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Why We Fight

 

By TJ Klune

Sequel to Until You

 

Do you believe in love at first sight?

Corey Ellis sure doesn’t. Oh, everyone around him seems to have found their happy ending, but he’s far too busy to worry about such things. He’ll have plenty of time for romance after he survives his last summer before graduation. So what if he can’t get his former professor, Jeremy Olsen, out of his head? It’s just hero worship. And that’s the way it should stay.

Except that this summer, bigender Corey—aka Kori—is interning at Phoenix House, a LGBTQI youth center. A center that recently hired an interim director. And because life is extraordinarily unfair, the director just so happens to be a certain former professor, now current boss.

Desperate to keep things professional as he and Jeremy grow closer, Corey makes a major mistake: he turns to his friends, Paul Auster and Sanford Stewart, for help.

But Paul and Sandy have some ideas of their own.

Set in the summer of 2016, Why We Fight is a celebration of queer life and being true to oneself… no matter the cost.




We’re here.

We’re queer.

Get fucking used to it.




Prologue: Day Spas and Murder-For-Hire Plots

 

 

THERE ARE moments in this life that stick with us for the rest of our days. They are profound and sharp, both good and bad. It’s the people we meet, the experiences we have. Finding out that your parents gave you up because they couldn’t deal is one. Staring in a mirror and realizing it was fractured though no one else could see it is another. Meeting a drag queen who could both threaten and love in a single breath is a third.

I saw a boy on a college campus who looked like he couldn’t breathe, and I sat with him until he realized I would always be by his side.

I made the decision to leave a place where I’d made something of myself to return to a desert that had caused me so much hurt.

I watched as a Queen found her Homo Jock King, even though they were both fucking idiots about it and went about it in a way that should have blown up in their faces.

I stood witness as two men vowed to love each other for the rest of their days, and then one of them tackled the other one and they started macking in front of everyone with an amount of tongues and teeth that was both hot and disgusting. Seriously. I was very confused at my partial erection.

And now, here, was another moment.

So sharp. So profound.

So confusing.

Paul Auster’s grandmother was a groaner when she got massages.

“Ohhhhhh my god,” Nana moaned loudly. “That’s it. That’s the ticket. Sven. Sven. Your fingers. They are magic. Do all Swedish people know this secret art?”

“Um,” Sven said. “My name is Alex? I’ve told you that repeatedly. And I’m from Michigan.”

“Whatever your name is, don’t stop. This is your calling, and I am calling you.”

“What the hell,” I muttered as I lay on my stomach with my face through a rubber hole. I still hadn’t quite figured out how I agreed to this. There might have been a coupon involved. Seeing as how I was a broke college student, I was a whore for coupons. Nana had said it was a gift for finishing yet another year of school (it never ended! Ever! Thank god for student loans, ha, ha, ha), and since I had nothing else going on, I’d graciously accepted.

I hadn’t known it was for a couple’s massage until we arrived at the resort. I’d been brought up to speed when Nana grabbed my hand as we approached the front desk and announced that she and her “young lover” were here to redeem the coupon. The two women behind the desk stared at us. Nana smiled at them. They had no choice but to believe her.

It was too late for me to back out.

(Well, to be fair, it probably wasn’t, but Nana’s grip was stronger than I gave her credit for.)

I was uncomfortable. Not only was someone I didn’t know touching me, Nana sounded as if she was getting to third base with Sven, ah, Alex, even though he’d only started three minutes before. Enya was shrieking through the speakers overhead. The lit candles smelled like lemon-flavored ass. It couldn’t get worse.

“Yes! Yes! That’s it!”

Scratch that. Now it was worse.

Tanya, the poor woman currently pushing against my back with oil-slicked hands, coughed as if she was choking.

“Sorry about that,” I muttered to her.

Tanya was ever the professional. “It happens. Though I don’t know that I’ve ever heard someone so… exuberant.”

That was an understatement. “You have no idea.”

“You carry a lot of stress in your upper shoulders.”

That was probably bullshit, but she sounded earnest, so I didn’t call her on it. “Oh. That’s… a thing.”

“Do you do yoga?”

No. Yoga was for white hipsters who had disposable income. My last meal consisted of four-day-old leftovers Sandy had brought home from a date with the Homo Jock King. “Never thought about it.”

“You should. It can do wonders for the body.”

I doubted that immensely. “I’ll keep that in mind.”

She pressed down against my right shoulder until I thought it would pop out of the socket. I closed my eyes as Nana wailed in ecstasy. “Have you two been together long?”

Nana had hissed a warning at me as we’d been led to a room. She said that if anyone suspected we weren’t actually a couple, the coupon would be revoked and we could get arrested and thrown in jail. That wasn’t true, but she believed it so much that I almost believed it. “Not long.”

“You’re certainly an unusual couple.”

Tanya suspected. Damn her and her nosiness. She probably made it her mission in life to ferret out people who tried to use coupons illegally. Images of me in prison orange flashed through my mind. I looked good. To be fair, I looked good in almost everything, so it wasn’t surprising. But still, I’d rather avoid jail. I would be a snack. A delicious, wonderful snack for much larger men. And that… didn’t sound so bad, now that I thought about it. Easier than Grindr, at least. “Our love knows no bounds.”

Sven sighed in despair as Nana instructed him that her thighs weren’t going to work themselves.

“Maybe a few bounds,” I amended.

“She’s a firecracker,” Tanya murmured as Enya screamed incoherently over a flurry of synthesized strings. “How do you keep up with her?”

Wow. I didn’t know massage therapists were also journalists. “Tanya. Can I call you Tanya?”

“Of course. Anything for you, Mr. Ellis.” She started working the muscles in my lower back.

“I’m in it for the money.”

Her hands paused. “Come again?”

Not likely. My balls had shriveled up into my body. “The old broad’s loaded. I have expensive tastes. She keeps me funded. I keep her satisfied. It’s a mutually beneficial arrangement.”

“Oh dear,” Tanya breathed.

“She’s my sugar momma,” I said, wincing as Tanya resumed her ministrations. “And I’m her baby boy.”

“That’s… how nice for you.” She didn’t sound like she meant that at all.

Massages were boring; it was time to up my game. “But….”

“But?”

I turned my head to the side to look up at her with one eye. “Can you keep a secret?”

She nodded furiously. “I’m a masseuse. I keep all the secrets. You wouldn’t believe some of the things I’ve heard.”

“Because you’re just like a doctor, right? And I’m your patient. You have to keep my confidence. Anything I tell you can’t leave this room.”

“Exactly.”

“Good.” I took a deep breath, showing just how conflicted I was, but still determined. “I’ve hired someone.”

Tanya frowned. “Hired someone. For what?”

“You know.” I screwed up my face, letting my tongue hang out as I mimicked a painful and terrible death. Either by poison or strangulation, I would leave it up to Tanya’s imagination. “To… take care of the problem.”

Tanya looked as if she was having trouble breathing. “You mean….”

“Yes. I mean.”

“Mr. Ellis, that’s illegal.”

I turned my face back down into the hole. “I know. But it’s the only way. And if I can pull it off, I’ll be rich. I’ve managed to convince her to cut her children out of the will, leaving me as the only beneficiary to her estate.”

“You hired a hit man?” Tanya whispered fervently. “Where does one even find a hit man?”

“Craigslist. There’s an entire section on there. But it’s disguised under people selling patio furniture. You just have to know the lingo.”

Tanya hesitated, her hands getting a little too close to my ass. “Lingo. Is that… is that like an… urban… thing?”

Oh, Tanya. My poor, sweet Tanya. “Exactly. An urban thing. Only people of color know about it. And seeing as how I’m biracial, I know all the words. You have to know what specific things to look for. Like frizzle d’nizzle. And hibbity bip. For instance, the ad I found said Two Deck Chairs for sale for cool cat mcgats. That’s how you know.”

She leaned over me, her mouth near my ear. “Could you… do you think they could help me with a problem I have?”

Uh-oh. “Um. What?”

She spoke in a quiet rush. “My boyfriend broke up with me last year. I don’t know why. All I said was that I wanted to get married and have three babies. He said it was too soon to talk about such things on a first date.”

Yikes. I might not have thought this through. “Oh. Well. He… might have had a point?”

Her fingernails dug into the small of my back. “He didn’t. He just couldn’t see that we were meant to be together. Do you know what he did next?”

“Filed for a restraining order?”

“That too, but this was before that. He said he didn’t think this was going to work for him and paid the check and left. We hadn’t even had dessert! Or sex!”

“That’s too bad,” I managed to say, wondering if I still had to tip her when we were done.

Her breath smelled like mints. It was very pleasant. “And now he has a new girlfriend, and he posts pictures of them going on trips on Instagram, and he doesn’t even need to use filters! They’re that good.”

“I don’t use filters either because my skin is pretty much flawless—ow, Tanya! That’s too hard!”

“Sorry,” she said, and she actually sounded apologetic. “So if you know someone who could… take care of her, that would really help me out. You know. Hibbity bip.”

When I’d woken up this morning, I hadn’t realized I’d be negotiating with an emotional terrorist. “Maybe. But don’t you think he deserves his happiness? I’m sure there are plenty of men out there who would want to marry and impregnate you.”

“But they’re not him. He smells like spice and sleeps in the nude!”

I frowned into the hole. My life was so weird. “I thought you said you only went on the one date and he left you there. How do you know what he wears when he—you know what? In the interest of not being called to testify in what I’m sure is going to be a spectacle of a trial, I’m not going to ask that question. Look, Tanya. He wasn’t the one for you. You gotta let him go.” I paused, considering. “Also, no murder. Murder is bad.”

“But you said you were going to—”

“I never said anything, Tanya. I made implications that you inferred incorrectly. What the hell! All I meant was that I’m here with the love of my life after shopping for patio furniture online, and you started casting aspersions on my character. I expect an apology! Nay, I demand it.”

She sputtered. “But—there’s—you said—”

I pushed myself up on the massage table, reaching down to make sure the towel stayed in place so as to not show Tanya what I was packing in case she decided I would be a good sperm donor. If only real life was more like porn and she’d been a hot dude who put his face in my ass after coating me with oil. One of the great travesties of life is finding out porn is unrealistic. “Massage over,” I announced, glaring at Tanya as I sat on the edge of the table.

Sven looked over at me gratefully. “Oh, darn. Are you sure? I mean, you look sure, so I should probably go. Thank you for coming to the Oasis in the Desert resort. Namaste.” He bowed.

And then practically ran from the room.

“I’ll miss you!” Nana yelled after him.

Tanya stared at me.

I glared back. “Please leave. My sugar momma and I need to discuss the depths of our love for each other.”

She turned and left.

“And murder is wrong!” I called after her as the door closed.

“What happened?” Nana asked as she turned her head to look at me. She was wearing one of Helena’s wigs, a bouffant most recently used for the glory that was Agnes Beaverton. It suited her, even if it was listing lazily on the side of her head. “I was just getting going.”

I sighed. “Murder-for-hire plot that came out of nowhere. You know. The usual. Heterosexuality is so exhausting. I don’t even know.”

She nodded. “Yeah, the straights tend to do that. I was involved in a murder-for-hire by no fault of my own in 1967. Three people died, and I can never go back to the state of Kentucky.” Her eyes shifted side to side. “I mean, I have no idea what I’m talking about. I’m old and feeble and senile.”

“Riiiiight.” I didn’t know how much of what Nana said was bullshit, but I didn’t think it was much. “Old and feeble and senile.”

She grinned at me. “Exactly. Sugar momma, huh?”

I shrugged. “You got it going on. I’d be so lucky.”

She sat up, the towel falling off her, leaving her everything just… out there for the world to see. “I do, don’t I? I’m a hot bitch. You should see all the men sniffing after me at bingo. I have to beat them off with a stick.”

I looked up at the ceiling and wondered how this had become my life. Definitely through no fault of my own.

 

 

LATER, AS we were wrapped in thick, fuzzy robes and getting pedicures, Nana asked a question I didn’t see coming. I should have known she had ulterior motives. She was a devious woman. “How’s your love life?”

I groaned, and not because the woman at my feet was a master with a loofah. “I don’t believe I need to answer that question.”

She scoffed before sipping on her mimosa. “Of course you do. It’s the reason I brought you here.”

If looks could kill, she’d… well, she’d probably survive that too. Nana was going to outlive us all. Thankfully. “The truth has finally been revealed. You minx.”

She laughed. It was a thin, rusty sound that I adored. “You’re cute, Corey, but I don’t need to get a couple’s massage with you. I have plenty of gentlemen callers more than willing to rub me if I need it in the privacy of my daughter’s home.”

As if today could get any worse. “There are things we don’t need to say out loud. Less is more.”

She waved a hand at me derisively. “Honey, if we don’t say what’s on our minds, nothing will ever get done. Tell him, Larry.”

Larry Auster leaned forward from his chair on the other side of her. He was wearing a pink robe (by choice, god love him) and drinking a fruity cocktail with an umbrella in it. It was his third. His face was a little flushed. “She’s got a point.”

“Sometimes she has a point,” Matty Auster said from her chair next to me. Her robe had flowers on it, and she had white wine. Her eyes had cucumbers on them, which reminded me that I was hungry. “It just so happens that this happens to be one of those times.”

“Traitors,” I muttered. “You planned this, didn’t you? This is entrapment. I know my rights.”

“Of course not,” Matty said. “This was a gift for you for finishing your second-to-last year of school.”

“And also entrapment,” Nana said.

“You’re very good at this,” Larry told the woman who lifted his feet from the soaker. “I think I’d like another one of these whatever-they-are. Would that be possible?” He looked down at his glass. “I don’t know how I keep drinking them so fast.”

“Your husband is a lush,” I told Matty.

She smiled. “I know. He’s so silly when he’s toasted. It’s one of the things I love about him.”

“We just want to make sure you’re happy,” Nana said. “We know it can be tough. Paul and Vince have found love in a hopeless place—”

“Jesus Christ,” I muttered. “I am never downloading music for you again.”

“—and Sandy and Darren are bumping uglies and being disgusting.”

That was true. They were disgusting. If you’d told me last year that Sanford Stewart and Darren Mayne would be some weird power couple, I would have laughed in your face before kicking you in the balls for even considering such a thing. But here we were.

“And,” Nana continued, “your Vietnamese friend got him some cop love like the heroine of a torrid romance novel.”

I rolled my eyes. “Vegetarian, Nana. Ty is vegetarian, not Vietnamese.”

She frowned. “Oh. Are you sure? I could have sworn he was Vietnamese.”

“I’m sure.”

“Well, regardless. With all of your friends coupling up around you, it can be tough when you’re the only single one left.”

“Not all my friends. I have other friends!”

“You do?” Larry asked as he was handed another cocktail. “Really?”

“Name two,” Matty said.

Meddlesome bitches. “There’s—like. Okay. Hold on. Um.”

“Exactly,” Nana said, as if that solved everything. “You don’t have any other friends. Which is sad, yes, but that’s another intervention entirely.”

“I knew it! I knew this was an intervention!”

“Jig is up,” Larry said, poking himself in the eye with the umbrella.

Matty sighed as she sat up, the cucumbers falling on her chest. “We were doing so well too.”

Now I was grumpy. “Who cares if all my friends are dating each other? I don’t. So what if Paul and Vince are on their honeymoon? And so what if at the same time, Sandy and Darren decided they needed two weeks away in Las Vegas? Who the hell spends two weeks in Vegas? And so what if Dom went all stupidly romantic and now he and Ty are going to be together forever in Seafare? I’m fine.”

“Are you?” Nana asked gently.

I crossed my arms, feeling strangely claustrophobic. “Yes. I’m happy for them. They got everything they ever wanted. And they deserve it, especially after all the crap they’ve been through. Besides, they’re all old. I’m only twenty-three.”

“Hoo boy,” Larry said. “I remember saying that when I was twenty-three. And now look at me.” He grinned. His teeth were stained blue.

I groaned as I put my face in my hands.

I felt a hand on my shoulder, squeezing gently. “A lot of things changed quickly,” Matty said. “We just want to make sure you’re okay with all of it. We worry about all of our children this way.”

That caused a tiny ache in my chest. I had fit in with the Auster family almost from the very beginning. Matty and Larry made sure I knew I was one of theirs. It’d been weird at first, since I wasn’t used to parental figures acting… parental. I’d been on my own longer than I cared to think about, and there was an adjustment period where I’d been unsure of their motives. But I learned that with the Austers, motives were the furthest things from their minds.

Except for times like right now.

And all the other times.

I dropped my hands and laid my head back against the chair. “I’m fine,” I said again, and this time I tried to make it sound like they could believe me. “Really. I promise. And even if I wasn’t, it’s not like I have time for anything more right now. I’ve got my future to think about. Plans to make.”

“You’re very driven,” Larry agreed. “It’s one of the things I’m most proud of.”

Damn him and his ability to make me feel things while my cuticles were getting worked on! “Thank you. So you see, there’s nothing you have to worry about. Let’s talk about something else.”

“Yes,” Nana said. “Let’s. How’s Daddy Charlie doing?”

I blinked. I hadn’t expected her to fold so easily. “Good. I took him to the doctor last week, though he bitched the entire time he could drive himself.”

“Getting his blood pressure under control?” Matty asked.

“Yeah. He’s on the right medication now. Healthy as a horse, or so he says. I’m keeping my eye on him, though. We all are.”

“Nasty business, getting old,” Nana said, a strange note in her voice I couldn’t quite place. “But I’m glad to hear he’s doing better. He’s got that new beau. Nothing helps you feel young again like finding someone to spend your time with.”

This felt dangerous. Surely they didn’t know anything, right? Paul and Sandy swore they’d keep their mouths shut. They swore. “I guess,” I said slowly. “Robert’s good for him. Charlie’s grumpy as always, but I think it’s just a front now. I’ve seen him smile more in the last few months than in the past year.”

“Good, good,” Larry said, crunching on ice. His drink was almost empty again. “We can’t wait to meet this… this Robert.”

I was starting to sweat. I told myself it was because I was wearing a robe in Arizona at the beginning of June. I almost believed it. “I’m sure it will happen sooner rather than later.”

“Oh, I imagine it will,” Matty said, munching on one of her eye cucumbers. “In fact, I suggested to Paul before he and Vince left that we should have a barbeque at some point this summer. Invite Charlie and Robert. Very casual.”

I wiped a trickle of sweat from my brow. Had the air-conditioning failed? This was barbaric! “That sounds good.”

“I wonder who else we should invite?” Nana asked as she stroked the single hair on her chin. “Is there anyone else that we could think of that should be present at a meet-the-family barbeque?” Her eyes widened comically as she gasped. “Oh! Didn’t I hear Robert has a son?”

I needed to get out of here. If I had to run out the front doors in a short robe, I would. I’d done worse things for a lot less.

“That’s right,” Larry said, eyes twinkling. “A son. What was his name?”

“I have no idea,” I grunted. “Hey, are any of you hungry? I’m hungry. I could sure use a sandwich. Maybe I could just go home and make us all one and bring it back. Yes. That sounds like a good idea. I’ll do just—”

Matty shook her head. “I’m not hungry at all. And now that I think about it, I do recall hearing Robert had a son. Jerome. Jerry? Jackson?”

“Jeremy,” I said without thinking. And then I squeaked uncontrollably as I slapped a hand over my mouth.

They all turned slowly to look at me. Even the nail technicians.

“Jeremy,” Nana said.

I shook my head. “Nope. Nope. No. Nein. Nyet. Non. I absolutely will not have this discussion with—you know what? Hold that thought. First and foremost, who’s gonna get it? Give me a name, because I’m going to murder them.”

And it was about that time that my masseuse, Tanya, was walking by. She stopped and stared at me. “Hibbity bip,” she breathed. “I knew it was real.”

“No, Tanya!” I yelled. “No hibbity bip! Murder is bad!”

She hurried away. Goddammit. I was going to get so subpoenaed.

I stood up, pulling my robe tighter, and stepped out of the foot-soaking tub. Water droplets splashed on the floor, and I almost slipped. I managed to save myself and turned to stare fiercely at my family. I put my hands on my hips so they knew I meant business.

“So precious,” Nana whispered.

“Now see here,” I said sternly. “I don’t know who opened their fat mouths, but I have an idea—”

“Darren and Vince,” Matty supplied helpfully.

“—but I… wait. What. Really? Darren and Vince? What the fuck?”

“Language,” Larry scolded. “Especially while I’m getting my nails done.”

I threw up my hands. “Whatever. It doesn’t matter. I don’t know what they told you, but it isn’t true. Professor Olsen is great, but I don’t think of him that way.”

“Uh-huh,” Matty said.

“He’s hot for teacher,” Nana told her technician.

“I even looked up the charter for the U of A,” Larry said. “It’s not against the rules for a teacher to get involved with—”

“Why are you like this?” I demanded.

Matty snorted. “Sweetheart, you knew what you were getting into a long time ago. You just didn’t realize it would swing your way eventually while you were gleefully meddling in the background. That’s not on us. That’s on you. It’s your time to shine.”

Ugh. That sounded terrible. “I’m leaving,” I announced grandly. “I bid you good day.”

“I drove you here in the limo I forgot to give back after Paul’s bachelor party,” Nana reminded me.

“I said good—oh. Right. Dammit. Why the hell don’t I have a car?”

“Because you won’t let us buy you one as an early graduation present,” Larry reminded me.

“I like riding the bus,” I retorted.

“No one likes riding the bus,” Matty said. “Not even the bus drivers.”

“Keys,” I demanded, holding out my hand. “I’ll drive myself.”

Nana snorted. “Like hell I’m going to let you drive my stolen limo. I’ll take you home.”

Larry frowned. “Are we letting you drive again? I thought after you hit all those mailboxes, they took your license away.”

“Run!” Nana yelled, kicking her feet out of the soaker and spraying her technician in the face.

And we did just that.

 

 

NANA SAT with her hands at ten and two and her face practically pressed against the windshield. I was all for senior independence, but when she almost sideswiped another car for the third time, I started rethinking my position.

It didn’t help that she’d somehow found a cassette tape for the Mulan soundtrack only god knew where, and felt the need to play the song “Reflection” over and over whenever I was in the limo. She thought it was a trans anthem. Bless her heart. She was very progressive that way.

“See that damn girl staring back at me,” she muttered along with the song that had been replayed six times so far. Traffic was very bad for a Friday. If I’d met Mulan right then, I’d have let her stab me.

And, because it needed to be said, I told her, “I don’t need you guys worrying about me.”

She glanced over at me as a man shook his fist out his window when she cut him off. “Fascinating.”

“I’m being serious.”

“Oh, okay. Just as long as you’re being serious.”

I huffed out a breath and slumped down farther in the cracked seat. “I’m not lonely, or whatever you’ve got in your heads. I’m happy for everyone for getting hitched or being in love or whatever. It’s not something I’m ready for. Or even looking for.”

“Sure,” she said easily. “If you say so.”

I narrowed my eyes at her. “You’re taking this rather well.”

She shrugged. “If that’s what you say, then so shall it be.”

“Good. Well, then. Since that’s out of the way, how about we—”

“But what if?”

I blinked. “What if what?”

She turned to stare at me for far longer than one should while driving a stretch limo. I’m pretty sure we ran a red light, if the honking was any indication. “What if?”

“I have no idea what you’re talking about.”

“I know. But I’ve got a feeling you will.”

That didn’t sound good. “Are you threatening me?”

“Of course not.”

“Good, because that would be—”

“I lied!” she crowed. “It was a threat!” She cackled maniacally as she reached out and pressed a button on the stereo to rewind the song yet again.

 

 

I WATCHED from the front of the house as she drove away, “La Cucaracha” echoing throughout the neighborhood as she laid on the horn. She disappeared around the corner with a squeal of tires, the brake lights barely flashing as she went through the stop sign.

It wasn’t true.

None of what they’d said.

I wasn’t lonely.

I didn’t care that everyone in the goddamn world had met the love of their life.

And I certainly didn’t feel a damn thing for Jeremy Olsen.

This summer I was going to focus on what I needed to do in order to figure out my future.

That was it.

I turned and went inside the empty house. I wondered if there were any leftovers in the fridge.




Chapter 1: True Love is a Finger in the Ass

 

 

“THERE YOU are,” Charlie said as I walked into the Queen’s Lair on Saturday night. The sounds of Jack It filling up were loud below as people got ready for the drag show sans Helena Handbasket. “I was wondering if you were going to show up.”

He was sitting on a stool, his camera on the tripod in front of him. He wore his old leather jacket, something Sandy had told me he’d had since he first met him while trying to get into the bar underage. Regardless of his age, he still looked like a gruff leather daddy, and that’s exactly what I needed right now. He wouldn’t speak in vague circles or be meddlesome.

Hopefully.

“I told you I would,” I muttered as I sat on the stool next to him. The Lair was strangely desolate without Helena getting ready. “Bus was running late.”

“I thought Sandy left you his car while he was gone?”

I shrugged. “I didn’t want to try and fight for a parking space. And if I have a drink, I don’t want to take any chances.”

He looked me up and down, taking in my skirt and red top. “Nobody gave you any grief?”

I shook my head. Protective as always. “Nah. And even if they did, I can handle myself.”

“You carrying that mace I got you?”

“Yes, Daddy.”

“Good. Don’t be afraid to use it. There are idiots out there. It’s better to spray first and ask questions later.”

That troubled me, but I let it go. “I know.”

He reached over and patted my shoulder. “I’ll take you home after, if that’s all right with you. Help me sleep better tonight knowing you’re all right.”

“Thanks, Daddy.”

He grunted as he went back to fiddling with his camera. It was new, a gift from all of us for his seventy-ninth birthday. He’d told us we didn’t need to fuss over him, but nobody was fooled. We’d all completely ignored the way he wiped his eyes after unwrapping the package because it was the right thing to do. He was proud of it, showing it off whenever he could. “You ready for everyone to get back tomorrow? Must have been nice to have the house to yourself, especially with no school stuff to worry about.”

“It was nice,” I agreed. “But I got over it on the second day. Too quiet.”

“I get that,” he said. Then, “Heard from Nana.”

I groaned. “Oh, Christ. Not you too.”

He held up his hands in placation. “You ain’t gonna hear shit from me. She just asked that I keep an eye on you. Said you seemed down is all.”

I glanced at him before looking back down on the dance floor. The chairs in front of the stage were filled with people drinking and laughing. A queen down from Phoenix was filling in for Helena while Sandy was on his gaycation. She was good but didn’t hold a candle to our resident queen. “I’m fine.”

“Sure you are. But it’s okay not to be. You know that, right?”

I knew what he was saying, and the unasked question on his lips. I was Kori today, something I’d woken up feeling. They all thought Kori was a shield, someone I needed when I was feeling out of sorts. They weren’t wrong, exactly, though they all knew better than to bring it up unless I did first. They tried to understand, and I loved them for it. But it was hard to explain why I felt this way. How I could outwardly be two different people. I didn’t think it mattered to them. I was the same on the inside. “Yeah, Daddy. I know.”

“Good. And if you ever need to talk about anything, you can come to me. I might not be as young as I used to be, but I know my way around.”

I laughed. “I bet you do. How’s Robert?”

His cheeks turned pink, though I’d never call him out for it. It was adorable how he looked whenever someone brought up Robert Olsen, a dapper man with a cane who Charlie seemed to think hung the moon. “He’s fine,” Charlie muttered, refusing to even glance my way.

“He sure is,” I teased.

His lips twisted into a playful sneer. “Don’t think you’re above me putting you over my knee, girlie. Because I will.” He reached over and tugged on a lock of my hair, which was curled down around my shoulders. “Hair looks nice.”

I rolled my eyes. “If you had any idea what it takes to actually straighten my hair, you’d say it looks more than nice. It’s a process that takes hours.”

He chuckled. “Wouldn’t know much about that. And you’re right. It looks more than nice. Beautiful, even.”

I blushed and looked away. “You old so-and-so. If I didn’t know any better, I’d think you were sweet on me.”

“You’d know it if I was.”

“Promises, promises,” I said. “You want something to drink? I can go down to the bar and get it.”

He shook his head. “Don’t need to do that. I can have someone come up.”

“What? How?”

He reached into the pocket of his jacket and pulled out a small thin tube. He held it up over the banister in front of us and pressed a button on the side. It was a laser pointer, and it reflected off the glasses in the bar. One of the bartenders, Izaac, turned and grinned. He waved up at us and turned to a shirtless barback, nodding toward the Lair.

“Perks of the job,” Charlie said as he put the laser pointer away. “Stairs aren’t as easy as they used to be. And since Mike is a cheap asshole and won’t buy walkie-talkies for the bar, it’s the next best thing.”

“Such a diva,” I said. “Your knees okay?”

He rolled his eyes. “Yes. And so is my heart. And my blood pressure. And my prostate, so you don’t need to ask. You all worry too much.”

“I’m glad to hear that about your prostate. I’m sure Robert is too, now that I think—”

He held a stubby, thick finger up in warning. “One more word outta you and I’ll give you a spanking like you wouldn’t believe.”

Before I could reply “Oh, I believe it,” the door to the Queen’s Lair opened and a muscle twink appeared, holding a tray. He looked like every other eighteen-year-old Mike hired. Very specific taste, that one. It was like he had a factory that put out skinny white boys at an alarming rate. The twink’s jeans were slung low on his hips, and you could see the top of his pubes. He had a tribal tattoo on his arm, and I despaired greatly over the future of the gays.

Muscle Twink handed Charlie a bottle of water. “Whatever she wants, it’s on the house.”

Muscle Twink must have been new, because he said, “I think that’s against the rules.”

“Oh boy,” I said. “You should probably reconsider, friend.”

Charlie glared at him. He may have been damn near eighty years old, but if Charlie gave you that look, you either did exactly as he said or you ran in the opposite direction in fear of your life. “Excuse me?”

Muscle Twink fidgeted nervously. “Mike said we can’t give out free drinks.”

“I don’t give a shit what Mike says,” Charlie snarled. “You get the lady what she wants, and you do it now.”

Muscle Twink nodded jerkily. He had sweat on his brow. Sheer terror was a good look on him. “What can I get you?”

“Vodka tonic,” I said sweetly. “With a lime. Please and thank you.”

He spun around and disappeared back through the door.

“Children,” Charlie muttered. “They never learn.”

“Such children,” I agreed.

Charlie snorted. “Dear, you’re still a child yourself.”

I gasped, a hand going to my throat. “I’ll have you know I’m older than I look. You know as well as I do that black don’t crack.”

He chuckled as he shook his head. “Be thankful for it, Kori. When you get to be as old as I am, you’re just happy everything still works.”

“Eh. You’re not that old. And even if you were, love will keep you young at heart.”

“You’re as bad as the others,” Charlie said. “I don’t know how I ever thought otherwise.”

“I might even be worse,” I agreed. “It’s because I was trapped between two worlds: the drama of Seafare and the ridiculousness of Tucson. It changes a person.”

“Well, I for one am glad you’re here, even if it’s ridiculous.”

“Me too,” I said quietly.

I left him alone to play with his camera. It was… nice, being here. Even though I relished having the house to myself for a little while, there was such a thing as too much quiet. I’d even thought about offering to watch Wheels while Paul and Vince were gone, but given that I still had classes before they left, it was best that he went with Matty and Larry.

I would be happy when everyone got home tomorrow, though I’d probably bitch and moan about it to save face.

Muscle Twink returned, eyes wide and looking fearful. He squeaked when Charlie glanced at him. He even bowed a little when giving me my drink, which I was perfectly fine with. I hadn’t lied; I’d spent hours on my hair, and I deserved to have someone bow to me. I considered it reparations.

And I would have been perfectly fine sitting in silence, listening to the sound of the bar filling up below, seeing flashes of queens behind the stage curtain. It was something I was used to, and the cocktail was strong and just what I needed.

Which meant, of course, that Charlie had to prove he was just as meddlesome as everyone else in my life. I should have stayed home.

“I took my gentleman out for a meal last night,” Charlie said, apropos of nothing, and I should have realized it for what it was. I was just happy to hear him volunteer information about Robert. Charlie was fiercely private, even with those of us he considered family. We hadn’t seen hide nor hair of Robert since Paul and Vince’s wedding, even though we’d begged to have them over for dinner. No dice so far.

I played it cool, not knowing what lay ahead. “Oh? That sounds lovely. Did you have a good time?” I was already planning ways I could get every single detail to relay to the others when they returned.

“We did,” Charlie said. “I had swordfish. He had the salmon.”

Gross. That sounded terrible. Seafood was disgusting. “How nice.”

“There was a piano player. And candles on the table.”

Oh my god, old people on romantic dates was my new kink. What the fuck. I desperately needed to coo at him and make other assorted appreciative noises to make sure he understood I would die for them. Instead I said, “That sounds like the perfect evening. Very romantic. Did Robert enjoy himself?”

Charlie was still playing around with his camera, not looking in my direction. “He did. We had a most illuminating conversation.”

“The best kind,” I sighed, stars in my eyes. I could just imagine the scene, their hands joined on the table, Charlie smiling quietly, Robert telling some story that was inconsequential to anyone but them. My heart ached sweetly at the thought. I wanted to write love poetry and shout it from the rooftops and—

“You came up.”

I paused the stunning rendition of “Old Love / New Love” that was running through my head. It was a masterpiece. Or it would have been, had I not been startled out of it. “I did? Why?”

“This and that,” Charlie said. “I talk about you kids a lot, you know.”

I didn’t trust him in the slightest. The old man was up to something. I was onto him. “Uh-huh.”

What happened next happened on purpose, though I’d never be able to prove it. But I knew he was waiting for the exact moment when I lifted my drink and took a sip to say, “Just so happened that his son was asking about you. You remember Jeremy?”

Which, of course, caused my throat to lock up, forcing me to cough. And when one coughs with a mouthful of liquid, one tends to spray it out in a most unflattering manner.

So there I was, sitting next to my old friend turned traitor when I managed to hack up half a lung, vodka tonic exploding from my mouth, the liquid glittering prettily in the overhead lights of the club.

And then, from below, came cries of disgust as it rained down on those waiting for the drag show to begin.

Charlie jerked his head up to look at me, eyes wide. “Do you realize what this means?” he asked, voice barely above a whisper.

I glared angrily at him as I wiped my chin. “No, Charlie, I don’t know what it—”

He was solemn when he said, “You spit your drink over the balcony. It landed on someone. That means you have to marry them. It’s tradition.”

“What the fuck! That’s not a thing! That’s never been—”

“Paul and Vince,” he reminded me, and I was going to end him. “And while Darren and Sandy might not have started the same way, they certainly….” His smile faded. “Well, they did have sex up here. So I suppose that counts.”

I stood immediately from the stool. “Ack! No! Gross! Why! Why are you like this? You’re telling me I could have been sitting in Homo Jock King spooge? Do you have any idea how much this skirt cost?” I frowned. “It didn’t cost that much, now that I think about it. I’m poor, and Sandy showed me the art of thrifting, but still!”

Charlie cackled as he leaned over the balcony. “Let’s see who you have to marry now. Okay, he certainly looks capable of manhandling—wait. No. Sorry. That’s a lesbian. Oh, now there’s someone who could be perfect for you—nope. Never mind. He’s shaking his fist angrily up at me, and I have half a mind to go down there and tell him to watch his mouth.” Charlie turned two fingers toward his eyes and then pointed them down at whoever I’d spit on.

“J’accuse!” I gasped. “I trusted you.”

Charlie snorted as he sat back on his stool. “All I did was say that my date’s son was asking about you. You were the one that overreacted like a drama queen. And believe me when I say I know drama queens.”

“Whatever,” I muttered, wiping droplets off my top. “You did that on purpose.”

“I have no idea what you’re talking about,” he said mildly.

“Riiiiight. You keep trying, Daddy. See where it gets you.”

He laughed again and went back to his camera.

I waited.

He said nothing more.

That was fine. I absolutely didn’t need to know what Jeremy Olsen had asked about me. I hadn’t seen him since the wedding either, at least not face-to-face. Glimpses from across campus, sure, and if he just happened to be in the Health Sciences Library when I was and I hadn’t been able to work up the nerve to go over and say hello and instead hid in the stacks, spying on him through the shelves, that was my business. He was in a position of power. That intimidated me. Nothing else.

So, no. I didn’t need to know what he said to his dad. In fact, it was probably nothing. Just a simple “How is Corey (or Kori) doing?” He was being polite, and even if there’d been a weird moment after the wedding when I walked him back to his car when we’d stood there staring at each other awkwardly, it was nothing.

Charlie was an evil man, and I knew he was waiting for me to ask.

Well, the joke was on him, because two could play at that game.

I settled myself back on the stool, smoothing out my skirt.

Charlie pushed a button on his camera. It beeped.

I took another sip, a smaller one this time in case he decided to be an asshole again.

He didn’t. He turned the camera on the tripod.

Why was it so warm? Had the air-conditioning broken in here too?

Charlie shifted on his stool.

Was this what a heart attack felt like? Was I dying?

Charlie cleared his throat.

No! No! No— “What did he say!” I hadn’t meant that to come out sounding so shriekish, so imagine my surprise when it did just that. I took a deep breath and let it out slowly. When I spoke again, my voice was even, the very definition of calm. “Not that I care. Or that it matters. I suppose it’s nice when someone is thinking about you enough to ask. That’s all.”

Charlie’s lips quirked. That devious bastard. He was playing me, and even worse, it was working. I was outmatched. Outgunned. Out-everythinged. “It wasn’t much.”

“Oh,” I said, deflating slightly. “That’s… good.”

“Yes, just asked what your plans were for the summer. I didn’t know at the time, so I couldn’t tell him.”

