehead. But I think she’s also trying to keep him a little quiet.

         
         It does not work. Trav throws his hands in the air and says, “I meant it as a compliment!”

         
         Reina blinks. “How on earth—”

         
         “No, wait,” says Dan. He’s settled on the bed to one side of Trav, Reina on the other. I spend the next four full seconds trying to determine if straight, non-coupled guys situate themselves that close to their friends’ knees or not. “He’s got a point.” 

         
         “You too?” I say, sucking down the pineapple milkshake, which actually is delicious.
         

         
         “No!” Dan says, laughing and leaning forward to tap me on the knee. Maybe he’s just weirdly familiar about knees. “Not something
            bad. It’s like . . . vanilla ice cream is good, but it isn’t anyone’s favorite.”
         

         
         I cock my head and glance down at my milkshake.

         
         “See?” says Trav. He slings an arm around Dan’s shoulder. “You understand me.”

         
         “People love Star Wars, but, like, you ask someone about the best movie, they’re probably going to say something a bunch of other people hate. Like . . . you know. Donnie Darko. Or Steve Zissou.”
         

         
         “Or you’re just a film nerd, so you think everyone is this pretentious,” says Reina. She arches a brow, smirking, and Dan
            hides his face a touch, a smile creeping up over it.
         

         
         What is going on here?
         

         
         “How many people hate me?” I shriek, on the near-hysterical edge of laughter at the grave these two boys are so ardently digging.

         
         “My favorite movie is Jurassic Park,” says Trav simply, and we all just turn to look at him.
         

         
         It takes him several seconds to notice.

         
         He says, “What?” and that’s that. The conversation fizzes into a new topic.

         
         Apart from Trav coming back from the bathroom an hour in, fully sprinting, to yell, out of breath, “DAN OPENER. Someone—get a Dan opener—for that—Dan—of beans!” and Dan flying into a sudden rage that is quelled only by the ocean of Squishmallows tucked away in my closet, the evening passes without event. We hang in my room until it’s so late that Dan is passing out on Trav’s shoulder, and I’m so sleepy I start to lose track of my sentences, and by the time everyone leaves, I am dangerously, dangerously . . . comfortable. 
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         Watching Dan and Reina interact is . . . confusing. And not just in the regular autistic way of being confusing. Trav—who
            isn’t here—started dating Reina early in the summer, and it’s high school, so apparently taking your same-sex best friend
            on some of those dates isn’t actually weird enough to be Weird? It’s led to this jumble of interpersonal intricacies among
            the three of them that the Occam’s razor part of my brain insists is just what it looks like: a throuple. Like they’re all
            just dating each other.
         

         
         But that’s—I don’t know. Pretty intense for high school? I think? And it’s not like the kind of thing you can just ask someone.
            I know Trav’s bi, but I’ve never known Dan to be in any relationship, and he’s never indicated one way or another what gender(s)
            he might be into. I mean, he’s at an arts school. In theater. But that doesn’t technically mean anything.
         

         
         Anyway, the three of us are in the bleachers at the football game Friday night, and I’m just watching them flirt (??) in their crazy costumes and talk about theater and writing and how some plays are meant to be read and not performed and some are meant to be performed and not read, which makes them two different genres (??), and as long as I don’t think too hard about whose tongue is in whose mouth—which is none of my business, anyway—it’s kind of relaxing, actually. There’s nothing suffocating about sitting with them, nothing tense or hard-won or white-knuckled. It’s easy, and that’s the
            way it should be with people who like each other. Like it used to be with Jay.
         

         
         Like it is with Hanna.

         
         Who still hasn’t responded to my Fran Drescher selfie, which is very cute and the best of like fifteen attempts, but hey,
            people have lives or whatever.
         

         
         That doesn’t stop me from tapping at my phone in my pocket every ten (okay, five) (okay, two) minutes. Wondering. Wondering
            if she’s seen it yet and just doesn’t want to respond. Or doesn’t know how to respond because what on earth was I thinking?
            Or if she hasn’t even seen it yet because she’s not glued to her phone and neither am I. Obviously.
         

         
         But every minute that passes without a response, without a “lol” or a “damn” or a thumbs-up or literally anything, just sort of ratchets my nervous system up a little higher, everything winding a little tighter because ha, ha, ha, I am
            wearing an exceedingly fitted leopard-print dress to a football game and I have documented this fact to the prettiest girl
            I have ever seen and now it has been an hour and she has not acknowledged any part of it.
         

         
         I am not fully having a panic attack, but I am bouncing my leg and rubbing my thumb and forefinger together in increasingly
            tightening circles. I don’t know if Dan sees this or not, but when he leans across Reina and pokes my knee, it startles me
            out of my spiral.
         

         
         “We were just talking about which play would make the worst ballet,” he says.

         
         “Waiting for Godot,” Reina supplies.
         

         
         He grins at her with one side of his mouth—which seems important, but I can’t think about that right now—and he says, “Yeah.
            So what do you think: Which ballet would make the worst play?”
         

         
         “Nutcracker,” I say without hesitation. “Once you get past the Rat King, there’s basically no plot. Just showcasing different styles
            of dance, as interpreted by a Russian guy a hundred and thirty-something years ago.”
         

         
         “That’s some real Waiting for Godot shit,” Reina says.
         

         
         “And yet,” Dan says, “The Nutcracker is a classic.”
         

         
         “So is Tess of the d’Urbervilles,” I say. “Hendrix assigned that in my English class last year, and wow, kill me.”
         

         
         Something loud and band-related happens, and my whole body actually jerks at the sound. But then they’re all filing down the bleachers. Halfway through the second quarter, apparently: time to get ready for the halftime show.
         

         
         “That’s my cue,” Dan says. “Reina—M&M’s and a Coke. Zoe—want anything?”

         
         I shake my head, raising the Diet Coke I already have on hand, and he gives us both finger guns and trundles down the steps
            in his weird cylindrical costume to the refreshments stand.
         

         
         Right when I get a mouthful of soda, Reina says, “Can I ask you a weird question?”

         
         I nod, trying to swallow quickly without having the bubbles burn out my sinuses.

         
         “I mean, I guess it’s not that weird,” she amends while I work through the carbonation. “You’ve probably been asked this a
            lot? And now I’m realizing you might be sick of answering it, so never mind.”
         

         
         Ten bucks says this is about bisexuality, autism, or how I do that with/to/on my feet. Probably not bisexuality, actually, since her boyfriend is bi. Anyway, I’m pretty comfortable with all three topics, so
            I shrug and smile. “Sure. Ask away.”
         

         
         She looks around, for Dan, maybe. “Is it weird dating someone who’s not, like . . . in your track?”

         
         I blink. “You know, I don’t think I have ever been asked that before.”

         
         “Oh, phew,” she says, widening her eyes and dragging her hand across her forehead. “It’s just that so many of the programs in this
            school are kind of”—she wrinkles her nose—“incestuous? That is, if anybody’s even got the time for dating or whatever. So
            there’s not a lot of people who are making it work like you and Jay are.”
         

         
         I’m seized with a nearly uncontrollable urge to laugh. Not because anything is funny—I feel like nothing is very fucking funny right now—but because that’s the body’s basest stress relief. My body wants to laugh right now because
            it also wants to laugh during funerals and it also wants to laugh when the pain is 8/10. Uncontrollable laughter is better
            than uncontrollable tears.
         

         
         But I don’t, because whatever wants to come out of my mouth will not sound like it has come from a well person.
         

         
         Like, oh my god? Not a lot of people making it work like Jay and me? We’re not making it work. I’m not making it work.
         

         
         Nothing’s working.

         
         I take another drink because I need a minute to figure out a response. I’m impressed with how steady my voice is when I say,
            “You mean, like how Jay’s in band, and I’m not?”
         

         
         “Yes,” she says, leaning forward, like we’re about to have some real sisterly bonding about our boyfriends. “The schedule can be so intense, especially around performances—I don’t know. Is it hard for y’all?” 

         
         Is it hard for us? Yes. Is the “it” to which she’s referring especially hard? I don’t know. I don’t know anything anymore.

         
         I shrug again, because I can’t commit to anything right now. “Jay and I have been friends a long time, so I guess we’ve had
            plenty of time to get used to each other’s schedules. Like, I know his Saturdays in October are off-limits because it’s competition
            season. And he knows that, like, all of December is off for me because it’s Nutcracker season.”
         

         
         She laughs, nodding. “That’s so cool. It’s so great when you see people work their stuff out, you know?”

         
         Yeah. So great. The greatest. Literally no greater thing in the known or unknown universe.

         
         But I muster a smile and say, “Yeah. Well, like I said, we’ve had practice. It wasn’t awesome on day one.”

         
         Also it’s day one hundred and thirty-something, and it’s still not awesome.

         
         “Oh, sure.” She pushes her hair back over her shoulder. “Is anything awesome on day one?”

         
         Ballet, I think, but I say, “Fair enough. Are you and Trav, like . . .” I let the question trail off, my eyebrows raised, my nose
            kind of scrunching up, and I hope she’ll hear whatever question in the silence she wants to hear and answer that and I won’t
            have to perform any social gymnastics.
         

         
         “Oh my gosh,” she says, laughing. “We’re totally fine. Honestly, I’m really glad he finally asked me out. I’d had a crush on him for ages, and people were always asking if we’d started dating yet. Which is, like, encouraging, you know? But also frustrating. My mom has been referring to him as ‘jowa,’ which is sort of like ‘boyfriend’? For like a year, probably. It’s just—it’s not just that we’re in different programs; it’s the kinds of programs we’re in. Theater is so naturally socially oriented, like you have to be around people to actually do any of the things you’re supposed to be doing. All your practice and work is around other people. And writing is the opposite, a lot of times. You do your work alone, unless you specifically benefit from body doubling or community writing. And even then, you’re not collaborating; you’re just existing in the same space, doing the same things, separately.” 

         
         “Parallel play,” I say, dredging the words up from somewhere deep in my memory. I heard it a lot as a kid—why doesn’t Zoe want to play with other kids? Why does she just want to play next to them? Well, because sometimes you want to be in your own head and you don’t want other people messing up the narrative you’ve got
            happening, and I don’t think that’s unreasonable.
         

         
         “Yes!” Reina says, pointing at me to emphasize her agreement. “That’s exactly it. Parallel play. I mean, I guess you have
            workshopping, too, which is social, but I’ve heard that’s not really how it is once you get out of school. Thank god, too.
            I hate workshop days.”
         

         
         “That’s like, a group of people critiquing your writing?”

         
         “Yes. It’s a nightmare.”

         
         “That sounds . . . wow, terrible,” I say, laughing. “I get critique from one teacher at a time, and that is plenty for me.”

         
         Reina leans toward me like she’s about to let me in on a secret, so I mirror her. “Don’t tell anyone,” she says, “but when I write fan fiction, I don’t have anyone critique it.” 

         
         “No beta,” I say in the same low voice. “We die like men.”

         
         “Zoe!” She bursts into laughter. “You write fic, too? Shit! This is incredible. What do you write? I won’t ask you for your
            handle. I just—girl, you contain multitudes.”
         

         
         I’m so pleased with her reaction that it takes me a minute to actually pick out the question from her delighted outburst.
            “She-Ra, mostly? The reboot. It’s been ages since I actually did anything in the fandom other than scroll the tags and read other
            people’s fic.” I make what I hope is a rueful face. “No time anymore, not really.”
         

         
         “I somehow missed that show.”

         
         “That’s because you’re not gay.”

         
         She laughs, easily, in a way that could mean “mm, you’re right,” or “you’re wrong, actually,” and I feel a spike of anxiety as my You’re About To Fuck This Up alarm goes off in the back of my brain.
         

         
         I try to wrench us back on track, back to familiar territory, by saying, “What about you?”

         
         “I do a lot of Vikings and Black Sails, actually.”
         

         
         “That’s shockingly violent of you,” I say cheerfully.

         
         “I’d say, ‘It‘s always the quiet ones,’ but I don’t think anyone has ever accused me of being quiet.”

         
         I snort. “You’re the first person I’ve told in real life. I’m always afraid I’ll get”—I wave my hand vaguely—“you know, whatever
            the opposite of this is. Anti-solidarity. Like, I came out as bisexual at twelve, and it was way less nerve-racking than wondering
            if people are going to find out I write stories about made-up people I didn’t make up myself.”
         

         
         She laughs. “Listen, okay? There’s a constant debate within the program about whether writing fanfic is, like, copyright infringement or whatever? And look, I’m not getting paid, I’m just trying to smash my Barbies together, you know?” 

         
         “Sometimes you have a bad day, and you just have to put your little guy in a jar about it,” I say, nodding. “I get it.”

         
         She laughs, and the bleachers shake under our butts as Dan makes his way back up to us. He sits down on Reina’s other side
            and hands her a box of M&M’s. She squeaks out a happy little sound as she tears it open. He smiles at her, then looks up at
            me. “What’d I miss?”
         

         
         “Nothing, Lin-Danuel Miranda,” I say with an exaggerated sigh. “Can’t a girl flirt in peace?”

         
         Reina looks over at him and waggles her eyebrows, her mouth full of candy-coated chocolate, and—look. I’m not great at reading
            faces, but if Dan had pulled out a poster board with I’M INTO REINA painted on it, it would have been less subtle.
         

         
         We’re interrupted by the announcement that the marching band’s halftime show will be starting in just a moment. Almost immediately, the snare’s rim shot counts off, and the drumline’s thundering cadence begins, something to give the band members to keep time with as they file onto the field . . . and also to show off a little bit—drumstick flourishes they don’t get to do during the actual show, sometimes reaching over and using the drum next to them, all their feathered plumes bobbing in time with each other. The energy in this moment is wild, chaotic, but somehow perfectly coordinated in its improvisation; it’s like watching Irish step dancers finally being able to use their arms when they dance. It’s an explosion of feeling and passion and musicality and grace, so how am I supposed to not tear up?
         

         
         Reina looks over at me and sees. She smiles and kind of shimmies before swaying into me, bumping our shoulders. I’m not embarrassed
            about getting this emotional, and she doesn’t think I should be.
         

         
         I fucking love being surrounded by people who get it.

         
         The halftime show looks incredible to my admittedly untrained eyes, but I know Jay is going to have a (possibly literal) list
            of things that need to be worked on, in his own section and overall. It’s charmingly understandable, honestly, and I find
            myself smiling about it through the show.
         

         
         Then it ends, and the applause is impressive for a crowd that is largely here to see a football game—so the band must be in
            pretty good shape. They file off the field, and Reina stretches her legs and arms straight out in front of her. The motion
            catches my attention enough that I look at her.
         

         
         She says, “Dan and I are gonna head out.”

         
         My eyebrows go up. “Yeah?”

         
         “Yeah, we promised Hanna and Trav and Grace milkshakes.”

         
         My face must look confused or something, because Dan leans around her and says, “We’re going to Hanna’s for dinner. Well.
            Not dinner. Dinner’s over.”
         

         
         “Nineteen hundred hours on the dot,” Reina says, laughing.

         
         “Nobody is ever late to anything in that family,” Dan says.

         
         And I think, Hanna was late to Spanish that first day.
         

         
         “Military,” Reina says.

         
         “Anyway,” Dan says, “we promised Jay we’d watch the show and promised Trav we’d bring them milkshakes.” He shrugs, like there’s nothing he can do about it. I guess there isn’t—I just don’t get double-booked very often. If it wasn’t for Jay, I feel like I wouldn’t even be single-booked. 

         
         That thought sends a weird bubble of sadness up my spine to float on my brain, unpopped, the iridescent swirls of loneliness
            hypnotizing.
         

         
         I blink. There must be something going on somewhere inside me if I’m trying to distract myself with purple prose. Anything
            to avoid confronting the actual feeling, apparently.
         

         
         Anyway, thank goodness for my unusually inexpressive face, because Dan and Reina stand up, cheerfully say goodbye, and immediately
            start debating what kind of milkshake Hanna might like as they pick their way down the row toward the bleacher stairs. Reina
            pitches pineapple, and Dan makes a face and says it’s too divisive, maybe they should just text her and ask, and Reina says
            that’s no fun, and Dan says—I don’t know. I can’t hear them anymore.
         

         
         My unusually inexpressive face, or.

         
         Or.

         
         Or they don’t actually care. They don’t actually like me enough to care about my feelings. They promised Jay they’d come to the game to watch the show. My presence didn’t factor in at all. It certainly wasn’t enough to keep them from
            greener pastures. It certainly wasn’t enough to invite me along. To not let me sit by myself in the bleachers, clinging to
            the perimeter of the band like beggar-lice, waiting for someone to notice me and pluck me off and toss me in the trash.
         

         
         No, Zoe, don’t deflect. Look at the facts. You’re good at facts.

         
         
            	They promised Jay they’d watch the show.

            	They promised Trav they’d come over with milkshakes.

            	It’s not Trav’s house, so they’re not just promising him, but everyone who’s there: Hanna and Grace (and hopefully, for Grace’s
               sake, Matt Rodriguez).
            

            	My presence is not enough to get them to break plans. Why would it be? Trav is Reina’s boyfriend, in whatever capacity. Of
               course he’s going to take precedence.
            

            	But my presence is also not enough to get them to invite me.

         

         The third quarter starts, and it’s the opposing team’s turn to kick off, which means the band begins to produce a truly god-awful
            racket in an attempt to distract the players. Usually I can kind of grit my teeth through it, but tonight I’m too on edge,
            and I can’t stop my legs from launching me up from that sticky metal bench and I can’t stop my feet from carrying me down
            the stairs and I can’t stop my hands from covering my ears as I run run run out to the parking lot, and it’s better, but it’s
            not good.
         

         
         I sit on a curb on the opposite side of the lot, as far from the stadium as I can get, even though the noise is back to normal.
            The kickoff thing never lasts more than thirty seconds, which is like twenty-five seconds too long in my opinion, but is still
            a tolerable length of time. Except tonight it’s well outside my window of tolerance. Meaning I cannot tolerate it, and I want
            to throw everyone out a fucking window.
         

         
         I don’t like covering my ears. It’s like the most visibly Autistic™️ thing I can do, the thing that signals that I can’t handle
            the world around me. It’s the thing that puts the Kick Here sign on my back.
         

         
         So I sit in the parking lot. Alone. I alternate rhythmically squeezing the fingers of my left hand with my right and the fingers of my right with my left. It helps. 

         
         Well. It helps with the sensory stuff. It doesn’t help with the gaping loneliness or the jealousy of Dan’s and Reina’s easy
            interactions or the feeling of being left behind. Like I fell off the boat and no one even checked the wake to see if I was
            there. Like no one even noticed I was gone.
         

         
         This is always the harder part: pulling my brain out of the anxious, depressive spiral that always comes when something social
            goes even remotely sideways. (Brought to you by the letter “trauma.”)
         

         
         So! Back to the facts!

         
         
            	Jay loves me.

         

         This . . . doesn’t bring me the comfort I expect it to. Not that I don’t believe it—I do. It is a fact. But it doesn’t mean,
            to me, what it used to.
         

         
         Then my brain helpfully supplies: Did it ever?

         
         And isn’t that the question of the hour.

         
         Almost reflexively, I pull my phone out and look at the last text Jay sent me, hours ago now, which was the innocuous question—

         
         You coming to the game tonight? Lemme know if you need a ride

         
         —and the text thread with Hanna, who hasn’t responded to my picture. But the things she wrote before were—they had me light and laughing and joyful.
         

         
         Because the thing is this: Hanna’s funny and smart and sharp and cute and awkward and surely contains multitudes and is just so, so pretty. Because Jay is all those things, too, but I don’t get the same kind of curling pang of nerves and comfort that I do around Hanna. And I don’t have to actually be around her. Any time my phone dings, I feel that shot of adrenaline because maybe it’s her, it might be her, and I don’t . . . I don’t think I’ve ever felt that way about Jay.
         

         
         Have I ever felt that way about—well. Any boy?
         

         
         The thing about Jay is that I’m comfortable with him. He makes me feel safe, I guess, and that’s good. And he’s cute. But
            he’s not—
         

         
         I remember when we did Swan Lake when I was in ninth grade, and I had to dance hand in hand with Danielle for the Dance of the Cygnets, and I remember what
            it did to my stomach and my brain and my skin every time our clasped hands rested on her lower belly, and I remember my neighbor
            Kayla and all those hours we spent in her bedroom closet, playing with her Barbies in a space that was, frankly, too small
            for us, and I remember Evie, at the synagogue we used to go to when we were studying for our bat mitzvahs, how we’d text about
            everything, about nothing, about the rabbi and about the woman who taught our regular Hebrew school class and how many sequins
            she wore, and—
         

         
         What I don’t remember is this ever happening with a boy.

         
         Not even Jay.

         
         I’ve known for a while that I liked girls. I’ve just always assumed I liked boys, too.

         
         I think—I don’t know. Of course I love Jay; we’ve known each other so long and been through so much together. We understand each other on a core level. And of course I like him. I wouldn’t keep hanging out with someone for this many years if I didn’t think he was fun to be around, if I didn’t think he was supportive and kind and funny. 

         
         But do I love him? Do I even like him, in the only way that matters in this specific relationship? If we stopped kissing and
            holding hands, would it break my heart? If all we did was watch movies at Reina’s house and tease Grace about liking old men,
            would it feel fundamentally different to me?
         

         
         Would I be sad about that change?
         

         
         The fact that I’m even questioning it tells me . . . a lot. Enough that I know what needs to happen. And that it won’t be
            because of Hanna.
         

         
         Or maybe it will. I don’t know.

         
         At this point, does it even matter?

         
         

         By Saturday afternoon I’ve pretty much emerged from my anxiety-grumps. I’m waiting on my mom to take me to Grace’s house for
            a sleepover, which we haven’t done in ages, because we both just got so busy. I’m glad we’re doing it. I miss Grace—but I’m
            terrified because Hanna will be there, and I don’t want to know what she looks like when she sleeps or what her bedtime routine
            is or what she wears to bed. I don’t want to know, because I’m actually desperate to know. Because I’ll take that incidental
            intimacy and cradle it to my chest like it means something, something more than we both spent the night at Grace’s house. Reina will be there, too, so if I can keep her literally physically between Hanna and me for the fifteen hours we’ll be
            together, that would be freaking amazing.
         

         
         Not even going to think about the fact that Hanna still hasn’t said anything about my costume or selfie or anything, which is totally fine and why would I be freaking out about that? 

         
         (I know she saw it. When Grace picked me up from the game in her Cinderella Goes to the Prom getup, she gave me a once-over
            and said, “I hope you have documented this look for posterity, because it is A-freaking-plus.” And I tightened the straps
            of my everyday mask and said, “Oh, don’t worry; I absolutely did.” And she said, “And sent it to Hanna, I hope”—at which point
            my face spontaneously combusted—“to go with the unnecessarily in-depth explanation she quoted to us.” And then I genuinely
            burst into laughter, and so did Grace.)
         

         
         My mom drops me in Grace’s driveway, and her mom greets me at the door with a big hug and a declaration of how much she’s
            missed me. I’m the first one here, apparently, which is perfect, because I need to unload on my best friend. Extremely. I knew last night that I needed to do it, but I was too keyed up to formulate sentences. But today—today I spent my whole
            morning practicing what I’m going to tell her, how I’m going to phrase it, how she’s likely to respond, and how I’ll respond
            to those responses. I am far too hyped at this point to change directions, so that would make Reina’s, or G-d forbid Hanna’s, presence a real bummer.
         

         
         Grace is upstairs, checking Insta for probably the first time since she’s been un-grounded.

         
         “Hi” is how I announce myself, and I walk into her room without waiting for a response.

         
         She spins her desk chair around to face me. “Greetings, mortal,” she says. I’m Fran Drescher again, but sporty, so a matching hyper-fitted tracksuit and the same big hair, but she’s in a floor-length green robe with flowers threaded through it, flower petals in her complicated updo, sparkly makeup. Of course she is. Tech or performance, you just do not take the Extra out of a theater kid. 

         
         “You’ve been reading bad fantasy novels again.” I drop my bag on her bed and hop up next to it.

         
         “Guilty as charged,” she says, then leans forward in her chair. “Except I get a pass this time because Rodriguez told me to
            read them.”
         

         
         I roll my eyes. “Do you even know his first name?”

         
         “Matt. Obviously. It’s not important. What is important, Zosephine, is how his ass looks in jeans.”

         
         One eyebrow pops up on its own, I swear.

         
         “Does he know this?”

         
         “How good his ass looks? Definitely.”

         
         “No,” I say, laughing, “whether or not it’s important.”

         
         “Oh.” She blushes, which, to be honest, is weird to see on Grace.

         
         “So I’m guessing no,” I say.

         
         “Got it in one.” She waves it away. “Whatever. I probably remind him of his little sister.”

         
         “Does he have a little sister?”

         
         “He does not.” When I open my mouth to point out her flawed logic, she points a finger at me. “Not a word, Aaron. I’m merely
            trying to come to terms with the idea that Rodriguez and his beautiful ass have no interest in me.”
         

         
         “So his ass is gorgeous and sentient?”
         

         
         She narrows her eyes at me. “If I had something non-pointy on this desk to throw at you, you better believe I would be throwing
            it.”
         

         
         “Chuck Tingle’s next Hugo Award–winning novel: Bullied into Reading Bad Fantasy by Matt Rodriguez’s Ass.”
         

         
         “ZOE.”

         
         I laugh, my hands up. “Okay, point taken.” I let my hands fall again, and say, “I need your advice.”

         
         Grace leans back in her chair and steeples her fingers in front of her chest. “Go.”

         
         “I have to break up with Jay.”

         
         She blinks at me, looking as stunned as I feel, honestly. I did not know those were the words that were going to come out
            of my mouth until they were out there floating between us.
         

         
         We’re just staring at each other, so I say, “Uh, yeah. So.”

         
         That snaps her out of it, and she drops her hands to her armrests. “Are you serious?”

         
         It’s not a lol r u srs, it’s a very literal “Are you serious about this?” And, well.
         

         
         “Yeah,” I say. “I am.”

         
         “So talk me through it.”

         
         I don’t feel anything for him and I think I might exclusively like girls and I’m pretty sure I actually like Hanna and I don’t
               know how to deal with that. “Well. We just—I don’t know. I feel like there’s no . . . you know. Spark. Chemistry. Whatever.”
         

         
         Her brow furrows. “Are you attracted to him?”

         
         I shrug. “Yes? I mean. We’ve kissed. But I don’t want him to, like, touch me. In clothing-covered places. It feels—” I laugh, but it’s not because anything about this is funny. It’s that tension-breaking
            laughter. Funeral laughter. “This is actually really hard to describe? It feels, I guess, like if I let him, I’d be lying.”
         

         
         “But you think he’s cute?”

         
         “Sure, yeah.”

         
         “Your enthusiasm is really bowling me over.”

         
         “I think that . . . well, okay. Jay and I have been friends for so long, you know? And we get each other. And maybe I was
            also just so happy someone liked me enough to ask me out that I said yes without even thinking about it. Because I just don’t
            have that many people. Who like me. I think. And definitely not very many people who like me, and I think I just said yes so I could experience a romantic relationship? Because what if it was my only chance?”
         

         
         Grace opens her mouth to respond.

         
         I say, “I know that’s shitty. You don’t have to tell me it’s shitty.”

         
         “I wasn’t going to say that. I mean, it’s not ideal, I guess, but . . . I don’t know, Zoe. Have you ever wanted anyone to
            touch you in clothing-covered places? Or like . . . not yet, but eventually? I don’t know; do you think maybe you’re ace?”
         

         
         It’s a legitimate question. I mean, Trav is ace; it’s not like puberty renders asexuality an impossibility. But—that dream,
            the Rose Adagio. The electricity that zips through me when Hanna even looks at me—that notably doesn’t zip through me when
            Jay touches me, much less when he looks at me. How just thinking about her hands turns me into a jelly-brained wreck. And
            just, all the things I’ve thought about Hanna since I met her.
         

         
         “No. No. Gosh. I think about that stuff all the time.” I tamp down another manic laugh. “I mean, I’m nervous about doing it, but—you know how you didn’t need to kiss a boy to know you’re attracted to them, and you didn’t need to kiss a girl to know you weren’t attracted to them? I don’t need to get naked with someone to know that when I do, I’m going to be into it. Like, really into it, I think.” I chew on my lip and think, Sure, yeah, all in. “There are a number of people I’ve wanted to get naked with. Jay isn’t one of them. Truthfully, he never has been.”
         

         
         “Okay, well, yeah. I can see how this would be a problem in a relationship.”

         
         I make a face. “I feel really bad about it, because he’s so nice and he’s been so patient, and—”

         
         “Whoa,” Grace says, putting her hands up. “Wait. Nice and patient aren’t exceptional traits in a boy. Or,” she amends with a roll of her eyes, “they shouldn’t be, anyway. Has he ever given
            you shit about it?”
         

         
         “No. He just seems disappointed, which—of course he is! If I was dating someone who kept turning me down, I’d start asking
            questions—like this, you know? Is it him, or is it me? Like am I ace, actually? Am I a lesbian instead of bisexual? I’m sure
            it’s starting to get to him, and I mean, I get it. But I’m just”—I cover my face with my hands—“Grace, I’m just not attracted
            to him.”
         

         
         Grace says, “Okay.”

         
         I make myself look at her when I say, “I don’t think I’m attracted to boys.”
         

         
         “Oh. Oh.” She blinks, rapid-fire, eyes casting around the room, her face going on a whole journey I can’t hope to follow. Finally she
            says, “Well. I mean, I guess that answers that, then, yeah?”
         

         
         I scrunch my whole face up in a way that I hope telegraphs “I hate it, but yes: that answers that.”

         
         She blows out a long breath and opens her mouth to probably say something like, “You know this is going to break his entire
            heart, right?” And like, yes, I freaking know. It’s probably the thing that’s kept me conveniently ignoring this particular introspection
            for as long as I have. Because, Jesus, I do love him. Just, I’m realizing, not the way he wants me to.
         

         
         The doorbell rings downstairs, but we both ignore it.

         
         “Is there . . . someone—something that, you know, got you thinking about this in the first place?”
         

         
         “Yeah,” I say, but we hear Grace’s mom talking to someone, and then we hear Hanna’s voice, and I can’t. I just can’t.

         
         “What is it?” Grace presses. She means who, but I shake my head and won’t look at her, and maybe that’s enough to shut the conversation down.
         

         
         “Grace!” her mom calls up the stairs. “Hanna’s here!”

         
         I squeeze my eyes shut hard, hard enough that I see white Rorschach splotches in the darkness. Hard enough that when I open
            them again, it takes two full seconds for anything to come into focus.
         

         
         What comes into focus first are Grace’s wide eyes and arched eyebrows and tucked chin, and . . . welp. Maybe she had an inkling
            before, but she definitely knows now.
         

         
         I don’t know if I’m mortified or relieved. I mumble, “Bathroom,” and I’m out her bedroom door and closed behind another before
            I hear Hanna’s footsteps reach the top of the stairs.
         

         
         Hanna says, “What’s up, Speed Gracer?” and I can imagine the exact smile she would have on her face as she says it. “No?”
            she continues after a brief pause. “Eh, I’m still workshopping it.”
         

         
         I hear Grace laugh, and I hear Hanna laugh, and I get it. I get it now, what Grace said about Matt Rodriguez.

         
         I feel fully insane.

         
         

         Hanna is, like, freakishly good at Super Smash Brothers. She plays Princess Peach every time, which I did not see coming, and even though there’s no actual strategy to the game,
            she beats us all so handily every time that it is borderline embarrassing.
         

         
         We’re jammed onto the couch in the living room downstairs—Hanna and Grace shoulder to shoulder, and me at an angle in the
            corner of the couch, my back to the arm, my legs pulled up and crossed on the cushion. We’ve all changed into pajamas, except
            Hanna, who kind of showed up in pajamas and a ball cap, and when she was called on her lack of costume, she just stared into
            the middle distance for a second, then came out of it with, “I’m Pete Davidson. Been rocking it all day. I figure, if Pete
            Davidson can’t land a short-term girlfriend to carry me through this stay in Fayetteville, god, who can?”
         

         
         “Any luck?” Reina had asked, while my heart crashed dangerously in my chest.

         
         “No dice,” she’d said. “But Pete never learns.”

         
         She’s still Pete Davidson, I guess, but the rest of us are finally phasing out of Halloween weekend, one pair of pajama shorts
            at a time.
         

         
         Grace’s elbow smacks into my knee every three seconds because she can’t keep her controller still, as if moving it around will help the manic button mashing she’s doing. Reina is unapologetically sprawled over the entire love seat, which is impressive given that she’s all of five foot three. We’re laughing and shouting, and okay, I’m moving my controller when I hit the buttons, too, because shut up. And Hanna’s teasing me about it and she’s calling me by my last name and it’s doing weird things to the inside of my body. I want to freeze time and dissect and examine and categorize all these things I’m feeling, but I can’t, so I unfold my leg and kick at her over Grace’s lap. She doesn’t manage to dodge, because who the hell does what I just did, but she’s laughing and Grace is cursing and swatting my leg away and laughing and I’m laughing, and I feel so normal, except I’ve never felt less normal.
         

