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			“Swoony romance with well-crafted multidimensional characters rarely seen in young adult literature, making for a fast-paced read you won’t want to put down . . . A thoughtful exploration of coming out and safety, a necessary conversation for those within the queer community.”

			—Culturess

			“An empathetic, relatable love story, Some Girls Do might be Jennifer Dugan’s best novel to date.”

			—Bust

			★ “Heartfelt and thoughtful . . . An entertaining enemies-to-lovers romance.”

			—Shelf Awareness, STARRED REVIEW

			“Succeeds in its portrayal of serious issues coupled with the giddy adrenaline rush of first love . . . Dugan nails the young adult voice. Morgan and Ruby are fully realized and age-appropriately flawed.”

			—School Library Journal

			“A nuanced sapphic romance that guides its heroines as they struggle with their identities and discover their voices. A quietly powerful addition to the canon.”

			—Booklist

			“Dugan gives each protagonist a distinct voice and compelling point of view, and readers will sympathize with their challenges as they find their ways to love . . . A complex and poignant queer romance.”

			—Kirkus Reviews

			“A sweet novel that offers plenty of rough edges and no easy answers.”

			—BookPage
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			There’s an art to the extraction. First, I take Tyler’s arm—heavy across my stomach—and slide my fingers beneath. I lift it slightly and move centimeter by centimeter to the right side of the bed. And when I’m mostly free, I grab one of his pillows—warmed by my own overthinking head—and slip it under his arm. If I’m lucky, he’ll snuffle softly in the moonlight streaming into his messy bedroom, hug the pillow, and stay sleeping. If I’m unlucky, he’ll wake up and ask me where I’m going: Ruby, just stay. Ruby, please. Ruby, it won’t kill you to cuddle. I don’t have the energy for that.

			Tyler’s messy brown hair falls into his face as he smiles in his sleep and hugs my pillow replacement a little tighter. I got lucky tonight—in every sense of the word. I grab my boots, leftovers from one of the ten million Western-themed pageants I’ve smiled my way through over the years, and creep out the front door barefoot, careful not to let the screen door slam and wake his parents.

			The motion-sensor light clicks on as I shove my feet into my boots and make a beeline for my car, my soul, my lifeline: my baby-blue 1970 Ford Torino. Yes, it’s old as hell, but it’s the one thing in this world that’s truly mine. I bought it, rusted and rotten, off my great-aunt Maeve’s estate for three hundred bucks. I painstakingly put it back together, scavenging pieces from junkyards and flea markets. I restored it to its current state of splendor. Me. I did that.

			Okay, so maybe I had a little help from Billy Jackson, the town’s least-crooked mechanic, but still.

			I climb inside and shift it into neutral, taking off the emergency brake and letting the car coast backward down Tyler’s long hill of a driveway and into the street, where I finally flick the ignition. It rumbles to life, the sound closer to a growl than a purr. I resist the urge to rev the engine—god, I love that sound—and point my car toward home, feeling loose and boneless, relaxed and happy, content in the way one only can during that tiny glint of freedom between chores and obligations.

			Not that Tyler is an obligation—or a chore, for that matter. He’s nice enough, our time together fun and consensual. In another universe, we’d probably be dating. But we live in this one, and in this universe, I love exactly two things: sleep and my car.

			Tyler is a great stress reliever, an itch to scratch, a good time had by all. Nothing else. We have an arrangement, a friends-with-benefits sort of thing. No strings. If he called me tomorrow and said he wanted to ask a girl out, I’d say Go for it as long as it isn’t me—and I’d mean it. I hope he’d say the same. Which is why I’m driving home from his house two hours after getting a text that simply said: big game tomorrow, you around?

			Be still my heart.

			But then, a couple weeks ago, I texted him: pageant in the AM, come distract me? And he was crawling through my window within minutes.

			See, it’s not an all-the-time thing; it’s an as-needed thing. Some people get high; Tyler and I get twenty minutes of consensual, safe sex—always use a condom, people—and a subsequent awkward exchange about how my leaving right after makes him feel weird. Thus, the sneaking out once he falls asleep: the ideal compromise, at least on my end.

			I pull into the dirt-patch driveway in front of my trailer. It might not seem like much to some, but it’s ours and it’s home. Just me and my mom. Well, some of the time, anyway. The better times.

