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ONE

PERHAPS IT WAS THE SILVER WIG OR THE BLACK LACE MASK obscuring her face, adding an air of mystery. Or maybe it was her name, Rel, that made him respond. Whatever the case, when Ramona Lambert got home from school on Friday afternoon to see the email icon blinking from her cosplay account, she couldn’t quell the anxiety twisting in her stomach. She took a deep breath. Her trembling, clumsy fingers slid over the keyboard, incorrectly entering the password three times before she eagerly opened her inbox.

One new message. From Caleb Woolf.

FROM: cry.woolf.03@gmail.com

TO: RelUnderground1@cosplaycraze.net

DATE: Sep 27 at 2:34 PM

SUBJECT: Um… hey

Hey… so I was really surprised to find the drawing and the poem you left in my locker yesterday. The drawing is pretty cool. I’ve never had anyone do that before so I guess I’m flattered? And really curious about who you are. Do you go to Cedar Brook High by any chance? I think your costume is great, btw, because judging by your profile picture, I’m assuming that’s not what you really look like. Well, I can’t think of anything else to say at the moment… but maybe I’ll hear from you again.

-Caleb

P.S. I really liked your poem.

After reading that last line, Ramona fell into a swoon across her messy bed, the words swimming through her mind. I really liked your poem. That was almost the same as saying he liked her. Well, not really, but she’d take it.

With a happy bounce, she got up from her bed and sat at her desk again, planning to reread the email at least five more times when her FaceTime alert chimed. She grabbed her phone, and her best friend, Mandra, filled the screen with her short brown bangs and rectangular fuchsia glasses, a grin stretched across her face. “So, what happened? Tell me you didn’t chicken out,” she said.

Ramona couldn’t conceal her own grin bursting through her pressed lips as she held the phone at a better angle. “I almost did. I got to his locker yesterday and I had the drawing in my hand, and I was thinking, am I really about to do this? But I did. And he responded! I just read it.” She felt a bit breathless and giddy and the words came out in a rush. 

“And do you know what he said?”

Ramona quickly recapped, adding extra emphasis on the bit about Caleb liking her drawing and her poem.

Mandra clapped her hands together in excitement. “Have you emailed him back?”

“No, not yet,” Ramona said with a sigh. “I don’t even know what I’ll say—I still can’t even believe I did it. When I left my email address on the bottom of the drawing, I didn’t really think he would write me. And I was freaking out a little, worried that someone might have seen me—”

“—As would I,” Mandra interjected.

Ramona nodded. “But then I was like, you know, it’s time to finally take a chance. And Rel finally gave me the courage to go for it. I should be proud for taking that step, right?”

Mandra nodded enthusiastically. “Oh, definitely. That took major guts and you should definitely be proud of yourself. Though, to be fair, Caleb will probably spend the rest of the weekend wondering who the mysterious person is who left him the anguished love letter…” She gave Ramona an all too familiar look, a mischievous grin playing about her lips.

Ramona sensed that Mandra was preparing for a monologue as her friend clasped her hands together, and Ramona pressed her fist against her lips to suppress her laughter, waiting.

Mandra sighed, and in an affected tone, continued, “He’ll read the anonymous missive, never knowing, never suspecting it was you who wrote it. You, Ramona Elizabeth Lambert, the quiet girl who sits two seats behind him in European History. If he found out, he might think it’s tragically romantic… or creepy and a little stalkerish.”

“Not helping with that last bit.”

Mandra laughed. “No, I’m just messing with you. You should be happy that you finally took the leap and told him how you feel. Well, kinda, because he still technically doesn’t know it’s you, but it’s a step in the right direction!”

Ramona covered her face with her hands. “Oh my God, why did I do it?”

“Come on, don’t second-guess yourself. I wouldn’t stress about it. It’s done now.”

Ramona groaned in response. “I guess you’re right.” Still, she felt a sense of hopeful anticipation that maybe, just maybe, the email from Caleb was only the beginning.

There was a quiet knock at her door, and her mom poked her head in. She looked like an older, cooler, version of Ramona. Her black, tightly coiled hair was pulled back in a high bun, and she looked classy yet comfortable in a pullover, blazer, and skinny jeans. Her cat-eye glasses dangled from a colorful beaded chain around her neck. She totally had the whole “professor” vibe going on, which was appropriate as she taught literature at the Cedar Brook Community College. Her mother usually checked in on her before leaving to teach evening classes. “Hey, you. Hey, Mandra,” she called toward Ramona’s phone.

“Hi, Mrs. Lambert!” Mandra said, waving.

Ramona’s mom turned to her with a look that she’d seen all too often, and she sensed that her mom was getting ready to ask her a question that she already knew the answer to.

“There’s a football game tonight. Aren’t you going?”

Ramona pushed away from her desk, making a face. “Not likely. You know I don’t really do football, Mom.”

“You used to go to the games last year.”

“Only because it was mandatory.” Really, the only reason was because before she had been in marching band with her older sister, Noelle. But Noelle graduated last year, so she saw no reason to continue subjecting herself to such torture. “I quit marching band, remember?”

Her mother sighed as she entered the room. “Well still, it wouldn’t kill you to be more social, Ramona.”

“Actually, it would.”

Seeing that the conversation was going nowhere, her mother changed topics. “Well, how was your day today?”

Ramona kept her face neutral while answering this question. “It was a day. Uneventful. The usual.”

Over the phone, Mandra snorted.

“I heard it was dress-up day,” her mother pressed. “Did you participate?”

“Nah.”

“Why not?” her mother asked with a frown. “You could have dressed up as your little maid girl.”

Ramona pinched the bridge of her nose to stem her annoyance. “She’s not a maid. She’s an aristocrat descended from a long line of magicians.” God. While her parents vaguely knew of her hobby, they, like anyone else who wasn’t familiar with the concept of cosplay, didn’t really see the point. Still, she couldn’t help feeling a little irritated that her mother couldn’t be bothered to remember even the smallest detail about her character.

“Well, she looks like a maid,” her mother said. “But in any case, I’m sure you would have had fun.”

That’s doubtful. Ramona made a noncommittal noise in response and rolled her eyes at her phone before setting it face up on her desk.

“Okay, well I’m about to head out. You can order a pizza or something for dinner. Your father should be home around eight. Love you.”

“Love you too, bye.” Ramona waited until her mother closed the door before picking her phone up again.

Mandra giggled. “Well, that was uncomfortable to witness.”

Ramona rolled her eyes again. “I mean, I’ve only been dressing up as Rel since I was fourteen. You’d think she’d at least remember who my character is.” She didn’t know why this annoyed her so much, but it did.

Mandra only shrugged, and Ramona felt a little stung at her friend’s lack of outrage on her behalf.

“Anyway,” Ramona said. “I don’t even remember what I was saying before.”

Mandra shrugged again. “Neither do I, but I’ve got trig homework waiting for me.”

Ramona smiled. “Trig homework on a Friday night? You nerd. Are you sure you’re not just trying to get off the phone so you can go on a hot date?”

“Yeah, I wish. Unfortunately, the only action I’ll be getting tonight is with this boring-ass textbook. I’ve got a major test on Monday, and if I want to go to this concert with Brie and Corrie tomorrow night, I need to get some studying in.”

Ramona tried to ignore the slight twinge of something (not jealously, but something) she felt at the mention of Brie and Corrie. This was the first time she had ever brought them up. She knew she shouldn’t feel weird that Mandra wanted to study rather than talk. Priorities, right? Ramona had to admit though, it was hard sometimes to deal with the fact that her best friend lived a whole two states away and she could only see Mandra through the phone or computer. She guessed she couldn’t blame Mandra for wanting to hang out with her other, more tangible friends. Still, she couldn’t help feeling a little weird that Mandra had never mentioned these friends before now.

Lost in her thoughts, she came back to the present when she noticed Mandra waving her hand across the screen. “Hellooo? You zoning out on me?”

“Yeah, sorry,” Ramona said, forcing a laugh.

Mandra raised an eyebrow. “Okayyyy. Well, let me know how everything turns out with Caleb. Later.”

Ramona waved her off. “Doubt there’ll be anything to tell, but yeah. Later.”

She ended the call and then leaned back in her chair. After a moment, she went back to her computer and read over Caleb’s email until she had pretty much memorized every word, amazed that her crush had even responded to her, an anonymous someone who left a note in his locker. It made her think of the time she’d spent painstakingly drawing a portrait of him from memory, and finding the words for the poem for him. She thought about how nervous she was as she approached his locker, how it had taken everything in her not to turn and bolt back down the hallway. And how in that instant, as she stood there, a million different possibilities had flashed before her—and as she slid the paper inside, how she decided that she was willing to risk all the disastrous ones if it meant a chance at getting the one she wanted.

She smiled to herself, mulling over how she would respond to Caleb’s email while contemplating what to do with the rest of her evening. She almost wished she had to go to work so she would have something to do.

Wishing to work on a Friday night, that’s not pathetic at all.

She weighed her options. She could do her homework. Definite nope. She could order a pizza and see what was on Netflix. Definite possibility. Or… Her gaze drifted to the hand-drawn illustrations that covered her bedroom walls. Or she could lose herself in Rel’s world for a while.

It was an easy choice.
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TWO

WHEN RAMONA WOKE UP THE NEXT MORNING, HER MIND immediately went to Caleb’s email. Her heart jumped, and a warm tingly feeling spread through her. She got up from her bed, hurried over to her computer, and clicked open her email. For a moment, she thought maybe it had all been a dream and he hadn’t responded at all, but seeing his name in her inbox made her smile with relief and filled her with a giddy rush. One small step.

She’d wanted so badly to reply last night, to send him something. She went back and forth, debating whether to click Compose Message, but just hovering over the icon had made her stomach do somersaults. What would she even say? Certainly not the first thing that had popped into her mind—I’m so glad you responded because I have a huge crush on you. Every time she had a flash of inspiration, she shot it down. She didn’t want to risk sounding stupid. Rel had helped her pique his interest, and she didn’t want to mess things up by being hasty.

Anyway, the fact that he responded was enough for now.

She rose from the desk and stretched, glad that she didn’t have to deal with customers, uncomfortable eye contact, or burnt toast today. Her parents allowed her to work most weekends and a few days after school at Tomlin’s Diner, and when she was off, she wasn’t sure if she should look forward to what her parents might have in store for her. It most likely involved cleaning. She knew she might as well resign herself to it, though, because complaining would get her nowhere.

On the bright side, Noelle was coming home from college today for the weekend. Ramona would be the first to admit that despite not being the best of friends, she felt kind of adrift without Noelle here. They’d always gotten along fine, and Ramona knew that her sister was someone she could confide in about most things, but they hadn’t really had a chance to talk since Noelle left for Georgia Southern in August. Ramona was looking forward to their first mini-reunion as much as her parents were.

Coming down the hallway, she cupped a huge yawn and entered the kitchen. Her mom sat perched on a stool at the kitchen island, a stack of papers and a red pen in one hand, a cup of coffee in the other, while her father tended to the stove. Ramona smelled the sweet scent of his famous blueberry pancakes and waffles and the sizzling sausage. “Morning Mona-bear,” he said, dropping a kiss on top of her head. “’Fro is in full effect this morning, huh?”

Ramona’s hand immediately went up to her head. She hadn’t felt like twisting her hair the night before, and it was no doubt sticking up around her head like a fluffy black cloud. “Morning, Dad.”

“Morning, honey,” her mother said, looking up from one of the pages she was reading over. “How’d you sleep?”

Ramona yawned again. “Alright, I guess.”

Her mother was still eyeing her… or rather her hair. “I hope you’re planning to do something with that today.”

Ramona’s hand went to her head again. Her mom was forever commenting on her wild, unruly Afro. She had pleaded with Ramona many times to get box braids or faux locs, but Ramona liked her hair the way it was—free and untamed. Even though she knew her mother didn’t mean any harm, she had a way of saying things that rubbed Ramona the wrong way, particularly first thing in the morning.

Her father flipped a pancake. “Oh, leave her alone, Patricia.”

“When’s Noelle getting here?” Ramona asked, trying to change the subject as she slid onto a stool across from her mother.

Her father glanced at the clock on the microwave. “She should be arriving a little after eleven. Shame she’s gonna miss all this good food, though. We figured we’d all head into Savannah and spend the day downtown, maybe do some mini golf, get some food. I heard they have a few awesome Vietnamese places,” he added with a wink. Ramona and her father shared a love of Vietnamese food. “I could definitely go for some lemongrass chicken.”

Ramona reached for a glass and the carafe of orange juice that was sitting in the center of the island. “Sounds good.” On the one hand, she figured spending a day doing something fun with her family wasn’t all that bad—it definitely beat cleaning. And it was a plus that no one would be asking awkward questions about her cosplay or (in her mother’s case) being critical about other aspects of her appearance, behavior, or any of the other things about Ramona she didn’t understand. Plus, she was really looking forward to catching up with her sister and getting her take on college life. Ramona supposed she was busy, being a freshman with massive loads of homework and all, but she also wondered what it was like for Noelle to finally be on her own in a strange new place. It was something she was looking forward to more than she wanted to admit.

“How long’s Noelle staying?” she asked. “And can we go to that tea shop on Broughton Street? I think Noelle would like some of the stuff in there.”

“I know,” her mother said. “It always smells so good, and they have so many different teas. I can never decide what to get. As far as we know, she’ll be here through Sunday afternoon. That will give her enough time to get back for her Monday classes.” She sipped her coffee and passed Ramona a plate. “I do hope she’s taking care of herself.”

“I’m sure she is,” Ramona’s father said as he scooped eggs from a pan and onto a platter. He placed it in the middle of the island, along with the salt and pepper shakers.

“Have you started giving any thought to where you might apply?” her mom asked, spooning some eggs on her plate. “You know it’s never too early to start planning, and then you have your SATs to prepare for as well.”

Ramona groaned quietly. This wasn’t the kind of conversation she felt like having with her parents before she’d even had breakfast. “I have a few places in mind,” she said, before cramming a forkful of eggs into her mouth in the double hope that her answer would placate her mother and that her full mouth would make her mother drop the subject.

“And how about a major? Have you given any consideration to what you might want to study?” Her mom continued, undeterred by the eggs. “Mrs. Anderson tells me how well you’re doing in Honors English. Perhaps you might consider that as a major.”

Ramona grimaced into her juice glass and considered what her mom said. Just because she got good grades in English didn’t mean it was something she wanted to study. She knew better than to mention what she really wanted to pursue. So, she settled for a vague maybe, before turning her attention to her breakfast, hoping her father would turn the conversation another way.

“You mom’s right, you know,” he said, taking a seat at the end of the island as he put down another platter laden with sausages. “It’s good that your teacher sees promise in your abilities. It’s never too early to start honing those toward a possible career path. And there’s lots you can do with an English degree—just look at your mom,” he said, beaming at her.

Et tu, Brute? It took every ounce of control not to roll her eyes. Instead, she simply nodded and added a waffle and few sausages to her plate. In all honesty, being like her mother was the last thing she wanted. Not that she wasn’t proud of her mom for all that she’d accomplished, but the idea of going back to school only to end up in school for a career was not appealing to her at all. No, what she wanted to do was more along the lines of drawing and illustration. She could totally see herself becoming an animator or perhaps even a costume designer, since she already had some skill at creating her own costumes and props for cosplay. However, she knew better than to say all this because they would never go for it. Her parents had told her more than once that they expected her to study something practical, something that would lead to a stable career.

“How’s Noelle liking school anyway?” she asked in a desperate last effort to turn the topic away from her. “I’ve been so busy with stuff that I haven’t talked to her in ages.”

“She’s liking it well enough. She’s probably been pretty busy, pledging for the sorority on top of all her classes.” Her mother was positively beaming as she added, “Noelle’s going to become a Delta!”

Ramona felt her mouth go slack. “A sorority?” Since when was Noelle—studious band geek Noelle—into sororities?

Her mother smiled. “I know, isn’t it great? I’m sure she’ll be telling you all about it when she gets here. You two have a lot to catch up on.”

I’ll say.

Ramona finished the rest of her breakfast in silence while her parents carried on the conversation, reminiscing about their own college days and the respective Greek houses they had pledged (her mother was a Zeta, her dad a Kappa).

I guess it runs in the family, she mused. Or at least part of the family, because Ramona had no desire to join a sorority. The thought of being put on display for others to judge if you were good enough to join their club made her cringe. Cosplay on the other hand—that was a club she was proud to be a part of. She got to meet a lot of awesome and creative people and geek out over anime and TV shows and books. What she loved most of all was becoming someone else and inhabiting fictional worlds.

“You might consider pledging when you get to college,” Ramona’s mother said, breaking into her thoughts. “It’s a great way to meet new people and make lifelong connections.”

“I doubt it,” Ramona said, popping one last bite of sausage in her mouth and pushing her plate away. “And besides, I already do meet new people in my cosplay groups.”

Her parents exchanged a look. “Well, it’s a great way to meet people in person,” her mother added. As if online friends didn’t count. Suddenly, Ramona wanted to tell them about the cosplay convention she planned to attend in a few weeks. She wanted to tell them about the new additions she had made to her costume, the people who commented on her photos on social media, the ones who would ask to take pictures with her. The first time she went to a cosplay convention, she’d been floored by the number of people who loved her costume, despite it being an original character she created herself. She wanted to show her parents how awesome it was to be seen for her creativity and to share that creativity with others who loved the same things. She wanted them to understand why it was important to her.

Instead, she remained silent, and her mother didn’t press the issue. Ramona finished the rest of her juice and, thankfully, didn’t have to answer any more questions as her parents finally decided to drop the topic and discuss where they would go for the day.

As soon as she could, she excused herself from the table and escaped to her room where she could have some time alone to think. Noelle pledging a sorority was mind-boggling. Up until this moment, Ramona had no idea she was even interested in them. Sure, Noelle was well liked and much more outgoing that Ramona, and in band she had her own group of friends—friends she allowed Ramona to tag along with occasionally. In the stands at the football games, Ramona and Noelle sat with the rest of the flute section, and Noelle always said how vapid the cheerleaders seemed and how their clique was like being in a sorority. So, it was confusing to her that Noelle suddenly wanted to join one now.

First Mandra, now Noelle.

Everyone seemed to be changing. The best Ramona could hope for was that it wouldn’t change things between them.
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“Best two out of three? Come on, any takers?” Ramona’s dad was high on his most recent win, but Ramona had had enough mini golf for an afternoon.

“Nah, I think I’ll pass,” her mother said with a grimace as she fanned herself with her hand. One would think that by the end of September the temperature would have cooled off, but one of the “perks” of living in the South was that the humidity, along with the mosquitoes, lasted well beyond summer. “Any more of this heat and my braid-out is going to start frizzing.”

“Yeah, I think I’ll accept my defeat,” Noelle said as her thumbs moved across her phone screen. She pushed her heavy goddess braids back from her face and pocketed her cell, which immediately went off again.

“Someone’s popular,” Ramona muttered as she followed behind to turn in their clubs. Meanwhile, her phone hadn’t gone off once the whole day. She supposed that was what happened when you didn’t really have any friends in the real world. Ramona didn’t know what she was expecting when Noelle came home, but it wasn’t… this. She couldn’t quite put her finger on how, but her sister had changed. She was aloof and more than a little absorbed in her phone. Ramona had looked forward to catching up with her sister, but she’d never shared a more awkward or uncomfortable car ride with her on the way to the mini golf park. Their conversation was forced, not at all like she remembered it being between them. For one thing, all Noelle talked about were the girls who were pledging along with her, which ones probably wouldn’t make the cut, how much Big Sister So-and-So seemed to like her, how much fun the parties were, how cute the frat guys were… blah blah blah. She’d considered confiding in her sister about the whole email thing with Caleb but quickly thought better of it.

Especially when Noelle asked her in an offhand way, “You still playing dress-up?”

The rest of the afternoon wasn’t much better. As she sat across from her sister in the booth at Saigon Bistro, she studied her, trying to detect where the change was coming from. Noelle was attached to her phone the whole time, giggling at something while typing. She put the phone down beside her Coke, waiting for an alert to beep.

And her parents didn’t really seem to mind. Usually, they didn’t allow phones at the table, but Noelle got a pass today, it seemed. So, Ramona absently listened while they asked Noelle questions about her classes and pledging for her sorority. It was like Ramona wasn’t even there at all.

There was that twinge again, and deep down she knew she shouldn’t feel jealous (she hated admitting it to herself). After all, she saw her parents every day, and her sister had been gone for the past few months, so of course they wanted to know about Noelle’s new experiences as a college student. Being ignored still kind of sucked, though.

She played with the straw in her drink and refreshed her Instagram feed, longing to be in her room, planning a new cosplay or dressed up as Rel warding off evil necromancers in the London Underground. As she listened to her parents discuss Noelle’s activities and watched Noelle’s face glow with excitement while she talked about the sorority, Ramona wished that for once, just once, they would show as much interest in the things she liked.
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THREE

BY SUNDAY EVENING, RAMONA STILL HADN’T SETTLED ON the perfect response to Caleb’s email. Honestly, when she first came up with the idea to get his attention, she hadn’t really thought it all the way through. She’d hoped, but she hadn’t really believed that he would respond. And yet, he did. Now she was wondering what he thought of her and how she was going to pull this off.

Mandra was MIA (probably out with her new friends), so Ramona couldn’t ask her for advice. She considered asking some of her online friends what they would do but in the end decided not to. She and her parents had all said their goodbyes to Noelle a few hours ago, so even if Ramona wanted to ask her, it would seem weird to text her now when they hardly spoke the whole time she was there. Noelle had been set on heading back yesterday, but her parents insisted she at least stay the night. Despite how much she had changed, and how disappointing the day had been, Ramona still felt a little sad as she watched the silver Altima turn the corner and head out of the neighborhood. She couldn’t explain it, but she felt let down by her sister’s visit.

After Noelle left, Ramona spent most of the afternoon in her room, working on her homework and checking her social media and email—not that she received anything exciting; her inbox was drier than Aunt Simone’s turkey at Thanksgiving. She had one message from the organizers of the Savannah Cosplay Expo, which was happening in a few weeks and was something she was extremely looking forward to. Of course, that was if her parents didn’t give her a hard time about going.

Bored and still unsure of how to respond to Caleb, she logged into her Cosplay Craze account and spent a few minutes scrolling through other cosplayers’ recent posts. She settled into her chair and felt the tension from the weekend leave her body. This was cathartic for her, being among people who understood her.

She was totally living for all the fae-inspired cosplays on the site and planned to see about getting some custom-made elf ears for herself. She checked a few messages posted on the Louise Belcher cosplay she’d done a few weeks ago and couldn’t help but grin. One from Effie.Does.Magic83: Louise Belcher with afro puffs! Love it!

And the others:

Girl, you killed it!

Awesome cosplay, Rel! U are adorable as Louise!

She spent the next thirty minutes beaming at her computer screen and responding to her fellow nerds. All the compliments, all the validation from them that what she did wasn’t just a stupid hobby but something awesome cheered her up considerably.

It couldn’t distract her forever, though. Despite how much she tried not to think about it, her mind kept fast-forwarding to Monday morning at school and what would happen. How it would be seeing Caleb for the first time since he emailed her. Well… emailed Rel. She wondered if he’d seem different, as if somehow, he might know that it was her.
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As imagined, Monday morning came sooner than she would have liked. On the one hand, the anticipation of what might happen was enough to make her stomach twist into nervous knots, but there was also an eagerness for the day to go by faster, so that she could get to seventh period and see Caleb. And the thought of seeing him in person made her stomach twist in a completely different way that had nothing to do with nerves.



She felt weird every day—but today, more so than usual. She’d glanced in the mirror while brushing her teeth and could have sworn there was a look in her eye that she didn’t recognize. A look of confidence that said, “Bring it on, I’m ready for whatever the day has in store.” A look that was more reminiscent of when she was dressed as Rel than as herself.

Stepping inside the school, walking down the hall to her locker, she just had this feeling that something was going to happen. That today wouldn’t be just another ordinary day.

So, all day, she walked around in a state of constant anticipation. Honestly, she felt like a character in a story, like she was watching herself from afar, seeing everything unfold in slow motion, just waiting for the next part of the plot to happen.

Finally, after what felt like an eternity, she walked into her European History class. This is it.

She slid into her seat and scanned the room to see if he’d arrived yet; there was no way she could miss that dark head of hair. As she waited and more students trickled in, she noticed that the classroom was a little less full than normal. She jiggled her foot as she watched the last few students arrive, and then the bell rang.

Maybe Caleb wasn’t at school today. Her heart sank with the immense weight of disappointment.

Then, just as Mr. Swanson was about to close the door, Caleb slid in past him with an apologetic smile and a hall pass.

“Sorry, gym class ran a little late,” Caleb said, handing him the yellow slip of paper and taking his seat.

Ramona told herself not to stare, but she couldn’t help it as her eyes followed his movements anyway. Usually, there was another person sitting between them in the row, separating them, but today she was practically right behind him. She could see the muscles in his back bunch under his shirt as he leaned down to get his books. He frowned and rummaged through his bag, looking for something.

Then he sat back and blew out a frustrated breath, lifting the hair on his forehead, which was a little bit longer than the rest of it, upward. He looked around and suddenly locked eyes with Ramona. She sat there in a state of semi-shock as she returned his gaze—his eyes were so green, like juniper or holly leaves.

She watched as his expression started to shift with uncertainty (which was understandable, considering that she was still staring at him), before he asked, “Hey, do you have a pen I could borrow?”

She snapped back to reality. “A pen? Sure,” she said, wincing at how high pitched her voice sounded. She leaned down to grab one out of her bag, then handed it to him, careful to make sure that she extended it enough so that he could reach it over the seat without having to touch her fingers.

He gave her a grateful smile. “Thanks,” he said and turned back around to copy down what Mr. Swanson was writing on the whiteboard.

Heart racing, Ramona tried to focus on taking her own notes, her hand moving mechanically across the page while she thought about what had just happened. She knew it was stupid to get excited over something so small, but she couldn’t help it. He’d only asked for a pen, not her hand in marriage, but still, in all the time she’d had a crush on him, this was the first he’d ever spoken to her.

She mulled over this development for the rest of class, though she did force herself to pay attention during the last few minutes when Mr. Swanson made his announcements about the oral reports that were due next Friday. He clapped his hands together, his beady eyes moving over the sparse audience. “Not sure where half the class is today but pass the message on to your missing classmates. I’ll expect a complete presentation in addition to a three-page paper on your chosen topic. No excuses, people.”

The bell rang, and Ramona slowly gathered up her books, hoping that Caleb might talk to her again. Instead, he grabbed his bag without a backward glance and was out the door. He hadn’t even returned her pen.

She rose from her seat, determined to hold onto her earlier feeling of happiness, which helped to soften the disappointment just a little. At least he spoke to her—that was something. And maybe once she emailed him back, she’d have a little more confidence the next time she saw him.
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FOUR

UNFORTUNATELY, THE REST OF THE WEEK PASSED JUST AS uneventfully, and by Friday Ramona stopped getting her hopes up. She hadn’t responded to his email yet, but each day she tried to do little things to catch his eye, like smiling when she walked by him on the way to her desk. However, his failure to notice her was making her second-guess herself. She tried not to dwell on it, though.

On Saturday, Ramona had to work, which meant she had to wake up way too early. As she stumbled through the motions of getting dressed, all she could think about was the possibility of a nap when she got home. She didn’t regret staying up late the night before, though, working on new outfit sketches for Rel. She’d designed a new artifact to add to her cosplay: black lace wrist cuffs, with a chained obsidian jewel in the center connecting to a ring that would enhance Rel’s magical abilities. She was already excited about how awesome it would look. Depending on how well she did in tips, she might be able to go by the craft store later to get the materials to start working on it. The thought perked her up a bit.

It was still dark out as she got into her dad’s sedan, fighting off a constant stream of yawns during her brief drive to Tomlin’s Diner. The diner had been a part of Cedar Brook for practically forever, and both Ramona’s mom and her aunt Simone had worked there when they were in high school. She arrived about ten minutes early and was extra grateful that she would have enough time to gulp down a few mouthfuls of the too strong, bitter coffee they served before her shift started. The beige stucco building with its maroon roof seemed to glow like warm red coals against the inky darkness of the early morning sky as Ramona pulled into her designated parking spot. She walked through the wide double doors, immediately greeted by the scent of coffee and fried food.

Ramona made her way to the drink station and poured herself some coffee before she headed to the kitchen. The warmth was welcoming, and Travis, the line cook, threw up his hand in greeting when he saw her.

“Hey, good morning,” she said over the buzz of the ceiling fans and the radio, blaring old-school R&B.

She sat down at the wooden table in the corner and cupped the hot porcelain mug between her hands, trying to get fully awake. No one was here other than Nancy, the older server who worked overnight, who never showed up without her bright red hair perfectly coiffed or her face fully beat. On the other side of the kitchen, Travis prepped his station for the early morning breakfast rush, singing along with the radio as he set out cartons of eggs. The scent of chopped onion and bell pepper, along with the distinctive, smoky aroma of bacon cooking made Ramona’s stomach rumble. She got up, hovering near the stainless-steel counters, and was on the verge of nabbing a piece of bacon that Travis had just pulled from the oven when the restaurant manager suddenly swung the door open.

Linda was a pretty cool, laid-back manager. She was in her early forties and had a head full of silver hair that she kept short, and she always had a pack of menthols in her shirt pocket. Unhealthy personal habits aside, Ramona liked her. Linda was easy to get along with, and she never gave Ramona a hard time about requesting time off for cosplay events.

She made a beeline for Ramona as soon as she spotted her. “There you are. Nancy said she saw you come in. I’m glad you’re here a little early. We’ve got a new server training today, and he’ll be shadowing you during your shift, okay?”

Ramona nodded in response, inwardly groaning. Just what I wanted to be doing this morning. She preferred to just come in, work her shift, and go home. She realized that awkward customer interaction was a necessary evil, but the thought of having to talk to new people for prolonged periods of time made her nervous. However, it seemed in this case, she didn’t have a choice.

“Sure.” Ramona offered a smile that felt more like a grimace.

“Okay, well he’s in the office finishing up some paperwork. I’ll send him up front once he’s done.”

Ramona nodded again, taking one last swig of the now lukewarm coffee. She’d worked at Tomlin’s for a little over a year, and this was the first time she’d been tasked with training someone. She was sort of dreading it, but she figured this was a sign that Linda thought she was capable enough to be trusted with the job.

Ramona rose from her seat and considered that perhaps it wouldn’t be so bad. Best-case scenario, he would catch on quickly and she wouldn’t have to explain everything ten times over. She grabbed her black apron with the Tomlin’s logo embroidered in maroon on the center pocket and headed to the front of the restaurant.

It was still pretty empty, with only a few people occupying the tables in the main dining area. Nancy was sweeping her section, preparing for the end of her shift, and a lone trucker sat at the counter, sipping coffee and leafing through a newspaper. Neither Linda nor the new guy were anywhere to be seen, so Ramona busied herself by refilling the straw dispenser in the drink station. She’d just started on the sugar packets when she heard someone come up behind her and turned to see Linda gesturing to her.

“Alright, so this is Ramona, the young lady I was telling you about. She’ll be training you today, so just kind of follow her around and see how she does things.”

Ramona raised a hand to greet the new server standing slightly behind Linda, and suddenly her brain refused to register what she was seeing. Her breath caught, and she felt her heart beating erratically in her chest—this couldn’t be happening. Standing in front of her, in a maroon polo shirt, black slacks, and an identical Tomlin’s apron, was none other than Caleb Woolf.

Oh. My. God. What in the name of all that is holy is he doing here?

He smiled nervously at her, and all she could focus on was how his green eyes crinkled in the corners, the small mole he had right above his upper lip, and the freckles splattered across his nose.

Ramona, still reeling from the shock of seeing him, hadn’t yet noticed he held out his hand to her, waiting for her to take it. A beat late, she grasped it, noting that his palm was surprisingly warm and firm. Meanwhile, she tried not to freak out, hoping her own palm was dry. It lasted only for a moment, but when she dropped his hand, every nerve in her own tingled like a live wire.

Finally, she remembered that she should say something. “Um, hey.” Smooth, Ramona. Real smooth. She floundered about for something else that wouldn’t sound so awkward, but at that moment, Linda noticed a couple approaching the register, ready to pay.

“Well, I’ll leave you to it,” she said, walking over to them, leaving Ramona and Caleb standing in the server station. Alone.

Of all the places where Caleb could work, why Tomlin’s? Not that Cedar Brook was huge, but it was big enough that there were plenty of other places he could have chosen. Her stomach, which had only a few moments ago been rumbling with hunger, now sank with a sense of impending doom. This was definitely karma; she could feel it. She’d tried to be anonymous, but now fate would see to it that she made a fool of herself in front of him anyway.

“So,” she said, thinking it would be best to stick to work-related topics so that she wouldn’t slip up and say anything stupid or embarrassing. “First day, huh?” Inwardly, she rolled her eyes at herself. Great start, Ramona. State the obvious.

He gave a nervous kind of laugh as he moved farther into the drink station to watch as she finished refilling the sugar. “Yeah, I lucked out when I got an interview with Linda yesterday afternoon. She told me I could start today, so…” his words trailed off and he shrugged awkwardly.

Ramona tried to keep her hands busy and thought about what she could say. What would she say in a normal circumstance, if she was training someone she didn’t have a huge crush on? “Well, so far, it’s not really busy, but it’ll probably pick up in a few hours, maybe.” She was stumbling over her words and could feel her hands shaking, so she took a deep, steadying breath. “Are you familiar at all with the menu?”

