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Ayla was twelve when she decided she was brave. Brave enough to ask her best friend, Mariah, out. Brave enough to pretend her hands weren’t shaking as they sat on the swings behind the school, the late-afternoon sun turning everything gold.
Mariah kicked at the dirt, her sneaker making half-moons in the dust. “You’re quiet today,” she said, leaning back so far, the swing chains creaked.
Ayla swallowed. “I gotta tell you something.”
Mariah slowed, dragging her feet until the swing stopped. “Okay. What’s up?”
Ayla had practiced the line all morning. She’d whispered it into her pillow, rehearsed it between classes. But now, with Mariah’s brown eyes on her, everything felt too real.
“I… I wanna go on a date with you,” Ayla said. The words came out small but honest, trembling like they were afraid of being heard.
Mariah blinked. “A date? With me?”
Ayla nodded, gripping the swing chains so hard her palms hurt.
Mariah’s face twisted – not in disgust, just confusion. “Like… a real date?”
Ayla felt her courage collapse. Her chest tightened. Her ears ringing. She could already feel the heat rising in her cheeks, the familiar panic that always came when she said something too true.
So she did what she always did when she was scared.
She laughed.
A big, bright, too-loud laugh that didn’t match the moment at all. “What? No! I’m just playing with you!”
Mariah relaxed instantly. “Oh. Okay. You had me for a second.”
Ayla kept laughing even though her stomach hurt. Even though her eyes stung. Even though she wanted to take the words back and say them again, clearly this time, without fear.
But she didn’t.
She kicked her feet, sending her swing forward. “Girl, you should’ve seen your face.”
Mariah laughed. “You’re so goofy.”
Ayla nodded, pretending that was all she wanted to be.
But something inside her folded up neatly, like a note she’d written and decides never to send. She tucked the truth away, deep and quiet.
From that day on, whenever her heart reached for someone, her mouth reached for a joke.

Years later, standing in the doorway of a crowded queer mixer, Ayla felt that same flutter in her chest. The same heat in her cheeks. The same urge to joke her way out of anything real.
Especially when she saw Jadin Cardem across the room.
Tall. Confident. Masculine swagger wrapped in a soft smile. The kind of woman who made Ayla’s heart leap and her mouth scramble for something funny.
Jadin noticed her first. “Hey. You new around here?”
Ayla forced a grin. “New? Girl, I’m practically the mayor.”
Jadin raised an eyebrow. “Should I be bowing?”
Ayla laughed – too loud, too fast. “Only if you’re trying to impress me.”
“Maybe I am,” Jadin said.
Ayla froze. Compliments always hit her like surprise weather – unexpected, disorienting, too real. She reached for humor. “Ten out of ten. Gold star.”
Jadin chuckled. “You’re funny.”
“I’m… yeah. I’m hilarious.”
But her voice wavered. Jadin noticed.
“You, okay?”
Ayla retreated. “Totally! I’m emotionally hydrated.”

Later, when she tried to be honest, Jadin’s smiled dimmed. “I can’t tell when you’re serious and when you’re joking. I don’t want to get pulled into something confusing.”
Confusing.
Too much.
Hard to read.
Just like Mariah’s face on the swing.
Ayla forced a brittle laugh. “Yeah. Totally.”
She walked away before Jadin could say anything else.
For the first time, her jokes didn’t protect her. They just made her feel alone.

Outside, Jadin found her leaning against the brick wall.
“I like you,” Ayla said, voice trembling. “And I don’t know how to act when I like someone. I joke because I’m scared you won’t want the real me.”
Jadin stepped closer. “You don’t have to be perfect. Just real.”
“I’m not playing,” Ayla whispered. “Not this time.”
Jadin brushed her cheek. “I know.”
Ayla felt something unfold inside her – the same note she’d tucked away years ago, finally opening.
“I think I get it now,” Ayla said. “Why I joke so much. It started on those swings. I laughed to survive the moment. And I never stopped.”
Jadin squeezed her hand.
“I’m done hiding,” Ayla said. “I want to be myself.”
“That’s who I want,” Jadin said.