			But the lights are still on in the kitchen, the TV flickering in the living room, and my heart sinks. Mom works the overnight shift cleaning offices, and her car’s not here, which means this will not be one of those “better times.” Literally nothing could drag me down from a good mood faster than having to be around her boyfriend, Chuck Rathbone.

			Chuck and my mom have been together off and on for the past few years—and unfortunately for me, lately they’ve been more on than off. “Getting more serious,” I heard her say to a friend. Which is why he has unrestricted house privileges. Along with eating our food and wasting our electricity even though we can’t afford it privileges.

			I get why Chuck can’t help chasing my mom around—my mom is the kind of beautiful that even hard jobs and tough luck can’t dull, a beauty queen and Miss Teen USA hopeful right up until that second line showed up on her pregnancy test eighteen years ago. (Sorry, Mom.)

			But I don’t really understand why my mom always takes him back. Chuck is, objectively, the worst.

			I’d crash at my best friend Everly’s house if I wasn’t so sure Chuck had heard my car—my engine is less than stealthy, and normally I like it that way. But if I leave now, he’ll definitely tell Mom, and that’s one guilt trip I don’t need. On a scale of “needs an oil change” to “engine’s seized,” being rude to my mom’s boyfriend rates somewhere around “blown head gasket”—not a fatal blow, but like most things when it comes to my mother, expensive and difficult to fix.

			I turn off my car, listening to the tick of the engine as it cools down in the spring air. The curtains in the living room move, no doubt Chuck stumbling around, trying to see what I’m doing and why I’m not inside. I reach into the back seat to grab the bag of stage makeup Mom made me pick up earlier and get out.

			Our door creaks as I yank it open and ignore the siding falling off next to it, then step over a particularly suspicious stain on the carpet. Five yapping Jack Russell terriers come tearing down the hallway. Mom’s other pride and joy. Please, god, do not have let them in my room; they’re barely house-trained—and by “barely,” I mean not at all.

			“Shut those mutts up!” Chuck yells from the kitchen as he pulls open the fridge, as if I have any control over them. As if anyone has control over them. Mom likes them a little wild; she says it’s more natural that way. I’d personally prefer if their “wildness” could be limited to the rooms with vinyl flooring.

			I crouch down and pet as many of them as I can, as fast as I can, while being tackled by the others. Tiny paws dig into my sides and legs as they fight for attention. “Shh, shh, shh,” I coax, calming them as much as it’s possible to calm five underexercised terriers that rarely see the outside of our home.

			“Goddamn dogs,” Chuck says, carrying two cans of beer over to the recliner in front of the blaring TV. Fox News. As usual. He drops into the recliner, drips of beer falling onto his faded black T-shirt, which reads DON’T TREAD ON ME. He looks like he hasn’t shaved in days, flecks of gray poking through his brown stubble. “You’re home late.”

			“Yeah, sorry. I was studying with a friend,” I say, standing up once the dogs decide that sniffing one another is more interesting than tackling me. I wonder if they can smell Tyler’s cat.

			Chuck raises his eyebrows, the last wisps of hair on his head flopping comically. “Your mom might fall for that garbage, but I know what girls like you do at night, and it’s not studying.”

			“What would you know about studying?” I say, hating that he’s right but determined not to give him the satisfaction.

			“I know you don’t get hickeys from math homework.” He laughs, and his eyes flick to the talking head on the TV.

			Goddammit, Tyler, no marks means no marks. My hand reaches up to my neck as my cheeks flame.

			“Hey, hey, it’s all right, I won’t tell your ma.”

			I look at him, waiting for the catch.

			“Come here, darlin’,” he says, but I stay where I am, poised for a quick escape. He leans forward, a conspiratorial look on his face. “So, what did you really get up to tonight?”

			“What time is Mom coming home?” I change the subject with a smile that shows too many teeth.

			He frowns slightly. “I don’t know. It’s slow this week, she said. They lost another client.”

			“So anytime, then?” I ask, and he looks back at the TV. “I’m gonna head to bed. Night.”

			“You sure you don’t want one?” he asks, gesturing toward the beer can beside his on the tray. And did he, what, think I’d get wasted and spend the night watching conservative shitheads spout lies on cable TV with him? No, thanks.