He nodded and took one of the laminated menus from beside a stack of trays. “I’ve been here a few times, with my family.”

While he looked it over, Ramona tried not to stare. She’d had a crush on him for more than a year and had sat two seats behind him in European History for the past month and a half, and she’d imagined countless times how it would play out when she finally confessed her feelings to him. Never in a thousand years did she imagine a scenario where it took place in the dimly lit, old-fashioned setting of Tomlin’s Diner.

Then she realized she was staring at him a little too intently and maybe for a little too long and had to remind herself to keep her mind focused on the task at hand. Don’t say something stupid, she repeated to herself.

Unfortunately, it seemed her mouth was determined to do the complete opposite, as she tried again to make small talk. “Aren’t you in Mr. Swanson’s seventh period European History class?”

He looked up, surprised. “Yeah. How did you know?”

Because I sit two seats behind you and have for the past couple of months. You borrowed a pen from me on Monday. Haven’t you ever even noticed me?!

That was what she wanted to say, but instead she replied, “I’m in the same class.” The words left her mouth, and her heart plummeted into her stomach as she realized what she’d always feared to be true: he really didn’t even know she was alive.

He still looked puzzled and his eyebrows creased (so cute). “Really? That’s cool. I never realized we had a class together.”

Or that I’ve had a ginormous crush on you for the past year. Her heart gave a particularly painful squeeze as she wondered how many times he’d thought about the mysterious girl who left the drawing and the poem in his locker. And how disappointed he might be if he found out it was her.

Thankfully, Ramona noticed Linda signaling that she had a table—a family of four she just seated—and was momentarily saved from her depressing thoughts. Her mind snapped into training mode as she turned to Caleb and said, “So Linda just sat that table, so first we should go over and take their drink order.”

“Right,” he said, following her.

To Ramona’s dismay, Caleb seemed to be having a rough first day. She let him practice taking the drinks to the table, but he got them mixed up and almost spilled a glass of sweet tea all over a customer’s lap. Ramona could tell he was flustered as he walked back to the server station, wiping his hands on his apron.

“Don’t worry about it,” she said, trying to lighten the mood. “One time I dropped a whole tray of drinks right in the middle of the floor.”

He laughed. “Wow, I bet that was embarrassing.”

She nodded and laughed a little too. “Extremely, but it happens.”

Caleb seemed a little more relaxed as the morning went on. He watched her while she took the orders, and she had him practice putting them into the computer. She had to correct him a few times, but they eventually managed to get it right. As he punched in their current order, she tried not to lean in too closely when pointing out how to find the menu items on the computer. She tried not to notice how nice his cologne smelled or the way his shirt collar folded neatly around his neck or the way he chewed on his bottom lip as he concentrated.

“Ramona?”

Shaken out of her reverie, she noticed, to her mortification, that he’d caught her staring at him.

“How do I substitute hash browns for grits again?” He said it like nothing was off, like he hadn’t just caught her gawking at him, and in that moment, as she felt her cheeks flush with embarrassment, she was grateful to have something to distract her.

“Oh, this key right here,” she said, reaching across to show him the correct way to substitute items. After they finished putting in the order, they stayed in the kitchen to get the condiments and plate garnishes ready while Travis went to work preparing it.

“So, you’ve been working here for a while?” Caleb asked, leaning back against one of the stainless-steel counters. “You seem like you’ve got it all down.”

Ramona reached for a small container of brown sugar that a customer had requested with their oatmeal, all the while very conscious of where her hands and elbows were in relation to Caleb. “I’ve worked here for about a year. It’s not a bad gig, and the tips are decent for the most part—it’s something to do, anyway,” she added. As soon as she said that last bit, she immediately wished she hadn’t. Honestly, she sounded like she had no life at all.

“Yeah,” he said, watching as she assembled orange slices and greenery on the plates.

Ramona waited, hoping he might say more or maybe ask her about some of her other non-work-related interests, but instead he pulled out his phone. With a small sigh, she drummed her fingers against the counter while they waited for the order to come up, and she wondered just how much of a nerd he thought she was.
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FIVE

AS SOON AS RAMONA GOT HOME FROM WORK, THE FIRST thing she did was open her email. By the time she’d clocked out, any thoughts of going to the craft store were driven from her mind. She was finally ready to compose a response to Caleb.

After their brief moment in the kitchen, the rest of the shift had passed with little conversation between them. Whenever they had some downtime or were waiting for an order, Caleb was preoccupied with his phone. He caught on quickly and was helpful, but he didn’t really talk to Ramona unless he had a question. When Linda let him off an hour early, he’d only given Ramona a quick “later” before he was out the door. To be honest, she felt a little crushed—but not defeated.

Now, sitting in front of her computer, her cosplay email open with the profile picture of Rel in a bold stance leaning against her black parasol, Ramona suddenly felt ready to say everything she hadn’t been able to earlier when Caleb was right in front of her. She swiveled back and forth in her chair a few times as she thought of how to begin. Really, what she wanted him to know was there was so much more to her than met the eye—even if he couldn’t see it yet. She heard Mandra’s voice in her head saying, “Well, okay technically he wouldn’t see it while you’re hiding behind Rel.” But the girl behind the mask was the same, and that was all that mattered. So, she adjusted her crimson glasses with her index finger and began typing.

FROM: RelUnderground1@cosplaycraze.net

TO: cry.woolf.03@gmail.com

DATE: Oct 5 at 4:47 PM

SUBJECT: I’m glad you decided to write…

Hey! I’m sorry it’s taken me so long to write back to you. I guess I didn’t really know what I wanted to say, but I think I do now.

I’m really glad you liked the drawing and the poem. The poem is something I wrote a little while ago about you. But I never imagined I’d ever get to share it with you. Or that you’d like it. So that’s a win.

To answer a few of your questions: Yes, I do attend Cedar Brook High, and no this isn’t what I usually look like. Some other random things about me:


• I like to draw. Mostly anime characters. I’m a huge Black Butler fan. Sebastian is my favorite. I also really like The Promised Neverland.

• I enjoy listening to music. The current song on my playlist is “Girl That You Love” by Panic! at the Disco.

• My favorite color is crimson.

• I love pizza and tacos. I could eat those two things for the rest of my life, I think, and never get tired of them.

• I’m really into cosplay.



I know, so interesting, right? (I was being sarcastic, though I know that probably doesn’t translate that well through email… ) I guess I feel like I want to share a bit of myself with you, however trivial.

Well, I think I’ve said enough. For now.

Later (?)

-Rel

It was very easy for her to press Send.

Ramona sat back in her chair, fingers laced behind her head and a small smile on her face as she thought about what Caleb might think. Maybe he’d think she was weird. But, then again, maybe he’d think she was a little mysterious and a little cool, and not at all like the girl he’d met today in the diner. She was already forming a whole conversation in her mind, with cute and witty replies to his messages when she was startled by a little ping.

Caleb emailed her back.

Suddenly, the confidence she’d just felt seemed to disappear, and she was almost as nervous and apprehensive as when she got that first message from him. Why did he respond so quickly? She figured he had a life and friends to hang out with on a Saturday afternoon, but here was this email.

FROM: cry.woolf.03@gmail.com

TO: RelUnderground1@cosplaycraze.net

DATE: Oct 5 at 5:05 PM

SUBJECT: Re: I’m glad you decided to write…

Hey,

No worries about it. And yeah, I really did like both the drawing and the poem. I liked how you made me look like a superhero. (Was it supposed to be a superhero?) And as for the poem, that’s the first time anyone’s ever gone to the trouble of writing one for me, so… I’m glad you shared it with me.

I think that’s really cool that you draw anime characters. I can’t say that anime is something I’ve ever been into. I’m sure drawing it takes a lot of talent. How long did it take you to learn? Is any of your work online?

I like Panic! at the Disco, too. My current favorite song is “Teardrops” by Bring Me the Horizon, though. What other bands/artists are you into?

My favorite color… I’m not sure, but I like the color green a lot. Btw, I love how you said crimson instead of red. I could definitely use your help with the English portion on the SATs when we have to identify synonyms, lol.

And there’s absolutely nothing wrong with loving pizza or tacos. Especially tacos. I’m in quite a committed relationship with them myself.

And what’s cosplay? I mean, I guess I could use Google, but I’d rather hear your take on it.

Very interesting (and no, not being sarcastic).

Until later.

-Caleb

She pressed her fist against her mouth to stop the squeal from escaping her lips as she finished reading his email. She couldn’t believe it—Caleb Woolf thought she was interesting. And wanted to know more about her.

“Oh my God,” Ramona said under her breath, before blowing an errant curl from her face as she scanned the email again.

Should she respond now? Would she look too eager? Should she wait a few minutes? An hour? What should she say?

She grabbed her phone and dialed Mandra. She jiggled her foot as the phone rang. Once, twice, three times. She hung up before the voice-mail recording came on.

“Guess I’m on my own with this one,” she mused. Taking a deep breath, she cracked her knuckles and tapped Reply.

FROM: RelUnderground1@cosplaycraze.net

TO: cry.woolf.03@gmail.com

DATE: Oct 5 at 5:18 PM

SUBJECT: Re: I’m glad you decided to write…

It was an awesome surprise to hear from you so soon. And I refuse to believe that no one has ever immortalized you in a poem or drawing before. If so, though, I am honored to be the first.

Drawing anime characters is hard, but, I mean, drawing is hard in general. It took me a long time to learn and I’m only moderately decent. I’ve always been into anime but didn’t start drawing it until I was 14. Practice makes perfect, I guess. I draw other things, like concepts for costumes or accessories or swords, that kind of thing. I’ve never really shown my work to anyone, but I have made some pieces of my costumes from things I’ve drawn so I guess that kind of counts.

I’ve never listened to any music by Bring Me the Horizon. I’ll have to check them out. My music tastes are pretty varied. I’ll listen to pretty much anything except country.

Cosplay is costume play. But it’s so much more than that. It’s like, you’re able to dress as your favorite character or just be dressed in disguise, but it somehow allows you to be who you really are, if that makes sense. It’s pretty awesome.

Anyway, I feel like this whole email has been about me. I also feel like I’m rambling. Please, tell me more about you. What are some of your interests? What do you like to do outside of school?

Looking forward to learning more.

-Rel

Ramona marveled at how much easier it was to talk to Caleb as Rel than it had been today in the restaurant as herself. Today, as she stood face to face with him, she was tongue tied and awkward, but this?

This she could do.
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SIX

BACK AND FORTH, THEY EXCHANGED EMAILS THE REST OF the evening, and Ramona could have sworn she’d died and gone to heaven. It was so easy to talk to him this way. It was everything she ever dreamed, getting to know the boy she’d fallen for. What more was there to ask for?

Sunday, Caleb wasn’t at work. Ramona and another server she usually worked with, Tangi, spent the morning in relative ease, as it never got really busy. It was still a pretty good day in tips, and Ramona decided she would swing by the craft store on her way home.

The Crafting Warehouse, Cedar Brook’s local craft store, wasn’t as big as Hobby Lobby, but it had a pretty good selection of fabrics and tools. Ramona spent a few minutes browsing the acrylic paints before she headed to the section that stocked fabric and sewing supplies. She found the black lace she needed, along with a few other items.

She paid for her items and headed home. On the drive there, she imagined how cool the new wrist cuffs would look when she finished making them. The thought made her smile. Another thing that made her smile even more was the thought of continuing her correspondence with Caleb.

She got home, called out a quick hello toward the living room where she could hear her parents watching TV, and ran up the steps to her room. Once she had showered and changed into a comfortable pair of joggers and her favorite T-shirt, one Mandra gave her that said, “I Like Cosplaying and Maybe 3 People,” she settled into her computer chair and checked her social media accounts. Her Facebook feed was flooded with new cosplay posts. She especially enjoyed one cosplayer, simply known as “Zay,” who dressed as ’90s throwback cartoon characters, like Susie from Rugrats and Numbuh 5 from Codename: Kids Next Door. There were also more recent ones like Garnet from Steven Universe and Kit from Craig of the Creek. In fact, Craig of the Creek was one of Ramona’s favorite shows. “I LOVE Kit! [image: image]” she wrote in the comments.

That evening, though, her high was temporarily disturbed when Caleb sent her an email asking if she’d be willing to send an actual picture of herself.

She panicked for a few minutes because she knew doing that would be a sure way to end whatever this was she had with Caleb before it even started. She tried to think of a valid excuse, a way to explain why she couldn’t, but her mind kept drawing a big fat blank, so she just responded with a simple, “I’m sorry. I can’t do that.” She pressed Send with a sinking feeling.

He was cool about it, though, and quickly responded, “No problem. What about texting? I could send you my number. I don’t even have to call if you’re not comfortable with that.”

Ramona seriously considered it, but in the end, she decided it was too soon and too risky. What if he recognized her voice? Plus, the Tomlin’s apron slung across the sewing machine reminded her that Linda kept a list of all the employees’ phone numbers in the office, and he might easily find it there. So, in the end, she had to decline that offer as well. After sending her response, she dropped (rather dramatically) onto her bed, regret coursing through her as she bemoaned the missed opportunity to exchange flirty texts with Caleb.

After she told him she couldn’t, she felt pinpricks of guilt gnawing at her conscience. When she first decided to give Caleb her email address, she hadn’t seen how complicated things might become if he decided to respond. And she hadn’t thought that talking to him as Rel would matter as much. But it did.
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By Monday morning, Ramona was a ball of nerves. The normal twists in her stomach would have been welcome, but instead, it felt like something was clawing at her insides. Probably because she was both eager and apprehensive about seeing Caleb today.

During Geometry, she composed a number of responses and questions to ask him in her head, while anticipating the moment when she’d see him again in class. She wanted to know, What was his life like before coming to Cedar Brook? What was his favorite season? Did he prefer e-readers or physical books? What was his favorite food? She wanted to know everything, and it was hard to determine which prospect was more exciting—seeing him or talking to him again.

At lunch, she sat by herself at a small corner table by the window where she had a view outside to the courtyard and picked at the few fries remaining on her tray. European History was next, her last class of the day, and she found herself too nervous to eat much. To calm herself, she had her earbuds in and her sketchbook out, her usual companions and a welcome distraction from anxious thoughts and the noise of the cafeteria.

As one of a handful of Black students who went to Cedar Brook High, she knew she stood out. It had always been that way, even throughout elementary and middle school. Sure, she had acquaintances she saw regularly and people who recognized her from class, who’d be like, “Oh, there’s Ramona.” They knew her, but they didn’t really know her. And even though she was happy to have her friends in the online communities she frequented, it would have been nice to have a few friends at school, too.

As it stood, she didn’t really have any people who were permanent fixtures in the Ramona universe, and she told herself she was okay with that. Many of her other melanated peers seemed to have found spaces where they fit in well enough, though. Rue, a rather dramatic-looking girl who liked to dress in black, hung out with the theater kids, along with resident slacker Ian, who always looked stoned and disheveled. Camille, who was in a few of Ramona’s classes, was nice enough, even if she was a cheerleader. She dated Donovan, one of the football players, and she’d made a place for herself among the populars.

Ramona sometimes wished she had a group to belong to. She wished she weren’t so awkward at basic things, like talking to other people. She wished sometimes that she was better at being social, but she always felt tongue tied. Face it—she was forever destined to feel out of place, out of step with everyone else, but she guessed she could blame her introverted nature on that.

Usually, she tried to see her awkwardness as an asset, something that set her apart from others, but in moments like this, she missed Mandra more than ever. They had been best friends since middle school, and when she moved away last year, the adjustment had been tough. Ramona had to suddenly get used to not automatically having someone to partner up with in class or sit with at lunch. It took some time, but she got through it. Even though the loneliness was still there, Ramona had gotten used to being alone. She had cosplay and her online community, and that more than made up for her lack of friends at school. The high she got from it—that was all she needed, really. And now, knowing she had Caleb’s emails to look forward to, added a sense of something—maybe acceptance—that she hadn’t felt in a long time.

In fact, what she felt right now, thinking about him and all the details he’d shared with her, was something she couldn’t quite put into words. She still couldn’t believe that after all the time she’d spent crushing on him, she was finally able to talk to him and get to know him. However, when the bell rang and she walked down the hall to class, the closer she came, the more she felt like she was going to throw up. Deep down maybe she wasn’t as ready to face Caleb again, especially after the awkwardness of Saturday and then the thrill of emailing him as Rel. She didn’t know if he’d say hi to her or remember that they worked together, though she really hoped he would.

She walked into the classroom and after a quick scan, let out a little sigh of relief. He hadn’t arrived yet, and that gave her time to compose herself. She slid into her seat, rummaging through her backpack for her textbook and notebook. Normally, she would take out her sketchbook and spend a few minutes before class doodling, but now she felt self-conscious, as if anything Rel-related might blow her cover. So, she opted for reviewing last week’s notes on the Italian Renaissance instead while she waited for class to begin.

She looked up at the doorway every so often, and finally, she caught a glimpse of the dark head she’d been looking for. She noticed that his face was flushed and his hair looked slightly damp as he took his seat just as the final bell rang.

He didn’t even look her way.

The next forty-five minutes were agonizing. Ramona tried to concentrate on what Mr. Swanson was saying about Renaissance architecture, but again no one was sitting in the desk in front of her, so her glance kept drifting away from the PowerPoint presentation to land on the back of Caleb’s head. He had his head down, deep in concentration, taking notes. She could almost picture him biting his lip…

Stop it, Ramona.

When the lights finally came back on, Mr. Swanson gave a few last-minute instructions about the week’s homework assignment and their oral reports. Ramona took her time gathering her things, hoping that Caleb might turn around and see her, but he grabbed his backpack as soon as the bell rang and headed out the door with one of his friends.

She felt just as crushed as she had on Saturday, maybe even more so. She was so sure today would be different.

But really, what did she expect? Of course Caleb wouldn’t really notice her or go out of his way to talk to her. Just because they worked together for one day, that didn’t suddenly make them friends. Still, she couldn’t help feeling that after all the time they spent emailing each other back and forth over the weekend that somehow they’d developed a connection. She’d learned so much about him. For instance, he told her he was a big fan of Tolkien, and that The Hobbit was one of his favorite books ever.

“I feel kinda weird admitting that,” he wrote. “I’ve got a huge map of Middle Earth on my bedroom wall, and even a replica of Sting. My friends would probably think it’s silly, but I love the feeling of getting lost in a world so different from this one.”

And she felt so understood because that was how she felt when she dressed up as Rel.

He also told her that he wasn’t sure what he wanted to do after graduation or if he even really wanted to go to college right away, even though he knew his parents expected him to. That was another thing that Ramona could relate to—balancing parental expectations with finding your own path. She didn’t go into detail about her plans, but she told him that she and her parents were often at odds when it came to certain things.

Most surprising of all, though, was when Caleb admitted that lately he’d been curious about manga and told her he was looking for suggestions.

This boy likes hobbits and is into manga? Could he secretly be as much of a nerd as I am? Her heart had raced at the thought.

“Well, my absolute FAVORITE is the Black Butler series,” she wrote back. “There are a ton of volumes, and it’s still ongoing. You should check it out. It’s awesome.”

She could almost see the smile behind his response. “Well, if you say so, it must be. Just ordered the first volume off Amazon.”

Those few sentences alone were enough to make her smile so hard she thought her cheeks might burst.

With each new revelation about him, she felt like she was uncovering hidden depths, and with everything she shared with him, she finally felt seen. But now, watching him walk out of class without so much as a glance, she felt invisible again. Of course, she knew that in Caleb’s mind, Rel was the confident, mysterious, nerdy girl he was looking for, but a tiny part of her had hoped that maybe he might look at her and see some semblance of the girl he spent so many hours emailing.

For the first time, she felt frustrated and wished she could be more like Rel in her everyday life, not just behind a computer screen.
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SEVEN


“HOW WAS SCHOOL TODAY, MONA-BEAR?” HER FATHER asked as she walked into the kitchen. He was home from work early, a rarity. He stirred something in a large, cast-iron pot that smelled appetizing. She set her bag down at the kitchen island and gave him a brief hug.

“Okay, I guess. Nothing special.” Understatement of the century. She craned her neck over his shoulder. “What are you making?”

He smiled and gave the pot another stir. “My famous yellow curry chicken with jasmine rice, accompanied by fresh cucumber salad, and naan.”

Ramona raised her eyebrows. “Wow.… Impressive.… Only I didn’t know you knew how to cook curry chicken.” She took another look at the pot, then glanced at the trash can, which held several take-out containers. She turned back to him with a grin. “Really Dad?”

He winked. “Okay, you got me. Your mom’s working late tonight and I figured it would be a nice change from pizza, at any rate.”

Ramona doubted she’d ever get tired of pizza, but the curry did smell pretty good.

“How was your day?” she asked, opening the fridge and grabbing a can of Cherry Coke. She didn’t really talk to her dad much because of his schedule, and she was genuinely interested. She also wasn’t quite ready to go to her room, where all of Caleb’s emails sat, reminding her that although he might be interested in Rel, in herself he was definitely not.

“Not too bad,” her dad said. “We got the contract for the new townhouses on Winchester, so I’ll be working on plans for that over the next few months.” He was an architect, and although she wasn’t exactly into architecture the way he was, she could tell her dad was passionate about what he did, and she admired that a lot. One thing she knew for sure was that she wanted to have that same feeling about her own career, whatever she eventually chose.

More than once her mother had told her, “Drawing is fine as a hobby, but you need something more stable for an actual career.” And surprisingly, her father agreed. It wasn’t fair, especially when they’d both pursued things they loved. Why couldn’t she do the same? But she’d tried enough times before to make them listen to her, so each time they got on the subject, she decided not to push the issue. She just had to figure out a way to make them see that drawing wasn’t just a hobby for her. It was something she saw herself doing long term. The good news was that she still had time to decide on the best way of convincing them of this.

Cosplay, on the other hand, was something she wanted to do now, and it came with its own difficulties where her parents were concerned. Regardless of what she said or how she explained it, they didn’t understand that it wasn’t just a pointless pursuit. That what she did mattered. On top of that, cosplay meant conventions, and they were also reluctant to let her attend such huge events in other cities by herself.

“So, your mom and I were thinking about spending Saturday up in Statesboro with Noelle. There’s a big football game. What do you think?” her father asked.

Speaking of which. “Actually, remember, I have the cosplay thing on Saturday? I told you and Mom about it last week?”

He turned and looked at her, his eyebrows raised. “Ah, okay, must have slipped my mind. Well as long as you cleared it with your mom,” he said. “Here, try this.” He scooped out a small piece of chicken covered in curry and gave it a quick blow, before holding it out to her to taste.

Ramona smiled weakly and held up her hand. “I’ll have some at dinner. My stomach’s feeling a bit weird right now,” she said. It wasn’t a complete lie. “I’m gonna go do my homework.”

She entered the sanctuary of her room, tossed her stuff on the bed, then slumped in front of the computer, staring at the black screen. After a moment, she tapped the mouse, and the screen lit up. She logged into her Cosplay Craze account, and a jolt went through her when she saw the new email from Caleb. It was unusual for him to send two emails in a row, and he’d emailed her just last night. She felt a vague sense of worry gnawing at her, but she also couldn’t help feeling excited.

FROM: cry.woolf.03@gmail.com

TO: RelUnderground1@cosplaycraze.net

DATE: Oct 7 at 1:18 PM

SUBJECT: Random Thought…

It’s a study period and I’m in the library right now, and even though we’re not supposed to use the internet for personal stuff, I’ll take the risk. I was just thinking about you, and about the randomness of how two people can share this amazing connection, be in the same space, and not even realize it. I keep looking at random girls wondering, is that her? It’s just crazy knowing that you’re probably somewhere in the school and yet I wouldn’t know you if I passed by you. But then I think, maybe I would just kind of know if I saw you. Anyway, that was on my mind. Random, I know.

Hope you’re having an awesome day, by the way.

-Caleb

Ramona reread the email with her fist pressed against her lips. Caleb had been thinking of her. She was suddenly very aware of how fast her heart was beating, and she read over his words again, feeling more hopeful than she had a few moments before.

Then she remembered that he wouldn’t know her if he saw her because he didn’t see her now.

She closed the email and sat back in her chair. Once again, she felt unsure of how to respond, and for the first time, she was starting to wonder if maybe she’d made a mistake in starting this whole thing with him. She groaned and rubbed her hands over her face. What she needed right now was advice.

She grabbed her phone and FaceTimed Mandra, hoping she would answer. After a few moments, her face popped up on the screen, and Ramona felt a wave of relief.

“Hey!” Mandra said, smiling. “I’ve been meaning to call you; in fact, I was going to later on this afternoon. I know I’ve been MIA, but I did get your texts. The concert was so awesome and…” Her words trailed off as she saw Ramona’s face. “Wait, what’s wrong?”

Ramona hadn’t had a chance to tell Mandra about Caleb working at Tomlin’s or the weekend email exchanges between them. It was something she didn’t want to tell her over text message. Now, she relayed everything, ending with the disappointment in class and the email he’d sent her this afternoon.

Mandra listened patiently, and then, when Ramona was finished, she blew out a breath and said quietly, “Wow, talk about coincidences, huh?” She thought for a moment. “Honestly, I think you’re looking at this the wrong way. I mean, wouldn’t this be the perfect time to tell him? You’re basically the same girl. If he’s into Rel, then he’ll be into you too, right?”

“Maybe? I don’t know,” Ramona moaned, covering her face with her hands. “It’s like, as Rel, I can say anything, and we just click. But when it’s me trying to talk to him, I’m awkward and weird and—”

“—That’s how you see it, but maybe Caleb doesn’t. You’re not giving yourself enough credit. When you talk to him again at work, just be your fabulous, interesting self.”

Ramona snorted. “Easier said than done.”

“Come on,” Mandra said. “You can do this. You’re the one in control of this situation.”

Ramona nodded, her heart feeling a little lighter. “You have a point. Thanks for the pep talk.”

“Anytime. Besides, what are best friends for?”

Ramona asked Mandra about the concert (Ramona had never heard of the band but promised to check them out) and what else she’d been up to. Then, Mandra looked at her watch. “Well, homework awaits, and I’ve got practice later.”

“Practice? What kind of practice?”

“Oh, I didn’t tell you! I joined this dance team with Corrie. It’s pretty fun, actually.”

Ramona pondered this new development. The Mandra in front of her gushing about joining a new dance team sounded nothing like her friend who used to scoff at organized school activities. Not that there was anything wrong with that, but she still found it surprising.

“That’s… cool,” Ramona said, trying to make the words sound genuine.

“Yeah, it is. Anyways, I’ll talk to you more later.”

“Later,” Ramona said, giving her a little wave before ending the call. She sat there for a moment, thinking about how much her friend had changed. It doesn’t matter. She’s still Mandra. She’s still my best friend.

She pushed those thoughts away and turned to the other matter at hand. She supposed she couldn’t avoid it any longer. She opened her email again and brought up Caleb’s message.

FROM: RelUnderground1@cosplaycraze.net

TO: cry.woolf.03@gmail.com

DATE: Oct 7 at 4:38 PM

SUBJECT: Re: Random Thought…

Imagine my surprise and delight when I saw your email. If I’m being honest, I thought about you a lot today, too. I feel like a total dork admitting that, but I guess it’s easier to say over the computer than it would be to say to your face. I can kinda relate to what you were saying about how wild it is to share this amazing connection with someone, but not even know if they’re next to you.

If I’m being honest, I don’t really know that you would realize if I was beside you. I dunno, I just kind of feel invisible to everyone a lot of the time. I guess that’s why cosplay means so much to me. It makes me feel seen, like I can do and say all the things I’m unable to when I’m myself. Honestly, if it weren’t for cosplay, I don’t know if I would have worked up the courage to talk to you in the first place.

Hope you had an awesome day, too.

-Rel

Ramona hit Send and let out a deep breath. A little bit of the weight she’d been feeling lifted now that she told him how she felt. It wasn’t the whole truth, but it was a start.
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EIGHT

RAMONA SPENT THE REST OF THE EVENING DOING HER homework and checking her cosplay accounts. She thought about which new cosplay she wanted to do for Friday as a sort of prelude to the convention on Saturday. A few of her online friends messaged her, asking if she’d be there.

“Oh, definitely, without a doubt!” she replied.

She also checked out some of the new groups on social media that she’d started following recently, like Black Anime Enthusiasts and Phantomhive Players (a page specifically for those obsessed with the manga series Black Butler), and enjoyed looking at the latest posts and memes other members had shared. She sent a few of the funny memes to Mandra.

Their conversation replayed in her mind, with Mandra’s advice ringing in her ears. Ramona knew that Mandra had a point, but she was much too afraid to consider what could happen if she told Caleb the truth. A very small part of her had to admit that it would be a huge relief. Another, slightly larger part of her was even more curious still about how he might react. There was always the possibility that he would be okay with it, but there was also the even bigger possibility that he wouldn’t.

Pushing those thoughts aside, she grabbed her sketchbook and turned to her latest design. It was for a fairy dress made of folds that resembled lilies. She planned to use shimmery lilac material with lots of glittery embellishments, and she was even more excited that her custom-made elf ears would be arriving in the next few days. Putting her sketchbook aside, she worked on cutting out the pattern for the dress and was in such deep concentration that before she knew it, it was almost midnight. Fighting a yawn, she set the rest of the project aside and planned to resume working on it the next day, after school.

The rest of the week went by without much fanfare, and on Thursday afternoon, when she got to work, she was happy to see that Caleb was also working the evening shift. She wasn’t quite ready to come clean to him, but she figured this would be the perfect opportunity to put the other part of Mandra’s advice into practice. “Hi!” she said, smiling widely as she passed him on the way to the time clock.

“Hey, Ramona,” he said, returning her smile. He stood in the server station with a notepad in his hand. After she clocked in, she grabbed her own notepad and went back to the front where Caleb stood, watching the mostly empty dining room. “Not too busy tonight, huh?” he asked.

“It depends,” she said. “Sometimes it starts off slow and then picks up. Sometimes, it’ll stay like this.”

He nodded. “Linda said after tonight and maybe Saturday, I should be ready to go on my own.” He looked a little nervous at the prospect.

“Don’t worry, you’ll do fine,” Ramona told him.

During the shift, Ramona let Caleb take the orders while she hung back and observed. She was happy to see that he was able to put in the orders and serve them with minimal assistance. “See, you’re doing great,” she said as he returned from dropping off a check to one of the tables.

He laughed a little. “Thanks. I guess it’s really not so hard once you get the hang of it.” Halfway through their shift, the dining room crowd was still pretty sparse and they had a lot of time to kill, so Ramona showed him how to do side work, like brew sweet tea and refill the ice bin. Once she had done that, they went back to the server station to roll silverware. All the while, she tried to think of a way to start a conversation with him that didn’t include training.

“I’m so glad tomorrow is Friday,” Caleb said as he dropped a roll of silverware in the wicker basket that sat between them and reached for another napkin.

“Who are you telling?” Ramona said. She was glad the school week was almost over, but the real reason she was excited was that she had the cosplay expo on Saturday. That was enough to put her in a good mood, even if she wasn’t working with Caleb. She had the day off and was looking forward to being Rel and surrounding herself with fantasy worlds to her heart’s content.

“Although,” he continued, “I really hope Swanson doesn’t call on me tomorrow to do my oral report.”

“Yeah, me neither,” she said. “I finished mine this afternoon before I came in, but still. I hate getting up in front of the class.”

Caleb laughed. “Same here. And that’s good, at least you have yours done. I still have a little more to do when I get home tonight.”

Ramona made a sympathetic face. “That sucks, but I’m sure you’ll get it all done.”

A few moments of silence passed between them with the only sound being the clink of the silverware. Ramona wracked her brain for what else she could say. There were a million things she could have said, but those were all things that Rel would know, not her.

Caleb tossed the last roll of silverware into the basket, then checked his watch. “Not long now,” he said.

“That’s what the giraffe said when he cut his tail,” Ramona said.

Caleb stared at her for a moment, then burst out laughing.

Ramona laughed along with him. “I know, that was corny,” she said, still not quite believing she’d said it. She was glad he found it amusing, anyway.

“So corny,” Caleb agreed, still laughing a little. “But cute.”

A spark of happiness shot right to her heart.

For the rest of the evening, they fell into a comfortable rhythm, chatting with each other when it wasn’t busy. Ramona was almost sorry when their shift ended. “I’ll see you tomorrow,” Caleb said, clocking out.

“Yeah, see you then,” Ramona said with a wave and a smile.
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Friday, she walked into class, hoping that for once Mr. Swanson would go in alphabetical order by last name so that by the time he got to hers, class would be about over and she could give her presentation on Monday instead. But as luck would have it, she was the fifth student he called at random. She self-consciously smoothed her high puff and adjusted her glasses before she grabbed her flash drive and walked up to the front of the class where Mr. Swanson had the laptop and projector set up. She could feel everyone’s eyes on her, but there was only one pair that mattered. As she turned around, she noticed Caleb looking at her, and he gave her a small smile. “Good luck,” he mouthed.



She smiled back, nodding her thanks. She talked through her presentation on the Medici Riccardi Palace, and despite her sweaty palms and her shaky voice and her countless “ums,” she thankfully managed to get through it without stumbling over her words too badly. When she was finished, the class clapped politely, and Mr. Swanson nodded, clapping along with them.

“Thanks Ramona, nice job. Let’s see, who’s next? Casey Ruark, come on down.”

Ramona went back to her seat, feeling a little more at ease now that she had gotten that over with, and she replayed in her head that moment when Caleb had smiled at her.

After a few more presentations, the bell rang, and Ramona gathered her things without really paying attention to what she was doing.