I frowned. “Well, I am interning at Phoenix House. Terrible name, because Phoenix is a cesspool and Tucson is better in almost every regard. I suppose they mean the bird, like the LGBTQ community rises from the ashes more powerful than we were before to smite down heterosexual nonsense—”

“And what you’re doing after you graduate.”

“I don’t even know!” I exclaimed, that old familiar panic starting to wrap itself around my head and heart. “I’ve only gone to school for the last six years in order to do something with deserving kids so they never have to go through what I went through, but who in the hell decided that I need to stick with that and pile on student loans on top of it? What kind of fucking racket is adulthood anyway—”

“And how you’ve been, since he hasn’t really seen much of you as of late.”

I paused, considering. “Fine, mostly. I guess. I mean, I’ve been busy, what with planning for my future and surviving and worrying about how overdraft fees are designed to keep us trapped in debt—”

“And that he wanted Robert to pass on that he was thinking about you and hoped that everything was going well.”

I gaped at Charlie.

“Close your mouth, dear heart,” Charlie said gently. “In a place like this, that could be seen as an invitation.”

I snapped my mouth closed with an audible click. “He really asked all that?”

Charlie nodded. “He did. Or so Robert said.”

I stared at him suspiciously. “Are you meddling?”

He looked like a sweet, rough old man. It was a lie. “Have I ever?”

“Yes,” I said fiercely. “All the time, in fact. It’s like a trait with all of you that you passed on to me like some goddamn virus. You do nothing but meddle. I’ve been made complicit on numerous occasions due to all your meddling. Before I moved back here, I did nothing of the sort! You’ve tainted me.”

Charlie shrugged. “My word against yours. You’ll never be able to prove it. Feeble old man, remember?”

He was a master at manipulation, and I was nothing but a pawn in his Machiavellian game. “I see right through you, don’t think I don’t!”

“You’re getting loud again. A piece of advice?”

I sniffed daintily. “If you must.”

He smiled and reached over to squeeze my knee. His hand was warm and kind, and even though I was currently plotting ways to end him, I loved him so. “Don’t let time get away from you. I know you’ve got a lot going on, and you worry about things. And sometimes you shield yourself away. Armor is all well and good until one day you forget that it’s there and never take it off.”

I stared at him suspiciously. “That sounds like one of those times where you say one thing but you mean something else entirely.”

He sighed. “Nothing gets by you, does it?”

“Never.”

He looked back out onto the floor below. “I made mistakes. I hurt people and told lies. It’s hard for me to have regrets over some of it because I got kids, even if we don’t talk anymore.”

That wasn’t quite true. They didn’t talk to him, and though I could almost understand their reasons, I thought it was extraordinarily unfair. He rarely mentioned his life before, the one where he was married to a woman until he couldn’t hide who he was anymore. I had complicated feelings about hiding one’s sexuality, but it wasn’t my place to say whether the decisions of others were right. Especially not to Charlie. But the fact that he was talking about it now with me was not something I took lightly. It was important. Young queers these days tended to forget the sacrifices of those who came before us, who helped give us everything we had today. While we still had to fight, we weren’t the ones who threw the first brick.

“I wasted a lot of time,” he continued. “And that’s no one’s fault but my own. I wish… I wish things had been different. How, I don’t know, but I do. The only thing I can do is be thankful for all the things I have now and all the people I’ve met along the way who’ve helped me become a better man.” He smiled quietly. It transformed his craggy, wrinkled face into something soft. I wanted to kiss it over and over again. “Vaguyna. Sandy. Paul. Vince and Darren. You, of course.”

“And Robert,” I said, teasing him because he needed to hear it.

“And Robert,” he agreed. “I told you how we met.”

I snorted. “Getting your prostate checked. So romantic.”

“Kid, when you get to be my age, that’s probably the most action you’re ever going to get.”

I choked.

He hit my back a few times until I managed to breathe on my own. “He was sitting in the waiting room with me, and I wasn’t staring, no matter what he might tell you. Going to the doctor is never fun, but when you’re old, it’s one of those things you gotta do to make sure everything is still in working order.”

“And it is,” I said quickly. “Right?”

“Yes,” he said, sounding grumpy. “I told all of you not to worry.”

“That’s not going to happen anytime soon. If we have to continue to go with you to your appointments, we will.”

“Good to know,” Charlie said. “There I was, ignoring the only other man in the room with me because I was hoping I’d douched well enough for—”

I winced. “Yeah, I don’t need every detail. More lovey stuff, less preparation stuff.”

“The doctor was running late—of course he was, doctors never do anything on time—and I was thinking about taking a nap—”

“In public?” I asked, scandalized.

“Just wait,” he said. “One day you’re going to find out that naps are the best thing in the world. Anyway, I was about to close my eyes when he asked if the doctor was good with his hands.”

I gaped at him.

He shrugged. “I told him I didn’t have any complaints. And he had this look on his face, like he knew exactly what he’d just said and was trying to gauge my reaction. ‘An old leather bear like you, I bet you don’t,’ he said.”

“So romantic,” I breathed.

“I was going to go back to my nap when he decided that we were sitting too far apart. An entire waiting room empty, and he needed to sit in the chair right next to mine. I glared at him, but he ignored me.”

“Sounds like he had you figured out right away. All crusty on the outside but marshmallowy on the inside.”

Charlie scowled. “I’m crusty on the inside too.”

I grinned at him. “Of course you are.”

“And he just started talking, and I remember thinking who the hell is this guy? He had a cane and was wearing a damn three-piece suit to the doctor’s office. And his tie matched the kerchief in the front pocket. Same color and shit.”

“Oh, the horror!” I cried. “Such madness!”

Charlie ignored me. “And he wouldn’t stop talking. He said he’d been reading his horoscope in an old magazine before I arrived. He said it told him that he needed to take more chances and that soon a surly man in a leather jacket would cross his path.”

“Wow,” I said in awe. “Dude’s got moves. Holy crap.”

“I told him I didn’t believe that, and he laughed at me. He said it didn’t matter if I didn’t believe it or not, because here I was, and here he was, and his name was Robert, and that it was very nice to meet me.”

I sighed dreamily.

Charlie reached up and touched his camera again, not really doing anything with it but seemingly just checking to make sure it was there. I wondered if that was his armor, seeing everything through a lens, almost removed. “Before I knew it, he was being called back, and then I was being called back, and for reasons I couldn’t quite explain, I was kicking myself for not doing more. And then the doctor was sticking his finger up my ass—”

“Ugh! No! Go back to the sweetness!”

“—and I told him to hurry the hell up because I had to do something.” Charlie grimaced. “It probably wasn’t the first time I’d said that to someone who was inside me.”

“Jesus fucking Christ.”

“By the time I got back out, the room was empty. I figured he was gone or still back in with his doctor, and I thought about waiting. But that seemed a little….”

“Creepy?” I supplied helpfully.

Charlie glared at me. “I was going to say forward.”

“That works too.”

“But it didn’t matter, because as soon as I went outside, he was there sitting on a bench under a tree. As soon as he saw me, he stood up and all but demanded that I take him to lunch.” Charlie reached up and rubbed his jaw. “Haven’t been able to shake him since.”

I laughed, delighted. “Like you’d want to.”

He smiled ruefully. “I suppose. And maybe I was grouchy about it first, but I knew I couldn’t waste time anymore. After my marriage dissolved, I… went a little wild. I told myself I wasn’t going to be tied down again. And then Vaguyna Muffman came into my world, all sequins and feathers and an ass like you wouldn’t believe.” He looked down at his hands. “I should have done more. For her. You regret all the chances you don’t take, some more than others. She knew, though, I think. She’d be happy for me.”

“I know she would,” I told him. “Robert’s pretty great, huh?”

“He is,” Charlie agreed. He glanced over at me. “Armor, kiddo. My jacket. My camera. Your… you. It’s okay to have it. But don’t let it be all you know.”

“I have no idea what you’re talking about.”

He rolled his eyes. “That I find hard to believe. Obtuse, maybe, but not clueless. You’re smarter than the rest of us combined. If Paul and Sandy can do what they did, I expect you to do the same.”

“It sounds like you’re trying to pimp me out. I won’t have it, Charlie.”

He snorted. “Of course not, dear.” He opened his mouth to say something else but then closed it and shook his head.

Though I’d probably regret it, I asked, “What?”

“It’s—I don’t know. You know when you meet someone, and you know them from somewhere, but for the life of you, you can’t remember from where?”

“Sure,” I said slowly. “Happens to the best of us.”

He looked frustrated. “At the wedding, when Jeremy came, I could have sworn I’d seen him before.”

I blinked. “Wait, what? Really? Where?”

“I don’t know. But he looked familiar. Could just be my mind playing tricks on me.” His lips curved. “He’s hot, though.”

“You’re dating his father,” I hissed at him, horrified. “You can’t just say things like that!”

“I speak only the truth—”

I threw my hands up. “I hate this. I hate everything about this. I’m done with this conversation. You—”

A light began to blink up in the corner of the Queen’s Lair.

Charlie laughed at me. “Showtime. How convenient. I’m sure whatever else you were going to blather on about would have been not even remotely pointless.” He picked up the mic sitting next to the camera. He switched it on and blew into it. People from below us began to cheer, knowing what was about to begin.

I muttered threats under my breath as I leaned forward to watch the show. It wasn’t going to be the same without the others here, but at least I could forget all the life lessons Charlie had just laid out for me. Ah, the spoils of youth.

And I really did forget—mostly—when instead of the queen from Phoenix bursting out onto the stage, a familiar purr echoed around the bar as a leg clad in red fishnets stuck out from behind the curtain, long and slender. “The bitch is back,” Helena Handbasket growled.

The crowd went nuts.

I turned wide-eyed to Charlie. He grinned at me as he muffled the mic against his chest. “Told you that you needed to be here tonight. Surprise, Kori.”

The curtains parted as the lights flashed. Helena Handbasket burst out onto the stage. She was fierce and fabulous, and it hit me then that even though it’d only been a couple of weeks, I’d missed my friends fiercely.

“Damn right!” she crowed into the microphone. “Did you cocksuckers think you could ever be rid of me?” She licked the length of the mic as everyone screamed at her. “I thought not. And if you did, go fuck yourself. Because even though my vacation was restful and filled with me getting… filled, I couldn’t stay away forever. So I return to you, well rested and well fucked, both as the power bottom and the power top that I am. My boo can attest to that.”

“Jesus Christ,” a voice filled with familiar disdain said from behind me. “I told her not to say that. I have a fucking reputation to maintain.”

I whirled around.

There, standing in the Queen’s Lair, the door closing behind them, were Paul and Vince Auster and the Homo Jock King, a constipated look on his disgustingly handsome face.

I almost fell down trying to get to them. I did lose a shoe, but I’d worry about that later. Vince caught me as I jumped at him, wrapping those big arms around me as Paul squawked when I accidentally kicked him in the junk.

“You bastards!” I cried into Vince’s ear. “What the hell!”

“Hi, Kori,” Vince said happily, squeezing me so tightly my back cracked. “We came back from our honeymoon early! Sandy said you were sad, and I know how much you like it when I hug you, so here I am.”

Goddammit. I loved that asshole. I pulled back to glare at him, my legs still wrapped around his hips. “You should have told me.”

“Then it wouldn’t be a surprise,” Paul said, still holding his balls. “Also, keep your feet away from me. They’re freakishly strong, and I’m sure I just lost a testicle.” He laughed when Vince set me down and I went to him. He wrapped an arm around me, kissing the side of my head. “Hey, girl. Looking good.”

I ignored the burning in my eyes. It’d only been two weeks. “You too,” I managed to say. “You look… weirdly tan. Like you should have a mustache and be saying inappropriate things to teenagers still in high school.”

He shoved me away. “That’s it. Moment over. Get the hell off me.”

I turned to the Homo Jock King. “Darren.”

He glared at me.

I waited.

He sighed and opened his arms.

When one gets an invitation from a King (asshole though he may be), one takes it. “It’s good to see you,” he muttered in my hair. “Sandy missed you. I didn’t.”

“You’re a liar,” I whispered in his ear.

He grunted but held on for a moment longer before letting me go.

“Did we get her?” I heard Helena say from below.

Charlie glanced back at us before raising the mic to his lips. “We did. Good job, Helena.”

“Damn fucking right! And oh, my babies, I have so many things to tell you. But first, let me take you back to a different time. When things made more sense. When the world was young and we didn’t have a single care. When a former Mouseketeer all but flashed us her cooch.”

The crowd went nuts as Christina Aguilera’s “Dirrty” started playing overhead.

And just like that, all was right again.

In those moments that followed, I barely remembered what Charlie had said at all.




Chapter 2: Teenagers are Terrifying Creatures Who Exist to Cause Chaos

 

 

I YAWNED as I came into the kitchen early Monday morning, my skinny tie loose at my throat. I hadn’t had a good night’s sleep the night before, nervous about my first day at Phoenix House. I didn’t do very well with starting new anything, but today was a pretty big deal for me.

Sanford Stewart was not a morning person. He’d told me he was a creature of the night and that he shouldn’t be seen in the early morning light unless it was by someone he was kicking out from the night before. Which is why it was so surprising he was already in the kitchen, dressed for work and whistling cheerfully as he poured me a cup of coffee. The radio was on, playing NPR. I wasn’t too fond of the news these days.

“Good morning!” he trilled far too loudly.

“Blargh,” I told him as I slumped into a chair at the table.

“Indeed.” He poured a terrible amount of creamer into the coffee. He knew me so well. He turned and set the mug in front of me, as well as a small paper sack that I hadn’t seen him carrying. “There,” he said, sounding pleased with himself. “You missed Hot Jogger Guy again this morning.”

Ah, yes. Hot Jogger Guy, Sandy’s current obsession, much to Darren’s consternation. Some random dude who jogged by our house almost every morning wearing nothing but tiny shorts and running shoes. If asked, Sandy wouldn’t be able to describe him from the neck up, mostly because he was focused on the neck down and the way his ass and junk bounced in his shorts. I hadn’t seen him yet because he always came way too early.

I poked the sack before going for the coffee. “What’s that?”

“Your lunch,” he said, still standing above me expectantly.

I turned slowly to look up at him. “My what?”

He grinned. “I packed you a lunch for your first day of work.”

I groaned. “Why?”

“Because it’s a nice thing to do,” he explained patiently. “And because I woke up really early. Jet lag.”

I took a sip of coffee. It tasted like getting punched in the face with hazelnut. It was perfect. “You were in Vegas. You took a car.”

He shrugged and went back to the counter. “It’s the thought that counts. Say thank you, Corey.”

“Thank you, Corey.”

He ignored my morning snark. “I’m just so thrilled. I imagine this is what having kids is like, and being proud and such. Not that I’ll ever really know that about children because they are terrifying, and I won’t have them in my house unless I’m forced to.”

I wasn’t awake enough for this. “I’m glad you’re using me as a proxy, then.”

“Exactly. I’m pleased we’re on the same page. I made you a peanut butter sandwich with bananas in it. I don’t know why. Just go with it. And if you throw it away because it sounds disgusting, don’t tell me. My feelings will be hurt.”

I grimaced at the lunch bag. A sandwich with bananas on it was most likely an affront to god.

“There’s also carrot sticks,” he said, as if he’d been replaced by a weird queer Mary Poppins. “I don’t know where they came from. They’re probably Dare’s. But since I banished him from this house for two days, as I didn’t want the spark to die after being around each other twenty-four seven, you can have them.”

“So that wasn’t him grunting like a poodle giving birth in your room last night?” I asked innocently.

Sandy tossed a glare over his shoulder. “I was watching Animal Planet.”

“Uh-huh.”

“And even if he was, it’s not my fault that he can’t stand to be away from me for longer than a few days. He can be needy, in case you didn’t know.”

“Riiiight. So you weren’t talking to him on the phone last night when I was brushing my teeth, all but demanding he come over because you, and I quote, ‘needed to grind up all on that shit’?”

Sandy sniffed. “I have no idea what you’re talking about.”

“I bet you don’t.” I thought longingly about the day when I could afford my own place. I wouldn’t have to hear Animal Planet ever again. Sandy and Darren were attractive people, but getting erections because of the sounds they made wasn’t something I ever wished for. I told Sandy this once. The look on his face had been worth it.

Sandy filled his own mug with coffee and brought it over to the table, then sat in the chair opposite me. I smiled sleepily at him. It was good to have him home.

“You look tired,” he said.

Scratch that. Fuck his entire face. “I thought we agreed we wouldn’t tell each other that.”

He shrugged. “I told you to never tell me that. You’re a baby still. Down a Red Bull and you’ll be right as rain. If I tried that, I’d have heartburn for the rest of the day and still look like shit.”

“You’re very pretty,” I said dutifully. And he was. People tended to see him for Helena rather than Sandy, but those people were blind and stupid and didn’t deserve him.

“Thank you,” he said. “You still look tired.”

“Bitch.”

“Truth hurts, I know.” He stared at me over his coffee mug. “Everything all—”

“I swear to god, if you ask me if I’m all right, I’m going to fucking scream.” I sat back in the chair so I wouldn’t reach out and dump my coffee on his head.

“Fair,” he allowed. “It was late when I went to bed. Your light was still on.”

“After you let Darren out?”

He ignored me. “I know how you can get sometimes. And it’s okay to be nervous. It’s a pretty big deal, what you’re going to be doing. I’m proud of you for it. It takes more compassion than I will ever have.”

“Ugh,” I said, pressing my palms against my eyes. “Why do you have to be vomiting your feelings on me at seven in the morning? And on a Monday, no less.”

“Because I need to catch up for the last couple of weeks,” Sandy said. “And Nana told me she saw Kori more than Corey while we were gone.”

I didn’t need to have it spelled out for me. I knew what she meant. Being trans wasn’t a big deal to anyone I knew. If anyone was ever uncomfortable with it, I’d learned early they weren’t worth my time. I didn’t need shit from people who couldn’t see me for who I was, even when I was at my most confused. Bigenderism was almost predictable for me. I knew when something was happening, when I felt different. My thoughts didn’t change. My brain was the same. It was just a filter through which I saw the world and wanted the world to see me. “It’s nothing,” I said, ready for this conversation to be over.

“Okay,” Sandy said, thankfully not pushing. He was good like that. “But if it ever is something, just let me know, and we’ll do whatever you need. Pillow forts, getting in the car and driving away for a weekend, a sleepover with all of us and watching terrible TV, anything. Things might have changed a little, but that doesn’t mean we can’t do all the things we normally do.”

“Uh-huh. When are you and Darren getting married?”

Sandy rolled his eyes. “Never. I don’t believe in the institution of marriage. Paul and Vince are lovely and I’m so happy for them, but it isn’t for me.”

I snorted. “Right. I’ll remember that when you’re crying in front of all of us while vowing your eternal love to Darren.”

“Nah. I don’t know that we need to be married for that. Darren knows how I feel about him, and I know he cares about me.”

“You’ve actually thought about this.”

“Sometimes,” he admitted. Then his eyes narrowed, a little bit of Helena coming forward. “And if you ever speak of this to anyone, I will gut you where you stand.”

An empty threat. Effective, but empty. “Cross my heart, hope to die.”

“A billion needles in your eye,” he agreed. Then, “We talked about it a little after Paul and Vince. I don’t think it’s for us, and he’s on the same page. We’re committed, so what does it matter? It’s a piece of paper. We don’t need it to validate us.”

“Maybe a little more than that,” I said, amused. “And I’m pretty sure there are thousands of couples who would disagree with you.”

“And that’s their right,” he said, waving his hand dismissively. “But it’s not something we need. It’s awesome how so many queer couples can get married now. It was a hard-won fight. But all happy endings don’t need to end in marriage. I love him. He loves me. That’s enough.” He paused, considering. “For now.”

I laughed. “You’re so full of shit.”

His grin was razor-sharp. “Always, baby doll.”

I opened my mouth to make fun of him some more but was interrupted by a bloviating idiot blaring from the radio. “Jesus. I still don’t know why they give him the time of day. Fuck him, seriously.”

Sandy shook his head. “It’s all show. Loud noises and bright flashing lights. Almost like a drag queen, but without any of the charm. At least he’s got a wig.” He stood from his chair. “Pay him no mind. We’ve had almost eight years of an awesome black man in charge. There’s no way the people of this country will allow someone like this idiot to become the next president. I have more faith in us than that. Not much, but at least a little. You’ll see. Everything will be fine. Now finish up so we can get on the road.”

That startled me. “Excuse me?”

He had that look in his eyes that told me he was up to no good. “I’m driving you to your first day.”

“Nope. Not gonna happen. I’ll take the bus, and that will be that.”

“But—”

“No,” I said. “And that’s final.”

“Okay,” he said with a shrug.

 

 

“GODDAMMIT,” I muttered as Sandy drove us downtown. “I don’t even know how this happened.”

“It’s best if you just let me do what I want,” Sandy said, peering at me over his oversized sunglasses. He said they made him look like a fifties starlet. I told him they made it look like his head had shrunk. Somehow I hadn’t been murdered and buried in a shallow grave out in the desert.

“You have to know how that sounds.”

He hummed under his breath. The music blaring from the stereo was far too clublike for a Monday morning. Some diva was wailing electronically about sex and feelings (or it could have been describing horseback riding, I couldn’t be too sure), and the windows were down. It was warm already, with the promise of hot later. I closed my eyes and leaned my head against the headrest.

I was nervous, but I told myself it was just a case of first-day jitters. It’d been so long since I’d had an actual job that I’d forgotten what first days could be like. But I’d worked hard to get the position at Phoenix House and wasn’t going to let my nerves get the better of me.

I opened my eyes when the car slowed, hoping we weren’t stuck in construction or a jam. Traffic in Tucson was the worst.

I was surprised to see Sandy had pulled up next to the curb in front of a small, squat building at the edge of downtown Tucson. Bright rainbow flags hung from the exterior, and a sign outside cheerfully proclaimed it as PHOENIX HOUSE, the words printed with flames coming up from each of the letters.

“How are we here already?” I demanded.

Sandy shrugged. “You were snoring. Told you that you were tired.”

“Okay. Fine. Um. I guess… I guess I should just go inside.”

He reached over and took my hand in his. His fingers were long and slender and fit against mine perfectly. “You’re going to do amazing,” he said quietly. “Changing lives and all that. I bet years from now, they’ll have a gaudy statue of you right there on the sidewalk that will be beautiful at first, but then will end up being a perch for birds to poop on.”

“I hate you so much,” I growled at him.

“No you don’t. But if it makes you feel any better, I’ll walk you inside.” He let go of me and reached for his seat belt.

“No,” I said quickly, struggling to get out of the car, the seat belt pulling against my chest. “Do not do that. Absolutely do not.”

“Gonna do it,” he sang, finger pressing threateningly against the button.

I managed to make it out of the car without loss of limb or life. It was close. I slammed the door behind me and turned around to glare at him through the window.

He wasn’t fazed. He rolled the window down slowly, his smile widening. “You forgot your backpack. Your special lunch is inside. I made it with bananas and love.”

“I won’t eat it,” I said savagely. “In fact, I’m going to give it to the first homeless person I find.”

“Only you could make a threat empathetic.” He wiped a fake tear as he sniffled. “You’re growing up right before my eyes.”

I reached in and grabbed my backpack, intending on turning around and storming inside just so I wouldn’t have to listen anymore. I’d almost made it when he called my name. I glanced over my shoulder at him.

He had his phone raised. I heard a camera shutter sound as he pressed a finger against the screen. “For your first day!” he shouted maniacally as people walked by on the sidewalk, staring at us curiously. “We have to have memories! Do good work, my sweet angel!”

The bystanders hurried away.

Sandy laughed as he pulled away from the curb.

I couldn’t believe I ever felt relieved he’d come home.

 

 

PHOENIX HOUSE was bright and spacious, the inside far bigger than it seemed from the outside. It was the first thing I’d noticed when I’d come for the first in a series of interviews last spring. The walls were brick and painted white, with a fifteen-foot rainbow painted on the far wall. The ductwork overhead was exposed, giving it an industrial look. The building had once been an art gallery but had sat empty until Phoenix House had opened last year.

There’d been another LGBTQ youth center in Tucson called Wingspan, but that had closed a while back due to lack of funding. Given the size of Tucson’s LGBTQ population, it was a harsh blow, especially to the queer kids. This new center had opened with a solid backing in place, though funding was always going to be an issue. It was a nonprofit. Donations and grants were the only reason it existed in the first place.

The problem with that was Tucson was a blue speck in a sea of red. It was only three years ago that Arizona came close to being one of those states, trying to pass a bathroom law requiring people to use the restroom of their assigned gender. I was pleasantly surprised when it failed. The fact that centers like Wingspan and Phoenix House still struggled was not surprising.

Phoenix House was meant to be a youth center, but it also was a community outreach group. And since there was no other place like it in Tucson, it had a few beds in the back for people who needed them (rare though it was), a psychologist who worked pro bono, and contacts with queer-friendly drug treatment facilities. Sometimes it felt overstuffed, like it was trying to do too much with too little, but it worked.

The director who’d conducted my final interview in April had been nice, but he was a lawyer—one of Tucson’s rich Super Gays—and he’d had to take a leave of absence due to his day job. I hadn’t met the interim summer director yet.

There were a couple of kids sitting over near a carpeted area on the floor, leaning back against old sofas that had been donated. School was out for the summer, and though I expected there to be more of them, it was still early. One was a tiny Latinx boy with a spiky black mohawk and a rainbow bar through his eyebrow. He glanced over at me, eyes narrowing suspiciously. The other didn’t even look up. Their shaved head was bowed over their phone, fingers typing furiously.

I stood near the entrance, unsure why I was uncomfortable. They were just kids, not much younger than I was, but I still felt nervous about it.

“Corey!” a bright and cheerful voice said. “You made it!”

I turned my head, relieved.

An older woman was walking toward me, a wide smile on her face. She wore jeans and a loose-fitting blouse. Her gray hair was pulled back in a tight ponytail. Her name was Marina, and as far as Phoenix House was concerned, she was in charge. I’d interviewed with her twice before moving on to the former director. She was, as she told me, an Original Gangster lesbian. In another life before she retired, she’d worked for the county in management at Public Works. We’d bonded over our disdain of Andrew Taylor, Vince and Darren’s father and former mayor of Tucson, who was currently enjoying freedom while waiting to be tried on a bunch of charges.

“I’m so glad you showed up,” she said, stopping to stand in front of me. She was carrying a clipboard, and a stubby pencil was stuck behind her ear.

I shifted nervously. “You’re welcome? I mean, I said I would. You did give me the job, right? I didn’t just hallucinate that whole thing?”

She laughed. “No, I don’t think so. Not unless I did too, but I haven’t dropped acid since the seventies, so it’s unlikely.”

God, I hoped I could be as cool as her one day. “That’s good to know. I’m pretty sure drugs are frowned upon here.”

“Of course they are,” Marina said. “That doesn’t mean I don’t smoke a joint every now and then, but who doesn’t?”

I didn’t, but I nodded politely. It seemed like the right thing to do.

“We weren’t sure if you would be here,” she said, glancing down at her clipboard. “I know you kids have a lot more opportunities these days, but we appreciate it.”

I was confused. “Why wouldn’t I be here?”

She looked back up at me. “Of course you wouldn’t know.” She sighed. “We chose you and one other.” The skin around her eyes tightened. “I came in this morning to an email from her saying that she reconsidered and took another internship. Just like that. No notice at all.”

“That seriously sucks,” I said, angrier than I expected. “Why would you do something like that?”

She shrugged. “It happens. I will admit that leaves us in a bit of a bind. We need all the unpaid labor we can get.” Her eyes widened. “Wow, that might have been offensive. I apologize.”

I waved it away. “I know what you meant. Still, that’s a shitty thing she did to you.”

“Perhaps. But I should still remember to watch what I say.” She smiled ruefully. “So many people make the accusations that we’re becoming too politically correct these days, but isn’t it happening for a reason? Things aren’t like they used to be. More and more are coming forward with who they are, and it’s up to us to listen to what they’re telling us. Speaking of.” She pulled the pencil from her ear and lowered it to the clipboard. “What pronoun should I use to address you?”

I blinked. “What?”

“I remember you’re bigender. And it’s important to me to get it right.”

I fidgeted again. “He and him is fine with how I am now.”

She nodded as she scribbled something on the clipboard. “If I ever make a mistake and call you the wrong name or pronoun or whatever, I expect you to point it out to me. It’s how I’ll learn. Deal?”

“Deal.”

“Good!” she said. “Let me show you to your desk. I’m afraid it isn’t much, but it should work for now. Follow me, please.”

She turned, and I almost crashed into her back when she stopped.

I peered over her shoulder as she looked toward the kids near the sofas. “Diego. Kai. Say hello to Corey. He’ll be a fixture around here this summer. And if we’re lucky, I’ll be able to convince him to never leave us.”

I didn’t know what to say to that. This was always going to be a temporary position, one that would look good on my résumé. It was important work, sure, but I also had my future to worry about. The cost of living in Tucson was relatively cheap compared to other cities of the same size, but that didn’t mean I could afford to live off next to nothing, especially if I ever wanted to move out of Sandy’s house.

Diego looked up at me, arching an eyebrow. He grunted. It sounded like he said “S’up,” but since I didn’t speak teenager, I couldn’t be sure. If I was being honest, teenagers scared the holy hell out of me.

The other one—Kai—didn’t raise their head from their phone.

Marina sighed. “I’m afraid that’s as good as it’s probably going to get.” She raised her voice and said, “Because some people still need to learn their manners.” She shook her head and started walking farther into Phoenix House.

“They’re here early,” I said as I followed her.

She glanced back at me. “Usually are. They don’t really have any other place to go. Kai’s in foster care. The foster parents get the checks from the state and put a roof over their head, but that’s about as far as the parenting goes. Diego is….” She seemed to catch herself. “Well. He’s got his mom. They both just finished their junior year, and while I’m trying to convince them to get jobs, no dice so far.”

“Oh” was all I could say to that.

“But it’s all right!” she said as she led me toward an old door near the back of Phoenix House. “I love having them all here, especially now that school is out. Teenagers with nothing to do can sometimes find themselves in unruly situations. I give them breakfast and the code to the Wi-Fi, and they help me around here. They painted the rainbow mural on the wall last week to help us in our celebration of Pride Month.”

“It’s nice,” I replied dutifully.

She beamed at me as she opened the door. “I think so too. You’ll get to know them, I’m sure. They can be a little… well. They’re seventeen years old. I’m sure you remember what that’s like better than I can.”

I could. Seventeen-year-olds were assholes. I had been a seventeen-year-old asshole. And though I’d gotten over it quicker than I expected, the thought still terrified me. But it wasn’t enough to make me doubt why I was here, why I’d wanted to work at Phoenix House in the first place.

The room she’d led me to was small. It was made even smaller by the fact that three desks were placed against three different walls. It would be crowded with three people sharing the same space. Two of the desks were empty, chipped old things that looked as if they’d seen better days. The third desk belonged to Marina. There was a framed picture on the desk showing her and her partner of a few decades smiling widely while wearing mouse ears at Disneyland.

“This is us,” she said as if it were the greatest reveal in the world.

“It’s nice,” I said.

She laughed. “You liar. But that’s okay. You probably won’t spend a whole lot of time in here, if I’m being honest. Aside from all the paperwork I can’t wait to have you do for me, we usually are out and about. I mostly find myself in here when I need a break from all the noise. And now that it’s summer, I expect to use it a little more for that. Not that it’s a complete escape. It’s an old building, after all.” She pointed up toward a large vent near the ceiling. “If people are in the director’s office having a meeting, you can hear everything they’re saying. Just ignore it if you can. You brought your laptop?”

I nodded as I set my backpack on one of the empty desks. “I downloaded the programs you emailed to me too, so I should be ready to go. And I filled out all the paperwork.”

“That’s good,” she said, leaning against her desk. “We won’t worry about that right away. Few things you need to do first.”

Adulting was hard. “Like…?”

She glanced down at her watch before looking at her clipboard. “You’re going to meet with our interim director this morning just so you can introduce yourself and get to know each other. He’s a great guy, and we’re very lucky to have him on loan. If I had my way, I’d steal him and keep him here forever, but I don’t think that’ll happen. Like you, we have him for the summer, but I’m going to do everything I can to make sure both of you see how great this place is so you won’t ever want to leave.”

I looked at her. “That sounds almost threatening.”

“It is,” she said, eyes crinkling. “I find threats of happiness work better than anything else. And he’s excited to meet you. I don’t think he’s had a chance to review your file yet since he’s been trying to get himself situated, but you two can go over that together. I’m sure if he has any questions, you can—”

She was interrupted when my phone beeped annoyingly from my bag. “Shit,” I muttered as I unzipped the front pocket. “Sorry. Sorry, didn’t put it on vibrate. This morning was… I didn’t sleep well last night.”

“It’s fine,” she said, waving a hand dismissively. “Our phones are extensions of ourselves these days. My wife thinks we’re going to evolve with longer necks that are always curved downward. She’s funny like that.”

I glanced down at the screen to see the family thread lighting up. I tapped the box and pulled up the messages.

PaulyShore: You’re going to nail it. And if you don’t, I will buy the Ben & Jerry’s and we can eat and cry together.

SoVainDarrenMayne: Sandy said I had to tell you good luck.

IDreamOfVince: I luv u! U got dis!

NanaBanana: SIUCSAS (See If U Can Steal A Stapler) LMAO

MadMatty: WE’RE SO PROUD OF YOU.

LarryBerry: Take pictures!

Before I set my phone down, another, separate message popped up.

MyTyGuy: Good luck today! I miss you!

I smiled.

“Good news?”

I looked back up at Marina as I silenced my phone. “Just some friends wishing me luck.”

She smiled knowingly. “It’s good to have people, isn’t it?”

“It is.”

She nodded. “It’s one of the reasons I believe in this place. I want to make sure others know they have that too. In this day and age when things are so uncertain, it’s nice to know there’s a place these kids can go and be themselves, free from judgment. Many of them don’t have the support network they should and, even worse, can be targeted for just existing at all.” She reached into her pocket and pulled out her phone. She tapped on the screen for a moment before holding it out to me. “Case in point.”

There was a stark headline across the screen on a website I didn’t recognize.

WHY ISN’T THERE A HETEROSEXUAL PRIDE MONTH?

I rolled my eyes. “The straights are at it again.”

She shoved her phone back into her pocket. “I won’t subject you to the rest of the drivel, but I try to read everything so I can see all sides. It’s nonsense, of course, but it just goes to show how far we still have to go. The internet has vast resources and can connect people from all over the world, but it can also give people hiding behind cartoon avatars the ability to be racist, homophobic, and misogynistic without any repercussions. And it’s certainly not helping that our current political climate is….”

“Unreal,” I said.

She smiled tightly. “That about sums it up. But that’s neither here nor there at the moment. What’s important is the work we do today so that it turns into something grand tomorrow. And I’m happy you’re here to help with that.”

“It probably helps too that I’m a diversity hire,” I said dryly.

She laughed loudly, head tilting back. “Oh my, I knew I liked you for a reason. Yes, I suppose that’s one way of looking at it. Biracial, bigender, sure. That looks good for us. But what matters more to me is that you’re a good person. I couldn’t care less about all the rest, though the higher-ups might disagree with me. I knew from the moment I met you that you’d make a great addition here, regardless of whether you ticked those extra special boxes. You’re fierce and funny and bright. Exactly what this place needs. Don’t ever think otherwise.”

I was touched. I wasn’t used to people I didn’t know very well being so kind.

She glanced down at her watch again. “We should probably get you over to meet with the director. I’ve got phone calls to make, donations to solicit. The usual. It never ends.”

I thought hard. “What about Jack It?”

She looked surprised. “What, really? You think they’d do that?”

I shrugged. “I don’t see why not.”

“Do you know anyone over there?”

I snorted. “You could say that.” I was above name-dropping. I was above name-dropping. I was above— “One of my best friends is Helena Handbasket. And I know the owner. Well, Helena knows him better, but I’ve got an in.”

“Whoa,” she breathed. “That’s impressive. I’ll have to think about it. Can I get back to you?”

“Sure.” I almost hoped she’d say no so I wouldn’t have to go talk to Mike at any point. I didn’t like to remember that he existed, much less think about him.

We stopped in front of another door just down the hall from our office. There was an open transom window above it resting on gold chains. I could hear more voices coming from out in the front of Phoenix House. They all sounded young.

“Ah,” Marina said. “Sounds like the cavalry has arrived. I’ll go deal with them while you’re meeting with Jeremy.”

I froze as she reached up and knocked on the door, three loud raps against the wood.

Her smile faded as she glanced back at me. “Are you all right? You look like you’ve seen a ghost.”

I shook my head. “It’s—ah. Nothing. I just—I must have misheard you. I thought you said I’m meeting with—”

The door opened.

A man stood in the doorway, green eyes sparkling behind thick gray frames. His black beard was full—fuller than it’d been when I’d seen him last through the stacks at the library. He wore jeans and a tight white button-down shirt that pulled against his shoulders and chest in ways that should have been illegal.

His eyes widened. His jaw dropped.

Jeremy Olsen said, “Corey? What are you doing here?”

My hot former professor was now my hot current boss.

God fucking dammit.




Chapter 3: I Am So Fucking Screwed (The Non-Porn Edition)

 

 

SINCE I could barely breathe, I could barely speak. So I stood there, gaping like a fish out of water, wondering what I’d done in a past life to deserve such torment in this one. At the very least, I must have been a terrible bank robber whose reign of terror across the country ended in a hail of bullets. Either that or I’d been a cannibal.

Marina looked back and forth between us, brow furrowing. “Do you two know each other?”

