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“...and that visibility which makes us most vulnerable 
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CHAPTER 1

THE  F IRS T  T IME

The first time I saw a queer woman was at a high 
school football game. I was dating a boy from a rural 

school full of truck-driving dudes in cowboy boots. 
The entire stadium was royal blue – royal blue hoodies, 
royal blue jerseys, royal blue jackets, royal blue flags. It 
was cold. The royal blue made it seem even colder. The 
game stretched on for hours as the boys prowled the 
freshly sheared field, wrapping their arms around each 
other’s chests and driving each other into the ground. 
I heard muffled screams and blaring whistles as boy 
after boy was pulled to his knees or got up and slapped 
his own chest. Mounds of boys on the field. Piles of 
boys on top of boys. All of us, watching them. 

In front of us sat two girls, teenagers around my 
age. It was obvious that they were not just friends. 
Were their elbows threaded at the crook? They were 
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plain-faced, long-haired, plaid-clad. Their jeans did 
not hug their curves. They did not have curves. They 
slouched in oversized jackets, hiding in public. There 
was something inward and protective and brave about 
them. I couldn’t stop looking.

I remember thinking: These girls are not attractive. 
And for some reason I felt angry about that. Then I 
thought: Or are they attractive?

We had come in a group, because high schoolers 
travel in packs. Someone next to me said something 
like: Look, lesbians. And I did something like laugh. 
Yeah, lesbians. I couldn’t believe they had the nerve to 
sit there and be so obviously queer. Blood crept from 
my chest to neck. I needed to laugh at the lesbians or 
else I would become lesbian by association. I glanced 
at my boyfriend. Did I reach for his wet, sweaty palm? 
Did I place our clasped hands in my lap? Play it cool, 
I told myself.

The girls wandered off at halftime. I looked for 
them near the concession stand, but they had disap-
peared. Their seats were empty during the second half. 

I had so many questions. Mountains of questions. 
How did they meet each other? How did each know 
the other was queer? Had they started out as friends 
and pushed the line further and further until one 
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night they were kissing in bed down the hall from 
their parents? 

Sorry. That’s my teen fantasy creeping in.
The line of friendship. I was an expert at tracing 

that line. 

The first night I got drunk, I mean really smashed, 
was New Year’s Eve. A bunch of us were at my friend’s 
house. Let’s call her L. L’s parents were gone, and she 
was mixing large White Russians in large red cups.

I stayed away from L, because we were friend-break-
ing-up already. Our relationship had become a twisted, 
jealous thing—a passive-aggressive fight to see who 
could make the other feel worse.

So I trained my attention on my other friend, let’s 
call her S. S and I were taking turns making out with 
a nerdy boy from public school. I wanted to make 
out with him so that I could be near S’s lips. And S’s 
breasts, which I had looked at countless times while we 
did homework together, the top three buttons on her 
school uniform undone.

I wanted to make out with S by accident. I wanted us 
to end up kissing without anyone having to consciously 
make the decision to kiss or be held accountable for it. 
I wanted the kissing to just start happening. This was 
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normal: to want to be your friend’s favorite thing in 
the whole wide world. It was normal to want to press 
your mouth against your friend’s beautiful mouth. 
That’s what I kept telling myself.

Then S and I were in the bathroom downstairs 
without the nerdy boy we’d been hooking up with, 
and S was looking at me and maybe saying she wanted 
to kiss me, and maybe we were touching each other at 
the waist, and then maybe I froze. But then I definitely 
left. I panicked. 

I woke up the next morning in L’s guest bedroom 
wearing a fresh set of pajamas. They were L’s clothes. I 
could hear L in the other room moving things around. 
She had changed me, showered me, and helped me into 
bed. As I emerged from the room, she looked at me 
like I was a child, shaking her head like she expected 
better from me. What had I done the night before—
yelled? Vomited in her living room? Abandoned her 
while trying to get her attention all night? 

L was the one I wanted. She was the one whose 
secrets I would keep forever.

I’m obsessed with secrets. I love knowing what people 
are afraid to tell. Maybe it comes from my Catholic 