“Hey, Ramona,” Caleb said.

Her voice caught in her throat, and she coughed a little. “Oh, hey.” She felt her lips start to curve into a smile.

“Awesome job on your presentation,” he said. “It was really interesting.”

Her eyebrows raised in surprise. “Seriously?”

“Yeah, seriously,” he said with a grin.

There was an awkward pause as they stood there, and Ramona found some small comfort in knowing that, in that moment at least, Caleb seemed as flustered as she was.

“So, I guess I’ll see you at work tomorrow?” he finally said, hitching his bag onto his shoulder.

She was just about to say yes when she remembered that she wouldn’t be there. “Oh, I forgot to tell you, I’m off tomorrow.” He glanced back at her, and as she met his gaze a shiver of pleasure coursed through her. Was that disappointment she saw in his expression?

“Ah, really? That’s cool,” Caleb said, moving to the side to let a couple of students pass. “Any big plans?”

She would have loved to tell him about her plans, about the convention, about the new additions to Rel’s costume that she planned to wear, everything. And for a moment, she considered it. She thought about what might happen if she did tell Caleb who she really was, to have everything out in the open.

But, of course, she couldn’t. Not yet anyway. So, she settled for a brief shake of the head. “Nah, not really. Just have some stuff to do, you know. I’ll be there Sunday, though,” she added.

“Caleb, you coming?” his friend called from the front of the room.

“Yeah, hold on,” Caleb responded before he turned back to Ramona. “Well, I guess I’ll see you Sunday, then.”

She nodded, trying not to smile too widely. “Yeah, see you then.”

She left class feeling elated.
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Which was why, when she got home, she decided that she wouldn’t touch her email for the rest of the day—maybe even the whole weekend. After her last email to Caleb, and then seeing him at work and in class today, she was really beginning to feel uneasy about talking to him as Rel. Sure, it wasn’t as if she’d never felt a little weird about the anonymity from the beginning, but now that she and Caleb were on speaking terms, she felt more than a little guilty.

And the worst thing about it was that, for the first time, Ramona was starting to feel a little resentful of Rel. For the first time, she realized that Rel could do and have things that she couldn’t. But that was foolish, right? How could she feel resentful of something she created, something that had helped her find her voice, a lot of happiness, and the freedom to be who she really was? It was enough to make her head explode.

So, she decided the best thing to do was not check her email anymore today. Instead, she would enjoy her recent moments with Caleb and work on her newest cosplay, the Green Poncho from Craig of the Creek. She was already excited about how much fun it would be and planned to fix her hair in chunky twists to look more like Omar’s. She wanted to add some pictures to her social media pages by the end of the day. Most of all, she would look forward to tomorrow, when she would get to enjoy being Rel for the sake of cosplay without all the other complications.
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NINE

THE ANTICIPATION, THE COLOR, THE NOISE, THE IMMERSION in worlds so different from her own—this was what Ramona lived for. The bright banner that read “Savannah Cosplay Expo” was like a beacon of light. She stepped through the revolving glass doors into the convention center lobby and immediately felt like a five-year-old in a toy store. Even though she was early, it was already packed. People, both in costume and dressed in regular clothes, milled back and forth, between arcade booths and gaming stations. There was music playing and lots of excited chatter. In the distance, she heard someone laughing hysterically about a victory in Rock Band. Vendors’ booths were lined up farther into the ballroom at each available space, some filled with bright, plush stuffed animals and Funko Pop! figurines, others with T-shirts, hoodies, hats, and socks. There were figurines and replicas of props from beloved shows like Avatar: The Last Airbender, Dragon Ball Z, Kiki’s Delivery Service, and Demon Slayer. Interspersed with that were food stands. The sweet scent of powdered sugar and frying dough wafted through the air and mingled with the mouthwatering smell of hot dogs and nachos. She would definitely hit up the taco stand later on. But first…

Ramona pulled out her phone and checked her itinerary. There were several panels she wanted to attend, the manga library she wanted to see, and then the costume contest later that afternoon. She’d been in the audience plenty of times, but she was still too shy to speak on a panel or enter any of the contests or talent competitions. She always enjoyed watching other participants show off their talent and their creations, though. Sometimes they even performed skits or spoken-word pieces. It was one of the highlights of the convention, and she couldn’t wait to see it.

People moved all around her, unrecognizable and yet somehow familiar.

She had taken extra care getting dressed that morning. Too excited to sleep the night before, she stayed up flat-twisting her hair while watching reruns of Daria. Her wig fit better when her hair was twisted, and it was one less thing she’d have to do when she got up. Then she laid out her silver wig and costume, smoothing the lace pleats in her black Lolita-style dress, and made sure that all her accessories were arranged on her bureau.

While arranging her things, she thought back to the past year and how hard it had been being without her best friend. It was like an anchor had been released, and she found herself drifting through life, trying to fill a void. Books and fandoms were a brilliant solution, and she buried herself in other worlds, first those found in beloved novels, manga, and comics, then others she created for herself. In the real world, Ramona was so lonely, she wondered at times if she even really existed. That loneliness had pushed her to explore the world of cosplay. She came to find that there, and in the worlds she discovered online, she did more than merely exist; she thrived. Cosplay gave her something to look forward to, new identities to try out. She still remembered her first cosplay, Coraline, and how much fun she’d had and how happy she’d felt.

Since then, she’d cosplayed so many characters that she loved: Lili from Tekken, Sypha from Castlevania, and Canary from Hunter x Hunter. But the turning point came when she discovered Yana Toboso’s Black Butler. She loved the Victorian setting, the magic, the idea of being more than what meets the eye. From that moment, the concept for Rel was born. Ramona drew inspiration from the Victorian atmosphere and fashion, but everything else was of her own making. A Black girl, endowed with magical abilities, who slayed demons. Rel embodied all the qualities Ramona believed she lacked. It was a creation she was so proud of and something she’d never tire of. For so long she’d wondered what it would be like to become someone else, and with Rel, she got her wish.

Now, surrounded by others who loved cosplay as much as she did, she was finally where she wanted to be. She belonged here, in this space, among these people.

She strode forward into the fray and immediately a curvy girl dressed as Chibiusa caught her eye. “I love your costume!” Ramona told her, admiring the intricately styled pink wig.

The girl smiled back at Ramona, just as enthusiastic. “Thanks! I love your costume too!” She looked a little perplexed as she looked Ramona up and down. “Who are you dressed as?”

Ramona smiled and then launched into a brief explanation of her original character, which was something she’d perfected over the past year. She often got people who were confused about her character, wondering what anime or comic she drew inspiration from. Ramona loved to talk about Rel and how she created the concept for her, but the thing was, while she loved cosplay and dressing as popular characters, what Ramona loved the most about original characters was that she got to be someone of her own making. That was the beauty of cosplay, though. You could be anything you wanted to be, even a Black Victorian-age magician.

“That’s so cool!” Chibiusa said with a smile. She pulled out her phone. “Do you mind taking a picture?”

“Sure!” Ramona struck her best pose, leaning on her black parasol with one hand on her hip, her newly created wrist cuff on full display. Normally Ramona hated taking pictures, but not today.

After a few snaps, the girl lowered her phone to show Ramona and said, “These are fire! Thanks!” Then she pulled up a page on her phone. “If you like, you can follow me on my socials. I’m Tasha, by the way, and @legendary-flex is my username.”

“No problem, and yeah, that would be great!” Ramona pulled out her own phone, looked up Tasha’s profile, and sent the request.

Tasha accepted the request and sent one to Ramona, scrolling through her profile. “A’ight Rel_Underground1. I see you in these cosplay streets.”

They both laughed, and Ramona beamed after Tasha as she walked off.

Ramona floated farther into the ballroom, taking in everything. A huge part of her really wished that Caleb could be here, that they could share this. After what he had said about being a Tolkien fan, she had a feeling he would totally get it.

She stopped by the vendor booth with T-shirts, hats, socks, and other items from different fandoms. There was a black Demon Slayer shirt with an outline of Nezuko in pink. She grabbed it and handed the guy behind the counter a twenty-dollar bill. Mandra was a big fan of the series, and maybe this could be her Christmas gift. Then Ramona found another shirt that she absolutely had to have for herself—a picture of a grinning Sebastian Michaelis from Black Butler with the words “Sebastian can steal my soul anytime” written underneath in fancy black script.

“Hey, Ramona! Long time, no see!”

She turned from the booth and saw a short guy with sandy brown hair waving at her as he carefully walked over. The sight of his long, hairy feet and walking stick immediately made her think of Caleb, and she grinned.

“Hey, Jonas!” she said, waving back. She was happy to see so many familiar, friendly faces. “Wow, you make an awesome hobbit!”

Jonas was someone she’d met at previous cosplay events, and they kept in touch online, commenting on each other’s cosplay posts and sharing anime and other fandom news on social media. He had a penchant for English literature and often cosplayed as characters from his favorite books. In fact, the first time she met him, he was dressed as Sherlock Holmes.

“Thanks! Samwise Gamgee, at your service,” he said with a small flourish, sticking out one foot so that she could get a better look. Ramona could tell he put a lot of time and effort into making a pair of fully functional prosthetic hobbit feet. “I’m entering the costume contest along with a few of my buddies. Will you be there?”

“Definitely,” Ramona said. “I can’t wait to see what you guys do!”

They chatted for a few more minutes before Jonas said he needed to go find his friends and headed off into the crowded exhibition hall. Then Ramona made her way to one of the conference rooms where the panel discussions were taking place. There was one she knew she had to sign up for as soon as she saw the topic, and she wanted to make sure to get there early. The panel was called “Black Characters in Anime.”

For the longest time, she’d enjoyed anime and manga, but still she wished there were more characters who looked like her. The good news was that little by little, Black characters were appearing more and more frequently in anime and manga, and the panel was going to explore and expand on that issue. She couldn’t wait. The description of the panel included a focus on how some Black characters, female ones especially, are given Eurocentric features and why this is problematic. She was familiar with some of the characters being discussed, like Canary from Hunter x Hunter and Coffee from Cowboy Bebop—Ramona was in love with her Afro and it was why she wore her own hair that way—but there were others she’d never heard of, and she was eager to listen to the discussion.

After reading about the panel, she thought about Rel and whether she was subconsciously doing the same thing. Even though Rel wore a silver wig and her face was mostly hidden by her lace mask, Ramona had always imagined that she was Black, that Rel looked like a Black girl.

Thirty minutes before the panel started, the doors opened and the line started to move. Soon, Ramona was inside the room and saw a cloth-covered table set up in front with six chairs behind it. The panelists hovered nearby, talking among themselves, and Ramona couldn’t help the little squeal of delight that escaped her when she got a good look at them. All the panelists were dressed as the characters they’d be discussing. She recognized Princess Kida from Atlantis, and there was Coffee! She decided that she would definitely ask for a picture with her after the panel ended.

Ramona quickly took a seat in an open row beside a boy with spiky, white-blond hair and a huge sword. “Great costume,” she said, smoothing her skirt. “Is that from Naruto?”

The boy cracked a smile and adjusted the sword, leaning it against one of the chairs in front of him. “Yeah, thanks. Darui, from Naruto: Shippuden.” He shook his head and looked around in amazement. “This is wild. I never seen so many Black cosplayers in one place.”

“Yeah, I know,” Ramona said, looking around, wide eyed as more people filled the room. “It’s awesome, though.”

“That’s pretty cool,” he said, nodding at her parasol. “Who’s your character?”

Ramona explained her character, adding, “I do cosplay as others, but this is my go-to.”

“Cool, cool,” he said. “Whenever I tell my friends about stuff like this, they look at me like I’m a weirdo, so it’s nice to be able to talk to other people who get it.”

Ramona nodded her head vigorously, as if he’d just taken the words out of her mouth. “I know. No one in my family understands it. My parents think it’s something only white people do.”

They both shared a laugh at that.

“Trust me, if I had a dollar for every time someone told me that, I’d be rich by now,” he said.

“Have you ever been to Blerdcon?” she asked.

“Nah, but I wanna go. I heard it’s like the pinnacle of the Black nerd experience. You been?”

Ramona shook her head. “No, not yet. But trust me, I plan to go at least one time. I saw videos and pictures from last year’s, and it looked like so much fun.”

He nodded. “Bet.”

There was the crackling of the sound system as the microphones turned on, and the panelists began taking their seats, ready to begin the discussion. Ramona shifted in her chair in excitement, and, in that moment, she felt the greatest sense of belonging.
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TEN

“COSPLAY, TO ME, MORE THAN ANYTHING, IS A MEANS OF connection,” said the panelist cosplaying as Coffee. “You know, personally, I sometimes have trouble connecting to people in everyday life, but in this moment, right now, I feel so connected to all of you. We all have that in common—that we are here celebrating what we love, what we’re passionate about. It can’t get any more dope than that.”

As she closed out the panel with her speech, Ramona felt strangely emotional and found herself on her feet, applauding as loudly as she could.

The panel discussion was everything. They talked about the lack of Black representation in anime, and how it’s hard not seeing yourself reflected in the characters you identified with. However, the discussion went so much deeper than that, into gatekeeping in the cosplay community and how it negatively affects cosplayers of color. A few of the panelists shared their experiences of how some ignorant people claimed a Black person couldn’t cosplay such-and-such a character because they weren’t the right skin tone or race or size or whatever. Ramona could relate, as she’d had a few of those experiences herself. She cheered when the panelist cosplaying as Yoruichi from Bleach shared some sage words of advice to anyone facing that kind of discrimination: “They might not like it, but you have just as much right to occupy this space as anyone else. And if they don’t like you dressing as a character that isn’t Black, I tell them, well, she gon’ be Black today!”

Ramona’s main takeaway was that it doesn’t matter how you were perceived by others, only how you see yourself. Being there with all the panelists and other cosplayers and fandom enthusiasts almost made her tear up because she saw so much of herself reflected in them. People who understood the importance of embodying characters who mean so much to you. She couldn’t describe the high she got from being around others like her.

Afterward, the panelists and audience mingled before the room was cleared out for the next panel, and Ramona took a deep breath and decided to approach Coffee. Weaving through the crowd, she made her way to the front of the room and stood off to the side while Coffee finished speaking with a couple of other attendees. Finally, Ramona saw an opening.

“Hi, I just want to say you were so amazing up there and I really enjoyed your discussion and I just wanted you to know that you’re cosplaying as one of my favorite characters and you look so cool, and could I take a picture with you?” She realized how rushed the words came out, and she blushed, slightly breathless.

Coffee grinned at her. “Thank you, you know that means so much. I’m so happy that you enjoyed the discussion, and you look pretty dope yourself.” She moved closer, striking a pose next to Ramona as she snapped several photos.

“Thank you so much!” Ramona said with a wave, totally having a fangirl moment.

As Coffee moved on and the room started to empty, Ramona lingered, listening in on other conversations, checking out the other costumes on display, and just admiring how awesomely her peers rendered their characters’ likeness, how true their transformations were, down to the smallest detail.

After the panel, it felt like her day passed in a whirlwind of noise and color. She spent an hour or so in the gaming room and bested two players on Tekken 7, pumping her fist in victory as Lili pirouetted in the air, delivering a brutal end to her opponent. The guy she was playing shook his head but smiled and gave her a high-five despite his loss.

After a quick taco break, Ramona perused the manga library for a while before she realized it was almost time for the cosplay contest to begin. By the time she got to the anteroom, it was already packed. There were three judges standing near the edge of the stage talking while Ramona imagined the contestants were backstage making any necessary last-minute adjustments. Ramona didn’t think she was ready to enter a contest just yet, but she’d thought about it and had done her research—just in case. Aside from still being a little too shy, sometimes there were rules that only handmade costumes could be entered, which she considered unfair. She had some skill at using a sewing machine, but right now, her cosplays were a combination of handmade and store-bought pieces. She knew a lot of cosplayers online who did the same because not everyone had the time or the skill or the resources to make all their pieces from scratch, so she didn’t feel alone, but that rule certainly didn’t make her feel as welcome. Thankfully, this competition was more inclusive.

Suddenly, a guy wearing an extremely elaborate steampunk getup, complete with a towering top hat, took the stage, and the chatter quieted down.

“Welcome everyone to this year’s Savannah Cosplay Expo Cosplay Contest! I’m just going to go over a few ins and outs before we let these contestants come up here and do their thing.

“First, we ask that you hold your applause or any cheering, whooping, hollering, or any other type of expression until the end of the contestant’s performance. As each contestant takes the stage, the judges will be looking at three main categories: originality, creativity, and attention to detail. Alright, now that that’s out of the way, let’s welcome our first contestant!”

Ramona enjoyed every second of each performance and marveled at each contestant’s confidence and creativity. However, she really lost it at the end of the contest when Jonas and his three friends finally took the stage—all dressed as hobbits—and proceeded to assemble a string quartet to play a beautiful rendition of “Concerning Hobbits” from The Fellowship of the Ring. It was amazing. Their costumes were so extremely detailed, down to the leaf-shaped clasps on their cloaks and the stitching of their clothes. What made it even better was that one of the hobbits was brown skinned, with a curly Afro. As the music swelled around the room, sonorous and uplifting, Ramona found herself awestruck. She was wildly impressed and so, so proud of her friend.

There was no question in her mind that they would take first prize, and she was thrilled to be proven correct when they were announced as the first-place winners. After the contestants were awarded their prizes, Ramona squeezed through the crowd of people to congratulate them. “That was the most amazing performance. You were all incredible.”

“Thanks!” Jonas said happily, his cheeks flushed. “I guess in this case being in band together for the past three years really helped.” They all shared a laugh, and then he gestured to the brown-skinned hobbit Ramona had noticed before. “Ramona, this is my boyfriend, Darren.”

Darren stepped forward to extend his hand, and she noticed he wore a golden ring on his finger. “Nice to meet you,” he said, grinning. “Jonas is always going on about your cosplay skills. I can see why now,” he added.

“Thank you! And, like really, same to you,” Ramona said. “Let me guess, you’re Frodo, right?”

He looked delighted that she recognized his character. “We wanted to live out that Frodo and Sam romance in real life, you know?”

Ramona smiled as she watched them smile at each other, and her heart swelled. It was the sweetest thing, and for some reason, it made her miss Caleb even more.

Then Jonas noticed one of the moderators trying to get his attention and turned back to Ramona. “Well, I’m glad you enjoyed our performance. Look, we’ve gotta take some photos, but we’ll be around if you want to hang out after?”

“I’d like to,” Ramona said, glancing at her phone, “but I really have to be getting home. It’s later than I thought. I’ll see you next time though!”

He gave her a brief hug. “Great seeing you again, Ramona. Let’s keep in touch, yeah?”

“Definitely!” she said, smiling and waving at all of them as she turned and left. She headed for the convention center exit and felt a pang of sadness that this wonderful experience was already over, but the sadness was mixed with a feeling of excitement and anticipation. After all, it would only be a matter of time before she’d get to do it all again. For now, the happiness and memories of today would be enough to carry her through until the next time.
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The next morning, Ramona was up again earlier than usual, but she didn’t mind. After the excitement of the convention wore off a bit, she found herself eager to get to work and see Caleb again. She’d almost emailed him when she got home—wanting to share her experiences—but then thought better of it. What was more surprising was that her parents didn’t give her a hard time about being out late. They’d returned long before she had from the football game, and as soon as she walked through the door they launched right into the highlights and the halftime show. They didn’t even ask her about her day, and honestly, she just wished they could show just a smidgen of interest in the things that mattered to her.

As she brushed her teeth and went about the routine of getting ready for work, she tried not to dwell on that too much, or on the resentment she felt. The drive to Tomlin’s helped, and once she parked, she sat in her dad’s sedan for a few minutes, trying to wake up a bit more before she walked inside. She wondered if Caleb was already there.

Only one way to find out, she thought, getting out of the car and walking up to the doors.

The morning was brisk and chilly, so she wrapped her favorite oversized cardigan tightly around herself as she made her way inside. She greeted Melissa, one of the shift managers, who was lounging at the front counter and made for the kitchen and her usual pre-shift cup of coffee. As she pushed through the swinging doors, she was delighted to see Caleb sitting at her usual table, head bent forward, a thick book spread in front of him. He was oblivious to everything else going on around him, and the sight just made Ramona’s heart squeeze. Trying to suppress a smile, she walked by him.

“Hey, good morning,” she said tentatively, not wanting to disturb him but also wanting to let him know she was there all the same.

Caleb looked up at her and smiled, and she was a little surprised to see the warmth in his green eyes, like he was pleased to see her. “Hey!”

She walked over to the coffee station and poured herself a cup, emptying a ton of sugar and creamer into it, and sat down opposite from him, realizing that he’d been watching her.

“Having some coffee with your cream and sugar?” he asked with an amused grin.

“Yeah,” she said, smiling. She lowered her eyes, taking a sip from her mug. “I know it’s horrible but it’s the only way I can tolerate the taste.”

Caleb nodded. “I get it. Strangely enough, I don’t really like coffee. I don’t know what it is. I always see kids around here going to Starbucks, like every day, but I’ve just never been able to drink it.”

“It’s an acquired taste, I guess.”

They had about seven more minutes before they had to clock in and get ready to start their shift. Ramona’s eyes wandered back to the book that Caleb had set aside.

“What are you reading?” she asked. She didn’t want to seem too interested, and she had a feeling she knew what it was. In one of his emails he’d mentioned that he was in the middle of rereading The Two Towers. Ramona had only ever seen The Lord of the Rings movies, and when Rel told him this, his reaction had been one of incredulity. “Are you serious? You have to read about the battle for the one ring to rule them all,” he’d written.

He held up the book now, a sheepish grin on his face. “Yeah, I know it’s dorky, but I’m really into this kind of stuff,” he said, apologetically.

At that admission, Ramona felt an even deeper sense of kinship with him, because she could relate. All her life people had made fun of her because of the things she liked, and she always felt deep down that no one should have to hide who they are or feel embarrassed of what they like. But she guessed she could understand his reasoning on some level, that his idea of “bookish Caleb” who geeked out over hobbits and elves didn’t go with the persona he put on at school for his friends.

“Absolutely nothing wrong with that,” Ramona said as she raised her mug to her lips. He was so freaking adorable.

“So, did you enjoy your day off yesterday?” he asked. “We were pretty busy, but I didn’t have any major mishaps, thankfully.”

They shared a laugh.

“That’s always good,” she agreed. “And my day was…” Heavenly? Exhilarating? One of the best experiences I’ve ever had? “… okay,” she finished. She wanted so badly to tell Caleb about all the amazing things she saw and did yesterday. How he’d fit right in there with others who loved the world of Middle Earth and other fandoms just as much as he did. Maybe one day.

“So,” she said, choosing her words carefully, “when did you first get into Tolkien?”

He shrugged, marking his place in his book and yawned as he answered. “I dunno. My grandfather was a huge Tolkien fan. He had all these books in his library, probably every book that Tolkien ever wrote.

“When I was younger, he would read me The Hobbit at bedtime, and I remember just being so enthralled in this world that I’d never even imagined could exist. I was probably seven or eight at the time, but that feeling just stuck with me. He passed away a few years ago,” Caleb added.

“I’m really sorry to hear that,” Ramona said. Her own grandmother had passed away a little over a year ago, so she understood that particular kind of loss.

Caleb thanked her, playing with the edge of a page. “He left me all his books, so that meant a lot to me. I’ll always have those memories, but it’s like I can kind of keep a piece of him with me, too.” After he finished speaking, he looked a little embarrassed. “Wow, I’ve never really told anyone that before,” he said. “I feel like I’m oversharing.”

Ramona smiled at him. “Don’t worry, your secret’s safe with me.”

If he only knew. For one wild inkling of a second, when Caleb looked so open, she felt so close to just telling him the truth. Of looking him in the eyes and saying, “I know all about your Tolkien obsession and I think it’s one of the most adorable things ever. I love that side of you that doesn’t conform to what you think you should be like just because of what others might say. I love the nerdy side of you that just seems to click with me. Oh, and by the way, that girl you’ve been emailing that likes to cosplay? I am her, and she is me. Nice to meet you.”

It was a tempting thought, but she knew in her heart of hearts that no matter what she wanted to do, she couldn’t go through with it. She just wasn’t ready to face the possibility of rejection.

Their shift started, and she was glad to have something else to focus on. Caleb set his book aside on the table and grabbed his apron. He gave her a rueful smile and said, “And so it begins.”

“Yep,” Ramona said with a sigh and a weak smile. “Time to serve the masses.” She could have stayed there talking to him for the rest of the day. Instead, she quickly finished the last of her coffee, placed the cup in the dish area, grabbed her apron, and followed Caleb to the computer to clock in.

It was extra busy for a Sunday morning thanks to a couple of busloads of elderly travelers, and the restaurant was soon packed. Ramona had two large parties to contend with, but fortunately she was old hat at this. On the other hand, she wondered how Caleb was faring since this was only his fourth time on the floor. Linda told her that he’d gotten some additional training yesterday, but today she was turning him loose. Ramona passed by him as she balanced a tray of porcelain cups and creamer with one hand, the full coffee carafe in the other.

“You doin’ alright out there?”

He looked a little harassed, but he smiled, nonetheless. “Yeah, just this couple at table six is being particularly difficult.” He rolled his eyes. “Do we offer spinach frittatas by chance?”

Ramona laughed, resisting the urge to roll her own eyes. She’d had customers like that before. “No, if it’s not listed on the menu, we don’t have it. Let me know if you need any help though,” she called over her shoulder as she made her way to the table of eight.

As the morning went on, she and Caleb fell into a comfortable routine. She helped him when he needed it, getting drinks or condiments, or when she had a spare moment, garnishing his plates while she waited for her own orders to come up. And she found it nice when he did the same for her. At one point when she was particularly swamped and rushing around trying to get extra syrup for a group of kids who’d ordered the endless pancakes, she slipped on a wet spot on the floor. She almost lost her balance but steadied herself by grabbing the door handle. In the process, she toppled the syrup she was carrying down the front of her blouse. She could feel some of it dripping into her apron pockets.

Caleb looked like he wanted to laugh as he rushed over to help her retrieve the dislodged tray and syrup containers. “Are you alright?”

She blew a stray curl from her face. “Just peachy.”

She was somewhat disgruntled by that episode and was about to clean herself off when the host, Gloria, told her she had another table. She sighed in frustration. Her feet ached and she was suddenly ready for the day to be over. Linda had sent Caleb to take his break, so it surprised her when she found him at the drink station pouring beverages.

“Here’s the drink order for that couple by the window.” He passed her the tray with two glasses of sweet tea. “The lady asked for lemon,” he added, placing a little saucer with three lemon wedges on it. His fingers brushed hers as he handed her the drinks, and she tried not to focus on that, steadying her hand on the tray.

“You’re a lifesaver,” she said.

Around twelve or so, the morning rush slowed, and they finally had a chance to take a breather. Ramona leaned against the counter at the drink station, sorting the last few customer checks. Caleb walked back with a tray of dirty plates and cups from the table he’d just cleared. “That was an ordeal,” he said, referring to the difficult customer from earlier. “But at least they left a decent tip.”

“Nice,” Ramona said, tucking the slips of paper into her check book and sticking it into the one pocket of her apron that wasn’t sticky.

“I didn’t expect it to be this busy today,” he said.

“Well, you’re doing a great job,” she told him. She was impressed by how quickly he caught on and was able to handle the tables on his own.

“Thanks,” he said, smiling. “I guess I owe that to my trainer, though.”

Ramona couldn’t help but blush a little at that.

He was still in the drink station when she came from dropping off her checks and making sure that her customers didn’t need anything else. Caleb blew out a breath. “I am not looking forward to class tomorrow,” he said. “I know Swanson’s probably going to call on me to give my oral report.”

“Yeah, I’m really glad I got mine out of the way on Friday,” she said. “I’m sure it won’t be too bad, though.”

She was happy to find that they were becoming more comfortable around each other, at least compared to the first time they worked together. Now Caleb seemed inclined to chat with her whenever they had a free moment, and she was finding it easier to just hold a conversation with him without feeling too awkward.

The rest of the shift flew by, and before Ramona realized it, it was after two and time to clock out. She finished wiping down the countertop and did a quick sweep over her section, making sure that all her salt and pepper shakers were filled. When she was satisfied that everything was good to go, she walked to the back to get her cardigan and clock out. She looked around the diner for Caleb but didn’t see him and figured maybe he’d already left.

Then, just as she was punching out, she heard someone come up behind her. She turned and saw Caleb standing there with his book in hand. “Hey, I thought you might have gone already.”

“Not quite, but I’m about to,” he said, pulling his phone out of his pocket.

Watching him, Ramona wondered if he was thinking about Rel, and if he was maybe checking his email. For a moment, she just looked at him, noticing his hair was slightly damp from rushing around all day. He had several stains on his apron, but then, Ramona probably did too, especially after the syrup incident.

“Still sticky?” he asked with a slight smile.

She laughed. “A little. Can’t wait to go home and take a shower. I smell like a pancake factory.”

He looked at her with that slight smile still in place. “Not the worst thing to smell like.”

She stared back at him, a slight flush creeping up her neck and cheeks. Was he… flirting with her?

Nah, couldn’t be. But she had to admit, there had been moments today when it seemed as if maybe, possibly, he was.

Or maybe he was just being friendly.

She looked down. “Yeah, that is true.” There was an awkward silence, and she couldn’t think of anything else to say, except, “Well, I guess I’ll see you in class tomorrow. Good luck with your presentation.”

He gave her a nod and a small wave. “See you then. And thanks.”

All during the drive home, she kept replaying certain moments from the day in her mind. Like when he brushed her fingers as he handed her the tray of drinks. She figured it was accidental, but still. The tingling sensation in her fingers had lasted long after. And then there was the way he’d looked at her, how his green eyes met hers with a sense of warmth and even gladness. For the first time ever, she finally felt that maybe—just maybe—she might have a shot with Caleb after all.
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ELEVEN

“IT FEELS LIKE AGES SINCE I LAST TALKED TO YOU,” MANDRA said with a dramatic flair. “What’s up?”

Ramona waved back at her, happy to receive the unexpected FaceTime call. She’d been missing her friend lately.

“Oh, nothing much, just the usual,” Ramona said as she tried to keep her voice neutral and her face straight.

“Sure, sure. And that ginormous cheese grin doesn’t have anything to do with Caleb?” Mandra smirked. “How are things going with lover boy?”

“Better. At least I’m able to talk to him without blushing or staring at him like an idiot,” Ramona told her, sighing. “It’s almost like…”

“Like what?” Mandra pressed her.

“It’s almost like we—,” she paused, searching for the right words. “Like we… understand each other.” She settled for that, because it sounded much more reasonable than It’s almost like we’re… soul mates.

“Well, that’s a good thing, right?” Mandra grinned. “I’m glad you’re getting out of your shell and finally talking to him.” Then she paused, biting her lip. “So, since you two are talking now, you’re gonna tell him about Rel, right?”

Ramona thought back to that moment earlier this morning, when she’d wanted to. She shook her head and tried to ignore the guilty feeling that pricked at her. “What? No, Mandra, I can’t. I mean, not right now anyway.” Not when things are finally starting to go so well.

To Ramona’s surprise, Mandra rolled her eyes, and not in her usual playful way.

“What?” Ramona asked.

“Nothing.”

“No, it’s obviously something. What is it?”

Mandra blew out a breath and paused before answering. “It’s just… don’t you think you’re being a little deceitful?”

Ramona felt her face get hot. “No, I don’t,” she said. “It’s not as if I’m catfishing him or something. He is basically still talking to me.” As the words left her mouth, she suddenly felt even more upset. Not at Mandra but at herself because she knew deep down that Mandra was right; no matter how she tried to rationalize it, she thought the same thing. Still, she didn’t want to admit it, and it made her feel that much worse hearing it from her best friend.

“But it’s not the same,” she argued. “And you know it! Sure, he’s talking to you, but he’s also maybe developing feelings for someone who technically doesn’t really exist. You’re talking to him while he’s kept in the dark. It’s really one sided, to be honest.”

“How can you even say that! It is not, and it’s not like that! I mean, I talk to him at work—”

“—While secretly knowing all the things he talks to Rel about in the emails,” she interrupted. “Things that he doesn’t know that you know.”

“But it’s not as if I’d use anything he tells me, or… like manipulate him!” The words came out louder than she meant them to, and she set the phone down, running her hands through her hair in frustration. Then she picked up the phone again. “I mean, I can’t even believe we’re having this conversation right now. I thought you supported me. It’s not as if you’ve been around much, what with you hanging out with your new friends and all.” Ramona heard the words leave her mouth, her bitter feelings making them sound harsher than she’d intended.

Mandra frowned at her. “What? What are you even talking about? I do support you. I’ve done nothing but support you! I just think that at some point you’re going to have to tell him the truth.”

Ramona just shook her head.

“And what do my friends have to do with any of this?” Mandra continued, her anger building. “What, are you mad because I don’t spend all day waiting for you to call me?”

Feeling stung, Ramona sat there, open mouthed, but Mandra didn’t seem to notice.

“I mean, it would be nice if you asked me about what I have going on, or what I’m doing sometimes. I know you don’t like interacting with real people, but I do. I didn’t realize you had a problem with it.”

Ramona hated the tears that had started to form in her eyes, and the feeling of guilt increased. Had she been a selfish friend? “I never said I had a problem with it.” Her voice was wet and thick. “You can do what you want.” Even if it feels like you’re leaving me behind.

“I’m just trying to help, and we both know that Caleb should know the truth,” Mandra said, as if it were a closed case.