Jeremy—no, Professor Olsen—recovered first. “You could say that.”

He smiled crookedly, the lines on his face deepening in a way that should not have been as attractive as it was. I mean, his dark hair was sticking up all over the place like someone had been tugging on it, and that line of thinking needed to stop immediately. And there were flecks of gray in both his hair and his beard. It was like I’d been punched in the gut.

“Corey was a student in one of my graduate courses at the U of A. A great one, at that.”

“Ohh,” Marina said, sounding excited. “This is going to make things so much easier, given that you two have a history.”

“History?” I squeaked. “There’s no history! This isn’t historic!”

They both stared at me.

I rebounded gracefully. “I mean, what. What’s going on? What’s the haps? Yo, dawg.”

Marina looked curious but shook her head. “Well, then, I’ll just leave you to it. But don’t keep him for too long, Jeremy. I plan on putting him to work right away.”

“You’re not coming in with me?” I asked her.

“Nope!” she said, oblivious to what I was sure was a look of panic on my face. “I’ve got things to do, and I want Jeremy to have some time with you before we get busy.”

That didn’t sound so good. In fact, that sounded terrible. “Maybe we could—”

“Come on in, Corey,” Professor Olsen said as he stepped back into the office.

Marina turned and began to walk back down the hall. I didn’t know her very well, but I couldn’t believe she was betraying me like this. Who the fuck did she think she was? I would have my revenge, and she wouldn’t see it coming.

I weighed my options. I could either go into the office with Professor Olsen or flee this place and move to North Dakota and change my name.

And since the very idea of living in North Dakota sounded terrible, I swallowed thickly and walked past Professor Olsen into his office.

He closed the door behind me. I was trapped.

“This is a wonderful surprise,” he said. And he sounded like he meant it. Curse him. “Marina was telling me last week how excited she was for you to be here. I don’t know why I didn’t put two and two together.” He smiled again, and my pants almost fell off. “But this is going to make this summer even better. I’m a little out of my depth here, and it’ll be good to have someone I know and trust underneath me.”

I choked on my tongue.

His brow furrowed. “Are you all right?”

No. I was pretty sure I was dying. “Yes,” I managed to say. “I’m fine.”

“Here, let me get you some water.” He stepped around me into the office, heading for a small refrigerator against the far wall. The office looked similar to when I’d been in it last for my final interview. The personal belongings for the prior director were gone, of course, but the desk was the same, and the—

Professor Olsen bent over to the fridge, his jeans pulling tight against his ass.

I made a sound that I’m not proud of, almost like a barking dog. A poodle, perhaps.

He glanced back at me over his shoulder.

I looked up at the ceiling.

“Here we are,” he said, standing back upright. He had a plastic water bottle in his hands. He started to unscrew the cap, frowned when it wouldn’t twist, and tried harder.

Since apparently my lot in life was to suffer, Professor Olsen managed to unscrew the cap, only to have some of the water slop out against his shirt. It soaked through immediately, above his right nipple, and it was then I decided that the religious right was correct and god did hate homosexuals, because surely he was torturing me at this very moment.

“Shit,” Professor Olsen muttered. “That didn’t go like I thought it would.” He laughed as he shook his head. “Guess I don’t know my own strength sometimes.”

“I do,” I breathed.

He cocked his head. “What was that?”

“Uh. Nothing. Nothing at all.” I told myself to get it together. Who the fuck was this bumbling fool whose body I seemed to inhabit? I wasn’t like this. I was cool. I was calm. I was collected. I didn’t take shit from nobody, and I kicked ass and took names. It was time to man up. “You can have my shirt if you want.”

Fuck me upside the head.

He looked confused. “But then what would you wear?”

“Oh, right,” I said hastily. “Yeah. There’s… there’s that.”

“It’s just water. It’ll dry. Besides, I don’t think your shirt would fit me. I’m a bit bigger than you, in case you couldn’t tell.”

Oh gee, I hadn’t noticed. Thank you for pointing that out to me, Professor Olsen. Now I won’t be able to stop thinking about it. Would the buttons pop off? Would the shoulders tear, the seams splitting over—

I managed to take the bottle from him without creepily caressing his fingers or dropping it. I was proud of myself. “Thank you.”

He went around the other side of the desk and sat in the chair behind it. He motioned for me to sit opposite him. I made it to the other chair without embarrassing myself further, something that had been entirely possible seeing as how my legs felt like jelly.

I took a deep breath, trying to calm myself.

It was going to be okay.

Then my brain said, Hey.

No, I snapped back.

Do you remember that porn you watched where the smaller dude got fucked over a desk just like this one by a bigger dude? You jerked off to that four times in six hours! Two of those times were dry! You got CHAFED.

I started scream-singing in my head to drown it out.

“Are you… humming?” Professor Olsen asked me.

I smiled at him, sure it was borderline crazed. “I have no idea what you’re talking about.”

Yeah, my brain said above a terrifying rendition of “What a Friend We Have in Jesus.” I didn’t know why I picked that song, but it wasn’t working. Right over the desk. It was all like bam, bam, bam, oh yes, harder, harder, give it to me! Wreck my butt!

He let it go. “Well, I wasn’t kidding when I said this is a wonderful surprise.” He leaned forward, resting his strong forearms on the desk. His shirtsleeves were rolled up, and he had this vein on his right arm that was obscene. It was so… veiny. His cardiovascular health was on point. “It’s good to see a friendly face around here. Marina’s great, and the kids I’ve met so far are too, but… I’m just happy you’re here.”

“Me too,” I said, and for reasons I couldn’t explain, it sounded an octave lower. I coughed. “I mean, I didn’t—what are you doing here?”

He ducked his head, almost like he was shy. “I don’t rightly know,” he admitted. “Stephen, the prior director, is a friend of mine. But his firm recently took on a big case and needed all hands on deck to defend a client in a trial this fall. He didn’t have the time for that and working here, so he had to let it go. I’d told him a while back that I wanted to do something different this summer, get out of the classroom for a bit, and he called me and asked if I could take his place until they found someone more permanent.” He smiled and shook his head. “I’d had a couple of glasses of wine when he called and didn’t think things through very well.” His smile softened. “Okay, maybe more than a couple.”

He agreed to do something charitable while drunk. He was a perfect human man. I hated everything about him. And since I was distracted by my hatred, I said, “You’re friends with the Super Gays?”

He blinked. “The what now?”

“The Super Gays. It’s what my friend Sandy calls them. The rich white—you know what? Never mind. Forget I even said that. I don’t know what I’m talking about. Obviously.”

Oh yeah, my brain moaned. This desk is so sturdy! Fuck me! Fuck—whaaaaat a friend we have in Jeeeeeesus!

He looked amused. “I doubt that. You’ve always been extraordinarily articulate.”

I told myself not to swoon over what was essentially me being told I talked too much. “Thank you?”

“How have you been? Haven’t seen you really since your friends’ wedding. Sorry about crashing that again, by the way.”

“It was fine,” I said. “The more the merrier.” That didn’t make sense. Like, at all. I tried again. “I’ve been… busy. You know how it is. The closer to graduation, the less time I have for anything else.”

He chuckled. “I remember those days. I don’t envy you in the slightest. Next year is your last, right?”

I almost convinced myself that he was stalking me, and it was the most romantic thing that’d ever happened to me. And since that was fucked-up, I chose to ignore it. “Yeah. Last year.”

“That’s exciting. Know what you’re going to do yet?”

I shook my head. “I’m trying not to think about it. It’s… heavy.”

He sat back in his chair again. The vein disappeared, which I was grateful for. “It is. But you’ve got a good head on your shoulders, Corey. I know that you’re going to do great things, no matter what it is you decide to do.” He nodded toward the door. “Just don’t let Marina steamroll you into staying here if that’s something you don’t want to do. She’s great, but she’s also….”

“Exuberant?”

“That’s it,” he said. “Exuberant. She’s already tried to convince me to leave the university and stay here full-time. Though now, that doesn’t seem like such a bad idea.”

My face grew hot. Thank Christ for my darker skin. “Uh… yeah.”

“Dad seems to be happy.”

That righted things a bit. “Is that so?”

He shrugged. “Think so.”

I narrowed my eyes at him. “You’re not trying to get information from me about your dad’s love life, are you?”

He groaned, putting his face in his hands. “You don’t have to say it like that. I don’t want to think about my dad having any kind of love life.”

“Did he tell you how they met?” I asked gleefully. “There were prostates involved—”

He dropped his hands to glare at me. “I know. And I don’t like how happy that makes you sound. You’re evil. I don’t know why I couldn’t see that before.”

“I have no idea what you’re talking about, Professor Olsen. I’m positively innocent.”

He snorted. “I have a hard time believing that. And it’s Jeremy, Corey.”

And once again, everything was topsy-turvy. “What?”

He looked smug. “It’s Jeremy. None of that Professor Olsen crap. We’re not in class. In fact, I’m not even your professor anymore. So call me Jeremy from here on out, okay?”

“Jeremy,” I repeated, somehow making it come out without sighing. “And if you want to know anything about your father’s sex life—”

I relished the look of horror on his face far too much.

“—you should probably ask him. I don’t know anything about it. Your dad makes Charlie happy, and I think Robert feels the same.”

“He does,” Jeremy muttered. “It’s sickening. I heard him singing the other day in the shower. He’s a terrible singer.”

That caught me off guard. “You two live together?”

“We do. I feel better knowing I can keep an eye on him, though he’ll tell you it’s only so he can keep an eye on me. We’re pretty much all each other’s got, so it works for us. We manage to keep out of each other’s way for the most part, and now that he’s… seeing Charlie, I know he’s in good hands.” He pulled a face. “I shouldn’t have said it like that.”

“Very good hands. Charlie is—”

He pointed at me. “Not another word.”

I mimed zipping my lips together.

“That’s better. So you’ll call me Jeremy, and I’ll keep on calling you….” He looked flustered for a moment. Then, “I know you’re bigender and you… you know.”

“Sometimes identify as female?”

He winced. “I’m probably not going about this the best way. I apologize if anything sounds… off. Correct me if I ever get anything wrong, okay? I want to do right by you and everyone else here. So if it’s Corey with a C, that’s fine. And Kori with a K, that’s fine too. You don’t need to feel like you can’t be whoever you need to be. It doesn’t matter to me either way. Or anyone here. All I ask is that you help us make Phoenix House an even better place for our community.”

He was fumbling, but it was sweetly endearing. I’d heard far crueler ways of going about it. Oh sure, we lived in 2016, and queers could get married like everyone else (and, in some states, fired just for existing!), but there were still many, many douchebags in the world. “Thanks. That’s good to know.”

He seemed relieved, not like he was happy that conversation was out of the way but more that I’d understood. Or at least I hoped that was the case. I didn’t think now was the right time to discuss the fact that I had a lot of his facial expressions memorized from the two semesters I had with him, sitting in the third row from the front, forcing myself to take notes instead of watching every movement he made. It seemed better that way for the both of us.

“Great. Now, I’m going to need to get a little more authoritative for a moment, if that’s all right.”

Oh God, yes, my brain moaned. Tell us what to do. Make us your bitch.

Singing church hymns in my head while my brain was tuned to the porn channel seemed like a one-way ticket to hell. There was nothing I could do about that now. “That sounds… ominous.”

He shook his head. “Nah. I just want to get a few things out of the way. I wasn’t expecting you to be… well, you. It’s a good thing,” he added quickly. “But I need to regroup for a moment here. Do some boss things.” He winced. “You’re okay with me being your boss? Well, your boss’s boss?”

“I have no problem with that whatsoever,” I told him, already sure this summer was going to see more jizz going into a towel than ever before. I’d have to go to Bed Bath & Beyond to buy more. I wondered if Nana had a coupon.

He leaned forward again, the vein making another appearance as he picked up a pen from the desk. He flipped open a folder and glanced down at it before looking back up at me. “Why are you here?”

I blinked. “Um. Because Marina told me you wanted to talk to me?

Jeremy snorted. “That’s good to know. But I meant why did you choose Phoenix House? You’re getting your master’s in social work, right?”

I nodded. “That’s the plan.”

“That’s a lot of work. And if you do go into social services, that’s a tough job. Many people wash out. It can take a lot out of a person. Most jobs, you leave for the day and go home and don’t have to worry about it until you go back the next day. With social work, I imagine that it follows you no matter where you go.”

I frowned. “I can handle it.”

His eyes widened. “Oh, I don’t—that’s not what I meant. I wasn’t suggesting you couldn’t. I’m just curious as to… I don’t know. The why of it, I guess.” He smiled ruefully. “And you can tell me to fuck off, honestly. If I’m pushing you into something you don’t want to talk about, let me know.”

Almost. And it sucked, because there were days—hell, even stretches of weeks and months—that I didn’t think about it. But every now and then it would hit me from out of nowhere. I took a deep breath. “No, it’s okay. I mean, I’m going to have to get used to talking about it, I think. Marina knows some of it because we talked about it during the interviews. And if I go to work for Pima County or wherever after I graduate, they’re going to ask the same thing. It’s also going to be part of my practicum. My academic advisor said it’ll personalize my thesis. Give it more credibility.”

His brow furrowed. “How so?”

I shrugged awkwardly. “I—uh. I was in the system.”

He sighed. “Shit. I didn’t know that. I’m sorry.”

“For what? It wasn’t your fault.”

“I know,” he said. “That’s not—I mean, that had to have been tough.”

I rubbed the back of my neck. “I survived.”

“You did,” he agreed. “And I’m pretty sure we’re all better off for it.”

Damn him. Smooth motherfucker. “I was in foster care for a long time. I didn’t know my parents. They were… I don’t know. I was told a little bit of who they were and what… some of the stuff they did, but it’s not like I think about them a lot.”

“You don’t?”

I narrowed my eyes at him. “This isn’t a therapy session.”

“Nope. Not at all.”

I relaxed slightly. “Good. Just so we’re clear. But I know what it’s like growing up in foster care. My last fosters weren’t bad people, but I don’t think they knew how to handle me.”

“And you had caseworkers?”

I laughed, though there wasn’t much humor in it. “Six.”

He whistled lowly.

I nodded. “Part of it was turnover, part of it was a couple of them didn’t know exactly what to make of me and shuffled me off to someone else. It’s not every day you meet a gender-confused nine-year-old.”

He was watching me closely, the pen seemingly forgotten in his hand. “That must have been rough.”

“It could have been worse. I think I was more than they could handle. They didn’t understand gender dysphoria, though I think they tried. She did, anyway.”

“Your foster mother?”

I made a face at that. “We didn’t really get to the whole Mom and Dad thing. But I get your point. Hell, I didn’t even understand it, and when you get a little older, your hormones are normally all out of whack, and everything is confusing. I couldn’t find the right words to explain to them why I felt the way I did. I couldn’t make them understand why some days I woke up and wanted to wear a dress or put on makeup. And it didn’t help that one of the caseworkers used the term transvestite as an explanation.” I tried for a smile. I thought I almost made it. “That was almost better than saying there was something wrong with me mentally. I heard that more than a few times. Imagine being a kid with identity issues and being told it’s because of a mental illness.”

Jeremy looked stricken. “Christ.”

I shifted in my seat, trying to find the right order to my words. “I fought back against it. I probably wasn’t the most… well-mannered kid. I fucked up a lot. And looking back, I think it was the only thing I knew how to do to get everything out of my head.”

“How did you cope?” he asked. “I mean, there had to be something, right? You’re more self-aware than most people I know.”

It was a terrible time to learn that I apparently had a thing for soft compliments given to me by a man behind a desk. “I got lucky. I was in this thrift store. I was supposed to be in school but decided to skip that day. I was barely seventeen and wearing this terrible dress that didn’t fit. I don’t even remember where I got it, but I’d woken up that morning wanting to buy something new, something I could wear to school. I hadn’t done that before, and I’d finally worked up the nerve to try it and see what happened.”

“That’s brave,” he said quietly.

I shook my head. “I wasn’t thinking in terms of bravery. It was about doing something right. About feeling comfortable in my own skin. I knew I was probably going to get shit, but if I got it while being dressed how I wanted to be, I thought I could take it. So I ditched school and went to this thrift store, because even though I had these big ideas, I still only had seven bucks to my name.”

He laughed, shaking his head. “Thrift store it was, then.”

“Yeah. And I was looking through this rack of clothes, getting really pissed off that I couldn’t find what I was looking for. I remember wanting a skirt. That’s all I wanted. Just a skirt. I couldn’t tell you why, but it had to be a skirt. And it had to look… nice. I didn’t want something flashy or revealing or anything. I just… I needed it. It’s hard to explain.”

“You’re doing a good job so far,” he assured me. He set down the pen and leaned forward, elbows on the desk again.

I tore my gaze away from his arms. “I was about to melt down or, at the very least, give up, when this skinny dude appeared right beside me, looking through the same rack. I thought at first that he worked there and that he was going to tell me to leave because I shouldn’t be looking at women’s clothes, and just who the hell did I think I was? He was muttering to himself, but I could see him glancing at me out of the corner of his eye, and right before I ran in the opposite direction, he pulled out this terrible something that had sequins and feathers and held it up to his waist and asked if I thought that would look good when strobe lights were flashing on it.

“And then I thought he was making fun of me, and I was about to punch him in the throat because this motherfucker didn’t know who he was messing with, when he held out his hand and introduced himself. I’ll never forget what he said, the asshole. ‘I don’t know you, baby doll, but you’ve probably heard of me. Though what you see before you might not seem like much, I transform into someone spectacular when I take the stage. Helena Handbasket, at your service.’”

Jeremy’s jaw dropped. “Helena Hand—wait, Sandy? Who I met at the wedding? That was Sandy?”

I nodded, smiling quietly at the shock in his voice. “Oh yeah. Sanford Stewart, aka Helena Handbasket, the fiercest drag queen who ever lived. But I didn’t know who the hell Helena Handbasket was or what this guy was talking about. I told him as much, and Sandy was not impressed by that. That dick was offended that I’d never heard of him before. And then he told me who exactly Helena Handbasket was, and I remember being in such awe of him. He wasn’t like me, but it was almost like he could understand better than everyone else. I somehow managed to tell him what I was looking for, and he helped me pick out the right skirt. He told me that since I had hips, I needed a cut that flattered my lines better. And that led to him buying the clothes for me, and then buying me lunch, and before we said goodbye, he had my phone number and told me that he was going to call me the very next day to see how it went.”

“And how did it go?” Jeremy asked.

I snorted. “I wore a skirt to a public high school in Arizona six years ago. How do you think it went?” Before he could speak, I held up my hand and said, “Nothing I couldn’t handle. You think words can hurt me? I’ve heard them all. Calling me a freak doesn’t say anything about me, but it says all you need to know about the person hurling it like a grenade. It never got physical. But I can take care of myself when I need to.”

“And Sandy called, didn’t he?”

I rolled my eyes. “Of course he did. I know you don’t know Sandy very well, but when he gets his claws in you, it’s impossible to break free, even if you want to. Just ask Darren.” My eyes widened. “But you can never tell Sandy I said that. I like being alive.”

Jeremy chuckled. “Your secret is safe with me.”

I thought I could believe him but still planned to make sure he and Sandy were never alone in the same room. “He called, and made threats against the assholes who gave me shit, and then demanded that I come over to his apartment the following weekend. He and his best friend were going to marathon Battlestar Galactica—”

“The original or the reboot? It better’ve been the reboot.”

“Reboot,” I said slowly. I squinted at him. “Are you a space nerd?”

He flushed as he cleared his throat. “I have no idea what you’re talking about.”

“Riiiiight. We’ll come back to that, don’t think we won’t. But I went, and I thought I was so cool, hanging out with older queer people. We were going to get drunk, and they were going to fill my head with stories, and it was going to be amazing. But when I got there, Sandy handed me a Capri Sun he’d bought especially for me, telling me he wasn’t sure what kids drank these days. When I demanded something stronger, he laughed in my face and told me I was precious. He then introduced me to Paul, and we all drank Capri Suns and watched Battlestar Galactica.”

“That sounds wonderful,” Jeremy said. And what the fuck. He sounded like he meant it.

“It was,” I said honestly. “I didn’t—there were other out kids at the high school I went to, but I just—I couldn’t find a way to fit in with them. I think I tried too hard. It didn’t help that I carried this chip on my shoulder. But with Sandy and Paul, I could just… be. And then I was introduced to their families, and Charlie, and then Vince and Darren came, and it’s… look. You asked me why I want to do this. It’s because I want these kids to know that they’re not alone. That there are others like them. That while I can’t solve every problem they have or even know exactly what they’re going through, I’m here, even just to listen to them rant and rave.” I looked down at my hands. “I was one of the lucky ones, you know? There are a lot of kids out there who don’t get to have what I do. You look at the statistics of homeless youth, and while that’s heartbreaking in and of itself, the fact that a large percentage of them are queer just… compounds it. I’m not looking to change the world. I don’t think I could do that by myself. But if I could help at least one person, then I know I’m doing the right thing.” I glanced up at him, feeling my face grow hot. “Uh. That’s it. Sorry I talked so much.”

He shook his head slowly. “That… you don’t have to apologize. At all. Thank you for sharing that with me. And while I can’t say that I understand what you went through, I can appreciate the person you’ve become. You’re pretty remarkable, you know that?”

Oh god. That compliment wasn’t so soft. And neither was I. “Thanks. That’s—thanks.”

He looked down at the folder on the desk again. I assumed it was my file. He flipped through a couple of the pages before closing it and looking back up at me. “I need you,” he said seriously.

TAKE OFF YOUR PANTS! my brain bellowed. PRESENT YOURSELF FOR INSPECTION.

“Excuse me?” I squeaked.

“I need you,” he said again, unaware that those words would haunt my masturbatory fantasies for at least the next six weeks. “I know you probably thought you were going to be the office gofer, and while that might be part of it, I think it would be best if you and I worked closely together. You’re younger than I am, and while I want to be as hands-on as possible, I think it’ll help with you by my side. The kids here will probably see me as the old guy.”

I was still stuck on need and you and hands-on. “You’re not that old.”

He snorted. “Gee. Thanks. That was so heartfelt. I feel better now.”

“That’s not what I—” Don’t ask, don’t ask, don’t ask. “How old are you?”

“Thirty-six.” He held up a hand. “And yes, I am aware of just how old that is in relation to most of the people here.”

Only thirteen years’ difference, my thirst-trap of a brain supplied helpfully. I mean, sure, he probably has clear, fully-formed memories of being a teenager the year you were born, but still! Call him Daddy and see what happens. Do it. Say, ‘That’s okay, Daddy.’

I said promptly, “That’s okay, Daaaaaaammit. Yes, that is okay, dammit!” I slammed my hand on the table. “Age is just a number!” No, no, wrong thing to say. Abort! Abort! “I mean, it’s… distinguished. You are distinguished.”

He groaned and put his face in his hands. “Oh god.”

“No,” I said quickly. “That’s a good thing! It’s like, you know. Awesome. Or whatever.”

He peeked out at me from between his fingers. “I can handle college kids,” he muttered into his palms. “Because by the time they get to me, they’re usually already in the graduate program. But if I’m being honest, teenagers terrify the hell out of me. When I got here this morning, one of them asked me if I had Snapchat. I don’t even know what that is. Did you know they can smell fear?”

I coughed roughly, trying to cover up a laugh. “I can see why you need me.”

He dropped his hands, looking relieved. “Thank god. So you’ll stay?”

I cocked my head at him. “What? Why wouldn’t I?”

He pointed between the two of us. “It won’t be… weird for you? Having me here? I know I’m probably not what you expected, seeing as how I used to be your professor and all.”

If by weird he meant bad for my libido, then yes. It was going to be very weird. Possibly the weirdest thing that ever happened. But since I was cool and calm and collected, I played it off. “Nah. I think we can make it work. Besides, you were pretty much my favorite.” I managed to cut myself off before I told him I’d anonymously gone on RateMyProfessors.com and written eight hundred words about how wonderful he was. Barely.

He frowned. “Oh. That’s… good. I just—I remember asking you to be my TA, but—”

Shit. Shit, shit, shit. “Uh, yeah,” I said weakly. “I just—didn’t… have… the time?” That was a lie. I didn’t want to have to spend day in and day out nursing a crush on someone unattainable, though wild horses couldn’t have dragged that out of me.

“So nothing to do with me, then.” He sounded dubious.

“No,” I said, the lie coming out easy. “Nothing. You were great, and I’m happy you’re here too.”

He nodded, looking relieved. “Good. I’d hate to think—you know what? It doesn’t matter.” He grinned at me. I wanted to climb him like a tree. I needed to get the hell out of here.

I stood up abruptly, my chair scraping against the floor. “Will that be all?”

His smile faded slightly. “Yeah, sure. Hey, thanks for spending some time with me. I was serious when I said I’m glad you’re here. It’s going to make things much easier for me, I think. I hope you don’t mind if I have to lean on you every now and then.”

I barely managed to keep myself from fleeing with my arms flailing over my head. “That won’t be a problem,” I choked out. “Lean away. In fact, I insist upon it. I mean, you know. In a strictly professional way.”

“Right,” he said slowly. “What other way would there be?”

“Right!” I exclaimed. “So glad we’re on the same page. I have to go now. I think Marina is calling for me.”

I turned and fled the office.

At least I attempted to. The problem with being flustered in a new place is that one has a tendency to forget how doors work. Instead of pulling on the doorknob to open the door, I pushed. Doors, for the most part, tend to swing in one direction. The direction I chose was the wrong one. So there I was, trying to make a relatively smooth exit, only to crash full-body into the door, causing it to rattle in its frame.

“Motherfucker,” I growled. “Shit ass bitch!”

Jeremy made a wounded sound, and I turned in time to see him cover up a laugh by coughing. “Are you all right?”

“Fine!” I nearly shouted. “Just fine. Doors, man! Right? Can’t live with them, can’t live without—and that makes no sense. I’m just gonna—”

I managed to make my way back out into the hall and shut the door behind me without further injury.

I slumped against it, closing my eyes. “Fuck,” I whispered.

What the hell was I going to do now?




Chapter 4: Code Orange Banana

 

 

I FOUND a mostly empty closet down the hall from Jeremy’s office. There was an old mop and bucket inside, as well as what looked like five million rolls of toilet paper. The closet smelled like feet, but it would do for what I needed it for. I looked both ways down the hall before stepping inside and closing the door behind me.

I pulled out my phone and highlighted a phone number to an insurance company. It took a few prompts through the phone tree before I put in the extension I needed.

The line connected. “This is Sandy, how can I help you?”

“Code Orange Banana!” I whispered harshly. It was the code we’d made up for a non-life-threatening emergency that was still pretty terrible but meant no one was dying or on fire. We hadn’t had a chance to use it before because it was oddly specific. He would know exactly what I was talking about.

Silence. Then, “What?”

“Code Orange Banana!”

“Sir, are you having a stroke? This is an insurance company. For cars. You need to hang up and dial 911. Is your face drooping? Oh my god, please don’t die on the phone with me. I will be traumatized if you do.”

“What the hell are you—it’s me. Code Orange Banana. Code Orange Banana.”

I heard him muffle the phone and talk to someone else. “I don’t know. It’s some man screaming something at me about bananas. Jesus, how is it still Monday morning? I swear it feels like we’ve been here for six years already. It’s not even ten yet. Paul. Paul! Are you listening? Pay attention to me! I’m about to save someone’s life. Google stroke symptoms and how to save someone. I can’t because my hands are shaking. No, not because I’m scared. I’ve had six cups of coffee already. I needed them. What? I know that’s too much, but Darren was all up in my bidness last night like you wouldn’t believe. You know, for someone who is so… him, he really doesn’t mind taking it up the—what? What are you talking about? Oh. Right. Stroke symptoms. Okay. What’s the first one?”

I hated them both so much.

He came back on the line. “Okay, sir, are you still alive? Do you have weakness in your arms and legs? Is your vision blurry? You already are having trouble speaking, but—”

“Code Orange Banana!” I bellowed into the phone.

He sniffed. “No need to shout, sir. I’m trying to be amazing. And I’ll come visit you in the hospital after, and we’ll promise to stay in touch, but most likely we’ll drift apart even though there’s some kind of life debt. You won’t owe me a thing. It’s the least I could—oh, oh my god! Orange banana!”

Finally. “Yes. Yes.”

“Right?” he moaned into the phone. “I can’t even remember the last time I had Orange Julius. They made the best smoothies. Does that store still exist? They were in malls, right? Are there still malls? I can’t remember the last time I was in a mall. Paul. Paul. When was the last time we went to a mall? Was it—oh, that’s right. Christ. That would have been in our early-twenties Hot Topic days when we thought we were the type who went to raves. Remember those JNCO jeans we used to wear? And those beaded bracelets? What the hell were we thinking? How were we not murdered, going out into the middle of the desert to dance to happy hardcore from a pimple-faced DJ who was probably fourteen years old? I mean, that’s the stupidest—Code Orange Banana. Why does that sound—wait. Is this Corey?”

I was going to choke a motherfucker out as soon as we got home. “Yes,” I hissed at him through the phone.

“Why didn’t you just say so?” Sandy demanded. “Why would you let me think that you were dying of a stroke? Do you know how bad I felt? I’m not even wearing the right tie for being interviewed on TV after saving your life!”

“I will burn down everything you hold dear,” I snarled at him.

“Hold please.”

Cheery music began to play. I swear to god it was an easy-listening Muzak version of Rihanna’s “S&M.” It was nice.

It only took a moment for the line to be picked up again, right about the time I was mumbling along that whips and chains excited me. “You still there?”

“Yes. And we need a new code, because apparently you don’t know what the fuck you’re doing with the old one!”

“I’ve had a very rough day,” he said. “Hold on. We’re in an empty office, and I need to figure out how to put you on speaker. If I hang up on you, feel free to continue bitching into the silence. It’ll save us all a good amount of time.”

The phone clicked in my ear before it took on a staticky quality. “There,” Sandy said, sounding louder. “Can you hear me?”

“Yes!”

“Hi, Corey!”

I breathed a sigh of relief. “Hi, Vince.”

“What the hell is going on?” Paul asked. “Sandy made me look up stroke symptoms, and then we talked about Hot Topic, and now I want a smoothie. Do you know what smoothies do for me? Nothing. They’re pointless.”

“Please,” I said through gritted teeth. “Continue making this about you even though I’m the one who called a Code Orange Banana.”

Vince laughed. “I get the smoothie thing now. That’s fun.”

I couldn’t be mad at him. That was like being angry at the sun for shining or alcohol for existing. He made everything better.

“What’s wrong?” Sandy asked, and for the first time, he actually sounded worried. “Is everything going okay? You haven’t even been there two hours. Were kids mean to you? I swear to god, if some little shit was trying to start something, I’m going to march down there and commit a fucking felony.”

“No,” I moaned into the phone. “It’s not the kids. It’s worse.”

“Worse than teenagers?” Paul asked. “That’s impossible. There’s nothing worse than teenagers. They have memes and an underserved sense of accomplishment. There was a girl at the grocery store talking into her phone, and it sounded like she was speaking in tongues. Wig this and froyo that.”

“It’s my boss,” I said, cutting him off before he really got going. I loved Paul, but if he got going, then Sandy would too, and then neither of them would shut up.

There was a beat of silence. Then, “What about him?” Vince asked. “Is he mean? I don’t like mean bosses. I’m not a mean boss.”

Paul snorted. “That’s because all of the people who work under you wish they were actually under you.”

“Oh,” Vince said. “That… explains a lot. One of the girls asked me last week if I could show her how many push-ups I could do. I thought that was weird because we’re at work, but then a lot of people started watching, and it was fun.”

“Good Lord,” Sandy said, sounding disgusted. “We definitely need to have another sexual harassment seminar. And why the hell were we not informed so we could watch?”

“That’s my husband,” Paul snapped.

“I know that’s your husband. I was there. That doesn’t mean I don’t want to see him do push-ups while wearing a suit and tie. I mean, Jesus, Paul. I’m only human. Look at him. His nips are just so… puffy.”

“Vince! Cover your nips!”

And even though I wasn’t there, I knew Vince was doing exactly that. “My boss isn’t mean,” I said, trying to get us back on track. “He’s wonderful.”

“Oh,” Sandy said. “Then what’s the problem? You could do worse than that, you know.”

“It’s Jeremy Olsen.”

Deafening silence.

Then, “Corey?” Paul asked. “Can you repeat that again? Because the line cut out and we just want to make sure we heard you right.”

“The director,” I whispered ferociously, “of Phoenix House is Jeremy. Olsen.”

Thunderous silence.

Sandy said, “Hold please.”

More Muzak began to play. It was a version of Adele’s “Hello” which sounded like it had been arranged for a fifth-grade orchestra where every child played the recorder. I wanted to stab myself in the ears just to make it stop.

Thankfully, it didn’t last long before they returned. “Hi, baby doll,” Sandy said in a simpering voice, the one I knew that meant everyone on the other end of the line was now completely full of shit and that I should hang up before things got worse. Oh, how the tables had turned. Life was so much easier when I wasn’t the focus. “How are you?”

“Don’t,” I warned them. “Don’t even think about—”

“Can it, Ellis,” Paul snapped, playing his role with gusto. “We don’t have time for your shit.”

“Now, Paul,” Sandy said. “That’s not fair. We should sympathize with our dear friend and help him through his time of need.”

“Wait a minute,” I said slowly. “Are you doing Good Cop, Bad Cop, Corrupt Cop? But… that doesn’t make sense because I’m not in it. And if Sandy is Good Cop, and Paul is Bad Cop, that means Vince is….”

“Corrupt Cop,” Vince agreed. “I don’t really know what we’re doing, but Paul said that anyone who looks at me is automatically corrupted, so that’s cool. I don’t know if I could actually be corrupt, because that sounds rude.”

“He was hit on by a priest,” Paul said. “At Christmas Mass. Nana made us go because she said she’d found Jesus, but I swear to god she was running a grift.”

“Okay,” I said. “Don’t think we’re not coming back to that later, because what the fuck? But now’s not the time for your ridiculous games!”

“It’s no fun when you’re on the other side, is it?” Sandy asked. “Oh, I feel just terrible. I’m sorry, Corey. This was really insensitive of us.”

I was touched. “Thank you. That was very nice of you to—”

“Except it’s bullshit,” Paul bellowed. “Because we’re still going to do this!”

“Whoa,” Vince said. “I’m really starting to get into this. Paul, yell some more. Yell right in my face.”

“Oh no,” Sandy said, sounding disgusted. “They’re doing it again. They’re honeymooning.”

Ah, yes. The unfortunate side effect of our best friends getting married. Ever since they said I do, it was as if they’d been infected by a fuck virus, as everything seemed to turn the other on. Vince working out wearing nothing but his tiny shorts that left very little to the imagination? Check. Paul eating canned peaches directly from the can? Check. Vince shirtless and wearing a tool belt while fixing the gutters at their house? Check. Paul yelling after Wheels shit on the new rug that had been a wedding gift? Check. I’d walked in on them fucking more times than I cared to think about in the last few months, and I didn’t even live with them. And while the view wasn’t always… terrible, the fact that Vince liked to announce he had learned how to be a power bottom really didn’t do a lot to help the situation. Especially since he’d told me this while lying on top of me, as he was wont to do. He didn’t understand the concept of personal space, that one.

“Get out of the splash zone!” I yelled at Sandy.

“We’re fine,” Paul said roughly, and if I never had to hear what his sex voice sounded like again, I’d be just grand. “We can contain it.”

“Are you sure?” Vince asked. “Because I think we need to go count the highlighters again.”

“I really wish I didn’t know what that meant,” I muttered. “Can we please focus back on me?”

“Sorry,” Paul said. “You’re right. I must resist the call of Vince’s thighs wrapped around my neck.”

“I’m bendy,” Vince said. “Did you know we figured out I can suck my own—”

“Wow,” Sandy said. “That must be hereditary. Darren can do the same—”

“I’m going to hang up, you fuckers,” I growled at them.

“No!” they all said at the same time.

“Don’t,” Sandy said. “We’re glad you called us.”

“Seriously, Corey,” Paul said. “We’re here for you.”

“I give the best advice,” Vince said. “Everyone says so. Now, what seems to be the problem? I don’t remember what we were talking about.”

“Professor Olsen,” I told them. “He’s here. And now he’s my boss. And he told me not to call him professor because I’m not his student anymore. He told me to call him Jeremy.”

“Oh,” Vince said. “Do you… not like his name or something?”

I groaned.

“He tries so hard,” Paul said. “I love you, Mr. Auster.”

“I love you too, Mr. Auster. Maybe I should show you how much.”

“Vince, please, we have to—”

Then, through the phone, came what sounded like a large family eating bowls of chili all at the same time.

“Well, we lost them,” Sandy said. “I… can’t even begin to describe to you what I’m seeing. I now know what narrators of nature documentaries feel like during mating season. It’s just… it’s just a sight to behold. Looks like it’s just you and me, kiddo.”

“I need new friends,” I muttered.

“Nah. No one will put up with your bullshit like we do.”

I was outraged. “My bullshit? You listen to me, you mayonnaise-covered cracker, I will destroy—”

“Boss, huh?”

I sighed and banged my head against the door. “Yes.”

“That must have been a surprise.”

“You have no idea.”

“Well, what’s the problem?”

I pulled the phone away from my ear to stare at it before putting it back against my head. “I—didn’t you hear what I said?”

“Right,” Sandy said innocently. “But you’ve told us time and time again that there’s nothing between the two of you. Vehemently so, even. And since you wouldn’t lie to us about that, then what’s the big issue? Especially after all the shit you gave me about Darren and Ty about Dom, I wouldn’t imagine you’d put yourself in a position where the same could be done to you.”