         
         Then the round ends, and somehow Hanna still wins, so she’s jogging a loop around the room, her arms raised in triumph. I
            am aching—my brain, my heart. Even my face, the muscles exhausted from laughter. Grace hops up to get her mom’s card to order
            pizza for us all, and when Hanna returns to the couch, she doesn’t sit. She sort of collapses into a mostly lying-down position.
            Which is fine. Except her head is maybe six inches from my crossed legs, and all I can think about for about four solid seconds
            is having her head in my lap, and how soft her hair would be under my fingers, and how she would look when she—
         

         
         She looks up at me. Our eyes meet for a single second before I look away, barely resisting the urge to fully close my eyes,
            to further distance myself from the intimacy of the eye contact. A whispering rasp of hair against the couch tells me she’s
            moved her head again, that it’s not tipped up toward mine anymore, but that doesn’t mean I can just resume breathing.
         

         
         “We should put on a movie or something when Grace comes back,” she says. “I can see I’m really embarrassing you guys with
            my sweet combat skills.”
         

         
         “Oh!” Reina shouts, scrambling upright and pulling out her phone. “Yes. What is that—what’s the movie with all the old man action stars in it?” 

         
         Hanna barks out a laugh. “Shit, I can’t remember the name. The Replacements?”
         

         
         “No, no, no,” Reina says, typing furiously on her phone. “That’s like a football movie or something. I don’t care about that.
            This is—yes! The Expendables.”
         

         
         “I am screaming,” I say, because I feel like I have to contribute something. I’ve got my phone out, too, looking up this movie franchise
            that apparently started before I was fully potty-trained. “There’s like four of them, though? Oh my god, Liam Hemsworth is
            in the second one.”
         

         
         “The third one has Antonio Banderas and Harrison Ford.” Reina is literally giggling and kicking her feet. “Jesus, this has to be streaming somewhere.”
         

         
         Hanna flips over onto her stomach, and that’s worse, actually, because her face is now six inches from my legs instead of
            just the regular parts of her head. “One major downside to this otherwise hilarious idea.”
         

         
         “I literally cannot think of one,” Reina says.

         
         “Cillian Murphy’s not in it?” I say.

         
         Hanna snorts, her head dropping to hang between her shaking shoulders.

         
         “1976!” Reina exclaims. “That fact is with me for eternity. I’m with Grace on this one; he is aging very well.”
         

         
         “Who is?” Grace asks when she comes into the room. She smacks the back of Hanna’s leg, and Hanna, still laughing, somehow
            gets herself into a seated position.
         

         
         Except this time, she’s next to me. I want to run. Hide. I want to stay right here so that when I laugh, I can sway forward and put my head on her shoulder. I want to stay right here so that when she laughs, she can rest her forearm on my knee. I want to curl down into a little ball and put my head in her lap and I want to take her face in my hands and I want to kiss her, kiss her, kiss her. 

         
         “Cillian Murphy,” Reina says. Then: “Yes.” She jumps up from the love seat and snatches the remote off the coffee table. She turns off the console and navigates to
            the streaming apps menu.
         

         
         “Of course I’m right,” Grace says. “Have any of you watched Peaky Blinders? Christ.”
         

         
         “Your mom let you watch Peaky Blinders?” I ask, genuinely surprised.
         

         
         “She absolutely did not,” Grace says.

         
         Hanna leans over toward her, and I don’t know if I’m disappointed or relieved. “Is Rodriguez showing it to you?”

         
         “Shut up.”

         
         “That’s a yes,” I say.

         
         “Voilà!” Reina exclaims, tossing the remote onto the love seat next to her.

         
         She has already found where The Expendables 3 is streaming. Incredible.
         

         
         “What did you put on?” Grace asks. “And what kind of pizza does everyone want?”

         
         “Ooh,” Hanna says, “I want a circle pizza.”

         
         Grace blinks at her, way more times than is necessary. There’s a riot of automatic gunfire on the television. She gives it a cursory glance—there’s a helicopter and a train, and I don’t know, I’m not paying attention, either. “Anyone have any useful opinions on pizza?” 

         
         “In her defense,” I say, “circle pizza is better than rectangle pizza.”

         
         Sylvester Stallone is shouting. This movie is very loud, but the joke’s definitely going to be worth it.

         
         “I hate both of you,” Grace says. “Reina, save me.”

         
         “Once you cut it up, it’s actually triangle pizza,” Reina says.

         
         “Only if you start with a circle,” I say.

         
         “You’ve got to think outside the pizza box,” Hanna says. “A rectangle can also be cut into triangles.”

         
         I put my hand on my chest like I’m grievously offended by the suggestion. “What kind of chaos—”

         
         Hanna gives me a—well, an honest-to-god rakish grin. “Some men just like to see the world burn.”
         

         
         “Jesus!” Grace shouts. “And what the shit are we watching?”

         
         “Well,” Hanna says, “seeing as how you were just released from your most recent domestic incarceration, we wanted to help
            you celebrate.”
         

         
         “So we picked something that’s just filled with eye candy,” Reina says.
         

         
         “Some real Werther’s Originals,” Hanna says.

         
         Grace’s eyebrows are pinched so tightly together that it’s pulling her lips up into a grimace. “What—what are you talking
            about?”
         

         
         Something huge and indestructible-looking explodes on the television, and the title card pops up.

         
         Grace stares at it, then at each one of us, then back up to the TV, which is finally relatively quiet. “Wait,” she says, and
            my body tightens in anticipation of the joke landing. “Is this—”
         

         
         Reina can’t keep it together. She’s laughing so hard she’s literally holding her sides.

         
         “We can all leave if you need some alone time,” Hanna says. Her voice is strained, desperately trying to keep a straight face.
            She’s doing an admirable job, but it’s not perfect. Her cheeks are going pink with the effort.
         

         
         Realization dawns, and Grace’s eyes go wide. “Oh, fuck you guys!” She manages to look offended for about three seconds before
            she collapses into laughter, too.
         

         
         We’re all falling apart, and I catch myself swaying forward, like putting my head on Hanna’s shoulder is something I can do.
            It sobers me, grabs me by the hand, and spins me away, physically pulls me up straight. Still laughing, of course. Obviously.
            I don’t want to draw attention to myself.
         

         
         It turns out that in seventeen years of bad ideas, with the grounding record to prove it, this sleepover is literally the
            worst idea Grace has ever had.
         

         
         But everyone’s laughing, and even now, with the lightness of the last few minutes gone, I still feel like I belong. For the
            first time in ages. Almost like if I had put my head on Hanna’s shoulder, if I had committed that massive faux pas, it wouldn’t
            have mattered. I wouldn’t have been snubbed for it. This isn’t Clarinet Emma and the Michaels, and it’s not Rachel and Kamala,
            and it’s not Jay. These people are mine.
         

         
         “Ugh,” Grace announces. “You’ve all forfeited your right to an opinion. I’m getting two cheese and a pepperoni. And turn this
            shit off.” She’s tapping on her phone, undoubtedly starting the pizza order.
         

         
         “Hear us out,” Reina says.

         
         “I will not,” Grace says, not looking up.

         
         “Antonio Banderas is in it,” Hanna says.

         
         Grace drops her head back to stare imploringly at the ceiling, as if that’s where her salvation comes from. “I’m never telling
            any of you anything ever again.”
         

         
         Hanna leans heavily against her, a playful smirk on her lips. “Come on,” she says, dragging the syllable out, “you know you
            can’t keep your opinions about Rodriguez to yourself.”
         

         
         Grace looks at her, her expression a caricature of dreaminess. “You’re right.” She sighs theatrically. “His ass—”
         

         
         “Okay!” Hanna says, laughing and pulling away from her. “You lost me at ‘his.’”

         
         Grace cackles, finishing up the order. Reina saves us all by turning off that god-awful movie. When Grace is done, she turns
            to Reina, who has moved to the floor near everyone else. “So. I’m afraid you’re going to need to hear every one of Trav’s
            dirty secrets.”
         

         
         Reina hums thoughtfully and runs her tongue over her bottom teeth. “You sure about that?”

         
         “Oh, god,” Grace says. “No. Please. I was just kidding. I regret everything.”

         
         “We can start with an easy one,” I say. “Where is he tonight?”

         
         “Danthony Hopkins’s house,” Reina says.

         
         “What, he thinks girls have cooties now?” Hanna says.

         
         Grace rolls her eyes. “Mom didn’t want him in the same house as his girlfriend, because that’s how babies are made or whatever.”
         

         
         “I—” Hanna cuts herself off, then snaps her fingers like she’s just remembering something important. “He’s having a sleepover with Dan? Sorry. Uh. Dan Dan the Science Man?” 

         
         Grace frowns and kind of laughs and says, “Who?”

         
         “We’ve never called him that,” I say. “Why would we call Dandalf the Grey that?”

         
         Reina puts a gentle hand on my arm. “Sweetie, it’s Dandalf the White now.”

         
         “Oh my gosh,” I say, and it is a struggle to keep a straight face right now. “I’m so sorry. Please don’t tell him I said that.”

         
         Hanna is staring into the middle distance, the whites of her eyes taking up half her face, like she’s really trying to figure
            out if we’re gaslighting her about the most inane thing on the planet, or if she dreamt it all.
         

         
         Reina kind of rolls her eyes, like, how could you even. “ANYWAY. It’s not like Trav and I are, like . . . whatever—”

         
         “Look,” Grace interjects, “I don’t know why Mom thinks she needs to send the bi dude to his hot bestie’s house.”

         
         “To keep him from debauching himself with the strumpet in the bonus room, I guess?” Reina says.
         

         
         “Does Trav even debauch, bro?” says Hanna.

         
         “Excuse you,” Grace says smoothly. “It’s not debauching if it’s your best friend. It’s just, you know, a little job between
            bros. A bro job.”
         

         
         I’m laughing, because we’re all laughing, because Trav would be laughing, but my mind is already wandering down paths of debauching and best friend and Hanna’s not my best friend, is she? and I can’t, I can’t keep up to make a joke, so I don’t even try.
         

         
         Hanna sighs.

         
         “I know,” Reina says, patting Hanna awkwardly on the foot. “You could be out debauching right now, but instead, you’re here with us, talking about my boyfriend’s love life.” 

         
         “Yep. The whole lesbian population of Fayetteville is positively beating down my door to move in with me,” Hanna says.

         
         Oh my God. Keep it together.

         
         “What about that girl in your PE class?” Grace says. “The one with the legs?”

         
         I can’t. “Legs!” I say, probably too loud. “Is there—is there only one person in your class who has legs?”

         
         Grace gives me . . . some kind of look. My mouth snaps shut. I didn’t need a look for that, but it’s good to have my suspicions confirmed that yes, I did just make an ass of myself.
         

         
         “Aubrey something,” Hanna says without looking at me. “And that’s not a thing beyond, like, hey, nice legs, because she looked at me one time, and apparently that was enough for her.” She shrugs, and I can’t decide if it’s an act
            or not. “I don’t chase girls.”
         

         
         Grace wags her eyebrows, and I want to die. “That’s because she doesn’t need to.”

         
         Hanna shakes her head, and everyone laughs, including me, obviously. Because it’s funny! But then Grace looks at me again,
            and I have no idea if she’s looking at me or if she’s Looking At Me, and now I have no idea if I’m laughing too loud or too
            much or too long or if I’m doing something wrong with my face or body or hands, and wow I hate this so much. So I stop laughing,
            but then I don’t know if I stopped too early or too late or too abruptly.
         

         
         But Hanna saves me by saying, “Anyway. Let me tell you about a thing I have always wanted to do.” (Except what she says makes my stomach twist up like a dishrag, and wow, ha, I am so screwed.) “Any of you guys remember Mystery Science Theatre 3000?”
         

         
         I haven’t seen it, but that’s not unusual. Grace has, because of course she has.

         
         “For those of you who have not because you live under a pop culture rock—” Hanna coughs my name with zero subtlety, and I
            prod her with the ball of my foot, on her thigh, and we laugh, and oh god I’m dying. “It was a group of guys who would watch
            bad movies and provide hilarious commentary. The original show was all real shit, like 1950s B-rated monster flicks and stuff.
            Fast-forward a lot, they do modern movies now, and here’s the thing: they’ve done all the Lord of the Rings movies.”
         

         
         Grace actually gasps. “Sacrilege!”

         
         Hanna cocks an eyebrow at her. “Hush, you. You only watched them because Rodriguez told you to.”

         
         “Whatever,” she protests weakly. “They were good.”

         
         “Anyway,” Hanna says, rolling her eyes—and I agree because holy shit, Grace is in deep; those are very long movies—“I’ve got all the files on my computer, so we can watch them tonight.”
         

         
         So we do. We eat pizza and laugh until our stomachs hurt, and then the second movie has ended and it’s deep into the night
            and Grace is asleep in her dad’s recliner, Reina is asleep on the opposite side of the couch, and Hanna and I are the only
            ones still awake, and just barely.
         

         
         “Return of the King or no?” Her voice is quiet, weighted in the silence.
         

         
         I blow out a long breath. “I don’t know if I can make it, honestly.”

         
         “Yeah, same.” She pulls her phone out and checks the time, then looks over at me. “Can I show you something?”

         
         I’m glad it’s mostly dark in here, because I can feel the blush blooming in my face. “Yeah, sure.”

         
         She gets up off the couch. “Come on.”

         
         I follow her through the house, out the back door, down the deck stairs, into the tepid night. She tips her head up to the
            sky and relaxes. I can see her shoulders drop, her fingers uncurl. Then she looks over at me, I guess because she can feel
            my eyes on her, and she smiles.
         

         
         And she’s beautiful.

         
         She says, “Look up.”

         
         So I do. Grace and Trav live toward the back of their neighborhood, so their house has woods on two sides, which is two sides
            more than most of the houses here. The trees dampen most of the nearby ambient street light, but they don’t do much to interrupt
            the wide dome of the sky, the wash of stars overhead like a painting. There are so many out here, so many more than I’m used
            to seeing. It’s dizzying.
         

         
         When Hanna speaks again, it’s from lower, and I look over to see her lying on the grass on her back, her knees pointed up,
            her hands pillowing her head. “When my mom was stationed in Honolulu, my parents took me to Mauna Kea Observatories, on the
            Big Island. It was . . .”
         

         
         She trails off, and I realize I’m holding my breath.

         
         “I was eight,” she says. “Nobody takes you seriously when you’re eight, especially when you say you want to be an astronaut.
            Like all little kids want to be an astronaut. Like, okay, Han, next week you’ll want to be a fireman or a jockey or whatever
            thing comes next.”
         

         
         I sit next to her and say, “But nothing came next.”

         
         “No.” She doesn’t sound resigned; she sounds breathless with wonder. Like how incredibly lucky she was to have seen the stars. “That’s still what I want.” 

         
         “So how does North Carolina compare with Hawai’i, astronomically speaking?”

         
         She chuckles. “It’s all right. Not the worst I’ve seen.” She points up, just a little to her left. “You see that little white
            whisper?”
         

         
         I lie back and follow the trajectory of her arm. “Yeah.”

         
         “That’s the Milky Way,” she says, tucking her hand back underneath her head. “Imagine, instead, this long, ragged trail that
            takes up half the sky, and it’s every color you can name, colors you can’t. And it just cuts a swath through the sea of light,
            and you can’t even believe there’s any empty sky between all those stars.”
         

         
         We lie there in absolute quiet, just staring up at a version of the Milky Way we cannot see.

         
         “The Hawaiians call it Hōkūnohoaupuni.” She takes her time, enunciates each syllable, like it’s something she’s worked on specifically. Intentionally. It makes me like her more, somehow. “It means ‘ruling star.’ The Māori call it Te Mangōroa—the long shark. There are so many names and stories about it, it’s easy to just fall into those rabbit holes, you know? And then suddenly you’re struck with this overwhelming sense of awe that the sky we’re looking at, right now, is the same sky people on the other side of the world looked at a thousand years ago. Their constellations are different, different names, but it’s . . .” Her voice trails off, and I roll my head to look at her. Her brow is furrowed, like she’s trying to puzzle out a particularly difficult question. Maybe she is. “It’s all the same. They used the same stars to navigate. The world is so . . . There’s a word. For . . . like . . . humanity’s collective sadness at not being able to see the stars the way we used to.” 

         
         “What is it?” It comes out in a whisper.

         
         “Noctalgia. Night grief.”
         

         
         I don’t even want to be an astronaut, and that hits like a gut punch. I feel, suddenly, this terrible loss for something I
            can’t even imagine. I’ve lived here my whole life. This is the sky I’ve always had, so it’s always just been the sky. But what am I missing? If I could see the sky the way Hanna’s seen it, could I see it the way she sees it?
         

         
         “Who’s got the best sky you’ve seen?”

         
         “Hawai’i,” she says without hesitation. “We’ve lived all over, but most of the other bases have been a lot less isolated.
            There are observatories in Japan, but just the bare sky is less impressive.”
         

         
         “There’s one here, too,” I say. “Grace works there.”

         
         “Yep,” Hanna says, a smile in her voice. “I regularly abuse friend privileges to get in.” The grass rustles, and I glance
            over to see her face turned to mine. “Have you been?”
         

         
         “No. I know I should go.”

         
         “We should go sometime. You can watch me nerd out for a while.”

         
         My heart is beating so hard right now, and I have never, never felt like this around Jay. Like anything is possible. Like the intimacy of the moment makes everything feel heavy and close
            but not suffocating—like a pile of blankets in the middle of winter. Like this conversation is rewriting neural pathways,
            changing me on a molecular level. Like when I stand up, I’ll be a different person than I was when I lay down.
         

         
         So I guess I have my answer, don’t I? This isn’t just Oh wow, Hanna’s so hot. It’s more than that. It’s more than kissing and fantasizing about her hands—it’s wanting to stick around, spend time with her. To let her life change mine; to let mine change hers. To not just grow next to her, but to grow with her. To intertwine with her.
         

         
         All it took was lying in the dark next to her, giving her space to finally crack herself open a little for me. All it took
            was seeing her face cast in shadow and moonlight, her eyes almost black in the darkness. I guess—I guess that was all it took.
         

         
         But I say, “How will that be different than what’s happening here?”

         
         She laughs, turning her face back up to the sky, and I miss it already, but she bumps my thigh with her knee. I smile.

         
         “Is your mom the only one who’s Army?” I ask.

         
         “Just Mom,” she says quietly. “She’s—she’s in Moldova. Borders Ukraine. It’s not an active war zone right now, but, like . . .
            only technically.”
         

         
         “Hanna, G-d, I’m—”

         
         She snorts. “Yeah. She shipped out on Tuesday. So if I was a jerk to you, it was—”

         
         “Completely understandable,” I say.

         
         She shrugs. “I should be used to it by now.”

         
         “Should you, though? I’d be worried if it didn’t bother you.”

         
         “Yeah, I guess.”

         
         We’re silent for a while, just looking up at the stars. I have this wild urge to tell her I’m thinking about breaking up with
            Jay. I don’t know where it’s coming from, but I have to keep actively swallowing it down.
         

         
         Then she says softly, “Which of those is yours?” She seems to hear the odd vagueness of her own question and continues, “Like,
            what star sign?”
         

         
         I look over at her. “Astronomy and astrology?”
         

         
         “I’m gay, Zoe,” she says. “They require you to learn astrology in orientation.”

         
         “Fair. Scorpio.” She nods, like, Yeah, that tracks, and I ask, “When’s your birthday?”
         

         
         “April. I’m Aries.” She shoots a quick smile at me before continuing. “Supercharged science gay means that in addition to
            knowing astrology, I know how it relates to the physical position of the stars.” She looks over at me, so I meet her eyes. “Do you know the story
            of the Scorpion?”
         

         
         I shake my head, which is more like just rubbing it back and forth on the grass, but I don’t care.

         
         “Orion,” she says, pointing to the tops of the trees, where I can barely see the three stars of his belt, “was a mighty hunter.
            Artemis, the goddess of the hunt, thought he was just, like, the greatest. And he knew he was great, right?”
         

         
         “Lord, give me the confidence of a white man,” I mutter.

         
         “Amen,” she says, laughing. “So Hera, the queen of the Greek pantheon, is really not into him. She doesn’t like men who boast,
            and who can blame her? So she put a scorpion on the path Orion always took to his hunting grounds, and eventually he stepped
            on it, and the scorpion stung and killed him. Artemis insisted that he be hung in the night sky to be remembered, and Hera
            consented, as long as the scorpion went, too, to remind us that we can all be brought low by something we deem insignificant.”
         

         
         “Heavy.”

         
         She wags her eyebrows at me. “Right? Anyway, that’s why Orion disappears in the summer—you can see he’s just coming back now—because
            the Scorpion is rising.”
         

         
         “That’s so cool,” I say, because I don’t know what else to say. She hasn’t looked away from me yet, and I don’t want her to, so I say, “Do you know all the Greek myths behind the constellations?” 

         
         “A lot of them, yeah. And it’s easy to think these are the constellations; these are their names; this is the way. But—okay, like Scorpio? Some Polynesian cultures see it as the magical fishhook of the demigod Maui, which he used to pull
            up the islands of Hawai’i and the North Island of Aotearoa, and to slow the sun in the sky, and all kinds of cool stuff. In
            Chinese astronomy, it makes up the heart and chest of the Azure Dragon of the East.”
         

         
         Can we just do this forever? Something settles in me, something sweet and easy and content in this moment. I could lie here
            and listen to Hanna talk all night. But she yawns, huge and jaw-cracking, turning away from me and covering her mouth with
            one hand. She pulls her phone out and checks the time.
         

         
         “Jesus,” she mutters. “It’s almost four a.m.”

         
         I snort. “We are gonna be quite the pair at the studio tomorrow.”

         
         She glances at me, then smiles, then bursts out laughing.

         
         I’m smiling, too. How could I not? “What?”

         
         “Do you know how hard that damn song is?”

         
         Then I’m laughing with her because, yeah, I do, but I can’t wait to hear her play it.
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         I feel almost sick when I wake up—that sluggish, muscles-moving-like-they’re-underwater, brain-the-embodiment-of-a-hangover
            feeling, which apparently comes from staying up until four a.m. whispering to girls in the dark about the stars. My shirt
            is still damp from the dew-soaked grass, and I wonder if Zoe’s is, too.
         

         
         I wonder if that’s something I am allowed to wonder.

         
         It is eight a.m., and the Soto house is a mess of breakfast cereal and Jesus and Sunday morning swears (“hells” and “damns,”
            and at least one “Oh Jesus, Mary, and Joseph, if we’re late again, I swear to the dear good Lord—”). There’s a smattering
            of Spanish coming from Grace’s mother, which I would probably understand better if I paid attention to the Spanish in Spanish, instead of to Zoe. Not that high school Spanish would probably cover what’s being said anyway. Reina is up, going
            to mass with them it looks like, based on the pins in her hair and the little black heels on her feet.
         

         
         I am not.

         
         I go upstairs, brush my teeth and run a comb through my hair, slide into shorts and a tank top that shows the blueprint of
            the Millennium Falcon. Then I head back down to the living room, where Zoe is somehow still sleeping like the dead.
         

         
         “How the hell—” I start.

         
         Grace says, “This is a mystery it will do you no good to dwell on. Once, the day after a lock-in, Zo slept through a literal
            tornado. We were all hanging out in the basement anyway, so we figured, well, if the sirens aren’t going to do it . . .”
         

         
         I snort, and Grace kind of nudges her with her toe. Zoe does nothing except roll over.

         
         “How late did you guys stay up?” she asks.

         
         I shrug, suddenly self-conscious. Hand in my hair when I say, “I don’t know. Three or four. Like four.”

         
         Grace’s eyebrows pop up, and she says, “Did you guys actually make it through the entire trilogy?”

         
         “I—nah. We just hung out.”

         
         It’s hard to swallow suddenly, and there’s a furrow in Grace’s brow that I don’t want to parse out. I actually take a step
            backward, like a couple inches of distance will erase that furrow, but she doesn’t say anything. Maybe on purpose. Maybe because
            her mom is yelling into the phone, “Travis Alejandro Herrera Soto, if I do not see you standing outside that church building
            in exactly seventeen minutes, I swear on everything good and holy that you are not too old for me to take you by your ear
            and—” before she disappears into the basement, and that cuts off all conversation because now neither of us can stop laughing.
         

         
         Grace and Trav have both made mention of their very Southern American first names and very Chicano middle and surnames. Their
            mom couldn’t quite decide how far she wanted to go with assimilation versus holding on to their heritage, and sometimes Trav
            and Grace can’t quite decide, either. Dad and I have both always struggled with that, too, as Jews. But it is what it is.
         

         
         “We’re out in ten,” says Grace.

         
         “That’s fine. I got this.”

         
         Grace runs up the stairs, and I think Reina is still up there. So that leaves Zoe and me alone in this bright, quiet living
            room, where all of us fell asleep.
         

         
         It’s silent in here for this single minute, and I kneel on the carpet next to Zoe. “Zo,” I say.

         
         Nothing.

         
         “Zoe.”

         
         She wrinkles her nose in a way that is not not-adorable but stays asleep.
         

         
         “Zoe,” I say, and this time I take her shoulder in my hand and shake her, just a little. I’m usually more of a jump-on-the-bed
            kind of person who yells until whoever it is rolls right off it, but I want to be . . . gentle? With her? I don’t fucking
            know.
         

         
         She opens her eyes slowly, leisurely. I’ve never seen someone wake up like it was such an afterthought. And I say, “Wake up,
            Sleeping Beauty.”
         

         
         Her eyes fly open, and she literally recoils and says, “What?” Snaps it almost.
         

         
         I jerk back, too, hands in the air. “I said wake up. It’s—”

         
         “What time is it? Why did they send you to wake me up?” She’s still snapping, and I’m just blinking, but it is amazing how
            quickly being confused can morph into being pissed.
         

         
         “It’s eight a.m., and no one sent me, like I’m an interrogator or some shit. Everyone’s going to mass, and they’re leaving in ten minutes, and I decided to wake
            you up so you could put on clothes—god.”
         

         
         I’m not actually mad so much as startled and just overall high-key about everything Zoe says and does all the time. But it comes out sounding mad, because I’m pretty sure half the words I say always come out sounding mad, even if I’m not. I stand, my hands safely in the air, and she blinks hard, rubs her hand over her eyes. She still manages to look so freaking cute, and I am a little mad at that. Truly, how dare she? Her hair is a mess. Like an inexplicable level of mess, and she still looks sleep-soft, just vaguely confused and disheveled, and . . . really
            damn pretty.
         

         
         I worry my lower lip, and she looks back at me. “Sorry,” she says. Her voice is raspy. “I’m kind of a monster in the morning.”

         
         “Okay,” I say, as if I’m not being straight-up assaulted with the way she looks in that shirt falling right off her shoulder
            and that bashful smile. I trip backward and say, “Well, eight minutes on the clock, Aaron. Then you and I have a date with
            a ballet studio.”
         

         
         I don’t wait for her to respond before I head out to the front porch to wait out the flurry of activity that rises again the
            second Grace’s mom comes back up from the basement. I sit on the front porch swing, slowly moving forward, back, forward,
            back, running the left hand of Elégie in my mind.
         

         
         It doesn’t need to be perfect.

         
         I want it to be perfect.

         
         It’s a few minutes past what they planned when Grace and her parents and Reina sprint out the door. Zoe comes out just ahead
            of them, and she’s almost trampled underfoot. No one even waits to see if Zoe and I are in my car and leaving before they
            back out onto the gravel and go.
         

         
         I wrap my hand around the chain of this big porch swing and watch as they leave in an absolute clusterfuck of activity, and when they’ve backed completely away, Zoe and I look at each other. Then we burst out laughing. 

         
         “Is this every single Sunday?” I say through the fit of giggles.

         
         “Every one I have ever spent here.”

         
         “No Sunday Jesus Chaos for you, then?”

         
         She shrugs, slinging her overnight bag around her shoulder. “Nope. Grace’s parents used to be kind of intense about it, though.
            Saturday night sleepover meant going to mass in the morning until, like, last year.”
         

         
         “Boy, they don’t seem like the type to just give up.”

         
         “Well,” she says, a tiny smile on her face, “it wasn’t so much them giving up as it was me saying as gently as possible to
            them, ‘I’ve heard your pitch and I’m going to pass.’”
         

         
         I choke on a laugh.

         
         “I asked them, very seriously, how they would feel if every time Grace spent Friday night at my house, we insisted on bringing
            her to synagogue in the morning. By the next Saturday I stayed over, they’d changed their minds about it. But I did have to
            leave in the morning when they did.”
         

         
         I get up from the swing. “Ah, so Grace was often tasked with the dangerous trial of waking you up. I’d be the praying type,
            too.”
         

         
         Zoe laughs and hits me on the arm, and I want to keep her hand there, where her skin is touching mine.

         
         I smirk and walk past her. “Let’s go.”

         
         She follows me to my car, wherein I am embarrassed that there are three empty Starbucks cups and a Bojangles bag on the floor, and, like . . . more than one homework assignment that has fallen out of my backpack at one time or another, on or around the passenger’s seat. 

         
         “Just, uh—you can move that stuff,” I say.

         
         She moves my papers to the back seat, which is somehow messier than the front, and I am compelled to say, “Sorry, my car is
            like an active biohazard.”
         

         
         She laughs. “But the A/C in here is not busted. I’ll take that trade.”

         
         “Every fucking time.” I smile, turn the air on, and we roll down the road.

         
         Twenty deceptively easy minutes and we’re there. We walk in, and that’s when the nerves set in, when I get hit with that specific
            wood-and-leather dance studio smell, and my stomach does a flip-flop. Zoe is walking very close to me, close enough that I
            can feel it every time she takes a step, and she, of the decidedly longer legs, eventually passes me. She’s the one who pushes
            into the studio where I play and flips the light on.
         

         
         “You have to muscle that shut—” I start, but she’s already on it, pushing her whole body weight back against the door.

         
         “Oh, I am aware.”

         
         When the door finally clicks into place, the air changes. The way she holds herself, the length of the steps she takes, the
            shape of her feet. She just shifts completely, and it feels like the energy in the room moves for her.
         

         
         She strips off her shirt, down to her leotard and the tights that hit almost to her ankle, and she sits on the floor, shoving her shoes and socks into her bag. She moves to slide her pointe shoes on, and her feet have little red marks on them, a bandage over her left, a slice on a toe on her right—dancer’s feet. My gut tightens. Maybe because this is a glimpse that feels . . . private. Enough that I stop staring at her like a complete creeper and walk across the polished floor to sit at the piano bench. I left my sheet music here Friday, but I don’t need it yet. 

         
         Even with the mirrors, the room feels small the second my fingers touch the keys. Like there is not quite enough air for both
            Zoe and me to breathe properly. I’m playing scales, warming up my fingers, and I’m so keyed up that I manage to stumble over
            a D-major scale and barely get through the E-flat minor—it has six flats, which is the monster of a key that our dear Rachmaninoff
            elected to write Elégie in.
         

         
         She’s stretching; out of the corner of my eye, I catch flashes of leg and shoulder and this thrown-together bun in the mirror.
            I stare at the keys. Force my fingers to play.
         

         
         Then the activity stops, and I can feel her looking at me.

         
         “Are you good?” she says.

         
         I absently play a couple more arpeggios. Then I say, “Yeah.”

         
         She rolls her neck to the right, the left, shuts her eyes, blows out a breath. I hit that low E flat, run slowly up the keyboard
            and back, and she sweeps her foot out over the wood. My hand moves like I have been begging it to, until it doesn’t.
         

         
         “Shit,” I say, laughing, and she whirls around, a promise of a smile on her face. “I got it, I swear.”

         
         “It’s fine,” she says. And then she must see the rigid, uncharacteristic fear that is locking up my arms, because she says,
            “You can chill; it’s just me.”
         

         
         I want to laugh out loud at that, but I don’t. I say, “It’s you and four hours of sleep, is what it is.”

         
         “Come on, McCowan. Would the army accept that excuse?”

         
         “Oh god.” I actually groan when I roll my eyes. “Face the mirror, Aaron.”

         
         She tosses her head back when she laughs, and that is the moment I stop looking at her because I can’t if I’m going to play
            properly. That low E-flat again, and I sink into it. Into all of it, the leaps and skips of my fingers over the fake ivory,
            the hesitance with which you have to play the right hand. This fucking piece—it asks a thousand questions; there are so many
            breaths between notes. The whole thing is like waiting to move.
         

         
         Until he makes you commit to it, fingers jabbing down onto the keys, pressing and spiking, and I am actually sweating at this
            point. I hit a few wrong notes in the chording, but it doesn’t matter, really, because the piece is working, and there is
            this crescendo, and this acceleration a little over halfway through? It hits this fever pitch, the song, then stops. Everything
            stops, before it quietly starts up again, that question mark between the notes. And in that question mark, while I’m waiting
            with my hands frozen above the keyboard, I glance up.
         

         
         She’s looking right at me through the reflection in the mirror, frozen with this focused, intense look on her face that about
            makes me fall off the piano bench. I lock eyes with her and don’t look away until I’m two measures deep in the pianissimo.
         

         
         When I hit that last note and look up, she’s breathless, too, but her posture is perfect. Unaffected, almost, even though
            there’s a drop of sweat trickling down her neck, even though she’s just a little flushed. She holds her spine straight, arms
            like they were built to be held that way.
         

         
         She says, “Again?”

         
         And I say, “Yeah.”

         
         And by the fifth run-through, I’m able to sneak glances at her while I play—can afford to look up from the sheet music every
            once in a while to see. She moves like no one I’ve ever seen. Like this is her literal heart beating on a studio floor.
         

         
         Her ballet is my planets and stars, I think. And I had to convince her to do this audition?

         
         We’re both practically panting at the end of it, even though we’ve only been in here half an hour? An hour?

         
         She sits, basically collapses, on the floor. “Maybe I’ll just die right here.”