Ramona opened her mouth to respond, still in disbelief at the words coming from her supposed best friend’s mouth. She shook her head again, as if to shake the tears away, to make them go back where they belonged. “Well, thanks so much for your input, I really appreciate it,” she finally said. “If you’ll excuse me, I have homework to do now.”

“Come on, Ramona, don’t be like that. I’m just trying to be real with you. You can’t hide behind Rel forever.”

As if she didn’t already know that. After all, it was the same thing that had been going around in her head since this whole thing with Caleb started. She knew she was going to have to come clean to him at some point, but the thought of his reaction, of his rejection, terrified her. She knew Mandra was right, but she just wasn’t in the mood to hear it.

“Yeah, well you really wouldn’t understand. Anyway, I have to go. Bye.” Without waiting for her to respond, she ended the call. She sat down on her bed, at a loss for what to do. She knew she needed something to distract her.

The fabric she’d cut for the cosplay she was working on lay next to her sewing machine. She reached for her sketchbook, determined to work on her costume and forget about everything else.



[image: image]





Dinner that night was something akin to torture. After her fight with Mandra, Ramona was in no mood to participate in forced small talk with her mother. Usually, her father was there to act as a buffer, but tonight it was just the two of them since he was working late. Her mother called her down to the table, where she had a home-cooked meal of meatloaf, mashed potatoes, and mixed vegetables laid out.

Ramona took her seat, resigned to picking at her meal in moody silence, but her mother would insist on talking about how her day had gone. She should have known. Her mother hardly ever cooked, so of course the meal had some other kind of meaning behind it.



“And how are your classes? Are you having any difficulties?” her mom asked, spooning mashed potatoes onto her plate before passing the bowl to Ramona.

“Nope,” Ramona said.

“And how about your extracurriculars? You know, it’s probably not too late to join a club or some other kind of after-school activity, just so you wouldn’t be in your room so much of the time.”

Visions of her freshman and sophomore years flashed before her eyes, when she had been a part of student council and marching band. Neither one of those experiences was particularly enjoyable.

She made a noncommittal grunt as she speared a pea on the end of her fork.

“And how about your classmates?” her mother pressed on. “Have you made any new friends this year? I know it’s been hard since Mandra moved away. You two were joined at the hip.”

Ramona winced. She really didn’t know how much more of this dinner she could take, and it hadn’t even been fifteen minutes yet.

“Still, you can’t be afraid to meet new people. Part of being in high school is relating to your peers and being able to adapt to new situations,” her mother continued, oblivious to Ramona’s discomfort.

“Yeah, okay Mom,” Ramona said sharply. She felt like her mother was just spouting something she’d read in a parenting book. She had no idea of what it was like to be a teenager or how hard and awkward it was to even talk to people, let alone relate to them. “I’ll be sure to keep that in mind,” she added.

Her mother looked at her, fork poised above her plate. “Don’t you take that tone with me, young lady. All I’m trying to do is give you some advice, to help you. I hate that you confine yourself to your room all the time.”

“I don’t ‘confine’ myself to my room,” Ramona said, making air quotations. “And I do have stuff I like to do. I have cosplay.”

Her mother made a disparaging noise, which only further irritated Ramona. “We’re not going to get on that subject right now. Look, I just want you to be happy and to be more social.” She shook her head. “We never had this much trouble with Noelle when she was in school.”

“Well, I’m not Noelle!” Ramona said, losing her temper. “I’m not Noelle,” she repeated. “And maybe,” she added, “if you took an interest in who I am at all, you’d know that.”

Then she pushed back abruptly from the table, rushing to make it to her room before the tears started.
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Try as she might, Ramona couldn’t get the fight with Mandra out of her mind. Every time she thought of what Mandra had said, how accusing she’d looked, Ramona felt her face go hot, and she immediately started developing arguments in her own defense. Sure, Caleb didn’t know that Ramona was Rel, but in the end, did it really matter since they were the same person? Plus, he probably wouldn’t have even looked twice at Ramona if they hadn’t started working together. And besides, just because they talked, it didn’t mean he was interested in her like that.

Is that really true, though? Especially now?

Since they started working together, they had developed something almost like a friendly acquaintance. At work, it was as if the clearly drawn boundaries of high school had dissolved—he wasn’t Caleb, the unattainable crush, and she wasn’t Ramona, that girl who didn’t talk much. They were just Caleb and Ramona, two people who chatted and occasionally made each other laugh at their corny jokes between waiting on customers at the diner. It was nice to be able to talk with him like that.

Even with the emails, she’d never felt this sense of kinship with anyone, not since Mandra moved away, and never with a boy. It was as if Caleb understood parts of her that no one else did. That feeling wasn’t something she wanted to risk losing.

Ramona groaned, dismayed to find her eyes stinging with tears yet again. She supposed she hadn’t realized how deeply Mandra’s words cut. She felt a little betrayed, to be honest. Wasn’t the point of having a best friend that they’d be there to support you no matter what? And what was worse, she couldn’t even believe she and Mandra had fought over this, of all things.

When Mandra’s family had to move because her dad’s company transferred him to Tennessee, she assured Ramona that nothing would change between them, that they would always be best friends.

But things had changed. As much as the realization hurt her, she had to admit to herself that she and Mandra had grown further apart. And she didn’t like it one bit.
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TWELVE

RAMONA CLEARLY REMEMBERED THE FIRST TIME SHE EVER saw Caleb. It was the beginning of last school year, her sophomore year. The start of the school year had a sense of newness to it. A fresh start, a chance to show how much you’d changed over the summer, or the tan, car, cool personality, or any other new characteristics you’d acquired. Ramona always went into the new school year feeling much the same as she had when the term ended in May, and this was no exception. The only difference was that this was her first year without Mandra.

She was standing by her locker, poring over her schedule to see what her day would be like. She remembered frowning as she realized that Algebra was the first class she’d be subjected to in the morning and thinking how inhumane the school system was. She happened to look up, and that was when she saw him, a new student, standing near the front office with a group of kids she’d never talked to. One strap of his backpack was slung across his shoulder, and he hitched it up and walked, as if in slow motion, past her. She noticed that dark wavy hair and the way a smile formed on his lips, the way his green eyes lit up and transformed his otherwise serious features. He laughed at something one of the guys walking with him said as they passed, and that sound did something to her.

From that moment on, Ramona developed a serious crush on him. Not only was he handsome, but she also found him intriguing. He carried himself with an air that was just… different from the other guys at her school. He appeared reserved but not unapproachable, more intelligent and thoughtful. All this time, she’d wanted to talk to him, to make him notice her, but her shyness combined with her awkwardness made that impossible.

She’d seen a glimmer of hope this year when she found out that they shared the same European History class. Still, it was the thought of Rel, and the confidence dressing as her gave to Ramona, that finally prompted her to act. But while she was happy to get to know Caleb better, she couldn’t help feeling that in some way, the means didn’t quite justify the ends.
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On Monday morning, Ramona’s homeroom teacher made an announcement that certainly lifted her spirits.



“In January, we’ll be visiting some of the local campuses so that you can speak to admissions counselors, learn more about some of the academic programs and their requirements, and just get an idea of what the college experience is like,” Mr. Hall said, passing pamphlets down the row. “You’ll be meeting with the guidance counselor over the next few weeks to discuss your plans about the future. And don’t worry if you don’t have any clear ideas of what you want to do yet,” he added with a reassuring smile. “Sometimes it takes time to figure these things out, but I’d like to remind you that’s what Ms. Garza is here to help you with.”

Ramona’s heart jolted when the pamphlet for the Savannah College of Art and Design reached her desk. She was thrilled that they would get to visit there. It was one of the best liberal arts colleges in the state and (fingers crossed) if she was accepted into the Atlanta school, she would be close enough to home to make her parents happy but still far enough away to give her the freedom and independence she wanted.

To get her mind off her problems with Caleb, she finally decided to look at the website over the weekend. She was immediately drawn to the illustration program and knew at once that this was what she wanted to pursue. In fact, for the last year, she had been dreaming of applying but it was super expensive and very competitive as well. She could only imagine how her parents would react once she told them that was where she wanted to go to school. But if she got a scholarship and worked really hard to create a strong portfolio by next year, maybe take a few extra art classes, and keep her grades up, then she could definitely apply—with or without their blessing.

Suddenly, the bell rang and broke her train of thought. She quickly grabbed her bag and the pamphlets and headed out the door for her Honors English class. She let the current of students take her where she needed to go as she lost herself in fantasies of how great it would be to attend her dream school. In fact, she was so immersed in her thoughts that she didn’t even notice Caleb waving at her from across the hall until she heard him say, “Hey, Ramona!”

She looked over, surprised. He just called her name… at school. What was even more surprising was that he was wading through the crowd of students, toward her. He fell into step with her as they continued down the hall.

“Hey!” she said, smiling at him and self-consciously smoothing her hair. They stopped by the stairwell where there was a little less traffic.

“How’s your morning going?” Caleb asked.

Ramona hitched her backpack strap higher up on her shoulder and tried to ignore the rapid uptick in her heartbeat. “It’s going okay, I guess, but it’s still early.”

“Such the optimist.” Caleb laughed and his green eyes sparkled. The sound of his laughter made her smile.

“I am not looking forward to Swanson’s class today,” he said, running a hand over his face with a sigh. “I don’t think I studied enough for the quiz.”

Ramona nodded sympathetically, wondering if maybe it was because he was preoccupied with other things. It had been a minute since she last emailed him, and a pang of guilt stabbed at her as she stood next to him.

“I’m sure you’ll do fine,” she finally said. “And it’ll be a relief to get it over with, at least.”

“Yeah, that’s true,” he said, then he pointed at the pamphlet in her hand. “SCAD, huh? I heard that’s a good school. Are you thinking about going?”

“I’d really like to,” she said with a sigh. “It’s more like a dream school, really. It’s super expensive and I’m sure they get a ton of applicants, so there’s no guarantee I’d even get accepted.” She looked up from the pamphlet and smiled ruefully at him. “But a girl can dream, right?”

“Sure,” Caleb said, giving her an encouraging grin. “But I bet you’d have a pretty good shot of getting in.”

“Thanks, that means a lot.” She could feel her cheeks burning.

A path opened in the sea of students, and they continued walking until they were near her classroom. “Do you know where you might want to go?” she asked him.

Caleb shook his head. “No, not really. But I guess I still have time to figure it out.”

Ramona smiled at him. “Yeah, of course.” She was about to say more, but just then the first bell rang.

“Well, I guess I’d better get going,” Caleb said with a wave. “I’ll see you in Swanson’s class.”

“See you then,” she said. The warm glow she felt from talking to him radiated through her long after he left.
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THIRTEEN

“WE ARE GOING TO HAVE FUN TODAY,” RAMONA’S MOM said as they turned down Peachtree Street.

“Of course, we are. Right, Mona-bear?” her father asked as he turned around in his seat and grinned back at her.

Ramona shrugged, but she gave him a half smile before turning back to gaze out the window. It was easy to lose herself in the scenery: the tall buildings, the crowds of people, the college campuses. Added to that were the trees that lined every street, their leaves vibrant shades of red and gold. She imagined herself walking along one of those streets, enjoying the crisp air and changing foliage as she headed to class. One day, she mused. Thoughts of college had been on her mind more than usual, and she was hoping to get a glimpse of the Atlanta SCAD campus as they drove through the city, but it didn’t look like that was going to happen. They were already leaving behind the city buildings and coming across more homes and subdivisions, so she kept her attention on the passing houses, not wanting to talk to her parents more than she had to.

Things had been weird between her and her mother all week. And even though her father tried to smooth out some of the tension, it hadn’t really worked. To be honest, Ramona thought her father took her mother’s side, so she was kind of mad at him, too.

She supposed she should be glad they were getting away from the house, if only it meant she didn’t have to visit extended family. To make matters worse, her parents had sprung this on her yesterday at the last minute, and she had to call Linda to ask for Saturday off. She could tell that Linda was a little less than happy, especially since she’d already taken off the previous Saturday, but she couldn’t help it. She especially regretted having to miss seeing Caleb to attend a family function, but it was her aunt Simone’s birthday, and they were having a small get-together to celebrate. Her parents were adamant that she go with them, so she didn’t have much of a choice. She suspected her father had been more than eager to accept her uncle Howard’s offer that they come see them.

Aside from missing Caleb, she would be glad to get away and have the day off except she’d never gotten along all that well with her cousins, Amara and Jason. In fact, she dreaded seeing them, mostly because it seemed like they made fun of her at every opportunity. They laughed at Ramona’s pronunciation, claiming that she “talked white,” and they found her interest in things like cosplay and anime suspect. Her cheeks burned as she remembered the last time she made the mistake of being her true self in front of her cousins. She’d worn one of her cosplay outfits—not Rel’s, but something similar—and their reaction had been brutal.

This time, she only brought Black Butler, volume 2. She’d read it before, but she found some small comfort in having something familiar with her. Plus, she figured if she sat somewhere out of sight with her book, she should be safe enough.

Soon, they pulled into the expansive driveway leading to the big brick home. Her aunt and uncle lived in one of the nicer areas on the outskirts of Atlanta, which boasted a lot of the newer, multiple-story houses. Her parents weren’t poor, but her aunt and uncle’s house certainly made their own look modest in comparison.

As their car came to a stop and they opened the doors, Uncle Howard, decked out in khaki cargo shorts, a plaid button-down shirt, and a straw hat, sauntered over to them, lugging a bag of charcoal from the garage. “Hey there! Ronald, my guy, glad y’all finally made it!” He and Ramona’s dad exchanged fist bumps. “Hey, Tricia,” he said, putting the bag of charcoal down to give Ramona’s mom a hug. “How’s it going? I feel like we ain’t seen y’all in years.”

Ramona’s mom laughed. “We just saw y’all a few months ago for Memorial Day, remember? But I know what you mean.”

“And there’s my favorite niece!” Uncle Howard winked playfully at her. “Don’t tell your sister I said that, though.” He swept her up in a hug. “How’s it going, Mona?” He twirled her around and she shrieked with laughter. Her uncle Howard always had a way of putting her at ease. “How’s school been? You’re a senior now, aren’t you?”

I wish. “Nope, a junior,” she said with a sigh. “Almost there, though.”

“Well Amara and Jason are out back with some friends. You can go on through there,” he said, pointing to the open wooden fence.

“How’s Noelle liking college so far?” Uncle Howard asked her parents.

Their voices faded away as Ramona slowly ventured toward the backyard. Honestly, she’d rather stay in the car than be subjected to ridicule from her cousins and their friends. But maybe it won’t be so bad this time.

She stuffed her book into her bag and pushed through the gate. She saw Amara and a couple of girls she didn’t know splashing around in the pool, but Jason wasn’t anywhere to be found. That put her a little more at ease. She looked around, admiring how Uncle Howard had gone all out for his wife’s birthday. The backyard was set up to look like a tropical paradise, and there was a huge banner with her aunt’s picture on it hanging near the gazebo.

Ramona waved at Amara, trying to get her attention. She figured she may as well get the awkwardness over with now.

“Hey, Ramona! When’d you get here?” Amara asked, emerging from the pool. She wore a skimpy hot pink bikini, and her silver navel ring glinted in the sun. Ramona had to give it to her, she knew how to choose colors that complemented her dark brown skin. Her cousin looked almost unrecognizable from just a few months ago. Ramona was surprised to see that her long, chestnut brown tresses were transformed into a sharp pixie cut.

“Just a few minutes ago. Cute hair,” Ramona added, marveling at her new look. Amara was a year younger than Ramona, and yet she seemed so much older, so much more confident, so much more self-assured. Ramona, by contrast, knew she could never pull off a look like that. Her hand went to her ’fro, as if confirming that it was still there.

“Thanks! I wanted something new for the school year, you know? You still look the same, though. I see you got on regular clothes this time,” she added with a laugh. When Ramona didn’t join in, she hastily changed the subject. “Oh, those are my girls, Tracey and Kat,” she added, gesturing toward the pool. The other two girls gave Ramona a once-over but didn’t speak. Ramona nodded at them and acted like it didn’t bother her.

“Jason went to the store with his friend; he should be back in a little while. It’s so great to see you!” Amara said, hugging her. Ramona was slightly taken aback and couldn’t help feeling that her cousin’s enthusiasm was a little misplaced. Either that or it was all just for show. She and Amara had never exactly been enemies, but she never stood up for Ramona when Jason made fun of her. In fact, in the past she’d been more likely to join in.

“Yeah, it’s nice to see you too,” Ramona said, trying to sound sincere, though the words rang false in her ears. She quickly looked around. “Where’s Aunt Simone?” She figured with all the commotion her aunt would come out to greet them.

Amara waved toward the house. “She’s still getting dressed. She’s having trouble deciding what wig to wear with her outfit. She should be out later, though. You know mom likes to make an entrance,” she added, rolling her eyes.

“Cool,” Ramona said. “Well, I guess I’m gonna go sit over there—”

“—Don’t you want to get in the pool?” Amara interrupted. “I’m surprised it’s still warm enough right now where we can enjoy it. Come on, it’ll be fun!”

Ramona shook her head. “Nah, I’m alright. And besides,” she added quickly, “I didn’t bring a bathing suit.”

“I have one you could borrow,” Amara offered.

“No, really, I’m good. I’m just gonna chill over here. Thanks, though.”

“Okay, girl,” Amara said before skipping back over to her friends.

Finally, Ramona’s parents and her uncle Howard made their way to the backyard, and she could hear her mother’s excitement as she greeted Amara and gushed over her new appearance. “You look fabulous! And did you get contacts? Now you can show off those lovely eyes without hiding them behind glasses!”

Ramona rolled her own eyes at that. After all, both she and her mom wore glasses.

Feeling extra self-conscious, Ramona sat on one of the patio chairs, far enough away from everyone else that she could read in peace. She looked up to see one of Amara’s friends point at her and say something to the other girl. What were they commenting on? Her hair? Her clothing? Already, she wished she was back home.

I don’t care, I don’t care, she chanted to herself, trying to block everything else out, trying to pretend that their rude stares and whispers didn’t bother her. Instead, she focused on getting through the next few hours. Her uncle put on some music, and Amara and her friends started dancing, begging her dad to film them so that they could upload the video to TikTok. One of her friends started twerking by the pool.

Ramona shook her head. Let them have their shenanigans. She pulled out her book and tried to tune out the surrounding noise, checking her phone every so often out of habit. Her thoughts drifted to Caleb, wondering how his day was going. She hoped it was better than hers, and she also wondered if he missed her at work.

A whole hour had almost passed, and she was starting to feel more relaxed. No one bothered her, though her dad did come over once to ask if she wanted to join the others in the pool. She declined again, content to sit and enjoy the October sunshine. She was engrossed in her manga and was just starting to think that the day might not be so awful after all when everything suddenly went to hell.

Unexpectedly, her book was snatched from her hands, and she looked up to see Jason standing in front of her with a look of mock disbelief on his face. She didn’t even realize he’d finally returned from the store.

“What’s this crap?” he said, smirking as he surveyed the cover.

Ramona tried to grab the book back from him, but he was taller than her and held it out of her reach. “Give it back!”

“Black Butler? I don’t see no Black people on the cover,” he snickered. “You always reading some whack white shit. Ay, Amara, look at this!” He waved the book over his head. “Amara, look at this! Ramona’s reading some book about Black folks in servitude!”

It’s not even white, it’s Japanese, she wanted to correct him, but she knew it wouldn’t matter. He’d make fun of her regardless. She almost wished Noelle was here. They didn’t make fun of her quite as much—probably because she was older, and her differences weren’t as pronounced as Ramona’s—and they usually listened when she told them to quit being jerks.

“Shut up, Jason, and give me back my book,” Ramona said, trying to stay calm. She looked around for her parents, but they were standing off by the grill, oblivious to what was going on.

Jason was watching her and saw where she was looking. “Oh, are you gonna go crying to mommy and daddy like a little baby?” he asked. “Huh? You little snitch.” He tossed the book down at her feet. “Here, take it.”

Then he turned and left, joining his friends in the pool. Ramona watched, unable to move as she tried to ignore the burning embarrassment she felt and the growing lump in her throat. She let out a shaky breath, snatched her book from the ground, and rushed to the sanctuary of the house.
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For the next half hour or so, Ramona kept her distance from her cousins. Well, from everybody, really. She knew she shouldn’t be surprised by what happened—Jason had always been that annoying younger cousin who teased her and said mean things—but this time, the outright animosity from him made her angry more than anything. After all, what did she do to deserve that? Nothing. They picked on her just because she didn’t act or talk the way he and his sister thought she should. As if Blackness was something you could judge based on that.

God, she hated him. So much that she wanted to punch him in his smug face.

The thought of punching her cousin comforted her a little, and she tried to determine how much longer she could hide out in the bathroom before she was missed. She snorted bitterly and shifted from her perch on the edge of the bathtub. She honestly doubted her parents or anyone else had even noticed her absence.

Then her phone buzzed in her pocket, and when she pulled it out, she saw that she had a new email. Just seeing his name, just the reminder that at least she had one good thing going for her made her suddenly feel much better.

So, I know we haven’t talked in a while. How are you? I’m just getting off work and today was rough. The other girl I usually work with wasn’t there today and we got slammed. But on the upside, I made a killing in tips. So much that I was wondering if perhaps you might want to meet at that bookstore in town? God, I can’t believe I just typed that. I feel like such a dork, to be honest. Asking you out over email this way.

Or I suppose I could use my tips to buy all the Tolkien books I’ve been obsessing over owning, especially that special illustrated edition of The Silmarillion, but I’d much rather the first option.

Look, I know you feel weird about meeting. Or talking on the phone. Or even texting. But I feel like since we’ve been emailing each other over these past few weeks, I really want to know who you are. I want to know the person who makes me laugh and who I’ve told things I never tell anyone. I want to know you, Rel. And I can’t help but wonder what the point of you telling me that you like me was if you never want to meet me face-to-face. I think we owe it to ourselves to see, don’t you?

Anyways, sorry for the essay. I didn’t mean for this email to be so long. It’s just something I’ve been thinking about a lot. I really want to meet you, Rel. So, say yes. Please? With a magical bollock dagger on top? (See, I’ve been doing my research. [image: image])

-Caleb

Ramona read the words of Caleb’s email over and over, her hand over her mouth, her pulse pounding in her ears. She didn’t know what to do or how to even respond. The fact that Caleb had taken an interest in the world that Ramona created for Rel warmed her heart more than she could express. And the fact that he went to the trouble of finding out the kind of weapon a mage like Rel would wield and—well, if she wasn’t in love with him before…

What was she going to do? She should have guessed that there would be a chance that Caleb would want to meet the girl he was emailing. She knew deep down what the answer was, and it terrified her. The thought of disappointing Caleb hurt her so much that she sat doubled over for a few moments. But she couldn’t keep this up. She was going to have to come clean to him.

She ran her thumbs over her phone, trying to think of what to say, of how to reveal the truth. It would be a huge relief; she knew that without a doubt. But there was also the even bigger possibility that Caleb wouldn’t forgive her for her deception. With a sinking feeling, she realized that yes, she was deceiving him. Maybe it hadn’t started out that way. But now?

Now she was afraid that she’d gotten herself into a mess that she wasn’t going to be able to get out of.
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FOURTEEN

WHEN SHE WENT BACK OUTSIDE, SHE SAW THAT HER UNCLE had placed an enormous and elaborately decorated birthday cake in the middle of the table. The candles sparked and popped, and Ramona’s aunt Simone beamed at everyone, laughing and looking radiant in a bright yellow sundress with matching head wrap. When she’d finally made her appearance, Ramona noticed how her mom’s mouth twisted into a frown—she thought her sister always had to go over the top. In some ways, though, Ramona kind of admired her aunt’s courage to do what she wanted and not care what anyone else thought.

They all gathered around to sing “Happy Birthday,” and once Aunt Simone blew out the candles, she beamed at everyone. “Thank you, thank you. You’ve all made this day so special for me,” she said. “And thank you to my wonderful husband for arranging everything, I love you baby!” She planted a smacking kiss on his cheek while he cut the double-tier cake.

“Happy birthday,” Ramona told her as she went up to get a slice of cake.

Her aunt leaned down and hugged her, enveloping her in the scent of Dolce & Gabbana Light Blue. “Oh, thank you, sweetie. How have you been? You need to come visit us more often.”

Ramona just smiled and nodded. She had no problems with her aunt and uncle, but there was no way in hell she would ever voluntarily visit with her devilish cousins around.

Thankfully, the rest of the afternoon passed without incident. Ramona was distracted enough by her thoughts, and she made sure to keep as far away from her cousins and their friends as possible. After they all had food and cake, her parents started making the rounds to say their goodbyes, and Ramona felt a tidal wave of relief course through her. They had a few hours’ drive, and the sun was just starting to set as they got on the road.

“That was fun, wasn’t it?” Ramona’s dad said as he settled behind the wheel.

“Sure, it was,” her mom said as she fiddled with the heater, now that the temperature had dropped with the setting sun. “Although I think Howard went a little crazy with all the pomp and circumstance. I mean, I could see if it was a milestone like her fiftieth. All of that was a bit much.”

“Still, it’s not every day that you turn forty-six. I’m sure he wanted to make her day special,” her dad replied. “How about you, Mona, did you have fun?”

Ramona had been debating all afternoon whether she should bring up what happened. She thought about dropping it, but she was still upset. “Well, I was having an alright time until Jason started being his usual jerky self.”

Ramona’s mom turned around in her seat. “What do you mean?”

She sighed and then told them what happened. She wasn’t surprised when her mom was quick to dismiss the incident.

“I’m sure he was just playing around,” she said.

Ramona let out an aggravated breath. “No. He wasn’t. And it’d be nice if you’d take my side for once!”

“Come on, Ramona,” her dad said, meeting her gaze in the rearview mirror. “You mom is just trying to understand why he’d do something like that.”

“Because he’s a jerk! He always acts like that toward me! Apparently, I’m not ‘Black’ enough, and he uses that as an excuse to torment me.”

Her parents were silent for a moment, and that told Ramona enough. They never came right out and said it, but she’d always suspected they felt the same way. Because of her quirks, her interests, that she was different because she didn’t fit a certain mold.

“Well, why didn’t you say something to one of us when it happened?” her mom finally asked.

Ramona opened her mouth to answer but shook her head instead. Tears of frustration pooled in her eyes as she heard Jason’s taunt ringing in her ears, Oh, are you gonna go crying to mommy and daddy like a little baby? Huh? You little snitch.

“I don’t know,” she mumbled. She sat back in her seat, thinking it was no use trying to talk to them. They wouldn’t understand. They never did.
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“You have any plans for Thursday, the thirty-first?” Caleb asked her casually, the following afternoon. He leaned against one of the stainless-steel counters, watching her.

Ramona was getting a start on her side work, folding silverware inside napkins, during the lull. Her hands froze and she quickly looked up at him, her heart pounding in her chest. Ohmygod, ohmygod, what is he about to ask me?

Trying to regain her composure, she shook her head and concentrated again on the napkins and silverware. “Nope, not really,” she said in what she hoped was a nonchalant tone. “Why?”

Caleb tapped a beat with his fingers on the counter. “Well, Tanya Sterling is having a Halloween party at her house. You know Tanya? I think she’s in our history class. A lot of people are gonna be there so… I was wondering if you wanted to come.”



Any thought of affecting nonchalance went out the window as she quickly looked back up at him again (if she kept this up, she was going to get whiplash). She was surprised to see his cheeks were faintly pink, and he rubbed the back of his head as he watched her, waiting to see what she’d say.

A moment too late, she realized that her mouth was hanging slightly ajar, so she snapped it shut. Then she opened it again to say, “Sure, that sounds fun.” A million thoughts were zipping through her brain, but the main one was that Caleb had invited her to a party. So she added, with more confidence, “Yeah, I’d love to come.”

Caleb smiled at Ramona with what she thought was a look of relief. “Cool,” he said. “A bunch of us are heading over there around eight. We’re meeting at Gavin Muir’s beforehand. Do you know him?”

I know him, Ramona thought. She remembered how he had made fun of her and Mandra in middle school. Still, she had to remind herself that it was a long time ago. So, she opted for, “Yeah, I think I’ve seen him around school.” No matter how badly she wanted to spend time with Caleb, there was no way in hell she was meeting them at Gavin’s house. “That sounds cool, but I’ll just meet you guys at Tanya’s house.” The words leaving her mouth felt so weird on her tongue because she never agreed to meet at anyone’s house, let alone for a party.

“You sure? It’s no problem to pick you up from your house,” he said.

She shook her head and waved him off. “No, it’s okay, really. I mean, I’ve got some stuff to do beforehand, so it’s no problem. I can meet you guys there.”

He shrugged. “Okay. I’ll get your number so I can text you the time and address.” Then he paused for a moment, like he had something else to say but wasn’t sure if he should.

Ramona watched him out of the corner of her eye as she continued to roll silverware, her hands shaking slightly.

“You know,” Caleb started, “I never really see you anywhere outside of work and school. I never really see you hang out with anyone. Like, what do you do for fun?”

She stared at him, slightly taken aback, and he looked as if he regretted asking.

“Sorry, I didn’t mean that the way it sounded. I just meant, you know, since we’ve been hanging out at work and I’ve gotten to know you a little more, it would be cool to hang out outside of work sometimes.”

Her brain got stuck on the words “gotten to know you” and “hang out outside of work,” and it took her a minute to gather her wits enough to respond. “Oh, um, no it’s okay. I wasn’t offended or anything. I guess I don’t really do a whole lot. I mean, I have stuff I do, hobbies—” Hobbies like cosplay and maintaining a secret identity, two things that I will not be divulging at this time. She smiled weakly at the napkins in front of her and said quietly, “I guess you could say I don’t really hang out with a lot of people.” She looked up and quickly added, “I mean, I have friends I do stuff with, but I guess I tend to keep to myself most of the time.”

Caleb nodded and grabbed some silverware and a napkin, wrapping them together. “Yeah, I can understand that. To be honest, before we moved here, I was kind of the same way. I mean, I didn’t really have a lot of friends at my old school.” He shrugged and then grabbed another napkin before looking over and meeting Ramona’s gaze. “I guess moving here was kind of a chance to reinvent myself, to start over, you know?”

She felt a tightness in her chest and the spread of warmth across her cheeks as she looked into Caleb’s eyes, then quickly looked away. She realized that she did know. About his secret Tolkien obsession and how he was afraid his friends would think of him differently if they knew he enjoyed fantasy more than soccer. She bit her lip, wishing she could say something. But, of course, she couldn’t, because Ramona wasn’t supposed to know any of that. Those were things he’d confided in one of his emails. To Ramona, all he was supposed to be was a cute guy who sometimes read Tolkien at the back table before his shift.

She tried to calm her thoughts and the overwhelming feeling that she needed to act, and soon. She gave him a weak smile. “At least it seems to have worked out for you.”

“Yeah, I guess,” he said, shrugging. “Although sometimes it feels like—”

Suddenly the door to the kitchen swung open and Linda popped her head in. She nodded at Caleb and said quickly, “I just sat a party of three. They requested you.”

Caleb finished wrapping the silverware he was holding, then gave Ramona an apologetic smile. “Duty calls,” he said, grabbing his notepad and heading out into the dining room.

She watched him go, curiosity pricking at her. What was he about to say?

She finished folding the last of the silverware, all the while dreading what she knew she had to do when she got home. She was going to have to tell Caleb that they couldn’t email each other anymore. The constant feeling of guilt that gnawed at her was getting to be too much. Standing with him just now made her realize how great it would be to just be able to talk to him without having to worry about what she should or shouldn’t know. To just be open and honest with him.

She grabbed the container of silverware and headed out to the floor, figuring things might be starting to pick up. Just as she was making her way to the server station, she froze. Seated in one of the far booths against the window were kids she recognized from school, among them, Stella Pearson. A feeling of dread settled in the pit of Ramona’s stomach. To be honest, she didn’t really like Stella. She was the kind of person who came off as if she were nice when she really wasn’t. She’d comment on something, like a new shirt, and turn it into a backhanded compliment. The weird thing was, Ramona could remember sharing crayons with Stella in the second grade. Back then, she was nice, but then, Ramona guessed, time had a way of changing people.

Right now, Stella was smiling up at Caleb, leaning forward listening intently as he told them about the lunch specials. And Ramona felt that she’d rather be working out equations for isosceles triangles than watch her flirt with him. With a resigned sigh, she walked over to one of her tables to check that the condiments were full and give herself something to do. Unfortunately, there wasn’t anywhere in the diner where she couldn’t hear Stella’s high-pitched laughter.

She walked back to the server station to get more sugar packets for table seven. Caleb soon appeared and grabbed three glasses and began filling them with ice. He finished pouring the drinks and smiled at Ramona as he placed them on a tray and headed back onto the floor. She could hear him as he said, “Okay, two sweet teas, and a Coke.”

“Oh, I thought I told you Diet Coke.” Through the glass partition Ramona could see Stella push the glass back toward Caleb.

“Okay, I’ll fix that,” he said.

When he got back to the server station, he had a slight frown on his face. “Pretty sure she said Coke,” he muttered under his breath as he emptied the glass and began filling it again.

Ramona gave him a sympathetic glance. “Let me know if you need anything,” she told him, grabbing the sugar packets and taking them to her table.

He went back to the booth and placed Stella’s drink in front of her, and she beamed up at him as if he’d just given her a diamond ring.

“You look so cute in your uniform, Cal-boodle,” Stella drawled.

Ramona cringed as she tried to focus on filling the canister with sugar packets. Cal-boodle? If nothing else, she could at least rest assured that she would never bestow such a stupid pet name on him.

She quickly finished tidying up the table to spare herself the torture of hearing anymore—she might throw up if she did.