“It’s—that’s—huh.” He had a point. There was absolutely nothing between Jeremy Olsen and me, and there never would be. And if I had a crush on him (if it could even be called that), it was nothing more than professional hero worship. Jeremy was brilliant. He was kind and funny and sweet, and sometimes when he laughed, he tilted his head back, flashing his teeth and—

“Baby doll?”

“You’re right,” I said. “It’s just… it was surprising, I guess. Walking in here and finding out that he’s my boss.”

“Of course,” Sandy said easily. “That would be a shock for anyone. I thought one of the Super Gays was the director?”

“He was. He had to resign to go do Super Gay stuff.”

“Well, then, there you go. Because even if you were keeping things from me about how you felt about a certain nerdy and hot professor, that would be a moot point now, because he’s in a position of power over you. The dynamics are all off.”

Yeah, and that was absolutely part of the problem, but I kept that thought to myself. It seemed safer that way. “Right.”

“And since he is your boss,” Sandy continued, “and you worked so hard to get the job, and since this is technically part of your education, you wouldn’t want to do anything to screw that up.”

“Exactly.”

“Good. Then I don’t see what the problem is.”

I was relieved. “That makes sense. Thank you, Sandy.”

“You’re welcome,” he said. “Anything for you.” But then, “Of course….”

I dreaded hearing what he would say next, but I couldn’t help myself. “Of course…?”

“Hypothetically, if you were lying and you did have feelings for a certain nerdy and hot professor—excuse me, nerdy and hot boss—then you would need to do your best to keep that under wraps until either one or both of you has moved on from your job. And then and only then would you be able to suck on his cock until he came on your face.”

I yelped.

He ignored me. “But since that doesn’t seem to be the case, you have nothing to worry about.”

“Yeah,” I said weakly. “Nothing to worry about.”

He sounded amused. I hated him. “Good. Well. I’m glad we’ve had this talk. If you need anything, you call me. I’ll always be here to listen. You know that, right? For anything. All of us will.”

“I know,” I said. And I did. They might aggravate me, and every now and then we might find ourselves in ridiculous positions that tended to defy known logic, but I couldn’t ask for better friends. I didn’t know what I’d done to deserve them. “Thanks, Sandy.”

“You’re welcome,” he said. “And I promise to keep this between us.”

“And by that you mean you’re going to tell Darren. And Matty and Larry. And Nana. And Charlie.”

“You know me so well. Now if you’ll excuse me, I need to go find a hose so I can spray these two mutts in heat. Paul, you are going to hurt yourself! Put Vince down. Bad Paul! Bad!”

I thought I heard Paul snap back through a mouthful of something before the phone disconnected.

It was then I realized I was still in a closet that smelled like feet with a shit-ton of toilet paper.

“My life,” I sighed, looking up at the ceiling. “Jesus Christ.”

I’d wasted enough time in here. Any longer and Marina (or heaven forbid, Jeremy) would come looking for me, and I didn’t want them to think I was slacking on my first day. I took a calming breath as I put my phone back in my pocket. I opened the door and—

Two teenagers were standing in the hall, staring at me.

Unfortunately, I recoiled, forgetting that when one is surprised by teenagers, one can’t show terror. They would sense it and use it to either attack or tear me down emotionally with slang that sounded like text-speak.

It took me a moment to recognize them and remember their names. Diego and… Kai? They’d been the ones sitting out in the front when I’d arrived. Up close, they looked so fucking young. And even though it hadn’t been that long since I’d been their age, it felt like a lifetime.

Diego was short, almost more so than Tyson. He was rail-thin and had the beginnings of a mustache growing on his upper lip. He wore cutoff jean shorts and a loose black tank top with a smiley face on it. He had a wallet chain that looped around to his back pocket, and I wondered if I’d ever been cool enough in my life to pull off a wallet chain. I thought not.

Up close, and now that they were actually looking at me (though it appeared to be with mild disdain), I could see Kai was… pretty…. I didn’t like to try and guess what people defined themselves as, but if I had to, I thought Kai was nonbinary. Their head was shaved to a minimal stubble, and they had their septum pierced with a small silver ring. They weren’t wearing makeup, but it wouldn’t have surprised me if they did sometimes. They wore similar cutoff jeans and a shirt that proclaimed DOWN WITH THE PATRIARCHY. Where Diego had flip-flops, Kai wore black boots with silver studs along the laces.

And both of them were staring at me.

“Um, hi,” I said, closing the closet door behind me. “How are you?”

“You were shouting in the closet,” Diego said, arching his pierced eyebrow. “Why were you shouting in the closet?”

“Oh. I was… practicing.”

“For?”

“You know, stuff.” That sure sounded convincing.

They didn’t look like they believed me. “What kind of stuff?” Kai asked. Their voice was soft and gravelly, deeper than I expected it to be.

I thought quickly. “Adult stuff. You’ll understand one day when you’re older.”

Kai grimaced. “That was lame.”

“So lame,” Diego echoed.

“I try,” I said. “There’s just some… things, I needed to work out. And hey! I didn’t really get a chance to introduce myself—”

“What are you?” Kai asked.

I blinked. “I’m sorry?”

“Queer?” they asked, looking me up and down.

I forced myself not to fidget under their gaze. My hair was pulled back in a tight bun, the ends crinkled and sticking out. I hadn’t tried to straighten it, happy with the way it looked. My tie was a little crooked, and my collar felt like it was choking me, but I thought I looked all right.

“Gender-fluid? Trans?”

I wasn’t used to such bluntness. I had no problem with who I was, but it was still almost shocking to hear it from someone I didn’t know. I wasn’t offended, but I was curious. “Does it matter?”

Kai shrugged nonchalantly. But there was a weird edge in their eyes that made me think it did. “Just good to know, you know?”

Diego bumped their shoulder. “Had a straight guy here once. He was nice.”

That sounded ominous. “Nice, huh?”

“He tried,” Kai said. “Didn’t quite get it.”

“At least he tried,” I said. “That doesn’t always happen.”

“So, what are you?”

They weren’t going to let this go. “Is it important to you?”

The same shrug. It isn’t, that shrug said. But it is.

When I was thirteen one of the other foster kids had gone in my room while I was out. He’d trashed a lot of my stuff simply because he could. I’d been furious because I’d had so little to begin with. Back then I was dealing with my own shit and hadn’t been able to understand the anger this other kid had been carrying. He was destructive because he didn’t know how else to be. I can see that now. But I wouldn’t have been able to do anything at the time.

He’d been gone the next week. I never found out what happened to him.

But when I came back into my room, I found the kid had thrown a heavy book against the mirror on the back of the door. The mirror was cracked down the middle, and my reflection was fractured. A little on the nose, but it’d made more sense than anything I’d ever felt before.

Fracture was a bit of a misnomer. It meant broken. I wasn’t. But there were still two halves of me, and I stood in front of that mirror for a long time. There’d been no realization like a lightning strike, no moment when I looked at my reflection and thought, yes, yes, this makes sense.

It didn’t. And it wouldn’t for a long time.

“You need a label?” I asked now, trying to get in the right headspace. Getting to know the kids at Phoenix House was important. It was why I was here. It was part of what I wanted to do. But I couldn’t seem like I was patronizing them. Kai snorted. “It’s all about labels these days. Don’t you know that?”

“No,” I said honestly. “I don’t. Labels are good for a lot of people. But some don’t need them. Or even want them.”

“And that’s you?” Diego asked. He had the barest hint of an accent that curled around each of his words like a caress.

I shrugged. “Not necessarily. But I just want to make sure that’s clear. I don’t know that it’s cool, demanding to know who people are.”

Kai laughed, and it wasn’t the nicest of sounds. “Cool, huh?”

I stared hard at them. “Yeah. Cool. Is that a problem?”

I thought they were going to push more, but they didn’t. They relaxed, leaning into Diego, who put an arm around their shoulders. Ah. So that answered a question I didn’t even know I had. That was… cute. Baby queers had the tendency to make my heart melt a little. “I’m enby,” Kai said. “Do you know what that is?” It sounded like a challenge.

“I do,” I said evenly. Nonbinary, like I thought. “And good for you for figuring that out. That’s awesome.”

Kai’s eyes narrowed. “You mean that?”

“Why wouldn’t I?”

“A lot of people don’t. I say nonbinary, and most people stare at me weird.”

I knew what that felt like. “That might be because they’ve never heard the term before.”

“Straight people,” Diego said, rolling his eyes. “They don’t know shit.”

I frowned. “While I get what you’re saying, there are plenty of straights who at least make an attempt.”

“It’s Pride Month,” Kai said, which was technically true, though Arizona had to be different and wouldn’t celebrate until September. “I don’t have to care about their attempts.”

“Right,” I said slowly. “But while we can be proud, we don’t want to cut off potential allies.”

“Oh Jesus,” Kai moaned. “You’re one of those queers. Unity and blah, blah, blah.”

“Maybe. But I’d rather be unified than divided.”

“Come on, Kai,” Diego said, nudging them down the hall. “Let’s go see what Marina brought for breakfast. I’m hungry.”

Kai looked like they were going to protest but then allowed themself to be pulled away. They glanced at me once over their shoulder before leaving. I watched as Diego dropped his arm from around their shoulder and took Kai’s hand in his.

“Fucking cute asshole baby queers,” I muttered to no one in particular.

 

 

THE REST of my first day was a whirlwind. I barely had time to breathe, much less think about everything that had happened. Marina found me after Kai and Diego left, telling me she had a bunch of people for me to meet. She looked concerned, asking if I was all right, but I smiled tightly at her and told her I was fine. She nodded, walking past me to knock on Jeremy’s door. I hurried back down the hall.

The front of Phoenix House had more people in it, at least a dozen, most of them kids. My official title at Phoenix House was peer navigator, and during the interview there’d been pretty words about facilitating conversations about intersectionality and the importance of living authentically. Stephen—former director, Super Gay, and apparently friends with Jeremy—had seemed less interested in these particulars, merely asking me about the courses I’d taken and my plans for the future.

When I’d gotten the call with the offer, I’d been relieved rather than happy. I’d tried not to put all my eggs in one basket, but the two other social service centers I’d applied with weren’t as… bright as Phoenix House. There was something depressing about the other offices, with their dingy, flickering lights and sterile rooms. It was offensively clinical, and while I understood that’s how things were most likely going to be (social work wasn’t glamorous), I’d practically shouted my acceptance when Marina called me.

So I was a peer navigator.

Phoenix House had Jeremy (my life was a comedic tragedy) as its director and Marina as its program manager. There were three case managers, a psychologist, one random dude who handled finances pro bono, and… me. That was it. Seven people to handle the entire queer youth community in Tucson.

The kids turned to stare at me. The three adults with them—I assumed the case managers—didn’t step forward to introduce themselves.

Diego leaned over and whispered something in Kai’s ear. They snorted and shook their head.

I glanced back over my shoulder to see if Marina would save me. Hell, I’d even take Jeremy at that moment.

But since god apparently had a personal vendetta against me, I was all alone.

I swallowed thickly as I turned back toward the many pairs of eyes that took me in, looking me up and down. The children were the hope for the future and blah, blah, blah, but they could also be judgmental bitches. I know because I was one not too long ago.

They continued to stare.

I cleared my throat and forced a smile on my face. “Hey, I’m Corey. I just started today. I hope to get to know all of you. I ask that you give me a bit of time to remember all your names. And if you ever need anything or have any questions, my door is always open—”

“How old are you?” a girl near the front asked. She was a skinny thing with brightly colored tattoos on her arms.

I blinked. “Um, twenty-three.”

“You don’t look it,” she said, sounding dubious. “You look like you’re fourteen.”

I rolled my eyes at her. “Honey, it’s called the perfect skin care regimen taught to me by a drag queen. And genetics. Don’t feel bad that not everyone can look this good all the time.”

“Whoa,” she breathed. “Hard-core.”

A couple of the adults looked as if they were covering up laughter as I winced. I had to remember that I wasn’t at home. I had to be authoritative and look like I knew what I was talking about, even though I really didn’t. “Shit. Sorry. That’s not—”

“You know drag queens?” a larger boy asked me with wide eyes. He reminded me of Paul. “I want to try drag one day, but I don’t know if I’d be any good.”

“Too many,” I admitted. “My roommate is Helena Handbasket, who works at—”

The boy gasped dramatically. “You know Helena Handbasket?”

I squinted at him. “How the hell do you know Helena Handbasket? You better not be trying to sneak into the bar. You’re underage, and Daddy Charlie will kick your ass if you do.”

“Everyone knows Helena Handbasket,” Diego said, as if I was stupid. “She’s famous.”

I groaned inwardly. I was never going to tell Sandy about this. He would be more insufferable than he already was. “That’s—”

“Do you do drag?” another boy asked. He was black, and his head was shaved. He wore expertly applied eyeliner. Better than I could do at his age.

I struggled to keep up with the conversation. “No. In case you couldn’t tell, I get awkward in front of large groups of people—”

“What are you?” Kai asked.

This again. “Does it matter?”

They shrugged. “Maybe. Maybe we want to know someone working here knows what we’re going through. It’s not too much to ask.”

One of the case managers—a woman—finally decided to interject. “Hey, maybe we should just let Corey introduce himself without worrying about the little details.” I liked her. She could stay. The other two would face my wrath in this life or the next.

But Kai wasn’t having any of it. They acted as if they didn’t give a shit, but I could see the exact moment they decided to push. “It’s just a question,” they said, sounding innocent and sweet and filled with lies and evil. “I get crap every day for who I am. I don’t want that to happen here.”

Oh, this one was going to be trouble. “Do you really think I’d do that?”

Kai didn’t look put out at all. “I don’t know. I don’t know you, which is why I’m asking. We’re supposed to be inclusive, but queer people can be just as prejudiced as the heteros. I’m nonbinary. I’ve been told for years I need to pick a gender.”

“I’m bisexual,” Diego said. “And I’ve had gay people tell me that I’m not really queer because I find women attractive. A girl a long time ago told me she would never date me because she knew I also fucked around with guys.”

Jesus Christ.

(Also, I had to stop myself from pointing out that they were kids, and no one should be fucking around with anyone, and that “a long time ago” to them was probably last month. But I kept that to myself.)

“That… sucks,” I said, eloquent as always. “I’m sorry you had to go through that. If any of you have to go through that. It’s unfair.”

“So you can see why we’d ask,” Kai said, trapping me neatly.

I didn’t owe them shit, but I could see where they were coming from. “I’m bigender.”

It was met with silence.

A trickle of sweat dropped down the back of my neck.

Then, “Bigender,” Kai repeated.

Diego shook his head. “I don’t know what that is. Trans? Is that trans?”

“It’s like gender-fluid,” the bigger boy said. “Right? You go back and forth.”

Yay. This was going so well. “Sort of? Gender-fluid is variable and can run a spectrum of gender identity. Bigenderism tends to only focus on two, though it doesn’t have to be just male or female.”

They didn’t seem impressed. “So you can be a boy or a girl?” the first girl asked.

I didn’t think now was the time to get into the psychology behind it. “I… guess? It’s a little more complicated than that. I feel both simultaneously, but sometimes one is more dominant than the other, which is why I tend to use specific pronouns when I—”

“Do you have a boyfriend?” Diego asked. “Or a girlfriend?”

They all seemed very interested in that.

Oh god, I was going to murder Marina for taking so long. And possibly Jeremy, but that would most likely mean having to touch him in order to rip his face off, and that brought a whole new set of problems. “No, I don’t. I’m single.”

“Why?” Kai asked.

I smiled at them. “Because between going to school for the last five years in order to get to be with your bright and shining faces and getting stuck in plots out of eighties movies, I haven’t had time.”

They had questions. So many questions. I could see it on their faces. But before they could open their mouths and continue, I was saved.

“This seems like it’s going so well!” a voice said.

I turned to see Marina and Jeremy standing behind me. Marina was smiling widely. Jeremy looked amused. Oh yeah, I was going to have to get over whatever problem I had, because I would go after him first for letting me flounder.

“Does it?” I asked. “I think maybe you’re seeing things differently.”

She laughed. “Nah. It’s best to get in front of the firing squad early so you can get it out of the way. Take the shots, and then we’re golden. They can be insistent, but they’ve got a point. It’s best to know where everyone is coming from. And speaking of! Everyone, this is Jeremy Olsen. He’s our interim director until we hire a replacement. He loves answering questions, so feel free to ask anything you want.”

Jeremy no longer looked amused.

This pleased me greatly. “Yes, Jeremy. Why don’t you come right over here and tell us all about yourself? Perhaps a speech from our fearless leader?”

He scowled at me as he came to stand beside me. “Trouble,” he whispered, bumping my shoulder. “You’re trouble. How did I not know that about you?”

I shrugged. “We’re not in a classroom anymore. I’m sure you’re going to find out a lot more about me.” I blanched. “Wow, that did not come out like I meant it to. Do me a favor and pretend I didn’t say that.”

He snorted. “I’ll keep that in mind.”

Whatever the hell that meant.

Jeremy looked out at everyone in the room. I started to take a step back to let him have the floor, but he reached out and grabbed my wrist, squeezing it once before letting go. I stayed right where I was, my brain screaming about desks and porn and for some reason cursing in Spanish.

“It’s great to meet all of you,” Jeremy said, and he was using his professor voice, the one I remembered very clearly from the days where he paced back and forth in front of a large class, the women (and a good number of the men) sighing dreamily. “And thanks to Marina for the warm welcome. I can’t wait to get to know all of you. While I may be temporary, I promise that I’m going to work as hard as I possibly can. I’m told that you didn’t see a lot of the previous director, but that’s not how I work. I’m more hands-on—”

Shoot me now.

“—and plan on spending time out here with all of you rather than holed up back in the office. There’s a lot of work to be done, and I know that we’re all working toward the same goal of educating ourselves and others. If you ever have any questions, my door is always open. If I’m not here, Marina has my phone number and email, so you can reach me that way. Any time of day. If you need help—even just a ride to get you to a safe place—you can call me. Or Marina. Or Corey here.”

Well, sure. Except I didn’t have a car. I supposed I could show up on my bike.

“We’re here to help you,” Jeremy said. “And to make sure that this is a great summer for all of us.”

Kai opened their mouth, but Jeremy beat them to the punch. “And I’m thirty-six, bisexual, and single.” He grinned at them, waggling his eyebrows. “But that last part isn’t anything you should concern yourself with since this isn’t a dating profile.”

Half the people in the room looked as if they already had a crush on him. He tended to have that effect on people.

“So!” he said, clapping his hands. “Tell me what’s on your minds?”




Chapter 5: How to Be Creepy With Fruit—A Tragedy by Corey Ellis

 

 

“NEED A ride?”

I looked up from the text thread on my phone (Ty, ever the drama queen: I know, but they could have at least told me they were trying to get pregnant!) to see a bright yellow Jeep stop next to the curb in front of the bus stop. The top was off, and Jeremy sat in the driver’s seat, wearing mirror shades and looking like an all-around douchebag.

“Sorry,” I said evenly, my heart stumbling in my chest. “I don’t accept rides in vehicles that look like they’re owned by a sorority girl who got it from her daddy because he doesn’t understand love and affection and buys expensive things instead.”

He looked moderately offended. “I bought it used. And the color is called sunshine, thank you very much.”

I waved dismissively. “That doesn’t help like you think it does. No, I don’t want to go to your rager, Vanessa. Stop asking.”

He looked over his sunglasses at me, brow furrowed. “But all the boys are going to be there.”

I laughed. “It’s not a big deal. The bus is going to be here—”

“Get in,” the woman who sat next to me at the bus stop said. She hadn’t uttered a word while we’d been waiting. I wished she’d kept that up. “He looks loaded and like he’d treat you right. Back in my day when a man stopped and offered something, we took it.” She paused, considering. “After coming to an agreement on prices and making sure our pimp was okay with it.”

I turned to stare at her slowly. “I’m not a sex worker.”

She squinted at me. “Are you sure?”

“What the—yes!”

She shrugged. “You’ve got the body for it. I’ve never thought about pimping before, but maybe I could start now. Lord knows working at Walgreens isn’t as exciting as it used to be. What do you think? You want to be my first?”

I stood abruptly, shouldering my backpack as I walked toward the Jeep. Jeremy was laughing as I pointed a finger at him. “The only reason I’m getting in this vehicle is because I think I was about to be conscripted into a job I didn’t want.”

“Sure,” he said. “Of course.”

“I get seventy percent!” the woman yelled after me. “And bring him back in two hours or I’ll have to come after you. Hold on a second so I can write down your license plate in case you’re a murderer and I have to go to the police.”

“You hear that?” I asked mildly as Jeremy started to look panicked. “You can’t murder me.”

He gunned the engine (what an asshole) and pulled away from the curb.

 

 

IN AGREEING to accept a ride from Jeremy in his ridiculous car to get away from potentially becoming a sex worker to a pimp who worked at Walgreens, I wasn’t necessarily thinking about the fact that I’d be trapped in a car with him. And even if I had, I didn’t live that far away from Phoenix House. The trip should have taken ten or fifteen minutes at the most.

Except it was just after five, which meant rush hour. And to make things worse, Tucson seemed to be perpetually stuck in a state of everything is under construction at all times everywhere.

Meaning that only a few short moments after we left the bus stop, we came to backed-up traffic that barely moved.

In June.

In Arizona.

In a yellow Jeep without the top on.

With a hot guy in mirror shades who was also my boss.

Fuck. Me.

He blasted the air-conditioning, which was completely futile seeing as how the Jeep didn’t have a top.

“I meant to put the top on over the weekend,” he said apologetically. “But I got so busy preparing for today that it slipped my mind. I tend to get a bit scatterbrained. Dad was supposed to remind me, but I can’t remember if he did or not.”

“It’s fine,” I said, sure I was already melting into the seat. “I mean, yeah, you’re pretty much destroying our environment single-handedly, but that’s a problem for the next generation.”

He shot me a glare. “Trouble. I should have known that the whole ‘yes, Professor Olsen’ thing was an act.”

I immediately starting singing another church hymn in my head before my brain could make his words dirty. “I was worried about my grade. Now I don’t have to be.”

He shrugged. “I’m your boss. And we’re not at work now, are we?”

NO, WE’RE NOT! THANK YOU FOR NOTICING! TAKE OFF YOUR PANTS!

I coughed roughly.

He glanced over at me. “All right?”

“Fine,” I managed to say. “Just the exhaust and the color of your Jeep. Nothing to worry about.”

“It’s sunshine!”

“Just because it has a pretty name doesn’t mean it’s not offensive. Or inappropriate for a man of your age and social standing.”

He sighed dramatically. “And here I was, extending my hand in kindness to someone in need, and all I’m getting for it is shit in return.”

“You deserve it,” I told him honestly. “What happened to the little car you had back at the wedding?”

He looked surprised. “You remember that thing?”

“Uh, yeah.” Why wouldn’t I? “I mean, that looked like the car I expect all untenured college professors to have. It even had an old peace symbol sticker that I assume had a story behind it that involves you wearing large amounts of hemp.”

He snorted. “Not quite. I decided to get rid of it and upgrade.”

“And this is what you chose.”

“Get out.”

I reached for the door. “It’s probably for the best. I have a reputation to maintain.”

“You know what? I changed my mind. Stay here. I want to see everyone staring at you.”

I dropped my hand again. “And you think I’m a dick.”

Traffic began to slowly move forward. “How do you think today went?”

I thought hard for a moment before answering. “Honestly? It was… more intimidating than I expected. Kids these days. I don’t know. A lot has changed since I was their age, and that wasn’t too long ago. They’re… pretty forward.”

“Understatement,” he said. “Though I think they have a right to be, for the most part. They’ve spent a lot of their lives being questioned. I think it’s only fair they get to do the same.”

I sighed. “Yeah, I suppose. But it’s still going to take some getting used to. I get being proud and all, but some of them seem to have a chip on their shoulders. Like, you’re either queer or you’re against us. I don’t know if that’s the best line of thinking.”

“Is it so bad to think that way?”

I shrugged. “I think it cuts off a large group of people who are on our side. Allyship is important, so long as it’s respectful. Not everyone out there is a homophobe, even if they seem to be the loudest of all. Jerks like that tend to scream because it’s the only way to override everyone else.”

“So what would you do to change that way of thinking?”

I narrowed my eyes at him. “Are you asking me as my boss?”

He didn’t look at me, but he smiled. “We’re after hours. I’m asking as someone who’s just curious. No ulterior motives.”

Dammit. Ulterior motives were my favorite kind of motives. Jesus Christ. “I want to show them that it’s not always going to be Them versus The World. That closing ranks might not be the best way forward. Just because someone isn’t queer doesn’t mean they can’t understand. Maybe not completely, but there’s all kinds of prejudice out there.”

“And if they refuse to listen?”

Yeah, this was feeling more and more like another interview. “Then I would hope to give them guidance that means keeping them safe. I think there’s a difference between being on point with your message and steamrolling everyone else. Having a space where they can just be who they are is great, but it’s a bubble. It’s not always going to be that way.”

“Such a moderate,” he teased.

I rolled my eyes. “Hardly. I’ve just… huh.”

“What?”

I tapped my fingers on my knee. “I was just thinking about my friends.”

“What about them?”

“None of them are straight. Like, I literally have no friends that aren’t queer.” I frowned. “Well, Paul’s parents are, I guess. And his nana, though I really don’t want to ask her about that because of what she might tell me.”

He laughed. “Dad told me about her. Said she was, and I quote, a hoot and a half.”

“That’s… one way to put it. They were dancing at the wedding. Charlie tried to save him, but Nana growled at him and he backed off.”

“Intimidating?”

“You have no idea,” I told him honestly. “You should be thankful she hasn’t met you yet. She’s going to tear you to pieces. I guess it sort of makes sense why the kids said what they did. I can’t act like I know better than them when I do the same things they do. It’s hypocritical.”

“Yet,” Jeremy said.

I glanced at him. “What?”

“You said I should be thankful I haven’t met her yet. As if it’s a foregone conclusion that I will.”

Uh-oh. Instant flop sweat on top of regular sitting-in-a-Jeep-in-June sweat. “Right. Um. Well, I mean, you probably will, right? If Charlie and your dad continue to do… whatever.”

Jeremy grimaced. “And I’ll remind you to keep this whatever as vague as possible.”

It was hitting me then. This proximity. What it could potentially mean. I didn’t know if it was the best thing in the world or the absolute worst. “It’s most likely inevitable,” I said, mostly to myself in a dawning horror. “Like, you’re going to get sucked in and you’ll never be able to leave.”

“You make it sound terrible.”

That’s because it was. “You should know that Paul’s nana has a parrot that says mean things, and Paul has a two-legged dog named Wheels. And also, Nana might have been some sort of hit man or assassin or something. We’re not quite sure. All we know is that she’s not allowed back in certain states, and I think she might have stolen the limo she currently drives.”

“I don’t know what to do with any of that,” he said faintly.

“Most people don’t. You just need to prepare yourself. Or you can drop me off right here and drive away as quickly as possible. I haven’t even told you about the Seafare people.”

“The who now?”

I shook my head. “It’s best if we put that off as long as possible. If they find you, you’ll be wrapped up in so much drama and angst, your head will spin. It’s like… I don’t even know, man. Evil moms and unknown sisters. It’s just this whole thing. How did we even get here? What were we talking about again?”

“The kids at Phoenix House,” he said, sounding amused.

“Right. Them. Look. I know they get shit. I did. Sometimes I still do. But I just want them to see that not everyone is against them if they don’t share an orientation or gender identity. We need to work together. It’s the only way things will change. Remember that It Gets Better campaign?”

He nodded.

“I get what it was doing. And all the good it brought. But it pissed me off with the implication that it will get better in the future, and things can’t be better now. Like, you’ll get crap for who you are today, but don’t worry! One day, you won’t!”

“It has its heart in the right place,” Jeremy pointed out. “Even if the message is a little muddled.”

I shook my head. “I get that. But I don’t know that it went far enough. With how everything is going right now politically, how are we supposed to tell those same kids it’ll get better when we, as adults, are fucking up things left and right?”

“You’ve got a good head on your shoulders, you know that?”

I groaned. “That sounded very placating.”

“It wasn’t meant to be, Corey,” he said, hands tightening on the steering wheel. “You’re an eloquent speaker when you want to be. It’s one of the first things I noticed about you. When I deal with hundreds of students a year, faces tend to blur together. But not you.”

I scoffed. “You’re just trying to say I’m loud and never shut up.”

He chuckled. “Well, there is that, yes. I think that these kids will need someone like you. You’re going to make my job easier, that’s for sure.”

Oh no. Another soft compliment. I was going to be so fucking chafed later on. “How so?”

He glanced over at me before looking ahead. “I like being around young people. It gives me… I don’t know. Hope, I guess. I mean, sure, you’ve got the idiots like always, but every now and then you meet a person or a group of people you know are going to go on to do good things. Like you. Or these kids. I don’t know exactly what they’re going through, but I think I can understand. Things were… different when I was coming out.”

“Back in the eighties,” I said sagely. “When there were dinosaurs and you had to hunt and gather your food while wearing parachute pants.”

He scowled at me. “No. Not back in the eighties. Back in the nineties—”

“Oh, because that’s a huge difference. And I notice you didn’t say you didn’t wear parachute pants—”

“The late nineties,” he growled. “And I had only one pair of parachute pants.” He blanched. “And you can never ask my father about them at all. Or ask to see pictures. Of anything.”

“Too late,” I said gleefully. “The next time I see him, I am going to make sure he brings all the photo albums and—”

“I will fire you.”

“After hours, remember? Not my boss.”

“I take it back,” he muttered.

“Too late,” I told him ominously. “Remember what I said about never letting you go? It’s already begun.”

“You say that like it’s a bad thing.”

And boy, did that shut me up.

 

 

HE GREW quiet as I gave him directions to the house. His brow was furrowing, and I wondered if I’d said something wrong. Given that Ty had instilled in me the tendency to overanalyze everything I said, I replayed our conversation, wondering just where I’d gone wrong. Had I been flirting? I didn’t mean to. Mostly. But it was—

“You’re kidding me,” he said when I told him to turn down our street. “This is a joke, right? Did Dad put you up to this?”

I blinked, looking around. It wasn’t a bad neighborhood It was rooted firmly in middle class, and the houses were nice, if a little small. I was almost offended, ready to snap at him that not all of us could be Super Gays and to remind him that I was a college student and therefore broke, when he said, “I can’t believe this.”

“Believe what?” I asked, annoyed. I didn’t think he was the type of person to judge another’s home. Though I supposed it was good to find out he was an asshole now so I could get over whatever this… this crush I had was. “Stop here. That’s my house. That’s Sandy’s car in the driveway. And I’m sorry it’s not up to—”

“We’re practically neighbors.”

That stopped me cold. “What.”

He laughed, shaking his head. “Dad and I literally live two streets over. How the hell didn’t I know this?”

No. No, no, no. I needed him to actually be an asshole. “What.”

He pushed his sunglasses up on top of his head. The lines around his eyes were pronounced as he smiled brightly at me. “Seriously. Our house is only a couple of minutes away from here. We’re over on Copper. You know where the church is?”

I nodded stupidly. On Sundays we could hear the bells ringing.

“We live right behind it. Hell, I jog by your house almost every morning before work.”

There it was. The absolute worst thing I could find in a person. A flaw unparalleled by any other. I latched on to it. It would help me despise him. “You jog?” I exclaimed. “That’s awful. Why would you do that to yourself?”

He laughed. It wasn’t supposed to be funny! “It keeps me in shape. We all can’t be twenty-three and have a metabolism that lets us eat whatever we want with no repercussions.”

“But… but jogging. You literally go outside and run. On purpose. What the hell is—”

And then my porn brain remembered something from that very morning.

What was it Sandy had said?

You missed Hot Jogger Guy again this morning.

“Oh no,” I whispered.

Jeremy Olsen was possibly Hot Jogger Guy.

This knowledge meant my doom.

His smile faded. “Are you okay?”

“Fine,” I said hastily, trying to get the image of him in tiny shorts out of my head. “Absolutely fine. Nothing is wrong. Oh, look. We’re here. I should go.” I struggled to open the door. The handle pulled, but it didn’t work. Stupid fucking sorority girl vehicle.

“It’s locked,” Jeremy said.

“Why?” I demanded. “Why would you lock the doors—oh. Safety. Right. That’s good. Keep on… keeping on with safety.”

He pushed a button on his door, and the locks clicked. I threw open the door and started to climb out, only to have the seat belt I’d forgotten to unfasten pull me right back in. It pulled hard against my chest, and I said, “Urk.”

He was staring at me. “Have you ever gotten out of a car before?”

“Ha-ha!” I said wildly. “So funny! Look at you with the jokes! Good one, neighbor who lives near me!”

“That’s generally what the definition of a neighbor is, yes,” he said slowly. “I can’t believe we didn’t know that.” He snapped his fingers. “You know what? This makes things so much easier.”

I dreaded what he was going to say next but couldn’t stop myself from asking. “This makes what easier?”

“For you,” he said cheerfully. “You don’t have a car, right? And since we’re going to the same place, we might as well go together. I can pick you up and take you home. Better than taking the bus. You can save some money, and I can have someone to talk to on the ride there and back. Especially if we need to make plans for Phoenix House.”

He beamed at me as if he had just discovered the answer to all of life’s problems. He had no idea that I was going to fap so hard to that expression later on. I felt guilty about it, but not enough to reconsider. I had decided a long time ago that I was most likely firmly planted in the morally gray area. I had Sandy and Paul to thank for that.

“You don’t have to do that,” I said weakly as I unfastened the seat belt like a normal person.

He reached out and squeezed my arm. There was that vein again, mocking me. “I want to. And it’ll give us a chance to get to know each other better. If you’re under me, I’d like to know as much about you as I can.”

He had to know how that sounded. He had to. “Right,” I choked out. “Makes sense.”

“Good,” he said, pulling his hand back. “This is great. I can’t believe I didn’t know you lived here. Charlie never said anything when he came to pick up Dad. I’m going to have some words with him on that.” He shook his head. “Doesn’t matter. I’ll be here tomorrow at seven thirty, if that’s good with you.”

“Yeah,” I said as my brain refused to come back online. Just how tiny were those shorts? Was I going to cross that line and wake up bright and early tomorrow morning to see him running by the house?

You’re damn fucking right I was.

“Good,” he said. He smiled again. “I’ll let you—oh. Wait. One more thing.” He lifted up the center console and pulled out his phone. He glanced down at it as he typed on the screen. A moment later, my phone vibrated in my pocket. He looked back up at me. “Marina gave me your number earlier. Figure it’s best if you have mine too.”

“Swell,” I managed to say. “Just… swell.”

“Text or call whenever you need. I’m here for you, Corey.”

I felt like screaming. Instead I stumbled out of the Jeep, only keeping upright through sheer force of will. I shut the door behind me and told myself it wouldn’t look good if I ran up the walkway to the house and slammed the door to be safe.

I expected him to pull away from the curb.

He didn’t.

He waited until I was at the front door, fumbling with the knob. He didn’t leave until I opened the door, and it hit me then that he was being a gentleman.

What the fuck was wrong with him?

He honked the horn once as he drove away.

I shut the door behind me, slumping against it, trying to catch my breath.

Sandy appeared out of nowhere.

I screamed. Which in turn caused him to scream too.

“Why are we screaming?” he cried at me.

“You scared me!”

“Oh! I’m really sorry about that!”

“You should be!” I realized we were still screaming, so I snapped my mouth closed, trying to calm my racing heart.

“Why are you all sweaty?” he asked, eyeing me suspiciously. It didn’t look like he’d been home long, as he was still wearing his work clothes, though the tie had been loosened.

What the hell was with this third degree? “It’s hot outside,” I snapped at him. “In case you hadn’t noticed, we live in the desert.” I pushed myself off the door and brushed past him.

He started following me. Because of course he did. “I don’t think you’re being truthful with me.”

I threw up my hands. “God, I’ve been home for a minute and you’re already harping on me. Get off my back. It’s like I can’t ever have a moment’s peace.” I set my backpack down on the kitchen table and went to the fridge. I was so worked up, I felt like having a beer. And then I remembered that beer was empty calories and also disgusting (and that we’d never actually had beer in the house before), so I went for a Mike’s Hard Lemonade. I twisted the lid off savagely and tossed it onto the counter. I knocked back a few good swallows. It burned on the way down.

Sandy was standing in the entrance to the kitchen, hands clutched near his throat. “It’s like I don’t even know you anymore.”

I looked off into the distance, wallowing in all my man pain. “Darlin’, I don’t know if you ever did.”

Sandy gasped.

I took another drink. It made me feel good, like a real drink should. I looked around the kitchen, a scowl on my face. “I see that dinner’s not ready yet. Or has even been started. Is it too much to ask to have my steak ready for me when I get home?”

Sandy sagged against the wall. “I try,” he whispered, “so hard to make this a home. But you can’t even appreciate all the things I do for you. You only point out everything that’s wrong.”

I laughed bitterly. “That’s because everything is always wrong.” I took another deep swallow. “Did you even clean today?”

“Who is she?”

I narrowed my eyes at him. “I have no idea what the fuck you’re talking about.”

He pointed a shaking finger at me. “Don’t lie to me, Corey Ellis. I saw you get out of a yellow Jeep. The only people in this world who own yellow Jeeps are blonde sorority girls with loose morals and crop tops who say things like, ‘Hit me up on Snapchat later, zaddy.’”

I set the bottle down on the counter and crossed my arms over my chest. “Were you spying on me?” I asked dangerously.

His eyes widened. “I… I just was waiting for you to come home. I wanted to see you.”

His bottom lip was trembling.