         
         “Don’t. Then I will have learned that song for nothing.” I stay on the piano bench because it feels a hell of a lot safer.

         
         “That’s the risk you take.”

         
         I twist my wrists around, fiddle with the thread bracelets on my left. Then I say, “I’ve never seen anyone dance like you.”

         
         She spins on the floor so she’s facing me, knees to her chest, arms around them. “I mean, I’ve never heard anyone play quite
            like that—so.”
         

         
         I laugh. “Yeah you have.” When she raises her eyebrow, I say, “A lot of people are good at the piano. I’m one of them. And
            I really love it. But you—you dance like . . . I don’t know how to even say it.”
         

         
         She blinks really fast and glances down at the floor. Takes a second, teeth at her bottom lip, before she says, “Thanks.”

         
         The way she says it, it’s like she doesn’t believe it. Or mean it. There’s something in there that’s not quite genuine, and
            I—I guess I can’t help myself.
         

         
         I say, “But?”

         
         “But what?”

         
         “You said thanks, but there was clearly a ‘but’ in there. But what?”

         
         I let her chew on it for a minute, don’t push for an answer. I’m happy to just sit here with Zoe, and that realization makes
            me glad I’m already sitting down.
         

         
         She does that thing she always does when she’s about to say something heavy: her blinking speeds up, her neck straightens,
            her chin tucks back. It still takes a few seconds for her to get her mouth around the words.
         

         
         And the words are these: “What if I’m wrong?”

         
         “So what if you are?”

         
         That’s apparently the wrong thing to say, because she stands up in a huff and starts pacing, hands on her hips.

         
         “Zoe, I’m not trying to dismiss your fear. I’m asking a real question: What if you are wrong?”
         

         
         She’s shaking her head, still pacing up and down the length of the Marley, her pointe shoes slapping awkwardly.

         
         “Can I tell you something?” I take a deep breath, not to wait for an answer, exactly, but because—well. She showed me one
            of her vulnerable spots, so I’m going to show her one of mine. Good thing that’s not terrifying or anything. “I’m . . . always
            afraid. That’s it, I guess. I’m afraid of a lot of things, pretty much all the time. My mom is like two clicks from a war
            zone right now, you know? And it’s not like this is the first time this has happened. She’s been on and off deployment for
            most of my life, and every time she leaves, I wonder if that‘s the last time I’m going to see her.”
         

         
         Zoe has stopped pacing. I’m trying to ignore the thickness in my throat, the hammering of my heart, the twisting in my stomach. I’ve started, so I’m just going to keep going, I guess. If I’ve learned anything, I’ve learned that. 

         
         “I don’t have a home,” I say, and, Jesus, that’s what makes my voice crack. I clear my throat and try again. “People talk
            about home, like where they grew up, the house they’ve lived in since they could form memories, the friends they’ve had since
            they were in kindergarten. I don’t—I don’t have that. I’ve lived all over, I’ve made a lot of friends, sure, but none of it
            feels permanent. None of it is, I guess. It doesn’t matter how much I like wherever we’re staying, or how much I like someone, because I’m just going to
            have to move away because the government owns my fucking mom, and I can’t—”
         

         
         I have to stop. I have to stop talking and catch my breath and unclench my fists. I’m not looking at Zoe anymore. I can’t.

         
         “So,” I say, and even I can hear my voice shaking, “all that to say: one of the things they tell you about managing fear and
            anxiety is to play out your worst-case scenario. You’re afraid that you’re wrong about ballet? About it being the thing you
            want to do forever?”
         

         
         She blinks. “Yeah. Something like that, yeah.”

         
         “Okay, so: What if you are wrong? Literally, what will you do if you audition and don’t make it into a company? Or you break your foot and it never
            heals right. Or whatever. What do you do if ballet is no longer an option?”
         

         
         “I—I don’t know. That’s the problem.”

         
         “Okay.” I spread my hands. “What else do you like? What’s your favorite class?”

         
         “Biology,” she says. Zero hesitation. “I’m in AP bio now. I’m really into birds?” Hesitation on that last part. Like she expects
            me to dismiss it out of hand.
         

         
         I don’t. I say, “What do you like about birds?”

         
         Her whole face kind of relaxes, and she smiles. Finally. She says, “Everything? They’re like late-stage dinosaurs that everyone
            just thinks are cute and chirpy, but they’re really freaking weird, actually? Like, there are corvids that do this thing called
            anting, which is just rolling around in an ant bed and getting covered in ants. And nobody knows why they do it! And they
            make friends and hold grudges, and their logical reasoning is insane for non-primates. They use tools. They can mimic a huge range of human noises.” She stops herself then, and I can see her blushing from across the room. “Sorry.”
         

         
         “Don’t apologize,” I say. “I asked you, and that means I’m interested in the answer.”

         
         Somehow, she blushes harder.

         
         “How did you figure out you were into birds?”

         
         “Okay, now this really is silly,” she says, but she’s grinning. “When I was, like, twelve, the professional company in town
            was doing Swan Lake, and I was auditioning for one of the cygnets—I got it—and I decided one day to look up actual swans. To watch how they move,
            right?” She goes up on her toes and spreads and lifts her arms, elbows just over her shoulders, hands at eye level, and she
            starts moving them, flapping them like wings, but also not at all like that. The motion of her shoulders and elbows and wrists
            is fluid, controlled; the space the movement takes up is pretty small, all told. She’s doing that hovering thing ballerinas
            have to do when they’re on pointe so they don’t fall over, those tiny little mincing barely-steps. I don’t know what it’s
            called. But the ease with which she slipped into swan form lays me out.
         

         
         She says, “This is what the swans spend the whole ballet doing, right? You’re not just wearing swan feathers on your tutu.
            You are a swan.” She drops back down to her flat feet, arms at her sides, just Zoe again. “So I added videos of actual swans to my rotation of Swan Lake study videos. Anyway, the algorithm does its job, and before I knew it, I was hours deep into videos about how infrequently
            Antarctic seabirds have to land and how captive ostriches get horny for humans and what’s the airspeed velocity of an unladen
            swallow.”
         

         
         “I’m sorry; captive ostriches what now?”

         
         She spreads her hands and shrugs.

         
         “Never mind. I’ll google it later. Maybe. It sounds horrifying, so maybe not.” I’m emboldened by the little smile that gets
            from Zoe. I keep going because it’s important that she hear this. “Anyway, this is what I meant—if the worst should happen,
            you’ve got something to fall back on, don’t you? Bird science. Or whatever it’s called.”
         

         
         “Ornithology.”

         
         “Sure, yes. That.”

         
         She chews on the inside of her cheek, her gaze darting around the studio. “I never thought about that. It’s just—it’s never
            seemed like a real option. It’s always just been Oh, that’s just Zoe being obsessed with birds.”
         

         
         “Listen,” I say, giving her a rueful smile, “you’re talking to the girl who wants to be an astronaut. As if I haven’t heard
            every dismissive line about that. And sometimes it can get to me, sure, but less often than it used to. You want to do a career
            most people don’t get to? Someone has to get to do it, right?”
         

         
         She huffs out a little laugh, and when I look at her, I see she’s looking at me.

         
         “You have to see the irony in the girl actively pursuing a career in ballet being afraid of rejection in a science field.
            Right?”
         

         
         She laughs for real that time. “I guess you’re right.”

         
         “I usually am.”

         
         “UGH.” She rolls her eyes, but she’s smiling, so I’m calling it a win. And she’s just so damn beautiful when she smiles.

         
         I’m smiling, too, when I say, “Hey.”

         
         “Hey.”

         
         “We’ve done good work here today.”

         
         “Yeah,” she says. “I mean, I need to work on a few things, but yeah. I think it’s a good start.”

         
         I nod. We both know we’re not just talking about the audition piece, and that’s nice. Having an unspoken little thing that doesn’t need to be acknowledged. This little not-secret, a conversation so personal and so deeply understood that you
            don’t have to say it out loud.
         

         
         I’m grinning like an idiot, I know, when I say, “You want to meet up again next Sunday? Or Tuesday.”

         
         “Sunday,” she says.

         
         “Sunday,” I say.

         
         

         Mom Skypes us tonight, right after Dad and Rodriguez and I finish eating. There is only so long she can talk, but it’s enough
            to dampen that dull ache in my chest that was starting to sharpen. Back when we lived on base, this was, like, A Thing. Your
            person got deployed, there was always a whole troop of people who were in the same situation, and you all gathered together
            like a tiny herd. Exchanging meals, calls, hanging out. It was more women than guys, but they never made my dad feel weird
            for being a dude, never made me feel weird for having a single dad instead of a mom.
         

         
         I find I’m missing that tonight. Missing it enough that after Dad conks out to Gladiator, I sneak out from under his arm and lock my bedroom door to listen to weird army shit. Reveille. Taps. The actual national anthem—could I be more of a nerd? But they’re things that make me feel like home. Like I’m not a loser for thinking that it’s 2200
            right now, not ten o’clock. I miss that.
         

         
         I almost text Rodriguez hours after he’s left, just to hear some soldier boy shit talking. But I don’t.

         
         I turn off YouTube and stare up at my ceiling, thinking about my mom, thinking about the stars, about how last night I could
            barely think, Zoe’s face was so close to mine on the grass. About how I told Zoe all about my mom under those stars. Like
            she should give a shit about a sob story that’s happening to a thousand other teenage girls and their moms or dads, too.
         

         
         But I think she did give a shit.

         
         And that breaks my chest right open. I don’t think I’m sad. I think I’m terrified.

         
         My mind whirrs with a thousand things—this girl, and this sense of not belonging anywhere anymore and losing everyone and
            everything a million times, and the military, and then I’m thinking about Sam. Sam, my army brat ex, whom I am not interested
            in even friending on social media. Whom I don’t really think about. But who is pretty and safe to consider when I’ve been
            awake for an hour and can only think of one way to shut off my brain.
         

         
         It is easy to let my mind drift off to Sam when my hand slips past the band of my underwear, easy to think of a head of short, purple hair and this open smile and dimples, and easy to go back there to her, because she’s nothing to me anymore. And neither is this—it’s a way to get my brain to stop. 

         
         Simple to remember kissing her, simpler than thinking about kissing someone else.

         
         My phone vibrates on my nightstand, and my brain automatically gives a name to that someone else when it says, Wonder if that’s Zoe, and when it decides that checking my phone just in case seems like a reasonable decision right now.
         

         
         It is. Her—Zoe. It’s just dumb and cute, a picture of the sky, probably from her backyard. With a few little pink lines scrawled
            across the stars on a photo-editing app. And the caption says: I FOUND SCORPIO.

         
         I’m smiling like an idiot, and I opt for voice text. For sanitary-type reasons. And say back: Scorpius?

         
         She texts back right away: yes.

         
         You’re basically ready for liftoff already.

         
         She doesn’t text back, and that’s fine, because I am in the middle of something, and why the hell did I answer my phone? I
            tuck it back in the top drawer of my nightstand, then shut the thing.
         

         
         I roll away and kick off my underwear in the interest of expediency, but now everything is all fucked up. Because Sam is no
            longer easy to think about. Stupid fucking phone. Maybe my head was already going there, and maybe it wasn’t; I don’t know.
            All I know is that now, fingers between my legs, even when I am actively trying to think about someone else—anyone else—I can’t.
         

         
         All I know is that when my hand starts to cramp up and my breath is hard to catch, I’m thinking about being three inches from her face, whispering about Greek myths and wondering what she would have done if I’d just moved forward and caught her lip between my teeth. 

         
         All I know is that when my back arches and everything crescendos into something inevitable, the thing that flashes behind
            my eyelids is her eyes meeting mine in that studio mirror, that intensity on her face, and then a thousand other things I
            don’t want to name, because I should not be thinking about her like this.
         

         
         I should not be wondering what it would feel like to run my fingers down her spine, or to feel her hair brush against my chest.

         
         I shouldn’t, but I guess I am garbage, because when I roll over, one hand up under my pillow, the other compulsively brushing
            back and forth over the sheet, I think about her.
         

         
         I don’t stop until suddenly I blink awake, and it’s morning, and I must have fallen asleep.

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Eighteen
Zoe

         
         On Monday morning, I wake up exhausted. Hanna and I worked for about an hour on Sunday, but it left me absolutely wiped. Maybe
            it was the lack of sleep the night before. Maybe it was my own choreography. Maybe it was—I don’t know. Something else.
         

         
         But I’m late coming down the stairs for breakfast, and Mom’s fussing at me for being late even as she hands me my shake. Why
            is it that the mornings you really need coffee are the mornings you don’t have time to get it? It’s cool and damp outside,
            like the weather saw the calendar flip to November and finally decided to follow suit. I’m not complaining.
         

         
         We get buckled into the car, and I’m still finishing my shake, and Mom says, “How’s Jay?”

         
         My stomach twists, but I think I manage to keep my expression restricted to a very normal side-eye. “Fine?” I’m anxious, and
            nervous, and . . . embarrassed? Like I’ve been caught doing something I shouldn’t be. Which isn’t true. Mostly. Probably.
         

         
         She shrugs, which I think is supposed to telegraph nonchalance. Look at me, I’m being cool and laid back about your boyfriend. “Just haven’t heard anything about him in a little while. Nice kid. Your dad and I like him.”
         

         
         “Cool. Me too.” I can feel the skin around my eyes tightening up, like I’m readying myself for a blow. Because, yeah, there
            is very much another shoe to drop, and it’s poised like the sword of Damocles.
         

         
         She says, “He was looking for you yesterday.”

         
         There it is. But, wait— “What? Like, at the house? Why? He didn’t text me.”

         
         “He stopped by around one. He said y’all were supposed to go see a movie?”

         
         Oh, shit. Oh oh oh oh shit.
         

         
         “Yeah, we were. Rehearsal ran late, though.”

         
         She glances over at me. “You don’t have class on Sunday. Wait—is that right? Has something changed?”

         
         “I mean, uh—” I’m rubbing the ridge of my knee through my jeans like I’m going to put a hole in them. “Sort of? It’s not class, technically. I’m rehearsing my audition piece. With Hanna McCowan. She’s new? She’s a senior. She’s a pianist, and she’s
            playing for me. It’s Rachmaninoff.” I’m babbling, and I finally get my mouth to close.
         

         
         Of all the questions to ask about all the information I just regurgitated, she goes with, “You’re not having Jay accompany
            you? Doesn’t he play piano?”
         

         
         “He’s not good enough to play what I want played,” I say, and the truth of it strikes me all at once as it comes out of my mouth. “I want the complexity of the accompaniment to match the complexity of what I’m doing.” I pause, because I’m not sure I want to share the next part. It feels weirdly intimate, as secret as the crush I’ve been nursing on Hanna. But even though we spent half the day yesterday working on it, saying the actual words out loud feels like a whole different animal. And I want to know what it sounds like hanging in the air. I take a deep breath and say, “Okay, the thing is, I’m not doing, like, a Balanchine. I’m doing my own choreography.” 

         
         “Ah,” Mom says, and that’s apparently all she has to say about it.

         
         My heart somehow picks up even more speed. But it’s more than that: it’s not just the speed, it’s the intensity. Is this what adults mean when they talk about things affecting their blood pressure? It feels like I have too much blood
            in my body, like the force rocketing around in me is too great to be contained by something as flimsy as veins and muscle
            and skin.
         

         
         It’s an odd way to react to disappointment, even devastation. That’s what I am, if we’re being honest: I’m devastated. Because
            what I’m doing is fucking impressive, and she barely acknowledged it. What is she put out about? That I’m not having Jay play
            for me? That I’m not doing Balanchine? She doesn’t care about Balanchine.
         

         
         I don’t have the time—or, frankly, the spoons—to start this conversation. So I keep my mouth shut and try to convince myself
            that the reason she didn’t react appropriately is because she doesn’t really understand what I’m doing. She’s not familiar
            with Rachmaninoff, and even if she was, it’s not like people dance to his music.
         

         
         But that’s not everything. My reaction seems, objectively, a little too much. Why has this conversation resulted in this weirdly intense physical response? I poke around inside my brain like I’m trying to feel out which two teeth the popcorn kernel shell is stuck between, and then it hits me—maybe it’s not at all about my mom. Maybe it’s about Jay. A second, more insidious question pops into my head: Am I having this intense of a response because it distracts me from the fact that I feel like I’m cheating on Jay?
         

         
         I’m not, though, okay? I’m not. Having a crush on someone isn’t the same as acting on it. And just because I maybe definitely absolutely have a crush on
            someone else and am also definitely absolutely planning on breaking up with Jay doesn’t mean that forgetting our plans is
            cheating. I’m just—you know. I have other things happening in my life and I double-booked myself. I messed up, sure. I can
            admit that. I’m going to apologize to him for flaking, and that will be the end of it. I haven’t done anything wrong. I haven’t
            deceived him, and I haven’t lied to him, and I haven’t done anything wrong.
         

         
         But it still twists my gut up into knots because it feels like I have, which I guess is a heads-up enough that it means I
            did? I don’t know. I don’t know anything, and I’m so tired, and all I want is to go back home and crawl into bed and not think
            about Jay or Hanna or Rachmaninoff or even ballet. All I want is a freaking nap.
         

         
         Mom drops me off, and I put my warm-up hoodie on and flip the hood up before I walk into the building. We have ten minutes
            before the first bell, and the last thing I want is to Have A Conversation.
         

         
         But of course I hear Jay’s voice call my name.

         
         You know what? Let’s go ahead and do this. Let’s get this apology out and clear the air, and then everything will be fine.

         
         I stop and turn around to face him and even push the hood down. “Hey, holy crap, I am so sorry about yesterday. I completely flaked. Hanna and I were working on my audition material, and I just totally spaced.”
         

         
         “Oh,” he says. “That’s all right.” His face looks like it fell sometime yesterday afternoon, and he still hasn’t been able
            to pick it back up.
         

         
         “Y’all did that exhibition program Saturday, right?” I ask. “How’d that go?” I’ve never cared so much about marching band
            as I do right now, in my desperate attempt to get Jay to forgive me. Like, yeah, this relationship is going to end, but I
            don’t want it to end badly. I don’t want to hurt him. I’ve never wanted to hurt him.
         

         
         “Yeah,” he says. “Good! I let Carter do the solo since Jenna’s been doing it all year, and he killed it. I mean, I stand by
            Jenna as first choice”—he gives a little Bernie Sanders shrug—“but he didn’t disappoint.” He slides his arm around my waist,
            and I make myself let him. “So you were with Hanna all day yesterday?”
         

         
         “Not all day. It was only a couple hours. We were rehearsing.” It’s not technically a lie, but it’s also not the truth.

         
         “Didn’t she sleep over at Grace’s Saturday night? Trav said she was there.”

         
         “She was,” I say, and I’m not too proud to admit that this line of questioning is making me kind of nervous.

         
         “Y’all have fun?”

         
         “Yeah, we painted each other’s toenails and talked about boys all night.”

         
         He blinks. “Not—not really, right?”

         
         I laugh. “Nope. We watched Lord of the Rings and ate pizza.”
         

         
         He sighs and wipes imaginary sweat from his forehead. “Good to know. That other stuff sounds boring.”

         
         “I would’ve been fine either way,” I say with a shrug. “But no one wants to paint my toenails.”

         
         “You have beautiful feet.”

         
         “I don’t,” I say. “I have useful, strong, flexible feet. But they are ugly as hell and you know it.”

         
         “They are beautiful for all those reasons,” he says, and leans over to kiss my cheek, “and so are you.”

         
         I blush, and I wonder if I’ll ever get used to being told I’m beautiful. If I’ll ever get used to hearing compliments.

         
         He says, “I have to get to class, but I’ll see you at lunch?”

         
         “Yeah,” I say, somehow avoiding another kiss, and we go our separate ways.

         
         

         Band season is officially over, and I don’t have ballet until five thirty, so after school, Jay and I are at our little coffee
            shop downtown. To the viewers watching at home, everything we’re doing is normal. Everything is fine. We are boyfriend and
            girlfriend and we are sitting down at our regular seats in our regular coffee shop and we’ve ordered our regular drinks and
            everything. Everything. Is regular.
         

         
         Except—

         
         Except I forgot our date this weekend and I’m having sex dreams about someone else and I’m apparently so unhappy I’m almost
            angry about it.
         

         
         I’m going to apologize for the date thing. I’m not going to apologize for the other stuff. My parents have always made it
            clear to me that apologies are for actions, not for feelings.
         

         
         I’ve barely finished settling into my specific I’m emotionally uncomfortable leg pretzel when Jay says, “Did you know Hanna’s a lesbian?”
         

         
         And that tone. I recognize that tone immediately. It’s the same one I’ve heard a million times. It’s the same inflection Rachel gave to “that girl” when she asked if I knew someone was watching me dance. 

         
         I force myself to laugh, because I’m already angry and I want to defuse this immediately. I try to inject as much sarcasm
            into my voice as humanly possible. “Uh, does anyone not know she’s a lesbian?”
         

         
         One of his eyebrows twitches, and he tips his head, like maybe he’s not sure if he’s allowed to laugh at that. “Fair,” he
            says, finally giving in to a little smile. “It’s just—you don’t think she’s—”
         

         
         My eyes roll so hard they take my head with them. “Oh my gosh, just because she likes girls doesn’t mean she likes me.” The words leave my mouth, and for the tiniest of seconds, the most minuscule blip of time, I feel like I can’t breathe.
            Because the words are one hundred percent true, and as it turns out, they fucking hurt.
         

         
         He shrugs, fiddling with his coffee cup. His fingers, long and strong, twirl the cup around and around and around, and when
            he finally looks up at me, he looks . . . sad. Like he did this morning. “But you—”
         

         
         Oh, no, if he even starts—

         
         “—like girls, too.”

         
         “JAY.”

         
         “Sorry!” he says immediately. “That’s not what I’m saying, I swear. I’m not saying you’re, like . . . I don’t know. A fickle
            bisexual or something. I’m just saying—I don’t know. I’m saying it’s not completely unreasonable to think that you might—whatever.
            If you were doing this with another boy, I would have the same questions, okay?”
         

         
         “‘This’?” I repeat. “What is ‘this’?”

         
         “Blowing me off,” he says, but he still doesn’t sound mad. Just . . . I don’t know. Resigned? “You told her you were auditioning before you told me. You asked her to play for you instead of asking me.” 

         
         “She asked to play for me,” I say, like that’s going to help somehow. “You’re reading more into this than is there. She said,
            Are you auditioning? And I said, I don’t know. And she said, You should, and you should let me play for you.”
         

         
         “And you just . . . agreed?”

         
         “Not immediately, Jay. Jesus. I thought about it for a while, and it’s like—okay, you know how, like, your mom telling you
            you’re good-looking is different from having a stranger tell you? Like it’s less believable or something. She says you’re
            cute because either she has to, because she’s your mom, or because she really believes it, because she’s your mom. And that’s—I
            don’t know. Not disingenuous, exactly. It just doesn’t feel as honest. Or objective. I don’t know.”
         

         
         “So my telling you you’re an amazing dancer doesn’t hold the same weight as a complete stranger saying it?”

         
         “Well,” I say, “no. Not really. But! You know exactly what I’m talking about. It’s why you care so damn much about what the
            competition judges say when y’all take the field, and why me saying oh hey it looked great doesn’t matter.”
         

         
         He frowns but doesn’t respond immediately. I think, maybe, I’ve won this tiny battle.

         
         As if it matters.

         
         Then he says, “Trav said that Reina said y’all were up until like four a.m. Saturday night.”

         
         It comes out of left field and lands on my chest with an almost physical weight. Even I can hear what he’s implying. “Hanging out,” I say through gritted teeth. “We’re friends.” 

         
         “What if she does like you?”
         

         
         “What if she does? Sometimes people like their friends. I mean, you and I were friends before you asked me out, weren’t we?”

         
         “What if she makes a move on you?”

         
         “Jay, Jesus, can you even hear yourself?”

         
         He looks away, chewing on his lower lip.

         
         “Are you telling me I can’t be friends with a lesbian because you’re worried I’m going to fall prey to her womanly wiles?”
            I ask. “Are you? Is that the conversation we’re having? Because if it is, I need to know so I can decide if I’m going to drink
            this coffee or if I’m going to dump it over your head.”
         

         
         “That’s not what I’m saying,” he says. “Will you calm down, please?”

         
         I blink at him. “Will I calm down? You’re accusing me of—what. Being gay? While having a boyfriend? Like I’m just gonna spontaneously—cheat on you? Just because I’m—I’m friends with another girl
            who likes girls?” I hate the words coming out of my mouth, but I don’t know how to stop them. I’m being way too defensive,
            and what I should do is just end the conversation and end the relationship and walk away before I hurt both of us.
         

         
         More than I already have.

         
         “Zoe, no.” He’s kind of retreated back in his chair. “I just—I don’t want her to get the wrong idea. That’s all.”

         
         “You don’t want her to get the wrong idea,” I say flatly. “Sure, me either, but like, that’s on her?” I want to leave it there, but I can’t. “Why don’t you say what you’re really worried about, which is that maybe I’m flirting with her, with or without realizing it, and I’m making her think things that aren’t true, and that I’m leading her on, and then she’ll make a move, which I won’t be able to resist, and the whole thing will be my fault because I gave her the wrong idea?” 

         
         “No, Zoe, listen—”

         
         “Let me tell you something about girls,” I snap. “Let me tell you how often we get told to not give anyone the wrong idea,
            because, as we all know, everything comes directly from how we look and act. Because G-d forbid anyone be held responsible
            for their own reactions. So I can pretty well guess that a girl who likes girls is extremely sensitive to this, and regardless
            of what she wants, she may not in fact be able to have it, which is a concept I’m sure that most boys will find baffling.”
         

         
         His face is in his hands now, and people are starting to look at us. Finally, he lifts his head. “Jesus, Zoe,” he says. “I’m
            not saying any of that.”
         

         
         “Then tell me what you’re saying.” I fold my arms and sit back. “I’ll wait.”

         
         “I’m—” He cuts himself off and sighs. “I’m worried I’m losing you.”

         
         “To a girl?”

         
         “It doesn’t matter! Forget gender, Zoe, come on. You’re forgetting our dates so you can hang out with this brand-new person, you talk about them constantly, you’re always together—and when they’re not here, neither are you.” He takes a deep breath and rubs his face. “That’s what I’m saying. I’m saying that I feel like I’m losing you. And, yeah, it happens to coincide with you meeting this girl who happens to like girls, and I don’t know if they’re related or not. And it’s not unreasonable for me to wonder about, okay? I would ask the same questions if this was a straight guy. Okay? It’s just—it’s driving me crazy not knowing.” 

         
         I don’t know how to respond because yes, they are one hundred percent related, but they’re also not. Hanna isn’t the reason
            we’re having this fight, and she’s not the reason we’ve been drifting apart.
         

         
         But sometimes you find someone who makes you realize that all the other someones before them were no one. Like she came into
            my house and opened every window, when all this time, I thought they’d been nailed shut. Hanna isn’t a spot of color in my
            black-and-white life; she’s a fucking fireworks display, an explosion of color and sound, startling and soothing, constantly
            changing and shifting and showing me new things, but somehow the same, the same, the same.
         

         
         I don’t have a crush on her, I realize; it’s far worse than that.

         
         “Am I, Zo?” he asks. “Am I losing you?”

         
         And, god, I’m so tired, just exhausted down to my bones, so I shut my eyes for a long moment, open them, and say, “Yeah.”

         
         He presses his lips together and looks away from me again. “I’m going to ask this once, and I really need you to tell me the
            truth. It won’t change anything but my knowledge. I just—I need to know. Is it because of Hanna?”
         

         
         I wait until he looks at me—a bold move for an autistic to pull on another autistic. But he does, he looks at me. I meet his
            eyes, and weirdly, it’s not uncomfortable. I say, “Jay, no. It isn’t.”
         

         
         And I’m not lying. That’s the truth. I’m not leaving him because of Hanna. I’m not leaving him for Hanna. I don’t even know if she likes me. I don’t know if she wants a relationship. I don’t know if I even want a relationship. What I do know is that I’m not happy in this one with Jay, and I deserve to be happy. I don’t want to hurt him, but I’m tired of hurting myself to avoid it. 

         
         He blows out a long breath, like he’s relieved, and says, “Okay. Okay. Well.” He scrubs his hand over his hair. He doesn’t
            look at me when he says, “You want to just—just call it quits, then?”
         

         
         My eyes flash hot, and oh my god, I’m going to cry. “Yeah,” I whisper. Because apparently my voice doesn’t fully work right
            now. “I’m sorry.”
         

         
         “Me too,” he says. “Okay. Well, uh—” His eyes flash up to mine. They’re bloodshot like I know mine are. Look at us, a pair
            of disasters, incapable of making each other anything but miserable. “Do you—do you need a ride to the studio, or . . .”
         

         
         “No,” I say. “I’ll call my mom. It’s barely four. She’ll have plenty of time. Thanks, though.”

         
         “Okay,” he says. “Sorry. About what I said. And . . . everything, I guess.”

         
         I shrug. I want to say, It’s all right, but it’s not, so instead I say, “I forgive you.”
         

         
         He stands up. “Have a good afternoon. And, uh—for your audition? What’s the proper well-wishing?”

         
         “Merde,” I say, with a little smile.

         
         “Merde, then.”

         
         And he walks out.

         
         And I go to the bathroom and have a complete fucking meltdown.

         
         

         I don’t call my mom. It takes me about seven tries too many to text the words Jay and I broke up to Grace, and she’s there ten minutes sooner than she should have been and she doesn’t even come in, I just get into her car and fall apart like the wet paper bag I am. We sit in the coffee shop parking lot for almost an hour while I tell her what happened, and at some point she drives me to the studio, where we sit in a different parking lot while I fall apart. We’ve moved to the back seat, and my head’s in her lap, and she’s playing with my hair, and I’m destroying Kleenex after Kleenex and she doesn’t care because she’s my best friend. 

         
         Her voice is soft, tentative, like she doesn’t want to spook me when she says, “Can I ask you a question?”

         
         I nod and sniffle, hoping it clears my throat. It doesn’t.

         
         “Is it Hanna?”
         

         
         I cover my face so she doesn’t see me struggle to keep it under control. I hate this shit; I hate it. My nose is buried in
            the crook of my elbow when I finally say, “Kind of.”
         

         
         “Kind of?”

         
         I pull my arm away, but my eyes are locked on the dome light. “I didn’t leave Jay for Hanna. That’s not what this is. I want
            to be very clear about that. It’s more—look.” I sit up and face her, crossing my legs on the bench. “Okay. I like Jay like
            I like you. I mean, I like you more, but I like you both the same way. Like, not—not sexually. Or romantically. And I don’t
            know if I ever did, really. So I’m not, like . . . heartbroken. But I am sad.”
         

         
         “And?” Grace prompts.

         
         I make a scrunchy kind of face. “And what?”

         
         “And what?” she says. “You said it’s kind of about Hanna, but if you didn’t dump Jay for Hanna, what does she have to do with
            all this?”
         

         
         The scrunchy face I’m making gets . . . facier. Scrunchier. I have no idea what it’s conveying. I have no idea what I’m trying to convey. 

         
         What I do know is that I’m not ready to answer her question out loud yet. So I just shrug, which she is going to absolutely
            clock as the lie it is.
         

         
         Grace hums. “All right. I’ll try again in a month.”

         
         I can feel my face relax. I can’t look at her. Being awake for open-heart surgery would be preferable to being emotionally
            vulnerable. It’s just that it hurts, like physically hurts, to engage in this level of intimacy without sufficient warm-up.
            I don’t know if a sufficient warm-up exists.
         

         
         “So you didn’t dump him for her,” she says. “But would you, like—you know.”

         
         “I think you know I don’t know,” I say. “Please just say the real actual English words for what you mean, as I am not fluent
            in any other language.”
         

         
         “Do you desire her carnally?”

         
         I cover my face again. “Grace, Jesus!”

         
         Grace is silent. Like she’s daring me to say no.

         
         I peek at my so-called best friend. Her eyebrows are raised expectantly. I say, “Okay, yes, she’s really pretty, all right?”

         
         “Zoe—let me ask you a question. And I’m not being passive-aggressive, okay? This is a real question, and you don’t even have
            to answer it right now. You can, but you don’t have to.”
         

         
         “Okay.”

         
         “Why are you doing this?”

         
         I sit up and look out the car window.

         
         “Why is the hill you’ve chosen to die on Mount Saint I Don’t Have a Crush on Hanna McCowan?”

         
         The laugh that comes out of me is absolutely devoid of humor. “That’s not—it’s the neighboring peak of Mount I Can’t Do Anything About Having a Crush on Hanna.” 

         
         “Whatever, same thing.” She waves a hand between us, batting away semantics. “Why is this such a thing for you? It’s not like you’re having a gay awakening or something, and you’re having to Grapple With Feelings.” The way she
            says the last three words—I can hear that they’re capitalized.
         

         
         “Not those feelings,” I say. “But some big fucking feelings, man. Like being around her feels . . . too good? Too intense.
            Like the difference between lighting a candle and lighting a stick of dynamite. Whatever we have, I think, it won’t burn.
            It’ll explode. And I—I can’t do that.”
         

         
         “Why not?”

         
         I blink. “Wha—why not?”

         
         “Yeah,” she says, easy as anything. “Why not?”

         
         “Because people get hurt in explosions, Grace. I’m afraid I’ll get my face burned off.”

         
         “Yeah, maybe,” she says. “You think I don’t know what that feels like? I’m eighteen, and I’m throwing myself at an army guy
            because whatever’s between us is too big, too intense to ignore. You think I haven’t thought about how painful it’ll be when
            he gets deployed or transferred?”
         