As she walked by, Caleb smiled at her again and Ramona noticed that Stella saw too. She whispered something to her friend before they dissolved into giggles. Gritting her teeth, Ramona continued back to the kitchen imagining how satisfying it would be to dump an entire pitcher of Diet Coke over Stella’s head.

Since she didn’t really have much else to do and she didn’t want to go anywhere near Stella, she went back to rolling silverware.

A few moments later, Caleb came in, looking apologetic. “Sorry about that,” he said, nodding his head in the direction of the dining area.

She gave him a small smile and shrugged it off. “It’s okay,” she told him. “I’m used to it.”

“Yeah, but still,” Caleb said, as he started getting the garnishes ready for his plates. “That’s not cool. I asked her what was so funny, and she just kind of muttered some excuse. If there’s one thing I can’t stand, it’s people who act like they’re better than others, just because they have status at school or come from money or whatever.”

She heard the hardness in his voice and stopped what she was doing to look at him as he threw a few lemon slices on the plates.

“I know, and believe me, I totally agree,” Ramona told him. “But like I said, I’m used to it. Stella’s never exactly gone out of her way to be nice to me.”

“Yeah, well, I told her to lay off,” he said, turning to face her. “Like I said, it’s not cool, and I don’t tolerate stuff like that.”

A feeling of warmth pooled in the pit of her stomach. She couldn’t find the words to tell him that what he said really meant a lot to her, so she opted for, “Well, thank you. I appreciate it.”

“Not a problem.” He looked down at the order he’d scribbled on his notepad. “I swear, they are one of the most aggravating orders I’ve had in a while. They all ordered salads but with a bunch of substitutions and extra cups of all the dressings. When I told them it was a fifty-cent charge for additional dressing, they looked at me as if I’d said something wrong—and Linda was standing right there. It’s not like I was going to jeopardize my job just because they want free stuff.” He blew out a breath and offered an apologetic smile. “Sorry for venting,” he added.

Ramona smiled back and waved him off. “Don’t worry about it. You can vent to me anytime.”

The rest of the shift seemed to drag by at a snail’s pace, and Ramona found herself actually looking for extra things to do to keep occupied. Unfortunately, every time she peeked out into the dining area, Stella and her cohorts were still there. They seemed to be taking their sweet time—and taking advantage of having Caleb pretty much all to themselves. He’d already made several trips to the kitchen to get croutons and extra tomatoes and another container of honey mustard. Ramona could tell he was becoming more and more irritated with each trip.

“Is there anything I can do to help?” she asked again when he came into the kitchen.

“No, I’m good,” he said, grabbing a small bowl with shredded cheddar. “I’ll just be glad when they get out of here.

She hated the fact that they were being a nuisance, but if Caleb’s earlier words were any indication, he was perfectly capable of handling things himself. Though she was still surprised at how he’d stuck up for her like that—she honestly didn’t think he cared that much. Maybe a little, but not like that.

It made her think, if she was wrong about that, what else might she be wrong about?
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FIFTEEN

“WELL, TODAY WAS A BUST,” CALEB SAID, COUNTING OUT his paltry tips. “Yesterday was a lot busier.”

It was near the end of their shift, and he had come to stand next to her in the server station while she finished wiping down the counters.

“Yeah? I’m sorry I missed it. I had a family thing I had to go to.”

“Ah,” Caleb said. “I asked Linda where you were. Did you have fun?”

Ramona snorted. “I wouldn’t say it was fun exactly… but it’s always great seeing my aunt Simone. It was her birthday party we went to.”

He nodded. “That’s cool. So y’all are pretty close?”

Ramona shook her head as she wiped. “Not really, but she’s one of those cool aunts, you know? I admire her a lot.” Ramona paused, and then added, “She’s the type who doesn’t care what anyone else thinks about her, as long as what she does makes her happy. I wish I could be more like that.”

Realizing she’d said more than she meant to, Ramona glanced quickly at Caleb. He stood there quietly watching her for a moment as if she were a puzzle he was trying to figure out.

“What is it?” Ramona asked quickly, her heart pounding in her chest.

He shook his head and leaned back against the counter. “It’s just,” he began, taking a deep breath. “This is going to sound weird, I guess, but I need to ask someone about it, and I feel like I can talk to you.”

There was that penetrating look again, and all Ramona could do was nod.

He paused for a moment, as if deciding how to proceed, then continued. “So, about a month ago, this girl leaves a note in my locker. Well, it was a drawing and a poem she’d written. She left her email address on the note and when I typed it in, her profile picture popped up. She’s dressed in costume, so I have no idea what she really looks like or who she is. Which is cool, I guess, the sense of mystery and everything. In the poem she tells me how much she likes me. So, I email her, because how often does that happen? And we’ve been emailing each other for, like, weeks now. And everything should be great, right?”

Ramona made herself nod, trying to maintain the look of calm nonchalance; meanwhile, her insides were churning.

“The only problem is, I can’t help but feeling that something is off. I mean, this girl won’t agree to letting me do anything beyond email her. If I suggest meeting, or talking on the phone, or even texting, she always shoots me down. Or doesn’t respond. And I’m wondering, what’s going on? Like, is this normal? I know that she wanted to be anonymous, I guess because she didn’t want me to know who she is, but if we’re talking, you’d think that at some point, she’d be okay with me knowing who she is, right?”

Caleb started to pace back and forth while he talked. He was so absorbed in what he was saying that he didn’t seem to notice that Ramona had gone strangely still. Fear had paralyzed her, and all she could do was watch him and breathe.

“So, I’m just like, what do I do? I mean, I think I really like this girl, but I feel like she isn’t really ready to go any further because she keeps hiding from me.”

Ramona felt the words stick in her mouth as she tried to respond. “I don’t know. Maybe she has a good reason for wanting to stay anonymous?”

Caleb frowned. “I don’t see how. I mean, if I’m open to getting to know her, why the continued secrecy? I’ve asked to call her, I’ve asked to meet up, and she always tells me no.” He shook his head. “Honestly, I’m thinking about just not talking to her anymore. I feel like if she can’t be honest with me, then why should I keep trying to pry it out of her?”

Ramona’s heart twisted in her chest. The answer she wanted to give was right on the tip of her tongue.

Caleb stared at her for a moment, his green eyes searching. “If you were in my place, what would you do?”

How could she explain to him that she knew exactly what he was talking about because she was already in his place? Honestly, it was now or never. She gathered her courage to tell him. “I—”

Just then, one of the servers for the next shift poked her head around the glass partition. “Linda says you can come on up to collect your credit card tips.”

They both nodded. “We’ll be there in a minute,” Caleb told her. Then he turned back to Ramona. “Sorry, what were you about to say?”

The moment had passed, and with it her courage was gone. “I, well, I was just going to say I don’t really know what I’d do,” she said, lowering her gaze to the floor as she mentally kicked herself. “But maybe you should, I don’t know, give her more time? To open up?”

When she finally looked at Caleb again, he had that same peculiar expression on his face from earlier. After a moment, all he said was, “Yeah, maybe.” His voice sounded strange. “I’d better go get my tips and clock out. I’ll see you later.”

“Later,” she replied softly, watching as he walked away. The weight of the guilt she felt was crushing, and seeing Caleb like that made it even worse. She knew she had to do something.
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When Ramona got home, she trudged up to her room, flung her apron on the floor, removed her glasses, then collapsed face down on her bed. She thought she might cry. She kept picturing Caleb’s face and how he’d looked at her. Did he somehow know it was her? That thought plagued her all during the drive home. What if he suspected something? Could he see through her façade? Had her defense of this girl Caleb liked given her away? She thought back over the conversation, searching for anything she might have said that could have sounded suspect.

Added to the guilt was an overwhelming sense of regret. Maybe she’d been foolish to think that this idea would work. Maybe she should have just been satisfied with crushing on Caleb in secret. Maybe she shouldn’t have let it get this far out of hand.

Of course, she knew it was too late to say what she should have done. When she thought of facing the truth of the situation, that she needed to come clean to Caleb, it made her sick to her stomach. The thought of losing what she had with him terrified her, but the thought of him hating her was even worse.



Reaching for her discarded glasses, she put them on, and with a feeling of trepidation, she sat down at her computer. She still hadn’t responded to Caleb’s email from yesterday. She read over what he wrote, chewing her lip, trying to think of how to apologize, to explain. And then suddenly, with a painful jolt, she knew just how to do it.

FROM: RelUnderground1@cosplaycraze.net

TO: cry.woolf.03@gmail.com

DATE: Oct 20 at 3:32 PM

SUBJECT: I want to explain

So, I know you’re probably confused and a little frustrated with me right now, and to be honest, I really can’t blame you. I know that you have every right to feel the way you do. I know that you feel like we’ve spent all this time emailing each other back and forth. That we have this… connection. I know, because I feel it too. And I know that you feel I’m not being completely honest with you. And… I haven’t been. I’m so sorry, Caleb. I know it’s not right, but I figured if I could at least explain, maybe you might understand. I hope.

To start, I’ve always had a problem with opening up to people. A strong tendency toward introversion, I guess? But that doesn’t mean I didn’t wish I could be more open to people. I wish I could have more friends, more people who understood me. I’m lonely a lot more of the time than I’d like to admit. I just cringed reading back over that, btw. But it’s the truth, and I’m trying to be as honest with you as I can.

So, getting back to it. I said I wished I could be more open with people about my feelings. Well, I tried that one time, and it backfired horribly. I was in the 8th grade and I liked this boy. Stephen Hatzilakos. (I’m surprised I still remember how to spell his name.) I liked him. A lot. And I thought that maybe the feeling was mutual. And because I thought it was mutual, I worked up the nerve to ask him to the spring formal. And I know this sounds like a cheesy knockoff plot of an after-school special, but I promise you, it is not. When I asked him, and I stared into his face, expecting his acceptance, I can’t describe the expression of horror, of aversion, that he had. Like I had asked him something truly unforgivable. I’m awkward at holding conversations, but I’m pretty good at reading facial expressions, and at that moment, his face was saying… a lot. After he’d gotten over the shock, he asked me, “Why would I go with you?”

I won’t torture you with details of the ensuing humiliation, especially after he spread it around to his group of friends. But ever since then, that question he asked me, it’s always haunted me. Why would he go with me? Why would he like me? And even now, I have to ask myself—

Ramona had to pause for a moment to wipe away the tears blurring her vision. She allowed the tears to flow as she revisited the scene long since buried that still plagued her and crippled her self-confidence for so long. When she was composed enough, she drew in a breath, fingers trembling over the keyboard, and continued:

I have to ask myself, why would you? If you really knew me, the real me, how could I be sure that it wouldn’t be the 8th grade spring formal all over again? Because as much as I hate to admit it, there’s a part of me that really feels it would be.

I really like you, Caleb. I more than like you. And the more I’ve gotten to know you—really know you, I can tell you that what I felt before is nothing compared to how I feel about you now.

Here, she took another deep breath before continuing:

I’d be willing to meet you tomorrow, after school, if you’re still up for it.

Sincerely,

Rel

It was easy for Ramona to press Send. In fact, she felt a huge sense of relief once she did. All she could do now was wait and see.

She found herself unable to move from the desk chair. And so she waited. She hoped he would respond. After all she just poured out to him, she didn’t know if her heart could take any more pummeling. She sat with her elbows on the desk, her forehead resting in her palms, waiting to hear that familiar ping alerting her that she had a new message.

She sat there for longer than she realized, only noticing when her arm started to go numb. She refreshed her email again.

She tried to tell herself that it was still early, that maybe he would email her later.

But as the hours passed and she continued to check, her hopes plummeted. Finally, a little after ten, she checked her email one last time. Her inbox had no new messages.

Swallowing her disappointment, she logged off.
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SIXTEEN

THE NEXT MORNING, RAMONA AWOKE TO THE SOUND OF her alarm and rolled over with a groan. The oblivion of sleep had given her some solace, but now that she was awake, everything came rushing back to her. She groaned again. She had to get ready for school, and honestly, that was the last place she wanted to go.

Her mind was running on a constant loop of what happened yesterday with Caleb. How he’d asked her about Rel, the way he acted afterward, the email she sent.

But the memory of the email was enough to motivate her. She practically leaped from her bed to hover over her desk. She hoped beyond hope that her inbox wasn’t empty. Her fingers stumbled over the keys, and her heart pounded in her chest and in her ears. She wasn’t sure what she expected to find, but she steeled herself for more disappointment.

She was almost afraid to hope. Her fears eased tremendously when she saw the message waiting for her. She clicked on it with an eagerness that would have been embarrassing had anyone been there to witness it.

FROM: cry.woolf.03@gmail.com

TO: RelUnderground1@cosplaycraze.net

DATE: Oct 20 at 11:44 PM

SUBJECT: I get it

So that was a pretty serious story. I will start by saying I appreciate that you shared it with me. I know it couldn’t have been easy to do that, Rel. Also, I’m sorry that happened to you. No one deserves that, to feel like they aren’t good enough. It’s never easy being open with other people. The risk of rejection is always going to come with that. It’s not a fun feeling—trust me, I know, because I’ve been there a few times myself.

But I want you to know, I’m not your crush from 8th grade. I wouldn’t do that to you. Honestly, even if I met you and found that for whatever reason you weren’t my type (though I don’t see that being possible), I’d still want to be friends with you. Because I’ve told you things about myself that I haven’t really told anyone else. Not since moving here. I feel like you know me, and that counts for something.

I would love to meet up tomorrow after school. We can meet where I work. Are you familiar with Tomlin’s Diner? It doesn’t even have to be a big thing; we can sit and talk and eat French fries. No pressure.

Looking forward to meeting you.

-Caleb

Ramona read over his response several times. She came to the same conclusion each time she reached the end—that today she would have to come clean.

There was no telling how Caleb would react when he found out she was Rel. And even though he said he’d still like her once he found out who she was, how would he feel to know that Ramona had known everything the whole time? She couldn’t see things turning out any other way but badly.

She tapped her fingers against the desk, her mind running through multiple scenarios. Could she really go through with this? She’d made the offer to meet up—she couldn’t back out now. Could she?

Wrong move. She felt disappointed in herself for even thinking of doing that to him. Still, the thought of meeting with him was making her stomach do somersaults.

I am going to tell him the truth, she told herself firmly. Just please let this all go well today.
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For the first time in a while, Ramona was late for school. She rushed through the doors, knowing that she’d already missed homeroom and most of first period. The empty halls made her quicken her steps as she rushed to the front office.



Luckily, she was able to get a tardy slip, although the time it took for the secretary to fill it out in between answering the phone took up the rest of the period. She said thank you and grabbed the slip of paper, greeted by a flood of students exiting class.

On her way to class, she saw Caleb in the chemistry hall before he saw her and smiled despite the daunting task ahead of her. When he saw her, he smiled. “Hey!”

She couldn’t ignore the fact that he genuinely looked happy to see her, and she returned his smile, stopping outside her classroom to greet him. “Hey, how are you?”

He came over and his sudden nearness made her heartbeat increase. “Pretty good, how about you?”

She fiddled with the strap on her bag as she grasped for a response. “Oh, could be better. I overslept this morning, so I’m just getting here.”

He gave her a sympathetic smile. “Well, hopefully the day will improve. I’m kind of psyched today, to be honest.”

Ramona already knew the reason behind his buoyant mood but humored him anyway. “Oh yeah?” She tried her best to make her voice sound cheery.

“Yeah. You remember that girl I was telling you about yesterday? The one I’ve been emailing but she never wants to meet up? She finally agreed to see me.” He ran a hand through his hair. “I hope she doesn’t run out the door screaming.”

Ramona shook her head. “Of course she wouldn’t. Are you kidding? You’re—” She stopped herself before the word “perfect” slipped through her lips.

He looked at her, one eyebrow raised. “I’m what?”

Suddenly, a poster on the wall across from her was extremely interesting. “Nothing. Just, you don’t have to worry about that. She’s really lucky to get the chance to meet you,” she said, sneaking a quick glance at him.

Caleb gave a short laugh and ran his hand through his hair again. “Well thanks.”

Was he blushing? Maybe it was the fluorescent lights in the hallway, but she thought his cheeks definitely had a faint glow.

“Anyway, that’s great, that’s really great,” Ramona said, trying to sound genuine, even though it was really hard. “That you’ll get to meet her.” At the moment, she didn’t know which was worse—her crush standing there, talking to her about how stoked he was to meet another girl, or the fact that in a few hours he might get a terrible shock when he saw it was her.

“Yeah, well. Fingers crossed that it goes okay.”

Thankfully, the bell rang then, and Ramona hastily wished him good luck and said goodbye before ducking into the classroom.

She went through the motions of the day, all the while her mind on what she was going to do. After seeing him, and seeing how excited he was, she knew there was no way she could go through with meeting him at the diner. She just couldn’t. So now, her dilemma became how to get out of it without hurting his feelings. She wouldn’t be able to email him until she was out of the building, and the thought of canceling at the very last minute was even worse than the fact that she was canceling at all.

European History was nothing short of torture. For the first time, she was thankful that Caleb didn’t have the opportunity to talk to her. As Mr. Swanson droned on at the front of the classroom, she jiggled her foot impatiently, her eyes darting to the clock every so often, waiting for the bell to ring. When it did, she scooped up her things and hurried out the door, eager to make it to the parking lot.

She’d already decided that she would email him from her car, and in a weird way, she was glad that she was able to put some space between them. The thought of emailing Caleb while they were in the same space together made her feel shitty, like she was rubbing her deception in his face.

Once she was inside her car, she logged in. Caleb’s response to her last email was pulled up, and seeing it just added to how bad she was already feeling. No point in dwelling on that, though. She might as well get it over with. She took a deep breath and started typing.

Caleb,

I’m so sorry, but something came up and I’m not going to be able to make it after all. I’m really sorry and I hope you’ll understand.

Ramona debated before adding:

Maybe another time.

She didn’t know how true that was but at least it might soften the blow just a little. Her thumbs hovered above the screen and then she finally tapped Send. She was glad to have the words out of her sight.

The shitty feeling remained, though.
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SEVENTEEN

THE NEXT DAY, RAMONA SAT OUTSIDE DURING LUNCH hour, despite the chilly weather. She really didn’t want to be around other people today. She had her earbuds in and her sketchbook out when she felt a tap on her shoulder. It startled her so much she nearly choked on a French fry. She turned and saw Caleb, who was trying not to laugh, as she removed her earbuds.

“Hi,” she said, recovering her composure.

“Hey. I saw you come out here.” He held up his sandwich. “Mind if I join you?”

Ramona froze. Caleb wanted to eat lunch with her? Since when? “No, not at all,” she said, moving her bag to make room. A moment too late, she realized her sketchbook was still out and she quickly closed it and slid it underneath her bag.

“How’s your day been?” she asked.

He shrugged as he unwrapped his sandwich. “Alright for a Tuesday. You?”

She mimicked him, shrugging herself. “Okay, I guess.” She really wanted to know how he felt about yesterday but didn’t think it would be right to pry. After all, she already technically knew what happened, but she wanted to know how he felt about it.

Caleb took a bite of his sandwich and chewed for a minute. He nodded toward her not so subtly hidden sketchbook, full of Rel-related illustrations. “You draw?”

“Yeah, a little.” Please don’t ask to see any of them.

“Can I have a look?”

Ramona wanted to laugh, despite the nervousness pricking at her and the sweat that had formed on her palms. “I’m kind of shy about showing my stuff… sorry.”

“I get it,” Caleb said with a nod. “So what kind of stuff are you into drawing, then?”

She thought carefully before answering. “Mostly just fictional characters. Some that I like from books or TV shows, and some I make up myself.”

His eyebrows raised at that. “Oh yeah? That’s cool.”

Ramona thought he might say more, but instead he seemed to be thinking intently about something while he finished his sandwich. Ramona picked at the remainder of her fries. She was dying to know what he’d decided about Rel. He hadn’t emailed her after that last message, and she wanted to know if he was upset. It’s not your place to ask. If he wanted to talk about it, he’d bring it up.

“So, how did things go yesterday?” she blurted, immediately wanting to kick herself.

Caleb’s face clouded over. “She didn’t show.” It was clear from his tone that he didn’t want to discuss it.

Ramona should have just left it at that.

“I’m really sorry, Caleb. Are you okay?” She was genuinely sorry, and she really did want to know.

He shrugged again. “It is what it is.”

Ramona cleared her throat, her fingers tearing apart the remaining fries. “Are you gonna talk to her anymore?”

“I don’t know. I think I just need some space for now.” He nodded toward her phone. “What were you listening to?

Ramona looked down at her playlist. “Kerli, ‘Walking on Air.’”

“Hmm. I don’t think I’ve heard of her, although the name sounds familiar. I’ve been trying to expand my taste in music more, branch out a little.”

“Oh, yeah, it’s always good to do that.”

They chatted about minor things like their favorite bands and types of music they liked—though Ramona was sure to avoid mentioning Panic! at the Disco—until the bell rang and lunch was over. Caleb balled up his empty sandwich wrapper and finished his water. “Great, time for my favorite class.”

Ramona laughed. “It won’t be that bad. At least today he’s reviewing material for the test on Friday.”

Caleb groaned. “Don’t remind me. You’d think learning about the Italian Renaissance in Florence would be interesting for me, given the fact that it’s a part of my heritage.”

Ramona’s eyes widened. “You’re Italian?”

“Yeah, on my mom’s side. I have generations of family that hail from Florence.”

Ramona smiled. “And yet you ended up here. That’s really cool.”

“I guess, kinda.” He hitched his bookbag on his shoulder, and they started toward the cafeteria, tossing their trash in one of the cans on the way.

“So, do you speak any Italian at all?”

He shook his head. “The only time I really hear it is when my great-grandmother comes to visit. My mom came to the States when she was pretty young, so she doesn’t really speak it, and I never really learned it.” He held open the door for her. “What about your family? Have you always lived in Georgia?”

“Pretty much. I guess this is the only home I’ve ever really known. Both my parents lived here for their whole lives and happened to go to the same university. That’s where they met.”

“It must be nice, not ever having to worry about starting over, not having to worry about making new friends when you move somewhere else. I guess you’ve probably known the same people since you were little.” He almost looked a little envious.

“I have. But, as you’ve seen, I don’t really have a whole lot of friends,” Ramona added quickly. “My best friend, she moved away last year to Tennessee. We still talk pretty regularly, but it’s not the same as having her here and seeing her every day.” The mention of Mandra caused a ripple of sadness to go through her as she thought about the fact that they still weren’t speaking.

“That sucks. But it’s nice that you still keep in touch.”

By now, they were in the hallway, right outside the classroom. Neither of them was ready to go in just yet, so they leaned against the brick wall, out of the way of other students who were entering.

“So, do you have any brothers? Sisters?”

Ramona held up a finger. “One older sister. She graduated last year, and she goes to Georgia Southern.”

“Ah, that’s cool. I have a younger sister. She’s nine and annoys the crap out of me, but I love her.”

Ramona could totally see Caleb in the role of the protective older brother. It made her smile. “That’s sweet.”

He rolled his eyes but smiled, too. “Yeah. Just don’t tell her that.” The bell rang a second time. “I guess that’s our cue to get inside.”

She followed him in the classroom and slid into her seat, feeling delighted. Definitely not how she had expected her Tuesday to go.

She sat through class, replaying their conversation again and again in her head. She didn’t know what had prompted Caleb to seek her out rather than sit with his usual group of friends, but she was happy he did. That meant he wanted to spend time with her. And outside of work, at that.

She was so happy, she didn’t even mind Mr. Swanson’s boring lecture. All she could focus on was the dark head two seats in front of her.

When class ended, Ramona gathered her books and her bag, and Caleb looked back at her with a smile and a wave before he left.

Ramona rode that wave of euphoria all the way home. As usual, both of her parents were still at work. She set her bag and her books on the counter and searched in the fridge for a snack. Leftover pizza sounded good.

She bit into a cold slice and popped open a Cherry Coke, leaning against the kitchen table. She chewed the pizza, not really tasting the pepperoni and garlic because her mind was a million miles away, thinking about Caleb.

Then she went upstairs to her room, tossed her things onto her bed, and plopped down at her computer. She wasn’t expecting to have any mail from Caleb, so it surprised her when she opened her inbox and saw the message from him.

He had to have written it sometime while he was at school.

FROM: cry.woolf.03@gmail.com

TO: RelUnderground1@cosplaycraze.net

DATE: Oct 22 at 10:35 AM

SUBJECT: I’m sorry

Look, I like you, Rel. I get that you’re afraid, but if you’re not willing to trust me, I really don’t see the point in us trying to get to know each other until you’re ready to.

-Caleb

A variety of emotions bombarded Ramona, but the strongest one was an acute sense of loss. Like something had ended between them. While she and Caleb were still coworkers and friends, she couldn’t be her truest self with him like she was when she emailed him as Rel. And while that was probably for the best, given the situation, it still really hurt.

All those conversations, all the things she’d told him… wait, all the things she’d told him… crap.

Her mind suddenly recalled a conversation from a few weeks ago. Rel had told Caleb about the Kerli song. She’d said it was her favorite song to listen to while working on her cosplay costumes.

Crap, crap, crap.

Ramona could only hope that Caleb’s mind wasn’t as overactive as her own. That he wouldn’t make the connection. Honestly, it could be a simple coincidence that she’d mentioned the same song. She sat on her bed and tried to calm down. Was she overthinking this? She was definitely overthinking this. Just because the girl he’d been emailing liked the same song as her, it didn’t mean anything other than they both had great taste in music, right?

Ramona tried to console herself with this, but she still couldn’t shake the nagging feeling that she might come to regret what she thought was a totally perfect day.
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EIGHTEEN

RAMONA TRIED NOT TO LET HER MISAPPREHENSION ABOUT her conversation with Caleb consume her. Instead, she chose to focus on how happy she was that they were talking at all.

A couple of days later, on Thursday, Ramona made her way to her appointment with Ms. Garza, the school guidance counselor, to talk about her career goals and to plan her “path to success.” Ramona tried to keep an open mind, because, of course, she knew that one couldn’t really “plan” their path. You either got there or you didn’t, but there were a lot of variables involved along the way, a lot of them out of your control. Success, she knew, required hard work and sometimes luck or simply knowing the right people. Her mother had once thought she’d be a famous playwright, but here she was, teaching English at Cedar Brook Community College.

The secretary, Mr. Clayton, showed Ramona into Ms. Garza’s office, which was strangely and refreshingly not what she expected. For a guidance counselor, Ramona expected inspirational posters and potted plants, maybe a few pictures of kittens playing with yarn. Instead, the walls were painted black and hung with art—mostly prints, some that Ramona recognized as Frida Kahlo paintings. There was Self-Portrait with Monkey and The Wounded Table, and there in the corner Thinking About Death.

Since Ms. Garza wasn’t there yet, Ramona took the time to look at the artwork more closely. The Wounded Table in particular piqued her interest because she couldn’t figure out what the hell it was supposed to be about. There was a woman in the middle with flowing black hair, a self-portrait, and a skeleton, and something she thought looked like the devil. For whatever reason, though, it intrigued her.

She was still staring at the painting, so entranced that she didn’t even notice when Ms. Garza entered the office.

“So, I take it you like Frida Kahlo’s work too?”

Ramona jumped. Ms. Garza grinned and gestured toward her desk. “I’m sorry to have kept you waiting. Have a seat and we’ll get started.”

Walking slowly toward the desk, Ramona took the chair opposite Ms. Garza’s and tried not to stare. To be honest, Ms. Garza looked pretty badass. She had shoulder-length black hair and heavy black eyebrows that reminded her of Kahlo. She also had a septum piercing, something Ramona secretly wanted but knew her parents would never agree to.

Ms. Garza settled into her chair and laced her fingers underneath her chin. “So, Ramona. Let’s talk a little bit about you. Tell me why you’re here.”

Was this a trick question?

“Because I scheduled a meeting with you?”

“Well, yes,” Ms. Garza said. “But I want you to tell me why you’re here.”

Ramona thought for a moment. “I guess because I want to know what I should do after I graduate?” She hated that all her responses sounded like questions. She sounded like she had no clue.

“Well, it seems that’s something only you can answer, right? What is it that you want to do after you graduate?” Ms. Garza leaned forward, ready to listen.

Should she give her a generic response, the one she rehearsed for her parents? Or should she tell Ms. Garza, this woman she’d known for less than five minutes, what she really wanted to do?

What do I have to lose?

Ramona took a breath. “I want to attend SCAD for a degree in illustration.” There. She said it. And oddly enough, it didn’t sound as ridiculous as she’d always imagined it sounding when she told her parents.

Ms. Garza nodded, looking impressed. “That’s quite ambitious. SCAD is one of the more selective schools.” She pulled open one of the drawers in her desk, and after flipping through some folders, she placed a few printouts in front of Ramona. “You’ll need some samples to submit, of course, and it wouldn’t hurt to have good SAT scores. If I’m not mistaken, there are some scholarships you might apply for as well—”

“—Wait,” Ramona interrupted. “Are you saying that you think I have a chance of actually getting in?”

Ms. Garza considered for a moment. “Well, that really depends on you, Ramona. Do you think you have a chance of getting in?”

Ramona fell silent. Did she think she was good enough? That’s what it always seemed to boil down to, and sadly, she never seemed to think she was.

“Because,” Ms. Garza said, “believing in yourself and your abilities is the first step. You can’t really expect others to believe in you if you don’t first believe in yourself. Start there, and see where it takes you.” Ms. Garza pushed the printouts toward Ramona. “Take these, look them over. When we meet again in a few weeks, I look forward to discussing your goals in more detail.”

Ramona rose from her seat, her feelings rioting inside her at Ms. Garza’s words. Everything Ms. Garza said seemed so simple, yet they were things that Ramona had needed to hear for a long time.

“Yes, and thank you.”
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Ramona’s meeting with Ms. Garza proved to be the highlight of her day. There wasn’t any surprise visit from Caleb at lunch, and he wasn’t in class. She found herself looking at his empty chair, wondering where he was and if he was okay.

When she got home, she walked into her house, surprised to see her parents both home and in the living room, jamming out to Morris Day. She laughed, doubled over as she watched them doing some funky-looking dance.

“Whatchu laughing at, girl? This used to be it back in the day!” her father said, stepping in time to the beat. He came over and grabbed her hands, trying to get her to join in with them.

“No thanks,” she managed to say, in between her giggles. “What exactly are y’all doing anyway?”

“The bird!” Her mother demonstrated the dance.

Ramona couldn’t help but laugh again. “Yeah, the bird. Okay. You guys have fun with that. I’m going up to my room.”

“Awww, come on Mona-bear. We’ll show you the moves, come on and dance with us,” her father insisted.

“Yeah, I’m good.” There was no way she was going to do that, but she could take a moment to appreciate times like this, when they simply had fun together. She imagined this was what they were like before she and her sister came into the picture. “I’ve got a history test to study for, so I’ll be upstairs,” she said, slipping past them.

In her room, she flopped down on her bed, the conversation with Ms. Garza still playing in her mind. She wasn’t at all what Ramona had expected, and she actually found herself looking forward to their next meeting.

As she took her books out of her bag, her thoughts switched to Caleb. She glanced at her phone, which she’d set on her desk. She had his number, after he texted her the address for the Halloween party. She could text him. But that would be weird, right? She’d never really texted him before, except to say thanks for the invite, but they were friends, weren’t they?

Surely there was nothing wrong with shooting him a quick message to let him know she was thinking of him.

Once she had her phone in her hand, she stared at her screen for a ridiculously long time. She erased what she’d typed and started over several times before she finally settled on:

Hey, just wanted to make sure you’re okay since you weren’t in school today. Hope all is well.

She put the phone down and waited.

A few minutes went by, but there was no response. With a sigh and a shrug, Ramona grabbed her notebook, ready to start studying. She was on the third page of Mr. Swanson’s study guide when her phone finally beeped.

Ramona stared at it for a minute before she grabbed it.

Yeah, I’m okay, just had a dr.’s appointment today. Mom let me skip. [image: image] Thanks for checking, that’s sweet.

Feeling a lot more relieved, she replied:

OK that’s good to know. And very cool on your mom’s part.

A few seconds later from Caleb:

What are you doing right now?

She tried to think of something interesting to respond with but couldn’t.

Studying for this test tomorrow. You?

A few seconds went by, then a full minute. Ramona suddenly panicked. Should she have asked him that? Why did waiting for a text response feel like a matter of life and death? Maybe he didn’t want to talk anymore.

Then her phone buzzed back to back:

I started studying but it’s really boring.

Want to study together? I could call you…

On the outside, Ramona remained calm, but on the inside, she was squealing like a twelve-year-old girl whose favorite boy band just came on TV. She composed herself and responded:

Yeah, sure, that would be great.

Then she darted to her door to close it. Her parents probably wouldn’t bother her—they were still wrapped up in their dance-off—but she’d rather not have to answer awkward questions about who she was talking to right now. They currently knew nothing about Caleb, and Ramona wanted to keep it that way for the time being.

Suddenly, her phone rang. She let it ring once more before she answered it with a tentative, “Hey.” God, why did her voice have to sound like that? So high and breathless, like she’d been running a marathon.

Caleb’s familiar lilt filled her ear. “Hey, how are you?”

“I’m good.” She giggled nervously, which caused him to laugh in response. “This feels weird.”

Caleb laughed again. “Why’s it weird?”

Ramona shrugged, not that he could see it. “I don’t know. It just feels different talking on the phone for some reason…”

“I guess? I don’t know, maybe. Hold on just a second, okay?”