God, how had I let it get so far? We used to be so much more than this. Why, I remembered a time Sandy had made me coffee on my first day of work. It seemed like only yesterday when in fact it was just this morning. I scrubbed a hand over my face. “I’m sorry. I… I’m just really stressed. You know how it is. Things at the office are busy, and I let it get the best of me. Tell you what. Why don’t you put on something nice and I’ll take us out for dinner.”

“Really?” he asked hopefully.

“No!” I shouted at him. “Of course not! I’m broke! I literally have ten dollars in the bank!”

“You’re tearing us apart!” he wailed.

And just because this was the most ridiculous thing we’d ever done, I laughed.

Which, of course, caused him to break character. He grinned at me. “That was fun. I have no idea where that came from, but go us.”

I shook my head. “You’re so stupid. God, I love you.”

He shrugged as he pushed himself off the wall and walked toward me. “Of course you do. I’m perfectly loveable.”

He stood next to me against the counter and wrapped an arm around my shoulders. I laid my head against him. It was good to be home.

“Big day?” he asked quietly.

“You have no idea.”

“Code Orange Banana.”

I groaned, turning my face into his neck. “We really need to come up with a better system.”

“Probably,” he agreed. “But we got there. Eventually. You want to talk about it?”

“Not really,” I muttered. “It is what it is.”

“Is that right? So we’re not going to talk about how the blonde sorority girl with loose morals and a crop top was actually a certain professor-turned-boss?”

“Nope. We’re not going to talk about that at all.”

He kissed the top of my head. “Okay. If that’s what you want.”

I had no idea what I wanted. “Thank you.”

“Any time, baby doll. But if you ever want to talk about anything, you just let me know.”

“I will.” Then, “What the hell is a zaddy?”

“Oh!” he said. “That. Well, I’m not quite sure, exactly. But I think it’s like a hot, older dude who’s not quite a daddy, but almost. So. Zaddy.”

“I hate everything about that.”

“Of course you would,” he said. “I hated myself for even saying it out loud. How about that steak?”

I pulled my head away and looked over at him. “Steak is gross.”

“I know. All that chewing and the payoff isn’t that great. We could always order in and watch trashy reality TV and make fun of the people who are faker than the two of us.”

I felt the stress leave my shoulders. “That sounds great. But what about Darren?”

He frowned. “What about him?”

I looked away. “Don’t you want to see him or something?”

He bumped me with his shoulder. “He’s under strict instruction to stay away tonight. I figured it could just be the two of us. Besides, I spent almost two weeks straight with it just being me and him. I swear to god, if I have to be in his presence for any length of time for the next few days, I won’t be responsible for what I’ll do to him.”

I thought that was a lot of bullshit, but I was touched. “You sure?”

He smiled at me. “I’m sure. I could do for a quiet night in. How does naan pizza sound?”

I frowned. “I don’t know. What is… that?”

He shrugged. “Something hipsters have undoubtedly appropriated. There was a flyer in the mail with a coupon.”

“Music to my ears.”

“Good,” he said. “Go get changed into something comfy and plop yourself on the couch. I’ll take care of the rest.”

He shoved me toward my room, and I told myself that I wasn’t going to think about Jeremy Olsen for the rest of the night.

 

 

AND I succeeded.

Mostly.

Granted, one cannot be in control of one’s dreams, and the less said about mine the better. It was some wannabe freaky Fifty Shades of Grey bullshit, which was weird, because I’d never read those books or seen the movies. My brain sucked.

Which is also why I found myself wide-awake in the kitchen at six the next morning, telling myself that it was good to be up this early. That instead of slopping out of bed after hitting the snooze button multiple times, getting up right away would engender a newer, better me.

It had absolutely nothing to do with the fact that the large window in the kitchen had a perfect view of the street, whereas my bedroom window pointed toward the wall in the small backyard.

“Ahh,” I said, taking a sip of my coffee. “Perfect.”

I wasn’t staring out the window.

I wasn’t keeping an eye on the time, knowing between six fifteen and six thirty was a good time for joggers to jog right by the house.

Instead I sent a text message to Ty: Hey, remember that time Sandy turned my room into a sex dungeon for you and Dom when you couldn’t talk about your feelings yet? That was awesome.

I got a bunch of angry emojis in response.

“Ahh,” I said again, and if I just happened to look out the window I was standing in front of, it was because I was taking in the world-famous Arizona sunrise. The sky was beautiful. I could hear birds singing outside. A woman walked by with her tiny little rat dog on a leash. I waved at her. She waved back.

Yes, it was the perfect morning. A great way to start my day. Perhaps I should have a banana. Potassium was good for the body.

It was while I was peeling the banana and not staring out the window that a voice said from behind me, “Do I even want to know?”

I smiled brightly over my shoulder. Sandy was shuffling into the kitchen, face slack with sleep. He was wearing a frilly robe that should have been much longer than it actually was. I didn’t feel like pointing out I could see the outline of his balls through his underwear. I was a good friend. “Good morning!”

He eyed me suspiciously. “Uh-huh. What’s all this?” He waved a hand in my general direction.

“Just getting an early start to my day!”

“Riiiight,” he said slowly. “So you’re not up to anything?”

“Why, whatever do you mean? I’m just here with my coffee.”

“And your banana.”

“And my banana,” I agreed.

“Don’t take this the wrong way.”

“I’ll try,” I promised him.

“I don’t know if I’ve ever actually seen you eat a banana before. I don’t even know why we have bananas, aside from wanting to make you a gross sandwich.”

“Potassium,” I told him as he yawned in front of the Keurig. “It’s good for me.”

“That’s what you’re going with.”

“I don’t know what else there could be,” I said. “And I don’t know if I care for what you seem to be implying.”

“Oh my dear, sweet Corey,” Sandy said, lifting his mug from the machine. “If you want to stare at Hot Jogger Guy like the rest of us, all you have to do is say so. There’s nothing wrong with looking.”

I almost squished the banana. “I’m not trying to stare at anyone.”

He rolled his eyes as he came to stand next to me in front of the window. “Of course not. That would just be terrible. I mean, who does things like that, aside from half the neighborhood?”

“You’re all a bunch of perverts,” I muttered.

He sipped his coffee, the steam wafting up around his face. “It’s window shopping. I’m not looking to buy, but it’s always fun to pretend.”

“You’ve already got the Homo Jock King,” I reminded him.

And even though he would deny it to anyone who asked, that goofy smile he got thinking of Darren made an appearance. “I do, don’t I? How about that.”

I had no one to blame but myself. “Gross. Why do you have to sound like that whenever we talk about him?”

He didn’t look ashamed in the slightest. “I’ve tamed myself a wild beast, one who makes the assholes of all the twinks quiver at the mere sight of him. Now they can only be jealous and have sex with each other. And that’s such a sad thing. Twink-on-twink sex is like banging two sticks together to try to start a fire.”

I grimaced. “I really regret asking.”

He patted me on the shoulder. “Eat your banana, Corey.”

I started to do just that.

The problem with phallic food, of course, is that no matter what you do, it always looks like you’re about to fellate the shit out of it. Oh sure, you can nibble on it, taking little bites, but that’s completely pointless. When your gag reflex is practically nonexistent, it’s so much easier to try and stick as much of it in your mouth as possible. It saves time, and you look good while doing it.

There are exceptions, of course.

For example, say that you’re standing in the kitchen near the window looking out onto the street waiting for your hot professor turned hot boss to jog by in tiny shorts. You’ll deny this, obviously, until you’re blue in the face. But regardless of your repudiations, joggers (the sick, desperate individuals that they are) tend to stick to a routine and therefore can be counted on to appear as if from a pitched fever dream.

So there I was! Sticking a banana in my mouth at approximately 6:17 in the morning while staring out the window, when he appeared.

“O muh gurd,” I mouthed around the banana.

“Here we go,” Sandy whispered.

It was porn, pure and simple. Jogger porn, sure, but porn nonetheless.

Jeremy Olsen wore a bright blue bandana around his head, his hair sticking up in tufts out the top. He had a strap on his right bicep with his phone attached. A thin black wire led from the phone to the earbuds in his ears.

And the shorts. The shorts were obscene. The descriptor of tiny didn’t do them justice. They might as well have been briefs. They were white and made of a thin material with slits up the sides that left absolutely nothing to the imagination.

“Huh,” I heard Sandy say next to me. “Those shorts are new. He must have gone shopping.”

He had white socks peeking up above his running shoes.

And that was it.

That was the entirety of his running gear.

I suddenly understood the point of jogging. I didn’t know how I couldn’t see it before. Jogging was quite possibly the greatest thing in existence.

Jeremy’s bare arms flexed as they moved against his sides. The dark hair on his chest and stomach was slick with sweat. The muscles in his legs jerked with every running step he took. His thighs looked like they were made of granite. And even though I told myself not to look, I had no choice but to see the outline of his dick bouncing in his shorts. I tried to make some kind of noise, but my mouth was full of almost an entire banana, and my lips kept pressing against it.

The blood was rushing in my ears as he approached our house. And for some goddamn reason, he seemed to slow when he neared us. I didn’t know if it was my own doing, my brain trying to catalogue every single jerk of muscle in his legs, the way his dusky nipples stood out against his tan skin.

And he seemed to go even slower as he passed in front of the house.

Sandy said, “Um, excuse me? Is that—”

Jeremy turned his head to look at our house.

And into the kitchen window.

This was problematic for a few reasons. First, Sandy’s robe made him look like a working girl at the Moulin Rouge. Second, we were obviously being extraordinarily creepy. Third, I was fellating a banana for reasons I couldn’t quite explain.

He saw us.

My hand jerked, shoving the banana farther into my mouth and throat. I barely choked.

His eyes widened.

I pulled the banana out of my mouth in its entirety.

He tripped.

Somehow he managed to stay upright, face flushing brightly. He glanced over at us through the window again and gave a little wave.

I waved back furiously, helpless do to anything but. Unfortunately, I waved with the hand I was holding the banana in, and it broke in half and flipped through the air before slamming into Sandy’s cheek.

Sandy, as one would do when getting a facial from saliva-slick fruit, shrieked and began slapping at his face. “What have you done!”

“I didn’t do anything!” I yelled back at him as the banana bounced off his shoulder and landed on the tile floor, smooshing wetly.

“You were blowing the banana and then you threw it at me!”

My eyes felt like they were about to pop out of my head. “I did not!”

“And that was Jeremy,” he said. He took a step back, hand once again at his throat, because regardless of what else he was, he would always be a drama queen. “And you knew it.”

“I didn’t!” I cried. “I didn’t know!”

He shook his head. “You have never been interested in Hot Jogger Guy until this morning.” His eyes narrowed. “How did you know?” He gasped, jerking his head toward the window. “Did he tell you he jogged by our house when he dropped you off in his slut machine? Is that why you’re up so early, so you could watch him?”

I placed my hands flat against the counter, looking out the window. Jeremy was gone. I thought I should be too. I didn’t know where I would go, but I’d have to start a new life. Jeremy had seen me fucking my face with a banana while ogling him. I would have to become someone new. I wondered if I could get that suit I’d worn when we donned disguises to spy on Darren before he rimmed Sandy in the alley in front of the dumpster behind the restaurant.

God, I really wish that sentence hadn’t made sense.

“I have no idea what you’re talking about,” I said stonily.

“You lie,” he growled at me. “How the fuck did I not notice that was Jeremy, aside from being distracted by the way his entire lower half always bounced so prettily? Why the hell is he in our neighborhood?”

I knew the exact moment he figured it out.

His eyes narrowed, and Helena came roaring forward.

I was in so much trouble.

“Corey.”

“No.”

“Corey.”

I sighed. “What.”

Because he was an asshole as well as a drama queen, he pressed his chest against my shoulder and leaned over to whisper directly in my ear. “Does Jeremy live near us?”

I hung my head. I thought about lying, but since I was dealing with Helena more than Sandy at the moment, that would probably end with me in a shallow grave outside a Walmart. “He lives two streets over.”

“The fuck!” he yelled. “How long have you known?”

“Since yesterday.” And that was when I knew exactly how to shift the blame. It would mean throwing an old man under the bus, but I was desperate. I prayed for forgiveness, though I doubted my prayer would be answered. What I said next was tantamount to senicide, the killing of the elderly. “But you know what that means, right? Jeremy lives with his dad. And Charlie is dating his dad. Charlie has picked up Robert from his house before. Ergo—”

“Ergo Charlie knew we were neighbors for months!” Sandy finished for me. “That bastard. That means he’s been hiding their proximity from us this whole time! Oh, am I going to give him a piece of my mind, you can bet on that.”

Hook, line, and sinker. I felt bad, but only a little.

Sandy began to pace in his frilly robe. “Why would he do this to me? I mean, to us? First he wouldn’t let Robert give us his phone number at the wedding, and now Charlie’s been keeping his residence a secret? Does he realize who he’s fucking with? The audacity of that man is astounding. So what if he’s essentially helped me become the queen I am and shaped me into the person that stands before you. He knows I need to meddle.”

“Exactly,” I said, starting to edge toward the kitchen door. He was really starting to get worked up over this. If I played my cards right, he wouldn’t notice I was gone until it was too late. “He knows that about you. How rude.”

“So rude!” Sandy said, throwing up his hands. “I can’t believe he thought he would get away with this. And furthermore, he almost did. If you hadn’t fallen for the thirst-trap I’d lain out for you so supremely, who knows how much longer this charade would have gone on? I need to retaliate.”

“So much retaliation,” I agreed. I was almost to the hallway. Just a little bit more. “Like, the most retaliation that there has ever been.”

“Precisely! Oh, the plans I have in store for—wait a minute.”

Oh no. I was so close.

Sandy turned slowly to look at me. He still had a bit of banana stuck to his cheek. “You,” he said, voice dropping.

“Me?” I squeaked.

“You have an in,” Sandy said, taking a step toward me. “You can help me have my revenge.”

I knew that if I ran, he’d pounce and get to me before I got far. Sandy was faster than most people gave him credit for. Running would only exacerbate his instinct to chase. I had to find some way to distract him. “How can I do that? I don’t know any more than you do.”

“Oh, baby doll,” he cooed at me, hips rolling as he took another step. He was slinking, Helena mostly in control. “That’s not true at all, is it? Because Charlie has Robert. And Robert lives with his son. And Jeremy just so happens to jog right past our house in obscene little shorts and trip at the sight of you fucking your mouth with a banana.”

“I wasn’t fucking a banana with my anything!”

“That’s so precious,” Helena purred. She was standing in front of me now. I didn’t know how she’d gotten so close without me realizing. She had enchanted me somehow. I turned my head and shuddered just as she reached up and stroked my cheek. I was Ripley and she was the Xenomorph. Pretty soon she would open her jaws wide and a second, longer mouth would zoop out and hiss at me. “I adore you. Do you adore me?”

“Yes,” I said, voice trembling.

“Good,” she breathed. “Because here’s what you’re going to do. You’re going to find out where Jeremy and Robert live. When you do, you’re going to tell me. And I am going to meddle.”

“Look!” I cried. “Out the window! That dad from next door is washing his car shirtless again and getting all soapy!”

“Precious!” Helena hissed as she turned and loped toward the window. Helena Handbasket couldn’t resist a DILF washing a car.

I ran for my bedroom just as Helena realized she’d been tricked. I managed to slam and lock the door as she bellowed my name. I was safe.

For now.

 

 

SANDY HAD already left for work when my phone vibrated in my hand a short while later. I was in the middle of a fervent one-sided conversation filled with an inordinate amount of exclamation points to a certain Daddy. (U NEED TO RUN! SANDY KNOWS ROBERT AND JEREMY LIVE CLOSE!!!! IT’S ALL OVER!!!!!!) I switched over to another thread and saw a second message from the number I’d only gotten the night before.

The first one was a smiley face. A goddamn smiley face.

The second read: I’m here! You ready?

No. No, I wasn’t. How was I supposed to face the man who had seen me accidentally deep-throat fruit?

I thought about ignoring it and him. Maybe he would think no one was home and leave and then I would never have to see him again. Even though we worked together. And lived near each other. And—

“Man up,” I muttered. “Who the fuck do you think you are? You’re not Paul. You’re not Sandy. And you sure as shit aren’t Tyson. You got this. You got this.”

Damn right. I was cool. I was suave. I didn’t take shit from no man. And so what if Jeremy had seen me eating a banana? It was just fruit. Everyone did it at some point in their lives!

“Play it nice,” I hissed. “Be smooooth.”

Be right out! ;)

Okay, yes. There was a winky face. I didn’t know why I thought that was necessary. I’d just thrown it out there like it was nothing, but there wasn’t a damn thing I could do about it now. Maybe he’d ignore it.

My phone vibrated again as Jeremy texted back.

;)

“Oh dear god,” I breathed.

I was doomed.

I shoved the phone in my pocket.

I straightened my tie.

I lifted my backpack over my shoulder.

I stared at myself in the mirror.

“Just do it,” I told my reflection. “You aren’t some silly white boy in a romantic comedy of errors or a drama-filled angst-fest about childhood sweethearts. You are Corey motherfucking Ellis, and you are going to rock this shit.”

I nodded firmly and headed toward the door and the great beyond.

 

 

“SO YOU like bananas, huh?” Jeremy asked as he pulled away from the curb.

I laughed shrilly. It sounded like someone was fisting a donkey. “Hahahahahah, yeeeeeeah. Just, like, so much! Gotta keep up with my potassium!”

Goddammit.

It didn’t get any better from there.




Chapter 6: The Obligatory Info Dump

 

 

A COUPLE of weeks later, not much had changed.

Scratch that.

Things had gotten worse.

Oh sure, I’d gotten used to seeing that Jeep pull up outside our house, Jeremy grinning from the driver’s seat as I walked out the front door. And sure, maybe he was the type of person who seemed happy to see me, no matter what day it was. He was naturally cheerful, and while that should have been the bane of my sardonic existence, it was instead infectious like a communicable disease. He was infecting me with his jovialness, and I couldn’t find a reason to want a cure.

The rides weren’t long. On a day with bad traffic, it took us a little more than twenty minutes to get to Phoenix House. Usually it was shorter than that. But it still gave me enough time to learn some things about him that I was probably better off not knowing to protect my sanity.

First, Jeremy Olsen had the worst taste in music a human being could possibly have. We’d both agreed that talk radio was out, given that the state of the political world was toxic and most likely going to end in the destruction of the planet. So instead he would flip through his CD folder (yes, a folder filled with CDs; it was made of leather, and he proudly said that he’d had it since high school, because what), finding something he said he was sure I was going to love. “Broaden your musical horizons,” he said on the third day. I was helpless against the way he smiled, and could only nod.

I should have known it was a trap.

Unfortunately his version of broadening musical horizons meant listening to bands that I thought had been relegated to hold music at insurance companies (other than the one Sandy and Paul worked at, because please).

Have you ever sat in traffic while Coldplay blasted from the speakers so loudly that people in other cars knew you were listening to Coldplay? On purpose?

Because I have.

I wouldn’t wish it on anyone.

And, as my luck would have it, Coldplay turned out to be quite prolific, seeing as how Jeremy owned seven albums by them. I was tempted to ask why record executives felt the need to keep giving them money to make their version of “music,” but managed to keep that thought to myself.

When I politely asked for a change on the sixth day of hearing Coldplay wail about unity and feelings and whatever-the-fuck, Jeremy decided it was time to introduce me to something called Ed Sheeran. I didn’t know what an Ed Sheeran was, but I assumed by the CD cover (because yes, Jeremy put those in the leather folder too: “I like remembering what the album cover looked like”) that he was a Hobbit of some kind on his way to destroy the One True Ring but had somehow gotten forced to sing songs about… whatever-the-fuck.

Second, nothing seemed to faze Jeremy. He didn’t blink an eye when, midway through the second week, I walked out the door as Kori. The blouse I wore was obviously feminine, and Sandy had done my makeup. I could have done it on my own, but for reasons I didn’t want to delve into, my hands were shaking and I couldn’t calm myself down. Drag queens aren’t known for using makeup sparingly, but Sandy was a bit of a wunderkind, having learned from Vaguyna Muffman, his drag mother. “She told me that sometimes less is more,” Sandy murmured, his breath warm on my face. “You don’t always need to go all out to prove your point. And sometimes it’s okay to just want to look nice. Don’t tell him I told you, but Dare’s got quite the collection himself.”

“Hey, Kori,” Jeremy said, and even though my names sounded the same, I knew he was using the feminine version. He didn’t even have to think about it. I wondered if it was really that easy for him. “You ready?”

I nodded, not trusting myself to speak.

The first car ride as Kori was mostly quiet, aside from a new CD (and by new, I meant it was new to me, though it was probably at least a decade old) of something called a Snow Patrol. He didn’t blast it, though, and it was a quiet background for our commute. I kept waiting for the inevitable questions: why and what’s going on and is something wrong?

I didn’t quite know how to articulate it, though it was part of me. It was usually a low-lying current thrumming just underneath my skin. I didn’t ignore it. I acknowledged it for what it was, even if I didn’t get it.

The fosters didn’t get it either. I was twelve the first time I sneaked into their bedroom, feeling slightly feverish, unsure of what I was doing but unable to convince myself to stop. I went to the closet and opened the door. My foster father’s clothes were bunched to the right, the majority of the small closet for my foster mother. They weren’t wealthy. They weren’t middle-class. The clothes weren’t nice, but they were more than I had. I touched the blouses. I ran my hands over jeans that were cut differently than anything I owned: tighter in the hips, slender in the legs. They wouldn’t fit me; she was a small woman, and I was already taller than she was.

I felt guilty when I took one of her shirts, a Ship’n Shore blouse I’d never seen her wear. It was white with blue stripes. I didn’t think she’d miss it.

I ran back to my room and slammed the door, breathing hard.

It took me three days to work up the courage to try it on.

It was too short in the sleeves, too tight in the shoulders. The length wasn’t quite right either, but I felt good wearing it. Oh, the guilt was still there, clawing at the back of my mind, but the bands around my lungs were beginning to loosen, and I could breathe and breathe and breathe.

I went back to her closet again.

And again.

The fourth time, my foster dad caught me.

They didn’t understand. How could they? They probably never had to deal with anyone like me before, had probably never even heard the term transgender before. That much became obvious later when the word transvestite was thrown out carelessly, landing like a bomb at my feet, exploding and tearing at the fabric of who I was.

They turned my room over, accusing me of being a thief. They found the Ship’n Shore blouse, the stockings, the barrettes I’d swiped from their bathroom that I put in my hair when everyone else was asleep. All the while, I stood shamefaced near the door, wishing I could disappear into the floor. I was going to run away, I decided. That very night. I couldn’t stay there.

I did, though, because I didn’t know where else to go.

And it made me fucking angry. The word thief thief thief kept ringing through my head, and I hated it. I hated that I’d just taken it, taken their anger, my constricted throat making it impossible for me to say anything.

The third thing I learned about Jeremy Olsen was he did not like being cooped up in his office. He’d say he had work to do, that he couldn’t be disturbed, but ten minutes later he’d peek out from around the corner and ask what we were doing and if we needed any help. Marina would remind him that he had reports to look over, but he’d smile and shake his head, saying he’d get to them later.

Toward the end of the second week, I came out of the office I shared with Marina clutching a note that had been left on my chair. Music was blaring—the Chainsmokers, for fuck’s sake—to find him dancing with some of the kids.

Regardless of what else Jeremy was, he was a terrible dancer.

He was all jerking limbs and stiff hips. It was terrible, but he didn’t care. He was laughing and smiling and singing along, getting only one word right out of every ten.

I stood there watching him, feeling my stomach flutter.

Diego and Kai weren’t dancing. They were sitting on the old sofa in the corner, legs tangled together. Diego caught my eye. I held up the note. He frowned, nodded, then leaned over to whisper something in Kai’s ear. They didn’t look up from their phone as he kissed them on the cheek. He stood up from the couch and made his way through the throng of dancing people.

I thought I’d made it out undetected, but the next thing I learned about Jeremy was that nothing escaped his attention. He was still smiling when he saw me standing on the other side of the room, though he stopped dancing. He watched as Diego nervously made his way over to me, rubbing the back of his neck, gaze darting around to see if anyone else was watching him.

All right? Jeremy mouthed.

I nodded, then shrugged.

Jeremy looked back at the couch. “Kai! I need you to get up off your ass and dance.”

Kai rolled their eyes and didn’t look up from their phone.

I led Diego away from the noise toward the office. Marina was still inside, bent over her laptop, her face scrunched up. She’d been on the phone earlier with the financial advisor, and the conversation hadn’t been going well, from the sound of it. I’d thought about asking her if there was anything I could do to help when I came in, but then I’d been distracted by the orange Post-it on the seat of my chair.

“Hey,” she said, looking up at us. “Diego, how are you?”

Diego fidgeted in the doorway. “Fine. Just… looking at where you guys work.”

She nodded. “Isn’t much, I know, but it’s good enough.” She glanced between us curiously. “Is there something you needed?”

Diego looked stricken, and I stepped in before he could flee. “Nah. I just wanted to talk with Diego. Get to know him a little better. The others seem to listen to him pretty well, and I want to pick his brain to see if there’s anything he can teach me.”

Bless her heart, Marina seemed to understand all I wasn’t saying. She closed her laptop and stood, stretched her arms over her head. “Perfect timing, then. I could use a break. I think I’ll go see what all the fuss is about out in front.”

“Maybe you could convince our illustrious leader to consider better music,” I muttered.

She laughed and patted me on the shoulder as she headed for the door. “We don’t stifle anyone here, Corey, even if their tastes are… lesser.”

I rolled my eyes. “That’s one way of putting it. You’re not the one who rides with him every day and gets to hear just how lesser his tastes actually are.”

She glanced over her shoulder and winked at me. “No, I don’t suppose I have to do that at all. That’s just you. Funny how that works.”

I could feel the blood rushing to my cheeks as she closed the door. I shook my head as I pointed to her recently vacated chair. “Take a seat, Diego. Your note said you wanted to ask me something.”

He rubbed at his bare arm. He wore a thin tank top that proclaimed him to be the #1 Party Dude at Lake Havasu over cutoff shorts and flip-flops. He had a smudge of dirt on his knee. He gnawed on his bottom lip, the bar through his eyebrow moving up and down as his brow furrowed.

“Or you can just stand there, if you want,” I told him as I sat down in my own chair. “Whatever works.”

“I’ll just stay right here,” he finally said.

I shrugged. “Okay. What’s up?”

He looked around the office, anywhere but at me.

I waited.

He sighed, shoulders slumping. “It isn’t—it’s not a big deal.”

“Okay,” I said evenly. I thought hard for a moment. “Hey, can you do me a favor?”

He looked dubious.

“Nothing big,” I said. “I wasn’t kidding when I said the others seem to listen to you. Look up to you, even. You’re a natural leader. That’s pretty great for someone your age.”

He mumbled something that sounded like he disagreed with me.

“If you hear anything—”

He narrowed his eyes. “I’m not a narc.”

I held up my hands. “Nah, I know that. I wasn’t asking you to be. I was going to say if you hear anything about one of the kids needing something but they’re too scared to ask, can you just let them know I’m here? I’m not asking you to tell me what they told you, but just to give them a nudge in my direction. I can’t make any promises, but I’ll see what I can do.”

“What if someone wants crystal meth?”

I laughed. “Yeah, I don’t know about that. I was thinking more along the lines of condoms or to set up appointments to test for STIs or help with homework, something like that.”

“It’s summer,” he reminded me.

“Not everyone is a genius like you,” I teased him. “Some are in summer school. That shit is hard.”

His eyebrows rose. “You were in summer school?”

“Between freshman and sophomore year. Things were a little… crazier for me back then. Thankfully it was enough of a wakeup call that I never had to do it again.”

“I’m sure it was really hard for you a decade ago,” he said, lips twitching.

“Thanks for that,” I said dryly. “Seeing as how I’m only six years older than you, I’ll let that slide.”

He popped his knuckles. It sounded like it hurt. “Did you get a lot of crap?”

“For what?”

“You know.”

“Being queer?”

He nodded. Then, “Or being brown.”

I sat back in the chair, settling my hands on my stomach. I chose my words carefully. “Some. Nothing I couldn’t handle. People are… I think most people are good, or at least they try to be. But there’s always going to be the assholes. I was just lucky enough that my assholes’ barks were worse than their bites.”

“What did you do?”

“I kicked this one dude in the nuts when he tried—” I cut myself off, shaking my head. “Violence is never the answer.”

He snorted but seemed to relax a little. He began to wander around the office, looking at the knickknacks on Marina’s desk, tracing a finger along the photographs. “People can be dicks.”

“They can be,” I said slowly. “Is there anyone like that here? I’m not asking you to narc on them, but I need to know if there’s a problem so I can deal with it.”

He shook his head. “Nah, they’re good here. Mostly. Couple of jerks, but I can handle them.” He glanced at me slyly. “Without violence.”

“Good. But if that ever changes, you tell me. I’d rather be safe than sorry. And anything you tell me stays between us.”

“Like a lawyer?”

I winced. “More like a therapist, though I’m not actually one. If you think you need one, we have the psychologist on staff, or we can find someone else.”

He scowled at that. “I’m not crazy.”

“Never said you were. Therapy isn’t necessarily for crazy, though it’s ableist to think that way. I was in therapy for a long while. A friend of mine still is. It helps more than you think.”

“I don’t need a therapist.”

“Okay,” I said easily. “You were saying people can be dicks?”

He was once again refusing to look at me. “Yeah. It’s better now because it’s summer, but….”

“At your school?”

He nodded tightly. “It’s just… Kai, you know?”

Ah. There it was. “Kai’s all right, I guess.”

He shook his head. “More than all right. Kai’s the best. Like, you have no idea.”

I really didn’t. Kai was the most standoffish out of everyone who came to Phoenix House, more likely to be looking down at their phone than up at anyone. They only seemed to talk with Diego and Marina, though I thought they were warming up to Jeremy. “You been together long?”

He shrugged awkwardly. “Really long time. Since just after Christmas.”

Really long time. Jesus Christ. “Kai’s in foster care, right?”

He nodded.

“And it’s all good there?”

He nodded again. “They don’t really… care? I mean, they do but they don’t, you know?”

I did. I said as much. “They like you okay?”

“Their foster mom does. Foster dad works nights, so he’s not really around when I am.”

“And your parents?”

That was a mistake. I played my hand too early. “What about them?” he snapped, glaring at me fiercely.

“Just wanted to see if they were okay with Kai,” I told him. “Nothing more, man. If you don’t want to talk about it, that’s okay with me.”

He had a stubborn jut to his jaw. He was challenging me. “My mom’s illegal. I’m a Dreamer. I qualify under DACA.”

Deferred Action for Childhood Arrivals. That was what Marina was probably going to say before she stopped herself on the first day after introducing us. I got why. It wasn’t her business to tell me unless I absolutely needed to know.

“Hey,” I said. “That’s great. I bet your mom works hard.”

He didn’t look like he believed me. “She does. It’s just us, but she does a lot. She cleans houses. Does a real good job. When she gets really busy, I go and help her sometimes.”

“That’s great.”

His brow furrowed. “She doesn’t know about me. She knows Kai, but… she doesn’t speak English very good. And I don’t—it would be hard for her to understand.”

“I get that,” I said quietly.

“You told your parents? About being trans?” He recoiled sharply. “I mean, uh… being… what was it called?”

“Bigender.”

He nodded. “I try and get that stuff right. It’s important. I messed up a lot when I first started talking to Kai about stuff. Getting the pronouns all wrong. I’m sorry.”

I waved him away. “You don’t need to apologize. I know what you meant. But thank you for trying. Some people won’t even do that.” I took a deep breath, wanting to keep things a little vague but to give just enough for him to know I wasn’t full of shit. “No, my parents don’t know. But that’s only because I don’t know who they are. I was raised in foster care like Kai.”

His eyes widened. “Seriously?”

“Seriously.”

“Makes sense.”

I squinted at him. “How’s that now?”

“You know,” he said. “Just… you. You usually can tell the kids raised in foster care.”

“You can?”

“Sometimes,” he said. “They’re just… different.” He looked panicked again. “But not in a bad way! It’s just… different. Like Kai is different, but in the best way possible.”

I smiled. “You really like them, huh?”

He blushed. It was adorable. “Yeah, I guess. Kai’s not like everyone else.”

“They’re different.”

“Yeah. But… like. You know.”

I laughed. “Yes, Diego. I know.”

He looked relieved. Then, “People can be dicks.”

“You mentioned that before.”

“Right,” he said. “But it’s like some people don’t appreciate different, you know? I mean, a lot of them are fine, but some people are mean.” He scowled. “And I don’t like it when they’re mean to Kai for being enby. I try and protect them as much as I can. I even got into a fight over it. Almost got expelled.”

He said it like it was something to be proud of. I didn’t think I should try to take that away from him, but it felt like we were treading on thin ice. “Almost?”

“Yeah,” he said. “They were going to, and Kai was shouting about how stupid it was, but then some other kids came forward. Said the other guy started it. Witnesses, or whatever.”

I nodded. “That’s good. Just so long as you know fighting should be avoided if at all possible.”

He scoffed. “I know that. But sometimes it just feels good to punch a homophobe in the throat.” He scrunched up his face. “Transphobe? Enby-phobe?”

I covered up a laugh. “I get it, Diego. Did you have a question, though? From your note, it sounded like you did.” Then, because I was curious, “And why did you want to come to me? I’m grateful you did, but—”

“It’s because you told us about you,” he said. “You didn’t try and hide anything. You were up-front about it.”

I was absurdly touched. “All right, that makes sense. What’s your question?”

Once again he looked uncomfortable. “I don’t know if I should say. I don’t want to get in trouble.” He looked away. “Or Kai to know I’m even asking.”

“Unless it’s doing something illegal, you won’t get in trouble for asking a question,” I told him. “At least not with me.”

He was quiet for a long time. I was about to tell him he could always come back if he wanted to when he said, “You don’t want to change. Like, completely.”

I thought I knew where he was going, but I wanted to make sure. “Change how?”

He leaned against the edge of the desk, crossing his skinny arms defensively over his chest. “Transition.”

“No,” I said simply. “I don’t.”

“Because you’re bigender, and that’s different.”

“Yes.”

“Okay, but, like… if someone wanted to, do they… go to the doctor and get shots?” He was frowning again. “T-injections.”

“For female-to-male transition, yes. But there’s more involved than that, Diego. You can’t just go to a doctor and ask for the injections. You have to be evaluated by a therapist before, and with consent of a guardian if you’re under the age of eighteen.” I hesitated. Then, “Is that what Kai wants to do?”

He shook his head before stopping and shrugging. “Maybe? I don’t really know. It’s… like, some days, they talk about stuff like that. They’re enby, but that’s….”

“It can change,” I told him. “Gender identity. It’s fluid. You can find a label that works for you at first but might not be what you want later on. It happens.”

“I can get some,” he blurted out, almost looking horrified at the words coming out of his mouth. “If I needed to.”

“Get what?”

“The shots.”

I sat up in my chair quickly, startled at the implication. “Whoa. Hold up. Not from some random, right?”

“He’s not some random—”

“Unless he’s a licensed physician, he is some random,” I said sharply. “Think, Diego. If this is something Kai wants, really wants, there are proper channels to go through. Do you really want to jeopardize their health to get something from some dude off the streets? You said you’re Kai’s protector. This isn’t how to protect someone.”

He deflated. “It’s not like they’ll have health insurance for long, the way things are going. And I don’t have any myself, so I can’t marry them and use mine. Isn’t it better to have a plan?”

Holy fuck. He shouldn’t have to be thinking this way. “It is. But this isn’t the way to go about it. You’ll never forgive yourself if something goes wrong.”

He wouldn’t look at me. “It was just an idea.”

“I get that. But it’s not the right way. Have you actually talked to Kai about this? Or is this something you’re spearheading on your own?”

His hands curled into fists. “I’m just… you have to prepare. For any eventuality. And if the moment comes, I need them to know I can handle it. I can take care of it for them. That’s what I do.”

I leaned forward, elbows on my knees. “I get that. And that’s awesome of you. But there’s a right way and a wrong way.”

“But their fosters won’t—”

“You’re seventeen, right? Both of you?”

He nodded.

“And do you think this is life-or-death? Something that needs to happen in the immediate future? Is Kai in danger of hurting themselves if this doesn’t happen right away?”

He shook his head.

“Then you have time,” I told him. “Soon you’ll both be eighteen, and Kai will be able to make those decisions on their own. And since you already support them in such a ridiculously spectacular way, they’ll be even happier then to know you’re in their corner. When and if that moment comes, you find me or anyone here, and we’ll help you the best we can. And if it’s insurance-related, we’ll figure out something. I’m sure of it.” It felt like hollow platitudes. My own insurance premiums weren’t too bad, given I had it through the college, but it wasn’t great.

“It’s what you’re paid for, right?” Diego said, sounding resigned.

I rolled my eyes. “I’m not getting paid shit. This is part of my schooling. You’re getting the Corey Ellis Experience for free. And,” I said quickly, just as he started to clap back, “because I want to be here. Talking to you all is the highlight of my day.”

“Really.”

“Really.”

There was a sparkle in his dark eyes, and I knew whatever he was going to say next I really wasn’t going to like. “Nothing to do with Jeremy, then?”

Yep. Fuck him. Fuck the children. I hoped the ozone depleted and the surface of the earth burned. I was done. I stood abruptly. “Diego, this has been an enlightening conversation. I’m glad you feel you could come to me. Keep that in mind for the future. Spread the word so everyone else knows the same. Unless there’s anything else, you can find your way out.”

He grinned at me. It lit up his entire face. Cute kid. An asshole, but cute. “That serious, huh?”