			“It’s a school night.”

			“Does that really matter to you?” On the TV behind me the host blabs on and on. I stare at the wall, taking a deep breath.

			I won’t take the bait.

			“This shit’ll rot your brain, Chuck,” I say, grabbing the remote and clicking it off.

			Because I will not be intimidated in my own home. I will not take crap from any stupid man sitting on the recliner that I got Mom with my Little Miss Sun Bonnet winnings years ago. I will not be scared of the Chuck Rathbones of the world.

			“Fuck off.” He laughs, chugging his beer and turning the TV back on.

			I scamper to my room and lock the door behind me, praying to any god that will listen: Please don’t let this be my future too.
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			“Do you have everything?”

			“Yes!”

			“Do you have lunch money?”

			“Yes, I have lunch money.”

			“Your track schedule? Practice goes until at least five thirty most days, they said.”

			“Yes, and then I’m gonna jog or walk to the apartment after.”

			“Okay, I’m usually at the shop until about six thirty, so if you beat me home, don’t worry.”

			“Oh my god, I’m not worried. I can handle being home alone.”

			“I just want this to be good for you. You deserve it after—”

			“Can we not talk about that? Fresh start and all?”

			“Okay, well, what would Mom say?”

			“I don’t know. ‘I love you’? ‘Have a good day’?”

			Dylan smiles, a serious look in his eyes. “I love you. Have a good day.”

			“Holy crap, Dyl, (a) your impression of Mom needs work, and (b) you’re taking this ‘in loco parentis’ thing a little too seriously.”

			“I just don’t want to screw anything up,” he says. “Mom and Dad will kill me if I break you or lose you or whatever you do with kids.”

			“Dude, I’m seventeen.” I groan, pulling my long brown hair up into a ponytail.

			The car behind us beeps, and someone shouts, “The drop-off lane is for drop-offs. Get out or get moving.”

			“Yikes,” Dylan says, looking into the rearview mirror.

			“Yeah, hell hath no fury like a suburban mom late for her latte,” I say. “But don’t worry, I’m going to be fine. And you need to go.” I give him a quick one-armed hug and then dart out of the car before he can stop me.

			But despite what I told Dylan, I have no clue what I’m doing. A bunch of kids bustle past me, laughing with their friends, completely oblivious to the fact that I’m new. I shift my backpack higher on my shoulders—or at least I try to, which is exactly when I realize it’s missing. Crap.

			“Dyl!” I call, but of course he can’t hear me on the other side of the parking lot with his windows up. So I do what I do best: I run, fast. I fly through the parking lot, weaving between rows, hoping to cut him off as he moves slowly through the traffic jam that’s formed in front of the school entrance. I’m just about there, one more row to go, when a loud horn and the screech of brakes makes me freeze in my tracks.

			And there, a foot away from my hip, is the bumper of a very shiny blue car. Seriously? I look back to Dylan’s car just in time to see it pull out and disappear down the road.

			“Dammit!” If it weren’t for this stupid car, I would have made it. I wouldn’t be standing in the middle of the parking lot of a new school without my schedule, a notebook, or even a friggin’ pencil. “What is wrong with you?!” I spin around, slapping my hands on the hood of the car. “Watch where you’re going!”

			I look up to glare at the no doubt macho asshole driving this stupid muscle car and am struck with the brightest pair of blue eyes I’ve ever seen—which promptly narrow and glare back at me.

			“You’re the one running through the middle of a parking lot,” she says, hopping out of her car and shoving me out of the way to inspect her car hood. “If you so much as put a scratch in this—”

			“You could have killed me!”

			“It would have been your fault if I did,” she says, straightening up so we’re nearly nose to nose. “Where were you even going? School’s the other way, if you haven’t noticed.”

			And, oh no. Oh. No. She’s . . . very . . . cute. And before I know it, my brain is unhelpfully making a list of everything I should not be wondering about. Like how her perfectly tanned hand might look linked with my lighter, peachier one. And whether there are tan lines underneath her fitted gray hoodie and obscenely tight jeans. And, oh god, I am a creep.

			It would be so much easier to stay angry with her if she really were some asshole dude, but this is a complication. One that will require a full system reboot if I want to get out of this without embarrassing myself. Step one: close my mouth, which is currently hanging open like I’m witnessing a miracle. Step two: pull it together with a quickness.