Ramona could hear movement and then the sound of a door closing. She imagined that Caleb also wanted privacy. As she waited, she wondered what his room looked like. Rel had never gotten around to asking him.

“Okay, I’m back. So?”

“So, did you enjoy your day away from school?” Ramona smacked herself silently on the forehead. What a dorky thing to ask!

Caleb just laughed. “Yeah, it’s always nice being away from that place. My mom doesn’t allow us to skip too often, but since both me and my sister had doctor’s appointments, she decided to just let us stay home for the day. How was Swanson’s class?”

Ramona groaned. “Boring, but he went over a lot of the stuff for the test tomorrow. Speaking of which, we should probably start studying for said test, right?”

But Caleb didn’t mention studying. Instead, he asked, “So, is it still weird?” Ramona could hear the smile in his voice.

“Not as much. I mean, I talk to you at work all the time. It just seems different on the phone.” It just seemed like maybe something more.

“So, pretend we’re at work.” His voice was teasing. “What would you be doing right now? Besides talking to me, I mean.”

“I would be… waiting on a couple who traveled all the way from Vermont just to try Tomlin’s world-famous chicken-fried steak.”

They both laughed at that.

“That’s probably true,” Caleb said. “I will say, I’ve gotten more than one customer who claims they traveled specifically to eat there. I don’t get the hype, to be honest.”

“Who knows? I mean, I guess they have a decent menu. I’ve never really been a big fan of their food, though. But now that it’s almost November, people are gonna be coming in droves to get those pumpkin spice pancakes that they roll out every year.”

Caleb gagged. “That sounds absolutely disgusting.”

“Yeah, it is. I’m pretty much opposed to anything pumpkin spice flavored.”

“Yeah, same here. I’ll stick to regular pancakes, thanks. I can’t believe it’s almost November, though. I’ve been working there for about month, but it feels a lot longer.”

Ramona kicked off her shoes and leaned back on her bed, settling into a more comfortable position. “So, I guess you like it? Working there?”

“Yeah, I do. The tips are pretty good, so that’s a bonus. And I have fun working with you.”

His words surprised her. “You do?”

He laughed. “You sound shocked. And yeah, I do.”

She suddenly felt a warmth spreading in her chest. “Well, thank you. I have fun working with you, too. It’s nice, you know, having someone to talk to.”

For the last few weeks Ramona had found that solace through the emails Caleb had shared with Rel. Oddly enough, though, Ramona hadn’t thought of Rel once during their conversation. She still felt guilty that Caleb didn’t know, and she still planned on telling him eventually. But, at the moment, now that she was talking to Caleb on her own, she kind of wondered why she ever thought she needed Rel to begin with.
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NINETEEN

UNSURPRISINGLY, THEY NEVER DID GET AROUND TO STUDYING.

Ramona stayed on the phone with Caleb, not even realizing how late it had gotten until her father called up the stairs, letting her know that dinner was ready.

She went to the door and placed her hand over the phone. “I’ll be right down!”

“I guess you’ve gotta go?”

Ramona sighed regretfully. “Yeah, dinnertime. My parents have a thing about us all sitting down together, especially on the rare occasions when they’re both home.”

“That’s cool. It’s nice that your parents still value stuff like that. My dad works out of town, so I hardly ever see him, really. We don’t do a lot of sit-down dinners.”

Ramona had so many other things she wanted to ask Caleb, and she really wanted him to know how much she liked him. So, before she lost her nerve, she blurted out, “I really enjoyed talking to you.”

She felt a rush of giddiness at her boldness.

“Yeah, so did I. It was fun. I hope you enjoy your dinner.”

She laughed. “Yeah, I guess. Thanks. See you tomorrow?”

“Of course. I guess I’d better start studying for that test.”

“Crap, I’d almost forgotten about that,” Ramona said, glancing at the discarded study guide. It didn’t matter though. She’d stay up late if she had to, but she wouldn’t trade the time spent talking to Caleb for anything.

“Yeah, sorry,” Caleb said with a laugh. “We were supposed to study, but I guess I got sidetracked.”

“It’s okay. I had more fun talking to you.”

“Ramona!!” Her mother’s voice echoed down the hallway.

Ramona groaned. “I should go now, before my mom has a cow.”

Caleb laughed again. “Okay. Have a good night.”

“You too. Bye.”

Ramona had been on the phone for so long her battery was almost dead. She put her phone on the charger and bounded down the stairs where her parents were waiting for her at the table.

“What took you so long?” her mother asked.

Ramona slid into her chair. “Sorry. Phone call,” she said calmly, even though she felt happy enough to burst.

“Gossiping with Mandra, no doubt.” Her father winked.

Ramona smiled weakly.

Her father carved the roast while her mother spooned vegetables on each of their plates. “We never got a chance to ask you how your day was,” she said, handing Ramona her plate.

Remembering her earlier meeting with Ms. Garza and feeling extra confident after talking with Caleb, Ramona was actually eager to talk to her parents. “It was pretty good. I got to meet with the guidance counselor, Ms. Garza, this morning.”

Her father placed a few cuts of roast on her plate. “And how’d that go?”

“It went well. I mean, I wasn’t in there for very long, but—” Ramona took a deep breath before plunging ahead. “I mentioned to her that I was interested in attending SCAD, and she gave me some information about programs and scholarships.”

She paused, trying to gauge their reaction. Her parents shared a look, and her mother cut off a piece of her roast before she spoke. “Now, you know we’ve talked about this, Ramona. You need to choose a degree that’s going to lead to a career. Drawing is fine as a hobby, but it’s just not practical.”

Usually, that would have been the end of the conversation, and it wasn’t as if her mother’s reaction was a surprise. Still, after today, she decided that her interests, her aspirations, were worth fighting for.

“But there’s plenty I could do with a degree in illustration,” Ramona insisted. “I could get a job in media, creating cartoons, or drawing for comics. I could do graphic design or—”

“—Yes, honey, we realize all that,” her father said gently. “We just want you to study something that’s going to help you in the long run, that’s all.”

“And SCAD is awfully expensive,” her mother added. “I can’t see putting that kind of money into something that might not even guarantee a job at the end of it. There are plenty of other great schools you can look at.”

Every word they spoke felt like a knife right in Ramona’s heart. Why didn’t they ever listen to her? She didn’t want to attend one of the other “great” schools. They probably hoped she’d apply to Georgia Southern like Noelle and major in something safe and parent approved. Well, she didn’t want to do any of that.

“You know, it would be nice if you guys could support me, just once,” she said bitterly. “I mean, every time I take an interest in anything that doesn’t fit into your approved boxes, you have a problem with it.”

“Hold on now,” her father said. “That isn’t true, Ramona.”

“Isn’t it? What about cosplay? It’s something I’ve been doing for years, and yet Mom can’t even get my character right. You guys think it’s stupid, but it’s not. It’s something that matters to me. And so does my drawing. I might actually have a real shot at getting into SCAD, but you won’t even let me try!”

Her mother set her fork down beside her plate and clasped her hands together. “Ramona, we’re just trying to do what’s best for you. And I’ll be honest, no, I don’t understand cosplay. I really don’t, but it matters to you, and that’s fine. However, when you start talking about wasting our money to pursue a hobby, that’s where I have to draw the line.”

Ramona gaped at her. Did she really just say that? “So basically, you’re saying what I want to do is a waste of time.”

“Come on, Ramona, that’s not what your mother meant.”

“May I be excused, please?” she asked quietly.

She didn’t care what she meant, her mother had said enough, and she didn’t want to hear any more. Ignoring her father’s protests and her mother’s stony silence, Ramona pushed back from the table and went to her room without another word.
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Ramona awoke to the steady patter of rain. It was gloomy and dismal outside, but that was fine because the weather pretty much matched her mood. The only bright spot on the horizon was seeing Caleb at school.



After she’d calmed down last night, she tried to study at least a little for the test, but her mind wouldn’t focus on the material. She’d probably earn a craptacular grade as a result, but it didn’t really matter. All she could think about was how hurt, how betrayed, she felt by her parents. How they didn’t understand her and they never would. That was fine. She would apply to SCAD, and she would show them just how wrong they were.

When Ramona finally made it to her history class that afternoon, she pulled out her notes, going over the material one last time. Caleb came in a few minutes later, his hair damp from the light rain that had started to fall. She smiled at him, her mood instantly brightening. “Hey,” she said.

He set his bag down in his desk chair and propped himself up on the next desk so that he was facing Ramona. “Hey. Did you get any studying done?”

“A little. Probably not nearly enough. Did you?”

“Yeah, I got a little bit done last night. I was going to use lunch hour to review some, but then I got caught up in a basketball game.” He ran his fingers through his damp hair and looked out one of the windows. “It’s really starting to come down out there.”

“It’s the perfect weather for the occasion,” she said with a dramatic look. He tried unsuccessfully to hold back a laugh.

“You have a really good sense of humor,” Caleb said. “I like it.”

Mr. Swanson entered the room, a stack of test papers fresh from the printer in his hands. “Alright, five more minutes people, then we’re gonna get started.”

“I guess I’d better go. Good luck,” he said, before he turned around again. “Oh, I meant to tell you, I won’t be at work this weekend. I’m going out of town with my family.”

“Oh, okay,” she said, trying not to sound too disappointed. “Well, I hope you have a good time. And good luck, too.”
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Ramona went to work that weekend, very aware of how dull things would be without Caleb there. After she finished her shift on Sunday, she decided to go to the huge Halloween-themed store a little outside of town. Once she got there, she picked through racks of costumes. The Halloween party was coming up, and she had no idea what she was going to wear. Everything she’d normally gravitate toward—ruffly skirts, Victorian-style dresses, top hats, and petticoats—reminded her too much of Rel.

A beautiful tulle dress in periwinkle blue caught her eye. The bodice shimmered with glints of metallic beads and pale blue jewels. It was by far the most beautiful costume she’d come across, but the price tag made her wince. It wasn’t that she couldn’t afford it—she had a pretty nice stash of tips—but still, spending all her money on a single costume made her think twice.



Of course, she also really wanted to stand out at the party. She picked up the dress, draping it over her arm while she looked at a generic witch costume on the other side of the rack. Nope, no pizazz whatsoever.

In an instant, she made up her mind, and clutching the periwinkle dress to her chest, she made for the register, her mind already constructing a design for the fairy wings and other accessories that would accompany it. It was going to be fantastic if it came out as she imagined.
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The night of the party, Ramona descended the stairs feeling strangely confident. It felt like she was in a montage from a ’90s teen movie where the nerdy girl gets a makeover and becomes a mysterious beauty. Only she definitely preferred her flowing costume to tight minidresses and fancy designer clothes. The fairy wings turned out better than she thought they would. Their iridescent jewels matched the ones in her bodice. She’d thought about using a jeweled tiara but had had a spark of inspiration and decided to make a flower crown instead. It was interwoven with pale blue poppies, and it sat atop her hair, which she had twisted into two French braids. Some shimmery eye shadow, lip gloss, and blue lace-up ballet flats completed her ensemble. Not her usual costume choice, but she liked this new look a lot. With some elf ears, it would be the perfect look for Black Fae Day when it rolled around again in May.



“Wow, Ramona, look at you!” Her dad emerged from the kitchen with a dish towel slung across his shoulder, looking impressed and amazed. “You made this yourself?”

She beamed at him, doing a little twirl. “Just the wings—I found the dress. Do I really look okay?”

He came over to stand in front of her. “You look beautiful. Like a fairy princess going to the prom.”

Ramona rolled her eyes, but her heart was happy. “Okay, Dad. It’s just a Halloween party, sheesh.”

“Here, let me take a few pictures for your mom,” he said, grabbing his phone from the kitchen counter. Ramona struck a pose, the tip of the fairy wand she’d constructed poised against her chin.

“Perfect! You mom’s gonna love these,” he said, swiping through them. “Now, it’s a school night, so you’re to be back by—”

“—I know, eleven o’ clock,” Ramona said. “I’ll probably be back earlier than that, though.”

“And you make sure to call us if there’s any trouble,” he added, brow furrowed.

“Yes, Dad,” Ramona said, slightly exasperated. The way he was going on, you’d think she’d never been anywhere outside the house. Still, she guessed it was kind of sweet. “I know. I’ll be fine. I’ll see you at eleven. Try not to eat all the fun-sized Snickers,” she added.

Earlier at school, students had come dressed up in costumes, but Ramona had decided not to because she wanted Caleb and everyone else to be surprised. Then, when she saw him in class, she was glad to see that he hadn’t dressed up either.

“Are you sure you don’t want us to pick you up?” he’d asked her.

“No, that’s alright, I can meet you there,” she’d told him.

Tanya’s house was only a few blocks away, so it was a short drive. On the way, she worried about finding a place to park and tried to calm her racing pulse. She’d never been to a Halloween party before. Well, not one with people her own age, anyway. There was a strange sense of anticipation that mingled with her nerves as she turned onto the street where Tanya lived.

Just be cool, she reminded herself, having chosen it as her mantra for the night.

Of course she got there quicker than anticipated, and thankfully parking wasn’t an issue. She pulled up and parked behind a blue Volkswagen and sat there, scoping out the surroundings. The house didn’t seem too packed, but then it was hard to tell how many people might be in there just from looking at the outside. She hoped that Caleb was already there. After all, he was the one who’d invited her, and he was probably the only person she really knew. Already, she could slowly feel all her earlier confidence evaporating. Should she text Caleb to let him know she was there or should she just go inside?

Maybe I should just go home. She could make up an excuse, tell Caleb that she suddenly felt unwell. He probably wouldn’t mind.

Then she shook her head and took a steadying breath. No, she’d been looking forward to this all week, more than she’d wanted to admit to herself. It’s okay. You’re going to go in and have a good time. Besides, how will you ever know what could happen if you don’t take a chance? Enough stalling.

She finally emerged from the car and started slowly up the paved sidewalk. When she got to the front door, she took a moment to appreciate the decorations that were set up around Tanya’s house. They really went all out, with blinking green and purple lights around the doors and windows, floating white ghosts and bats, and a gigantic blow-up jack-o-lantern that glowed in the middle of the front yard. A huge sign on the lawn read, “ENTER IF YOU DARE.”

She rang the doorbell and imagined that Tanya or one of her friends would answer the door with a look of confusion and tell her to get lost.

But that didn’t happen. Someone she didn’t recognize opened the door and greeted her, and she found herself ushered inside into a haze of loud music and flashing lights.

What had she gotten herself into?

She turned to the person who invited her in, a girl dressed as Harley Quinn. “I’m looking for Caleb? Caleb Woolf? Do you know where he is?”

Harley Quinn gestured toward the back of the house. “Try the dining room,” she said. “A lot of them are back there playing beer pong.”

Great, Ramona thought. She waded through the crowd of unrecognizable bodies, accidentally bumping into the Hulk, who was dancing with Lydia Deetz from Beetlejuice. Caleb told her he’d be dressed as his favorite character from The Lord of the Rings. After a moment of scanning, she spotted an extremely hot Aragorn standing off to the side talking to someone wearing a “Vote for Pedro” shirt. With measured steps, she made her way over to him. Once she was close enough, she tapped him on the shoulder.

He spun around. “Hey! You made it! And wow!” He looked genuinely happy to see her. And if she was judging correctly, maybe something else. He’d only ever seen her in her Tomlin’s uniform or her usual T-shirt and jeans. Now, his eyes lingered on her costume, on her, longer than was probably necessary. “You make an incredible fairy,” he said.

She blushed. Hard. “Thanks! You make an incredible Aragorn,” she replied, taking in the tunic and flowing dark cloak. “Did you make that?”

He seemed really pleased that she recognized his character and, grinning, shook his head. “Nah, I’m not that skilled—I found this on Amazon. But your costume is really great, did you make it yourself?”

“Just the wings,” she said, as someone jostled her from behind.

“Here, why don’t we move into the den, where it’s a little less crowded?” Caleb asked as he gently led her through the crowd.

“Tanya’s parents really went all out, huh?” Ramona said, admiring the blinking orange and black lights strung along the ceiling in the living room leading into the kitchen and the den.

“Yeah, I guess they did. Really, my parents never really pay a lot of attention to any holiday except Christmas,” Caleb told her. “Did you want something to drink?”

Ramona shook her head. She knew they had beer and who knew what else. She didn’t want to get herself into a situation where she might be pressured into drinking any. “Nah, I’m okay. Thanks, though. So, what’s going on? Are they doing anything in particular, or does everybody just kind of do their own thing?” She felt a little embarrassed for asking. “I’ve never really been to one of these before.”

To her immense relief, Caleb didn’t look at her as if she were a total dweeb. “It’s cool. I think people are still arriving, but later there’s gonna be a costume contest.” He glanced meaningfully at her costume. “And I think you have a real shot at winning. You should enter.”

“No, I seriously doubt it,” Ramona protested, but Caleb waved her off with a grin.

The next hour passed more pleasantly than Ramona could have hoped. She and Caleb hung out with each other, talking and laughing. Even when a few of Caleb’s friends went to play table hockey in the basement, he told them he was good where he was. That made Ramona really happy—that he would want to stay with her. She was comfortable around him now. She was almost herself. She never would have thought this possible a few months ago. Talking to him was like spending time with an old friend—easy and relaxed.

An hour or so into the party, Ramona’s enjoyment was slightly marred when Stella arrived. She just had to make a big deal about her entrance. She must have had the DJ helping or something because suddenly the music stopped, and “Thank U, Next” started playing as Stella came in, sashaying into the center of the room. There was clapping and cheering, and even Ramona had to admit, she did make a pretty convincing Ariana Grande.

As soon as Stella saw Caleb, she made a beeline for him, barging into the middle of their conversation to gush over his costume. “Caleb! You’re here! I love your costume! Are you a Viking? That’s so awesome!” she said loudly, her words a little slurred.

Ramona glared at her then looked away, shaking her head in exasperation. The nerve of this girl. She wasn’t going to let Stella’s rudeness ruin her night, though. Instead, she wandered over to the corner of the room to examine the CD collection stacked against the wall, a much-needed distraction from watching Stella fawn all over Caleb.

Ramona heard Caleb as he tried to remove himself from the situation, backing away from her, saying, “Yeah, actually it’s not—”

“—OMG Caleb, you have to enter the costume contest!” She thrust several sheets of paper against his chest. “You could so win!”

“Yeah, okay,” he said, taking the papers and moving away from her before signaling to Ramona to follow him into the adjoining room.

He shook his head apologetically. “Sorry about that. She can be so… annoying sometimes.”

She smiled at him. “Don’t worry about it.” Then a beat later added, “I just think she likes you.” She resisted the urge to slap her hands over her mouth. What had possessed her to say that?

Caleb looked taken aback. “Well, okay, that’s cool, I guess. Stella isn’t really my type, to be honest though.”

That bit of insight certainly piqued Ramona’s interest, and she wanted to ask him more, to know who was his type. She was on the verge of it when she saw that Caleb was distracted. He’d found a pen and was propped against a table, scribbling on one of the papers Stella had given him.

“Are you entering, then?”

He finished writing, then turned to her with a devilish grin. “No, but you are.”

“What? Caleb, no!” she said, laughing and trying to grab the paper from him.

She snatched at it, and he caught her by the wrist. Then her breath caught in her chest as they stared into each other’s eyes, just for a split second. Then he released her, and just like that, the moment passed. He held up the paper, one eyebrow raised.

Ramona threw up her hands in mock frustration. If she was being honest, she really wanted to enter the contest. She’d put too much effort into her costume to not want to. “Fine, whatever. But I’m not going to win,” she insisted.

He smirked at her. “We’ll see. Hold on while I go see where to turn this in.”

While he was gone, Ramona checked her phone. She was delighted to see an email about Como Con coming up in December. She was even more surprised to see a text from Mandra. With slightly trembling fingers, she opened it.

Hey. I know we haven’t talked in a while. And that really sucks. I don’t know what I said that was so horrible for you to stop talking to me, but you should know that I’d never intentionally do or say anything to hurt you. I was only trying to help. Anyway, I called your house and your dad told me you were at a Halloween party. I’m glad you’re getting out and having fun. Happy Halloween.

Ramona’s first instinct was to reply, but this wasn’t the place, and she wanted to take time to think out a meaningful apology. Maybe she’d call Mandra when she got back home, and they could talk.

“It’s done,” Caleb said slyly.

“I can’t believe you did that,” she said, though she really didn’t mind all that much. She was happy he thought her costume was good enough to win.

She moved a little to the beat of the song that was playing and couldn’t believe how much fun she was having. She hadn’t known what to expect, but just being there, talking to Caleb about the most random things was the perfect way to spend the night.

After an hour or so, she noticed Harley Quinn stationed in front of the fireplace, a microphone clutched in her gloved hand. “Alright, guys, listen up, if I could have everybody’s attention, please!” She waved a stack of papers. “All the votes have been cast, and now we’re about to call the finalists to the front! So, listen up…”

Ramona was curious to see who made the cut, and she was surprised when “Blue Sparkly Fairy” was announced. She shot Caleb a look, and he laughed as he ushered her to the front of the room with the other three finalists.

To both their surprise, he was called up as well. She giggled, delighted when he gave her a high-five. “You do deserve to be up here,” she said. “Your costume is really good.”

Caleb blushed. “I don’t think so, but thanks.”

“Now, we want each finalist to walk across the front for everyone to get one more look at their costume. If you think they should win, clap as loud as you can!”

When it was Ramona’s turn to walk across the floor, she felt almost as confident as she did at a cosplay con. The applause that greeted her was encouraging, too. She looked up to see Caleb clapping and cheering louder than anyone.

But before she made it all the way across the foyer, Stella yelled from the side, “Yeah, okay, we’ve seen enough. Move along, thank you! Next!”

There were some laughs and titters from the crowd. Ramona’s face burned as she quickly walked off to the side to make room for the next person. She didn’t know if she was more embarrassed or furious. She didn’t see or hear as the rest of the finalists paraded across the floor, but when it was Caleb’s turn, she noticed that Stella cheered and whooped, and when he was announced as the second-place winner, she practically threw herself at him.

Ramona turned away from the sight of Stella’s arms wrapped around Caleb’s neck. She had to get out of here. Weaving her way through the crowd of people, she slipped quietly out the door.
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TWENTY

RAMONA WAS ON AUTOPILOT AS SHE OPENED THE CAR door and got inside. She just wanted to go home.

Before she knew it, she had pulled into her driveway and was making her way inside, still feeling a bit numb. Thankfully her parents weren’t around to ask awkward questions, and she went straight to her room. She took her phone out of her purse, dialing Mandra, desperately hoping she was home. She was filled with relief when Mandra’s face filled the screen. “Hey!” She sounded happy but also a little surprised. “What’s up? Are you okay?”

“Yeah,” Ramona started to say, biting down on her lip to keep from crying and exhaling through her nose. “No, not really. I’m not interrupting anything am I? I know you probably have plans or someplace to be—”

Mandra nodded gently. “I do, but it can wait. Do you want to tell me what’s going on?”

Just hearing her voice made all the emotions she’d kept bottled these past weeks come rushing to the surface. She told Mandra everything. Everything they hadn’t talked about since their argument—her aunt’s birthday party, Caleb’s last few emails, her botched confession, and tonight’s party. Mandra listened without interrupting, even when Ramona started to ugly cry in the middle of it, snot and all. Then, when Ramona finally finished, Mandra blew out a breath.

“Wow,” she said. “That’s a lot. First of all, your cousin’s a dick, and he needs to be shat on by a flock of seagulls.”

Ramona couldn’t help the burst of laughter that bubbled up at the thought. In fact, her ribs were sore from the combination of laughing and crying in such a short span of time. The tight bodice of her dress didn’t help, and she tugged at it.

“That’s a beautiful costume. You did a really awesome job on it, especially the wings,” Mandra said. “And from what you told me, if Caleb would rather let Stella drool all over him, then he doesn’t deserve you to begin with.”

Ramona tried to smile but felt the tears come anyway. “I’m so sorry. I should never have gotten mad at you. You were just telling me the truth,” she said, sniffling back tears and wiping her cheeks. “I’m such an idiot.”

Mandra removed her own glasses to wipe her eyes. “You’re not. I mean, I’m not in your shoes, so I can’t say I completely understand, but I know how important this is to you and how complicated things have gotten.” She took a deep, shaky breath. “I’m also sorry if you feel like I haven’t been there for you. You’re my best friend. You know that, right? And nothing is going to change that.”

Ramona nodded as they both started to cry again. “I know that. I don’t know what I was thinking. It’s just hard without you here, but you’ve been nothing but supportive. I was just being, I don’t know, stupid. Just know that I’m really sorry and I hated every day that we didn’t talk.”

“So did I,” Mandra said. She chewed on her bottom lip before speaking again. “So, what are you going to do about Caleb?”

Ramona sighed and sat back in her chair. “I don’t know. The more I think about it, the more I realize you’re right. I mean, maybe I didn’t mean for it to turn out this way, but if I tell him the truth after all this, I think he’ll probably hate me.”

“He won’t,” Mandra insisted.

“He’s told me so much about himself,” Ramona said sadly. “I feel like I really know him, but he can’t say the same about me. I mean, the stuff I’ve told him when I emailed him as Rel was all true—that was all me—but he has someone different pictured in his head.” She let out a frustrated moan and wiped her cheeks again. “And for a moment, tonight, when we were at the party, I thought there might be the possibility that he liked me. But if he did, why would he let Stella throw herself all over him after she humiliated me in front of everyone?”

“It could have been a misunderstanding. Just wait and see what he says when you talk to him again.”

“Yeah.” Even though the night didn’t end as well as she hoped it would, Ramona was so happy to have her best friend back. “So how have you been though? How was your night?”

Mandra grinned. “It was good. I went to the movies earlier,” she said. “But seriously, are you gonna be okay?”

Ramona waved off her concerns. “Yeah, I’ll be fine, don’t worry about me. But tell me more about your night? How was the movie?” She figured they’d talked about Caleb enough for now.

“It was awesome, actually. Afterward, some friends and I went to the Pizza Gallery and met up with some of the other kids from school. Including one unbelievably hot individual named Gregory Baxter.”

“Oh?” Ramona said, raising her eyebrows. “Details, please.”

“I don’t know,” Mandra said, a mischievous grin on her face. “He kinda reminds me of your boy Sebastian Michaelis. You know the type: tall, dark, handsome, and very skilled.”

Ramona laughed. “Did you just compare this guy to a demon? But then again, Sebastian is definitely hot.”

“Damn right,” Mandra retorted. “You already know. I mean, all the servants recognize.” She clasped her hands together and in her best Mey-Rin voice, said in a breathless falsetto, “Oh, Mister Sebastian.”

“Okay,” Ramona conceded. “But aren’t you overlooking the fact that he’s, you know, evil? I mean, he did decide to take a young kid’s soul in exchange for being a butler, right? I mean, I guess I can see the appeal, but still.”

Mandra shrugged. “Hey, sounds like a fair trade to me. I get to have a sexy butler with supernatural abilities at my disposal, and in the end, he gets to claim my soul. I wouldn’t have any complaints,” she said with a laugh.

“So, you think Gregory is comparable to Sebastian? It seems like you have a type, anyway,” Ramona said.

“Sure do. What about Caleb?” she asked with that devious look.

Ramona couldn’t help but smile despite how sucky she felt. “I don’t know. He reminds me more of…” She thought for a moment, then snapped her fingers. “—Trevor. Trevor Belmont. You know, from Castlevania?” She sighed. “Caleb would totally rock that cosplay. You should have seen him tonight as Aragorn.”

“Well, in any case, I have faith that things will work out.”

Ramona shrugged and gave her a weak smile. “Yeah, maybe.” She lifted her glasses to rub her eyes, her fingers coming away with the remnants of glittery eye shadow. “Didn’t you say you had somewhere to be?”

“Yeah, I’m about to head over to Brie’s house. In fact, I’d better get going. You good?”

“Yeah, I’m good,” Ramona said, realizing that for the first time in a while, the words were mostly true. “I hope you have fun.”

Somewhere, during their banter, Ramona realized that she was going to be okay, that whatever happened with Caleb, she was going to get through it. She was just glad that she had her best friend on her side again.
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Ramona didn’t sleep well, and the following morning she woke up feeling groggy and irritable long before her alarm went off, and she sat up in bed thinking about what lay before her. She didn’t know if she was quite ready to face Caleb after what had happened the night before, but she guessed she had no choice; she’d have to see him whether she wanted to or not.

The familiar routine of getting ready for school helped to calm her. She looked at herself in the mirror, making the last-minute decision to add some of the lip gloss she wore last night. She usually didn’t wear makeup to school, but this morning, she figured, why not? After all, she’d really liked her costume, and the reminder of how it made her feel cheered her up some.



It was raining and she drove to school slowly, still arriving early and made it to homeroom, glad that she didn’t run into Caleb or anyone else from the party. After getting to her first class without incident, she started to feel a little more at ease. She went through the motions of the day, choosing to spend her lunch hour in the library. Really, she was preparing herself for when she would see Caleb in her next class.

He was already there when she entered the classroom, and he walked over to her before she even reached her desk.

“Ramona, hey, Ramona.”

She turned toward him, not quite meeting his eyes. It was hard to manage her usual smile, so she didn’t try. “Hey,” she said.

He looked anguished. “I am so sorry about last night. After everything that happened with the costume contest and Stella…”

Ramona winced at the memory of that humiliation. That was the last thing she wanted to be reminded of. She started to protest, to tell him not to worry about it, to assure him that she was perfectly fine, but he didn’t give her a chance.

“What she did was out of line,” he said. “I couldn’t believe she said that to you. And when she lunged at me, I tried to push her away, to tell her what a jerk she was for doing that, but she wasn’t even listening. She was really drunk, and some of her friends had to take her into Tanya’s room to lie down. That was after she threw up on my shoes,” he said, disgust etched on his face.

“I tried to get in touch with you after, but you never responded. Didn’t you get my texts?”

Now that she thought about it, after she hung up with Mandra, she hadn’t even looked at her phone. She pulled it from her bag and saw the unread messages. “I guess not,” she said, feeling sheepish. “Sorry.”

He shook his head. “Don’t be, it’s not your fault. I’m just sorry that the night turned out like that. You left before I could talk to you and… I thought you might be mad at me,” he said, looking pained and a bit uncertain.

“No, of course not,” she said, and this time she managed a small—but real—smile for him. “Anyway, it’s okay. I mean, what she did sucked, but I’m over it. So just forget about it, okay?”

He gave her a skeptical look. “If you say so, but I don’t think it’s okay what she did, and neither do a lot of others who were there. I just didn’t want you to think that I ditched you at the party or that I was okay with how Stella acted.”

Ramona nodded. “Okay—and thanks. But really, I’m fine. I was having a lot of fun up until that point, anyway.”

“So was I,” Caleb said, tugging at a loose string on the bottom of his shirt. “I wish the night had ended better. For both of us.” He looked up at her, and she couldn’t mistake or ignore the meaning there.

She wracked her brain for something to say, but he went on. “I wanted to ask you…” He hesitated, looking nervous. “Are you doing anything today after school?”

“No,” Ramona answered, a little too quickly.

“Cool. I thought maybe we could hang out… if you want.”

Ramona nodded her head vigorously. “Yeah, definitely.”

He smiled, relieved. “Okay. There’s that coffee place a few blocks away, if you want to go there.”

“I thought you didn’t like coffee?”

Caleb shrugged. “I don’t, but you do. Plus, they have tea.”

“Okay. That sounds good.” Ramona could totally feel herself blushing, but hopefully Caleb couldn’t see it.

Mr. Swanson called the class to order and started handing out their graded essays.

Caleb smiled before he went to take his seat, and Ramona sat in her desk, wishing for class to end as quickly as possible.

At the end of the hour, Ramona gathered her books and walked over to Caleb. “Hey. So, I think I’m gonna go drop my stuff off at home and then I can meet you there?”

He hitched his backpack on his shoulder and nodded. “That’s fine. I should probably go home and shower first anyway. I’ll meet you there, say, in about half an hour?”

Ramona beamed at him. “Sounds good.”

She tried to contain her excitement, at least until she was out of the building. Once she was in the car, she punched her fist into the air. She felt so ecstatic, she just had to tell Mandra. She sent her a quick text:

Going out for coffee. With Caleb! He asked me during class. I have a lot to tell you. I’ll call you later.
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She drove home, eager to drop off her things and get to the coffee shop. She rushed up to her room, tossed her bag and her books on the bed, and did a quick check in the mirror. Her hair was hella frizzy, but there wasn’t much she could do about that with the rain.

She brushed it, pulling it back into a high puff, wishing she’d paid more attention when Noelle tried to show her how to smooth her baby hairs down as she checked herself in the mirror again. This morning she’d chosen an oversized burgundy sweater and black jeans. Should she change her clothes? Or would that look like she was trying too hard? But then again, Caleb was going home to shower and change. Was this a date? Were they just hanging out as friends?

Don’t make a bigger deal of it than it is.

What she had on was fine. She should keep it light and casual, you know, just in case it wasn’t anything more than two friends hanging out.

Ramona checked herself in the mirror one last time, grabbed her purse and her keys, and took the stairs two at a time.

Her mother was coming in the door, struggling to get her umbrella closed and hold on to her briefcase at the same time. Even though Ramona still felt some type of way about their discussion about SCAD, she went over to retrieve the briefcase from her.

“Thanks,” her mother said, closing the umbrella and setting in in the holder. She closed the door and started unwrapping the heavy scarf from around her neck. “Look, Ramona, I’ve been meaning to talk to you.”

She paused. That was the last thing Ramona wanted to do, especially right now. “Actually, can it wait? I’m kind of late for meeting someone.”