         
         Point.

         
         When Grace speaks again, her voice is softer. Gentler. “You know she likes you, Zoe. You can pretend you don’t, but it’s obvious
            to everyone that you two have been circling each other from the second you met. You’re just both too afraid to do anything
            about it.”
         

         
         She’s right. I know she’s right. About all of it.

         
         In a very small voice I say, “What happens when she gets tired of me?”

         
         “I know both of you pretty well, I think,” she says carefully, “and it doesn’t seem to me that she’s just going to . . . get
            tired of you.”
         

         
         I look out the window again.

         
         “Zoe, I know it’s not the same thing, but I’m not tired of you. And I’ve known you since third grade.”

         
         My whole face is hot. My eyes are hot. G-d, no, I’m not going to cry again.

         
         “And,” she says, “can I be ruthlessly rational for a second in a way that may hurt your feelings but is in no way intended
            to do that?”
         

         
         “Yes.”

         
         “Jay didn’t get tired of you. You got tired of him.”

         
         Jesus, why does hearing that specific truth hurt so much? It steals the breath from my lungs, the voice from my throat. All
            I can do is nod. She says, “You’re going to see her today.”
         

         
         “I am.”

         
         “So what are you going to do?”

         
         “What do you mean, what am I going to do? I’m going to go to class, and I’m going to go home.”

         
         “And just pretend she doesn’t exist?”

         
         “No, I—I couldn’t. I can’t. That’s the problem. That was the biggest problem. I don’t know what I’m going to do. I’m certainly
            not going to burst into her studio and yell, ‘I can’t quit you.’”
         

         
         Grace snorts. “Are you going to tell her about Jay?”

         
         “Yeah,” I say. “It’d be weird if I didn’t, wouldn’t it?”

         
         “I think so, yeah. Like you want her to think that you’re still unavailable because you’re afraid she’ll hit on you or something?”

         
         “Right. Which isn’t the case. Because I do want her to hit on me.”

         
         Grace smiles. “Oh my gosh, you’re so cute.”

         
         “Ugh, shut up. I have to go. Thanks for the ride. And the, you know. Lap cry. I’ll see you tomorrow?”

         
         She blows me a kiss, and I haul all my bags out of her trunk and go in, and I don’t dance.

         
         I soar.
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         The week is not nearly as stressful as I predicted it would be after Sunday night and getting off to the thought of my friend—my
            friend—letting me bite her lip. It goes more easily than I feared, because this is a thing I am very good at: ignoring things I
            do not want to think about until they blow up in my face. I don’t see why this has to blow up at all, because the only beings
            that know are myself and my own hands, so ignoring it is proving okay. Doable. Mostly.
         

         
         There is a half second on Monday afternoon when she leans too far over my desk and her shoulder slides across my chest. A
            moment on Tuesday night practicing in the studio when I look up and see her back arching, and I fuck up a chord so bad it’s
            irrecoverable, then recoil hard enough from that that I almost knock over the piano bench. A breath on Wednesday when she leaves class with me and doesn’t wait for Jay to
            meet her, and in those seconds maybe I do not have this ignoring thing as down as I wanted. But mostly, I make it. Mostly,
            it’s fine.
         

         
         And we wind up on the other side of the week, sans explosion.

         
         It’s Saturday night, and I’m driving up to the lake. Half the school is there tonight, I think, for the bonfire. It’s an end-of-the- football-season thing, but also kind of a marching band thing because the band is apparently a big deal at Fayetteville School for the Performing Arts. But honestly, it’s probably mostly a Bonfire and Beer thing, because people always want an excuse to light a fire and get drunk. Trav (also not in the band) asked me to come, and he and Grace and Reina and Zoe are riding up here together. 

         
         Zoe’s coming back home with me after so we can hang and drive to the studio the next morning, but I make the drive there alone.

         
         And thank god, because, like an idiot, I suggested a sleepover with Zoe, whose admittedly really fucking nice boyfriend’s
            name remains Jay, so I’m going to need this drive to, like, save up any kind of chill left in me and dispense those variable
            shreds of zen throughout the evening.
         

         
         I breathe in the quiet, allowing myself to get excited only about this party. O N L Y.

         
         When Mom and Dad announced that our next destination was North Carolina, I kind of hoped we would live in a condo on the beach,
            and I could spend all my time collecting seashells and surfing—well, learning to surf. But Fayetteville is not even in the
            realm of coastal, so instead of a bonfire on the beach, we’re having one on the lake.
         

         
         It’s almost the same.

         
         I smell the smoke before I see the fire.

         
         It settles so heavily in the air that I can almost taste it, the particular scent of a campfire. Woodsmoke and nighttime and
            whatever specific witchcraft goes into s’mores. If there are any cops just hanging around in the forest, it will tip them
            off for sure. A risk we are all willing to take.
         

         
         When I hit the lake, the fire blazes into view. It is massive. I don’t even know what we’re burning, but I am pretty confident that whatever it is, the amount hovers somewhere between “a lot” and “a veritable shit ton.” 

         
         It takes me too long to find somewhere to leave my car, because it’s packed up here, but I find a place a ways down the shoreline
            and wrestle my car into park.
         

         
         Trav apparently saw me coming and chased me, probably because he’s already drunk. But here he is now, full-on slapping the
            hood of my car. “WHAT’S UP, MCCOWAN.”
         

         
         “Trav, good lord.”

         
         “NAH. JUST TRAV.”

         
         “Why are you talking so loud, holy shit.” I slam my door and hug a jacket around my shoulders.

         
         He laughs this big jock laugh and shrugs. His eyes are kind of glassy, and yeah, he’s definitely drunk. I love Drunk Trav;
            he goes from nice to enthusiastically over-the-top nice, so I just laugh and slide across the hood of my car to join him.
            He will find this about ten times more impressive than he should.
         

         
         “DAMN, YOU’RE LIKE DUKES OF HAZZARD COOL. A HOOD SLIDE AND SHIT.”

         
         “A hood slide and shit, yep.”

         
         There’s some kind of whooping coming from closer to the fire, so I link arms with Drunk Trav and say, “Let’s go meet our people.”

         
         He completely loses it, laughing for no reason at all, and I snort. “How drunk are you?”

         
         “NOT VERY.”

         
         “Trav. My gosh.” I’m walking fast enough that I am mildly concerned he’s going to trip and take me down with him, but I want to see . . . everyone. So I push ahead. “Am I that late? How have you had time to throw that many back?” 

         
         Grace shouts when we come into view, “Oh my god, you found Travis!” She and Reina and Zoe are huddled a little ways off from
            the crowded fire.
         

         
         Reina takes Trav’s arm when we reach them, stands on her toes to pat his head. “He tends to run when he’s drunk.”

         
         “I AM NOT DRUNK.”

         
         “Okay,” she coos, tapping one finger to the tip of his nose. He giggles.

         
         “Grace was on Trav duty,” Zoe says. “I went to get an elastic from the car and Reina went to pee, and foolishly, we thought
            Grace could keep him leashed for that amount of time.”
         

         
         Grace rolls her eyes. “Oh, what, now I’m my brother’s keeper?”

         
         I say, “I mean, it kind of sounds like you were supposed to be.”

         
         She shoots me an accusatory look. “Rude.”

         
         “What matters is that we’re all here together now,” Zoe interjects in those big, overenunciated syllables of children’s programming.
            Then: “Hold on—where in the world is Carmen Dan Diego?”
         

         
         “Dude, I had to go take a piss!” Dan is emerging from the shadows opposite the makeshift parking lot, his hands shoved deep
            in his jacket pockets.
         

         
         “AH, YES, THE ESTEEMED LORD DANBURY,” Trav says in an extremely Churchillian voice, “FINALLY GRACING US WITH HIS PRESENCE.”

         
         Dan mutters, “Jesus Christ,” but I can see his lips twitching, trying to keep his smile at bay.

         
         Then Trav declares, “BEER.”

         
         “Oh, babygirl, no,” Reina says. “Water, yes. Beer, no.”

         
         “Beer, yes,” I say. “Is it like a keg situation or . . . ?”

         
         “Cooler,” Zoe says. “By the fire.”

         
         “Perfectly reasonable place to put a cooler on a cool night,” I say, nodding. “The hottest place in a twenty-click radius.”

         
         She smiles at me, small and—shy, almost—and I don’t know, I guess I get lost in it for a second, because I blink, and then
            I’m hearing Trav’s voice, with all its years of stage projection training.
         

         
         “I AM PERFECTLY DAMN CAPABLE OF—” He kind of pauses right in the middle of his sentence, and that’s what turns my head toward him. And hoo boy, he looks like he’s going to hurl. But he doesn’t. He just says, “Taking care
            of myself,” in an almost normal tone of voice, then sits in the dirt.
         

         
         “Reina seems to have this handled,” Zoe says.

         
         I whip back around to her and regret it immediately. Like, how fast I did it, but also because now I’m looking at her, and her hair is tumbling over her shoulders and her chin is tucked back and her shoulders are up, like she’s trying
            to sink into her torso like it’s the lake. It makes her seem small and vulnerable; it makes me want to stand between her and
            the world.
         

         
         Normal, McCowan. Be fucking normal. “Seems like,” I say, sort of as a question? But Zoe doesn’t follow that up with anything, and I don’t know if it’s because
            she doesn’t know what to say, or if her comment about Reina wasn’t the segue I thought it was. Maybe it was just a comment.
            Reina seems to have this handled. Full stop.
         

         
         At least somebody’s got something handled. Jesus Christ, I am rattling apart. I’m trying so hard to dissect every single thing Zoe says or does that I don’t even know how to look at the big picture anymore. 

         
         So I say, “I’m gonna—beer. Cooler. Yep.”

         
         And Zoe says, “I’ll go with you.”

         
         Be. Normal. So I shrug, and say, “Okay.” And that’s that, I guess? Because then we’re walking together. Alone. Whatever.
         

         
         “There were Jell-O shots earlier,” Zoe says. “But they ran out, like, immediately. I’m not saying it’s totally Trav’s fault,
            but I am saying it’s largely Trav’s fault.”
         

         
         “Ha,” I say. “That sounds about right.”

         
         When we get to the cooler, the ice inside is almost entirely melted, but there are still some beers left, their labels shredding
            into the water.
         

         
         “You want one?”

         
         “Sure,” she says, so I kneel and grab a couple of bottles.

         
         I glance up to hand her one before I stand, and it’s an enormous, titanic mistake. Because she takes it, and our fingers brush,
            and the smile she gives me knocks me completely sideways. Her shoulders have come down to a normal height so I can see her
            chin and jaw and neck, where the flames are casting dramatic shadows on her face, bouncing bright off her hair. And moisture
            is racing down the side of this beer bottle, getting all over my hands, and there’s a bead of moisture racing down the side
            of her neck when she lifts her hair up—it’s hot over here by the fire.
         

         
         “You wanna head back?” she says.

         
         “I like your shirt,” I say, instead of answering.

         
         Her eyebrows go up, and she looks down at her chest, like she’s forgotten what she put on before coming here. She laughs and looks back up and shrugs. “Poe is one of the rabbit holes you end up in when you’re googling ravens.” 

         
         “You know, I’ve never read the whole thing,” I say—why am I saying this?—“But like, obviously I get the reference.”

         
         What if I threw myself into the fire, actually.

         
         She starts to lean away from the heat and I follow her lead and then we’re walking. She says, “It’s written in trochaic octameter.”

         
         “Gesundheit.”

         
         She snorts out a laugh, but her smile drops away as I watch her. “I won’t bore you,” she says, and she sounds so sad.

         
         And am I imagining it, or have her shoulders crept up again?

         
         “You’d never bore me,” I say with an intensity I don’t mean to let slip.

         
         She glances at me and away again so quickly, I wouldn’t have caught it if I hadn’t been looking at her already. And she was
            smiling.
         

         
         Maybe I haven’t totally dropped the ball.

         
         “Hey,” I say, bumping her shoulder a little, “you okay?”

         
         “Yeah,” she says. “I’m okay. It’s been . . . a weird week.”

         
         I hum my agreement.

         
         “Did you ever figure out how to get that chord?” she asks. “In the Rachmaninoff?”

         
         She’s grinning when she says it, so I know she’s messing with me. I stop walking so abruptly she has to backtrack a few steps
            to be next to me again. I take a long swallow of this beer that is not nearly as shitty as I would have predicted, and say,
            “It’s like four notes; I think I am up to the task.”
         

         
         She tilts her head. “You sure?”

         
         I tip the bottle up again, smiling around its mouth, and scratch my eyebrow with my middle finger. She laughs, high and clear. My chest is hollowed out and light, and my stomach is twisting in knots, all at once. 

         
         I see Grace’s head turned toward us, even though we’re still a ways off from the rest of the group. She can’t hear, but she’s
            definitely watching, and I know what she’s thinking. But fuck it; I can laugh and have a beer with a girl without it being
            a lesbian laugh and a lesbian beer; let Grace think whatever the hell she wants.
         

         
         I look back at Zoe, and only now do I realize that maybe it’s weird that I’m the one with her getting her a beer, and Jay
            is not. He’s gotta be here; it’s a band thing. Unless he’s sick or something?
         

         
         “Hey, where’s your Jay?” I frown and glance back toward the bonfire, where most everyone is gathered. There’s a few kids from
            his section, and—yeah. That unmistakably gangly silhouette. He’s drinking something, in the middle of a group. Not here, though.
         

         
         Maybe that’s what happens when you’ve been together long enough. You can spread to different sides of a party and it’s comfortable.
            But wouldn’t you at least acknowledge each other when you did pass by? There’s no way neither of them knew where the other
            was, right? Unless—
         

         
         All of a sudden, my head hurts. I don’t want to think about why, because I know why, so I just take another drink. It’s too
            fast, probably, but also, it’s beer. So.
         

         
         “We broke up,” she says. Then: “I broke up with him. I’d just already planned to come to this with everyone, and it felt weird
            and mopey to cancel, but it also felt weird to—anyway. It doesn’t matter. We broke up.”
         

         
         The immediate instinct to say “WHAT?” and drop my beer on the ground is only thwarted by the fact that it’s attached to my mouth currently, so I end up saying nothing.
            I just press my tongue to the lip of the bottle so I don’t drown in it, and I stay there while my brain fuzzes into static.
            This drink is the only thing keeping me from saying something stupid. The fire is way too loud in my ears, and now Zoe is
            walking again, without me, like she can’t stand to be alone with me now that this knowledge is out there between us.
         

         
         I want to wrap my fingers around her wrist and pull her back. Ask her what she just said, just to make sure, and ask her when
            it happened and how it happened and why she didn’t tell me before this, before now. I want to do a lot of things. But she
            is so nonchalant walking off, and her voice was so la-dee-da nothing when she said it, that I won’t. I can’t. Because it is
            so clear that she thinks this means nothing to me, really. And maybe it means nothing to her. Like it’s the same as if she’d
            said she was cutting her hair tomorrow or she’d passed the last Spanish exam.
         

         
         Because I broke up with Jay doesn’t mean “I like you.” It means, “I broke up with this boy. And I will probably be dating someone else in a few months.
            I thought I should tell you, my good friend, Hanna.”
         

         
         I don’t want this to hurt.

         
         I slide my hand up to the neck of the bottle and drop it to my side, glance up at the sky. Just to get my shit together.

         
         Zoe’s voice says, “You coming?”

         
         “Yeah.” I blink, my brain going about ten thousand unnecessary miles an hour, and catch up to her, so we reenter the circle the same as we left. Nothing to see here. Just two very normal girls being very normal about everything. 

         
         Trav is trying to come back to planet earth, and Reina has brought him some water to slam. She’s squatting next to him, rubbing
            his back lightly, doing this half-concerned, half-trying-not-to-laugh thing that almost makes me want to laugh. And I definitely would if there was not a giant knot of stress blocking my trachea.
         

         
         Trav kind of drunk-emotionally says, “Thanks for taking care of me. You’re always taking care of me.”

         
         “Oh, babygirl,” Reina says, patting him on the head. “Somebody needs to.”

         
         Trav sniffs. “I brought your pickles.”

         
         “M—my pickles?”

         
         Oh my god, how many running gags have I not been a part of—

         
         “Yeah.” He pulls an impossibly large jar of pickles from somewhere in his jacket and pops it open. “Here. I—dammit, I forgot
            the fork!”
         

         
         Reina is struggling for her life over there, visible chewing on every piece of cheek she can reach to keep from bursting into
            laughter. “Trav, what?”
         

         
         “You love pickles!” Trav says.

         
         “I ate one pickle last week!”
         

         
         “REINA!” he shouts, sounding truly distressed. “You need your snackies!”

         
         Reina loses the fight and is laughing so hard she loses her balance and catches herself on Trav, which probably isn’t the
            most structurally sound plan, but he’s much bigger than she is, so it kind of doesn’t matter. He’s got the pickle jar in one
            giant hand and keeps trying to press it into one of hers.
         

         
         She finally sits and takes the whole jar, because he’s sloshing pickle juice on her at that point, and pulls out a single pickle. 

         
         It’s halfway to her mouth when Grace shouts, “Wait, no! You can’t!”

         
         Trav’s eyes widen. “OH MY GOD!” He literally slaps it out of Reina’s hand. Next to me, Zoe finally loses the battle with her
            own laughter, and it comes spilling out between her fingers, which are pressed to her mouth. The pickle lands on the ground
            and is immediately and profoundly covered in dirt and broken bits of pine cone. There’s no coming back from that.
         

         
         Reina stares at the pickle like she’s trying to count the grains of sand stuck to it.

         
         But Grace is saying, through actual snorts of laughter, “Trav, oh my god! It’s No Dill Danuary!”

         
         “GRACE, OH MY GOD. I CAN’T BELIEVE I FORGOT ABOUT THAT.” He stands up—we all kind of hold our breath while we wait for him
            to get his footing—and walks over to Dan. He puts his hands on either side of Dan’s face. “Danjamin,” he says solemnly, “I
            am so sorry. I cannot believe I almost desecrated No Dill Danuary.”
         

         
         Dan, very calmly, takes Trav by the wrists and moves his hands to rest on his own face. Then he literally shrieks, “IT’S NOVEMBER.”

         
         Dan’s generally so soft-spoken even when he’s really passionate about something; this is the loudest I have ever heard him
            speak.
         

         
         Silence blankets the circle, until Reina finally breaks out of her stunned trance and loses her shit, laughing. Then everyone is laughing (except Trav, who is very serious), and so am I, but it hits me so sudden and stark: we’re all laughing, but they’re laughing two layers deeper, at something I don’t get. 

         
         Trav turns back to Reina, his hands at his sides again, his shoulders slumping, his mouth turned down. He says, into the quiet,
            “Now what are you going to eat?”
         

         
         Grace saves us when she chirps, “I have an idea.”

         
         “Pickleball?” I offer.

         
         “Pickle darts,” Zoe fires back.

         
         “Pickle hole!” says Reina.

         
         At the immediate silence, she frantically says, “Like cornhole, but—”

         
         “NO,” says Grace.

         
         “PINOCHLE,” Trav offers.

         
         “That’s not a pickle joke,” Dan tells him in a stage whisper.

         
         Trav rears back a couple of inches. “It’s not?”

         
         Dan shakes his head, pats Trav’s shoulder.

         
         “Pinochle,” Trav mutters. “Pickle. Pick . . . nochle. Pinichle. P—”

         
         “Shh, baby,” Reina says.

         
         Zoe says, “So what was your idea?”

         
         I say, “Strip poker!”

         
         “Frankly, that sounds like a real bummer for me,” Grace says.

         
         Zoe says, quiet and sly, “If Rodriguez was here, you’d be whistling a different tune.”

         
         Grace purses her lips, but she’s smiling against it, hand jumping up to fiddle with the leather necklace around her throat.
            “Hush, you.”
         

         
         I side-eye Zoe, and she glances at me, biting back a smile. And I start to relax. It’s all fine; everything is fine. And normal.

         
         She’s not acting weird. I don’t need to act weird. Because she‘s my friend. And we are sitting on the same side of the circle
            because we are friends, and she can look at me when she messes with Grace, and that’s normal. That’s us.
         

         
         I blow out a breath. “What game, then?”

         
         “Truth or Dare,” Grace says.

         
         I raise an eyebrow. There’s like a foot of space between Zoe and me even though we are sitting next to each other, and that
            twelve inches staying twelve inches is very important to me. I don’t look over at her again.
         

         
         Travis groans, and so does Reina, and Zoe and I follow, because you can’t act like you actually like Truth or Dare when you’re
            in twelfth grade. Except of course you do; in the twelfth grade, Truth or Dare is the delinquent love child of Never Have
            I Ever and Spin the Bottle.
         

         
         “Listen, you olds,” Grace says, and I laugh at that. “It’s senior year, and none of us have stupid mortgages and kids and,
            like . . . bank accounts yet—”
         

         
         “You don’t have a bank account?” says Zoe. “Where do you deposit your paychecks?”

         
         “I have a bank account,” says Reina.

         
         “OH MY GOD,” says Grace, and she’s as loud as Drunk Trav. “What I’m saying is none of us are adults yet, and that means we are allowed to do stupid kid stuff. From time to time.”
         

         
         My beer is almost gone, and I can feel it in my fingers. I’m not drunk, but I feel . . . warm. And like I can breathe. Which
            is nice. Maybe that’s why I say, “Oh, what the hell. Let’s do it.”
         

         
         And when I agree, the others have to agree. We all settle into the circle, sitting on the dirt and the logs around us. Except Trav, who remains standing and says, “I WANT TO START. DARE.” 

         
         Reina takes her hand off his back and says, “Take off your shirt—”

         
         “No, oh no,” says Grace.

         
         “And walk into the lake. All the way to your chin.”

         
         Travis smiles this wide, goofy grin. I think it seems a little reckless to have him running into a big body of water when
            he’s drunk, and in legitimately chilly weather, but I also think she may be trying to sober him up. Which isn’t the worst
            idea.
         

         
         He does not stick to just his shirt; he strips off his pants, too, and now we all know that Travis Alejandro Herrera Soto
            is a boxer-briefs man. Grace rolls her eyes, and Travis has all the confidence on the planet as he runs through half his classmates
            to practically dive into the freezing lake.
         

         
         He lets out an earsplitting whoop, then, soaking wet, runs back through a chorus of wolf whistles. He shakes his head (clearly
            did not stop at the chin) and gets everyone wet, Reina taking the brunt of it. But when he speaks again, it’s at a semi-normal
            volume, so it clearly helped. I mouth “Thank you” at Reina, and she smirks.
         

         
         Reina, who I am now learning may be the mom friend in the group, has a towel in her larger-than-life bag. It gets thrown immediately
            over Trav’s shoulders as he joins the rest of us on the ground.
         

         
         “Little sister,” he says, pointing at Grace. But he’s shivering and putting his shirt on when he does, so it comes out, “Lulll
            sishmmf.”
         

         
         Grace says, “Truth.”

         
         Everyone boos.

         
         But she is immovable.

         
         “Give us your most embarrassing habit.”

         
         Another round of boos.

         
         “Oh, come on,” Trav says. “I’m not gonna ask her favorite sex position.”

         
         Grace clears her throat loudly and says, “I’m afraid of the dark.”

         
         “That’s not a habit,” says Zoe.

         
         “Well,” says Grace, “I’m so afraid of the dark that I habitually close my closet door and my bathroom door and tuck myself in like a real live Grace Soto burrito every night.” She adds primly,
            “Because I’m afraid there are ghosts in my closet.”
         

         
         Trav says, “That’s WAY BETTER than dirty shit; I expect you all to apologize.”

         
         Grace just shrugs, then looks at Zoe, and her eyes are positively sparkling. As though she did not just admit to all her friends
            that she is legitimately afraid of ghosts in her closet. “Zoe,” she says. “Truth or dare?”
         

         
         Zoe opens her mouth, lips shaped like she’s going to say “truth,” then looks at devious Grace and narrows her eyes. The silence
            goes on for a while, like Zoe is trying to get a read. Something’s hanging there between them, and I don’t think I’m the only
            one who notices it. Reina cocks her head. Then Zoe drags her teeth over her bottom lip and says, “Dare.”
         

         
         That smile in Grace’s eyes moves to her mouth. “I dare you to kiss Hanna,” she says.

         
         Suddenly Zoe is staring at Grace, and I am staring at Zoe.

         
         “Daaammmmmnnnnn,” says Trav, but I can barely hear him. Can barely hear anything. Zoe’s lips are pursed, and she’s looking at Grace like she wants to use that bonfire as a pyre to burn her body. Her eyes are wide, vein popping in her neck. And now I’m self-conscious. There’s a little knife twisting at my gut—that she’s that pissed about it.
         

         
         I’m a girl, not a damn space alien. If I had to . . . if I had to kiss Trav, that’s not the way I would look about it.

         
         But she finally turns to look at me, and when I see her fully—she doesn’t look pissed. Nervous as hell, hand in her hair,
            teeth at her lip, but not . . .
         

         
         “Hanna?” she says. “Is that okay?”

         
         I roll my eyes like I’m not shaking all over, and I shrug. “What the lady wants,” I say.

         
         That twelve inches on the ground shrinks to six, and then our knees are touching through these blue jeans.

         
         I wonder if Jay is looking. Wonder if he can see from wherever he’s standing.

         
         I wonder what her mouth tastes like.

         
         I wonder who it is that moves in first, who technically kisses whom, and then I’m not wondering at all because she is kissing
            me.
         

         
         The only point of contact, besides our lips, is our knees. I’m so damn aware of it.

         
         I open my eyes for a split second just to see if hers are closed, and it turns out they are. That’s somehow both better and
            worse. When I shut my eyes and slide closer, jean scratching against jean, Trav whoops, because of course he does.
         

         
         But more important: she doesn’t back up.

         
         She fucking opens her mouth.

         
         I don’t know if I am allowed to kiss her with tongue, but I do, and when I do, she makes this little whimper in the back of her throat, and I want to die right here. Want to just come the hell apart. 

         
         My hand is in her hair, thumb sliding over her ear, and she kisses me back. Like really kisses me back. This isn’t a Truth or Dare kiss. This is a real kiss, and we both know it. Everybody here knows it. Her fingers
            are at my side, barely there on my skin, and my thumb is brushing the hollow in her throat, and this is going on for way too
            long, but oh my god, oh my god—I am kissing Zoe Aaron.
         

         
         And here is the real thing: Zoe Aaron is kissing me.

         
         She pulls back before I do.

         
         We just, like . . . look at each other for a second. Then we don’t.

         
         “Damn,” says Trav, and I flip him the bird.

         
         “Like you’ve never seen two girls kiss,” I say, flippant and carefree. I couldn’t be less carefree about this. Out of the
            corner of my eye, I can see Zoe brushing her hand over her mouth, and that does something to the inside of my chest. Does
            something to the inside of my brain, where I am barely processing anything right now.
         

         
         “I mean,” Trav says, “sure, in Truth or Dare? But not like tha—ow, Grace, what the hell?”
         

         
         She has pinched him, I think, but I do not care. I would like to care, and I don’t. What I care about is that Zoe is not just
            playing Truth or Dare with my mouth. She absolutely cannot be, with her breath on my lips and her fingers on my skin, and I need to leave.
         

         
         But I can’t. Because we have the rest of this game to play. Because something here seems to have activated Trav’s “ace but
            horny specifically for making out” switch, and that’s hard to ignore, even over my own gay panic.
         

         
         “Well,” Trav says, cracking his knuckles like Bugs Bunny at the piano, “if it’s gonna be that kind of Truth or Dare—somebody dare me to kiss Titus Dandronicus.”
         

         
         Next to me, Dan leans forward. “Truth or Dare, Travis?”

         
         It’s not Dan’s turn. That’s not the point.

         
         Grace groans. Reina whistles. I don’t think it’s the firelight that’s turning Trav’s skin pink.

         
         “Truth,” Travis says.

         
         Reina says, “The fuck?”

         
         Trav bursts out laughing. “I’m just kidding. Dare. Obviously.”

         
         She shoves his shoulder. Affectionately.

         
         “Great,” Dan says. “Then come over here and put your tongue in my mouth.”

         
         “Aw, Trav, see?” Grace says sweetly. “I told you: anything is possible if you just believe in yourself.”

         
         Trav, for his part, doesn’t rise to Grace’s bait. What he does is get on his hands and knees and crawl over to Dan. And not regular crawling, because that would be normal of him. He crawls like he’s auditioning for Dirty Dancing, like he’s trying to channel a stalking leopard.
         

         
         Dan doesn’t move at all until Trav gets right up in front of him. There’s a beat of stillness, then Dan reaches out and wraps
            his hand around the back of Trav’s neck and pulls him in.
         

         
         Shit. I guess Dan’s kind of hot.

         
         The kissing goes on for, well, longer than I thought it would. And it’s not just like straight actors playing gay characters kissing. There’s visible tongue, like this is a Tom Cruise movie from the eighties, and Dan has pulled Trav fully into his lap and has both his hands on Trav’s face and neck, and it truly, wow, has gone on for a long time.
         

         
         I hear Reina breathe, “Jesus.”

         
         She’s a little . . . flushed. But frankly, so are all of us.

         
         This is not the first time they have done this; I am now fully convinced: they are a throuple.

         
         (Incredible detective work; you’re a real Benoit Blanc.)

         
         When they separate, they don’t even fully separate, because Trav’s lower lip is between Dan’s teeth, and Dan is backing off
            so slowly that Trav’s lip visibly stretches until it just kind of . . . pops free. And he’s just staring at Dan. To be fair,
            I think we’re all just—staring at Dan.
         

         
         Then Trav blinks. Shakes himself. And when he turns to crawl back to his spot next to Reina, Dan reaches out and clips Trav’s
            ass with the back of his hand.
         

         
         “Call me.”

         
         Grace says, “Oh, does he have your number already?” and laughs.

         
         That seems to force Trav back into action. He sits next to Reina. She wordlessly hands him the jar of pickles. He opens it,
            grabs a pickle, and takes a bite, all without looking away from that very interesting bit of middle distance he’s focused
            on.
         

         
         It’s technically Trav’s turn, but there’s no way he’ll be coherent enough to do it—like, Jesus, I thought I was gay panicking—so Reina acts as his surrogate and picks herself. You know. On Trav’s behalf.
         

         
         Zoe’s not twelve inches from me anymore when Reina asks herself, in an absurdly deep and terrible approximation of Trav’s voice, if she wants a truth or a dare (then answers in a slightly higher version of her own voice). Our knees aren’t touching, either, but Zoe’s close enough that when she laughs at whatever softball truth Reina gives, tossing her head back, I know she smells like citronella and woodsmoke. That she is a little too cold, even in long sleeves, because her jaw vibrates in a shiver every once in a while. Close enough that I can’t focus on a damn thing other than her. 

         
         It takes Reina several attempts at saying my name to get me to answer, but I do, eventually. I take a dare. Getting up to
            find Jayden (or Brayden or Hayden or Aiden or it doesn’t matter) the theater tech, scribbling a fake phone number on his forearm,
            gives me enough distance to breathe. I come back and sit down next to Zoe—maybe the same distance as before, maybe closer;
            who’s to say?—I catch Grace’s eye, and she stares right into me, and I say, “Grace, truth or dare?”
         

         
         

         The bonfire is still going, but in a way that feels final. No one’s really stoking it anymore, and the flames lick lower and
            lower as the temperature drops. There’s still kids hanging around by the fire, skipping rocks over the lake, walking around.
            But Grace has loaded Trav and Reina and Dan in their car, Trav sacked out in the back seat.
         

         
         “Well,” Zoe says in that “I guess we’re wrapping up this interaction” way.
         

         
         No: I’m not ready to do that. We’re going home together, but I don’t want to leave this moment. This weird little hours-long universe at the bonfire in which maybe Zoe Aaron is kissing me because she wants to. I want to stay in this perfect, clichéd night forever. So I say the first thing that comes to mind, which is: “You wanna walk? Or something?” 

         
         She watches me for a few long seconds. Blinks, looks away, but not like she’s dismissing me. That’s not what breaking eye
            contact means for Zoe. If anything, it means she’s invested in the conversation. It means she’s comfortable enough to let
            me see her look somewhere else. I can see her eyes scanning the battered yellow grass under our feet, back and forth, like
            she’s reading something printed there that I can’t see. She’s nodding when she says, “Yeah.”
         

         
         We head just past the tree line, and I am not really sure what I’m doing. I have yet to settle on any defensible reason for
            walking through the woods at midnight with a girl I think definitely is not into me and am absolutely sure is into me.
         

         
         She is.

         
         She’s not.

         
         Jesus Christ.

         
         It’s so quiet between us now as we walk that I can actually feel everything we’re not saying. Like a weight on my chest. We’re
            basically in the woods, so there are literal crickets punctuating the silence, which makes it about fifty times more awkward,
            and this laugh bubbles out of me. I am powerless to stop it, so I commit to it. Like, double-over-and-brace-myself-on-one-of-the-little-picnic-tables-at-the-wood’s-edge
            commit to it.
         

         
         “Are you drunk?” says Zoe, even though she is also kind of laughing now.

         
         “I had a single beer like three hours ago,” I say in the gasps that punctuate the laughter. “It’s just these fucking crickets.”

         
         Zoe throws her hands up in this baffled shrug, which makes me laugh harder, rough edges of the weatherworn red table digging into my palm. 

         
         “You wanna sit down for a second?” says Zoe. “Get your shit together?”

         
         “Yeah,” I say, slowly reining it in. I kind of wish I was drunk.