			Like, the objective part of my brain recognizes that she still technically sucks. But the nonobjective part of my brain still really wants her name and number and to know if she’s single and how she would feel about dating a marginally disgraced track star of the female persuasion.

			“Hello! I asked you a question.” She waves her hands in front of my face. And, yes, that was helpful. Please keep being an asshole, car girl.

			“I forgot my backpack in the car,” I answer the second my brain comes back online. “I was trying to catch him before he left.”

			“Why didn’t you just call him?” She looks pointedly at the phone sticking out of my pocket. And, okay, good question.

			“Instinct?” I say. “I’m a runner. I run. It’s what I do.”

			“Yeah, well, don’t run here. This is a parking lot. For parking. It’s what it’s for,” she says, mocking my tone.

			“It was an emergency situation.”

			The girl huffs and pulls her hair—long dirty-blond strands that look like they’ve been highlighted to within an inch of their life—into a messy bun on top of her head. “You’re lucky there are no scratches from you punching my—”

			“I didn’t punch your car. I lightly pressed my hands against it in frustration.”

			“Sure. Well, the good news is all it’s going to cost you is a car wash to get your grubby prints off the hood.” She smiles in a mean kind of way that should not make my stomach flip down to my toes but absolutely does. And seriously? Seriously?! Can I just for once not be attracted to someone who looks like they could eat me for dinner without batting an eye?

			“I am not paying for you to wash your car just because I touched it.”

			She shrugs and walks back to her still-open door. “It was worth a shot. She’s due for one anyway.”

			And now when my mouth pops open, it’s with annoyance instead of awe. “Worth a shot? Are you—You almost killed me! You almost killed me, and then you tried to scam me into paying for a car wash you’re already getting? What kind of a monster are you?”

			“The kind that didn’t forget her backpack and isn’t going to be late for homeroom,” she says before sliding into her car and reversing down the row.

			“Asshole!” I yell, flipping her off for good measure, but she just rolls her eyes and laughs.

			I have the good sense to wait until she’s out of sight before admitting defeat and pulling out my phone. Dylan answers on the first ring, sounding totally panicked. Once I reassure him that, yes, I’m fine, the world has not ended, nothing irrevocably bad has happened in the five minutes or so since he dropped me off—barring almost being run over by the rudest girl in rude town, which I definitely do not mention—he calms down enough to promise to bring me my backpack.

			I find a bench near the track with a good view of the park-ing lot and wait. So much for coming early to find my classes. There are a couple girls running on the track, no doubt members of the school team, and I wonder if they’re making up a practice or if they’re running penalty laps. My old coach at St. Mary’s was big on those. Coming in early was good for the soul, she used to say, although my body wholeheartedly disagreed.

			I recognize one of the girls as she runs by: Allie Marcetti—we’ve run against each other a few times, and I kind of know her. She’s fast, but not as fast as me, and definitely not for as long. No one is. Well, no one around here at least. I heard a rumor she was switching to sprinting for her final season anyway.

			They rush past me, their matching ponytails streaming behind them, and I bounce my leg, wishing I were running too. I can’t wait until later, when it’s finally my feet slapping the track, pushing myself until my muscles burn and my stomach shakes and . . . I stop, reminding myself I’m technically not an official member of the team yet, not until my waiver comes through.

			If it comes through. But with my past ranking, Coach had no qualms about letting me practice with them for the last couple months of school. I even signed an early letter of intent to run for my dream school—although at the moment it’s “on pause” while they “evaluate the incident.”

			I’ve spent a lot of time convincing myself this is all fine and none of it hurts. That going from star athlete to high school scandal is a totally normal progression that I am both equipped for and totally saw coming. But, yeah, I look away as the girls cross the finish line, trying really hard not to think about how that should be me, at my old school, with my old friends.

			My mom keeps saying it’s just a matter of time before I’m cleared to compete again and everything is sorted with my college. Apparently, being given the choice to withdraw or be formally expelled from your old school—a school your parents are currently suing for a myriad of reasons including but not limited to discrimination and harassment—makes it seem a lot less likely that your new school is poaching elite athletes. Let’s just hope the High School Athletic Association agrees when they finally rule on my case.