“I have absolutely no idea what you’re talking about,” I snapped at him. “Jeremy is a colleague, my boss, and my former professor. We have a strictly professional relationship.”

He waggled his eyebrows at me as I shoved him toward the door. “Hot for teacher, huh? I can dig it. My science teacher, Mr. Grayson, likes to wear tight pants that show off his—”

“Out!” I all but growled at him, pushing him through the door. “No more!”

He laughed as he turned around. I was about to slam the door in his face when he said, “Thanks, Corey. I knew I was right to talk to you. I appreciate it.”

I softened. “Anytime, Diego.”

“But if you ever need advice on how to get with—”

Then I slammed the door in that smug face.

 

 

THE FIFTH thing I learned about Jeremy Olsen was he didn’t push. He knew when to back off.

Twenty minutes after I unceremoniously threw Diego out of the office, there was a knock on the door. Sure he was back to give me more shit, I threw it open, ready to snarl at him that I was his elder and therefore deserved respect, but managed to bite my tongue when I saw Jeremy there, hand still raised.

He blinked. “Are you okay?”

I nodded jerkily. “Fine! Everything is fine.”

“You sure about that? You seem a little… worked up.”

Jesus Christ, did everything he said need to sound like innuendo?

(Yes, I am aware that was just how my porn brain chose to process it. Shut up.)

I grinned maniacally at him. “Just having good day!”

“Uh-huh.” He leaned against the door. “Everything good with Diego? Anything we need to be worried about?”

I stepped back, shaking my head. “No. He wanted to talk. Had a few questions about being trans. That’s all.”

Jeremy rubbed his jaw. “Marina seemed surprised.”

“About what?”

He shrugged. “She’s been trying to get Diego to open up for a while. Says he’s a tough nut to crack. She was happy when she thought he chose you to talk to. I am too.”

I turned away from him so he wouldn’t see me flush. “It wasn’t…. It’s nothing.”

“It’s not nothing, Corey. These kids need to know they can have someone to talk to, someone to ask questions to. It’s important.”

“It’s why I’m here, isn’t it?”

He sounded frustrated. “It’s a compliment. This is a good thing.”

I sighed as I turned back around. “I know. It can be a lot. I mean, I knew what I was getting into, but this was like… my first time.” I groaned. “Jesus, that sounded terrible.”

He laughed. “Especially since you just had a minor in the office behind a closed door.”

I glared at him. “Why do you have to say it like that?”

“One of us had to. But it’s a joke, of course. A little tasteless, but hell, you’re closer to his age than you are to mine, so it was probably a little much. Sorry about that.”

Yeah, great. Wonderful. Peachy. Just what I needed, to be reminded that he was so much older than I was and that he probably saw me just as he saw the others in Phoenix House. “It’s fine. No worries.”

He watched me, looking for what, I didn’t know. Finally, “I’m just happy you’re here. In fact, I probably would have recommended you for this place had I known what I was getting into. I might have even tried to steal you away if you had taken a position anywhere else.”

My traitorous heart started going into overdrive. Did that mean he thought about me constantly and quite possibly pined for me from a distance, wishing things could be different if only so he could eat the breath from my mouth? I mean, that was fucking gross, and I really wish I hadn’t thought it, but still. “You would have done that for me?”

He nodded. “You were one of my best students. I would do that for any one of you.”

Oh. Oh, fuck. Me. “Thanks,” I said cheerfully, even though I was ready to scream and punch a wall. I probably wouldn’t have, because I was a wuss when it came to pain, but I was thinking about it. “That’s so nice to hear.”

He faltered slightly. “You sure you’re okay?”

“Yes,” I said as evenly as possible. “And I swear to god, if you ask me that one more time, I’m going to call Coldplay and tell them you hate them.”

His gaze narrowed. “You wouldn’t dare.”

“Watch me, Olsen.”

He shook his head. “Trouble. I should have known you were going to be trouble.” He pulled himself away from the door frame. “Finish up in here and then come out front with us. Marina wants to have a meeting and talk about Pride Month and what it means for all of us.”

“Sure,” I said. “I’ll be right out.”

He nodded. He looked like he was going to say something else, but then he smiled and left me standing there, staring after him.

(And no, I wasn’t watching his ass.)

(Much.)




Chapter 7: Cheesy Tots and Accidental Double Dates

 

 

IT WAS a Saturday toward the end of June when I realized, much to my dismay, that I was completely and utterly lame.

I didn’t quite understand what was going on at first. There I was, sitting in my bedroom, fucking around on my computer. It was early afternoon, and I was trying to update this stupid community website I’d been part of for a few years now. It was a Wiki site and had started out as something of a lark, but I had stuck with it for some reason.

Some of my articles had gotten quite a few comments from someone called TiberiusIsMysterious. He alternated between saying how ridiculously pointless the entire article (and the website in general) was and randomly saying thank you for helping him learn how to be normal, even though he was going to ignore everything he learned and that I should be ashamed for putting such drivel on the internet.

“What the fuck,” I muttered to myself. “Pick a point. Christ, you sound exhausting.”

The house was quiet. Sandy was out with Darren, going, as he put it, antiquing. Since I doubted Sandy or Darren owned anything made before 2010, I assumed that meant that Sandy was riding Darren’s face in an alley somewhere. Later, they were supposed to go see a movie Sandy’s cousin was in, some weird art-house thing about a human sunflower making out with gay humanoid lions. They had invited me along, but that sounded terrible, so I declined.

I’d texted Paul to see if he and Vince wanted to go get lunch, but had gotten a response saying that Vince was forcing him to go to a biker convention. When I’d called him immediately to ask what in the holy hell he was talking about, Paul morosely told me that biker meant bicycle, and that everyone there would be healthy and talking about how gluten is the devil. “Do you know how many things have gluten?” Paul demanded. “So many delicious things!”

Ty hadn’t responded to my text. I assumed because he was busy being overdramatic about Bear and Otter having babies.

Nana did respond, but only to tell me that she was busy. When I asked what she was doing, she said that if she told me, she’d have to kill me.

I believed her.

It was about this time that I realized I had just texted Paul’s grandmother to see if she wanted to hang out, and that I was irrevocably lame.

“Why don’t I have more friends?” I muttered, scrolling through my contact list. That answer came easy: it was because most people were dumb and didn’t appreciate my finer qualities.

I came across Jeremy’s name, hesitated, but then continued on.

Nothing. No one.

I was so alone.

Naturally, as a young queer does when they’re bored, I opened Grindr to see if getting laid was an option.

That was a mistake.

The first profile I came across was one I recognized. Brian, he of the one-night stand with Sandy and consumer of more bacon than should have been humanly possible. I’d seen him around every now and then at Jack It, looking no worse for wear after he’d been auctioned off to the Dairy Queens, an actual biker gang in Tucson. I’d heard rumors he’d been part of a very wet and exuberant gang bang, but it looked like he was once again on the prowl. I didn’t have much to do with the Dairy Queens. They were part of Tucson’s leather community and spent most of their time at the queer leather bar, the aptly (and horrifyingly) named Build-a-Bear Sweat Shop. I’d never been inside, but Charlie said it wasn’t as bad as it sounded. That wasn’t the ringing endorsement he thought it was.

I swiped over Brian’s profile (which proclaimed him to be DOWN WITH MOST THINGS) to the next. The second profile was another frat boy taking a selfie in front of a mirror in a messy bedroom with his U of A cap on backward. And that was all he was wearing. Thankfully, he was covering his junk with his free hand. Either he had tiny junk or big hands.

Next was a man in a furry mask. I thought he was supposed to be a golden retriever.

I wasn’t into puppy play.

The next profile proudly proclaimed NO FATS NO FEMS, like it was some kind of badge of honor. I hoped he found the joys of herpes in his near future.

The profile after that seemed nice at first, until I read the very last sentence in his profile where there was a hashtag followed by four letters that made me want to vomit. “Make America great again, my ass,” I muttered. “Fucking psycho.”

If my life was a romantic comedy, I would have kept scrolling before coming across the profile of a certain college professor. It would read that he was new to this whole Grindr thing and that he really wasn’t into hookups. He wanted, he would write, someone to hang out with, someone to listen to terrible music with. And then he would go on to say that there was someone he was interested in, someone charismatic and beautiful and wicked awesome whose name rhymed with Maury, but that person was off-limits. It hurt his heart, he’d lament, and he would probably just delete this profile because no one else could compare.

I would swipe right, and we would connect, and after a bit of back and forth (“Yes, it’s really me, Jeremy! I promise. I’ve been waiting for you!”), we would meet up. It would be awkward and filled with blushing and stolen glances before he would take my hand in his and whisper that he’d wanted this for so long, and fuck the fact that he was my boss, he would quit and then everything would be sunshine (“Just like the color of my Jeep,” he’d whisper earnestly) and roses. He would quit Phoenix House (because I needed the job more than he did, and he was nothing if not magnanimous), and we would go antiquing in an alley behind an Indian restaurant.

But since my life was not a romantic comedy, there was no such profile. Instead I got one with a shirtless guy holding a rifle. The caption above the picture read: YTES ONLY.

“Yeah,” I said to this pinnacle of masculine bigotry. “I hope that works out for you.”

I closed the app, trying not to think about how long it’d been since I’d gotten laid. There’d been a couple of guys since I’d come to Tucson, but nothing serious. I wasn’t hardwired for the hookup culture that seemed to permeate the younger queer community in Tucson. It wasn’t something I was interested in. It certainly didn’t help that on weekend nights after Jack It closed, people gathered outside in what was known as the Meat Market, a last desperate grab to find someone to go home with and fuck.

You tended not to form long-lasting romantic relationships at a gay bar.

Okay. There was Paul and Vince, sure.

And now that I thought about it, Sandy and Darren. But they were the outliers.

Until I remembered that Ty and Dom had had their first kiss inside Jack It too, and realized that I hated everything.

I threw down the phone and banged my head on the desk.

“So lame,” I whispered to no one in particular.

A few minutes later, just when I was about to give up and put on sweats and plop myself down in front of the TV, my phone vibrated.

I stared at it for a moment.

Had I accidentally swiped right on YTES ONLY? Oh god. Was he going to be in for a surprise.

Instead there was a text from Charlie. You want to go grab some lunch?

Sweet, wonderful Charlie.

Beautiful Charlie.

Charlie, who had been studiously avoiding me ever since the revelation that Jeremy and Robert lived only a couple of blocks away.

I hadn’t gone to the bar the past couple of weeks. Working a full-time job was more exhausting than I’d realized, and the idea of going out had made me physically feel like dying. I’d always heard that your twenties were for partying until all hours of the night, and then your thirties were pajamas at eight. I couldn’t wait until I turned thirty because I was already there in spirit.

Sandy had been there, of course, but I didn’t think he’d remembered to chew Charlie out. He tended to get distracted. It wouldn’t surprise me if he’d forgotten about it altogether.

Then I got suspicious. Charlie texting me out of the blue to go out? We were the ones who always had to text him.

I wrote back. Is this because I’m alone and realizing I have only a few friends and they’re all screwing each other and happy?

It took a few minutes for him to respond. Yes.

Great! Where do you want to go?

 

 

IT TURNED out he wanted to go to an old diner downtown that served tater tots covered in cheese. Which was absolutely okay with me.

The older waitress smiled at us as she took our order and sashayed away after patting Charlie on the shoulder, telling him it was good to see him again. She moved with a practiced swish of her hips through the throngs of people that filled the restaurant. When we’d arrived, there was already a wait list, but they’d seated us right away when they’d seen Charlie.

“You a regular?” I asked him from across the cracked vinyl booth.

Charlie shrugged. “You could say that. This place has been around for a few decades. Vaguyna and I used to come here after her shows.”

I blinked in surprise at the mention of Vaguyna again. “You did?”

He nodded as he sipped his tea. He’d forgone his leather jacket (fortunately, seeing as how it was approaching triple digits outside) but had a leather cuff on each wrist and a piece of leather hanging around his neck on a silver chain. He looked comfortable in his skin, which always made me happy. “We’d sit right here or thereabouts. She’d still have her makeup on and a feather boa wrapped around her shoulders.” He smiled quietly. “People always thought by looking at her that she’d be loud, and sometimes she was. She was a drag queen, after all. But when we came here, it wasn’t about that. She was quiet. Almost… contemplative, I guess. They used to have these old mahjong tiles, and we’d play until the sun came up. She needed it, I think, to shed the Vaguyna persona.”

I sighed dreamily. “That sounds wonderful.”

“She was trans too, you know.”

I nodded. “I figured as much. The pronouns. You always refer to her as her. Sandy does too.”

“Though back then, you were more likely to hear it called transsexual or cross-dresser. It got better toward the end. Not by much, but it did.” He shook his head. “Some queens didn’t like her because of that. They said she was an insult to the art of drag. They had this fool notion in their heads that drag culture was supposed to be men performing as women and nothing else. You know what she told them?”

“Hopefully to fuck off. Drag kings exist too, after all.”

He grinned, his face craggy and wonderful. “A little more colorful, if you can believe that.” He fiddled with the handle to his mug. “I was very lucky when she took me under her wing. I was much older than most of the other people there, but like a baby deer on wobbly legs. She watched as I fucked my way through half the people in the bar before she told me that was quite enough.”

“Cracked that whip, did she?” I teased.

He laughed. “It was… good. Those years. Hard, but good. I felt guilt a lot of the time. I’d had a family. Kids. I thought I was betraying some part of myself, though I’d felt the same when I played the role of the semifunctional heterosexual. It was a catch-22.”

“How’d you get past it?”

He shrugged. “I don’t know that I ever really did. It took a long time for me to learn to love myself. Vaguyna played a large part in that, but she couldn’t do it all. She understood that I needed to grieve and allowed me to do so. I still have days when I think I did the wrong thing. Days when I wish things could be different. But then I look around and I see you kids and everything you’re doing and I think it’ll be okay.”

I reached across the table and took his hand in mine, squeezing tightly. “We’re lucky to have you.”

“You’re damn right you are,” he said gruffly. “These days, young people don’t seem interested in hearing the stories of who came before them and fought for them to have the freedoms they do now. They’re all focused on their phones and who they’re going to fuck next.” He pulled his hand away. “Not all, of course. You and Paul and Sandy and Darren and Vince don’t seem to mind having an old fart around.”

I was struck by something that hadn’t occurred to me. I didn’t know why I’d never thought about it before. “What do you think about coming into Phoenix House? Maybe talking to some of the people there?”

He looked surprised. “Me?”

“Sure. I think it’d be great for them to hear from you.”

He shifted uncomfortably. “I don’t know that I’d have much to say.”

I shook my head. “I think you do. It wouldn’t have to be for long, and I bet they’d have a ton of questions for you. Kind of like bridging the gap, right?”

“I’ve got a busy couple of weeks coming up,” he said. “The Leathermen of Tucson are holding their annual Mr. Leather contest at the bar. I gotta be there for that.”

Ah, yes. Charlie’s other life. He wasn’t just a staple at Jack It. He was a towering figure at Build-a-Bear Sweat Shop. Sandy had been a couple of times and said Charlie was treated like a god there. I was curious about it, but not enough to work up the courage to actually go inside. I would be picked out as a fraud the moment I stepped in. “How’s that going?”

He shrugged. “As it usually does.”

“So lots of men in chaps, then.”

He laughed. “Sounds about right.”

“Whenever you’re ready, and only if you want to. I’ll be there all summer, so if you do want to come in at some point, just let me know. I can get it set up.”

“Can I think about it?”

I smiled at him. “Of course you can. And you don’t have to if you don’t want to. I’m not going to lie and say they don’t make me want to pull my hair out most days. They can be little shits.”

“Like you were?” he asked, lips quirking.

I rolled my eyes. “Worse, if you can believe that.”

“You seem to be doing a good job with them. They listen to you.”

I frowned. “How would you know that?”

“Robert said Jeremy told him—” His eyes widened. “Um. Never mind. Let’s talk about something else. I should go see if they still have mahjong. Teach you how to play. It’s not hard to learn.” He started to get up.

“Charlie,” I said sweetly. “Sit your ass down.”

He groaned but did as I asked. He glared at me, and the expression would have been frightening to anyone who didn’t know him, and possibly to most of the people who did. It didn’t affect me in the slightest, because Charlie was family and I could see right through the roughness.

“Are we done talking about feelings and happy things?” I asked innocently.

“We don’t have to be,” he said. “Have I told you how beautiful you look today?”

I snorted. I was wearing an oversized shirt I’d found in the laundry basket—probably one of Darren’s. I had on shorts and flip-flops, and my hair was pulled back in a bandana. I’d been wearing the same thing all day. Yes, I probably did look beautiful, but only to a certain individual trying to distract me. “Thank you. I also see right through you.”

He sighed. “Dammit. All right. Let me have it.”

I sat forward, putting my elbows on the table and resting my chin on my hands. “How is Robert doing?”

He eyed me warily. “Fine.”

“Is that right?”

“Yes.”

“Everything good there?”

“Just grand,” he said through gritted teeth.

“Do you take strolls through the park holding hands?” Uh-oh. I was getting distracted. “Oh my god, do you? Tell me you do and when you do it! I need to be there to take pictures!”

“We don’t stroll through the park,” he retorted. “It’s too hot for that.”

I squinted at him. “Then where do you stroll together holding hands?”

His eyes shifted side to side. “Well… there’s… you see, it’s not like—”

I gaped at him. “Please tell me it’s at the mall before the stores open like all the other old people do in order to get their steps in.”

“Only two days a week,” he snapped. “And when we finish, we get smoothies.”

I barely kept from screaming. “Jesus Christ,” I hissed at him. “Do you have any fucking idea how goddamn adorable that is?”

“And you don’t tell another soul about it,” he said. “I swear if I find out you’ve told Sandy or Paul, I will put you over my knee so fast.”

I waved him away. “Promises, promises.” I grinned evilly at him. “Do you threaten Robert the same way?”

“Where are those goddamn tater tots?” he snarled, looking around for the waitress. “You know what? Forget it. We’re leaving.”

“We are most certainly not. We’re going to stay right here, and you’re going to tell me about how in love you are and that you’ve never been happier and—hold up.” I narrowed my eyes at him. “You were trying to distract me!”

He scoffed. “You’d be surprised how easy that is with all of you. I barely have to lift a finger.”

“Rude. But most likely true. But that’s a problem to be addressed another day. We have more important things to focus on at the moment. We’re going to—”

“Can I get you more hot water for your tea, Charlie?” the waitress asked, appearing out of nowhere. “Your food will be out in a bit. We got busier than we expected. There’s a line out the door.”

“That’d be great, Sally,” Charlie said, looking relieved. “In fact, why don’t you pour yourself a cup and take a load off right here with—”

“Just try it, old man,” I whispered to him. “See how far you get.”

She laughed. “Oh, I wish I could. But we’re down a girl today. Out sick, the poor thing, but that means I’ve got to pick up the slack. Next time, huh?”

Charlie started to protest, but she disappeared back into the crowd.

I shook my head slowly at him. “For shame, Charlie. You think you could have used her as a shield? I would have gone right through her. Just you and me here, Daddy. Let’s dance.”

He turned his face toward the stained tile ceiling, as if praying for patience. I almost told him his god wouldn’t hear him now, but I thought that was probably going a bit too far. “All right,” he finally said. “Go. But don’t think I’ll forget the impertinence. When you least expect it, I’ll have my revenge.”

“Wow,” I breathed. “That was completely believable. And weirdly sexy. I’m very conflicted at the moment.”

He snorted. “Boy, if you only knew.”

“It has come to my attention that you’ve been withholding information.”

He tapped his fingers on the table as if bored. He was good. “That right?”

“Yes. Important information.”

He looked barely affected. “Don’t think I quite know what you’re going on about.”

“I think you do,” I said ominously. “I think you know very well.”

He arched a bushy eyebrow at me. “Why don’t you tell me what it is I know you know that you think I’m supposed to know?”

I floundered. “Wait. Hold on. That—what? It’s not that you know what I think you know that you know. It’s that I know what you didn’t want me to know that I actually now know.”

“Is there a difference?”

“I don’t… know?”

He grinned at me, showing strong teeth. “Oh, child. You shouldn’t be playing a man’s game if you can’t keep up. You’re in over your head.”

I gasped. “How very dare you.”

“It’s the truth, sweetheart.”

“Don’t you sweetheart me. I am playing this game because I am a man—sometimes—and know what’s up. In fact, I invented the game!”

He smiled smugly. “What were we talking about again?”

I wasn’t quite sure. “Well, you see, there was… huh. Give me a minute.”

He sipped his tea again. “Take all the time you need.”

I didn’t know where I’d been derailed. Was he right? Did I not know how to play the game? I wasn’t even sure what game we were playing. Wasn’t there something about mahjong? I didn’t even know what the fuck mahjong was. Good word, though. “Mahjong,” I said aloud. “Maaah-jong.”

He nodded. “Oh, you got me. That’s right. I was going to go see if they still had the—”

“Aha!” I cried. “I was just fucking with you! I knew exactly what I was going to ask. We need to talk about—”

“Here we go,” Sally said cheerfully. She poured more hot water for Charlie from a metal pot. “And I have two handsome gentlemen that just came in to be seated who said they know you. Would it be all right if they joined you so they don’t have to wait?”

Charlie frowned at her. “Who on earth could—”

And then the impossible happened.

Something I’d never seen before.

The blood rushed from Charlie’s face.

He looked pale.

I was immediately concerned. “Are you okay?” I craned my neck toward the front of the restaurant. “Is it Sandy and Darren? That’s weird. I thought Sandy was sitting on Darren’s—”

No, it wasn’t Sandy and Darren.

It was worse.

It was Jeremy and Robert Olsen.

Robert had his cane in his hand and looked dapper as always. He wore a thin sleeveless button-down over blue slacks and wing-tipped brown loafers.

Jeremy was wearing a loose tank top (how many did he own!) over basketball shorts. His sunglasses sat atop his messy hair.

They waved at us.

I turned back around quickly and sunk down on my side of the booth. “Hide!” I whispered fiercely. “We have to hide!”

Sally looked confused. “Oh, I’m sorry. Is there a problem?” She frowned as she glanced toward the entrance. “Are those gentlemen going to cause trouble? I can take ’em. I’ve thrown out men much bigger than them before.”

Charlie recovered first. “No, no. It’s… fine. Just unexpected. One of those gentlemen is um… my gentleman.”

And even though I was about to have a heart attack, I couldn’t help but coo in unison with Sally.

“You cradle robber,” Sally said, punching him lightly in the shoulder.

Charlie rolled his eyes. “The older one.”

She laughed. “I know. I just like giving you shit. So this is why we haven’t seen you in a while, is it? Well, then. I’ll get them over here in a jiffy.”

She left before I could stop her.

“Not a word,” Charlie warned me. “I mean it. I don’t need to hear—what are you doing?”

Well, if I was being honest, I was trying to slide underneath the table with the salt and pepper shakers. The plan—if it could even be called a plan—was for me to hide under the table and then pour salt and pepper on the seat and floor around the booth so that I could do… something. I hadn’t quite gotten as far in my escape plan as I liked.

“Would you get up,” Charlie growled at me, reaching over and stealing my salt and pepper. “They’re on their way over. At least try to act like a human being.”

“You planned this,” I growled at him. “Oh, just you wait until you see what I’m going to do to you. I have no idea what my lineage is, but I am going to pretend it’s steeped in voodoo, and you are going to pay.”

“That’s weirdly sad,” Charlie said. “I almost felt something other than regret about this entire day. Would you just—hello, Robert. Jeremy.”

I turned slowly.

There, standing next to the table, were the Olsens.

“Charles,” Robert said, eyes twinkling. “What a wonderful surprise! I didn’t expect to run into you here.”

Charles, I mouthed, as if I hadn’t ever heard such a thing before.

“You didn’t, huh?” Charlie said, sounding gruff, but dear god, he was also amused. I wanted to squish his face. “Why don’t I believe that?”

“Now that I think about it, Dad, you were oddly specific about wanting to come here after the farmers’ market,” Jeremy said. He grinned down at me.

I squeaked, but thankfully it was lost in the din around us.

“Oh, pishposh,” Robert said. “I’ve always heard about this place and wanted to try it. Why, I barely even remember the telephone conversation from only hours ago with Charlie when he said he was going to invite Corey here for lunch. You know how it is. The older you get, the more your mind slips.”

I thought about going for my phone and sending out a mass text of CODE ORANGE BANANA!!!!!!! but I couldn’t figure out a way to do it without looking like I was panicking.

Jeremy bumped his shoulder against his father’s. “Right. Your recall is better than mine, so I’m not going to believe that.”

“That would be your choice, Jeremy,” Robert said, sounding gleeful. “Scoot over, Charlie. My dogs are barking, and I need to give them a rest.”

“Maybe we should ask them first instead of just inviting ourselves to their—”

“We don’t mind,” Charlie said quickly, shoving over closer to the wall to make room for Robert. “Do we, Corey?” His tone made it abundantly clear that no, we absolutely did not mind.

“Uhh,” I said.

Robert sat down with a huff, setting his cane against the side of the booth. He patted the top of Charlie’s hand, and then, as if his sole purpose was to cause the death of me, he leaned over and kissed Charlie’s cheek.

All the blood that had previously left Charlie’s face came rushing back, and Charlie was now blushing.

This was at once the greatest and most terrible thing that had ever happened to me. It was a conundrum I was not prepared to navigate.

“You okay with this?” Jeremy asked me quietly. He leaned over, the collar of his tank top hanging loosely around his neck. I had to tear my gaze away because chest hair and nipples. “He can be a little pushy.”

“Uhh,” I said again.

“Move over, kiddo,” Charlie said. “Don’t be rude. And of course we’re okay with you being here. The more the merrier.”

“That’s much better,” Robert said. “After all, this wasn’t planned in the slightest.”

I didn’t know how to relay in code to Charlie that his super-cute boyfriend was quite possibly evil without giving anything away.

I did the only thing I could.

(Seeing as how the salt and pepper shakers were out of reach.)

I moved over.

So much so that I was practically plastered against the wall.

And it was only then I realized I was trapped.

Jeremy sighed and sat down next to me, and for a brief moment, our calves bumped together, his leg hair brushing against my smooth skin. I coughed roughly as he settled.

He reached over and slapped a hand against my back. “All right?”

“Sorry,” I gasped, eyes watering. “That went down the wrong tube.”

“You weren’t drinking anything,” Charlie pointed out helpfully.

I didn’t know how to relay in code to Charlie that he was also quite possibly evil. “There we are!” Sally exclaimed as she came back to the table. “Just look at this table full of handsome men. Why, this just might be the highlight of my day.” She handed a menu to Robert and another to Jeremy. “We love our Charlie here. It’s usually just him dining, but I think this is better.”

“That’s enough, Sally,” Charlie warned.

She seemed immune to him. “So you say. But since you are now—how do the kids say it these days? Off the market? Going steady?” She shook her head. “Oh, listen to me, going on like I know what I’m talking about. Just hearing you refer to him as your gentleman makes me happy.”

“Is that right?” Robert asked Charlie. “Your gentleman, is it?”

I noticed they hadn’t stopped holding hands, but I thought it was best if I didn’t point that out.

“Something like that,” Charlie mumbled, staring hard at the tabletop.

Robert smiled softly at him. “You old codger.”

“I might have made a mistake,” Jeremy said, staring at the two across from us.

“My entire life is a mistake,” I muttered.

“I’ll leave you to it!” Sally chirped. “Charlie, Corey, if it’s all right with you, I’ll hold your food until the others have a chance to order too. That way you can all eat together.” She paused, tapping her chin thoughtfully. “Almost like a double date, isn’t it?”

She spun on her heels and wove through the crowd as if she hadn’t just detonated a weapon of mass destruction directly in my lap.

It was Jeremy’s turn to cough roughly. I chose to keep my hands to myself. If he died, I would have to live with it.

He didn’t.

I was relieved. Mostly.

“I wonder where she would get that idea,” Robert said airily. “Such a funny woman. I like her.” He glanced at Charlie. “And she seems to know you very well. Come here often?”

“Dad,” Jeremy groaned, face in his hands. “Could you not?”

“It was just a question, Jeremy,” he said. “I wasn’t getting fresh with him. I have no need. I secured this one with my wily charms before either of us had to bend over and cough at the doctor’s office.”

“Robert!” Charlie said, sounding scandalized.

Robert ignored him. He looked at me, and I wasn’t sure if that was a good thing or not. “Corey! How delightful it is to see you face-to-face. Jeremy here tells me that you’re making Phoenix House just a wonderful place to work.”

“Dad,” Jeremy said. “Would you stop?”

“Well, you did,” Robert said, glancing at him before looking back at me. “Don’t listen to him. I’m of the mind that if we don’t hear such things, it makes the job all that much harder. And Jeremy tends to be a little reticent with praise. It’s the teacher in him.”

“Dad!”

My hands were clamped down firmly on my thighs. “That’s… super? And you don’t need to worry about that. Jeremy tells me that enough.”

“Does he?” Robert asked sweetly. “That’s good. I’m glad we’re all on the same page. It’s important, the work you’re doing. I can only imagine how beneficial it is for queer kids to have access to ones such as yourselves. I can’t even begin to think how it would have been if we’d had the same thing in our youth.” He squeezed Charlie’s hand. “Who knows what might have happened?”

“I think we did all right with what we had,” Charlie muttered. “And we still got to this point, didn’t we?”

“We did,” Robert told him. “And I don’t know if there’s anywhere I’d rather be.”

I was dead. The cause of death listed by the coroner would be swooning over elderly men who were too precious for this world.

Charlie blushed harder and mumbled something I didn’t catch.

Robert chuckled. “It’s providence, I think. I believe people are placed in our lives at exactly the time they’re meant to. We may not realize the why of it right away, but eventually we get there. Do you know what I mean, Corey?”

No. I had no idea what he was talking about. “Of course,” I said.

“Good. Now, if you please, tell me everything there is to know about Corey Ellis.”

“Dad,” Jeremy chided. “Maybe let up a little.” He looked at me apologetically. “He can be pushy. You can tell him to knock it off.”

I shook my head. “No, it’s… okay, I guess. It’s not like there’s much to say.”

“I find that hard to believe,” Robert said. “You’re very beautiful. I bet you have all the boys salivating over you. Do you have a significant other?”

“Jesus Christ,” Jeremy groaned.

What the fuck was happening? “Uh, thank you? And no, I don’t have a boyfriend. I’m a little busy these days. School takes up a lot of my time. And with Phoenix House added on top of that now, I don’t have a lot of time for anything else.”

Robert nodded. “Education is important. I admire your focus. But you shouldn’t forget to allow yourself some enjoyment in life. You’re young yet. Don’t forget to remember that. Otherwise one day you’ll look in the mirror and see wrinkled skin and wonder how that happened.”

“You look fine to me,” Charlie said gruffly. “Like… cheese. Or cognac. Some of it gets better with age.”

We all turned to stare at him.

Charlie glared at me, daring me to say something.

I kept my mouth shut.

“What a lovely thing to say,” Robert said. “You’re cheese to me as well.”

Sandy and Paul were never going to believe this. I couldn’t wait to tell them.

Speaking of. Time to turn the tables a bit. “Charlie and I were just discussing how you live right down the road from us, and the fact that we didn’t know.”

Charlie wasn’t pleased with me.

I winked at him. I was in for it now. I wondered if he’d strap me to the sawhorse he kept out in his back shed.

“Yes,” Robert said, frowning. “That. Imagine my surprise when Jeremy came home the other week gushing that we’re practically neighbors.”

“I wasn’t gushing,” Jeremy yelped.

“You were certainly exuberant about it,” Robert told him.

“I was surprised.”

“Whatever you want to call it,” Robert said. “But no matter. Now we know, it will make things much easier.”

Charlie looked at him warily. “For what?”

“To invite your kids all over for a meal,” Robert said. “You know I’ve wanted that. You’ve certainly talked about them enough. I feel like I know them well, even though we haven’t spent much time together. They’re important to you, Charlie. That means they’re important to me.”

“So cute,” I breathed.

Charlie began to splutter. “It’s just—I’m not—” He looked at me, almost stricken. “I’m not trying to keep you from them.”

This might have gone a little too far. I reached across the table and took his other hand in mine. “We know,” I told him gently. “And you know we’re not really pissed about it. We just like giving you crap. The fact that you’re happy makes us happy. That’s all that matters.”

“You’re good kids,” Charlie said quietly. “Better than an old man like me deserves.”

“Nah. We’re pretty much stuck together for life. You know that.”

“What a wonderful turn of events this is,” Robert said. He squinted down at the menu on the table. “Charles, since this is your area of expertise, I would have you help me navigate this delightful place. It’s been far too long since I’ve eaten at an establishment where the menu is laminated, and I look forward to the experience. I seem to have forgotten my glasses in the car, so please tell me what’s good and what I should avoid. There appears to be large amounts of cheese on everything. I approve of this.”

“Dad,” Jeremy said. “You need to remember your diet.”

Robert rolled his eyes. “It’s just one meal. Let me live a little. It’ll be our secret, and I promise to eat the rabbit food you consider sustenance without complaint for at least a week.”

“Two weeks.”

“Two weeks,” Robert said irritably. “You always did drive a hard bargain.”

Jeremy sighed. “I wonder where I learned that from?”

I watched as Charlie leaned over and began to point out things on the menu, speaking quietly in Robert’s ear. They continued to hold hands the entire time.

Jeremy bumped my shoulder, and I turned to look at him. “Sorry about this.”

I felt a little stupid. He was so close. “About what?”

His lips quirked. “Interrupting your meal. I should have known something was up when Dad wanted to come here.”

“It’s all right. Your dad is devious. I like that in a person. Mostly.”

Jeremy snorted. “You have no idea. He looks innocent, but it’s all an act.”

I shrugged. “He just wanted to see Charlie. I get that.”

Jeremy hesitated before shaking his head. “Yep. That’s exactly it.”

I thought I was missing something. “Farmers’ market, huh?”

Jeremy laughed. It was a nice sound. “Dad complains, but I know he likes it. It’s something the two of us try to do a couple of times a month. Have you ever been?”

“No. I’m not usually the farmers’ market type.”

He arched an eyebrow. “And what type is that exactly?”

“The type who needs to get outside when it’s a hundred degrees to buy wilted lettuce when you can just go the air-conditioned grocery store to get the same thing.”

He looked flabbergasted. “It’s locally sourced and supports small business—”

I grimaced. “I’d rather not sweat if I can avoid it.”

“Sometimes being sweaty is okay,” Jeremy said. “Depends on what you’re doing.”

“Whoa,” I whispered.

His eyes bulged. “Oh my God, no. Not—I meant like jogging. Or hiking!”

“Right!” I nodded furiously. “Jogging and hiking! That’s exactly what I thought you meant! Nothing else!”

I was convinced Sally was an angel from god (even though I was lazily agnostic), as she appeared next to the table to save me from my imagination, where Jeremy got sweaty doing other things that involved much more nudity than jogging or hiking. “Well, don’t you all look cozy,” she said, a big smile on her face.

Did I say angel from god? I meant demon from Satan.

“Don’t we?” Robert asked. “Charlie tells me your apple pie is the best he’s ever had.”

Sally preened. “I make it myself.”

“I must try it. After, of course. Because Charlie also says that I can get cheese on tater tots, and I don’t know that I’ve ever heard of such a thing. I simply have to have it. And an iced tea, if you don’t mind.”

“You got it,” Sally said, scribbling on her note pad. She looked at Jeremy. “For you, hon?”

“A salad,” Jeremy said. “And water.”

I rolled my eyes. “He’ll have the burger. But with no onion. He doesn’t like onions.” It was only then I realized that I’d actually spoken that aloud, but it was already too late. I glanced at the salt and pepper shakers, but Charlie—in his infinite wisdom—moved them out of reach.

“Not an onion fan?” Sally asked.

“No, he’s not,” Robert said, sounding amused. “Never has been. When he was little, he said they made his mouth stink, and he didn’t like having a stinky mouth.”

“Understandable,” Sally said. “Got to think about what you might be doing later, after all. I’ll have it out to you in a jiffy.”

She disappeared again.

“How do you know I don’t like onions?” Jeremy asked.

It was such an innocuous question, but it still made me feel like I was a creep. “We ordered pizza at Phoenix House last week,” I muttered, staring down at the table. “And you picked off the onions. I just thought—”

“It’s fine,” Jeremy said. I looked up at him. He was smiling again. “Thanks. Dad’s right, I think. Might as well live a little.” His smile widened. “Though I’ll probably need to get in an extra run to make up for it. And I should make you go with me.”

I gasped in horror. “You take that back. I will never go running voluntarily unless I find myself in a horror movie as the token person of color and need to outlive all the white people to make it to the sequel.”

Jeremy laughed loudly, tilting his head up toward the ceiling as he leaned against the back of the booth. “Only then, huh?”

“Yes. And the fact that you even suggested I go running with you is probably considered a crime, so you should apologize immediately.”

“Never,” he said. “Maybe we could make it a thing. One day a week, we jog to work.”

I sniffed haughtily. “Have fun with that. At least it would save me a good forty minutes each day from having to listen to what you consider music.”

“Hey! I told you that you could bring your own CDs if you wanted to listen to something different—”

“Who the hell still buys CDs?” I demanded. “Do you realize what year it is? You have music on your phone! It can connect to your slut machine!”

“His what now?” Robert asked, looking confused.

Jeremy scowled. “That’s what Corey calls the Jeep. Says it’s what a promiscuous sorority girl would drive.”

I patted his hand. “Not that there’s anything wrong with promiscuity. I’m sure your sisters at Alpha Chi Omega love it just as much as you do, Kristy.”