         
         Zoe shivers and rubs her hands over her arms.

         
         “Are you cold?”

         
         She shrugs. “I’m fine.”

         
         “You’re cold. Take my jacket.”

         
         “So you can freeze?” she says.

         
         She hops up onto the table and sits on it, knees at the edge, toes on the bench. I walk over to her, stripping my jacket off.
            “I have Seattle blood; this is nothing. You, my Southern friend, are freezing to death.”
         

         
         She rolls her eyes, but takes my jacket. It’s a little short on her, but when she slips it on, her teeth stop chattering.
            She draws her feet up to the tabletop, crisscrosses them. And I sit on the bench. Looking up at her.
         

         
         “How can you have Seattle blood?” she says, hugging my jacket and looking up at whatever sky we can see through the trees.
            “You’ve moved . . . what did you say? Fourteen times?”
         

         
         “Yeah, but it was biologically formative.”

         
         She looks at me then, fingertips playing at my jacket sleeves, slipping her thumb through the hole I cut in the wrist of the
            left. “Do you think you’ll go back there? After you graduate?”
         

         
         “I don’t know,” I say. Swallow hard, because it used to be okay, being alone with her and her looking at me like that, but
            it isn’t now. “I don’t have a plan, really.”
         

         
         I freeze when I say it because admitting it aloud hits me like a knife. I don’t have a plan, and I still don’t know when or how I’m going to get one, or if I need one right this second to get what I want,
            and—
         

         
         And I am not about to tell her that.

         
         Or to let her know that I’m quietly panicking.

         
         Plans are not here and now, and she is, and I refuse to fuck it up over my own stupid brain worms. So I do what I do best.
            I redirect: “What about you?”
         

         
         I move so I’m on my knees on the bench, elbows on the table, because I want to know what she would do if I leaned onto the
            table nearer to her. My hand is just beside her knee, and when my finger brushes against it, she moves away.
         

         
         Okay.

         
         I’m shaking again, but in fairness, she has my jacket. Which I brought because it is cold out here. I am cold.

         
         I sit on my butt again and pull my hand back.

         
         “I mean. You kind of know my plans,” she says.

         
         “Right. Duh. Sorry.”

         
         I don’t know if it’s because it’s so late that my brain is totally addled. Except that is a lie and I do know and it has nothing
            to do with the time.
         

         
         I want to just come right out and ask her, “Did you mean to slip your tongue into my mouth earlier, Z? Did you know that your
            breath caught when I kissed you?”
         

         
         But of course I don’t. I just point up at the stars and say, “You think you could find Scorpius again from here?”

         
         She tilts her head back and draws her knees to her chest, arms loose around them. “Is it visible?”

         
         I lie back on the bench, hands behind my head, do about three seconds of searching. “Yeah.”

         
         “Where?”

         
         “You see that really bright star up there? Just to the right of the cloud that looks like a tidal wave.”

         
         “Oh wait, yes. Yeah. I see it.” She moves her finger in the air like she’s drawing the scorpion, and I smile. And everything
            is enough and not-enough all at once.
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Zoe

         
         The car ride is torture. I can smell her, all around me, on her jacket and in the car, and I can still taste the sweet honey
            of her ChapStick and it’s amazing and terrible, and that’s basically the theme of the night, isn’t it? Of all the times to
            spend the night at Hanna’s, it has to be the night she kissed me.
         

         
         I kissed her.

         
         Whatever happened.

         
         Anyway, the point is, she is one foot away from me, which is simultaneously one foot too far and at least one foot too close,
            but there she is and here I am, and I can’t get any farther and I can’t get any closer because we are stuck inside her tiny,
            worryingly rattling car.
         

         
         And we’re not talking. If there’s one way to make anything, everything worse, it’s by pretending you’re not stuck together
            in a box, or pretending what happened didn’t happen, because pretending is definitely the most constructive way to handle
            any problem.
         

         
         Compounded by the fact that I didn’t tell her I broke up with Jay until approximately one week after it happened and one hour
            before her tongue was in my mouth and mine was in hers and I’m spending the night with her tonight and why why why does it have to be tonight why.
         

         
         It’s okay, Zoe. Just breathe. Inhale, exhale, super simple. Everything is fine, the whole world is fine, I dumped Jay and
            I kissed Hanna and now I am going home with her.
         

         
         I know I’m not like, Going Home With Her, that this isn’t going to be that kind of thing, but I am still going home with her
            and we do have to address sleeping arrangements and I have to see her when she first wakes up and I don’t think I can handle
            that. Like, the intimacy of that, of seeing someone right after they wake up, of being the first thing they see when they open their eyes, it’s—
         

         
         “So,” Hanna says, and I think I actually flinch. She glances over at me, worrying her bottom lip with her teeth, then turns
            to face front again. Her knuckles tighten around the steering wheel, and I feel like the world’s biggest asshole.
         

         
         She says, “You want to stop for some food or something before we get back? I don’t know what we have at the house, but . . .”

         
         “It’s fine,” I say, because as we all know, the sentence “it’s fine” means absolutely one hundred percent without a doubt that everything is perfect. Breathe, Zoe. Just take a freaking breath.
            But neither of us says anything else until we’ve pulled up in her driveway and she shuts the car off and pulls the key out
            and—
         

         
         “Listen—” I start.

         
         “It’s fine,” she says, then looks at me and smiles, this horrible fake thing that I never thought she’d turn on me. “It was
            just a dare, right? It’s nothing.”
         

         
         “It’s not.” It’s not nothing. It’s not just a dare. It’s not fine.
         

         
         She turns away from me, all the way away, to look out her window. “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to make everything weird.”

         
         I just want her to look at me, so I reach across the center console and touch her arm. She twitches a little, surprised, and turns her head, and the look on her face is just—breathless, somehow. I say, “You didn’t make it weird. You didn’t—you didn’t do anything wrong.” 

         
         She’s looking at me like I’ve suddenly started speaking a different language.

         
         “Let’s go inside,” I say, and she blinks, and nods, and I grab my bag and we go inside.

         
         I’m shaking.

         
         “Do you want something to eat or anything?”

         
         “No, I’m okay.” I don’t know how to say “let’s just go upstairs” or “let’s just go to your room” or “let’s just go to bed”
            without it sounding—well. Because I also don’t want to say, “Man, I’m really tired,” because I’m not. My heart is galloping;
            my heart is positively pas de chat-ing in my chest.
         

         
         But I don’t have to do any of that, because she says, “Okay,” and dead bolts the front door, touches her finger to her lips
            and cocks her head toward her dad’s closed bedroom door so we don’t wake him up, I guess, and heads upstairs.
         

         
         And I follow her.

         
         To her bedroom.

         
         I don’t know what I’m expecting, honestly, but when I follow her through the door, I’m somehow not surprised at anything I
            see: a square constellation map, photos of orange-suited astronauts, some of which are autographed, including that one Black
            guy who brought his two golden retrievers in for the picture. Plus the more Normal Teenage Girl stuff—pictures of friends
            and posters, Peach PRC, and some unlabeled band I’m not cool enough to recognize. Her full-size bed has a green-striped bedspread,
            and you could bounce a freaking quarter off it.
         

         
         “You can just dump your bag anywhere,” she says, but her room is basically immaculate, and I feel messy just standing here—which is wild, actually—so I place it carefully by the wall next to the door. “You can do bathroom stuff first if you want. It’s just across
            the hall.”
         

         
         So I do—I brush my teeth and wash my face and spend a while looking at myself in the mirror, wondering how I got to this particular
            moment in my life. My lips feel sensitive, and I brush my fingers against them and wonder if Hanna’s doing the same thing
            in the other room. If she’s still thinking about it.
         

         
         If it was even the kiss. Maybe it was the way she looked at me before, the way she looked at me after. Maybe it’s the way she’s
            always looked at me, and it took her hand on the side of my face, breathing my air, the slow drag of her tongue against mine,
            the velvety feel of her lips—maybe it took all that for me to connect those dots.
         

         
         How very autistic of me: not realizing that Hanna was into me until part of her was literally in me. A real, “Oh. Oh,” moment. The absurdity of that makes me smile a little, actually: I should tell Grace. She’ll think it’s hilarious. This
            trope makes way more sense in my life than Friends to Lovers ever did.
         

         
         I take a deep breath, put my hair up into its silly pineapple, and go back into Hanna’s bedroom. She’s changed clothes—plaid
            flannel shorts and a thin V-neck men’s undershirt, and I am completely baffled as to how she can look so un–put together and
            still be the only thing in the room I want to look at.
         

         
         She’s lying on the bed, the comforter turned down, her hands folded under her head like they were when we were in Grace’s
            backyard, staring at the sky. And she’s staring at the ceiling—or that’s what she was doing until I came in. Because now she’s
            looking over at me, her temple on her wrist.
         

         
         “You’re up” is what I manage to get out.

         
         One corner of her mouth turns up, and she gets out of bed. Her room is big enough that we don’t touch as she passes me, and
            as soon as I hear the bathroom door shut, I change my clothes as fast as possible, like I’m so worried about her coming in and seeing me, as if that’s something I don’t want. As if I haven’t been changing in and out of leotards
            and tights in front of other girls since I was old enough to put the leotards on myself. But I move like I’m on fire and slide
            under the comforter. The sheets are cool, and I stretch my arm out to feel the warmth Hanna’s body left behind, and I shut
            my eyes.
         

         
         Then the bathroom door opens, and my arm is glued back down to my side, and I am still shaking. I’m staring at the ceiling, just like she was. Her phone flashlight comes on and the overhead light goes off and
            there’s a moving spotlight in the darkness and I can feel laughter boiling up my throat because I’m so fucking nervous and
            I don’t know why, but also I know exactly why.
         

         
         Hanna slips under the covers next to me, plugs her phone in, and shuts the light off. It’s not pitch-black; orange streetlight
            is bleeding around the edges of her curtains, and I know my eyes will get used to the dark sooner than they do at home.
         

         
         So I look over at her.

         
         She’s already looking at me.

         
         We’re silent for a long time. For forever, I think.

         
         Somebody’s dog barks, somewhere down the street.

         
         The heat kicks on.

         
         A car drives by, and my hands are shaking so hard, she has to feel it. I’m shaking the whole bed.

         
         She says, “Am I reading this right?” Her voice is quiet, like she’s worried she’ll wake me, but she knows I’m awake just as well I know she is, the whites of her eyes so bright in the dark. 

         
         “How are you reading it?” My voice is shaking almost as hard as my hands.

         
         “Like you want me to kiss you again.”

         
         “Then yeah, you’re reading it right.”

         
         Her lips part, and it’s so quiet I can hear it. The mattress creaks as she turns on her side, sheets rustling against clothing
            as she rearranges her position. Her fingers brush my arm under the comforter, and they’re warm, the length of them, the length
            of her palm, sliding over my forearm until her fingers tighten and curl, and she whispers, “Come here.”
         

         
         So I do. I slide over an inch, two inches, shoulders first, and I’m staring at her hand, watching it slide up my arm, over
            my shoulder, and then I look at her, and she’s watching her hand, too, like she can’t believe what’s happening. Like she can’t
            believe she’s touching me.
         

         
         I mean, I kind of can’t believe it, either.

         
         But she is, and her fingers brush my throat as she pushes them into my hair, her thumb dragging up my jaw, and she doesn’t
            so much bring my face closer as she pulls herself to me. Like she’s the irresistible force, and I’m the immovable object.
         

         
         Her lips are so soft, her movements timid, tentative, and it’s nothing like kissing Jay, nothing at all. And it has nothing
            to do with the lack of stubble, or the taste—it’s the tenderness, the indulgence. It’s that she doesn’t treat this like the
            first step toward something, but an entire journey on its own. She revels in it like a purring cat; I can taste it on her
            tongue, and it’s intoxicating. I could drown in it.
         

         
         Then her other hand is on my face, like she’s holding me there, like she’s afraid I’ll melt back into the dreamscape, and my arm is around her waist and she’s fully pressed against me, warm and soft, her nipples pushing through the thin fabric of her shirt, and I’m dying, I swear I’m dying, and she’s the only air in this whole world left to breathe. 

         
         She breaks the kiss, and I don’t know if I’m grateful for the respite or mad at the denial, but it doesn’t matter because
            she’s kissing my throat and she’s on top of me, one hand still at my jaw, fingers in my hair, the other running down my side,
            over my ribs, squeezing my hip, her thigh between mine, and I’m panting like everything’s double-time. Her teeth scrape my
            collarbone and I shudder and her hands tighten and this is too good too fast too much—
         

         
         “Wait,” I say breathlessly, the plea weak. “Wait, please.”

         
         “What?” she asks, raising up, sliding away. “What is it? Are you okay?”

         
         I nod, pushing my fingers into my hair. “Yeah, I—” I look away and blow out a long breath, because I have no idea what I’m
            going to say or even what I’m trying to say.
         

         
         She asks, “Did I do something wrong?”

         
         I laugh, because I can’t not. “No, Hanna. Jesus. That was—I don’t know, maybe the most intense thing of my life.” I look over
            at her, where she’s propped up on her elbow—she looks flushed, the way I feel, her lips swollen, her pupils huge. She’s breathing
            hard, too, and I can see the points of her nipples through her shirt, shadowed behind the thin material. She’s so beautiful,
            I can’t even think. “You’re really good at that.”
         

         
         She smiles, teeth flashing in the darkness, and I feel all the air leave my lungs.

         
         “So it’s not that, it’s—I’m not ready. For that. For a lot of things, I guess?”

         
         “Okay,” she says. “That’s okay.”

         
         I give her a weak smile. “I mean, you’re really good at that.”

         
         She says “Thanks” with a low, hoarse laugh, like she knows I’ll eventually change my mind, and flops down on her back.

         
         And she’s right; I know I will change my mind someday. Maybe soon. But not tonight. Too much has happened in too little time.
            It’s overwhelming, in a good and a bad way. I want to kiss her again, I want to kiss her all the time, but this has to be enough for tonight. I won’t be able
            to process it, and I don’t want to miss out on that. I want to be present for every second; I want to feel every thing in
            every way I can.
         

         
         She’s so quiet now, in the orange darkness. My heart crawls into my throat. “I haven’t—you’re not mad, are you?”

         
         “No,” she says, then looks over at me again. “Why would I be mad?”

         
         “Well, not—” I don’t know. Because people get mad about sex, about things not going the way they expected. Because I’ve overheard
            one too many joking complaints about blue balls? Because you’re supposed to not be selfish, and you’re supposed to care about
            your partner and want to make them happy, but no one ever tells you where the line between make them happy and make yourself happy should be. So if you’re not on the same page, the options are whittled down to
         

         
         
            	make your partner sad, you narcissistic sociopath, or

            	do something you don’t want to do, because you care more about their happiness than your own, and isn’t that what love is?

         

         Except: no. That’s bullshit. I did that with Jay enough times, didn’t I? That’s literally why I stayed in the relationship with him as long as I did. Because I cared about his happiness more than I cared about my own. And that’s bullshit. 

         
         But even if it is bullshit, I’m still sick with anxiety about it. I’m still having to choose between those two bullshit options.

         
         “Not what?” Hanna presses. She knows something is rattling around inside my head, and she’s turned on her side, propping herself
            up on her elbow to give her full attention to me.
         

         
         I make a face up at the ceiling, which somehow helps me actually get it out. “Not like, mad-mad, just . . . disappointed.”
         

         
         “Zoe—”

         
         “I don’t want you to think it’s you. It’s not you. It’s me.” As soon as the words are out there in the air, I realize what
            I’ve said, and I groan and cover my face. “That’s not what I mean. I don’t mean, like, it’s not you, it’s me, let’s never see each other again. I mean—the not wanting to do more thing. It’s not that I don’t, you know, want—”
         

         
         “Zoe,” she says again, and this time I let it stop the panicked flow of words. “I don’t think it’s me. You said it wasn’t,
            so why would I think it was?”
         

         
         “I don’t know.”

         
         “Zoe, talk to me.”

         
         I uncover my face but don’t move otherwise. I let my gaze trace over each blade of her ceiling fan hanging motionless over
            us while I try to figure out what words to put in what order.
         

         
         “Okay,” I say, closing my eyes briefly, then opening them when I’m ready to continue. “First: this is good. Like, this.” I wave my hand between us to indicate her and me. Us. “I want this. I’ve wanted this for . . . a while. If I’m honest. But even though I’ve wanted it for a while, I’ve only had it for a short time. You know, like, hours. And I can’t act like I’ve had it as long as I’ve wanted it, because it’s so much. It’s like—okay. Jumping into cold water on a really hot day. You want it. It’s good. Great. But it’s still cold, and you still need some time to adjust. Does that make sense?” I turn my head then, to look at her, to see if I can read her face before I hear her words. 

         
         I can’t.

         
         She says, “Yeah, makes perfect sense.” There’s something off in her tone, though, and I can’t quite put my finger on it.

         
         “Are you sure?” I ask. “I don’t want to—”

         
         “Zoe,” she says, and her fingers wrap around my hand. “You’re not disappointing me. You could never disappoint me.”

         
         “I like you a lot,” I say. “And I liked—that. And I—I don’t know.” I turn my face back to the ceiling, but I leave my hand
            in hers.
         

         
         “It’s okay,” she says softly. “You don’t have to know.”

         
         My eyes are burning, and my throat feels hot and full and tight. What a fucking revelation, to be allowed to just not know.
            “Okay,” I whisper, because that’s all I can manage. “Thanks.”
         

         
         What if there aren’t only two choices? What if—what if this is the secret third thing? Communication and compromise. Understanding.
            Because if love is caring more about your partner’s happiness than your own, then that applies to your partner, too, right?
         

         
         Her thumb is brushing the back of my hand, soft and repetitive, and it is, surprisingly, really helping me regulate. I don’t want to sleep in a sweaty tangle of limbs, and I don’t want to sleep side by side like matchsticks. I want to feel her against me; I want the solid reassurance of her body and the gentle warmth of her hands and the rhythmic weight of her breath. I want to curl up against her like a blanket, to tuck her ends into my hands, to pull her edge up to my chin. I want to cover myself in her. 

         
         But I’ve never done this before. I’ve never slept like this with anyone. I don’t know how to ask for it; all I know is that
            I won’t be able to sleep without it.
         

         
         “Hey,” I say to the ceiling, “what if we—snuggled. Cuddled. Spooned. I don’t know, what’s the right verb here?”

         
         Hanna’s mouth ticks up, and then she nods. Weirdly solemn. She turns over so her back faces me. Like she’s expecting me to be the one who . . .
         

         
         I frown. This backfired, but I guess it’s better than nothing? “Oh. Sure. Yep.”

         
         Hanna cackles and flips over, curling her arms around me and pulling me tight against her. “Come here, tiny-ass spoon.”

         
         I turn my back to her and press in close, and she’s soft and warm and wonderful. It feels like the world is impossibly far
            away, us safe and snuggled up in this little cocoon.
         

         
         Hanna chokes on my hair a little, and I can feel her pawing it away from her face. I’ll probably apologize for that in the
            morning.
         

         
         Or . . . not.

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Twenty-One
Hanna

         
         I dream that my house is on fire. When I wake up, it’s four a.m. and I’ve only been out for an hour. But I smell smoke. Then
            I realize it’s because I’m still holding Zoe and her hair smells like a campfire.
         

         
         It’s so damn quiet in here, I can hear myself think.

         
         No one’s driving at this hour, so the road outside is silent. Dad isn’t walking around, making the floors creak. It’s just
            me. Listening to my own heartbeat and Zoe’s breath. I’m not sure if I hear it or feel it, really. Both, probably. My arm is
            tucked under her neck, her soft exhalations blowing hot onto my forearm. Every few minutes, she makes this little humming
            sound. It’s so cute I want to squeeze her against me and put my nose into that spot just under her ear.
         

         
         It took me forever to pass out. Not her, though. And I guess I wasn’t sleeping that heavily, that I didn’t actually relax
            like I usually do when I fall asleep, because I’m wide-awake again. Exhausted but so damn aware of every place her body is
            touching mine, of the soft swell of her rib cage as she breathes.
         

         
         And I’m rehashing how much her voice shook when she asked me to kiss her, how her neck arched when I put my mouth on it, and
            it’s too fucking much. How she asked me not to fuck her but to cuddle her to sleep. Which I did, violating every single safety measure I’ve put up in the last seventeen years. I don’t know how to do this. This . . . excess of feeling. 

         
         Fuck.

         
         My skin is such a live wire it almost hurts to have her this close.

         
         I loosen my grip. Because I am exhausted. And that is the only way I can fall back to sleep.

         
         

         The second time I wake, it is not a gasp out of a nightmare where my house is burning down around me. It is a slow thing,
            and it’s comfortable. The sun is up, and it’s warming my legs, which have somehow found their way out of the blankets, and
            one of them is thrown over Zoe’s hips. She’s on her back, but her face is still turned away, and my nose is in her hair, and
            god she smells good. Smoke and all.
         

         
         I pull back the arm that has somehow ended up draped over her waist—which I can see, oh my god, and feel, because her shirt’s
            ridden up, I guess, I don’t know, and when my skin moves across hers, it wakes her. Her head moves, and maybe she’s looking
            at my leg, which is, like, locked over her hip. And my shorts are all the way up to my ass, so I jerk back way too fast.
         

         
         “Hey,” I say.

         
         She doesn’t move away from me when she stretches, her arms over her head, her legs reaching down as far as they can, long
            and carved with muscle. “Hey.” When she moves, her hair tickles my nose. I wrinkle it, then turn away to sneeze. Like three
            times.
         

         
         She kind of giggles. “You okay over there?”

         
         “Sorry,” I say. Like I should apologize for sneezing too many times. “Your hair.” I’m smiling so hard I’m freaking myself
            out. I cannot imagine what I look like to her.
         

         
         “Are you allergic to my hair?”

         
         “I hope not,” I say. I take a strand of it between my fingers and say, “I love your hair.” I don’t know why, but when I say
            that, something in my throat physically knots.
         

         
         She blushes and looks right at me, and I push past whatever is strangling me out of nowhere and say, “That was one of the
            first things I noticed about you, actually? In Alvarez’s classroom.”
         

         
         “My hair?”

         
         My thumb is running over her wrist, and I don’t know why I suddenly cannot breathe. Get it together, get it together. “Yeah,”
            I say. “I couldn’t stop looking at it.”
         

         
         “My hair is an unruly web of curls and tangles.”

         
         “That’s why I liked it, I think.”

         
         Her brow wrinkles.

         
         “You were just so . . .”

         
         “So what?” she says, and I roll up, my feet dangling off the other side of the bed so my back faces her. This feels like such
            a Morning After. Which is bizarre, honestly, because I’ve had a few morning-afters with a few girls (well, not a few. Two.),
            and what we did last night has never warranted one for me. I’ve kissed a whole lot more girls (eight, counting Zoe), and none
            of them felt like this. Like it meant . . . something. I don’t know; I can’t get a grip on the word.
         

         
         I stand and smooth my shirt. “So, just . . .” She turns to look at me, and I stand stick-straight, shaping my face into something
            proper. I tip my chin in the air. “I am Zoe Aaron, and I cried when a teacher gave me a ninety-eight on a test once.” I don’t
            know why my voice comes out British.
         

         
         “Okay, Miss I Screw Around in Class Like a Cool Kid Before I Put on My Sunglasses and Pop the Collar of My Leather Jacket So You’ll Know I’m Cool.” 

         
         I’m laughing, and some of the weird tightness in my chest eases. “Excuse me. I do not own a leather jacket.”

         
         “If you did, you would pop the collar.”

         
         “Zoe.”

         
         She raises her eyebrow.

         
         “You’re shockingly pleasant this morning.”

         
         She scoffs. “Rude.”

         
         “But not inaccurate.” I tap her nose, grinning, and she’s grinning, and I am having a great morning despite the simmering
            anxiety in my chest. Or the distinct lack of the expected simmering anxiety. “Come downstairs; I’m making you breakfast.”
         

         
         Her mouth curls up, and she follows me down. Dad’s not around, I don’t think. Out on a run, maybe? Possibly working at that
            coffee shop he likes; he does that sometimes on Sunday mornings. So it’s just . . . us.
         

         
         “What does making me breakfast entail, exactly?”

         
         “Cereal, usually. Or if we really want to overachieve, I think I can manage some just-add-water pancakes. Chocolate chips
            optional.”
         

         
         “I’m into pancakes. With chocolate chips.”

         
         “An excellent choice.”

         
         It feels . . . extremely easy this morning. Between us. Moving around each other in this kitchen, half burning, half undercooking pancakes, feels like breathing. It feels good. Feels particularly good when Zoe slides past me to reach for some orange juice and pauses there, her nose pressed against my temple. It’s a count, and two, and three, before she brushes her lips over my cheek and I feel it in my toes. Because it’s the first time she’s made any kind of move on her own. Not that anyone’s counting (I am counting). 

         
         It all feels good. So why is my pulse racing like I’m about to have a panic attack, and why are my lungs squeezing all the
            air out of my chest?
         

         
         We finish breakfast, and I think maybe getting out of the house will be good. Maybe getting behind that piano will do something
            for however the hell my brain has elected to sabotage me this morning.
         

         
         But it doesn’t. At the studio, I play the most technically perfect run I’ve ever played, and Zoe dances, and it all just . . .
            skates by in fast-forward.
         

         
         When the rehearsal is over, we walk together to my car, and I can’t handle her being this close to me, and I definitely can’t handle being trapped in this car. Every time I shift, I’m jerking into the next gear. I would like to think I am keeping
            it together enough that she doesn’t notice. But this car . . . this car is making it pretty noticeable. It rattles when it
            catapults from first to second and back to first.
         

         
         We pull into her driveway a full three minutes before Siri predicted we would, and when I put the car into park, I just look
            over at her. I want to lean over right here in her driveway and kiss her so badly, I can feel every atom in my body pulling
            toward her. Like gravity.
         

         
         But I also can’t. I can’t and I don’t . . . I don’t know.

         
         She says, “Hey, is something wrong?”

         
         “Nah,” I say. “Just—tired. Insomnia hangover.”

         
         “Okay,” she says.

         
         I don’t know if she believes me, and I’m such a mess of a person because for a second I convince myself that I am okay. But being able to definitively say that nothing is wrong and being okay are two very different things.
         

         
         She moves for the door, then says, “Oh, did you want your jacket back?”

         
         She must have accidentally put it in her bag last night. “No, keep it.” I genuinely grin when I say, “It suits you.”

         
         “Okay.” She’s smiling this pretty, next-to-bashful thing, and I want to press my lips to her jaw. And I want her to get out
            so I can drive as far away as possible. All at once. “Well,” she says. “Thanks for . . .” And moves her fingers, gestures
            at me, the car, all of it.
         

         
         “Yeah. You too. Thanks for.”

         
         There is more to say and no one says it.

         
         I drive off.

         
         The panic that is slowly building to something terrible and huge almost makes it impossible to find Trav in my contacts. But
            I power through, and all I have to do is ask him to be there, and he’s waiting at my front door. Trav is potentially one of
            the greatest friends of all time. And I have had a lot come and go. Trav is not the kind to go.
         

         
         Now that is freaking me out—again.
         

         
         “Hey, Sunshine,” Trav says when I get out of the car.

         
         “Hey.”

         
         “What’s . . .”

         
         I just shake my head, and we walk into the house. Past Dad, typing away at the kitchen table. Past the sink, which is, as
            it never is, full of dirty dishes from this morning. Up into my room.
         

         
         “Fuckin’ a,” says Trav when he walks in. He stands completely still in the doorway, like it’s infested with zombie roaches
            or something. “What?”
         

         
         “Your bed.”

         
         My face flames hot as the sun.

         
         “I mean—Han, it’s not made.”

         
         Coming from someone else to anyone else, that would sound sarcastic. Snarky. But it has been a full three years since the
            last time I didn’t make my bed in the morning, and that was because I was so sick that day I did nothing but throw up for
            twenty-four hours. The point is, he’s right.
         

         
         I sit on the edge of a bed so messy it makes my eye twitch.

         
         Trav looks around one more time, slowly, assessing for traps and threats. Bears hiding in here. That kind of thing. At least
            I’m pretty sure that’s what he’s doing. Then, finally, he sits with me, the bed dipping with his weight.
         

         
         He doesn’t ask what’s wrong. He knows I want to tell him. Otherwise, I wouldn’t have asked him to come over.

         
         It takes me a minute, but I manage to say, “I kissed Zoe.”

         
         “I saw,” he says. He’s grinning. “A lot of us . . . made out well.” The grin erupts over his face, and he freeze-frames like
            that for a second.
         

         
         “No,” I say. “Trav, I kissed her.”
         

         
         He furrows his brow. “Yeah,” he says, genuinely confused now. “Are you talking about at the bonfire?”

         
         “I’m talking about on this mattress.”

         
         Travis does a double take between the bed behind us and my face. Like a literal cartoon-style double take.

         
         He lowers his voice, like someone is going to hear, and says, “Holy shit?”

         
         I do this breathy laugh that is not my usual laugh. I barely even recognize it. “Yeah.”

         
         “Did you, like—” He lifts his eyebrows, and the implication is clear. And then, because he’s Trav, he says, “—bone?”
         

         
         “No,” I say, somehow managing a tiny huff of a laugh because the way he says it is so sweet and sincere. “I kissed her, and
            that was it.”
         

         
         I am breathless for half of a moment, my fingers curling in these loose sheets that smell like her. That wasn’t it. I kissed her doesn’t feel like the right descriptor here. I fucking just breathed her in and I cannot stop and I am choking on it feels better.
         

         
         “I’m freaking—I’m freaking ou—” My tongue doesn’t even have time to form the t, because I am crying. Like, hands over my face, shoulders shaking crying, and I honest to god do not even know why.
         

         
         Trav’s arms are around me so fast, like a vise, and I am so uncomfortable, but this weird weeping is just ripping out of me
            so hard that it doesn’t matter.
         

         
         “Hanna,” Travis whispers, and it’s like wool. I want to just rest here in it.

         
         It takes me a couple more gasps to calm down, and when I look at him, he is obviously alarmed. I’ve never cried in front of
            him, I realize. Because I don’t. My dad has seen me cry and my mom has seen me cry and my best friend for eight months when
            I was nine saw me cry when I tried to make a jump on this little Batman bicycle and biffed it so hard that half the skin from
            my forearm became part of the plywood on this horrifically constructed jump.
         

         
         This is not a thing I do. Not in front of . . . people.

         
         “Did she, like . . .” He grimaces and tucks a lock of hair behind my ear. “Turn you down?”

         
         I shake my head, and the hair slips free again. It doesn’t stay. Of course it doesn’t. Nothing ever does. Oh my god. What am I doing? 

         
         “I don’t get it,” he says. “What’s wrong, then?”

         
         “Oh my god.” I almost shout it. I don’t mean for it to come out mean, but it does. I hear it when it snaps out of my mouth and hits
            Trav. I see when it lands, how his head tips back a fraction of an inch, and I feel like shit. I’m worn so thin, I feel completely
            out of control. Not just my emotions, but my actions. I hate that I do this so much; I don’t know how to fix my voice sometimes.
            I’m an exposed nerve, so everything is coming out wrong, at its loudest, most intense. Because the thing is, it doesn’t matter
            if we had sex. Zoe said last night that it was the most intense experience of her life, that kiss, and I don’t know what to
            do about the fact that I agree.
         

         
         I can hear my therapist from two moves ago telling me that bending over, putting my chest on my thighs, would help calm me
            on a physical level. I let myself fold down because sitting up straight feels like too much work anyway. And I breathe. I
            breathe. “I’m sorry,” I say into my kneecaps. “I’m not trying to snap at you. I’m just . . . I’m, like, tits over ankles about
            this.”
         

         
         “Literally, I see.”

         
         I snort. That one little joke is enough to make me feel somewhat human again—human enough to sit up straight, anyway. There’s
            a reason I called Trav and not Grace or Rodriguez. I needed—need—his particular form of silliness. “I just . . . It’s not the physical stuff that has me . . . like this.” I gesture to all
            of me. “It’s . . .” I look up at the ceiling, the posters of space I have up there.
         

         
         “Hanna. Dude. Just look at me.”

         
         I’m so surprised that he doesn’t affably ask me that I do.

         
         “Do you like Zoe?”

         
         The laugh I give him comes out like a whimper. “Yeah.”

         
         “Did you want to kiss her?”

         
         “Yes.”

         
         “Did she want you to kiss her?”

         
         My fingers go to my bottom lip without being told, like they need to touch whatever leftover Zoe-ness is still there. Embarrassing.
            I say, as stoically as possible, “Yes.”
         

         
         Trav hums, and I know it’s a condemnation of my trying to be cool about all this, but a gentle one. “Do you want to kiss her again?”
         

         
         I can feel that question on my skin. “Yes.”

         
         “Then what’s the problem?”

         
         “She was supposed to be . . . I wasn’t supposed to fall in—” I stop when Trav’s eyes get a millimeter wider. “I wasn’t supposed
            to like her. Like this. It’s not fair, I don’t . . .” I don’t even know what I’m saying.
         

         
         “Don’t what?”

         
         There are so many thoughts in my head, and the two most dominant ones are: I want her so bad my chest hurts, and What. Is the point.