			Coach didn’t poach anyone. We both just got lucky that my brother has an apartment in a school district with a decent running program in the same conference, and the school happens to have a spot for a distance runner. If it were up to me, I’d still be racing with my old crew at St. Mary’s, but it’s not.

			That’s what happens when you lose it on a teacher who tells you that being queer is against the code of conduct at your stupid private school . . . and then decides to make your life a living hell because of it.

			We tried the homeschooling route when everything first went down. We naively thought we could just remove that one part of my life and everything else would still be the same. But then the local news picked up the story, and I started to feel like everyone was watching me or something. Maybe it was in my head at first, but then my friends stopped calling, and their parents stopped texting my parents. And then I just had to get out of there.

			Whatever. No wallowing. Fresh start. New me. Out and proud. Taking a stand. So fun! This waiver just better come through before states, or they’ll have to chain me to the bench to keep me from competing. I will not miss the final track season of my high school career, so help me god.

			The first bell rings, and everybody rushes inside, the parking lot and school grounds becoming a ghost town in seconds. And I stay sitting, waiting for Dylan. Late for my fresh start already.
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			I laugh when she flips me off, because me? I’m the asshole? She’s the one darting between rows of parked cars like a squirrel on speed. If anybody is wrong here, it’s her. Definitely. So what if I did try to scam a car wash out of it? The girl slapped her hands on my baby. She’s lucky I didn’t cut them off.

			I pull into a parking space, far enough away that I don’t think she can see me, but where I can still sorta see her and her very angry big brown eyes. There was a second there, when the sun hit just right, that they almost looked amber. Not that I’m really interested in her or her kinda amber, mostly brown eyes. More mildly curious. It’s a pretty small school, and I’ve known most of these kids since I was little. It’s not often we get new kids, especially not this late in the year—there’s got to be a story there.

			A tap on my side window pulls my attention, and I turn to see Everly—literally the only person on earth cleared to touch my car besides me—giving me a funny look. I pop my door open and she steps back, running her fingers through her twists. One of the boys from the lacrosse team whistles as he walks by with his teammates, flashing her a grin and tacking on a “Looking good, ladies” to round things out.

			Everly clucks her tongue. “Wish I could say the same for you, Marcus.”

			Marcus grabs his heart dramatically, walking backward as the rest of the team falls into a chorus of “ooooh” and “ouch.”

			Everly gets that a lot. I mean, when you’re Harrington Falls’s answer to Amandla Stenberg, it’d be hard not to, but still. I’ll take “Looking good, ladies” any day over what people say to me when she’s not around. I guess that’s what you get when pretty much everybody considers you a trashy time bomb. Like it’s only a matter of time before I start spitting out kids and ruining lives or something.

			I push my seat forward, shoving a pair of heels, my tap shoes, and some garment bags out of the way to grab my backpack. “You know he’s into you.”

			“I do.” She smiles.

			“But?”

			“But nothing. He hasn’t asked me out, and I’m not about to ask him.”

			“Wow,” I say as we start to walk toward the building entrance. “Way to set back women’s rights about ten billion years. If you like him, you should go for it.”

			“Says the girl who sneaks around with Tyler Portman every time he texts her for a hookup.”

			“Hey.” I hold up a finger. “There’s nothing wrong with owning your sexuality. I text him as often as he texts me. And it’s a mutual understanding. No pining, no feelings—”

			“The boy likes you.”

			“He does not!”

			“That hickey on your neck says otherwise.”

			I snap my hand up to cover it. “I put makeup on it!”

			“Yeah, well, not enough.” She laughs. “Credit to Tyler, though—it’s amazing you can even see it with all that spray tan you got on.”

			“That was my mom’s doing,” I say, holding out my arms and frowning when I notice a small streak.

			“Yeah, well, tell your mom if she makes your white ass go full Kardashian, I’m gonna stop shooting you on principle until you turn back to the shade of skin god gave you.”

			I huff; I don’t even remember what shade that is anymore. My skin and nails and hair have been tanned and painted and bleached since I was a little girl. Sometimes—all the time?—I wish I could peel it all off, just to see who I am underneath.

			“You think I’m playing?” Everly smirks. “Maybe your mom will leave you alone if she has to start paying for those Instagram pics.”