Her mother eyed her, obviously curious. “Meeting who? And in this weather?”

Ramona rolled her eyes. “It’s just the coffee shop up the street, Mom. A straight shot.”

“Well, who are you meeting?”

Ramona sucked her teeth. “No one! Just a friend from school. Geez.”

Her mother looked at her for a moment, a knowing smile spread across her lips, despite the frown she tried to keep in place. “Alright, well just don’t stay out too late.”

“Got it,” she muttered, opening the door.

“Have fun on your date,” her mother called after her.

She almost retorted, “It’s not a date.” But she didn’t, because, what if it was?

The rain had let up to a semi-light drizzle, and she darted to her car before it could wreak too much havoc on her hair. She wondered if Caleb was on his way yet, or if he was still at home showering. The image that came to mind made her stomach flutter in a completely different way than it did when she was nervous.

The drive to the coffee shop took only about fifteen minutes, but as soon as she left her house, the rain started coming down hard again. She took her time getting there, and once she parked, she looked around nervously. She wiped her palms on her jeans and checked her reflection in the rearview mirror. She took a few deep, calming breaths.

She reached for the door handle and then realized that she’d forgotten to bring an umbrella.

Great. She could either sit here and wait for the rain to let up or she could make a mad dash for the coffee shop and hope she didn’t end up a soaking mess.

Ramona drummed her fingers against the steering wheel, contemplating her chances. She figured she’d wait a few minutes. At least it gave her more time to prepare herself. You know, just in case this was a date. Why had Caleb invited her? Did he simply want to hang out, or was this the beginning of something else? Should she dare to hope that after all this time, and after everything she’d done, that she might get what she wanted in the end?

A silver SUV pulled into the spot next to her, Caleb visible from the driver’s side. He pulled out his phone. A few seconds later, Ramona’s phone beeped.

I’m here. Are you already inside?

She smiled and waved, trying to get his attention, but he was still staring down at his phone.

Look to your right.

He finally looked up and spotted her. She texted him again:

I forgot my umbrella so I was trying to wait out the deluge.

Caleb reached around the back of his seat and held up a long black umbrella and a thumbs up. He got out of his car and came around to Ramona’s side, holding the umbrella over the door.

“Thanks,” she said, once she got out and underneath with him. This was the probably the closest she’d ever been to him, and he smelled so good. Being this close she could finally pinpoint what the scent was, something clean and woodsy, like bergamot. She tried to focus less on the scent of him and the body heat she felt from being so close and more on putting one foot in front of the other as he led them toward the door to the coffee shop.

They chose one of the round, marble-topped tables in a corner by the window, where they had a view of the street.

“You didn’t get too wet, did you?” Caleb asked. He removed his jacket and draped it across the back of his chair before sitting. She noticed he was wearing a dark green sweater and a different pair of jeans.

“Ramona?”

Ramona quickly snapped back to reality and gave him a small smile. “Sorry, what? Oh, no, I’m alright.”

“So, do you know what kind of coffee you’d like? I’ve never been here before.” Caleb took one of the laminated menus.

Ramona looked over a menu as well. “I’m not sure, I’ve only ever been here once, and it was a while ago. I don’t even really remember what it was I ordered last time, but the peppermint mocha sounds pretty good.”

Caleb still studied the menu. “I guess I’ll go with the chai latte,” he said, tossing it on the table. Ramona started to rise from her seat, but he motioned for her to sit back down. “I’ve got it.”

She smiled at him. “Okay, thanks.”

She watched as he walked over to the counter to place their order, then took her phone out. Mandra hadn’t responded yet, but hopefully she would be around later when Ramona called her. As she waited, she took in the atmosphere of the café, appreciating the low lighting and the soft music playing in the background. There were little papier-mâché pumpkins and turkeys strung from the ceiling and a display in the center with orange and yellow gourds that read “Happy Harvest.” Ramona liked the feel of the place—it was very cozy.

Caleb soon returned with their drinks. He set her coffee down in front of her, and Ramona inhaled the scent of peppermint with a smile.

“I love the way peppermint smells,” she told him, holding the hot cup in between her hands.

“Yeah, it always reminds me of Christmas,” he said, holding his cup between his hands, too.

Ramona took a tentative sip. “Still too hot.” She was itching to ask him why he invited her out for coffee, but then she figured maybe she should just go with the flow and enjoy the moment. She was about to ask him how he did on the essay that Swanson handed back but decided she didn’t want to talk about school-related stuff, filler stuff. She wanted to focus on him. “So, you said you liked playing basketball a few weeks ago. Do you think you might try out for the team?”

Caleb sipped his tea slowly. “I don’t think so. I mean, I like playing, but not like that. At my old school, I was more into soccer, and I was on the team there. I played for our school last year. It’s weird though,” he said in between another sip. “I don’t really have a desire to get into sports, even though they were a big part of my life back home.”

“Exploring other interests, then?”

He grinned. “Yeah, you could say that. Actually,” he paused, running his thumb around the rim of his cup, “I was thinking of joining one of the after-school clubs. Don’t laugh. But they just started one for manga.”

“No way. I didn’t know you were into manga!”

He shrugged. “Yeah, well. Someone suggested some stuff, and I started reading it and I really got into it.”

Ramona hoped her smile didn’t falter. She knew exactly who that “someone” was who had suggested it. “That’s really cool, Caleb.”

“If I thought you’d be into it, I’d say you should join, too, but you probably don’t like stuff like that, do you?”

If he only knew.

If she’d known about the manga club, she would have been the first one to sign up. But she only shrugged while taking another sip of her drink. “I’m not really a joiner. I mean, last year when my sister Noelle was still here, I was in marching band. That’s probably the extent of my student council extracurricular activity experience. To be honest, I hated every minute of it.” She shuddered now at the memory. “I don’t know which was worse, having to go to all those games or having to perform in front of everyone in those ridiculous uniforms. But I think I stuck it out because she was there with me. As soon as she graduated, I quit.”

“What instrument did you play?”

Ramona made a face. “Flute. I was never really that great, though.”

Caleb’s eyes held a hint of playfulness. “So, you’re not a ‘joiner,’ huh? Why’s that, though?”

“I don’t know. I guess I just never really liked being part of large groups. I tend to keep to myself a lot. As you’ve seen,” she added with a laugh.

Caleb smiled. “Yeah. Well, maybe it’s time to change that.” His voice trailed off, and he looked a little self-conscious as he quickly sipped his tea. “I mean,” he continued, “I think you’re really cool, Ramona. I like talking to you. I’m having fun hanging out with you. And I’m pretty sure if I do, others would, too. I guess what I’m saying is maybe you should give things a chance.”

Well. She didn’t really know what to say to that. It was something her mother constantly told her, and on some level, Ramona knew it was true. She didn’t have to be as much of a loner as she was. She’d just kind of convinced herself that she preferred it that way. But if Caleb was hinting that they could hang out more, then Ramona felt that was something she could definitely try.

“Yeah,” she said, with a smile. “Maybe.”
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TWENTY-ONE

RAMONA FOUND HERSELF LOOKING FORWARD TO SCHOOL because that meant seeing Caleb. She missed him over the weekend because her parents insisted she take off one weekend per month, and she was eager to see whether maybe he’d sit with her at lunch again or invite her out. Maybe on an actual date this time.

Or maybe you should just go for it and ask him.

When they left the coffee shop last Friday, she’d thought—hoped—they might have been sharing a moment. They were in the parking lot, standing by their cars, and the rain had finally started to slow down to a light drizzle. It was getting dark, but Ramona really didn’t want to leave. And from the way Caleb lingered in the parking lot with her, it seemed to her that he didn’t either.

And there was a moment when Caleb had looked at her, like he was really seeing her for the first time. Her heart had hammered in her chest, and all she could think about in that moment was that her breath smelled and tasted like coffee and how she wished she had a Tic-Tac. But then it was over. One minute, Caleb looked like he was about to lean in and kiss her, and the next he was telling her he’d see her later.

Ramona drove home that night confused as hell. She definitely felt that maybe something would have happened, if only… if only what?

Maybe she should have taken the initiative.

As if.

He had texted her later, telling her that he had a lot of fun, so that was a plus.

But now it seemed as if they were at a standstill. She saw him in class each day, and he smiled in acknowledgment, but she didn’t get a chance to talk to him. She didn’t even see him in the cafeteria during lunch. After a week of wondering what was up with him, Friday finally arrived, and Ramona hoped that at least she’d be able to talk to him at work the next day and find out what was going on.

In European History, Mr. Swanson stood at the front of the classroom, a look of sympathy on his face. “So, many of you did not do so well on that last test. Because of that, I’ve decided to be nice and give you an opportunity to boost your grade. For this assignment, I’m doing things a little differently.” He perched on the edge of his desk and held up a clipboard. “On this paper, you will find your name. I’m giving you the opportunity to choose from whichever of the periods we’ve covered so far—Byzantium through Renaissance—and research one figure from that period to do your report on.” He passed the clipboard to a girl sitting in the row closest to him.

Great, just what I wanted added to my already growing pile of homework. Ramona had no idea which period to choose or who to focus on. She’d enjoyed learning about the Renaissance in Florence, so maybe she’d do her report on Alessandro de’ Medici. Not many people knew he was Black, so that was pretty interesting. Ramona remembered her father telling her about it a few years ago. Her dad was a low-key nerd, especially about anything having to do with people of color in medieval Europe.

Once the clipboard got to her, Ramona ran her finger down the page. Finally, she located her name: R. E. Lambert. Without a thought about anything else, she quickly scribbled “Renaissance, Florence” and then tapped the shoulder of the girl seated in front of her to pass her the clipboard. Ramona then watched as the girl passed the clipboard to Caleb. She wondered which period he would choose. Maybe she’d ask him after class.

She watched him as he appeared to study the clipboard, head bent intently for a minute, then he abruptly sat up. He wrote something on it and passed it on to the next person.

Once Mr. Swanson dismissed them, Ramona quickly gathered her books, hoping to catch Caleb, but he was one of the first people out the door. Maybe he had somewhere to be.

Ramona stopped by her locker to drop off some books, then she trudged out to the parking lot, feeling deflated.

She got home and went to her room, threw her bag on the floor, and flopped down in her desk chair. She checked her cosplay email. Nothing of note there, only a reminder about the upcoming convention next month. She didn’t know why, but she felt restless and uneasy.

She decided to call Mandra. After a few rings, her friend’s familiar voice greeted her. “Heyyyyy, hold on a sec, okay?”

Ramona shrugged, wondering why Mandra’s webcam was off. “Sure.”

She heard background noise and giggling. Was there someone else in the room?

Finally, Mandra’s face popped on the screen. She grinned broadly and straightened her shirt. “Hey, what’s up?”

Ramona stared at her incredulously. “I should ask you the same question.” She leaned forward, waiting.

Mandra giggled and looked over her shoulder. “Oh, nothing, just studying. With Gregory.”

Ramona raised her eyebrows. “Oh, ‘studying,’ is that what they’re calling it nowadays?” she asked with a grin. “Details, please.”

Mandra laughed again. “There’s nothing to tell. Not really. I mean, we’ve been hanging out a lot ever since the last time we all went to the movies.”

“Studying.” Ramona made air quotes as she said this.

Mandra’s smile said it all.

“So, are you guys dating or what?”

Mandra shrugged. “I dunno, we’re just hanging out right now, ya know?”

“Have you kissed?”

Mandra only smiled again, but this time she also blushed.

“Oh. My. Gawd. You’ve been over there playing tonsil hockey for weeks now and didn’t even tell me!”

“Sorry, I know, I know. I was getting around to it, I promise. I feel like we haven’t talked in forever. How are things with you?”

Ramona pointed a finger at her. “Do not try to change the subject. I wanna get back to this kiss. When? Where? How?”

“We went to the movies last week, just the two of us. Some other people were supposed to come, too, but they flaked, and it ended up being just us. And I don’t know, we just kind of clicked. We had fun. Afterward, we went to Target and just goofed around, and at the end of the night—”

“—There was some serious lip lockin’,” Ramona finished. She clapped her hands together. “Well, go on, with your bad self. I’m happy for you, really happy. And he’s there now?” Ramona craned her neck, as if she could see beyond into Mandra’s room.

“Yeah, he went downstairs to get a drink. But enough about me. What’s the deal with you and Caleb? Y’all went for coffee last week. You should be close to doing some lip lockin’ of your own, right?”

Ramona grimaced. “Not likely. I mean, to be honest, I’m really confused right about now. Last Friday, we hung out and then this week it’s just been… weird. Like I thought maybe we’d talk more or hang out again or something, but he’s barely spoken to me at school. He hasn’t texted. I don’t think I did or said anything wrong. Maybe I did. Or maybe he just realized he’s not interested in me like that.”

“I don’t think that’s it. But instead of trying to guess what’s going on, why don’t you just ask him?”

As if it were that simple. Yeah, she could imagine how that would go. Hey Caleb. I was just wondering, do you still like me? If you ever did before, I mean. Or if not, that’s cool, too. I’ll just go in a corner and disappear now.

“You’ll see him tomorrow at work, right? So just ask him then,” Mandra said.

“Yeah, I might do that.” Ramona heard a door opening. She tried to look past Mandra to catch a glimpse of the mysterious Gregory. “So, do I get to meet your friend, or should we save the introductions for another time?”

“Another time,” Mandra said. “I gotta go, but call me tomorrow and let me know how it goes with Caleb!”

“Will do,” Ramona said before she hung up.
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The next morning, Ramona felt off in a way that she couldn’t quite pinpoint. Her stomach was in knots during the drive to the diner, and she sat in the car, trying to give herself a pep talk. It wasn’t going well.

Come on, Ramona, you can do this. It doesn’t have to be weird or awkward. Mandra’s right. How will you know what he’s thinking if you don’t ask him? So, just ask him.

Wrapping her sweater more tightly around herself, she got out and walked inside. She was a few minutes early, so she went back to the kitchen, thankful for the warmth. She was also thankful to have a little more time to think about what she would say when she saw Caleb.

She was surprised to find him already there. He sat at the table but without his usual Tolkien book. Instead, he sat there, leaning forward, looking down at the table, his fingers laced as if he were deep in thought. He looked up as she approached but he didn’t smile.

The “good morning” she was about to greet him with died on her tongue. And all at once, she had the sinking realization that something was terribly wrong.

“Hey,” she said, her voice shaking a little. “Is everything alright?”

He frowned. “I don’t know. You tell me.”

She stared at him. “I really don’t know.” Her mind was still stuck on how distant he’d been acting all week. “Did I do something?”

He let out a humorless laugh. “That is an understatement.” He stared back at her. “Do you have something you want to tell me?”

It suddenly sprang to her mind—that somehow, Caleb knew.

She couldn’t deny that his behavior right now was pointing in that direction. Her heart thudded in her chest, and she could feel the sweat forming along her hairline. She really hoped it wasn’t the case, that it was something, anything else.

“Caleb.”

He shook his head. “You know, I thought a few times, that maybe. There were a few coincidences, stuff that seemed weird, but I brushed it off. Because I figured you wouldn’t do something like that. You wouldn’t lie to me.” He rose from the table and walked toward her. “But one Saturday when you weren’t here, I didn’t know you weren’t coming in, and Linda mentioned that sometimes you asked for days off for your ‘cosplay thing.’”

Dammit, Linda.

“But then,” he said, standing across from her, his arms folded. “I saw your name on Swanson’s clipboard yesterday. Rel.” He took a breath and just looked at her. He looked so hurt and confused that tears came to Ramona’s eyes. “You’ve been lying to me this whole time. How could you do that to me?”

“Caleb, please, just let me explain. Okay, yes, I was the one who left you the note in your locker, as Rel. I thought it was a good idea at the time. I did it because I really liked you, and I have for such a long time, and I wanted to tell you how I felt.” The words tumbled out of her mouth as she blinked away tears. “When you emailed me, I was so happy, but I didn’t expect you to start working here, or for you to like me back or for things to turn out the way they did—”

“—When were you going to tell me? If you were ever going to? A few weeks ago, when I was supposed to meet her… you… whoever. You let me go on about it like an idiot, knowing full well what was going on. And that you weren’t going to show.”

“I was going to tell you, I swear. I just couldn’t find the right time, and I knew you’d be angry with me. I was scared.” She said all this in a rush. “And when we started talking and hanging out, I didn’t want to ruin that. Caleb, I never meant to hurt you.” She started to cry now, but she didn’t even care. All she cared about right now was making him understand.

Caleb wouldn’t even look at her, and she felt this was worse than if he’d yelled at her. “Why couldn’t you just be honest with me?” he asked quietly.

Ramona looked at him helplessly. “Because,” she said, “it’s hard to tell someone you like them when they never seemed to know you were there in the first place.”

He shook his head. “I don’t even know what to say to you. Like, was any of it even real? Or was it all an act?”

“It wasn’t,” she said quickly. “Everything we talked about, everything I told you in the emails was true. I just, I’m so sorry.” She took half a step toward him, and he backed away. His reaction was like a punch to the gut. She felt so pathetic, and she hated that this was happening here, of all places. But she would plead with him as long as it took until he forgave her. “Caleb, I’m sorry.”

Then the kitchen door swung open. One of the new shift managers, Josie, poked her head in. “I just sat a table. Which of you wants it?”

“I’ll take it,” Caleb said quietly. He straightened and then brushed past Ramona, still not looking at her.

She wanted nothing more than for the floor to open up and swallow her. She stood there, hot tears streaming down her cheeks, her fists clenched at her sides. She couldn’t even begin to process how she felt. Shitty didn’t even come close.

She turned on her heel and locked herself in the staff bathroom. She cried, trying to muffle the sound with her sleeve. How could she have been so stupid? How could she not have seen that this would blow up in her face? Caleb would probably never speak to her again. And how could she ever face him after this?

She didn’t know if she could make it through the shift. She seriously considered climbing through one of the back windows and never stepping foot inside Tomlin’s again. She knew she wouldn’t do that, though. As miserable as she felt, she couldn’t just leave Caleb to deal with customers on his own, especially if they got slammed.

She stared at herself in the mirror, her eyes red and wet, her nose leaking snot. She was not a pretty sight, but she needed to suck it up. She made this mess, so she was going to have to deal with it.

Get through today. Figure out the rest later.

She dabbed her eyes with the cheap, sandpapery tissue and blew her nose. Then after she washed her hands and splashed her face with water, she took a deep breath and exited the bathroom.

She clocked in and went out on the floor, choosing the section farthest from where Caleb’s customer sat. Thankfully, he wasn’t around. She wasn’t quite ready to face him again, and she knew that she’d want to keep apologizing every time she saw him.

Which was pretty much pointless.
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TWENTY-TWO

SOMEHOW, SHE MANAGED TO MAKE IT THROUGH MOST OF the shift. Caleb avoided her the whole morning, only speaking to her in a dull monotone and only when it was completely necessary. She had to keep reminding herself that she deserved the cold shoulder.

Still, there was only so much she could take. Around one, she decided to ask Josie if she could leave early since it wasn’t busy. She didn’t bother to come up with a reason, but she must have looked as bad as she felt because Josie let her go home without any questions. Ramona clocked out and headed out front where Caleb was clearing a table. He looked up as she passed by.

“Hope you feel better,” Josie told her.

Ramona nodded. “Thank you.”

Her mind was a million miles away during the drive home, and once she parked in the driveway, she just sat there. If only she had told Caleb sooner. If only she had done things differently. If only she had never left him the note in the first place.

Finally, she got out of the car and went inside, heading straight for her room. She needed to talk to Mandra. She might have some idea of what Ramona could do to fix this mess. Ramona dialed, silently praying that she would pick up.

Her heart sank after four rings, but then Mandra’s face filled the screen. “Hey, sorry. I was in the bathroom. Those burritos I had last night seriously messed up my stomach. I think my mom might have to replace the toilet.” Then she saw Ramona’s face. “Shit. What happened?”

For the briefest moment, Ramona felt the urge to laugh, but it dissipated. “Everything,” she moaned, setting the phone down and covering her face with her hands.

“Okay. Imma need you to be a bit more specific.” Mandra paused, waiting.

Ramona moaned again. “Caleb found out.” Her hands were still covering her face, and it came out sounding muffled.

“Caleb caught trout? Or gout? What?”

This time Ramona did laugh a little, even if it was lacking in mirth. She moved her hands. “Caleb. Found. Out.”

“Oh shit,” Mandra said again, her eyes widening. “What? But how?”

Ramona sighed, shaking her head as she started crying again. “The universe conspired against me, I guess?” She reached for a tissue and blew her nose. “This isn’t how I imagined things would turn out. And now Caleb hates me. But I guess that’s not really surprising, considering what I did.” She sighed again, taking her glasses off to wipe her tears. “You were right. I should have just come clean before and dealt with it when I had the chance to.”

“Hey, you didn’t know things were going to go so far left. Try not to beat yourself up too much. But really, how did he find out?”

Ramona recounted what happened that morning at work.

“Daaaamn. The universe definitely hates you, girl,” she said.

Ramona couldn’t help but laugh, this time for real. That right there was why she loved Mandra.

“What am I going to do?”

Mandra thought for a moment before she spoke. “Well, let’s consider the damage. Sure, Caleb is mad now, but give him some time and I’m sure he’ll be able to get past this. I mean, it’s not like you were trying to deliberately hurt him.”

Ramona nodded. “No, I wasn’t. You should have seen how he looked at me, though. It was awful.”

“But you apologized, that should count for something. Everyone makes mistakes, and you had a reason for what you did. I’m not gonna lie, it probably would have been best to tell him the truth sooner, but there’s no point in saying what you should have done. The past is past. Now we gotta deal with what’s in front of us, right?”

“Right,” Ramona said and wiped her eyes. “So how do I deal?”

Mandra blew out a breath. “You have to tell him how you really feel. No holding back. Lay it all on the line. Pretend that this is a rom-com in the last act and the heroine is trying to get the guy to forgive her and secure that happily ever after. After she’s already messed it up. Now, I’ve watched my fair share of rom-coms, and what you’ve done is nothing compared to some of the shenanigans they get themselves into. You should be able to smooth things over with Caleb. Give him some time, but then I would reach out and try to talk to him. Sit him down and just tell him everything. Tell him how you really feel.”

Ramona closed her eyes, already dreading the imaginary moment. “You make it sound so easy.”

“Oh, no, it won’t be easy at all. Not by any means, but I know you can do it.”
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Ramona moped for the rest of the day. She already knew there was no way she could face Caleb the next day at work, so she called to let them know she wouldn’t be in. Really, she couldn’t ever remember feeling so miserable, couldn’t remember ever experiencing such heartache. She cried so much her eyes were puffy. She cried to the point where she didn’t think she had any more tears left.



At least she managed to hide her misery from her parents well enough by staying in her room. The last thing she wanted or needed was them asking questions. Her mother hadn’t pressed her about who she went to meet at the coffee shop, and for that, she was grateful. Ramona didn’t think she could handle having to explain any of the recent developments in her now nonexistent love life.

She dreaded going to school on Monday. The thought of being there made her double over, made her stomach twist with a horrible ache. She didn’t think she could bear seeing Caleb again so soon. Several times on Sunday night, she thought about texting him. She more than thought about it, she actually pulled up his messages and started typing. She sat there, staring at the blank square of space on her phone screen, her mind trying to figure out how to fill it, how to fix things. But she didn’t know where to begin or what to say. What could she say? What more could she say that she hadn’t already said before?

And even if she could figure out something, she doubted Caleb wanted to hear it right now.

Mandra’s advice remained at the back of her mind, but to be honest, she believed that Caleb forgiving her was a long shot.

She lay draped across her bed, seriously thinking about faking illness so that she could stay home on Monday. It wouldn’t do much, though. She would still have to see him the rest of the week. Though if she did stay home, it might give her more time to prepare. To steel herself against the inevitable cold shoulder Caleb would give her. Every time she thought about how he’d looked at her on Saturday, it filled her with shame.

Still, she couldn’t hide from him forever. In the end, she decided she might as well go to school and face whatever was in store for her. Plus, she was supposed to meet with Ms. Garza again in a couple of weeks and that was the only bright spot on the horizon.

Monday morning came, and she took longer than usual getting herself ready. Several times she was very tempted to just crawl back into bed. When she got to school, she felt oddly exposed and on edge. She didn’t want to run into Caleb in the hallway. And even though she knew he wasn’t the type to tell others his business, she couldn’t help feeling self-conscious as she pulled her books from her locker. Every loud voice filling the hallway, every peal of laughter made her wonder—did they know?

She arrived at homeroom without incident and slumped down in her desk, already wishing for the day to be over with. The morning announcements droned on about inconsequential things, like Thanksgiving break and the upcoming winter dance. Ramona tuned them out, wishing for the day to be over already.

After lunch, Ramona seriously considered skipping seventh period. She walked there slowly, as if she were headed to the gallows. That was what it felt like. She wasn’t sure what to expect when Caleb arrived, but she braced herself for the worst.

She walked into the classroom and quickly took her seat. He wasn’t there yet, and she let out a sigh of relief. She busied herself with getting out her book and notebook. She pretended to be absorbed in her notes, although her eyes only swam across the page, not seeing anything. She wasn’t ready to look up and see him.

Her fears were unnecessary, though. Caleb came into class and sat at his desk without so much as a glance in her direction. Part of her felt relieved, but a bigger part of her ached so badly that it surprised her. If he’d at least glared at her, it would have been some sort of acknowledgment. Instead, it was back to Caleb acting as if she didn’t exist, and it killed her.

She hated admitting how much she’d gotten used to his presence in her life. She hated admitting that she needed anyone. It was something she couldn’t deny any longer, though. Having his friendship had filled a void in her life. But no matter how much she missed him, she might as well accept that this was her reality now.
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TWENTY-THREE

THE REST OF THE WEEK WAS HARD TO ENDURE. CALEB didn’t look at her or try to talk to her. If she happened to pass him in the hallway, he acted as if he didn’t see her. On Thursday, she thought about trying to talk to him after class but decided not to. Instead, she felt it would be better to give him space. Maybe in a couple more days. She knew they would have to see each other at work, at least. She could try to work up her courage to approach him then.

When Ramona arrived at Tomlin’s on Saturday morning, she walked inside, resolute that she would talk to Caleb. She hoped that the week had maybe given him a chance to cool off some. She knew better than to think it was enough time for him to forgive her, but she thought that maybe he’d be more open to listening to her, at least.

She’d spent the night before and most of the morning rehearsing what she was going to say to him. “I’m really sorry” was at the top of the list. She wanted to explain everything, to try to make him see that she never meant to hurt him. Now, as her slippery palms gripped the door handle and her stomach twisted into knots, she just hoped that she would be able to get the words out.

She headed to the back to clock in, expecting him to be at his usual table, but he wasn’t. She hadn’t seen him in the dining area. Maybe he was running late?

Linda emerged from the storage room, clipboard in hand. “Hi,” Ramona greeted her. “Is Caleb working today?”

“He is,” Linda told her. “But he asked if he could come in for the evening shift today instead.”

“Oh,” Ramona said, deflating inside. “Okay.” Really, she couldn’t blame him for not wanting to be around her right now. But the fact that he felt the need to switch his schedule made her feel even worse. She knew that working with him and being in such close quarters would be hard after what had happened, but she still wanted to see him.

The morning dragged, and Ramona was acutely aware of how dull things at the diner were without Caleb there.

When she got home later that afternoon, she sat in the car with her phone in her hand. Caleb’s number was pulled up, and her finger hovered over the call button. She took a deep breath and tapped the button. It rang once, twice, three times, before the call abruptly dropped. Crestfallen, she put the phone into her bag, grabbed her apron, and got out of the car.

It was a crushing realization, that after everything she shared with him and all the things she got to know about him, that now all of that was gone. She missed talking to him. She missed the camaraderie they’d shared. She missed him.

She couldn’t do anything about it, though. And she didn’t think she should try to reach out to him again. At least not right now.

The only thing she had left to be happy about was cosplay and the online community that was always waiting for her. It had been weeks since she last logged into her Cosplay Craze account, and when she got to her room, she sat at the computer and pulled it up, reading over missed announcements about events and awards. There was also a reminder about the Como Con coming up next month, and she thought vaguely about a new cosplay she could create for the occasion. She hadn’t dressed up or posted anything in a while, and she hadn’t visited Rel’s world in a long time. It was nice for a time to be preoccupied with the real one.
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The rest of her weekend passed uneventfully. She arrived at work on Sunday morning, and again, Caleb wasn’t there. She went through the motions of the day, waiting on customers and trying to maintain a cheerful manner, but it was difficult.



After work, she went home and did her homework. And when she was done with that, she worked on her current cosplay. It helped to distract her, to keep her mind off what a mess her life currently was.

There was a knock on her door, and her mother poked her head in the room. “Hey, honey. How was your day?”

Ramona set aside the glue gun she was using to add jewels to the waistband of a skirt. “It was alright, I guess. Kind of a slow day.” She cupped a huge yawn.

Her mother leaned against the doorway. “You look tired. I hope you’re not working yourself too hard. I know we agreed you could work a few days during the week after school, but maybe we should just cut it down to the weekends.”

“No, really, I’m fine,” Ramona said. She’d had this discussion with her mother before. Her parents already thought that with school, working at the diner was overdoing it, but how else was Ramona supposed to afford her cosplay materials and pay for the conventions? Her parents certainly weren’t volunteering to fork over the cash for them. “I think I just need to lie down for a little bit.” She forced a smile. “I’ll be fine.”

Her mother clearly wasn’t convinced, but she didn’t force the issue. “Alright. Well, I’ll call you down for dinner in a little while. You try to get some rest.”

Ramona waited until her mother closed the door before she went back to her project. Now she debated whether she really felt like finishing it. So she flopped down on her bed, hugging her pillow to her chest, wishing that Monday wouldn’t come. She’d finally resigned herself to the fact that Caleb really wanted nothing to do with her, and she just felt drained. Emotionally and physically. Honestly, she wished she could just turn her brain off for a while. She was tired of thinking about the whole situation.
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On Monday morning, she had her meeting with Ms. Garza, and when she got to her office, she didn’t have to wait. Ms. Garza was already seated at her desk, ready for her.

“Hi,” Ramona said, closing the door behind her.

Ms. Garza smiled warmly. “Hello, Ramona. Come on in and have a seat.”

Once Ramona was settled in the chair across from her, she launched right into what she wanted to say. “So, I thought about everything you said to me the last time I met with you. I thought about it. A lot. And I decided that I feel I do have what it takes to get into SCAD. So, I’d like to work on a plan that will help me get admitted.”

Ms. Garza positively beamed at her. “Absolutely. I’m glad that you were able to come to that conclusion. Did you get a chance to look over any of the handouts I gave you the last time we met?”

“Yes.” In fact, she had read over them so many times, she almost had them memorized. “I know the minimum SAT score I need and what kinds of samples I need to submit. I’ve also started thinking about what I want to include in my admissions essay.”

“That’s all very good. It sounds like you’ve got a plan already in place. I’d like to meet with you again in a few more weeks. If you have a draft of your admissions essay started, I’d like for you to bring that. It doesn’t have to be complete, but bring whatever you have, and we can work on it. How are your preparations for the SATs coming along? If you need tutoring, there are resources available.”

“No, I’m okay with that. Thanks, though.” Honestly, passing the SATs was the least of her worries right now. Convincing her parents that SCAD was the right school for her would be much more challenging.
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TWENTY-FOUR

“I ALWAYS HAVE TROUBLE REMEMBERING WHAT FLOOR your sister is on,” Ramona’s mother said the following Wednesday. She bit her lip and stepped into the elevator.

“I think it’s the third floor, Mom.” Ramona pressed the button. She tried to ignore her mother’s uncharacteristically flustered behavior. The elevator zipped upward, and she braced herself for the funny feeling she always got in the pit of her stomach, like something was being pulled from her.

They stepped out onto the third floor, and Ramona led the way down the carpeted hallway to Noelle’s room. “Three-twenty-four, right?”

Noelle lived in one of the newer dorm buildings, or what they called “suites” that housed four students with each having their own room. It was very spacious and modern and chic, and Ramona hated it. It didn’t really look like what a college dorm should look like to her—it didn’t have that college feel that she expected. Noelle told them she liked it well enough, though. Or at least she was happy to live there until she crossed over and could move into the Delta Sigma Theta sorority house.

Noelle was crossing over from pledge to soror, which was why they were there, for her induction ceremony that evening. The whole campus seemed abuzz with excitement, and Ramona, although still sad about the situation with Caleb, was happy for her sister. She was also curious about what she’d witness tonight. After all, she’d probably never get the chance to attend such an event again.

“It’s a shame your father couldn’t be here,” Ramona’s mother said, nodding to a trio of girls who passed them in the hallway.

“Yeah,” Ramona said. “Well, at least we can record it for him.” She stopped in front of Noelle’s door and knocked. Ramona heard movement on the other side, and giggling. The door flew open, and a girl Ramona didn’t recognize greeted them. “Hey! Hi! You must be Noelle’s family, come on in!”

Ramona’s mother stepped forward. “Hi. Where is Noelle?” she asked, peering around the corner, where they had a view of the kitchenette and a hallway leading to the bedrooms.

“She’s in the bathroom. Noelle!” the girl hollered before she gestured to the sofa. “Y’all make yourselves at home.”

A moment later they heard footsteps coming down the hallway. “Mom! Mona! Hi!” Noelle came up behind them and wrapped her arms around them, a huge cheesy grin on her face. “You’re here!”

Ramona couldn’t help but grin back; her sister’s excitement was infectious. “Yeah, we’re here. How are you?”