“Ooh,” Robert said. “I like you.”

Jeremy scoffed. “You can keep him. Nothing but trouble.”

It wasn’t until later that I realized Jeremy had put his arm behind me across the back of the booth, and that it stayed there for the rest of the meal.

 

 

WE LEFT the restaurant and stood out front on the sidewalk. Jeremy had his keys out and was twirling them on one finger. Robert and Charlie stood side by side, Robert with his cane and Charlie holding on to him gently at the elbow.

“What a lovely day,” Robert said, turning his face toward the sun. “Charles, would you care to accompany an old man to the park? I think I’d like to sit out next to the small lake that’s there.”

Aha. So they did go to the park! I bet they strolled so hard.

Charlie nodded. “Sure. That sounds—oh. Shit. Wait. I need to give Corey a ride home. I picked him up today.”

“I can do it,” Jeremy said. “I’m headed home anyway. I’ve got the produce from the market in a cooler I need to get in the fridge.”

I was uncomfortable. “It’s no big deal. I can just take the bus—”

“Of course not,” Robert said. “You live right near us. It wouldn’t be a problem.” He looked concerned. “Unless I’m taking time away from you and Charles. Forgive me, Corey. I never intended to do that.”

“No,” I said quickly. “It’s fine. You guys go to the park. I know Charlie would love nothing more.”

“Thank you,” Robert said. “Today has been such a good day, and I’d like to continue it as long as possible. When you get to be my age, you start to see all the things you’ve taken for granted. I would love nothing more than to spend time with—how did you refer to it, Charles? Ah, yes. With my gentleman.”

Yeah. I was so going to tell Sandy and Paul all about this.

“That’s fine,” Charlie muttered.

“You should get your hat out of the car,” Jeremy said. “Keep some of the sun off you.”

Robert sighed. “Always the worrywart. But you’re right. I’ll go with you to get it. Give Corey and Charlie a moment to say goodbye.” He smiled at both of us before following his son toward the parking lot.

“You okay with this?” Charlie asked me.

I nodded. “It’s fine. It’s not like Jeremy hasn’t ever driven me home before.”

“I know that. But it’s… you know. Different. A little.”

I squinted at him. “What do you mean?”

Charlie looked confused. “That was always a work thing. This is outside of work. And I know how you feel about him.”

I gaped. “Excuse me?”

Charlie frowned. “Sandy said that you… you know.”

Oh, how quickly I could feel murderous. “Sandy said what, Charlie?”

Charlie started to backpedal. His eyes were wide, and he glanced from side to side as if looking for someone to save him from the grave he was digging for himself. There was no one. He was trapped. “Nothing. Absolutely nothing. Don’t know what I’m talking about. Must be all the heat. Rattles the brain.”

I narrowed my eyes as I took a step toward him. “There’s nothing to talk about. It’s no different than any other day.”

“Keep telling yourself that, kiddo. You know what? Before you start getting worked up more than you actually are, you need to remember something: I sat through this bullshit with Paul and Vince, and then again with Sandy and Darren. If you really think I’m going to just ignore it the third time around, you’re sorely mistaken.”

“There’s nothing to ignore because there’s nothing to talk about!”

He snorted as he shook his head. “How can you all be so damn dense?”

I ignored him. “And even if there was something to say, it wouldn’t matter.”

“Why?”

“Because he’s thirteen years older than I am!”

He cocked his head. “Why does that matter?”

I was panicking. Everything felt flimsy and loose. “And he’s my boss. In a position where we’re both dealing with children. That’s makes anything you’re thinking not only improbable, but also unethical.”

“And if he wasn’t?” Charlie asked.

“It doesn’t matter because he is,” I snapped. “And I’m fine with that.”

“It’s temporary, though, isn’t it?” Charlie asked. “Robert said it’s only for the summer.” He held up a hand as I started to growl at him. “Okay, I get it. Consider the conversation over. I shouldn’t have crossed that line. You’ve got a good head on your shoulders, more so than Paul or Vince did when they were your age. And I know your future is important to you, as it should be. I shouldn’t have suggested anything that could put that in jeopardy. I’m sorry.”

And because I couldn’t not, I reached out and wrapped him in a hug. He made a grunt of surprise before his arms came up and held me tightly. “It’s fine,” I mumbled. And then, only because he made me feel safe, I added, “It sucks. A little. But I’m working through it.”

I felt him nod against my cheek. “Can I give you a piece of advice?”

I sighed. “Like I could stop you.”

I felt the deep laugh as it rolled up through his chest. “Life is short, Corey. Far shorter than you think it is when you’re twenty-three. Don’t let it pass you by. You don’t want to find yourself an old man filled with regrets from all the chances you didn’t take.” I started to protest, but he hushed me. “I’m not saying this is something you’ll regret. And even if it was, take the opportunity to learn from it. But you need to remember that sometimes, everything you’ve ever wanted could be right in front of you. Paul realized that. Sandy did too. You’ll get there, kiddo. And when you find your happiness, you’re going to deserve every single second of it. I can’t wait to see how much you’re going to change the world as much as you’ve already changed mine.”

I sniffled against him. “You asshole.”

“Everything all right?”

I pulled away to see Jeremy and Robert standing near us on the sidewalk with matching expressions of concern. Robert had put on a tan fedora. Jesus Christ, he looked amazing. I wiped my eyes hastily. “It’s nothing. Charlie’s just making me have feelings I never asked for.”

Robert smiled. “He’s good at that, isn’t he?”

“The best, really.”

Charlie glowered at us. “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

“You old fuddy-duddy,” Robert said cheerfully. “I can’t believe you expect us to believe that. Shall we, my gentleman?”

Charlie nodded. He leaned over and kissed me on the cheek. “You going to be at the show tonight?”

I shrugged. “Probably. Sandy added a couple of new songs. He wants us to see them. Also, he said something about a backwards crab walk, and I don’t know if I’m scared or need it more than anything else in my life.”

Charlie sighed. “That queen is going to be the death of me.”

I was surprised when Robert hugged me. He was stronger than I expected. “It was lovely to see you again,” he whispered in my ear. “Don’t be a stranger, all right? Especially now that I know we live so close together. I wish to keep you, if I might. You keep Jeremy on his toes. He needs someone like that, I think.”

I was speechless as he pulled away.

Charlie shook Jeremy’s hand and then held out his elbow for Robert. Robert slid his hand through Charlie’s arm, and off they went down the sidewalk. I stared after them until they disappeared around the corner.

“Ready?” Jeremy asked.

I smiled tightly.

 

 

I WAS shocked when Lady Gaga started pouring from the speakers of the slut machine. I turned slowly to stare at him, but he was staring resolutely forward.

“Do I even want to know?” I asked.

“I was recently told my musical tastes could use some work. So I asked a couple of the kids at Phoenix House what I should be listening to.”

“You bought a Lady Gaga CD.”

He frowned. “You should have seen the look on the girl’s face at Zia’s when I told her no, it wasn’t for my daughter.”

I gaped at him. “You went to an actual record store to buy a Lady Gaga CD.”

He frowned harder. “Where else was I going to buy it?”

“On Amazon like a normal person!”

“Zia’s is a local business that needs support! Amazon is a conglomerate hell-bent on taking over the world, and I won’t be assisting them in such a pursuit.”

“Oh my god,” I said faintly. “You went to an actual record store to buy a CD of Lady Gaga after asking teenagers what they liked to listen to. You went from Coldplay to Lady Gaga.” I reached out and squeezed his arm. “Are you okay? Do you feel ill? I know she’s not a white man named Chris, but still. Do you need medical attention?”

“Trouble,” he muttered. “Always trouble.”

I hid my smile as I looked out the window.

 

 

I DIDN’T know why I did it. I didn’t know what I was thinking. One moment I was getting out of the Jeep and the next I turned around and blurted, “Do you want to come to the drag show tonight? I can get you into the Queen’s Lair. Like, no one gets up there, but you can. Helena would be okay with it.”

He was quiet for a moment before shaking his head. “I can’t.”

Right. Of course not. It was stupid of me to even ask. “Okay,” I said quickly. “That’s fine. Just… the invite is there. You know. If you ever want to. I should—”

He looked like he was reaching out for me but curled his hand into a fist before dropping his hand back to his lap. “It’s not—” He let out a huff of air. “I have plans tonight already, and for the next couple of Saturdays. It’s this… thing. I’m doing.”

Probably a date. Of course it would be. He probably had a date with a Super Gay, and they were going to go out to dinner at a restaurant that charged thirteen bucks for a glass of water and then fuck face-to-face on top of six-thousand-thread-count Egyptian cotton sheets before smoking cigars under the mounted heads of exotic animals they killed while on a safari. It was about then that I realized I didn’t know what Super Gays were like. I was okay with that.

“Great!” I said, trying not to show him that killing zebras made him a monster. “Have fun with that. See you—”

“Maybe when I’m free in a few weeks?” he asked, sounding strangely hopeful. “I’d really like to see Sandy perform. I haven’t been to Jack It in years.”

I nodded furiously. “Oh yeah, sure. Sounds perfect. Just, ah, let me know. Bye!”

I slammed the door and did a weird walk-run toward the house. I managed to stay upright as I got inside, slamming the door behind me.

I was safe. I was home. I was—

I was watching Sandy make sex face as Darren did a weird twist with his wrist from where they were fucking on the floor in the living room.

I screamed.

Sandy screamed.

Darren… well, he didn’t scream. He just grunted at me and sighed, the sweat on his considerable chest glistening, for fuck’s sake. I squeezed my eyes shut, hoping that it was all just a bad dream.

“Did you have a good lunch with Charlie?” Sandy asked, sounding hoarse.

“Jesus Christ,” Darren muttered.




Chapter 8: Well, That Certainly Changes Everything (Goddammit)

 

 

IT WASN’T a date that Jeremy had.

No, it wasn’t a date at all.

And thanks to Charlie, I found out exactly what it was.

 

 

I DIDN’T ask Jeremy about it the next week. It was none of my business how he spent his Saturday nights. If he wanted to go on dates with Super Gays and fuck them, then he was free to do so. It didn’t bother me in the slightest.

And so what if I was thinking about it more and more, almost to the point where I was getting obsessive. Jeremy didn’t owe me a single thing aside from the professional relationship that we already had. And if we’d cultivated a kind of friendship on the side, that was nobody’s business but our own. It didn’t affect anything at Phoenix House.

He’d be there bright and early every weekday morning in his Jeep. (And no, I didn’t continue to watch him as he jogged by our house, no matter what Sandy said; I got up earlier now only because it was better to give myself time to start my day.) He’d grin at me and ask me if I was ready when I came out of the house.

And we’d go to work, where someone in his position should have spent most of his time in his office. Instead he preferred to take work home with him so he could be out front, greeting whoever came to Phoenix House like they were long-lost friends. Hell, even Kai had warmed up to him. He was one of the few people, aside from Diego, who could get a smile out of them.

Marina loved him and told me she was going to push for him to stay. “He says he won’t,” she told me over lunch one day. “And I’m actively looking for a replacement, but not too hard.”

“That’s great,” I said weakly. “But he does love teaching.”

She sighed. “I know. And I’m probably not going to get anywhere with it, but I have to at least try. Too bad you haven’t graduated yet. I’d be trying to push you just as much if you had. Maybe someday, right?”

I was absurdly touched. “You think I’d be good at something like that?”

She nodded. “You would be. I think you’ve got the stamina for it, and the kids respond to you really well.” She frowned. “But we might not even be open that long.”

That didn’t sound good. “The funding search not going too well?”

She sighed. “It’s… complicated. You would think a city this size would be all for having a dedicated space for the LGBTQI youth. I thought that I would be able to avoid the same problems the previous center had before they closed, but it’s getting harder. The political climate is… strange right now. I don’t know how to explain it. People are distracted, and money isn’t given out as freely as it could be toward a charitable cause.”

I knew what she meant. It was toward the end of June, and the conventions for the Republican and Democratic nominees for president were next month. I didn’t know what the fuck people were thinking with that orange choad. Hopefully it would turn out all right in the end. I had more faith in humanity than what was currently on display. “Do we need to start worrying?”

She shook her head. “Nah. Not yet. I’ve got a few more tricks up my sleeve, some favors I can call in.” She smiled at me. “We’ll be all right. You’ll see.”

I hoped she was right. Because if I had to follow Sandy’s ridiculous eighties movie plot to life and fight to save the youth center, I was never going to hear the end of it.

 

 

IT WAS a normal Friday afternoon following the weekend in which I ate cheesy tots in front of Jeremy, something I certainly hadn’t planned on doing. I was looking forward to the end of the day. I was going to put on sweats and not move from the couch for the entire weekend. Nothing was going to change that. Absolutely nothing.

My phone vibrated in my pocket. I looked away from the speaker we’d brought to talk to the kids. His name was Will, a trans man who worked with the Southern Arizona Gender Alliance. He was winding down on his presentation and was taking questions from people when I pulled out my phone to look at it. It was a text from Charlie.

We need to talk.

I frowned. What the hell was going on now? What’s up? Are you okay?

I gnawed on my lip while waiting for a reply. My mind was racing with a billion different things, running a spectrum from amazing to terrible. Charlie was getting married! He lost his leg in a fight with a pirate! Nana had gotten arrested for drug trafficking!

I really hated my brain sometimes. I blamed Paul and Sandy. And Ty too.

My phone buzzed again. Nothing bad. I’ll come by the house tonight. That okay?

I couldn’t see why not. Paul and Vince were coming over to watch bad horror movies with us and drink fruity cocktails. Darren said he wasn’t coming because he had better things to do, but he was a liar and a fat mouth, and I expected him to be there too. Sandy was very persuasive.

Sure. All of your kids will be there. That okay?

Yeah. Makes thing easier. I’ll text when I’m on my way.

Kk.

“Everything okay?” I heard Jeremy whisper.

I looked over. We were standing in the back of the main room while the speaker gave his presentation. “Yeah, sorry,” I whispered back. “Charlie needed to ask me something.”

Jeremy nodded before looking back toward the group in front of us.

It was probably nothing. Everything would be fine.

 

 

“WHAT IF he’s dying?” Sandy wailed. He’d been going on for at least ten minutes, his cries of anguish briefly cut off as he sipped a cocktail with a bright umbrella sticking out of it. We were sitting in the living room in our pajamas. Paul and Vince were on one couch, Vince lying back with his legs in Paul’s lap. Wheels was at his feet, gnawing on a bone that was bigger than he was. Sandy and Darren were on the other couch. I’d told Darren when he arrived that I knew he was going to show, that he might as well stop acting like a little bitch who thought he was better than us. The Homo Jock King had given me a look that I was sure had slain many a twink, but since I’d seen him tackle Sandy and profess his love, I was immune to his glares.

I was sitting back against his legs on the floor. He’d tried to shove me off for at least thirty seconds but had eventually given up when I reminded him that I’d brought Vince and him their beers and that he needed to be nice to me. He bent forward and kissed the top of my head, much to Sandy’s delight.

“He’s not dying,” Paul said, rolling his eyes. “I’ve told you this before. Charlie and Nana are going to outlive us all and ascend to rule over mankind before destroying it in a wave of fire.” He frowned as he peered down at his own drink. “This is a lot stronger than I thought it would be. It’s also gross. What the hell is in this?”

“It’s jungle juice,” Sandy said. “I thought it would be fun. I may have made a mistake.”

“Jungle juice?” Paul said with a grimace. “We aren’t sixteen and raiding my parents’ liquor cabinet. Jesus Christ.”

“Ah, those were the days,” Sandy said, tilting his head back on the couch. “Remember that time we got caught by Nana and she threatened to tell your parents unless we allowed her to join us?”

“I try not to think about that,” Paul muttered. He nudged Wheels away when the dog decided Paul’s sock was better to chew on than the bone. “It led to the first time she told us the story about how she murdered a guy who was trying to mug her in St. Louis.”

“She didn’t actually murder anyone, did she?” Vince asked. “Because that’s sad, you know? What if she gets arrested and has to go on trial? I would testify on her behalf as a character witness.”

We all stared at him.

Paul sighed. “Vince discovered British crime procedurals on Netflix. It’s this whole… thing.”

“They call attorneys solicitors,” Vince said. “And they wear white wigs in court. It’s awesome. Did you know British cops don’t usually carry guns? And it’s always raining and everyone looks sad when they drink their tea.”

“I have other things I could be doing,” Darren grumbled.

“No, you don’t,” Sandy told him. “No one else likes you as much as we do.”

“Charlie said that it wasn’t bad,” I reminded them for the fifth time.

“Isn’t that what people say when it’s really bad?” Vince asked.

Paul smacked his socked feet. “Not helping.”

Vince wriggled his toes. “DI Vince Auster on the case.”

“Did he seem all right at your lunch?” Sandy asked me, and I could hear real worry in his voice. “He was fine at the bar, but you know how distracted I get when I’m performing. I don’t know if I missed something.”

“He was fine,” I assured him. “Better than, even. I told you how he and Robert looked together. It was… sweet.”

“Ah, yes,” Sandy said. “I remember now. And don’t think I’ve forgotten that you didn’t tell me that Jeremy was there too.”

Suddenly it was my turn to be stared at. I might have left that little detail out when I told Sandy about the lunch. I shouldn’t have been surprised that he’d found out.

“Jeremy was there?” Paul asked. “Jeremy Jeremy?”

“I think his name is just Jeremy, babe,” Vince said. “That would be stupid if it was Jeremy Jeremy.”

“I love you so goddamn much,” Paul said.

“That’s because I’m your husband,” Vince said.

“It was nothing,” I said quickly. Vince and Paul were starting to get that look in their eyes, the one that meant the honeymoon period was still going strong and things were going to get sticky unless I stopped them. Wheels was in the splash zone, and that was animal abuse. “Just… Charlie and me, and then Robert and Jeremy happened to be in the same place at the same time.”

“Uh-huh,” Sandy said. “It’s just funny to me how you randomly left that little detail out. Imagine my surprise when I had to hear it from Nana.”

“How did she know?” I demanded.

Sandy shrugged. “How does she know all the things she does?”

“She can probably read minds,” Vince said. “I need to learn to shield my thoughts.”

“That shouldn’t be too hard,” Darren said dryly. He yelped when Sandy smacked him on the back of the head.

“Be nice,” Sandy scolded. “Or I won’t eat your ass later.”

“Gross,” Paul and I said at the same time.

Darren looked like he was going to retort but thought better of it. Sandy must have been an expert at anilingus. I wished I never knew that.

“It’s probably nothing,” I said, trying to distract them from the whole Jeremy thing. “Why do we automatically have to think it’s bad? Why can’t it be good news?”

“Huh,” Sandy said. “I hadn’t thought of it that way. That’s weird. Why are we so predisposed to think something is going to be terrible?”

“It’s his age,” Paul said, wincing as he took another sip of his drink before setting it down on the table next to the couch. “It sucks, but when an older person says they need to tell us something, it’s usually health related. Nana tried to keep her heart issues from us, but then she ended up in the hospital.”

“She’s doing okay now, though?” Darren asked.

Paul nodded. “Should be. Mom and Dad are keeping an eye on her, making sure she takes her meds and goes to all her appointments. She hates it, but I think she understands why. It’s just something that happens when you get older.”

“I wonder what we’re going to be like at that age?” Sandy mused. “We’re all still going to be together, obviously. Maybe in a retirement home where I’ll perform for everyone because I’ll still look amazing.”

“I would play chess all day,” Vince said. “Speaking of, I still need to learn how to play chess. Paul tried to teach me when we were on our honeymoon, but then I sucked him off instead.”

“Gross,” Sandy and I said at the same time.

Darren held out a fist, and Vince bumped it with his own. Homo jocks were so dumb.

Paul started to say something else, but then we heard a car pull up in the driveway.

And since we were all of the calm and collected variety, we allowed Charlie the opportunity to knock before we reacted.

Which meant, of course, that all of us were standing in the doorway, demanding to know who was dying, whether it was going to be painful, and in Vince’s case, if Charlie knew how to play chess. Wheels was rolling around at our feet, barking loudly in all the excitement.

Charlie barely looked fazed. “Get back in the house. You all sound like a bunch of screaming howler monkeys.”

I couldn’t argue.

Charlie pushed by us into the house. Darren closed the door while the rest of us trailed after Charlie. He headed for the recliner Sandy had purchased especially for him. It’d been part of a gift for his last birthday. The other parts had been three more matching recliners, one for Matty and Larry’s house, one for Paul and Vince’s house, and one for Charlie’s own. The look on his face had been priceless, and even though he wouldn’t admit it, I thought I saw even Darren sniffle a little. It was our way of letting Charlie know that he was welcome to any of our homes whenever he wanted to be there. All four recliners had gotten good use from him.

He sighed happily as he sat down, propping his boots up on the footrest, folding his hands in his lap. He smiled when Vince handed him a beer. He took a long drink before smacking his lips. “That’s the stuff.” He looked up at us standing around him. “Would you all sit down?”

We did as he asked, resuming the spots we’d been in before he arrived. Darren didn’t even try to fight me as I lay back against his legs again. Paul unbuckled Wheels from his cart and placed the wriggling dog on Vince’s chest. Vince started rubbing behind his ears, and Wheels’s tongue lolled out, his two feet twitching in the air.

“I’m not dying,” Charlie said. “Because I know that’s going to be automatically where your minds go. I’m not dying, I’m not sick. In fact, I’m as healthy as I’ve ever been.”

“You can’t just text someone that you need to talk,” Sandy snapped at him. “When in the history of the world has that ever been followed by good news?”

Charlie’s brow furrowed. “Maybe to people who aren’t all drama queens every second of every day?”

“I wasn’t worried,” Darren told him.

Sandy snorted. “Bullshit. You were the worst. You kept saying how you could get your mom to recommend the best specialists and that money wasn’t going to be an object.”

I didn’t know why it was still so surprising when the Homo Jock King was shown to have a heart underneath that douchebag exterior. I tilted my head back to look up at him. “That’s really nice of you.”

Darren shoved my head away, though without much force. “I wanted to get Sandy to stop bitching. You know how he gets.”

We did, but none of us were fooled.

“Thank you,” Charlie said. “But it’s not necessary. And all of you should know that. I’ve never met a nosier group of people. I can’t even go to a doctor’s appointment these days without one of you hounding me.”

“We love you,” Vince said without a hint of artifice. “You know that. We just need to make sure you’re good.”

“I know that,” Charlie said. “And I am.” He hesitated. Then, “If there was ever something wrong, I’d let you know. I don’t do secrets. Not anymore. Sandy and Paul are my emergency contacts, and Sandy has power of attorney should it come to that.”

“But that’s not it,” Sandy said quickly.

Charlie smiled quietly at him. “No. It’s not. This is… well. This is mostly for Corey.”

I blinked. “Me? What did I do now?” I’d wondered—briefly—if something was wrong, why Charlie would text just me and not the others too. I should have realized that wasn’t the case. But Sandy was right; you didn’t just tell someone you needed to talk without the expectation of something bad.

“Nothing,” Charlie said. “It’s more….” He shook his head. “It might not even be my place to say, but it’s been bugging the crap out of me. You know when you’re trying to remember something and it’s right on the tip of your tongue but you can’t quite get it?”

I nodded. “Like an itch in the back of your brain that won’t stop.”

“Exactly,” he said. “And I couldn’t quite get to it. I might not be as sharp as I once was, but I’ve been worrying at it for a while, and then it came to me.”

“What did?” Vince asked.

“You know the leather bar.”

“Build-a-Bear Sweat Shop?” Sandy asked. “What about it?”

“Why have we never been there before?” Vince asked.

“Because they would eat you alive,” Paul told him. “I probably couldn’t even save you.”

“Oh, I doubt that,” Charlie said. “Vince, you know I think you’re gorgeous, but as soon as Paul walked into the bar, all the focus would be on him.”

“Um,” Paul said. “Why is that, exactly?”

“Because you’re a chub,” Charlie said. “Exactly what they look for. Boy, you’d be mauled in a bear attack like you wouldn’t believe.”

“Whoa,” Paul breathed. “But I only have three chest hairs!”

Charlie shook his head. “Wouldn’t matter. You’ve got meat on your bones. It’d be like chum in shark-infested waters.”

Vince’s brow furrowed. “So everyone would know how hot Paul is?”

“They would.”

Vince’s frown disappeared into a sunny smile. “Then why the hell haven’t we gone there before? Fuck Jack It and the twinks. That place can suck my left nut. Let’s go be leather bears!” He bared his teeth and growled. “Rawr.”

Wheels responded by growling right back at him.

Paul patted his feet, looking a little dazed. “Maybe let’s hear what Charlie has to say before we decide to join the leather community.”

“It’s… different,” Charlie said. “More intense, but strangely also more laid back. I love Jack It because of the queens and the history the place has. It’s where I met Vaguyna and where I felt like I could breathe for the first time. But it’s also… vapid. And I get that times are changing and I sound like a grumpy old fart, but it’s not like it used to be. There’s always been the hookup culture, but it seems like it’s gotten mean. I don’t know how else to explain it.”

I knew what he meant. Jack It was growing to be the equivalent of Grindr, and there didn’t seem to be much to do to change that. Mike, the oily owner of Jack It, was a savvy businessman, and he understood that the name of the game was sex. It used to be that three or four nights a week were dedicated for drag shows. The big ones were Wednesdays and Saturdays, with Sandy hosting both. The other nights were given to lesser-known queens just getting started.

But then Mike decided that all those drag shows weren’t necessary and replaced them with theme nights that usually ended up with mostly-naked white boys dancing on podiums while people shoved dollar bills in their jockstraps. He and Sandy had argued bitterly over it, especially after Sandy chose not to try out for Miss Gay America, the national drag competition. Mike was supposed to pay Helena’s way through the local levels, but Sandy didn’t trust him, especially after he’d bullshitted about almost losing the bar. Sandy had managed to keep two nights a week dedicated to drag: Friday for the newer queens and Saturday for his show. He hadn’t been happy about it, but Mike wasn’t budging.

“These things come in waves,” Charlie said. “And I’m sure ten years from now it won’t be like it is today, either good or bad. And while I won’t deny that stupid shit happens at the leather bar, it’s… I don’t know. It feels more inclusive.”

“Only for those in the leather community, though, right?” Darren asked.

Charlie shook his head. “No. We try and welcome everyone who wants to come in. Sure, we get the usual tourists and daddy-hunters, but this is a tight-knit community that welcomes anyone who wants to learn and respect the rules. Yes, there’s a sexual component to it—it’s part of life—but it’s not just about sex.”

“I performed there once,” Sandy said. “They were all very kind to me.”

“That was a good night,” Charlie agreed.

“It sounds great and everything,” Paul said. “I just don’t know what this has to do with Corey.”

I was wondering the same thing. I never really had any interest in leather. My only experience with the community had been Charlie and the Dairy Queens.

Charlie looked conflicted. “It’s—I’m not trying to out anyone, but I don’t know that it’s a secret. He’s pretty well known. I don’t know why I didn’t see it.”

The blood started rushing in my ears.

“The Mr. Leatherman competition is starting to ramp up,” Charlie continued. “Each year Tucson’s leather community elects Mr. Leatherman of the Year. He’s the face of the leather community for that year, and when his reign comes to an end, he’s the MC for the next year’s competition when a new Mr. Leatherman is elected.”

“Sounds like a beauty pageant,” Vince said.

Charlie snorted. “I guess it a way it is. Mr. Leatherman has certain responsibilities that come with it. Appearances, fund-raisers, speaking engagements in the leather community. It’s a pretty big responsibility. And it comes with prestige. It’s something to be proud of.”

“Did you ever hold the title?” Sandy asked.

“Once,” Charlie said. He looked down at his hands. “A few years after I met Vaguyna. She pushed me into competing, and it was… nice. One of the nicest things that ever happened to me. It helped me feel like I belonged. I almost didn’t participate. I was new on the scene and didn’t quite have a hold on the politics of it all. But Vaguyna said that some of the opportunities we miss in life are because of the chances we didn’t take.”

“Does Robert know?” Vince asked. Wheels was snoring on his chest.

Charlie looked even more uncomfortable. “Yes. Only because he has a connection to the scene that I didn’t expect. He’s part of the reason I’m here.”

Oh god.

“What is it?” Paul asked.

Charlie looked directly at me and said, “I couldn’t get where I knew his son from out of my head. He was so familiar, and I didn’t know why. And I asked Robert about it, and he laughed at me. He said I probably needed to see him in full leathers to remember.”

“What?” Sandy screeched.

“Jeremy Olsen was Mr. Leatherman for the last year,” Charlie said, and my brain broke right in half. “And starting last weekend, he’s hosting the competition for the new Mr. Leatherman.”

Silence.

Charlie stared at each of us in turn. “Huh. I didn’t expect to be able to shut you all up at once. I should have figured this out years ago.”

Sandy spoke first. “But—but he’s so skinny.”

Charlie rolled his eyes. “You don’t need to be fat or muscular to be named Mr. Leatherman. It’s not always about appearance. You should know better than that.”

“But—but it’s June,” Paul said.

“The title runs from summer to summer,” Charlie said. “Are you really all this stupid?”

“That completely changes how I see him,” Vince said. “Sure, he was like, nerdy professor hot before, but now? Wow.” He looked at Paul, a worried expression on his face. “But you’re my one and only. Forever.”

Paul waved him away. “Yeah, yeah, forever and stuff. But you’re right. I didn’t expect that from him.” He rubbed his chin thoughtfully. “Like, full leathers?”

“I can see it,” Darren announced. “I mean, he’s not my type, but I think it could work for him. I thought there was a sort of kinship with him. Us manly guys have to stick together.”

Charlie laughed. “Boy, they would chew you up and spit you out even before you knew what was happening. You weren’t nothing but a chicken hawk until you pulled your head out of your ass and got with Sandy. You should stop talking before you find yourself with your butt in the air by a true daddy making sure you know respect.”

Darren said, “Meep,” and it was almost enough to break through the fuzz in my head.

“I would probably pay to see that,” Sandy said. He frowned. “Never mind. I just realized I’m extremely possessive and would probably cut a bitch if that happened.”

“Corey?” Charlie asked. “You haven’t said anything.”

I needed to articulate exactly how I was feeling. “Blargh,” I said. “Urgh. Marf.” Perfect. That about summed it up.

Darren grabbed the sides of my head and tilted me back. He sat forward and peered down at me. “I think he’s broken,” he said. He pushed me forward again so that I could stare off into nothing.

“Why tell us now?” Paul asked. “I mean, I get the enjoyment of seeing Corey drooling over the thought of—” He managed to duck when I snapped out of it and threw the umbrella from my fruity drink at him. I was aiming for his eye. He was quicker than I expected.

Wheels yawned as he opened his eyes. He went back to sleep when Vince rubbed his ears.

“I’m not drooling,” I managed to say. It certainly didn’t help that I had to wipe drool from my chin.

“Sure you’re not,” Paul said. “But this seems like something we should have heard from Jeremy if he wanted any of us to know.”

“Two reasons,” Charlie said. “First, it was unavoidable. I was in the office with Mike today when he got a call from the owner of Build-a-Bear. He wanted to know if Helena was available Sunday for the final show. Mike told him as long as it didn’t interfere with her regular show, he didn’t see why not. I told him I’d handle it.”

“That’s certainly flattering,” Sandy said. “Short notice, though. I don’t know if I can put together anything that quickly.”

Charlie nodded. “They had a queen coming in from Phoenix that canceled at the last minute. They were going to have a replacement drive down—”

Helena came roaring forward. “From Phoenix?” she hissed. “You’re telling me a queen from Phoenix was going to put her filth all over my town? Oh, not on my watch. I’ll be there, and you can bet I’m going to give those bear men the show of their lives. They won’t even be able to pronounce Phoenix by the time I’m done with them.”

“I thought you’d see the light,” Charlie said dryly. “And I knew that if you agreed, you’d figure it out when you got there. And there was a chance that the others might come and see for themselves anyway.”

“And the second reason?” Darren asked.

Charlie looked at me again. “Something Robert told me. Said that Jeremy was a little down after our meal. Apparently our Corey here invited him to Jack It that night, but he had to decline.”

“You did what?” Sandy asked me. “You never told me that.”

“He was busy,” I said faintly. “That’s what he said. That he was busy for the next couple of weeks and….” I shook my head. “I didn’t ask. I didn’t want to push.”

Charlie hesitated. Then, “I want you all to know something, and I want it to stay in this room. You understand me? I mean it. I already don’t like this much as it is, but I think it’s important.”

“Of course, Charlie,” Paul said. “We won’t say anything if you don’t want us to.”

“Good.” He took another sip of his beer. “Robert… he says….” Charlie sighed. “He says he thinks Jeremy is a little lonely. He’s got his friends, but Robert doesn’t think they’re very close.”

“The Super Gays,” I said. “He’s friends with some of the Super Gays.”

I thought Sandy was going into shock. “He’s Mr. Leatherman and a Super Gay? Oh my god, my supreme gayness is fading. How did I not know any of this?” He grabbed Darren’s hand and placed it against his forehead. “Do you feel it?” he whispered. “Do you feel it fading? It’s… getting… so dark.”

Darren jerked his hand away. “Oh Jesus. Nothing’s fading. You’re still the biggest queen in history.”

“And you love me.”

Darren muttered under his breath that he most certainly did.

“Robert’s not too fond of the Super Gays,” Charlie said. “He’s met a few of them, and he wasn’t impressed, though he didn’t say anything to Jeremy. And I don’t know if Jeremy fits with them like you think.”

“He’s a college professor,” Vince said. “How much can he possibly make from that to be considered a Super Gay?” He looked around. “No, seriously. I’m asking. I have no idea how much college professors make.”

“He’s got some friends in the leather community, but no one important to him,” Charlie said. “From what I gather, he’s quite popular. But there’s a difference between having admirers and having people you can actually talk to. Sandy, you would know that better than anyone. It’s a face you put on. It’s part of you, but it’s still a face.”

Sandy nodded. “It can be… overwhelming.” He glanced around the room at us. “Without you guys, I don’t know if I’d be able to do it.”

I was jostled a little when Darren reached over and wrapped an arm around Sandy’s shoulders, pulling him close. “You don’t have to worry about that,” he whispered as he kissed the side of Sandy’s head.

“I still don’t understand,” I admitted. I was slowly coming to realize that things were infinitely more complicated than I expected. And though I’d never admit it out loud, I now had all the proof I needed that it was best to get over this… thing I had for Jeremy. If what Charlie was saying was true (and I had no reason to think it wasn’t), Jeremy wouldn’t be interested in someone like me. He probably wanted someone just like him, someone who shared the lifestyle and the kink. I didn’t. And it was fine. Because it was only a crush. That was it.

I should have been relieved.

It hurt more than I expected.

“I think he could use some friends,” Charlie said, looking at me with an expression I couldn’t quite figure out. “And you kids are good at finding those who need that. You give them a place to belong.” His voice was gruff. “You make them feel like they have a home. My momma, she had this patchwork quilt. She got it at a church auction when I just a kid. She was real proud of it. She hung it on the wall. I loved it because it had all these little squares that didn’t seem to belong together, but when you looked at it as a whole, you could see it was just right. That’s what you all are to me. Funny little squares who make something wonderful.” He swallowed thickly. “Seems like it’s only right to share that with others if you can, you know?”

Shockingly, it was Darren who sniffled first. “Jesus Christ,” he muttered. “I knew there was a reason I shouldn’t have come over here.”

Sandy and Paul were wiping their eyes. Vince hugged Wheels close, much to his consternation. But since he was a dog, he forgot he was annoyed two seconds later and started licking Vince’s face. I didn’t blame him. Sometimes I wanted to do the same.

“Hell,” Sandy said, “what’s one more? I’ve always said our group could use a hot professor slash director of a LGBTQ community center slash leather god.”

“You did say that,” Paul said with a frown. “And I thought it was weird at the time because it was so oddly specific.”

“I have the sight like Nana,” Sandy replied. “It runs in the family.”

Darren turned to look at them. “But you’re not related to—”

“Darren,” Sandy said lightly. “Shut up.”

Darren did.

Sandy glanced down at me. “What do you think, baby doll?”

I shrugged awkwardly. “Seems like a group decision, right?”

Sandy wasn’t taking my shit. I knew this when he said, “I’m not taking your shit.”

I sighed. “It’s fine. I’m not—it’s fine.”

Sandy nodded slowly, and I knew this conversation wasn’t over. I was thankful when he seemed to let it go for now. “All in favor?”

“Whatever,” Darren said.

“Why not?” Paul said. “Being an adult and trying to make friends is hard, especially when most people suck.”

“I have no idea what we’re doing,” Vince said.

“Just say yes, Vince,” Paul told him.

“Yes, Vince,” Vince said promptly. He grinned at Paul so brightly, my underwear almost fell off. “Just kidding. I know what you meant. Jeremy is an okay dude. And I bet he has a leather harness I could borrow. I think I’d look good in it.”

“Oh sweat balls,” Paul breathed. “Yes. That. Let’s do that.”

“Then that’s decided,” Sandy said. “Now all that remains is deciding how we should go about this. I have an idea, of course, and I know you’re all just going to love it.”

I had a sinking feeling about this. “Maybe we should wait and—”

“Corey is exactly right,” Sandy said, and I sighed in relief. And then he said, “We’re all going to go undercover to Build-a-Bear Sweat Shop tomorrow night to support our new friend. And we will be dressing for the part.”

Goddammit.

 

 

“WE’RE NOT doing a montage,” I snarled the next morning.