			Everly is obsessed with photography, and it shows in her work. She’s fantastic. She’s been doing my headshots for the last couple of years and providing content for the Instagram account my mom manages for me. Mom thinks it will lead to modeling gigs or something, but all it’s led to so far is creepy dudes in my DMs.

			But forget posed pictures and promoted posts. Everly is the queen of candids. She’s always got her Nikon around her neck, shooting when we least expect it. Her entire senior art project is based on the idea that candids can show you who a person really is, without their guard up.

			I wouldn’t know; my guard is never down.

			I pull my hair out of its messy bun and fluff it around my shoulders, covering my neck as best as I can. “Better?”

			She flicks her eyes over to where Tyler has joined Marcus and the rest of the lacrosse team. “I guess that depends on who you’re asking.”

			“Oh my god, Everly. A hickey is a sign of an overzealous night, not a lasting declaration of love!”

			“Uh-huh, well, what about when you combine it with his whole Please don’t leave me, Ruby, why can’t you stay the night?” She claps her hands together like she’s begging.

			“Never happening.” I give her a shove, but I’m laughing.

			“Uh-oh.” She gasps.

			“What?” I look around, trying to figure out what just freaked her out, but the only thing remotely out of the ordinary I see is the new girl pouting alone on a bench.

			“Oh, nothing. Just your daddy issues showing.”

			“Screw you,” I say, but I don’t really mean it. If there’s one person on this earth that can and does call me on all my bullshit on the regular, it’s Everly. “It’s not daddy issues. It’s I don’t want to be tied down to a dumb boy in high school and end up like my mom issues.”

			Everly opens her mouth to say something else, but I can’t hear it over the sound of the bell signaling that we all better drag ourselves inside before we get marked as absent.

			“Saved by the bell,” Everly says as we catch up to Marcus and the rest of the guys. He slings his arm around her and whispers something in her ear that makes her giggle.

			Tyler stands on the other side of him, watching. He hangs back from the crowd a little, slowing to match my pace. He’s a catch by most standards—six foot one, all lean lacrosse muscle, with floppy hair and a kind face that lights up when he smiles.

			I’d run, honestly—anything to avoid this awkward morning-after dance . . . except he’s in my first period.

			“You left again,” he says when the others are out of earshot.

			“I leave every time.” I still don’t understand why he’s so surprised by that. “And you left a mark,” I add, shifting my hair just enough for him to see. I don’t miss the hint of a smirk on his face before he pulls his features back into place. “Did you do it on purpose?” I ask, loud enough that Everly turns her head to look at me.

			“Relax, it was nothing. I just got a little overexcited.”

			“Well, if you could not get a little overexcited on my body, that would be great.”

			He leans in. “Doesn’t that defeat the purpose of our whole arrangement, then?”

			I shove him away with my shoulder. “Just don’t do it again. Okay?”

			“It was an accident, Ruby,” he says, his tone becoming less playful. “You’re not gonna make me feel like an asshole because you came over to get some and I delivered.”

			“Jesus, Tyler. Don’t be a dick.”

			“I’m not the one being a dick.”

			“What does that mean?” I drop my bag onto my desk. And, okay, I guess this is going to be the theme for the day. First I’m the asshole, and now, apparently, I’m also the dick. Perfect.

			“You know exactly what I mean,” he says, and crosses the room to his seat.

			Except I don’t. I really don’t.

			Unless he means the leaving thing, which, no.

			I glance out the window, a headache already forming behind my eyes. I watch the new girl get off the bench and walk over to a shitty Honda Civic—gray, with little spots of rust on the bumper. I catch a glimpse of the driver as he leans over to pass her a book bag. Definitely not her dad—way too young—but the way he ruffles her hair when she takes the bag means not a boyfriend either. A teeny-tiny piece of me relaxes at that realization. I try not to think too hard about what that means.

			I search my backpack for a pencil, anything to tear my eyes off the girl outside, grateful when my phone vibrates in my pocket. I pull it out to find about a dozen texts from Mom, reminding me that I have tap class tonight at six thirty, and to wear the good shoes, and to smile, and to be sure to postdate the check a week, and . . . and . . . and . . . There are always more instructions. Mom likes to say, “The only thing better than being a pageant queen is being a pageant queen’s mama,” except I find that really hard to believe.