         
         “You think I wanted to fall for Dan?” Trav says, and I just look at him. “Of all people. He’s my friend. He’s, like, this smart little dude who cares about stuff I’ve never even heard of and spends half his time smiling in the corner and worrying. On the other hand, he’s, like, this smart little dude who cares about stuff I’ve never even heard of and spends half his time smiling in the corner and worrying. You know? So, like, of course I’m totally stupid into him. You think that shit didn’t freak me out? Especially with me and Reina. And him and Reina. And . . . yeah. But I’m in it now. I get it. Shit’s scary. But if you want it, you just . . .” He shrugs. “You do it anyway.” 

         
         I knead my fists over my eyes like I’m a kid. He doesn’t get it. He can’t. Because there’s no logic in my head. Just panic.
            All the time. Every time I get something good. Ever.
         

         
         “You’ve dated people before,” he says when he can no longer stand the quiet.

         
         “Yes,” I say.

         
         “You dated that one girl—Samantha? For like six months.”

         
         “Sam and I hated each other,” I say, and I’ve never said it out loud, but there is the crux of it. What I think I want to
            say is “Do you get it? Do you get what bullshit it is that things can stay, Travis?” And suddenly, for no reason at all, my
            mom is in my head. Four years old, and she’s talking with my dad; she’s on speakerphone. He thinks I’m asleep, and I hear
            the words Shells dropping at night and Baby, I’ll be okay, and I don’t even know what all that means, but I know I’m scared and that even parents are not solid things to hold on to,
            and I am seventeen and I have not stopped shaking since.
         

         
         And now I’m honestly furious that Travis is here. Gd, I’m such a fuckup. Trav is here, and North Carolina is just soaking
            right through my pores, and I don’t want this.

         
         “I have to go,” I say.

         
         “This is your house,” he says. “Maybe I should go?”

         
         “No,” I say. “I have to go.”
         

         
         Trav blinks at me. “You shouldn’t be driving.”

         
         “I’m sad, Trav, not drunk.”

         
         “Okay, but you’re losing it here, and I don’t even know why.” He laughs, but it’s utterly humorless. “I don’t think you know why.”
         

         
         “Whatever,” I mutter. “You can stay if you want. I don’t care. I have to go.”

         
         I slam the front door behind me when I leave.

         
         

         Somehow I keep it together through school on Monday. There’s a career fair that takes up our Spanish period, so avoiding Zoe
            isn’t hard—thank everything—but unfortunately, dance is still a thing. I’m just there to play for the little kids, so I could
            leave right afterward and maybe miss her.
         

         
         I don’t.

         
         I play for a while. Mozart, even though I very rarely am not bored to tears by Mozart. I want to be bored to tears. Mozart
            is lilting and methodical and pianos and mezzo fortes; Mozart is temperate. Controlled. I play without thinking.
         

         
         Until I know Zoe’s class is out. I hear them pour into the hall, all these dancers, Zoe with them, and if she doesn’t come
            in here, I’ll have to go out there to her.
         

         
         I don’t know if I can. But I have to. I have to save her from me.

         
         It’s senior year, anyway, and everyone’s going their separate ways, and she’s going to catch feelings—feelings that might
            not even be about me and will probably just ultimately be a rebound. She just broke up with Jay like nine seconds ago.
         

         
         I told her, anyway. Kind of. At Halloween. Pete Davidson, looking for something to carry me through ’til I leave this stop. Something like that. I’m sure she gets that. Because I—I said it. Already.
         

         
         All that aside, I’m a nightmare person. At least half the time. I’ll find a way to fuck it up like I always do; I was a total mess just from kissing her. This is better for her. As long as I do it now, neither of us has to get hurt. We can just, like . . . laugh about it later and be cool instead of being broken. And when the inevitable happens, when I have to leave Fayetteville again and uproot everything—it won’t be the end of everything. 

         
         So I have to do it now.

         
         She does me the favor of coming into the room so I don’t have to summon the will to go to her. The door creaks open and she
            says, “Hey.”
         

         
         I swallow hard. “Hey.” Smile. “How was class?” I don’t get up from the piano. I need this buffer, this solid, physical barrier
            between us.
         

         
         “Good. My toes hurt, but”—she shrugs—“pointe. Not totally out of the ordinary.” She smiles at me and runs her hand over her
            hair. She touches her disintegrating bun like she’s afraid it’s vanished.
         

         
         “Well. Good.” I run my fingers up the keyboard and down. Slow and quiet, an arpeggio. Switch keys. Play it again.

         
         “Hey, listen, you said you were okay the other day, and I think maybe you’re . . .”

         
         “Not” is what she wants to say there. “I think maybe you’re not okay.”

         
         But she doesn’t. She switches gears and says, “Are you okay?”

         
         “Yeah,” I say, blinking down at the keys. Then I look at her, and I basically just hear myself saying, “I just don’t want
            stuff to be weird.”
         

         
         “Oh.” She blinks and furrows her brow. I want to kiss it, smooth it away. I won’t. “Okay. Things aren’t weird, though. Right?
            I mean—are they?”
         

         
         I stand, because now the giant piano barrier feels like too much, and I walk toward her. She smiles, and isn’t that a freaking gut punch. I stop as soon as I see it. I have to, because if I keep going, I’ll never stop walking toward her. We’re maybe two feet apart, all this air between us, resting on my skin like coarse grit sandpaper. “No—I just. Want to make sure they’re not going to be. With the audition and everything.” 

         
         I see her swallow. See the intense effort of it.

         
         Her brow furrows and she’s so fucking pretty and I hate myself. She says, “I’m sorry, I don’t think I’m following.”
         

         
         “Just. Because we’re going different places, you know?”

         
         What the fuck am I doing.

         
         The right thing, I tell myself. I’m doing the right thing for both of us.
         

         
         “Are we?” she says. Her voice is this impossible mix of hard and soft.

         
         I don’t know. I don’t even know where I’m going or not going, and I pull myself away from the thought so forcefully it’s like a rubber band snap against my skull.

         
         “In the fall,” I clarify.

         
         “I know what you meant,” she says in that icy first-day-of-Spanish tone.

         
         I have to ignore that. I have to. If I’m going to—to do this—
         

         
         I say, “I had a really good time with you the other night.” It comes out an embarrassing croak because my throat has dried
            up. She looks like I’ve actually slapped her. Like the wind has been knocked out of her.
         

         
         I keep going, even though the face I’m looking at is screaming at me to stop. To shut up. But I can’t. I have to make sure
            she does know what I mean, because I cannot have this fucking conversation twice. I say, “It just doesn’t seem smart. To actually
            get involved right now. If that—if that makes sense. I just didn’t want you to think this was a thing if it’s not a thing . . .
            and yeah. You get it.”
         

         
         STOP. FUCKING STOP. She’s blinking about twelve thousand times too fast. If she starts crying here, I am going to lose every shred of resolve
            I’ve gathered in the last two days.
         

         
         I don’t stop. My stupid mouth says, “You get it, right?”

         
         Her hands are curled into fists, one on the strap of her bag and the other at her side. She’s not-looking at me, even for
            Zoe, staring hard at the scuffed floor. Breathing through her mouth, deep and intentional.
         

         
         I don’t know if she’s making me wait as a punishment, or if it‘s really just taking her this long to pull herself together
            enough to speak, or if I’m in some kind of weird time dilation thing and everything feels like it’s taking one hundred years.
            But when she finally says, “Of course I get it, Hanna,” her voice is as sharp as a knife. My name is the point, and it does
            exactly what it’s supposed to do because hearing Hanna from her like that—a razor blade of an inflection—guts me.
         

         
         And then she just . . . leaves.

         
         I count to ten, in some last-ditch effort to calm myself. Except I end up doing it about twenty-five times. By the time I
            get to the parking lot, she’s nowhere to be seen, and the relief of that makes me nearly lose the tight grip on the tears
            that are desperate to get out. I drive home totally on autopilot. I’m lucky I didn’t run a red light. When I get home, Dad
            is working on something in the living room, and his head pops up when I slam the front door.
         

         
         “Hanna?”

         
         I don’t answer because my throat is already raw, and I haven’t even been crying. I just full-on sprint up the stairs, like if I jump into my bed, that will fix shit. But I haven’t changed the sheets still, so that vague smoke smell is still there, and when I look up, I’m looking up at the poster of stars on my ceiling, which happens to have Scorpius right there, and she is in my head like a fucking constellation. Taking space from me; I let her into that, and now even counting stars is doing nothing for me but hurting. 

         
         I didn’t close my door, so I shouldn’t be surprised when it creaks farther open and I hear my dad’s tentative little “Hanna?”

         
         I curl over onto my side. I do not know how to say that everything hurts because I had something I wanted. Because I wanted
            something so bad.
         

         
         I’m so mad. I’m mad at my mom. And I’m mad at my dad, too, I think. And at Travis and at Grace and at Reina and at Dan and
            at Zoe and at Fayetteville, and this entire state of North Carolina and I’m just . . . I’m so mad.
         

         
         “Hanna. Baby.”

         
         I can feel when he sits down beside me, the springs in the bed creaking a little. I try to meet him halfway. I do. But all
            that comes out is “I’m so—” and I lose it right there.
         

         
         Dad puts his arms around me, and I curl up into his chest like I’m a kid.

         
         I am so fucked up.

         
         And I’m so furious.

         
         And I’m so sorry.

         
         And I’m just . . . I’m just.

         
         So fucking sad.

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Twenty-Two
Zoe

         
         I don’t cry. I should, probably. But I don’t.

         
         What I do is this: I put one foot in front of the other and walk out of the studio. I get in my mom’s car. I say zero words.
            I face forward, I blink at regular intervals, I breathe in, I breathe out. I force my lungs to do the thing they’re supposed
            to do on their own. But I don’t trust anything right now, and I can’t control anything, so what I do is control my breath.
         

         
         I think: inflate. I think: deflate.
         

         
         My body obeys. It’s all I think the entire ride home. Inflate. Deflate. Because it’s all I can bear to think about.
         

         
         It’s dark when we get home, and I don’t turn my bedroom light on when I go upstairs. I sit cross-legged on my bed and I think:
            inflate. I think: deflate.
         

         
         Mom calls me down for dinner. I don’t eat. I don’t even pretend. She tries facts (“this is your favorite”), she tries bribery
            (“you can use the car all weekend”), she tries emotional blackmail (“please, Zoe, baby, you’re scaring us”). I don’t eat,
            and I don’t speak.
         

         
         I don’t eat for the same reason I don’t cry. I’m not upset.

         
         I’m numb.

         
         I go to bed without eating so much as a slice of bread, and I stare at the ceiling for an hour before I fall asleep. I dream about Hanna: I dream I walk into Spanish on Wednesday and she doesn’t recognize me, and then Spanish is the audition, and she’s forgotten how to play the piano, and her fingers crinkle up and all the knuckles go the wrong way and she can’t play and she’s shoving them in my face and I’m crying in the dream, sobbing, but when I wake up, my face is dry. 

         
         I don’t go back to sleep after that. I get up and stretch, and I realize that the numbness has left and in its wake is fury.
            I’m so goddamn angry with Hanna that I don’t have the words to articulate it. I’m so angry I don’t think dancing would help,
            unless the dance included smashing the stage to splinters with a sledgehammer.
         

         
         Then the sun comes up, and it’s actually only Tuesday, and I have to go to school. At least I don’t have to go to Spanish.
            At least I have another twenty-four hours to decide if I’m going to skip it.
         

         
         I mean, I won’t. But this is the first time in my life I’ve ever seriously considered it.

         
         I won’t, because she doesn’t deserve that. She doesn’t deserve to not see me. She doesn’t deserve a chance to pretend that
            what she did was okay.
         

         
         So I go. I sit, and she sits next to me, and because I’m petty, I rest my head on the hand closest to her, and I let my hair
            fall over my arm like a curtain between us because she loves my hair.
         

         
         She loves it.
         

         
         I have no idea what Señora Alvarez is talking about. All I know is that in two weeks I’m auditioning with the Charlotte Ballet,
            and Hanna I-Just-Didn’t-Want-You-To-Think-This-Was-A-Thing McCowan is my accompanist.
         

         
         The bell rings, and my bag’s already packed, so I just get up and walk out. I hear Hanna call my name, and okay, yeah, I’m going to cry. I’m not numb anymore. I feel everything, too big and too bright. I feel her eyes and her voice and everything between us swollen and ugly, and by the time she catches up with me, we’re in the parking lot and I’m halfway to Grace and Trav’s car. 

         
         She touches me. She has the nerve to touch me, my elbow, and I pull away from her and whirl around all at the same time. My sloppiest pirouette in years.
         

         
         And then we’re just looking at each other. In the middle of the parking lot. She’s looking at me like she wants to die, and
            I’m sure I don’t look much better. But she doesn’t say anything, so I do.
         

         
         “What?”

         
         She blinks. “Oh. The, uh—audition. When do you want to rehearse again?”

         
         I stare at her. Someone honks, and I realize we’re standing in the middle of a lane, not a parking space. I turn and look
            at the impatient driver; it’s some junior I’ve run into a handful of times. He gets the same stare Hanna did, and he throws
            his car into reverse and guns it backward to get into a different lane.
         

         
         I hear Hanna snort, and I turn back to her. “Are you serious?” I snap and walk away again.

         
         “Zoe,” she calls after me. I hear the crunch of stones on pavement as she trots after me. “Come on, Z—”

         
         I stop, but I don’t turn this time. I keep my eyes locked on Trav’s car when I say, “Today,” and start up again.

         
         “Jesus,” Hanna mutters, and that’s it, that’s the moment when I turn on her, and I just fucking lose it.

         
         “What do you think you’re doing right now?” I throw my arms out. “Literally, what the hell are you even doing? We’re not friends, Hanna. We can’t be friends after what you did to me. You can’t—” And then it dawns on me, big and ugly, and I can’t not say it. “Oh my god, is this because I didn’t want to fuck you? No, you know what, I don’t even care.”
         

         
         She folds her arms. “I never said I wanted a relationship, Zoe.”

         
         I swear to god, the whole world just stops spinning.

         
         “So I was just—” The sentence ends abruptly because I don’t even know how to describe how she’s making me feel. “What, like
            a hookup? I was just a warm, willing participant?”
         

         
         She blinks, opening her mouth to respond, but fuck that.

         
         “I don’t know how you lived anywhere else, but you do not get to treat me like some girl you picked up on base.” I want to
            scream. I want to scream at her; I want to see the force of the fury coming out of me knock her backward, send her rolling gracelessly across the parking
            lot. “You are goddamn unbelievable.”
         

         
         “We’re in high school,” she says, shrugging. “I can’t decide what to have for breakfast most days. How am I supposed to get
            into a serious relationship?”
         

         
         I actually, physically rock back on my heels. “I am absolutely not having this conversation with you right now.”

         
         Hanna looks away, scratches the back of her head.

         
         Breathe in. Breathe out. Rage is just like cardio: to be managed. “The audition is in ten days,” I say, my voice even. Wooden. “Sundays and Tuesdays are our best rehearsal days. So, unless something suddenly comes up, I expect to keep our rehearsal schedule.” I take a step forward, too close for both of us. I fix my eyes on hers, and her fluttering blink tells me how much this knocks her off-balance. Good. That’s the fucking point. “I swear to god, if your inability to behave with any emotional maturity affects my career, I will never forgive you.” I look back and forth between her eyes, just to make sure she knows I’m doing this on purpose. “Do you understand me?” 

         
         Her eyebrows have crept nearly to her hairline. She nods.

         
         “Good. I’ll see you at the studio at four thirty.” I don’t wait for her to answer, just turn on my heel and walk the rest
            of the distance to Trav’s car, my head high. She doesn’t call after me, and I don’t look back.
         

         
         But when I get into Trav’s car, Reina in the front seat and Grace in the back like she knew, like she knew I’d need her, I
            smile at her, and I completely fall apart.
         

         
         

         Trav doesn’t even ask, just drives us all to their house, where he and Reina get out and Grace and I move to the front seat.
            She drives me to the studio. We get there at ten after four; Hanna’s car isn’t there yet.
         

         
         Good.

         
         Grace says, “Do you want to talk about it?”

         
         I don’t know. I don’t know if I want to talk about it until we’ve dissected it, peeled it all back like frog skin, or if I
            never want to talk about it or think about it again.
         

         
         So all I say is “I guess you know what happened.”

         
         “She talked to Trav on Sunday. He told me a little. Not, like, serious gory details. None of my business, you know?”

         
         I don’t know if I’m glad Trav is a good friend, keeping all the serious, gory details to himself, or if I’m furious that I
            could have had an explanation for whatever Hanna had been thinking that made her do this when I was so sure she wouldn’t.
         

         
         I’m so tired. I’m too tired to even formulate a response.

         
         “We don’t have to talk about it if you don’t want to,” Grace says softly. “But you’re really upset, and from what Trav says,
            I mean, it sounds like Hanna’s really upset, and—”
         

         
         My laugh cuts her off. My laugh cuts her. “Hanna is not allowed to be upset,” I say viciously, and I barely recognize my own voice. “This is Hanna’s fault, all
            of it, so she doesn’t get to be upset.”
         

         
         “Her fault?”

         
         “Yes!” I shout, then realize I’m shouting and press my lips together. Take a deep breath. “All of it. Every bit of it. She’s
            the one who pushed me to audition. She’s the one who volunteered to be my accompanist. She basically just announced what I
            was going to do and how she was going to be involved. GOD. And she’s the one who made me—Jesus, I don’t even know.”
         

         
         She’s the one who made me—what? Dump Jay? Realize I’m actually a lesbian?

         
         Fall in love with her?

         
         Is that what happened?

         
         I press my hands to my face, grinding the heels of my palms into my eyes, and I’m crying again.

         
         “This hurts,” I whisper between sobs, “so. Much.”
         

         
         Grace says, “It’s all right,” even though it’s not. She says, “It’s okay to cry,” even though it’s not. Not really. Because
            I have to walk into that studio and change and spend an hour in a room with Hanna, dancing, pretending that everything’s fine,
            that nothing has changed.
         

         
         I take a deep breath. Push it out. Nice and even. Grief is like rage. It can be managed.

         
         “I’m going to go inside,” I say. “Thanks for the ride.”

         
         “Are you okay?”

         
         “No. But I have an audition coming up, and nobody’s going to wreck it. Not Hanna, and definitely not me.” I swallow and start
            smoothing my hair back into a ponytail. “If I can’t perform under stress, I don’t deserve a spot in anyone’s company.”
         

         
         Grace reaches across the center console and pokes my thigh. “Merde.”

         
         “Two weeks, Grace.”

         
         “I meant for this afternoon.”

         
         I snort. “Thanks. I’ll text you when I get out, okay?”

         
         “You better.”

         
         I get out of the car and into the building just in time to see Hanna’s car turn into the lot. Breathe, Zoe.

         
         Breathe.

         
         

         She plays, and I dance. The music sounds stiff, wooden, nothing Rachmaninoff should be. Heavy. Weighed down.

         
         But I’m not.

         
         I’m flying.
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Twenty-Three
Hanna

         
         I have been lying in bed, confused, for a solid thirty-six hours. Since school let out on Friday and I was allowed to come
            home and collapse onto a mattress. Because this week has been actual hell. I think, when I said it to her—when I said, I just didn’t want you to think this was a thing—I had it in my head that she would accept it. That we would both be sad and walk away from that studio a little wounded and
            then come limping back to school and smile. And speak a little Spanish to each other and slowly, slowly move back to talking
            in not-Spanish, and that would be the end of it. I am not confused because I was wrong. The second that sentence left my tongue,
            I knew I was wrong. What I am confused about is how much this hurts.
         

         
         I am not a robot. I can’t just switch off an emotion chip and proceed through the day as a being that functions solely on
            logic. But what I can do is go numb. I’m good at that. I can grit my teeth and swallow back the pain and think about the piano,
            and the stars, and sink into research about planes and the differences between flying those and flying rocket ships and what
            exactly happens when an object exits the atmosphere. I can do those things, and everything stops hurting.
         

         
         But this is something I cannot swallow down. I go to sleep with a knife in my stomach and wake up with it wedging itself between my ribs. My eyes are so red it looks like I’m high all the time, and I think maybe Dad suspects that I am. But how the hell do I do this? How the hell do I sit with her in Spanish and play Rachmaninoff and watch her throw herself into the air and hit the ground with these soft little thuds that are so perfect that I just . . . God, it’s like no matter what, it was going to hurt like this. Whether this thing between us broke later or now. Nothing I could do would have saved me from it. 

         
         And maybe that is the worst thing.

         
         That she hates me. That she was always going to hate me. Like, deep, burning-in-her-bones, lacing-every-breath hate me. That
            nothing—nothing—I could have done would have stopped it. I fist my fingers around my own hair because that second of physical pain distracts
            me from how much it hurts when my heart beats. And because it makes me feel like I have control over something.
         

         
         My dad calls me down for dinner, and I don’t want to go. I don’t want to sit down there and have him quietly grill me and
            have to keep my lips locked like I’m being interrogated. So I pull out my phone.
         

         
         Scroll

         
         Scroll

         
         Scroll

         
         Past Grace, past Trav. Grace hasn’t called me this week. I know she would pick up if I called her; she isn’t spiteful. But
            she hasn’t called me, and I knew she wouldn’t when I saw her and Trav picking Zoe up that day. She was Zoe’s first. Not mine.
         

         
         No one is mine.

         
         North Carolina is not mine.

         
         I stop at the one human I know at least kind of is.

         
         I type:

         
         
            
               
                  Hanna: Matt.

               

            

         
         It takes him four minutes to text back.

         
         
            
               
                  Matt: Wow, first name. This must be serious.

               

            

         
         I suck in a breath; I am so sick of crying.

         
         
            
               
                  Hanna: You got a hot date tonight

               

            

         
         It takes him less time to respond this time.

         
         
            
               
                  Matt: Not tonight.

                  ?

                  Hanna:  Can I meet you on base?

                  Matt:  Yeah, give me thirty.

               

            

         
         It takes me four minutes to slip into yoga pants and a tank top, brush my teeth, throw my disaster of a hair mop under a baseball
            cap. The rest of the twenty-six go by on the drive. I pull up to base, show my military ID, and the second I cross onto Fort
            Bragg, my heart rate slows.
         

         
         I can feel home on my skin. Flags waving, immediately slowing this car to a crawl. No one goes over thirty like anywhere on base, and here the speed limits actually matter. Flashes of camo, soldiers sweating in their BDUs even in November. I’m almost sad I got here too late to have to stop and salute the flag for the retreat. 

         
         The blood stops racing through my system. I let myself think, let myself sink into home. And I wonder for the thousandth time
            why the hell I demanded to live off base my senior year. I glance down at my phone and the address Rodriguez sent me on the
            way here. Navigate the little streets full of cookie-cutter houses and condos where the families live and find my way to the
            barracks.
         

         
         The barracks are really just two-person dorm rooms, wherein all the singles are banished—not those rows and rows of bunk beds
            like you see in combat zones on TV. I remember being almost disappointed about that when I was a little kid—that everything
            on base was pretty much just . . . regular. Albeit kind of Stepford Wivesy. Everything the same, perfectly manicured, efficient.
         

         
         It occurs to me now, after I park, that I’ve never seen Rodriguez’s place. I’ve never even been to Fort Bragg. It’s . . .
            unsettling, almost. Like I am failing a test on a subject I’ve been studying for forever—like I should just know the base
            like I’ve known every other one I’ve lived on. I don’t know; it’s weird.
         

         
         I knock on Rodriguez’s door, and he answers in his civvies. A white T-shirt and jeans and bare feet—wet hair that says he
            just stepped out of the shower.
         

         
         “Aww, you didn’t have to get all cleaned up just for me,” I say, winking.

         
         “They worked us fucking hard yesterday and this morning, Solo. Trust me when I say yeah, I really did.”

         
         I laugh, kind of this half-hearted thing, but it’s real, so I’m grateful for it. “My nose thanks you.”

         
         “You’re welcome,” he says, and he opens the door and steps back to let me through. His roommate is watching TV in the living
            room, so he cocks his head toward his bedroom.
         

         
         “You’re slacking, my friend,” I say when he shuts the door behind me.

         
         He raises an eyebrow.

         
         I tip my chin toward his bed and say, “Belt hanging over that bedpost, closet door slightly open, and . . . Rodriguez—” I
            fake horror. “Is that dust on your windowsill?”
         

         
         He smirks and flips me off, then tosses the belt into his closet. And makes a show of closing the closet door. “I’m not dusting.”

         
         I cluck my tongue at him, and he sits back on his bed. I sink down the wall to the floor.

         
         “You look like hell, kid.”

         
         “I feel like hell.”

         
         “You sick?”

         
         I lean my head back against the wall, lock my hands around my knees, and laugh. “No.”

         
         “Well, don’t leave me in suspense.”

         
         “It’s just . . . this girl.”

         
         He hums like I get it.
         

         
         “Zoe,” I say, and I don’t know why. I just like saying her name, I guess.

         
         I hate everything.

         
         He hums with a little more—I don’t know—intensity. Like he doesn’t just know “it’s just this girl,” but also Zoe.

         
         I blink, lift my head from the wall. “Do you—do you know her?”

         
         His eyes light up the tiniest bit, a flicker. And he says, “Grace’s friend.”

         
         “Yeah, she’s—what do you mean, Grace’s friend?”

         
         “Zoe’s Grace’s friend,” he says. “Unless we’re talking about a different Zoe?”

         
         “No, but—how is that how you know her?”
         

         
         “How else would I know her? Not like you’ve ever spoken her name to me.”

         
         “I don’t know,” I say. “But it’s weird that you know about her because of Grace.”

         
         “You didn’t come here to ask me about Grace,” he says easily, lifting one shoulder in a casual shrug. “So how about you talk.”

         
         I narrow my eyes and say, “We’re coming back to that later.”

         
         Rodriguez doesn’t answer. He just sits there on his spotless bed, leaning forward. Listening. And I launch into it. Into everything
            that’s been eating me alive for the past week—these images I can’t get out of my head, her dancing and me playing, snapshots
            of her in Spanish class and then by that bonfire, and in my bedroom. My kitchen. All of it. I stop short, though, before what
            I did in the dance studio.
         

         
         “So you kissed this girl,” he says.

         
         “Yeah.”

         
         “And?”

         
         I swallow hard. My head is back against the wall, and this is the part I shut my eyes for. “Freaked out.”

         
         “Okay.”

         
         “No, Rodriguez, I mean I freaked. Out. Like, broke-up-with-her freaked out.”

         
         He furrows his brow. “Were you guys together?”

         
         I throw my hands in the air and sit up. “Well, I sure as hell said we weren’t. I don’t know. I never sat down with her and
            said, Zoe-do-you-want-to-be-my-girlfriend-hey-Zoe-go-to-prom-with-me. But it feels . . . it feels like . . .” I force out
            a sigh. “Fuck, I don’t know.”
         

         
         “Feels like what?”

         
         I am regretting my decision to come see Rodriguez, of all people. Because the most infuriating thing about him is that if
            he asks a question, you can’t not answer it. It’s like a freaking superpower. Trav, I could distract with something shiny.
            Grace, I could just kind of blow off. With Rodriguez, I have to explain.
         

         
         “Feels like I didn’t . . . stop something from happening. It feels like I completely fucking destroyed something that was
            already there.”
         

         
         “You love her?” he says.

         
         I blink. Tighten my fingers one by one on my knees, then let up the pressure. It’s too much, this is too much. And that tightness
            in my chest is back, this bubble that keeps expanding and expanding until I can actually feel it pressing on my ribs. “You,
            of all people, should get this.”
         

         
         He just looks at me.

         
         “You’re a military guy. You grew up in a military family; your dad was Air Force, right?”

         
         “Marines.”

         
         “Okay, Marines. So you moved eight thousand times. Never got any friends you could actually keep for yourself. You had to
            go to sleep every night terrified you were gonna get a call that your dad had been blown up or some shit. That had to have”—I
            wave my hand at him—“had an effect.”
         

         
         His mouth tips up. “You saying I have daddy issues, Solo?”

         
         I laugh, just to relieve a half a decibel of pressure. “I mean, probably.”

         
         “I took Grace out the other night.”

         
         “What?” I sit all the way up then, blink, my eyes saucers.
         

         
         “I took her to a movie. She was surprised as hell when they played the national anthem before the previews.” He laughs, and
            I would laugh with him, but I’m still shell-shocked. And weirdly hurt that Grace didn’t say anything. “You know what I didn’t
            do?” he says.
         

         
         “What?”

         
         “Shut it down because I’ll probably be transferred in a few months. Or next year. Or the year after that.”

         
         I purse my lips.

         
         “How’d you do it?” he says.

         
         I swallow. “In the ballet studio.” He raises both eyebrows, because yeah, I get it. I hit her where she lives. “I told her
            I wanted to hit the brakes before this became a thing. That I didn’t . . .” Shame curls in my stomach and sits there heavy
            and cool. “That I didn’t want her to get the wrong idea.”
         

         
         “Damn,” he says.

         
         “I know. She hates me so much I can taste it when she stands too close. I’ve, like . . . I’ve never even seen her mad. But
            now it’s like . . .”
         

         
         My head falls into my hands, at my knees, and what I want is for Rodriguez to walk over here and kneel on the ground beside
            me and say that yeah, he gets it, and he feels bad, and he gets that it hurts, and let’s go get a milkshake.
         

         
         He doesn’t, so I babble. I say, “It was the smart choice. We’re going different places! It’s senior year!” I’ve repeated this
            rationale so many times, I’ve almost forgotten it’s a lie.
         

         
         “How do you know that?”

         
         “She’s gonna go, like, be a dancer. I’m gonna go to astronaut training.”

         
         “Oh,” he says. “Did you get in somewhere?”

         
         “Not yet. I’m researching.”

         
         He nods, kind of squinting, and says, “You don’t usually surprise me, Solo.”

         
         “What’s the surprise?”

         
         He shrugs. “Just thought you hated school.”

         
         “I do.”

         
         “But you’re gonna go get your doctorate?”

         
         “No. You just need your master’s, anyway. I mean, a lot of them have PhDs . . . but it doesn’t matter; I’m gonna just learn
            to fly.”
         

         
         Rodriguez gets this look on his face like he’s about to tell me my dog is dying. “Test pilot shit is master’s, too.”

         
         That sucks. But it’s . . . okay, it’s still different than regular school—

         
         “And every single school in the country except one—which costs fifty grand—is run by—”

         
         I mouth it with him: “The military.”

         
         Now I’m reeling on two counts. “Are you telling me I have to be in the fucking army to be an astronaut? Oh my god. I don’t
            want that. I want to be done with—and how do you know this anyway? What makes you an expert? I can still . . . I can still—I . . .”
         

         
         This is it. I’m about to have an actual panic attack and maybe die.

         
         “Hey,” he says, and suddenly his voice is soothing. He is touching me, hands on my shoulders. “It’s okay. I’m sorry. I didn’t realize—my uncle went to test pilot school, and his roommate was going for—it doesn’t matter. I’m only saying that to tell you that you can’t base loving someone, deciding to be with someone, on plans you haven’t even made yet.” 

         
         I blink up at him. “I can’t worry about Zoe right now. I have to figure out—”

         
         “Figure out your life plan tomorrow. And the next day. Take two seconds to lay everything out, man. Hell, you can take a gap
            year. Or don’t go to college at all, and figure something else out. But this? Right in front of you?”
         

         
         He blows out a breath and locks eyes with me. His eyes really are beautiful; Grace is perfectly understandable.

         
         “This is all scary as fuck. I get it,” he says. “But you’re one of the toughest people I know. You’ll be fine.”

         
         I can’t believe I’m crying again; it’s like I turned on the faucet one single time, and now the switch-off valve is broken.

         
         “Hanna,” Rodriguez says.

         
         My head is back between my knees when I say, “Oh, first name. This must be serious.”

         
         “Hanna,” he says again, and this time his voice is like granite. I snap to attention where I’m sitting.

         
         “What?” I say. It comes out tired.

         
         “You fucked up.”

         
         I lick my lips, nerves washing all over me. I mean to say, “Matt, come on,” but what I whisper instead is: “Yeah?” As if I
            don’t know.
         

         
         “Yeah. You chase this girl for months. Then she finally goes for it and you tell her that whatever was going on was all in
            her head, and now you’re crying about it like it wasn’t you who did it—because what? You’re afraid?”
         

         
         I can’t do anything but blink. And hug my legs tighter to my chest.

         
         “That girl is a mess right now, Han.”

         
         My pulse spikes. “What?”

         
         “She’s mad; you know she’s mad. But she’s not just mad. You get me?”

         
         She’s not just mad. That’s—not nothing. Maybe that’s even something. “How do you know?”

         
         “Grace told me.”

         
         I scoff. “So you already knew about—”

         
         “She’s a mess, McCowan, because you can’t get your shit together. I’m sorry you came out of this”—he spreads his hands to indicate the barracks, the base, military
            life—“so fucked up, okay? But what I’ve learned from a lifetime of new people and new places is that when you find someone
            who’s . . .” He pauses, searching for the right words. “Important, so important you know they can hurt you without even trying—you grab on and you hold on to those people with both hands. I get
            what you’re doing. It’s a defense mechanism, sure, fine. But doing that shit because you’re afraid you’re going to be alone
            someday guarantees you’re going to be alone today. And it’s because you’re afraid. Who isn’t? We’re all afraid. I’m afraid,
            and I’m holding on to Grace with both hands. You’re afraid, and you’re letting go because it’s easier.”
         

         
         That needles me harder than I expect it to. “Excuse me? Do you think what I did was easy? Do you think I would be here, crying
            in a man’s bedroom, if any of this was easy?”
         

         
         He lifts his eyebrows. “Being sad is one of the easiest things in the world, McCowan. It lets you lie in bed all day. It excuses
            you from doing anything.”
         