Later, walking home, Ayla replayed the night – not the panic, not the jokes, but the moment she stayed.
Her phone buzzed.
Had a really good time with you tonight. Let’s talk again soon.
Ayla smiled – small, real.
Me too. I’d like that.
She hit send without fear.
The night felt wide open.
So did she.
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Ayla was twelve the first time she tried to tell the truth.
She and her best friend Mariah sat on the swings behind their school, the late-afternoon sun turning everything gold. Ayla’s heart thudded as she gripped the chains.
“I… I wanna go on a date with you,” she said.
Mariah blinked. “A date? With me?”
Ayla nodded, but panic rose fast and hot. Mariah’s confused expression made her chest tighten, her ears ring.
So, Ayla laughed.
A big, bright, too-loud laugh. “I’m just playing!”
Mariah relaxed instantly. “Girl, you’re goofy.”
Ayla forced a grin, but something inside her folded up neatly, like a note she’d written and decided never to send. From then on, whenever her heart reached for someone, her mouth reached for a joke.
~~~***~~~
Years later, standing in the doorway of a crowded queer mixer, Ayla felt that same flutter in her chest. The same heat. The same urge to perform.
Especially when she saw Jadin Cardem across the room.
Tall. Confident. Masculine swagger wrapped in a soft smile. The kind of woman who made Ayla’s heart leap and her mouth scramble for something funny.
Jadin noticed her first. “Hey. You new around here?”
Ayla forced a grin. “New? Girl, I’m practically the mayor.”
Jadin raised an eyebrow. “Should I be bowing?”
Ayla laughed—too loud, too fast. “Only if you’re trying to impress me.”
“Maybe I am,” Jadin said.
Ayla froze. Compliments always hit her like surprise weather—unexpected, disorienting, too real. She reached for humor. “Ten out of ten. Gold star.”
Jadin chuckled. “You’re funny.”
“I’m… yeah. I’m hilarious.”
But her voice wavered. Jadin noticed.
“You okay?”
Ayla retreated. “Totally! I’m fine. Super fine. Like… aggressively fine.”
She fled toward the drink table, gripping a plastic cup like it could anchor her. Her old pattern tightened around her like a seatbelt—protective, familiar, suffocating.
Behind her, Jadin approached. “Ayla?”
Ayla forced a smile. “Mayor’s back. Did you miss me?”
Jadin didn’t laugh. “I just wanted to check on you.”
Ayla’s stomach flipped. She wanted to say something real—I like you; you scare me, I don’t know how to be myself around you—but the words jammed in her throat.
“You don’t have to joke every time you feel something,” Jadin said gently.
Ayla froze.
The room felt too bright. Her heart felt too loud. Her childhood felt too close.
“I’m not— I mean, I’m just—”
But she couldn’t finish. Not yet.
~~~***~~~
Later, when she finally tried to be honest, Jadin’s smile dimmed.
“I can’t tell when you’re serious and when you’re joking,” Jadin said. “I don’t want to get pulled into something confusing.”
Confusing.
Too much.
Hard to read.
Just like Mariah’s face on the swings.
Ayla forced a brittle laugh. “Yeah. Totally.”
She walked away before Jadin could say anything else.
For the first time, her jokes didn’t protect her. They just made her feel alone.
~~~***~~~
Outside, Jadin found her leaning against the brick wall.
“I like you,” Ayla said, voice trembling. “And I don’t know how to act when I like someone. I joke because I’m scared you won’t want the real me.”
Jadin stepped closer. “You don’t have to be perfect. Just real.”
“I’m not playing,” Ayla whispered. “Not this time.”
Jadin brushed her cheek. “I know.”
Ayla felt something unfold inside her — the same note she’d tucked away years ago, finally opening.
“I think I get it now,” Ayla said. “Why I joke so much. It started on those swings. I laughed to survive the moment. And I never stopped.”
Jadin squeezed her hand.
“I’m done hiding,” Ayla said. “I want to be myself.”
“That’s who I want,” Jadin said.
~~~~***~~~
Later, walking home, Ayla replayed the night — not the panic, not the jokes, but the moment she stayed.
Her phone buzzed.
Had a really good time with you tonight. Let’s talk again soon.
Ayla smiled — small, real.
Me too. I’d like that.
She hit send without fear.
The night felt wide open. So did she.
~~~***~~~
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