			But there are some things you can’t say out loud: like how her dream isn’t my dream anymore, hasn’t been for a while, no matter how hard I try to force it. Like how I wish that postdated check were for bills and groceries and not tap lessons I hate and spray tans that won’t do anybody any good. Like how I’ve been faking my smile for so long, I’m scared I don’t know what the real one feels like anymore.
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			I’d like to say the rest of the morning went better, that after forgetting my book bag and almost getting hit by a car, it was all smooth sailing. But it wasn’t. The hall monitor gave me the third degree for being late and then sent me to the office, seemingly not convinced that I was a new student, because “new students don’t start at the end of the year.” Which, fair, but I am, and I did.

			After that was straightened out, I went to my locker, where the combination definitely did not work, and by then homeroom was over and first period had started. I think the hall monitor felt more pity than annoyance as she walked me back to the office, where the principal said, “Miss us already?” One late pass and new combination later, I was on my way. Sort of.

			Because I was also late to third period. Silly me, I thought all the 200 rooms would be on the second floor, but it turns out that room 215 is actually in the new wing of the first floor. And why not?

			Miraculously, I make it to my fourth-period class, Government—the last before lunch—early. The teacher introduces herself as Mrs. Morrison, hands me a textbook, and tells me to sit anywhere. Which is when I realize the desks are lined up in a semicircle around the room instead of in rows, like all the rooms had been at my old school. Clearly, order means nothing here.

			“You don’t have assigned seats?” I ask, looking around as all the students filter in.

			“No, Ms. Matthews, not in my classroom. You’re free to pick any desk.”

			I scan the room, selecting a seat to the right and toward the back, one with a good view of the teacher and everyone else. Not that there’s much choice; with the way things are set up, everyone is visible at all times. Clever. It’s going to be next to impossible to text or zone out without her seeing it.

			Allie comes in, giving me an encouraging smile as she walks a few steps into the room. She takes an empty seat next to someone I can only assume is her friend by the way they instantly start chatting. It’s fine. Or it will be, after school, when I can meet the team, which will hopefully be more accepting than my old team—they dropped me like a hot potato after I came out. Or maybe it was after I called the coach a misogynistic homophobe. Either way.

			I duck my head and flip through the book, scanning the pages and wishing I could be anywhere but here, until someone kicks my chair. I look up and find myself face-to-face with the girl from the car. The messy bun is gone, her hair cascading back down around her face, which I have absolutely been staring at for too long.

			She clears her throat. “You’re in my seat,” she says, not exactly rudely, more like extremely firmly . . . with no room for discussion.

			“I thought there weren’t assigned seats,” I say, even though my instinct is to grab my stuff and run. But I’m done backing down. This is the new me.

			She grits her teeth. “It’s implied.”

			“How?”

			“Look, I appreciate you’re new and all, but this is my seat and has been since September, so if you could go run over to someone else’s—”

			“Funny you should say ‘run over.’” I smile. “That’s kind of your thing, right? Running things over?”

			I swear to god her nostrils flare. It would be cute, if she weren’t so damn annoying. Scratch that, it’s definitely still cute, but I’m trying to ignore it. Unless angry nostril flaring counts as flirting, in which case—

			“You almost hit my car, not the other way around.”

			“Is there a problem, ladies?” Mrs. Morrison asks, turning from the whiteboard and raising an eyebrow.

			I open my mouth to say yes, there is a problem, a very big problem, actually, not the least of which is my level of attraction to this person, who is clearly the queen of all assholes ever, but I’m cut off by another voice across the room.

			“Morgan, right?” Allie says, and I snap my head toward her. “Sit with us.” She taps her pencil on the empty desk beside her.

			I flick my eyes to the girl hovering over me, hesitant to let her win, but she looks more bored than annoyed now, so it doesn’t seem like it’s worth taking a stand. At least not today. I grab my books and slide out of the chair.

			“Tough first day?” Allie asks when I drop into the seat beside her. She’s changed out of her running clothes and into a soft-looking sweater, the sleeves pulled down over her hands. Her bright red nails peek out, in stark contrast to the whiteness of her skin.

			“Something like that,” I answer as Mrs. Morrison announces she left a handout in the office and will be right back. She tells us to open to page 106 and then disappears out the door.

			“So, this is Lydia. She’s also on the track team.” Allie points to the girl beside her.