         
         “Man, fuck you.”

         
         “I’m not talking about depression, am I? I’m talking about sadness, the regular emotion. Two completely different animals. Maybe you’re depressed; I don’t know. I’m not a psychiatrist.” He pokes my foot with his bare toes. “Hey. Do you want to fix this?” 

         
         “Fix what?”

         
         “You know what,” he says, his features wrinkled up into something disapproving, and whew, that is hard to take from him. “You
            and Zoe.”
         

         
         I shrug. “I don’t think I can.”

         
         “Can’t never could,” he says. “If you want this situation to change, you are going to have to do something about it.”

         
         Even I’m annoyed by the intense melodrama of the sigh that comes out of me; I can’t imagine how hard Rodriguez must be rolling
            his eyes right now. “I don’t even know how to try,” I say. “You haven’t had a conversation with her. She’s furious. And”—I
            kind of flap my hand at him—“whatever else she is. According to Grace.”
         

         
         “Yeah,” he says. “And she’s right to be. You hurt her. On purpose.”

         
         “Jesus, Matt.”

         
         “You wanted my advice.”

         
         “I wanted your support.”

         
         He gave it to me. And he’s giving it to me again now, in a different language. This language just stings like a bitch.

         
         He glances at the carpet. Then back to me. “You want me to tell you this isn’t your fault? That you’re not just intentionally
            wrecking shit for both of you? I can lie. If that’s what you came here for.”
         

         
         I stand. “I gotta go.”

         
         He gives me a look, one I don’t want to ask about because I know what it means is that tracks. Then he lets it fall from his face and just tips his chin at me. I move to leave his room. When I reach for the doorknob,
            his hand is on mine.
         

         
         “Hanna,” he says.

         
         I sigh. “What?”

         
         “You’re gonna be okay.”

         
         I turn around, and I think I believe him.

         
         I’m not mad at him, not really. I’m mad. But not at him. So for the first time in what feels like months, I smile. I’m home
            before retreat.
         

         
         

         I spend a lot of time Saturday night lying on the hood of my car. And what I discover is that it is not all that comfortable.
            But once I’ve gone to the effort of getting on top of it, I’m not about to roll off. Even though my back is starting to hurt
            like hell.
         

         
         I’m staring at stars, actively trying not to see constellations. Thinking about everything. About a career in the sky and
            whether I even want it. Whether I ever wanted it, if I wasn’t willing to work for it, or whether it felt so perfect because
            it meant escape. On my own terms. I am actually allowing myself to think about Zoe—how much this hurts, and why it hurts so
            bad, and Rodriguez absolutely laying me out. There are minutes, lying there, shivering when it gets colder, that I can’t breathe.
            Minutes it feels like a knife is running back and forth over my skin. Minutes where all I can hear, over and over, is: We are not friends we are not friends we are not friends.

         
         I am suddenly so desperate to have everything fixed that I almost fall off the car trying to wriggle my phone out of my back
            pocket. No messages from anyone. And by anyone I mean Zoe, because of course there are no messages from Zoe.
         

         
         I glance at my house, where I see a soft glow coming from the kitchen.

         
         It can only be Dad, and Dad is one of the only people I can imagine seeing right now. So I go in, hugging my jacket around my shoulders. Ward off the chill lingering on my skin, cocoon myself in the emptiness of a quiet cell phone. 

         
         “Whatcha doin’?” I ask.

         
         Then I see the braided candle in his hand, the lighter in the other. The jar of spices.

         
         Havdalah.

         
         He glances at the counter, up at the window I saw him through. Then his gaze settles on me.

         
         He breathes.

         
         Smiles.

         
         “You want to do this with me?”

         
         For the first time in days, I relax. I pick up the jar of spices, and we huddle over his phone together to stumble through
            the blessing.
         

         
         

         After the house is silent, Zoe returns to my thoughts.

         
         Zoe. My biggest fuckup.

         
         The uncomfortable minutes followed me in from the cold, lingering through Havdalah, pressing into my skin. But in the wake
            of Dad’s lilting voice, the tickling scent of cloves in my nose, those minutes dissipate like the smoke from the extinguished
            candle. They drain away into the dark and I am left in the quiet, and it feels . . . significant. The timing of it. Shabbat
            ending; a new week beginning. And I think: I am not a coward.

         
         And that is the heart of it.

         
         I dial Grace and she picks up two rings in.

         
         “Hey, stranger,” she says.

         
         I swallow. Shut my eyes for an instant and tap my fingers on the hood of the car. Then say, “Grace. I need a favor.”

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Twenty-Four
Zoe

         
         I’m eating meat loaf when my mom puts her fork down and finally asks me what’s wrong.

         
         “Nothing,” I say. “I’m eating. I’m fine.”

         
         “Sweetheart,” Dad says. “You’re not fine. We were going to wait for you to tell us, but it’s been a week, and you’re not fine.
            Talk to us. We’re here to support you.”
         

         
         He’s right, of course. They don’t deserve what I’m doing to them. So I say, “Jay and I broke up.”

         
         It’s not a lie. But it’s not the truth.

         
         “Oh, sweetie,” Mom says, and reaches across the table to touch my hand. “Is there anything we can do to help?”

         
         “No,” I say, and that is the truth. “Semester’s almost over, and we don’t have many classes together anymore. I’ll be fine.
            Jay will be fine. We’ll all be fine; everything is fine.”
         

         
         And that’s the end of it. I finish my piece of meat loaf and my mashed potatoes and my peas, barely tasting any of it but
            eating it all. Food equals calories equals energy. I need all the help I can get, because what I really want to do is crawl
            under a blanket and never move again.
         

         
         Tragically, that’s not an option, even if my whole life wasn’t tangled up in pointe shoe ribbons.

         
         I excuse myself to do my physics homework, and my foot has barely settled on the first stair when I hear my dad say, “Such a shame.” 

         
         And I hear my mom say, “He was a really nice boy.”

         
         And I do not slam my door.

         
         

         This whole week has been terrible. Everything, to be honest, is pretty terrible, and the only thing I can possibly focus on
            is dance. I pretend that’s the only thing that exists in the world. When my mind wanders, I bring it back by thinking about
            pliés and demi-pliés and ronds de jambe and grand battements and chaînés. I think about pirouettes and piqués and pas de chat.
            I think about Swan Lake and The Nutcracker and Giselle and Carmen until my brain is so full of ballet that there’s no room for Hanna.
         

         
         Grace invites me over, and after I make her promise Hanna won’t be there, I go. I go, and I sit on the couch with her and
            watch Trav and the famous Rodriguez play video games.
         

         
         She was right about his ass, by the way. Very impressive.

         
         The boys wrap up their game, and Trav leaves for Reina’s house. So it’s me and Grace and Rodriguez in the living room, and
            it’s pretty clear to me that he does not think of her as his little sister. They’re not touching, but they don’t need to. If they did, I’m pretty sure they’d actually
            set the house on fire.
         

         
         Rodriguez is sitting in Grace’s dad’s favorite recliner, his feet kicked up and his fingers laced behind his head. He says,
            “There’s probably some stuff you should know about military kids, Zoe.”
         

         
         “No,” I say, and stand up. “No.”

         
         I didn’t come over here to get lectured by Grace’s pseudo-boyfriend about military kids and Hanna Hanna Hanna, and I’m halfway to the front door by the time Grace catches up with me. She touches my arm, and I stop because I’m tired, and betrayed, and overwhelmed, and so everything that I can’t even think. 

         
         “Listen,” she says gently. “He’s not here to be an apologist.”

         
         “I’m not in the mood to get lectured.”

         
         “He’s not going to lecture you,” she says. “I won’t let him. But if it helps, he’s already chewed Hanna a new asshole about
            what she did to you.”
         

         
         “Oh my god,” I mutter. “Is there anyone who doesn’t know what happened?”
         

         
         “Yeah, the rest of the school,” Grace says. “Will you chill out? Matt doesn’t go to school with us, and the only way I know
            him is because of Hanna. He knows her better than a lot of people—even you, okay? They’re both military brats, and he gets
            her on a fundamental, like, psychological, therapeutic level.”
         

         
         I push my fingers into my hair. “I don’t care, Grace. I don’t. I don’t want to hear about her. I don’t want to hear why she
            did what she did. I don’t care about her reasoning and I don’t care if she’s the victim of an abusive military-industrial
            complex or whatever he’s going to tell me. I don’t care about any of that shit because she fucking broke me, okay? So I am
            extremely not interested in excuses or explanations or anything. I’m interested in making it through the day, the week, the
            semester, the audition. Everything else is background noise.”
         

         
         “Okay,” she says easily. “Okay. But do you want to know what the problem is?”

         
         “What?”

         
         “Both of you are my friends. I was yours first, yes, but now I’m hers, too. You have to share me, and so does she. Which means you might run into each other. And I’m not about to let your drama piss on everyone’s parade until we graduate.” 

         
         “Our drama?” I blink at her. “Do you know what the fuck happened, Grace? Did she tell you what happened?”

         
         For the first time since she caught me, she seems a little unsure. “Uh, no?”

         
         “Okay,” I say. “Cool. Let me tell you what happened. You ready?”

         
         Grace is looking at me sort of sideways, because I’m never like this. I never do this. But she says, “Yeah, I’m ready.”

         
         “We kissed, and then we went back to her house and kissed, and that was it. We snuggled. And it was nice. It was really, really
            nice. And then like, two days later, before we’ve even had any kind of conversation about . . . anything, she just out of
            the blue tells me that she doesn’t want me to get the wrong idea. That this is some kind of thing. Because it’s not. And like,
            okay, we didn’t talk about it, but it’s clearly a fucking thing.”
         

         
         Grace is frowning.

         
         “Do you know what else, Grace?”

         
         “. . . what?”

         
         “I’m not bisexual. I’m a lesbian. Do you want to know how I know that?”

         
         “Y-yes?”

         
         “Because I have never. In my life. Felt about anyone. The way I feel about Hanna.” I punctuate each pause with my hands, spread
            out like I’m telling someone how big my catch was. “There is no possible reality in which I could ever feel about a guy the
            way I feel about Hanna. And she didn’t, like, make me feel that way because she’s a wizard or something, but do you know how fucking huge it is to meet someone who, like, unlocks this whole room in your head, like, hey, here’s who you actually are?” 

         
         Grace says, very quietly, “Yeah. Yeah, I do.”

         
         “And then that person says, just kidding, I was just fucking around, I don’t actually care about you.”

         
         She’s blinking really rapidly, like she’s genuinely upset by what I’ve suggested.

         
         “So, okay, sorry if that drama rains on your parade next semester.”

         
         Grace doesn’t respond to that. And I don’t say anything else, because I don’t know what else there is to say. I’m panting,
            almost. I’m exhausted by having to say all that stuff out loud to another human being.
         

         
         I’m exhausted.

         
         Then she says, “Jesus, I’m so sorry, Zo, I’m so sorry. Can I—is this a hugging situation?”

         
         And I’m not mad, I’m just deflated, and you know what, yes, it is a hugging situation. I put my arms out and she wraps around me like the sister I never had, and I let her, and I love her,
            and I’m not crying, I’m not crying. But I’m clinging to her because she didn’t do anything wrong, and Matt didn’t do anything
            wrong, and probably Hanna does have a good excuse for what happened, but even if she does apologize, if she comes to me and
            grovels and begs, I’m still over here in pieces. I’m still bleeding out.
         

         
         “It doesn’t matter,” I say.

         
         “It does.”

         
         “Grace—”

         
         “Zoe.” She pulls back from me, lets me go. “Listen. It matters. Of course it matters. It matters because you matter.” She runs her fingers over her lips. “You don’t have to make up with her if you don’t want. Okay? Forget what I said.
            Forget all of it, if you want. But listen—she’s going to text you. And you don’t have to respond or even read it. But she’s
            going to do it.”
         

         
         “Why?”

         
         “Why? Because she’s a complete mess right now and she wants to apologize. She wants to make it up to you.”

         
         I roll my eyes because I can’t help it.

         
         “So, Matt,” she says, and kind of hooks her thumb back toward the other room where he’s still presumably sitting, “he’s a
            good guy. And like I said, he knows her better than probably anyone outside her actual family. And she—she told him everything.
            And you know what he said?”
         

         
         “No.” I sigh. “Something about military kids and their baggage?”

         
         She laughs. “Hell no. He told her she fucked up and needs to apologize, and apologize hard. And, from what I can tell, she’s going to.”
         

         
         I blink. “She—”

         
         Grace puts her hands up, cutting me off. “She’s going to try, anyway. You don’t have to answer her, okay? But it’s going to
            happen. You’re going to hear from her. So gird your loins or whatever.”
         

         
         “Okay. Thanks. I’m—I think I’m going to go.”

         
         “Stay,” she says. “Please. I won’t let Matt give you any speeches. Just stay, okay?”

         
         I consider my alternatives: moping at home. Grace sticks her lower lip out, just a little, and I laugh. Just a little.

         
         “Fine,” I say, like I’m doing her a favor. “Tell your boyfriend to keep it to himself, though.”

         
         “Absolutely. One hundred percent.” She grabs my shoulders just for a second and grins big and bright. “But he’s not my boyfriend.”

         
         I roll my eyes. “Okay, Grace. Of course not.”

         
         “My parents would kill me, okay?” she whispers. “So he can’t be.”

         
         “Just a coincidence he’s here and they’re not, I guess?”

         
         “He’s Trav’s friend,” she says, wagging her eyebrows and turning on her heel to head back into the living room. “Come on,
            come watch a movie with us.”
         

         
         “Fine, but I’m not watching Lord of the Rings again,” I say, following her. “Not even if the Admiral over there tells me to.”
         

         
         Grace looks back at me half horrified, half amused.

         
         Rodriguez looks entirely horrified. “Admiral? You know that’s not—”

         
         I wave him off. “Yeah, whatever. I’m still not enduring eight hours of haughty elves.”

         
         Grace looks like she’s about to lose it. Rodriguez’s eyes track over to her.

         
         “Oh, I know,” I say before their eye contact causes all of us to spontaneously combust. “We can watch Captain America. That’s more your thing, eh, Chief Petty Officer?”
         

         
         “How are you so bad at this?” he asks, laughing. “I feel like you’re really working for it.”

         
         I grin and shrug a careless shoulder at him. “I am, thank you for noticing. I’m a ballerina, so busting my ass for the delight
            of an audience is kind of my whole thing.”
         

         
         “Oh my gosh,” Grace says, trying and failing to cover her laugh. “Sit down before the Lance Corporal gets really mad.”

         
         “Grace!”

         
         She sticks her tongue out at him, and he’s shaking his head and smiling, and she drags me down onto the couch next to her
            and pulls up Netflix, still snickering, and I’m so glad she talked me into staying, because this is the closest I’ve felt
            to normal in a week.
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Twenty-Five
Hanna

         
         I have spent a full day not texting Zoe. I’ve spent a full week not texting her, really, but today has been pointed. Today,
            the not texting has come in the form of me checking my phone eight thousand times, looking for nothing, starting to type a
            message, then deleting it three words in and staring at the phone, wondering if she happened to be looking at her phone when
            I did. Wondering if she saw those little dots appear, then disappear, and if somehow that will magically compel her to call
            me. Something. Anything.
         

         
         Of course it doesn’t. Nothing does.

         
         I type: Z, I’m sorry.

         
         Delete.

         
         Zoe listen I don’t know how the hell to

         
         Delete.

         
         I miss you.

         
         Delete.

         
         I can’t fucking breathe.

         
         Delete.

         
         In the end, at 2300 on Sunday night, I make a decision.

         
         
            
               
                  Hanna: Zoe is there any universe in which you would consider speaking to me? Just the once

               

            

         
         It is 0132 on Monday when I finally think I am maybe falling asleep, and my phone buzzes. I jump out of my skin, and if it
            isn’t her, I’m going to burn the world down.
         

         
         
            
               
                  Zoe: What do you want

               

            

         
         I’m awake now.

         
         My fingers shake when I text her back

         
         
            
               
                  Hanna: This is going to be like a thousand years long, ok? You don’t have to read it. Send.
                  

               

            

         
         She doesn’t respond.

         
         
            
               
                  Hanna: I’m sorry.

               

            

         
         I’m so fucking sorry and I’ve barely slept since I said all that shit to you. And I just . . . I stop where I am. It’s too much. It’s too much to say over text. For an instant, I consider calling her, but I don’t want
            to shock her into answering. What I want is to sit there with her and talk to her. For her to hear the hoarseness in my voice
            and see the furrow in my brow and know that I mean it.
         

         
         I’d planned to send her this novel of a message and then ask this, depending on what she said, but honestly screw it. I don’t
            send the whole text. I erase everything after I’m so fucking sorry. And retype: 
         

         
         
            
               
                  Hanna: You don’t have to do this for me ok but would you meet me somewhere?

               

            

         
         Send before I can think about it.

         
         Then I panic. My throat closes up and I write: 

         
         
            
               
                  Hanna: You don’t have to forgive me I just can’t stand this and I’m so stupid zoe and if it’s a no ok, I’ll text it to you. You don’t
                        have to see me

               

            

         
         Then like forty-five seconds later:

         
         
            
               
                  Hanna: I’m sorry I asked that, that was my bad you don’t owe me.

               

            

         
         And I am sliding my thumb across the screen to qualify it again, because I have absolutely no self-control, when a message pops up: 
         

         
         
            
               
                  Zoe: when and where

               

            

         
         I exhale in a gust. This half-relieved, half-absolutely gut-twistingly terrified thing. And write:

         
         
            
               
                  Hanna: The planetarium? After Grace’s shift tomorrow? Like seven?

               

            

         
         It is an agonizing thirty minutes waiting for her to text back. I know she is just staring at her phone. Or maybe I don’t
            know her at all. Maybe she’s screaming into a pillow, wanting to cut me open for this. Maybe she’s asleep. Maybe, maybe she doesn’t care at all.
         

         
         My stomach clenches.

         
         I am not going to fall asleep tonight. Not until she texts back, and maybe that’s on purpose. Maybe she knows that and she
            just wants to let it hurt a little longer. Fine. I deserve it.
         

         
         At 0247, my phone buzzes and she just says: ok

         
         I don’t sleep. But I lie there all night with that ok tucked in my pocket. It’s not everything. But it is something.
         

         
         

         Grace lets me into the planetarium right after it closes. We’re mostly quiet, because I feel like I am saving my words for
            what’s next.
         

         
         There’s a molten knot in my stomach—dread, anticipation—and I’m . . . I’m terrified. I’m terrified that I can’t fix this.
            That I screwed up too hard. That it is completely unfixable and I will say my piece and Zoe will say, “Thank you, Hanna.”
            Just like that—detached and polite and accepting. And she will get up and walk away. And I will fade and fade until I become
            this girl she kissed on a dare at a party once. And she will be this dancer who lit me on fire, this girl I wrecked, and Isn’t
            High School Just Such a Trip? Wasn’t I Just So Dumb as a Kid? I can’t stand it.
         

         
         I can’t stand it, and I am so furious, above everything, that I have no one to be furious at. No one but me.
         

         
         I help Grace sweep. And toss a couple cups into the trash. Little tiny things that my brain assures me I am capable of doing
            even as it won’t stop running through a million different iterations of the upcoming conversation, none of which will probably
            happen.
         

         
         At 1857, Grace is done with this room, and she says, “I’m gonna go clean up at the front desk and help out at the café.”

         
         “Okay.”

         
         She gives me this sort-of smile. A smile that says the same thing Rodriguez’s did: I love you a lot, but if I’m picking sides
            based on who is right and who is wrong, it’s not going to be yours.
         

         
         “Grace,” I say when she turns to go. I can feel my stomach bottoming out. “Tell me it’s going to be fine.”

         
         “It’s going to be fine.”

         
         “Are you lying?”

         
         “I don’t know, babe,” she says. And she heads out. Not before she flips on the projector without the audio, so there are a
            thousand stars swirling above my head.
         

         
         I walk right on down to the center of the room, past the auditorium-style seating, cross my legs, and sit on the floor. I
            look up at the stars, and for once they don’t comfort me; I just feel like shit.
         

         
         I wonder, briefly, if maybe she won’t show.

         
         I almost don’t want her to. Then I can say, “Well, I gave it my best shot, this was on her, oh well,” but I hear Rodriguez
            saying, Being sad is one of the easiest things in the world, McCowan, and he’s right. He’s right. I need her to come. I need her to. I need to do this hard thing because I need to know that
            I can do hard things and I need her to know I can do hard things. That I want to grab her with both hands, and that I’m willing to do hard things to hold on
            to her. I’m willing to do anything to hold on to her.
         

         
         She walks in at 1859. Of course she does.

         
         I’ve seen her since, obviously. In the practice room, gritting my teeth through Elégie while she dances like a dream, like nothing is broken. In Spanish, where we speak en español, por favor, whenever we are
            forced to converse. But not like this. Not outside of prior commitments, not with this kind of intention.
         

         
         My stomach flip-flops. I say, “Hey.”

         
         She looks down the rows of chairs, right at me, and says, “Hey.”

         
         Every step she takes is precise, leading down to me. Like she is thinking through each one. Balls of her feet on this step, toes there, on the carpet. Heel here. One foot in front of the other, step, step, step. 

         
         She stops in front of me and considers. Glances up at the stars on the ceiling. And sits.

         
         We are close enough to feel that we are too far away to touch.

         
         I am fisting my fingers in the carpet. Or trying to—it’s that industrial carpet they put in schools, so I’m not so much grabbing
            the fibers as I am burning my knuckles.
         

         
         “What did you want to say, Hanna?” She says it like she’s exhausted.

         
         I blow out a breath, and I guess I’m shaking. I’m doing that thing where you’re not cold at all but your teeth are chattering.

         
         “I’m sorry,” I say. I glance at her and spin the slightest bit so I’m not totally facing her. “I’m sorry, and—is it . . .
            is it okay if I don’t look at you when I say this?” I’m looking up at the stars, the winter constellations spinning right
            now. I find Aries instinctively, without even having to search for it. “Because the thing is—”
         

         
         “Hanna,” says Zoe.

         
         I do look at her then. These eyes that are like dark amber. “Yeah?”

         
         Her voice is unsettlingly even. “No. It is not okay if you don’t look at me while you say this. Because you look at me all
            the time while you talk. So if you can look at me while we talk about what we want to order at a Spanish restaurant, you can
            fucking look at me while you say whatever it is you’re going to say tonight. And if you can’t, I swear to god I will walk
            out of here.”
         

         
         I swallow. “Okay.” I am looking at her when I say, “Zoe, I am so fucking sorry.”

         
         I am still looking at her when I ask, “Can I . . . Would you let me explain it?” I have never been so hesitant, so penitent, in my life. 

         
         “Thought that was why I’m here,” she says.

         
         I am so conscious of my own swallowing. But my throat is so freaking dry. “I have spent my whole life learning how to lose
            people,” I say. I can’t read a thing on her face; all I know is that I am looking at her and she is looking at me, and that
            is how this conversation is going to go. “I was four when I realized my mom could die at any second. Because of this . . .
            this phone call. And this little boy I liked to play with who lived down the street. His dad got killed by a roadside bomb
            when he was six. Freaked me out so bad, I never could really get to sleep again. And then we moved like every year. Most of
            these families, they have other kids. You figure out that your family is your unit, blood is thicker than water, and whatever.
            You think people stay—some of them. And some people get these friendships on base, and they’re friends across the world no
            matter where they move. I didn’t . . . I didn’t do that. I don’t know why, and I don’t get why I’m this, like, malfunctioning
            thing who doesn’t know how to jump into a real relationship with anyone without completely losing my shit, but there it is.
            I don’t have friends from when I was a kid. I know I’ve said this before, but it’s really important, okay? I don’t have this
            place I love that’s home, not really, because that’s scary as hell, too. I don’t even . . .” I glance up because my eyes are starting to sting, and
            I guess this is just a thing I do now. I cry in front of people. “I don’t even know how to be friends with Trav and Grace without prepping for them to leave. Travis. Grace. The easiest people in the world to be friends with.”
         

         
         Zoe half laughs and says, “Understatement,” and maybe I won’t cry.

         
         Maybe I will get through this. “So then, there you are,” I say. “This honestly kind of infuriating girl looking down her nose at me in Spanish, and dancing like you were born in ballet slippers, and it was distracting. You were pretty and you had a boyfriend and that was it. And then you’re, like . . . talking to me and wearing this body spray I can’t stop smelling every time you walk past me and then you’re my friend and I get already how stupid I’m being. Because you were always my friend, but you were never just my friend, were you?”
         

         
         She breathes through her nose. The only indicator I get of a flicker of emotion is how fast she blinks when she looks away
            from my face.
         

         
         “When you kissed me,” I say, and my voice is quiet. “Or I kissed you—I just . . . It wasn’t even the kiss that did it. I think
            I was all . . . I was all tangled up in everything before I even touched you.”
         

         
         She says, “You told me you didn’t chase girls.”

         
         I say, “I wasn’t trying to chase you, Z.”

         
         I still can’t read her face. I can read her fingers, gone from still to tapping on the floor.

         
         “I just freaked out,” I say. “I’m used to losing everyone, and I’m good at it and—”
         

         
         She snorts, and my eyebrows jump up. “No, you’re not.”

         
         “What?”

         
         “No one is good at losing people. You’re not good at it, Hanna. You’re just shit at actually having them.”

         
         I can’t do anything but blink for a second. At her. Just looking at me. My voice is hoarse, and I am about a sentence away
            from actually crying in front of her when I say, “I can’t stop thinking about you.”
         

         
         “Do you know what you said to me?” she says.

         
         And now, now I can read her. She is pissed. No. She is furious.
         

         
         I breathe.

         
         “You said, This is not a thing. You said, I didn’t want you to think it was a thing if it’s not.” She takes a moment. Takes a breath. Looks up at the ceiling. “No one is good at losing people, but there are a lot of people
            who are good at having them. You’re not, and—Hanna, I’m not, either. I’ve stumbled my way through socializing my whole life.
            Having a thing like ballet, where you all automatically have something to talk about, where everyone is as intense as you
            are about the same thing, that helps. You know? One of the reasons I stayed with Jay as long as I did was because I thought
            he understood me. It wasn’t ballet, sure, but I thought he got me. But he didn’t, not—not like you did. Do. Whatever.” She shuts her eyes, covers her face with her hands, like she’s trying
            to get herself under control again. When she takes her hands away, she says, “And then you just—you just said, ‘Fuck you,
            actually, I’m not interested, I was never interested, this whole thing is in your head.’ And you knew what you were saying.
            You knew it would hurt me. And you did it anyway. God, I’m so stupid.”
         

         
         My teeth are chattering again. The wind has already been knocked out of me, but it’s like she’s sucking out the dregs. I keep
            thinking I’m fully fucking empty, and I’m not. And now she’s blinking up at the fake sky like maybe she is going to cry.
         

         
         I want to stop it—am frantic, suddenly, to stop it. Everything that’s fucking happening here. And I just . . . lose it. The words rush out of me. “No,” I say, “you’re not. I am. I’m a fucking idiot. Do you think I don’t get how extraordinarily, how thoroughly, how . . . Do you think I don’t get how bad I fucked up?” I am crying now and it hurts my eyes and it hurts my head. And I am all out of explanations. Of ways to talk around it. There is nothing left to say but “I’m in love with you.” That is not a thing I have said to another human. Ever. “I’m in love with you, Zoe, and I can’t fucking believe I did this.” My elbows are on my knees, and my hands are in my hair, arms over my face. I don’t even want to look at the stars.
            I don’t feel bad for telling her; it doesn’t feel like the knife I thought it would, even though I know she won’t say it back.
            I didn’t plan on saying it, but honestly, fuck it.
         

         
         It’s so quiet, for like a full two minutes, that I can hear the projector hum. The shift of Zoe’s jeans over the carpet. I
            cannot think.
         

         
         God, I didn’t realize how bad I wanted this.

         
         Finally she says, “That makes two of us.”

         
         I look up at her, too scared to hope. Too scared to breathe. “Yeah?”

         
         “I can’t fucking believe you did it, either.”

         
         My throat just closes right there. I am not crying. I am nothing. Staring. What the hell am I supposed to say?

         
         “What did you think was going to happen?” she asks. “When you said that. When you said ‘this isn’t a thing.’ Did you think
            I was just going to shrug and accept that and we’d be great friends? Did you think we were gonna be fuck buddies? What, Hanna?
            What did you think. Was going to happen.”
         

         
         I am shrinking into the carpet. Right into the floor, and maybe I’ll never claw out of it; maybe that’s fine. I’ll just disappear
            and she will walk away, and that sounds better than this shit. “Zoe. God. I didn’t—I never thought we were going to be fuck
            buddies. That’s not—I don’t know what I thought.” That’s a lie. Her accepting it, and me somehow getting past it, and us just
            going along like friends. Was exactly what I thought.
         

         
         “And what did you think was going to happen just now? When you said, ‘I’m in love with you.’ What did you think was going to happen?” 

         
         I don’t have an answer, and she seems to know that, because she doesn’t push further. She just presses the heels of her hands
            to her eyes, rakes her fingers back through her hair, like this is the most exhausting conversation she’s ever had. It probably
            is. “When did you know? That you’re a lesbian. How old were you?” she asks.
         

         
         “Eleven.”

         
         “Do you want to ask me when I knew?”

         
         No. I don’t need to ask, because I know the answer, but I say, “When?”

         
         “Last week.” She spits the words at me like an accusation. And it is, I guess. “This semester has been one exciting development
            after another. I’m a lesbian, apparently, and I’m going to be applying for college. In August, I was bisexual and dating a
            guy, a good friend of mine for years, and I was happy, content, and now it’s November and I’m single, and I’m a lesbian! And
            not just single.” She barks out this kind of not-laugh, and I don’t know what to do with my face or hands or anything. “I
            broke up with him because I realized I didn’t feel the way about him that I could feel about somebody. About you. And then we kissed, and it was, like, the best kissing of my entire fucking life, Hanna, and I don’t mean, like, congrats
            on the tongue work. I mean kissing you opened up this, like, whole universe I never knew existed. Except it didn’t mean anything, apparently, so I don’t know, maybe I’m delusional. But I am certain of one thing: I really needed some support, because of ballet and—I don’t know, everything—and I thought you could be that for me. But you weren’t. And you definitely can’t be now. Because I can’t untangle how I feel about you, and I probably won’t for a long time. And somehow I’m still supposed to sleep at night. And go to school. And audition for a company that you talked me into auditioning for! I’m supposed to just keep living, I guess? And nobody understands. Grace is great, but she
            doesn’t get it—not like I know you get it. But that doesn’t do me any good, and I—” She sighs, and this feels like the end,
            like the ground rushing up to meet me, and I’m desperate, but I also know I can’t keep her from getting all this out.
         

         
         Her voice is very small when she speaks again. “It’s not that I’m sad, okay? It’s not like, oh what a bummer, my crush doesn’t
            like me back. You didn’t just disappoint me, Hanna. I put my feelings on the table, and you flipped the whole goddamn thing
            over. You betrayed me. And you did it on purpose. You told me you did. And I don’t—I don’t know how to come back from that.
            Okay? I’m sorry.”
         

         
         “You don’t. Uh—” Jesus, I can barely figure out how to put words together to make a sentence. “You don’t have to apologize.
            To me.”
         

         
         Her voice breaks when she says, “I am not apologizing to you, Hanna.”
         

         
         I guess I’m crying again, but at least she is, too. So. I blow out a breath. I know she told me to look at her, but I can’t.
            Because looking at her fucking hurts. I say, “I don’t know what else to say, Zo.”
         

         
         The season of the stars overhead has changed, it looks like, so when I look up, I’m looking at Scorpius. I almost laugh at
            how much this hurts, because apparently I’m looking at her no matter what.
         

         
         “Me either,” she says. She pulls her sleeve over her hand and wipes her cheeks. “I should probably go.”

         
         I want to do anything to make her stay. To rewind all this and get it to go the way it should have gone. Just . . . wave a
            magic wand and fix everything, but I can’t. And I want to be in this room with her, but I also think maybe I cannot stand
            being here, this close to her, for one more second.
         

         
         I say, “Okay. Yeah, me too.” My voice shakes—and I’m so irritated that I’m embarrassed by that. I can cry right now. But I
            am embarrassed by it because surprise, I am just entirely fucked up. As we have both learned here today. My voice keeps right on shaking when I say, “Thanks. For . . .
            for coming.”
         

         
         She says, “You’re welcome,” unfolds from her seat on the floor, and looks down at me like she wants to say something else,
            but she doesn’t. And then she’s gone. Halley’s comet. Burning through me in a blink.
         

         
         I lie back and look up. Nothing but me and these fake stars and that almost nothing hum of the projection equipment.

         
         It’s quiet here, in space.

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Twenty-Six
Zoe

         
         I force myself to drive away from the planetarium before I allow myself a breakdown. A convenient little skill, compartmentalizing
            every single emotion until there’s a place for everything and everything in its place. Feeling very good and normal and human
            right now, thanks for asking. So I just start driving, and I don’t know where I’m going until I’m on the little road that
            leads to the ballet studio.
         

         
         And I think, with mock gravity: this is where I was headed all along. Inevitable—but less like a romance novel and more like terminal velocity. And I laugh, laugh all the way into a parking
            space, and then I’m crying, my forehead pressed to the center of the steering wheel, sobbing, because it feels like someone
            has twined their hand in my guts and pulled them out.
         