Noelle was a ball of energy, bouncing on her feet. “I’m great. I’m just so relieved and happy that this day has finally arrived.”

“Are you nervous at all?”

Noelle twisted the gold band on her middle finger around in a circle and walked over to the love seat across from where they sat. “A little bit, I guess? I don’t really know what to expect tonight.”

Ramona’s mother squeezed her shoulder, joy radiating from her face. “Don’t worry, you will be fine. I’m just so proud of you. We all are. I’m sorry that your father had to work. Trust me, he really hates that he’s missing your big moment.”

Noelle’s lips drew into a pout. “Yeah, that really sucks. But I told him I’d call him later, and that we’d take lots of pictures. In fact, do you want to see my new dress? It’s in here.” She’d started to lead them back toward the bedrooms when her phone chimed. “Hold on a sec.” She pulled it from her back pocket, walking away from them into the kitchen area as she typed.

Ramona pulled out her own phone as well and checked her messages, even though she hadn’t gotten any alerts. Thoughts of Caleb tugged at the edge of her mind, and she tried to block them out. She kept replaying what had happened earlier today in class when she walked by his desk. For just a split second, he looked at her. And she stared back at him, hopeful. This was the first time he’d acknowledged her in weeks, and just as she was about to say something, he quickly looked away.

Suddenly, her mother’s voice broke into her thoughts. “You’ve got the camcorder, right?”

Ramona patted her bag. “Yeah.”

“Noelle, what time do we have to be down there? The ceremony is being held on the quad, right?”

Noelle walked back over to them, phone still in hand. “Yeah, hold on one more second.” She frowned, seeming agitated as her thumbs worked quickly across the screen.

Ramona and her mother exchanged a look.

Noelle pocketed her phone. “Now what were you saying?”

“I was just asking about where the ceremony is, and what time it starts,” her mother said.

“Is everything alright?” Ramona asked.

Noelle smiled, but it was a little strained. “Yeah, great, everything’s great.” Turning to their mom, she said, “The ceremony starts at eight, but I need to be there at least an hour beforehand.”

Their mom’s phone rang. “It’s you father,” she said, rising from her seat. “Probably checking to see that we made it alright.” She walked away from them to take the call.

“You wanna come on back and see my dress?” Noelle asked Ramona, gesturing toward her room.

“Sure,” she said, following her down the hallway.

Noelle’s room was decorated much the same as it had been at home, with earth tones and lots of framed pictures of family and friends from home. There was a stick of incense burning in a holder on the desk. Noelle walked over to her closet and pulled out a garment bag. She unzipped it and held it up in front of her with a little flourish. “What do you think?”

“It’s beautiful,” she said, admiring the flowing red-and-white A-line that shimmered with sequins.

“Yeah, I think so, too,” Noelle said, zipping the bag up once they both finished looking at it.

Ramona saw the moment alone with her sister as an opportunity to find out what was bugging her. She didn’t want it to seem like she was prying, though, so she asked hesitantly, “So how are your classes going?”

She shrugged, playing with one of her braids. “They’re going well. I really love my Intro to Anthropology course, it’s really interesting.”

“It sounds interesting,” Ramona said.

“Yeah. It’s been a lot to keep track of, with classes and pledging, but I’ve been having fun. And you should see the marching band here, they’re on a whole ’nother level as far as performances go.”

“Yeah, I’ll bet. I’m kinda surprised you didn’t want to join.”

Noelle shook her head. “Nah, I think I had enough of that the last four years of high school.” They both laughed a little.

“I can definitely relate to that,” Ramona told her. There was a pause, and then she asked, “You sure everything’s alright, though?”

Noelle gave her a half smile. “Yeah. Why?” She looked down at her phone, as she had every few minutes, as if she were expecting something.

“Just wondering. You seemed kind of put out about something earlier. You know you can talk to me about it. If you want.”

Ramona remembered a time not too long ago when Noelle would have simply rolled her eyes and made a sarcastic remark. But now, she looked at Ramona as if she wanted to take her up on her offer.

“It’s this guy, Dallas. I’ve been seeing him for a couple of months.”

“Whaaat? Noelle’s got a boyfriend?” Ramona grinned, surprised. “How come you never said anything?”

“I don’t know. I guess I didn’t want Mom and Dad to make a big fuss about it. It’s still kind of new and everything.”

Ramona nodded toward Noelle’s phone. “I’m guessing that was him?”

Noelle nodded. “He’s not into the whole Greek thing. He’s never really been all that understanding or supportive the whole time I’ve been pledging, and now he claims he won’t be able to make my ceremony tonight. Which sucks, but, whatever.” She tried to say it like it wasn’t a big deal, but Ramona could tell that it bothered her.

“Why isn’t he coming though? Does he have a legitimate excuse, or is he just being a douche?”

Noelle laughed. “He claims he forgot he had already made plans with his friends, even though I reminded him about it yesterday.”

Ramona shook her head. “That’s not cool. Even if he did have plans, I’m sure his friends would understand if he had to cancel. If this is important to you, then he should be there to support you, regardless of how he feels about it.”

She thought back to her emails with Caleb and how supportive and enthusiastic he’d always been about her interests, especially cosplay. It made her even more sad.

Noelle looked like she really took what Ramona said to heart. “You know what, Mona? You’re absolutely right. I’m going to call him right now.” She started walking toward the door, then paused, walked back over, and gave Ramona a hug. “Thanks.”

She returned the hug, feeling a warmth for her sister she hadn’t realized how much she’d missed until now. “Anytime.”
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Ramona and her mother made it home later that night. The ceremony was nice, and Noelle looked so lovely in her dress as she and the other new sisters stepped and chanted. Ramona had to admit, it was really kind of cool. She didn’t know if Noelle’s boyfriend ever showed up. She didn’t get the chance to ask, but she noticed that Noelle was happily preoccupied with celebrating. Ramona was happy to see her sister enjoying what she’d worked so hard for months to attain.

“I can’t wait to play that footage back. Your dad’s going to be so thrilled to see it,” Ramona’s mother said as she put the car in park. “Maybe in another couple of years we’ll get to celebrate you if you decide to pledge.”

Ramona smiled and shook her head. “I seriously doubt it, Mom. Better enjoy tonight’s ceremony, ’cause that’s probably the last one you’ll get to go to.”

When they got inside, Ramona took the camcorder from her bag and set it on the kitchen counter. Then she headed up to her room and sat at the desk with her phone in front of her. All during the drive back, she’d debated whether she should try calling Caleb again. She couldn’t get the look he’d given her earlier today out of her mind.

Maybe texting him would be better. Her thumbs hovered over the screen. Before she lost her nerve, she started typing.

Hi Caleb. I know you don’t want to talk to me, but I just wanted to tell you again that I’m really sorry.

She wanted to say more but decided on that for the time being. She squeezed her eyes shut as she pressed Send and waited to see if he would respond.

A second later, she saw that he had read the message, and her heart hammered in her chest as three little dots appeared, as he typed a response. But just as suddenly, they disappeared.

She stared at her phone, hoping that he would say something, but after ten more minutes passed, she sighed and put her phone on the nightstand. In need of a distraction, she picked up her sketchbook and flipped to the outline of the new costume she had started for Rel. If nothing else, it provided some comfort.
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TWENTY-FIVE

TO SAY RAMONA FELT THE GREATEST SENSE OF RELIEF ON the Friday before the Thanksgiving holiday started was an understatement. Or at least it was until her mother dropped a ginormous bombshell on her. “Your aunt and uncle and cousins are coming down for Thanksgiving on Thursday,” she mentioned, adjusting the large cornucopia that sat in the middle of the dining room table.

Ramona felt her mouth go slack. Honestly, when would the torture end?

“Why?”

Her mother looked at her. “What do you mean, why? Because it’s the holidays and because we spent last Thanksgiving at their house. And because I want to eat a meal that’s not burnt this time,” she added under her breath.

“I really don’t want to see them.” By them, she meant Jason, of course.

“It will be fine, Ramona. They’re going to come down that morning, stay for the day, and head back later that evening. Surely you can tolerate your cousins for a few hours?”

Honestly, that was kind of asking a lot right now.

“Well, what about Noelle? Is she coming home?”

Her mother shook her head. “No, Noelle has informed us that she’s going to be spending Thanksgiving with the boyfriend she forgot to mention she’s had all these months.”

Ramona bit down on a smile. She guessed Noelle had finally spilled the beans, and she was glad that Noelle and Dallas had worked things out. “Well at least someone will enjoy the holiday.”

Her mother gave her a pointed look. “We are all going to enjoy the holiday. Now go do your homework.”

“It’s Thanksgiving break, I don’t have any.”

“Then go clean your room.”
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Over the next few days, Ramona helped her parents with preparations for Thanksgiving dinner. She was so preoccupied with reading recipes, cutting up vegetables, measuring ingredients, and checking the oven temperature that she didn’t have time to think about how miserable she actually was.



“Mona-bear, check on those sweet potatoes,” her father said as he hefted the mostly thawed turkey onto the counter.

She lifted the lid to the pot of boiling sweet potatoes, checking their tenderness with a fork. “They’re almost there,” she said.

“Give them a few more minutes. In the meantime, come taste these greens and see if they need anything.”

Ramona dipped a fork in the pot and lifted out a small forkful. She blew on it before she stuck it in her mouth. “They taste alright, I guess.” Honestly, she didn’t know why her parents were making such a fuss. They went to an insane amount of trouble making sure everything was seasoned and prepared just right. Ramona guessed she could kind of see why. Her mother had been more than a little displeased with last year’s Thanksgiving meal when Aunt Simone presented them with store-bought pumpkin pie and boxed mac and cheese.

In the middle of cracking her third egg for the red velvet cake she was helping her mother with, Ramona’s mind unexpectedly went to Caleb, and an intense wave of sadness washed over her. She tried so hard not to think about him, but at times it was impossible. She wondered what he was doing at this very moment, if he was spending time with his family, if he was enjoying the holiday break. If he thought about her at all.

She had to remind herself not to wallow, not to get into that obsessive thought bog, at least not around her parents. Her face was far too expressive and tended to give away whatever she was feeling.

By the time Thursday morning arrived, Ramona’s parents had nothing short of a feast prepared. “I think the only other things we have left to do are the macaroni and cheese and the salad. Mona, check that cornbread and pull it if it looks like it’s burning,” her mother said by way of greeting.

“Okay,” Ramona said, resigned to whatever lay ahead. She pulled the cornbread after a minute and watched as her mother grated a block of cheddar. The sharp, pungent aroma wafted throughout the kitchen. “All that money and she had the nerve to give us Kraft mac and cheese,” she muttered. “I’ll show her what real mac and cheese looks like.”

Since everything else was mostly done, Ramona spent the rest of the morning in her room. She sent a text to Mandra wishing her a happy Thanksgiving with an animated turkey doing the moonwalk. Then she sat down at her sewing machine. Working on the costume for her new cosplay was a welcome distraction from her thoughts, and she didn’t even realize how much time had passed until she heard her father calling for her to come downstairs. Setting the costume aside, she got up to peek out the window. Sure enough, Uncle Howard’s black SUV had just pulled into the driveway. She groaned. “Here we go.”

She decided to change, choosing a pair of skinny jeans and her favorite crimson cardigan along with the Black Butler T-shirt she’d bought at the Savannah Cosplay Expo. It was a defiant act for her, putting it on. She dared her cousins to say anything about it. She made her way slowly down the stairs where already she could hear a cacophony of noise as everyone exchanged greetings.

“How was the drive?” she heard her father asking as he took their coats.

“Not bad at all,” Uncle Howard said. “A little traffic on the road, but other than that—is that my favorite niece?”

Ramona couldn’t help but grin and allowed herself to be swept up in a hug. “Hey, Uncle Howard, happy Thanksgiving.” She ventured into the kitchen, where she heard her mother and aunt. “Hey, Aunt Simone, how are you?”

Her aunt, decked out in leggings and a sparkly sequined tunic, turned around to greet her. “Hey baby, I’m great, how are you? I was just telling your mom how good everything smells in here.”

Ramona looked around, wondering where her cousins were. For a brief, hopeful moment, she wondered if perhaps they’d decided to stay home.

“Amara and Jason are getting a few bags out of the car; they’ll be in shortly.”

So much for that.

Amara came into the kitchen a moment later, holding a large Tupperware container. “Ma, where you want me to put the stuffing?”

Ramona didn’t miss her mother’s alarmed expression. “You cooked? Simone, you really shouldn’t have, Ronald and I have it covered.”

Aunt Simone waved her hand dismissively. “Oh, it’s nothing, and besides we didn’t want to show up empty handed, how would that look?”

From her mother’s point of view, like a blessing. Nevertheless, she directed Amara to set the container on the island.

Jason entered soon after holding a plastic bag.

“I’ll take that,” Ramona’s mother said.

“Hey, Aunt Patricia, how’s it going?” Jason said. Ramona didn’t miss the fact that neither of her cousins acknowledged her.

“It’s going. We’d be a lot further behind if it hadn’t been for Ramona here, helping us get things ready. Y’all can thank her for all this delicious food we’re about to eat.” Apparently, her mother hadn’t missed that either.

They both nodded a hello in her direction.

Ramona drifted back into the living room, where her father was fiddling with the TV, trying to find a football game. She honestly didn’t know what to do with herself, so she sat on the love seat, pretending to watch the game, trying to distract herself from thinking of the one person she’d give anything to talk to right now.

An hour or so later, they were all finally seated around the table, with all the food laid out before them. The stuffing in the Tupperware container remained on the island counter, forgotten. Ramona’s father finished saying grace, and everyone began serving themselves and passing around the dishes while making small talk.

“Baseball season will be starting in a little while for Jason, so I told him he’s going to have to make time for that while helping me out at the warehouse,” Uncle Howard was saying as he passed Ramona’s mother the green beans.

“I’ll bet,” she replied.

“Ramona, that’s an interesting character. What’s that your shirt says?” Aunt Simone asked, trying to make out the lettering across the top.

Ramona didn’t miss the smirk that slid across Amara’s lips or the way Jason snorted into his food.

Before she could open her mouth to respond, her mother said, “Is something funny?”

Everyone paused in the middle of what they were doing and watched as Ramona’s mother looked directly at Amara and Jason.

Ramona felt her cheeks turn very warm. “Mom, just forget it,” she muttered.

“Is something wrong?” Aunt Simone asked.

“No, there’s nothing wrong. I just don’t want any confusion.” Ramona’s mother said this last part with a pointed look at Jason, who Ramona was pleased to see looked a lot less smug than he had a minute ago.

“Well, y’all go ahead and dig in,” Ramona’s father said, trying to smooth over the tension. Ramona picked at her food, shooting the occasional glance at her mother and wondering very much what alternate reality she had fallen into.
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TWENTY-SIX

THE REST OF THE DAY PASSED, AND EVERYONE SAID THEIR goodbyes. Exhausted from the festivities, from the whole week, really, Ramona trudged upstairs to her room and collapsed across her bed. She dreaded that tomorrow was her last day of freedom before having to work and then returning to school on Monday. Before she’d have to see Caleb again.

It was strange being home the next day. Especially after all the bustle of getting things ready for Thanksgiving. Now all that was over, and the house seemed weirdly quiet. She went into the kitchen and stood propped up against the counter, staring at a spot on the wall. She hadn’t even noticed how long she was standing there until her mother came in.

“What are you doing?” She stared at Ramona, concerned. “Are you alright?”

Ramona tried to shrug off whatever funk her brain had gotten into. “Yeah. Yeah, I’m alright. I just got distracted.” A weak excuse, but she hoped it would be enough to make her mother leave her alone. She started back toward the stairs, but her mother’s voice stopped her in her tracks.

“Ramona, come here. I want to talk to you.”

Ramona groaned. “Mom, I really just want to go back to bed.”

But her mother was adamant. “No, we’re going to talk. Now. It’s been long overdue. Come sit down.” She gestured at a stool, taking one herself.

Once Ramona was seated across from her, her mother studied her for so long that Ramona started to squirm a little.

“What is going on with you?”

Ramona stared back at her blankly. What wasn’t going on with her? Or to be more specific, what wasn’t going wrong with her?

“Nothing, Mom. I’m fine.”

But her mother shook her head. “No, you are not. And I want to know what is going on. Talk to me.”

That was the last thing Ramona wanted to do, but what could she say?

Ramona sat back, lacing her fingers on the counter, her mouth drawn in a straight line.

In response, her mother sat back as well, crossing her arms over her chest. “I can wait. I can wait all day if I have to, but we are going to talk.”

Ramona rolled her eyes, feeling the familiar pinprick of tears. She bit down on her lip to quell the urge to cry. She couldn’t stop the tear that rolled down her cheek, and she quickly wiped at it with her hand. “What if I don’t want to talk?” Her words came out sounding muffled.

The tears came faster now, and Ramona hated herself for showing such weakness. But before she could do anything, her mother’s arms had circled around her, and she felt herself being held tightly.

She didn’t want to give in to the comforting embrace, but after a minute she let go completely. She cried, and she allowed her mother to hold her, to rub her back and make soothing, nonsense noises. Things she could only vaguely remember from her childhood.

A little while later, once she calmed down enough, once she wiped the snot and tears away, once she felt emptied out of all she’d been holding in for the past few weeks, she met her mother’s gaze. She wanted to talk about it, but she had no idea where to begin. And then, if she told her mother everything, what would she think? Would she blame Ramona too?

“Tell me what’s going on with you,” her mother said.

Ramona sighed. “I’m just really, really unhappy. I messed things up with someone I care about, big time.”

Ramona didn’t tell her everything, but she gave her the basics. And, for once, her mother just listened.

“Look, Ramona. You’re a good kid. Even though I don’t understand the whole situation, I know you’ll find a way to make it right. Whatever it is, I know you can fix it.”

Ramona shrugged but gave her mother a half smile to let her know she appreciated the encouragement.

“Are you sure that’s all that’s wrong, though? There’s nothing else?”

Ramona wanted to snort. Wasn’t that enough? But she shook her head.

Her mother still looked doubtful. “You know, what you said to me and your father, we hear you. I don’t want you to think we compare you to your sister or that we don’t support you. And I know sometimes we can be hard on you, but we only do it because we see your potential. We want you to be the best you can be.”

“Yeah, Mom. I get it.”

There really wasn’t anything else for her to say. She trudged back toward the stairs.

“Just know that I’m here anytime you need to talk,” her mother called after her.

“Yeah, thanks. I’ll remember that,” she said, really meaning it.
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The following week, Ramona decided to walk to the park near her house after school one day. There was a playground that a lot of the neighborhood kids frequented, but there were also benches that were far enough from the noise of children playing if she wanted uninterrupted time for quiet reflection.



Which was definitely what she wanted right now.

She sat on the bench, wrapping her arms around herself, crossing her burgundy Dr. Martens at the ankles. It was a chilly day, and she was glad that she’d dressed in layers and worn a knitted cap over her ’fro. She sat there, looking out at the pond reflecting the clouds and the darkening sky.

This week at school had been more of the same. It was awful sitting through class, being so near Caleb and knowing there was nothing she could say or do to make him forgive her. And what about work? Linda told her that he’d be going back to working mornings. How would she be able to work with him? It was bad enough in class; she didn’t want to think about how hard it would be to be around him for a whole shift. She didn’t think her heart could take it. Even if he was only going to ignore her. Especially if he was only going to ignore her.

She kicked at a clump of dirt near her foot. She really messed things up with him. She could admit that and take responsibility for it. The thing she couldn’t get past was not being able to figure out a way to make things right. She desperately wanted to. She missed his company. She missed the sound of his voice, his teasing laugh, the way he seemed to understand her, and how she felt just being around him.

The thought that she might never get to spend time with him again hurt.

And the thing that made her so upset with herself was that Caleb might have liked her all along. If only she’d had more confidence in herself—but she’d chosen to hide behind Rel. Behind someone who wasn’t even real.

Don’t do that, she told herself. Even if Rel isn’t real, what she made you feel was.

Suddenly, it was as if a light bulb went off in her head.

It came back to what she’d thought about at the end of Coffee’s speech. It mattered most how you saw yourself. And all this time, Ramona had seen herself as lacking. As if somehow, she could only have the things she wanted if she pretended to be someone else. Now, she realized she had to change her perception of herself. All those things were inside her all along. All the things she felt she lacked. All the things she felt she wasn’t or could never be. All the things she became when she was Rel. She was confident, and daring, and crush worthy. All of that had been in her, all along.

It all came back to her. After all, she was the one who created Rel, not the other way around. Somehow, she’d forgotten that along the way.

Suddenly, she knew exactly what she had to do to make things right with Caleb.
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TWENTY-SEVEN

TO: cry.woolf.03@gmail.com

FROM: thatgirlramona@gmail.com

DATE: Dec 5 at 8:45 PM

SUBJECT: Let me introduce myself

Dear Caleb,

I know I’ve probably said it enough times. Probably more than you care to hear. But I truly am sorry. I’m sorry for not telling you the truth. I’m sorry for keeping up the charade. But I want you to know that everything I ever told you, whether it was through emails from Rel or from my own mouth, was the absolute truth. Everything I said in that very first email, about how I’ve had a crush on you for one year, four months, and twenty-eight days, about how I’ve wanted to get to know you, about how wonderful you are to me—all of that was—is—true.

Rel just gave me the courage to put my feelings into words and finally let you know. I know it was wrong how I went about it. I was afraid. Afraid that you wouldn’t like me for who I am. But after we started emailing each other, I felt that maybe you would, if you got to know me. I promise you, everything I ever told you was the honest truth. Every embarrassing story from my childhood (even that time I ran face first into a tree), every song recommendation, every manga series that was suggested… that was all me.

Rel gave me the courage to approach you, to tell you how I felt about you. But that was because I didn’t think I’d actually be able to talk to you on my own. I was wrong. The friendship, the thing that’s felt like more than just friendship that we’ve developed over the past few months, has meant the world to me. Getting to know you, finding out about your Tolkien obsession (which I absolutely love and think is so adorable), and all the things that make you so unique, so special, has meant the world to me. It’s made me fall in love with you. And losing you and your friendship has left a big, gaping hole in my heart. I know that I can’t take back what I did. Even if I didn’t intend to hurt you, I did, and for that I am so very sorry. All I can ask is that you give me a chance to try to make things right.

I know it’s short notice, but this upcoming weekend, the Como Con is taking place at the Savannah Convention Center near River Street. I’ll be there on Saturday. It’ll be an all-day thing, and I was hoping that you’d come and meet me at 55 East Circle Way, Suite 2, at 6 p.m.

I want to finally show you the girl I really am. And hopefully, you’ll be able to see whether or not you want to get to know her. Whether or not you want to give her another chance.

This Saturday. At 6. I’ll be waiting. And I hope to see you there, for real.

Love,

Ramona
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TWENTY-EIGHT

THAT MORNING, RAMONA WAS UP EARLIER THAN SHE’D ever been voluntarily. She’d spent the night before putting the finishing touches on her new cosplay. Now, she had the costume laid out across her bed, admiring her handiwork. She wanted to look extra special. After all, its not every day you make a grand gesture, declaring your love for someone.

The thought of what she was going to do in a few hours sent tremors through her. Still, she was determined. It was time to stop being so timid and start going for what she wanted. She’d decided that yesterday. Today she was going to put it into practice.

She spent the next few hours on YouTube, watching hair tutorials, perfecting her style. Soon it was after eleven, and she stretched and decided she could do with a bit of breakfast.

Ramona bounded down the stairs, surprised to find both of her parents still in the kitchen; she thought they’d be off doing their own thing by now.

“We were waiting for you to come down, but we didn’t want to disturb you in case you were sleeping in,” her mother said, rising from her kitchen stool. “There’s an omelet in the microwave, if you want to heat it up.”

Ramona stopped where she was, eyebrows raised. “Okay, thanks. Why were you waiting for me? Did I do something?” She winced, remembering what had followed the last time she asked that question. “Should I be worried?”

Her parents both laughed at that. “No, of course not,” her father said. “We were waiting for you because we wanted to sit down with you and have a talk before you left for your cosplay thing.” He gestured to one of the stools.

It was worse than she thought.

Ramona walked over and seated herself. She waited, wondering what she’d done.

“We know we haven’t exactly made things easy for you,” her father began. “And for that, we want to apologize.”

Well, that wasn’t at all what she expected.

Ramona must have looked confused because her father added, “Mostly about you feeling that we don’t take an interest in what you care about. Like your cosplay.”

“I know that we don’t understand it,” her mother said. “But you’re passionate about it, and that’s all that matters. We just want you to know that we support you. And,” she said, her voice wavering, “we don’t ever want you to feel that we don’t love you completely, for who you are.” Tears were welling up in her eyes. “Do you hear me?”

Now Ramona was crying, too. She hadn’t expected this. She couldn’t speak, so she nodded and rose from the stool to give her mother a hug. Her father came over and embraced them. “There’s absolutely nothing wrong with being who you are,” he said. “We want you to embrace what makes you unique, what makes you different. And we’re sorry if we haven’t made that clear.”

Ramona squeezed them back. Hearing those words made her feel confident, made her feel like she could do anything now.

She wiped her eyes. “What about SCAD? I still want to apply.”

“We’ll talk about it,” her mother promised.

That gave her hope. Ramona squeezed her mother again. “Okay.”
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That evening, Ramona was a ball of nervous energy, and not for any of the usual reasons. She wasn’t showing off her costume in a competition or answering questions on a panel. But she was about to put her feelings on display. She nervously paced back and forth, repeating in her mind what she would say to Caleb when he arrived. If he arrived.



She’d walked by the full-length mirror at least nine times already, smoothing down a pleat in her skirt or a wrinkle in the bodice of her dress. She adjusted the white collar and the choker around her neck. Her new costume was different from the one she was used to. She didn’t have the mask or the wig to hide behind. And instead of her usual black lace dress, she wore a black velvet waistcoat over a white bodice and a full hoop skirt. A mesh headpiece sat atop her head, pinned to the thick halo braid she’d created.

She bit her lip, pacing back and forth, checking her phone every few minutes. Caleb hadn’t emailed her back.

She had no idea if he’d show.

She hoped he would.

She walked out of the dressing room into the hallway that served as a backstage area for those performing. Once she spotted the shaggy brown head she’d been seeking, she waved frantically until she got his attention.

He hobbled over to her. “Hi, Jonas,” she said. She was struck with a spark of inspiration last night and was glad that he had responded to her request for a favor on such short notice. “Thanks again for helping out with this. You and your friends know what you’re supposed to do?”

“Yep, we got it. We’ll be waiting toward the entrance so that when he comes in, we’ll be able to escort him where he needs to go.”

If he comes in.

Ramona tried to banish the negative thoughts from her mind. “Great. That sounds perfect.”

It was five minutes till six. She surveyed the entrance to the auditorium, looking for that familiar dark head. But as each minute ticked by and fewer people trickled in, she felt her heart plummet. Maybe he wouldn’t show after all.

She tried to console herself with the thought that at least she tried. At least she tried to make things right. If he chose not to forgive her, well… she’d just have to accept that and move on. And it would hurt, and it would certainly suck, but she would have to.

She stood on tiptoe, craning her neck, then her heart leaped.

There he was.

He was wearing his Aragorn costume from the Halloween party. She grinned, giddy and overjoyed, because although she had hoped beyond hope that he would show up, she hadn’t expected him to show up in character. She whipped out her phone and sent a text to Jonas, then watched as he and three other hobbits approached Caleb. And she couldn’t help but laugh at his expression as he allowed himself to be led to the front of the ballroom, where most of the cosplayers and others were waiting for the panel called “Character Ships and Crushes” to begin.

One of the moderators found Ramona. “Are you ready?”

Ramona blew out a breath. It was now or never. “Yeah, I’m ready.”

He gestured her toward the stage.

Ramona mounted the steps, putting one foot in front of the other, trying to block out the noise from the crowd. Once she was in front of the microphone, she immediately spotted Caleb, still flanked by the hobbits. He stared back at her, his expression unreadable.

Ramona cleared her throat.

“Hello. And welcome to all of you.” She cleared her throat again. She was more nervous than she’d ever been. Her palms were more slippery than a bar of soap, and her stomach felt as if a flock of swarming insects had taken up residence. Still, she pushed on. Still, she kept her eyes in Caleb’s direction. “I’ve been a part of the cosplay community for a while now, and I really appreciate the moderators letting me have the floor, under these, well, unusual circumstances. So, like I said, I love cosplay. It’s a huge part of who I am, but I’ve never felt more myself while dressed as someone else than I do today. I guess because it’s kind of a special occasion for me. The character I created, she’s helped me to become the person I am today. She’s helped me to realize that I can do all kinds of amazing things, things I never thought I could have done before. Even…” Her voice faltered, and she paused, swallowing.

“Even tell this boy, who means so much to me, how I feel about him. How I really feel about him.” She swallowed again and closed her eyes, recalling the words she composed the night before.

How his eyes, so green and vibrant, see me for who I am,

How his words of kindness, his conversation, his validation,

Sustain my soul.

How his presence makes my world more complete.

How he recognized a fellow nerd, a kindred spirit, and welcomed her,

And how I recognize and welcome him, in return.

She opened her eyes and made a slight bow. Then she stepped back from the microphone.

The crowd broke out into applause. She was only slightly embarrassed but mostly elated. Her eyes found Caleb, and a feeling of warmth spread through her when she saw him applauding her, too.

She waved and thanked the crowd before slipping backstage. She was shaking. Like really shaking. Honestly, that was the most terrifying thing she’d ever done. But she was happy she did it. She wasn’t quite ready to join the audience yet, so she paced backstage, her hands on her hips, trying to calm her breathing. “Oh my God, I can’t believe I really just did that,” she muttered.

“Neither can I.”

She stopped in her tracks, and her head whipped up to see Caleb standing in front of her. It made her think of the first time she’d seen him at Tomlin’s. Feelings of confusion, shock, and panic coursed through her. Only now, those feelings were ten times magnified.

Her hands went up to her cheeks, and she tried to cover her face. “Oh my God.”

He strode over to her, and gently gripped her wrists, moving them from her face. “No more hiding.” His voice was soft, and the familiar teasing that she hadn’t heard for so long was there.

She kept her eyes closed for a moment, trying to fight the mortification she felt. Finally, she made herself meet his gaze. The way he looked at her now… it made her breath catch, made her heart beat a violent tattoo in her chest. His face was open and forgiving, and there was a softness in his gaze that made her knees weak.

Ever since that awful day at work, she’d thought of a hundred things she wanted to say to him if given the chance. But now, staring into his eyes, her mind drew a blank.

“Hi,” she finally said.

“Hi,” he said. “I really liked your poem.”

She ducked her head, her cheeks flaming. “You said that the first time.”

“I meant it the first time. I mean it now, too. In fact, I think I like this one even more.”

He was still holding her wrists, but now he lowered them so that they were resting by her waist.

“So… did you really mean all that stuff you wrote in the email? About, you know, being in love with me?” He looked vulnerable. Expectant.

She nodded. “Yeah. Yeah, I did.”

He was still holding onto her. “Well, that’s good to know. Since—” his voice caught for a moment. “Since I feel that way too.”

She met his gaze again, momentarily unable to form words to express the multitude of emotions coursing through her.

“That’s great to know.” She spoke softly. “Caleb, I’m really sorry. For everything. I never meant to hurt you.”

“I know. And I guess on some level I can kind of understand why you did what you did, but Ramona.” He slid his hands down over her wrists, holding her hands. His palms were warm, and if she thought her nerves tingled the first time he touched her hand, it was nothing compared to the sparks she felt now.

“You don’t have to be anyone other than who you are with me.”

She stared into his eyes. The words he just said, and the weight of the meaning behind them, washed over her. He wanted her, just as she was. The realization of it made her feel giddy with happiness. It set her whole soul alight.

Overwhelmed, she stepped closer to him. “I… could really kiss you right now.” She didn’t even have the presence of mind to feel embarrassed.

Caleb raised one eyebrow, his smile widening. “So, what are you waiting for?”

Before she could second-guess herself, before she could fully think about what she was doing, she leaned forward and did just that.

All the time she’d ever spent imagining what it would be like to kiss him… it didn’t compare to the reality of it. Their lips met, and his were softer than she’d ever thought they’d be. And as always, he smelled so good. That clean, woodsy scent that she’d missed all this time, she let it engulf her. She stood on tiptoe, releasing one of her hands from his slight grip, so that she could cup his cheek.

She’d never kissed anyone before and wasn’t quite sure if she was doing it right… but when Caleb used his free hand to grip her waist, to pull her closer, she figured she was doing well enough.

“Wow,” she said a moment later. Her hand still lingered on his cheek.

He stared at her with a look she’d only seen a glimmer of before, deep and penetrating, and maybe a little dazed, moving from her eyes to her lips and back again. “Yeah, wow.” He trailed one finger lightly down the side of her face. “That was… pretty amazing.”

“It was.” She bit her lip. “We should definitely do that again.”

“We should,” he said. He dipped his head, his fingertips gently tipping her chin up toward him. His lips moved against hers, just as softly as the first time, then with more urgency, and she felt her breath catch. She felt herself growing hot, she felt her chest swelling; she felt as if Caleb’s arms were the only things tethering her to the ground.

She was about to spontaneously combust, and she didn’t even care.

After a while, after Caleb had kissed her for so long that she had to come up for air, he pulled her against his chest and held her. “So,” he said, “do you think a Victorian-age magician would be into a sword-wielding Ranger of the North?”

Ramona couldn’t help but grin as she buried her face against him. God, he smelled so good. She grabbed his hand, entwining his fingers with hers, and looked up into his eyes to see the same happiness reflected back at her. “Anything’s possible.”
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