			“Hey, Coach is amped you’re here,” Lydia says, pushing back the black hair that falls in loose waves around her face. She’s cut off the neck of her too-large sweatshirt and slid one side down her shoulder, exposing even more of her light brown skin. The teachers at my old school would have a heart attack.

			“Yeah? How does everybody else feel?” Just because Coach is “amped” doesn’t mean the rest of the team is. I’m a bit of a controversial recruit.

			Allie and Lydia share a look that tells me all I need to know.

			“That great, eh?”

			Lydia twirls a little bit of her hair. “For the most part it’s cool. And the rest you don’t have to worry about. You clear your waiver and get us to states, and people will look the other way about everything else.”

			Right. Everything else. Like the whole super-gay thing, and the whole transfer-or-be-expelled thing, and the whole “getting one of my D-I offers revoked and the other put ‘on pause’ for going to the news about it” thing. But, hey, any college that doesn’t accept me—all of me—isn’t a school I’d want to be at anyway, right? At least that’s what I tell myself when I wake up every morning.

			“They just don’t want to get involved,” Allie cuts in. “Like, we don’t care that you’re gay or anything.” She whispers the word “gay” like it’s some kind of horrible secret. Which, no.

			“Cool, well, I actually do care about that,” I say, which makes an awkward silence stretch between us, but I figure it’s better to get that out in the open now rather than let myself be shoved into the closet.

			Allie looks mortified. “Oh my god, that came out so wrong. Of course you do. Of course I do! It’s cool! It’s—”

			“Allie, shut up.” Lydia smiles, leaning farther forward to face me. “Look, since we all made this weird already, I’ll just come right out and tell you that, one, Allie puts her foot in her mouth a lot, and two, I’m pan, so you’re not the only queer girl on the team. When I said people will look the other way about everything else, I meant, like, the being-kicked-out-of-your-school stuff. Nobody on the team cares who you, me, Allie, or anybody else is hooking up with, as long as it stays off the track. At this point, we’re all just looking to nail our meets and survive these last couple of months. And I think it’s pretty cool that you fought your old school on this. It was bullshit what they tried to do to you.”

			I hadn’t realized how big of a weight I had felt in my chest, until just now, when it all lifted. I smile for the first time all day as the teacher returns, waving around a bunch of papers.

			“Who’s ready to learn about amendments?” she asks in a singsong voice.

			

			•   •   •

			“So what’s her deal?” I ask later that afternoon, after sports study hall, when we’re walking on the track for warm-ups.

			Allie turns her head in the direction I’m looking, where the girl from this morning is sitting surrounded by a group of other kids on the bleachers. “Who?”

			I shrug. “I don’t know. The girl from class, the one who said I took her seat.”

			“Yeah, that’s Ruby Thompson. I’d recommend staying away from her.”

			“Why.”

			“Because she’s trouble?” Allie says at the same time Lydia says, “Because she’s a mess.”

			I glance toward Ruby one more time. “What do you mean?”

			“Um, where should I start?” Allie says. “Besides her, like, general air of I will kill you if you look at me wrong? Let’s see, she’s obnoxious, she’s always in detention, she kind of sleeps around, she barely talks to anyone except for, like, Everly Jones, and I swear to god she has Tyler under some sort of a spell. He’s, like, in love with her—”

			“Wait, who’s Tyler?” I ask.

			Lydia shakes her head. “Tyler Portman. He’s a lacrosse boy and Allie’s crush since sixth grade.”

			I tilt my head. “So is this like a mean-girl thing? You two don’t like her because of who she’s hooking up with?”

			“No,” Lydia says. “Ignore that part. Her reputation for being trouble long precedes her and Tyler, trust me.”

			“Seriously,” Allie says, taking my hand and pulling me closer to the track. “Avoid, avoid, avoid. And definitely do not do anything else to get on her bad side.”

			“She almost hit me with her car this morning.” I wince. “And then I may have sort of slammed my hands on the hood, so I’m pretty sure I’m already on her bad side.”

			Lydia’s eyes go wide. “You touched her car?”

			“She almost hit me!”

			“Yeah, I would have just let her,” Lydia says.

			Allie nods. “At least it’d be over faster.”

			Before I can respond, Coach blows her whistle.

			Practice has begun.
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