         
         Someone? You’ve gotten so good at being honest with yourself, Zoe, so be real: it feels like Hanna has done that. Because she has. And the worst part is, if she didn’t care, if she was still Hanna I’m-Too-Cool-To-Care-About-Your-Opinion
            McCowan, that would be one thing. But she’s not—she’s Hanna I’m-Sorry-I-Hurt-You, I-Hate-Myself-For-What-I’ve-Done, I-Know-It’s-Probably-Too-Late-To-Fix-It
            McCowan. And I’m angry. Not just about what she said or how she acted, but the fact that she’s sorry. Like honestly, how dare she? Who does she think she is, that she can just—screw up? And regret it? And just . . . what?
            Ask forgiveness?
         

         
         If I could hate her, this would be so much easier. But I don’t. I never did.

         
         Years ago, I got into the habit of keeping extra dance stuff around. Just in case. Just in case I had some time to kill, or
            someone wanted to see something, or just wishful thinking. And now, I think, I have some time to kill. Madame’s car is still
            here, as well as a few others, so I grab my bag and let myself in. I change in the bathroom—just slippers tonight, not pointe
            shoes—and duck into one of the empty studios. I don’t turn the light on. I stick my phone in the dock for the speakers, and
            I hit shuffle.
         

         
         I do this sometimes: every few minutes a new surprise. I force myself to move to whatever music is on, having to change everything
            every few minutes. It’s just the normal amount of physically tiring, but my brain is always mush when I finish an hour of
            this. The constant adjustment and readjustment of tempo and beat and rhythm and flow, the anticipation and anxiety of what
            comes next, the sweep and slide of feet, the point and flex and lift and drag—all of it, all of it keeps me from thinking
            about Hanna, about her tears when she said she was sorry, about her eyes when she said she was in love with me.
         

         
         The way she sounded when she said it. Like a revelation.

         
         I’m panting, slick with sweat, when I finally stop dancing and collapse on the floor. My forehead is pressed to my knees, and I think I’m crying again? And a Beyoncé song from ten years ago comes on. I should want to dance, because who doesn’t want to dance to Bey, honestly? But I hear the door click open and a soft “You okay, sis?” 

         
         Kamala’s hair is frizzing a little in its bun. I know mine’s way worse, because I didn’t even bother putting it up properly.
            But she looks concerned, chewing on her bottom lip, a little line between her eyebrows.
         

         
         I snort and say, “Nope.”

         
         “Can I come in?”

         
         “Sure.”

         
         She does, the door drifting closed behind her, and crosses over to the speakers. She doesn’t turn the music off, just way
            down so we can actually hear each other. I watch her walk, the way her legs move, graceful and precise even when she’s just
            existing. I wonder if that’s how Hanna saw me.
         

         
         Kamala sits on the floor next to me. She’s in sweats and socks and Uggs against the cold. I can see the sweat shining on her
            brown skin, even without the overhead lights on.
         

         
         “Any reason you’re sitting in the dark?”

         
         “I was dancing,” I say.

         
         “‘Dancing in the da-ark,’” she sings, off-key.

         
         I laugh. “That’s me. A cliché.”

         
         Beyoncé fades into Bruno Mars. Kamala says, “Any reason you were dancing in the dark?”

         
         “Yeah,” I say, and I’m surprised at how easily it comes out. “I got my heart broken, and this seemed appropriately mopey.”

         
         “You want to talk about it?”

         
         I do, I think. With someone who doesn’t know anyone involved except for me. I guess this is the draw of therapy. So I tell her everything. I tell her about dumping Jay, and about Hanna the Lesbian Pianist, and about not being sure about wanting to audition and deciding to audition anyway, and about burnout and fear and emptiness, and how broken Hanna sounded, and everything everything everything. 

         
         And then we sit. Something slow and sexy by The Weeknd comes on.

         
         Kamala says, “That was extremely shitty of her.”

         
         I say, “I know.”

         
         “People mess up, Zoe.”

         
         “As I am continuously reminded.”

         
         “Like all the time.”

         
         “Yes.” I’m losing patience, but I am trying very hard to keep it off my face and out of my voice. The nice thing about Kamala
            is that she rarely ever bullshits, and if she’s saying something, there’s a good reason for it, and a good reason not to ignore
            it.
         

         
         “You’re people, too,” she says.

         
         And there’s the bomb I was waiting for. Fuck. I put my forehead on my knees, and it’s so tempting to let the anxiety wash
            over me. To just succumb to the I did this to myself freak-out. But that wasn’t what she was saying, was it? She wasn’t accusing me of anything. She wasn’t trying to make me feel
            bad. She’s just trying to make sure, without bullshit, that I know I’m not immune to hurting people. Even if I’m already hurt.
         

         
         “Yeah,” I whisper, because anything louder than that will make my mask crack into a million pieces, and I can’t do that now.
            “Yeah. I know.”
         

         
         “Okay,” she says, getting up and brushing her butt off. “As long as you know.”

         
         And then she leaves. I stay for another twenty minutes, all alone. And I decide, maybe Hanna is allowed to be upset, but she doesn’t get to corner the market on it. A hurt animal that tears you open may be hurting, but your guts are still hanging out all over the place. The animal being hurt doesn’t forgive or erase the hurt it inflicts. 

         
         And, annoyingly, that metaphor goes both ways.

         
         

         Mom says, “I know we haven’t talked much about what you wanted to do for your birthday, but your dad and I wanted to do something.”
         

         
         There are three cupcakes on the kitchen counter when I get home. One has a glittery “18” candle in it.

         
         I whisper, “Thanks,” because that’s all I can squeeze out around the knot in my throat. This birthday will go down in my own
            personal history as one of the worst. At least it wasn’t yesterday. In a semester of everything being Too Much, having to
            endure The Planetarium Event on my actual eighteenth birthday would have been way too much.
         

         
         Not that a whole lot is changing now that I’m no longer seventeen. I don’t smoke or gamble or watch porn, and the next election
            is a year away.
         

         
         “The cupcakes are good for tonight,” Dad says, “but we should do something fun. Eighteen’s a big deal!”

         
         He’s trying. They’re both trying so hard, and I love them, so I put on my Good Daughter mask and say, “What were you thinking?”

         
         “I don’t know,” he says. “Maybe a Carowinds weekend?”

         
         “Nutcracker starts soon,” I say, and even I can hear how flat the words come out. “I’m gonna be pretty busy.”
         

         
         Silence. I can feel my parents looking at each other. Then Mom says, “Are you sure you’re okay, sweetie? I know you really cared about Jay, and—”
         

         
         “It’s not Jay,” I say, and then realize I’m going to have to explain myself, and then realize I have no idea how my parents would react if I told them I like girls. I’m out to most of the world, but I guess
            not to my parents. I’ve never dated a girl, so it just never came up.
         

         
         “Well, if it’s not Jay,” Dad says with what-even-are-teenage-girls gruffness, “what’s the matter?”

         
         “I just have a lot going on. Graduation next semester and the audition this weekend and, you know. Everything. Do we have
            a lighter?” I rummage through the junk drawer by the fridge, hoping the course change will bring an end to the conversation.
         

         
         It doesn’t, of course.

         
         “You know you can always talk to us,” Mom says.

         
         “I know.” My eyes aren’t registering anything in this disaster drawer. I’m just shuffling stuff around, random USB wires and
            pencils and appliance manuals that have been there since the dawn of time. Dad puts his hand on my back, right over my shoulder
            blade, and says, “You know we’re really proud of you, right?”
         

         
         The intensity of it stills my hands. My eyes sting. “Yeah,” I whisper. “Thank you.”

         
         “And we love you very much,” Mom says.

         
         I nod, because I can’t speak anymore. They know something’s wrong, and they know better than to try to guess.

         
         Mom turns me, gently, just enough that I’m not huddled over the drawer, hunched up against the world, and hugs me. It’s so much, Mom at my front and Dad at my back, my vulnerability so vibrantly intense, that I want to flee. I want to hide. I’m so tired of being perceived. 

         
         I’m so tired of not being perceived.
         

         
         Mom says, “We love you so much, baby, and we hate to see you upset. If you ever need to talk—about anything at all, okay?—I’m
            always here. No matter what.”
         

         
         I’m legitimately crying now, and all I can do is nod.

         
         “Why don’t you go on upstairs and get ready for bed? Let me know if you need anything. Okay?”

         
         “Okay,” I whisper. It occurs to me that I must be worse than I thought if she’s letting me skip dinner. The realization clogs
            my throat, and I squeeze her back, tight tight tight. I’m clinging to her like I did when I was little, when the world was
            too much and she would hold me and rock us both, and breathe for us both, and tell me, I’m here, you’re safe, I’m here. And I got better at holding myself, and breathing myself, and telling myself I was safe, but she was always here. She always
            will be. I know it like I know the planes of my face, the shape of my name.
         

         
         Dad’s hand flexes against my shoulder, just once, and it drops away. “I love you,” he says, and kisses the top of my head.
            “Happy birthday, kiddo.”
         

         
         “Thanks,” I say weakly. “I love you, too.”

         
         I don’t know how long we stay like that in the kitchen. Long enough that I’m glad we didn’t light the candle. Long enough
            for me to know that this, this is what love feels like. Unconditional. Despite everything, or because of everything. Someone lodged so far inside, you’d
            have to burn them out.
         

         
         

         
            
               
                  Zoe: She texted me.
                  

                  Grace: And?
                  

                  Zoe: And we talked
                  

                  Zoe: At the planetarium
                  

                  Zoe: It’s okay. You’re her friend too.
                  

                  Grace: Yeah, well.
                  

                  Zoe: She’s really upset, isn’t she?
                  

                  Grace: I would say “you have no idea” but I think you do.
                  

                  Zoe: Yeah. I do.
                  

                  Grace: Have you seen her again?
                  

                  Zoe: I mean, just school and rehearsal
                  

                  Zoe: My audition is in three days? And like? Charlotte is three hours away?
                  

                  Grace: Oh shit, you’re right
                  

                  Grace: Are you gonna ride together?
                  

                  Zoe: How am I supposed to avoid it?
                  

                  Zoe: Jesus Christ
                  

               

            

         
         

         
            
               
                  Zoe: I got my audition slot. It’s 9am Saturday.
                  

                  Hanna: 9am, Jesus that’s rough
                  

                  Zoe: Charlotte is three hours away.
                  

                  Zoe: We should get there the night before. My parents are paying for a hotel room.
                  

                  Hanna: Oh that’s cool of them
                  

                  Zoe: Yeah. Well.
                  

                  Zoe: Is your car functional again?
                  

                  Hanna: Yep
                  

                  Zoe: Do you mind driving? I’ll get you some gas money.
                  

                  Hanna: Come on, Z, you don’t have to do that
                  

                  Zoe: What time do you want to leave Friday night?
                  

                  Hanna: Whenever
                  

                  Zoe: Let’s aim for 5, so I can get a decent amount of sleep.
                  

                  Hanna: Sounds good
                  

                  Hanna: Zoe?
                  

                  Zoe: Hanna?
                  

                  Hanna: Is this gonna be ok?
                  

                  Zoe: Do we have another option?
                  

                  Zoe: I’ll see you in class.
                  

               

            

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Twenty-Seven
Hanna

         
         My heart is in my throat when I pull up into Zoe’s driveway. When I shoot her the text that says I’m here. She doesn’t answer,
            but my eyes are locked on her door, and the second it cracks open, I totally straighten. Hands tapping on the wheel in the
            ten and two o’clock positions.
         

         
         I blow out a breath. I can do this. I can do three hours in a car with her, and it will all be fine. We’ve survived seeing
            each other since the disaster that was Tuesday night, and we can survive three hours in a car. Up and back. Which is technically
            six hours. Plus all the time in the hotel and the audition, which comes out to a grand total of like twenty hours.
         

         
         So scratch that. We can survive . . . twenty straight hours together.

         
         It’s fine.

         
         It’s all fine.

         
         She walks out in a loose tee that I can already tell is gonna be falling over her shoulder the entire way there, which is
            also fine. Hair down. Probably smelling like whatever the hell that body spray is—So. Extremely. Fine.
         

         
         She opens the passenger’s side door and glances down at her seat, in the middle of which is a very conspicuous crisp white envelope I had kind of forgotten about until this second. And then back to me. “Where should I put my stuff?” 

         
         “Just toss it in the back. The trunk is kind of a mess.”

         
         She nods and slides in, hands me the envelope and wrestles her way onto the seat in a way that she can maneuver her bag, then
            tosses her backpack into the back seat next to mine.
         

         
         I’m clutching the envelope in one hand and the steering wheel in another, and I don’t know which one I’m clutching harder,
            but I know for sure that both of my hands hurt.
         

         
         She shuts the door.

         
         Here we are.

         
         “You ready to go?” I say.

         
         She kind of just breathes for a second. Glances out the windshield. Tongue running over her bottom lip—nervous. Which, good,
            because I bet I look like some kind of tense American Psycho–style murderer right now, with this sweat breaking out over my forehead and these ramrod straight arms and this unblinking
            I-have-a-hatchet-in-my-trunk-probably stare. Which is aimed out the window. She says, “Ready as I’ll ever be.”
         

         
         Because I thought ahead and didn’t turn the car off, we don’t have to wait a full three minutes for it to decide to groan
            to a start. I shift into gear.
         

         
         Let the nightmare begin.

         
         Before we’re out of the driveway, I say, because I am desperate to say something, “You feel good about it?”
         

         
         Her eyes widen, and then I hear what I said.

         
         “About the dance. The audition tomorrow. Dancing.”

         
         The panic in my voice makes it horrifically evident that we are both trying so hard to avoid saying anything about anything that matters, and now everything is worse. It’s starting off terrible. 

         
         She just says, “Yeah. Yeah, I think I’m gonna nail it.”

         
         And then nothing.

         
         After that, it’s quiet for the first ten minutes. For the leg of the drive that is entirely familiar, little back roads and
            side streets and a hundred tiny things to get distracted by. But then I pull onto the highway, and the distinct pressure of
            135 miles on a big, blank road sucks the air out of the car.
         

         
         I actually turn up the A/C. Like that will help. Five minutes, and I shut it back off because it’s November, and it’s a November
            day that actually feels mildly Novembery. So that was useless. It still feels like a vacuum in here.
         

         
         I blink up at the sky as it gets darker, and the silence gets more and more tangible. It’s only been like twenty-five, thirty
            minutes, but it’s unbearable. Zoe keeps shifting in her seat. Leans her head against the glass.
         

         
         I flip my headlights on and clear my throat.

         
         “Here,” I say, and she jumps.

         
         “What?”

         
         Because I am just such a responsible driver, I’m looking at the road when I hand her the envelope. My pulse jumps to an unsafe
            level when she takes it. I can’t take it back now.
         

         
         “Should I . . . should I open it?”

         
         “No shit,” I say, kind of smiling, and I see her roll her eyes out of the corner of mine. “They’re yours.” That, too, is kind of a “no shit,” like of course they’re hers, but she is nice enough or distracted enough not to say anything. Zoe is nicer than me in general, I think. 

         
         My heart kind of spasms at that and I blink hard through it. Focus on the damn road, McCowan.

         
         If I focus on the road, nothing hurts.

         
         Not really.

         
         Her voice is so quiet it’s hard to hear over the road noise when she says, “Coppélia?”
         

         
         “Yeah,” I say, swallowing past the knot in my throat, the light sting in my eyes. “I know there’s two in there. I got them
            a couple weeks ago. So.” God, way to make this ride tolerable, self. It’s so not-uncomfortable now that I’m choking on it.
            “You don’t have to take me or anything. Take whoever you want. Obviously.” I smile at her, and I’m glad she’s not looking
            at me, because it would be immediately clear that it’s fake. So fake it hurts.
         

         
         She’s not looking at me, but what she’s doing instead might be worse: she’s staring at those tickets. Her hands are shaking.
            So much that I can see it in the tiny sidelong glances I’m limited to because I’m driving.
         

         
         I bet she can actually hear it when I breathe out. It’s like a wind tunnel in my brain. The road, the road, the road.

         
         “Thank you,” she says.

         
         “You love the ballet,” I say.

         
         I can hear the smile in her voice when she says, “No shit.”

         
         There it is.

         
         I look over at her, and something cracks in my chest. I laugh.

         
         Not just a single, weak ha. Like, I really laugh. A dam breaking—a foundation cracking—a star exploding into a supernova laugh.
         

         
         She’s kind of trying to keep it together, it looks like when she twitches her mouth—dammit, Hanna, stop looking at her mouth—but she fails spectacularly, and she laughs, too. And I know this is just a four-second period in time I am being gifted with, but it feels so damn good to laugh with her in the car over something no one else would think was this funny. 

         
         She leans her head back against the seat, and her shoulders drop into something like relaxed. Only then do I realize that
            she’s been holding them at a straight-up ninety-degree angle this whole time.
         

         
         We don’t say anything for a while, but she keeps smoothing that envelope on her lap. Then she asks me, “How are you feeling
            about Rachmaninoff?”
         

         
         How am I feeling about Rachmaninoff? I’m feeling like my hands have been stretched so hard, I’m surprised that the little
            webbing between them hasn’t split open. I’m feeling like my fingertips should be calloused after all these nights I’ve stayed
            up playing, at the studio and on my shitty little Casio with the non-weighted keys, because I am determined to make this perfect for her. I’m feeling like I will never be able to hear or play my favorite composer again without a pang
            in my chest, but I don’t say that. She’s asking about Elégie, and the mood in this car is actually light, and I am going to hold on to that until my knuckles whiten. I say, “Good. You
            think we’ll have time to run through everything one more time before your audition tomorrow, or—”
         

         
         She says, “I doubt it. I’m not the only one auditioning, and it’s not like the stage is going to be empty. There might be
            a practice room somewhere you could hole up in.”
         

         
         “But don’t count on it?”

         
         Her lips twitch up. “But don’t count on it.”

         
         “So, now or never then.”

         
         “Still feel okay about it?”

         
         “Yeah,” I say. “I do.” I don’t need to run through it again. I know every note in my sleep; I don’t even need the sheet music.
            I brought it, but ten bucks says I won’t look at it once. It’s not like they’re evaluating me anyway. Not like if I play one
            wrong chord they’re going to say, “Good lord, Zoe Aaron may be the most perfect ballerina we have ever seen, but alack alas,
            her accompanist messed up. We certainly cannot let her in now.”
         

         
         Quite right, quite right. The girl’s dreams: DESTROY THEM.

         
         But I just . . . I want it to be perfect. I want them not to notice me at all. Don’t want to give her feet a chance to slip
            because I knocked an F-sharp when it should have been an F natural. I don’t want those judges, or Zoe, to think for a single
            measure about the music coming off the hammers and strings of the baby grand. I want them to be completely lost in her. Watching
            her fly. My right hand taps out the intro on the beat-up steering wheel, and I turn onto Highway 74 (tastefully named the
            Andrew Jackson Highway because why not name a road after the most asshole president of basically ever). It’s quiet and dark.
         

         
         And now I am in my head.

         
         I should be able to make it the rest of the way without saying anything, but honestly there are a lot of things I should do
            that I don’t do on a regular basis, so instead of saying nothing at all, I say, “Z.”
         

         
         And I know she can hear it in my voice—that I am about to say something stupid—because she clenches her jaw like she’s gearing up for something, and her shoulders pop right back up to those ninety-degree angles. “Yeah?” she says. 

         
         “I told myself I wasn’t going to say anything, but I’m just going to say this one thing and then I’ll shut up about it.”

         
         I wait for her to say okay.

         
         If she hadn’t responded, I would have just sat here silently until we pulled into the hotel parking lot. But she does. She
            says, “Shoot,” and I twist my hands over the steering wheel.
         

         
         “I’m not going to make this weird by apologizing again.”

         
         “It’s going to be weird either way.”

         
         I side-eye her. “Do you want me to apologize again?” I mean it sincerely, because I would. I would spend the entire last leg
            of this trip apologizing if I thought she wanted me to. Whether or not it would accomplish anything. I could do that. If I
            had to.
         

         
         She says, “No.” And I open my mouth to start talking again, but then she says, “I . . . If there is one thing I know right
            now, it’s that you’re sorry.”
         

         
         I shut my eyes for a beat too long because I’m driving, but the highway is pretty empty right now. It’s okay.

         
         And I resolve not to let myself feel what I’m saying. If I can physically do that.

         
         “I guess I just—ha. Yeah. You’re right, this is going to be weird no matter what. I just need you to know that when I told
            you I was in love with you, I meant it.”
         

         
         I think I hear her whisper, “I know,” but I have to say all of this, and I don’t think she necessarily needs me to hear it.
            Or respond to it. So I keep going.
         

         
         “I didn’t just tell you that because I was sad or because it was like some desperate attempt to get you to love me back. I knew you wouldn’t say it back. I told you I loved you because I love you, and I will regret what I did to you for the rest of my damn life. But what I don’t regret is telling you.”
         

         
         Suddenly even the road noise feels quiet.

         
         “And I’ve never . . . A while back you said I thought of you as some girl”—I actually choke saying it—“some girl I picked
            up on base. And you should know that I’ve never told anyone I was in love with them. Literally anyone, literally ever.”
         

         
         She blinks. And she just says, “Really?”

         
         I can’t read her voice at all. “I told you—then, that night at the planetarium, and I’m telling you again now—because I have
            never, never felt about anyone the way I feel about you. And I’ll shut up about it, but I just needed to say it to you, even though I know
            you hate me, and that’s—that’s okay.”
         

         
         It’s not okay.

         
         Zoe says something, but it’s lost to the road and my furious transmission.

         
         “What?” I say.

         
         “I don’t hate you,” she says.

         
         And then I really look at her. I need to see her eyes. They’re so dark, fathomless because it’s as dark as pitch outside,
            so it’s as dark as pitch in here. But she’s looking at me like she means it too.
         

         
         Like she doesn’t hate me.

         
         My heart is going ten thousand miles an hour.

         
         Then a horn blasts behind me, and I see headlights WAY the hell too close, and I have drifted into the other lane, so I yank
            on the steering wheel, and Zoe yells, “OH MY GOD, HANNA.”
         

         
         “I’M SORRY.”

         
         My heart is crashing, and the guy in the Pinto that crawled up my ass when I just decided to drive right on over into his lane flips me off, and
            I flip him off, too, even though it was my fault.
         

         
         “GET BETTER AT THIS,” she says.

         
         And I say, “AT WHAT.” Because neither of us can regulate our volume, because I almost killed us both.

         
         “THIS,” she says, gesturing manically at the entire road.

         
         “DO YOU WANT TO TRY TO DRIVE THIS PIECE OF SHIT,” I say. “JESUS FUCK.”

         
         It is a full eight minutes before either of us has calmed down enough to speak again. In not caps lock. By the time we do,
            I am turning off Dickhead President’s Highway and into Charlotte.
         

         
         “Sorry about the almost death,” I say.

         
         And she just says, “Lord. I am turning on some music. Give me your phone.”

         
         I do.

         
         We listen to Harry Styles, and since I own it and she chose it, neither of us can judge the other for it.

         
         We pull into the hotel parking lot, both alive.

         
         That’s going to have to be enough.

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Twenty-Eight
Zoe

         
         There’s a moment when I check us in at the hotel that I’m afraid the concierge is going to tell us they booked the room wrong,
            that my life has gone from Friends to Lovers to Mutual Pining to There’s Only One Bed, and I’m going to have to say, “Oh that’s
            fine,” and I’m going to have to laugh awkwardly and say, “Yeah that’s fine, why wouldn’t that be fine,” and then the rest
            of the night will be a nightmare of “I’ll sleep on the floor no you take the bed—”
         

         
         But it doesn’t happen. We get the room my mom reserved, the bed setup we expected, and everything is fine.

         
         In the elevator, everything is fine.

         
         I mean, it’s not, because elevator rules say we can’t look at each other, we can’t talk, even though we’re not strangers and
            there isn’t anyone else in the elevator? So we just stand there for three floors, facing the doors, tapping our fingers on
            the handles of our suitcases, until the doors slide open and I think, Oh my actual god we are spending the night in a hotel room together.
         

         
         It’s fine.

         
         I let us into the room, and yep, two beds, everything is fine, and we set our bags down, and Hanna says, “Are you hungry?”

         
         “I ate before I left,” I say. “Also mostly I’m just kind of nauseous?”

         
         “Nerves?”

         
         “Very nerves.”

         
         “Is there anything I can, uh—”

         
         “I don’t think so,” I say. “Sorry. I’m just. Freaking out. You know.” And it’s not just the audition, even though I am, yeah,
            I’m kind of freaking out about that, but it’s also all this unoccupied time with Hanna stretching out in front of us, and
            I have no idea how we’re supposed to occupy it.
         

         
         I mean. A quiet little corner of my brain has a suggestion, and I can’t even look at her when I think it. I guess that means
            I’m not really mad anymore. I don’t know. I’ve never really—ugh. I don’t know. Is what it boils down to.
         

         
         I. Don’t. Know.

         
         “Well,” Hanna says slowly, “I’m starving. I think there was a McDonald’s just up the road.”

         
         “My mom said we could get room service, as long as it isn’t too outrageous.” I don’t think springing for the hotel room and
            green-lighting room service was really intended as a bribe to make sure I auditioned. But thinking about how hesitant I was
            for so long makes me think about why I was so hesitant for so long. How the best-case scenario is feet full of stress fractures and hips that don’t work the way
            they’re supposed to, retiring before I even hit menopause, restarting my whole entire life at forty-something years old. And
            what if I’m in a car accident the week after I start at a new company, and my legs are never the same again—or my back or
            my shoulders or my neck? And I never get to see how brokenhearted I’ll be twenty years later, when I’m supposed to retire.
         

         
         GREAT. Now I’m panicking, because of course I am, because why wouldn’t I be?

         
         Hanna sees it, because of course she does. “You okay?”

         
         “Sure,” I say, and give her my best stage smile. “Nervous. That’s all.”

         
         Because yeah, maybe my mom thinks I’m good enough to do this professionally, but what if the company doesn’t? What if I completely
            blow this? Or, oh my god, what if I do my best and it isn’t good enough?
         

         
         “Uh, Z?” Hanna’s fingers brush my arm, and I twitch at it, but I don’t move away. I guess she can see what’s going on inside
            my head because she just slides her arms around me, and I’m crying? And I don’t know if it’s because of the audition or because
            of Hanna. Her chin is pressing against my collarbone and her nose is in my neck and she says, “You’re fine. You’re gonna blow
            them all away.”
         

         
         And for a second I believe her. For a second, my vision isn’t tunneling, and there’s just a girl who loves me holding me,
            and I think I might love her, too, but then my brain says, Okay but what if you don’t?

         
         And honestly, I can’t even separate one anxiety from another, because it’s what if I don’t blow them away and what if I don’t
            love her and what if she doesn’t love me and what’s going to happen after tomorrow and what’s going to happen after graduation
            and—
         

         
         “Zoe,” Hanna whispers. “Zoe. Zoe. Come back to me.”

         
         And I can’t, not until I feel her hands in my hair, feel her breath in my ear, urging me to breathe, Zoe, just breathe, and finally I can, and finally I do, ragged and ugly like how I feel, like how I’ve felt for the last week and a half, and—
         

         
         Because of course I’m panicking! It’s a very reasonable thing to do in this situation. “I’m sorry,” I say. “I’m sorry, you’re
            hungry, and—”
         

         
         And Hanna laughs. She laughs, her hands dropping to my hips, her breath blowing softly across my shoulder, her whole body shaking. 

         
         “What?”

         
         “You,” she says, and picks her head up. “You’re having an actual literal panic attack, and you’re worried that I’m hungry.”

         
         “Well—”

         
         “I love you,” she says, and it’s not this big declaration like it was in the planetarium or in the car. It’s just simple:
            it’s just I love you. And I love that. “I’m fine,” she says. “I’ve been hungrier, I promise. Are you okay?”
         

         
         I nod, and back away from her. She lets me go too quickly, like she’s worried she was too forward. But I really just want
            to wipe my face. “I’m fine. I’m just—like I said. Nervous.”
         

         
         “Okay, but here’s the thing,” she says, grabbing the room service menu off the desk. “You’re going to be awesome. And if you’re
            not, that’s okay. It’s not the only company in the world. Not even the only one in North Carolina. And if you’re super wound
            up, you’re more likely to screw up. So just, you know. Trust yourself.”
         

         
         I’m not a hundred percent sure we’re still talking about ballet, but I nod like we are. Because what she said makes sense.
            And just so happens to be, you know. Widely applicable.
         

         
         Hanna orders a cheeseburger and extra fries and makes me promise to eat some of them. We sit cross-legged on the bed in front
            of the TV and flip through the channels until we find a edited-for-time-and-content version of Elf and she eats her cheeseburger and I eat her fries and this is good. Easy. Familiar. And I have the weird sensation of having known her much longer than the month it’s been. Like I’ve known her forever, in the best possible way. I know where she’s going to laugh, and I know what it’s going to sound like, and I know the scrunch of her nose and the arch of her neck, and that quiet little part of my brain isn’t really quiet or little anymore because doing something huge and life-altering is absolutely terrifying, and what if you fuck it up? 

         
         Okay: What if you do fuck it up? Sun rises; world turns; apples ripen and fall and rot. Everything changes. Nothing changes.
         

         
         Because I can blanket myself in memories. I’ll have my love to keep me warm.

         
         And because, more than anything, I want to kiss her.

         
         So I do.

         
         I lean toward her until our shoulders bump and she looks at me and I touch her jaw and her breath hitches. She sucks in this
            little sip of air like she honestly can’t believe her luck, like if she moves, I’ll vanish like a mirage. But I don’t, and
            she doesn’t, either. Her skin is so soft and my palm fits so perfectly on the slope of her neck, and I lean forward and I
            kiss her. And she just—relaxes. I can feel her breath on my face, and my mouth opens and her tongue slides along mine, and how is it possible to miss something
            you’ve had only twice? Because this, this is a thing I missed, her hands and her mouth and her nose pressing into my cheekbone.
         

         
         And I don’t know what I’m doing, but I’m on my knees next to her, and then I’m on my knees on top of her and I’m holding her
            face in my hands and she’s holding my hips in her hands and her fingers are drawing little let-me-under-this-shirt circles, so I do, I let her, and her mouth is at least as desperate as mine, and her hands slide back down to my thighs and
            they’re so strong, god, and I’m thinking about her playing Elégie for me, and I’m thinking about her playing Elégie on me, and—
         

         
         “We don’t—” Hanna’s voice is breathless, shaking, like she’s forcing herself to slow down even though I’m pretty sure I’m
            the one charging ahead. “We don’t have to do this, Z. You don’t have to prove anything to me.”
         

         
         “I know,” I say, and I do. I know. “I want to.” I kiss her again. “I love kissing you. I love the way you look at me, and I love looking at you, and I love
            you.”
         

         
         Hanna stares up at me for a few seconds, blinking, like that’s going to be the thing that helps her process what I just said.

         
         I bump her forehead with mine, press our noses together, our eyes still locked despite the distortion of closeness. “Hello?
            Earth to Hanna?”
         

         
         She laughs and falls backward and I follow her down, and I kiss her neck and run my hands down her ribs, under her shirt,
            up her ribs, and she doesn’t stop me, just lifts her arms so I can push her shirt off. So I do. Her skin’s so beautiful, sprayed
            with freckles, and I want to kiss every one of them. I don’t know if I’ve ever felt like this with anyone, this lazy indulgence,
            this cat-purr satisfaction, and we kiss and laugh and touch forever, and we fall asleep tangled up, her head on my shoulder
            and my arm around her and her leg hooked around mine, and I sleep better than I have in months.
         

         
         

         My alarm goes off at six. I shut it off and lie in the darkness for a few minutes, listening to the sound of Hanna’s breathing
            next to me. I’m not nervous. I don’t feel sick.
         

         
         I’m going to freaking nail this.

         
         I slide out of bed and use the bathroom and start stretching. I should have stretched last night, but I didn’t—well. Not properly. And even though it’s dark and quiet and Hanna is still asleep, I’m blushing. At the memory of what we did. At the prospect of doing it again. At the prospect of other stuff. 

         
         Hanna’s alarm goes off at six thirty, and she basically leaps out of bed. She dances her way to the shower. It’s possible
            the noise that comes out of me is a growl. She gets dressed while I shower, and she watches while I wrangle my hair into a
            tight bun. She watches while I pace, while I practice little manageable bits.
         

         
         Then she says, “We should head out.”

         
         I didn’t feel sick when I woke up, but now I do. I force myself to eat a protein bar while we pack our stuff and check out,
            and then we’re in the car and heading into uptown Charlotte. Fayetteville isn’t a small town, but it’s got nothing on the
            Queen City. We don’t have these steel-and-glass canyons, streets in perpetual shade, and Jesus, the people.
         

         
         There’s not enough parking, and even though we end up having to pay, it’s still three blocks from where we’re going.

         
         Then we’re there. We check in and go upstairs, and I change my clothes and stretch some more, and then it’s time.

         
         It’s time.

         
         I’m on the stage, and Hanna’s down in the pit, and there are three people sitting in the front row. They introduce themselves:
            the artistic director, the associate artistic director, and the resident choreographer. I’m only the second audition of the
            day, and they seem eager and cheerful, and I hope I seem the same way.
         

         
         And then it’s time, and everything else falls away like sweat.

         
         It’s just me—

         
         long spine

         
         soft hands

         
         leg up

         
         higher

         
         higher

         
         higher

         
         and the music—

         
         reach

         
         extend

         
         lift

         
         lengthen

         
         and

         
         I breathe.
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