“Of course not,” Sandy said, sipping his coffee in the kitchen. “Why, the very thought is just ridiculous. Now, let’s figure out what we’re going to wear by trying on different outfits and either shaking our heads or giving thumbs-up to whoever is modeling, and all the while, cheesy music is playing in the background.”

“That’s the very definition of a montage!”

“I have no idea what you mean,” Sandy said daintily. “Now hurry up and finish your breakfast. We have appointments to keep today that are absolutely not related to a montage.”

I finished my Cheerios angrily.

Sandy wasn’t impressed.

It probably had something to do with the milk dripping down my chin.

 

 

SCENE: #1.

Location: Sandy’s hairstylist.

Mood: less than jovial.

“You do not want to fuck with a black man’s hair,” I said, sitting in the chair while Sandy’s hairstylist stood behind me, an eager expression on his face.

“Honey,” Sandy said, standing next to the chair, “Flavius is one of the most in-demand hair people in Tucson. He also styles many of my wigs. You do not want to know what I had to do in order to get us in on such short notice.”

“He threatened me,” Flavius said cheerfully. He was a black man with thick dreads that hung on his shoulders, brightly colored beads woven into the ends. “And when Helena Handbasket threatens you, you do exactly what she wants.”

Sandy pinched his cheek. “I do love you so. Now, here’s what I’m thinking.”

I gripped the armrests tightly while they chattered on behind me. I stared at myself in the mirror. I wasn’t sure how I felt about this. My hair was long. It’d been that way for years. I had a love/hate relationship with it. Depending on any given day, I either liked it straightened or allowed it to kink up as it naturally did. But I also knew that if I wanted to end this right now, Sandy wouldn’t argue with me. He pushed boundaries but backed off when he was told. Most of the time.

Flavius (Jesus Christ, that couldn’t be his real name) ran his fingers through my hair, setting it over my right shoulder. “Your hair is gorgeous.”

And fuck him for being so earnest. “Thank you,” I muttered. “That’s very nice of you to say.”

“Short,” Sandy said. “I’m thinking something short. Tight on the sides and high on the top. I’m not necessarily talking masculine, either. Corey needs to be free to express himself however he wants.”

Flavius nodded. “I can do that.” He snipped his scissors experimentally.

I rolled my eyes. “Fine. But you’re paying for this.”

Sandy squeezed my shoulder. “Baby doll, I wouldn’t have it any other way.” He leaned over to whisper in my ear. “Tell me to fuck off if you want. We’ll leave and never speak of it again.”

I knew he meant it. He wouldn’t force me into anything. “It’ll grow back.”

He kissed me on the cheek before standing upright again. “Flavius! I summon you!”

And as Flavius descended, cheesy music began to play overhead, and I hated everything.

I closed my eyes.

 

 

“DONE,” FLAVIUS said a couple hours later, panting as if he’d just had a religious experience. Or an orgasm. “My greatest creation. My finest hour. I have been to Nirvana, and it was glorious.”

I opened my eyes.

And stared at my reflection.

The sides and back of my head had been shaved closely. The hair on top of my head was in a small afro, the tight curls bouncing as I turned side to side to see what he’d done. I still looked like me, just… different.

I reached up and ran my fingers through it. It felt softer than I’d ever felt before. It was almost shocking, and I felt a small cramp in my stomach, wondering if I’d made a mistake.

Flavius leaned over, his hands on my shoulders. “You were beautiful before,” he said quietly. “And you’re beautiful now. No more, no less. This will work with whatever you’re feeling. It doesn’t matter if you’re a man or a woman. And if you ever want to change it again, you come and ask for Flavius. It will be on me.”

The cramp lessened slightly. “You think it looks all right?”

He laughed. “Darling, if my wife wasn’t in the picture, I’d be scooping you up for myself. Hell, she might not even have a problem with it now. Now, let’s talk some products that Sandy will be paying for.”

“Spare no expense,” I told him.

He grinned at my reflection. “I wasn’t planning on it.”

 

 

SCENE: #2.

Location: Charlie’s house.

Mood: a little more jovial.

Charlie lived in a quiet neighborhood on the opposite side of downtown from Sandy’s house. It was lined with palm trees, and since in Tucson grass was mostly for people like the Super Gays, his front yard was white rocks and thorny bushes.

The house itself was small. It had two bedrooms and a single bathroom. The kitchen was bright and airy, multiple windows streaming in sunlight. The floors were all tile, as they mostly were in the Southwest. It’d been a little unnerving to see wood floors almost everywhere I went when I’d gone to school back East.

Charlie was back in his bedroom with Paul, while the rest of us were sitting in the living room, waiting to see what would happen. Paul seemed almost as nervous as I was, and that made me sad.

While I was closer to Sandy than Paul, I thought I understood Paul a little bit better. He had struggled with his appearance for most of his life. He’d been a big kid who’d grown up into a big adult. It’d taken him a long time to accept how he looked, and there were days I knew he still had issues with it. But that was a human thing, not just a Paul or Corey/Kori thing. He’d told me once that when he and Vince first started hanging out (“Mostly against my will,” he said with a fond smile), he wondered often if he needed to change how he looked.

I could see what he meant, much as I hated it. Paul had extra pounds. Vince was fit as fuck. His biceps had biceps. And his brother, the Homo Jock King, was even more jacked. It had to be a combination of genetics, luck, and steroids.

But Vince didn’t care about shit like that, as Paul soon found out. I wished I could have been here for those days just to see Vince following Paul around like a lovesick puppy. It was sickeningly sweet. And Paul needed to give himself more credit. He really was attractive. I didn’t think he had anything to worry about. But that still didn’t stop him (or me) from being nervous as Charlie led him to the bedroom to get him ready.

“I bet he’s going to look so fucking hot,” Vince growled aggressively. “I can’t promise I won’t do something about it either.”

I scooted as far away from Vince as I could. Sandy and Paul had once gone to a Gallagher show, the comic who smashed fruit with a sledgehammer. They said it was sticky and gross and that the plastic coverings they’d gotten for sitting in the second row hadn’t helped much.

I figured it was going to be something like that. I didn’t want Vince to smash Paul’s watermelon where some of it could get in my mouth.

Sandy was in the kitchen, talking to Darren on the phone. Darren had been called in to his office, and Sandy was telling him that he’d already picked out what Darren was going to wear. I could practically hear Darren protesting but knew it was all for show. The Queen had tamed the King, and he’d do whatever Sandy asked.

“This is going to be fun,” Vince said, his libido apparently ebbing slightly, for which I was eternally grateful. I had a feeling it wouldn’t last long, but I would take what I could get.

“Maybe,” I muttered. “Or it could blow up in our faces and turn out to be the worst thing we’ve ever done.”

He eyed me up and down. “I like your hair.”

“Thank you.”

“I’m going to lay on you now.”

“What? Vince, no! You’re not going to—”

But when Vince Melody Auster wanted to lie on you, it happened. He jerked my legs up onto the couch, pulled me underneath him, and stretched out on top of me, his head smooshing down my freshly done hair. He was heavy, outweighing me by a good sixty pounds, and I could barely breathe.

It felt good.

“That’s better,” he said happily. “You looked like you needed it.”

“I don’t know what you’re talking about,” I mumbled into his neck. He smelled good. Homo jocks usually did. It was how they trapped unsuspecting normal people.

“Nah,” he said. “You do. But if you don’t want to talk about it, it’s okay. We can just stay like this for however long you need.”

“Or however long it takes for Paul to come out.”

“That too,” he agreed. “But if I know Paul, he’s arguing with Charlie about every single little thing, so we have time.”

“He’s nervous.”

Vince nodded against the top of my head. “Yeah. It’s not really in his comfort zone, you know? But I think it’s important that we try new things, because if we don’t, how will we know if we like them or not?”

Vince might be smarter than the rest of us combined. He saw things more simply, and there were times when it was necessary. “That… makes a lot of sense.”

“I know,” Vince said. “Pretty cool, right?”

“Yeah, Vince. Pretty cool. But what do you do when you know he’s uncomfortable?”

“I remind him that I would never make him do something he didn’t want,” Vince said. “Unless it was for his health, or whatever. And I would tell him that as his husband, I only want the best for him. I would tell him it’s real, and that it always would be.”

“You like that, huh? Being his husband.”

“So much,” Vince said, and I could hear the smile in his voice. “I’ve done some dumb things in my life. But I’ve also done some good things. But Paul? He’s the best thing. When he’s happy, I’m happy. When he’s sad, I want to find and kill whatever made him that way. I got lucky with him because I know he feels the same way about me.”

“He does,” I whispered.

“And what’s even better is that with him, I got all of you,” Vince said. “And Nana and Mom and Dad. I didn’t have that before. Not really.”

“We’re pretty much the best people ever.”

“We are,” Vince agreed. “Which is why I think it would be nice for Jeremy to be part of that. It sucks being lonely, you know? I was lonely for a long time, and then I wasn’t. It could be the same for Jeremy.”

I sighed. “We can be a bit… much.”

“Sure,” Vince said. “But so is life. If you can’t laugh at it and yourselves, then what’s the point? And even if it doesn’t work out like we hope it will, at least we’ll have tried. You gotta try, Corey. And as long as you can look back and say you tried your hardest and actually mean it, then it’s going to be okay, no matter what happens.”

“I’m glad you found us too,” I told him, and he hugged me tighter.

We heard Paul’s loud protests from down the hall as the bedroom door opened, and Charlie telling him to shut the hell up and get out there. Sandy told Darren he had to go and came out of the kitchen. Vince climbed off me, narrowly avoiding kneeing me in the balls. He stood up next to the couch, anxiously watching the hallway.

I sat up on the couch and ran a hand through my hair, trying to fix it. It was probably a mess, but that was the price one paid when Vince lays on top of you.

Charlie appeared first, and he looked grumpy. “That man is going to be the death of me,” he muttered, rubbing a hand over his face. “You would think I was torturing him back there.”

“You were!” Paul shouted from down the hallway.

“Get your ass out here before I come back there,” Charlie warned in his daddy voice. “You won’t like what happens if I do.”

Paul sighed. “Fine, just… no one laugh.”

“We won’t,” Sandy promised.

I hoped that would be true.

We heard Paul shuffling down the hallway, and it sounded like he was wearing snow pants from the way he swished. I saw his shadow first, and it looked… different.

And then Paul Auster, leather god, appeared.

He wore leather pants that looked almost painted on. His thighs were thick and strong, the muscles flexing underneath the leather. Charlie had given him an old jacket with silver studs on the arms and front. It was open, and he wore no shirt underneath. His stomach was pale as it sloped over the top of his pants. He wore a leather cap with a silver chain wrapped around it.

Yes, he looked like a Village People cosplayer.

Yes, it was mostly ridiculous.

But holy fuck, it looked good.

His gaze was down toward the floor, and he was wringing his hands. I could see him trying to suck in his gut but failing.

“Baby,” Vince breathed, and Paul looked up at him, startled. “You look amazing.”

Paul blushed, gnawing on his bottom lip. “You think so? I don’t look… it’s not bad?”

Vince shook his head, slowly walking toward Paul. He looked Paul up and down, and I really wished I didn’t have the intimate knowledge about his I’m going to fuck you so hard expression, but it was there.

Vince walked around Paul, and it was almost like he was prowling. Paul yelped when Vince smacked him on the ass. “Look at you,” Vince said, sounding awed. “Goddamn.”

“It’s nothing special,” Paul muttered. “Charlie said I could wear a shirt or something if I wanted to, but he thought this looked better.”

Vince stopped in front of Paul. He reached out and pushed the hat back a little before cupping Paul’s face in his hands. He leaned forward and kissed him sweetly. “It does. You need to ask Charlie if we can borrow this for after. I’m thinking some things that probably shouldn’t be said out loud. I don’t want to ruin Corey’s innocence.”

“Too late,” I moaned.

“Jesus, Paul,” Sandy said. “I’m impressed. I didn’t know you had it in you. Do you feel like spanking something? Because I volunteer as tribute.”

Paul rolled his eyes. “I’m wearing a herd of cows. I don’t feel like spanking anything.”

“I bet I can change your mind about that,” Vince growled.

“Ack!” I cried. “Abort! Abort! I just found I have some innocence left, and it must be protected at all costs!”

“I may have made a mistake,” Charlie said, looking a little green as Vince reached down and grabbed Paul’s ass, pulling him flush against him.

“Charlie, where’s your hose?” Sandy asked frantically. “We need to spray them. It’s the only thing that works.”

Paul shoved Vince off him before reaching down to adjust himself. “Huh,” he said. “Having partial erections in leather pants is weird.”

There went the rest of my innocence.

 

 

VINCE WENT next and reappeared only moments later wearing what almost looked like his usual biker shorts, though smaller and made of leather. He had an H harness with heavy D-rings across his chest and strutted around like he owned the place. Sandy managed to hold Paul back before we had a situation, especially after Vince reached up and tweaked his own nipple piercing.

I practically ran down the hallway when it was my turn.

I heard Charlie coming after me, and I thought about demanding he hurry up so we could lock the door, but I stopped when I looked around his room.

It was small. There was a queen-sized bed with an old nightstand next to it. Atop it was a book missing its jacket sleeve. The open closet was larger than I expected, and half of it was filled with leather and some soft fetish gear.

But it was the framed photographs on one of the walls that caught my eye. There had to be a dozen of them. A few were grainy and sepia-toned, with crinkles through the middle. There was young Charlie, strong and handsome, standing in front of a motorcycle with a man I didn’t recognize. There was another that appeared to be a few years later. In it, Charlie was standing on a sidewalk in front of a familiar bar entrance. Oh, it’d long since been updated, but I still knew it for what it was.

Charlie had a thick mustache and wore tight jeans and an even tighter black tank top. His hair was cut almost militarily short, and the muscles in his arms bulged as he crossed them over his chest. He wore a cap similar to the one he’d given Paul. It was cocked jauntily on his head. He was glowering around a cigar in his mouth.

And next to him was Vaguyna Muffman.

I’d seen a few pictures of her before. Sandy had shown me some after I’d met him. I didn’t appreciate it as much as I should have, given that I was a seventeen-year-old asshole. I’d seen them once more after I moved back. I’d been digging through the hall closet, trying to find a cable Sandy needed to set up a TV in my bedroom. I accidentally knocked over a box, spilling photos to the ground. I’d gone through a few of them, seeing young Sandy wearing far too much makeup, Vaguyna smiling in the background, but I’d put them away before too long. It felt like I was invading something private, something that wasn’t meant for me to see.

Vaguyna was beautiful in the photograph on Charlie’s wall. She was taller than him, but I couldn’t tell if that was because of her heels. She was pressed against his side, her hands gripping one of his biceps. She had a devilish grin, and one of her legs was bent up and back, the spike of her heel almost pressed against her butt. She had a feather boa wrapped around her neck. She wore a sequined black leotard that accentuated her curves. Her cleavage looked full, pressed on Charlie’s arm.

There were other photos. More recent ones. I saw Paul’s family smiling. I saw all of us standing in Sandy’s backyard. I saw Sandy sitting on Charlie’s lap. I saw Paul and Vince at their wedding, foreheads pressed together as they danced. I saw two children I didn’t recognize. They looked eerily like Charlie, but that felt like dangerous ground.

But it was the one of him and Vaguyna I kept coming back to. Until I saw the one right next to it.

It was Robert.

He was sitting on a park bench, his hands atop his cane in front of him, his fedora tilted back on his head. His eyes were closed and he was smiling quietly, the lines around his eyes carved deep.

The fact that these two pictures were right next to each other was not lost on me.

I heard the door close.

I looked back over my shoulder.

Charlie was watching me. “Memories,” he said. “Sometimes they can be a burden. But other times, they can be something good.”

I nodded at the photo of him and Vaguyna. “That’s in front of Jack It, right?”

He nodded. “It is. Back in the summer of 1994.”

“She was beautiful.”

He smiled. “She was. And she knew it too.”

“Did you take the one of Robert?” I asked.

“I did,” Charlie said, going to his closet. “Last month. It’s my favorite picture of him.”

“I’m up here a lot,” I said. I didn’t know why I was so surprised.

Charlie frowned at me over his shoulder. “Why wouldn’t you be?”

I shrugged. I couldn’t find the right words to say how important it was to me that I mattered enough to him to be up there with everyone else. “I just… it’s nice.”

“Foolish,” he muttered as he resumed digging in the closet. “Of course you would be up there. Now, I need you to tell me what you’d be comfortable with wearing, and I’ll see what we can come up with. I can make a few calls if needed, since we’re not going until tomorrow, but I think we’ll be all right.”

“Why do you have so much?” I asked curiously. “Especially something that would fit me. We’re not exactly the same size.”

He snorted. “That’s because you’re a twig.”

“Hey!”

He ignored me. “I used to help the newbies. Boys who couldn’t afford their own or couldn’t buy anything for fear of being outed. These days you can get pretty much anything on the internet, but it didn’t used to be that way. I amassed a collection over the years in case it was needed.”

“Jesus,” I said. “You are literally the most perfect man who has ever existed.”

“I wouldn’t go that far,” he said.

“No, seriously. Leave Robert. Run away with me. We can build a life together far from here.”

Charlie laughed. “Boy, you wouldn’t know what to do with me if you had me.”

“And Robert does?”

He looked back at me again, eyes twinkling. “You really want me to answer that?”

“Nope,” I said hastily. “Sure don’t. I rescind the offer and will allow you to continue on as you are. It’s bad enough that Vince is probably trying to get Paul pregnant in your living room right now.”

“They better not stain my couch,” he said. He pushed a few of the hangers aside. “So, skin? No skin?”

I frowned. “This isn’t going to be bad, is it?”

“What do you mean?”

“Like, I’m not into leather. None of us are.”

“Obviously.”

I felt like I was being insulted, but I couldn’t quite figure out how. “Isn’t that appropriating something that doesn’t belong to us? I mean, we’re going to stick out no matter what, but it feels off.”

“Newbies have to start somewhere,” Charlie said. “And I know you. You’re not the type who would mock something like this. Even if you don’t understand the lifestyle, you at least respect those who’re in it. You’ll be with me, so you won’t get any shit over it. But regardless, I’m not going to make you wear something you don’t want to.” He paused as he looked into his closet. “And it’s also going to depend on who you are. Corey or Kori.”

“They make leather clothes for women?”

“Of course they do. While the scene isn’t as big in Tucson, there’s a pretty big community for women in leather. When I was first starting out, Vaguyna took me to the Folsom Street Fair in San Francisco. I learned more from an old dyke there than any man has ever taught me. She saw how nervous I was and decided she was going to teach me all she knew. We remained friends until she passed in the late nineties. She was good to me.” He turned around. “I don’t have much leather for women in here, but I’m sure I could put something together. It’s up to you, though. Paul was worried too, but I think Vince’s reaction put that to rest. Vince is just….”

“Happy for being here,” I said.

Charlie shook his head. “God love him. But they’re not you. And you shouldn’t feel pressured to do anything you don’t want to do. Love the hair, by the way.”

I flushed. “Thanks. It’s a change, but it’s growing on me.”

“Whatever you want, Corey. Hell, you don’t even have to go if you don’t want to. I know it feels like I’m meddling, but that couldn’t be further from the truth. I respect you and know you’re smart enough to decide what you want on your own. You may need a kick in the ass every now and then like the others, but we all do.”

I thought hard. It was more difficult than I expected. I tried to find the words to tell him that I’d spent so long pretending to be something I wasn’t, and even when I did start to learn, there were days it still felt farcical. Like I was a fraud. When we’d dressed up and gone undercover to follow Darren on the date he’d had after being won at auction, I’d worn a terrible peach suit, but it’d been an act. This felt more important. I couldn’t decide if there was a difference.

Charlie walked over to me and put his hands on my shoulders. “Tell you what, kiddo. You’ve got those black pants, right? The jeans? You know the ones I mean. Tight, and make your ass look fantastic.”

“You staring at my ass, old man?”

He squeezed my shoulders. “It’s a good ass.”

“I’m very proud of it,” I agreed.

“You wear those,” he said. “Get some boots from Sandy. The ones Helena uses for her Nine Inch Nails routine.” He stepped back and turned toward the closet again. “And you could wear….” He shoved more hangers aside. “This.” He held it up.

It was a corset, though it looked like it was cut for a man. It was black with a thick strap that went over the shoulder. There was a zipper up the front, with silver studs on either side. Designs had been cut into the leather, lines arcing and swirling. It looked like something a background actor would wear on Game of Thrones. It was strangely exciting.

“You could wear something underneath if you wanted,” Charlie said. “It’s cut so it’ll cover your nipples if you decided not to. It should fit you enough that the top of your chest and back will be exposed, as well a little bit of your hips, especially if you wear those pants. And no hat. That hair of yours is too nice to be covered up.”

I took a deep breath and let it out slow. “Okay.”

“Okay?”

I nodded. I slipped my shirt up and over my head, dropped it on Charlie’s bed. I crossed my arms over my chest as a reflex. I wasn’t embarrassed, per se, but I felt oddly vulnerable.

Charlie made quick work of it. He unzipped the front and slid it over my shoulders like a jacket. I put my arms where they were supposed to go, feeling the weight of it against my skin. It was heavier than I expected. It was also a little loose, even when he zipped up the front. He fixed that, as there were apparently straps on the back that could be tightened. Last, he pulled against the strap over my shoulder until it was snug.

He stepped back, eyeing me up and down.

I looked away. “Is it okay?”

“You look wonderful,” he said quietly. “Check it out.”

I stepped in front of the mirror. I took in a sharp breath at my reflection. The corset had a strange dichotomy to it. The leather and studs made it look fiercely masculine. The way it hugged my chest and revealed the sides of my hips was distinctly feminine. It was a duality I wasn’t expecting. The black leather brightened my skin, and the studs seemed shinier than they’d been before. And while it wasn’t the most comfortable thing I’d ever worn, even I could admit I didn’t look half-bad.

Charlie came up behind me and fiddled with the shoulder strap.

“I’m probably going to sweat my ass off in this,” I said, still staring at the mirror.

“It has a lining on the inside that’ll help some,” Charlie said. “But that’s a price we pay for wearing leather. But it should be no worse than when you’re on the dance floor at Jack It in the middle of a crowd.”

“You don’t think I look… fake, or whatever?”

He shook his head. “I think you look daddy as fuck.”

I gaped at him in the mirror.

He frowned. “Did I say that right? Daddy as fuck?”

“I don’t know,” I said faintly. “I’m still trying to process those words coming out of your mouth.”

 

 

HE LEFT me alone in his room, telling me to come out when I was ready. Before he closed the door, he said he wouldn’t be offended if I decided against it. “Paul and Vince and Sandy won’t be disappointed either. We might pick and poke, but not when it truly matters.”

And then he was gone. I heard the floor creak as he walked down the hall.

I looked back at the mirror. If you’d told me twenty-four hours ago that I’d be standing in Charlie’s room with an afro looking like a biracial Aragorn, I would have laughed in your face.

Funny how things work out.

I straightened the corset unnecessarily, trying to buy myself some time.

“You can do this,” I muttered at my reflection. “You got this.”

I almost believed me.

Before I could lose my nerve, I was out of Charlie’s room and down the hall.

The conversation being held in the living room came to a screeching halt the moment they saw me.

“Holy shit,” Vince breathed. “Dude. You look amazing.”

“Oh, this ol’ thing?” I said, acting braver than I felt. “It’s nothing.”

“It’s absolutely not nothing,” Sandy said. “Corey, I don’t even look that good wearing a corset. Christ. You’re giving me a complex.”

From a drag queen, that was the highest compliment one could receive.

“Is he allowed to bring a sword inside the leather bar?” Paul asked Charlie. “Because he looks like he needs a sword. And that’s not something I ever expected to say.” He winked at me. “Looking good, Corey. Don’t be surprised if you’re voted Mr. Leatherperson by unanimous vote, even though you’re not competing.”

I couldn’t help it. I laughed. Which was strangely hard to do since the corset was so tight.

Maybe it wouldn’t be so bad.

 

 

SCENE: #3.

Location: Corey’s bedroom.

Mood: guilt by vegetarian.

“I can’t believe this,” Tyson Thompson said over Skype Sunday morning. “Do you have any idea how many cows are sacrificed because of the leather industry? It’s a slaughter unrivaled by anything in the known world!”

“Really,” I said, arching an eyebrow. I was posing in front of my laptop, wanting to get my best friend’s opinion. “Anything in the known world. Anything.”

He dropped the act, laughing and shaking his head. “Gotta keep up pretenses. You know how it is.”

“Unfortunately.”

“You look good,” he said. “Different, but good. Dig the hair.”

“Thanks. The guy who cut it was named Flavius.”

“Of course he was,” Ty muttered. “Tucson is so weird. He’s not—”

A big man suddenly appeared behind Ty, wearing a cop’s uniform. “Who are you talking to?”

I dropped my voice. “My name is Dirk Steel. Tyson here is paying me to be his leather god, and you’re interrupting our session.”

Dominic bent over, squinting at the screen. Then his eyes bulged and he started choking. “Corey?”

I wiggled my fingers at him.

“This seems like one of those things I don’t want anything to do with,” he said, kissing Ty’s cheek and standing back up. “You look good, Corey. Don’t do anything stupid. I’ve arrested you once. I will transfer to the TPD just so I can do it again. Ty, don’t forget you need to call your brother and grovel more for acting like an entitled jerk. I love you.”

Ty rolled his eyes. “Yeah, yeah. Love you too.” He turned to look back at Dom. “Stay safe.”

“Always,” Dom said from somewhere off screen.

“I thought you apologized already,” I said when Ty turned back. “You know, for the whole entitled jerk thing.”

“I did,” Ty muttered. “But Dom doesn’t think it was enough.” He rubbed a hand over his face. “And he’s right of course.”

“He usually is.”

“Babies, though. Bear and Otter are having babies.”

“You knew it was going to happen one day,” I told him. I sat down at my desk in front of the laptop. I learned rather quickly that sitting in a corset was the stupidest thing ever, as it pinched and pulled in places I hadn’t expected. “They’re not getting any younger.”

“Yeah, I guess. It was just… I don’t know. All that stuff happening at once. Izzie. Mom. Babies. Moving back only to find out I was kicked out of the Green Monstrosity so I could live in sin with my boyfriend.”

“Seafare is exhausting,” I agreed. “But you’ll figure it out. This is a good thing, Ty. All of this. Maybe not your mom, but I think it’s just one ending you needed so something else could begin.”

He nodded. “I know.” He smiled, and I was struck by how different he was from the boy I’d met on the bench at Dartmouth in the middle of a panic attack. He looked healthier. Whole. “I’ll get over myself.”

“I know you will.”

He waggled his eyebrows. “So, Jeremy.”

I groaned. “Can we not do this?”

“Oh no,” he said. “It’s like you’ve forgotten how much shit you gave me over Dom. I can’t believe you never thought it’d eventually come back around to you.”

“It’s not the same,” I snapped. “You and Dom had this whole… destiny thing about you. You were always going to be together. It was just a matter of time.”

“Why can’t it be the same for you and Jeremy?”

“I’m wearing half a cow in order to spy on him in a leather bar,” I said dryly. “And he’s thirteen years older than me. And my boss. And wouldn’t be interested in someone like me.”

His eyes narrowed. “What do you mean someone like you? He would be lucky to have someone as great as you. Did he say something? Oh my god, I am going to come down there and kick his ass—”

Bless his heart. He would certainly try. “He didn’t say anything. Not like…. We’re friends, Ty. We’re just starting to be friends, and that’s more important than anything else.”

He watched me for a moment. Then, “You really like him, huh?”

And since it was just him and me, I said, “More than I thought.”

He sighed. “Can I give you some advice?”

I snorted. “This ought to be good.”

“You are more than you think you are.”

I was struck speechless.

He looked down at his hands. “I know you don’t always see it. And I get that. I get why. I tend to do the same. And it used to be a lot worse for me. It sucks being in my head sometimes, but it’s not like it used to be. And a big reason for that is you.”

“That’s not—”

“It is,” he said. “You helped me get back on my feet when I thought I’d never be able to stand on my own again. Shit got stupid, and a lot of it was my fault. And you made sure to point that out, though you were never a dick about it.” He paused, considering. “Well, most of the time.”

I wiped my eyes. “Tough love.”

“Right,” he said. “And while I may have a high IQ, you’re smarter than I could ever be. You know what’s right for you and what’s not. But I think sometimes you’re so worried about taking care of everyone else, you forget to take care of yourself. You’re like Bear in that regard.”

“Oh god,” I moaned. “Never say that again.”

He grinned, though it started to fade almost immediately. “Maybe it’ll be Jeremy.” He held up his hand as soon as I opened my mouth to protest. “Or maybe it won’t be. I agree that nothing should happen between you two now because the dynamic is all off. From what you tell me, Phoenix House sounds pretty great, and you don’t want to fuck that up.”

“But….”

He shrugged. “But who knows what could happen in the future? Again, maybe it’ll be Jeremy. Or it’ll be someone else. But whomever you choose to give your love to is going to be someone pretty damn special. And I can’t wait to meet them. You deserve everything good, Corey. I will always believe that.”

“I love you,” I told him, reaching out to touch his face on the screen. “And I miss you like hell.”

“I love you too. But I don’t want to ever hear you say the words someone like me ever again that way. Jeremy or anyone else should thank their lucky stars they get to be with you. I know I did.”

“But we have something better now, don’t we?” I asked.

“We do,” he agreed. “You’re an honorary Thompson. And that means we’ll never let you go.”

“That sounds like a threat.”

“Oh, it is,” he said. “It is.”

 

 

LATER THAT afternoon I got a text from Jeremy.

Good weekend?

I hesitated before responding. Pretty good. Not doing much. You?

He responded almost immediately. Busier than I expected.

Is that good?

It is. Taking Dad to lunch before more work later. Did you talk to Charlie again about coming in to PH to talk to the kids?

He’s still thinking about it. I think he will, but I don’t want to push.

That’s understandable. I think he’d do some good, but it’s up to him. Any plans tonight?

I frowned. “What the hell?”

I sent back, I don’t think so? Why?

No worries! I gotta head out. Don’t worry about the cover at the door. Just say you’re with me. ;)

“Motherfucking winky face,” I muttered. “And what are you talking about with a cover? And why are you asking me my plans when you’re going to be at the leather bar where there would be a cover… at… the… door. No. No, no, no.”

He knew.

He knew.

“Fuuuuuck meeeee,” I breathed.




Chapter 9: That Time I Went to a Leather Bar

 

 

I BLINKED when the vehicle I was in came to a stop. I looked around to see we were in a parking lot I’d never seen before. “Where are we?”

“Oh thank god,” Paul said. “I thought we were going to have to carry you inside.”

“Carry me inside where?”

Paul and Vince turned around to look at me in the back seat. “Corey,” Vince said slowly. “Do you remember who you are?”

Paul rolled his eyes. “Of course he does.” Then, “Right?”

“No,” I said. “I have no idea.”

Vince’s eyes widened. “He has amnesia, just like on Amor Descarado.”

Paul sighed. “I really don’t understand your obsession with telenovelas.”

“Nana says it’s because I was a conquistador in my past life, and I was in love with the daughter of a powerful mafioso who ended up murdering me.” He scrunched up his face. “But then she said I came back as a ghost, and it got really weird after that.”

“I don’t know why I asked,” Paul muttered. He looked at me again. “We’re at Build-a-Bear Sweat Shop. Sandy and Darren are already here. Charlie’s waiting for us. We found you in your room saying nope over and over again. I had to brush your teeth for you. Please don’t make me do that ever again.”

“What am I wearing?” I demanded, looking down. I had on a leather corset, tight black pants, and killer boots with pointed toes.

“Just be thankful that’s all you have on,” Paul said. “I am trying hard not to point out how the hat I have on looks distinctly from a time period that should not be emulated in any way, shape, or form.”

“I don’t get it,” Vince said.

Paul patted his arm. “It’s better that way.”

“He knows,” I said, eyes widening. “Jeremy knows.”

Paul and Vince glanced at each other before looking back at me. “How do you figure?” Paul asked.

My phone was sitting in my lap. I was thankful they’d thought to bring it along while I was catatonic. I found the text thread and thrust it toward them, their faces illuminated as they read in the semidark.

“Huh,” Paul said. “Well, maybe he meant something else.”

“Like what!”

“I have no idea. But even if he didn’t, isn’t this better? It means he won’t be surprised when he sees us.”

“I thought that was the whole point of going undercover?” Vince asked. “I had this whole backstory already made up. I was going to be a conquistador.”

“You can still be that if you want,” Paul said.

“Yeah?” Vince asked, that familiar aggressive look coming back on his face. “You wanna be my beloved where your father is a mafioso who wants nothing more than to keep us apart? I warn you, there’s going to be a lot of random face slapping and mustaches. I might even have an evil twin named Vance.”

“Yeah?” Paul said, starting to pant. “Is Vance going to try and woo me away from you?”

“He can try,” Vince growled. “But then I’ll kill him and we’ll make sex face on top of his dead body and—”

Have you ever seen a person in a corset exit a vehicle in under two seconds?

No?

Pity.

I gulped in the hot night air, wondering if it was possible for me to run all the way home. But since I didn’t really know where we were and running was fucking awful, I decided against it. I glanced back at the car in fear, wondering if I was going to see Paul’s pale bare ass pressed against the window. Thankfully, he and Vince were just eating each other’s faces. You had to take what you could get.

I looked toward the other end of the parking lot. There was a line already forming along the front of the nondescript building on the corner. Above it was a sign. It didn’t have any words on it. Instead there was a fluffy teddy bear with an eye patch, a harness, and a leather cap tilted on its head. It had a cigar sticking out of its bared teeth. I had never seen a teddy bear leer before. It was quite eye-opening.

The car doors opened, and Paul gasped as he climbed out, his lips swollen, his face splotchy. “I’m sorry you had to witness that,” he said, sucking in a deep breath. “We can’t control when it happens.”

I eyed him disdainfully. “Don’t lie to me with your lies.”

Vince looked smug as he walked (read: slinked) around the front of the car. His little shorts didn’t hide much. He was very happy to be here. “I love being married,” he announced.

“Good for you,” I mumbled. “Any chance we can get in the car and go back home and pretend this never happened?”

Paul stopped drooling over Vince’s thighs and looked at me. “Yes.”

That startled me. “Wait, really?”

He shrugged. “If that’s what you want. Sandy has Darren here, and I can text Charlie to let him know we’re bailing. All you need to do is say the word. And if we do go inside and you want to leave at any point, let me know. I don’t think we’d stay late anyway. We all have to work tomorrow.”

I was touched. “Thanks, Paul. I don’t—I don’t know why I’m being stupid.”

“Look at what I’m wearing,” he said, waving a hand in front of him. “And look at Vince. Trust me when I say we’re all being stupid.”

“I’m pretty much naked,” Vince agreed.

Paul walked over to me and put an arm around my shoulders. “I wish I could tell you that it gets easier trying new things when you get older, but I’m in my thirties and this is freaking me the hell out. But I’m doing it because I want to be here for you. So, yes. If you want to leave, we leave. If you want to stay, we stay.”

I leaned my head on his shoulder. “You’re the best.”

“He really is,” Vince said adoringly.

I steeled myself as Paul pulled away. “Okay. I can do this. We can do this. We can go inside, check it out, and if it’s too much, we run away and go home and pretend this never happened.”

“That sounds like half the things we do,” Paul said. “I approve.”

“Let’s rock out with our jocks out!” Vince crowed.

Paul sighed. “He says that more than I like to think about.”

 

 

BUILD-A-BEAR SWEAT Shop was vibrating as we approached, the building shaking with the beat of the music coming from inside. I could almost convince myself we were going inside Jack It.

Unfortunately, that belief immediately died when the group of men standing in line noticed us.

They reminded me of that picture of Charlie in front of Jack It with Vaguyna. They looked rough and hard, their leathers polished and shining in the streetlights. Some showed barely any skin at all, wearing leather shirts and jackets and pants and boots. Others wore less than Vince, and I couldn’t believe they could legally stand on the street without getting arrested.

But aside from the fact that they looked intimidating (and like they actually belonged there), I was comforted to see the men in all shapes and sizes. Some were jacked like Vince and Darren. Quite a few were heavier than Paul. There were even guys as skinny as I was, and no one seemed to give a shit. There were a few black guys, even more Latinx, and I even saw an Asian dude wearing a black leather mask that covered his mouth and chin. I hadn’t expected that, but it seemed to come from my own prejudice. I didn’t know why I’d thought leather was a white thing.

But regardless of the spectrum the men in line covered, they seemed to be able to pick out we were newbies almost immediately.

“Hi!” Vince said as we walked slowly to the back of the line. “I really like your collar! Whoa, dude, look at you! That’s the biggest nose ring I’ve ever seen! Rock on. Hi! Hello. What’s going on? How are—dude! Do you have a tail? That’s hard-core. Congrats on that. Paul. Paul. Look at the tail!”

We were only halfway toward the back of the line.

Everyone turned slowly to watch us as we passed. I tried not to shy away from them, reminding myself I had every right to be here. Just when I thought we were in the clear, an absolute brick wall of a man stepped out of line in front of us. He was older and grizzled but still undeniably powerful. He wore a leather vest with nothing underneath, and his hairy chest was covered in tattoos I could barely make out in the low light. He was chewing on an unlit cigar and had a stern look on his face.

“What do we have here?” he asked, sounding as if he were gargling with a mouthful of rocks. “And who might you be, pretty?”

I thought he was talking to Vince. His expression had turned lecherous, which tended to happen with Vince.

So imagine my surprise when he leaned toward Paul, a glint in his eyes that I didn’t like.

Paul looked around. “Are you talking to me?”

The man moved the cigar from one side of his mouth to the other. “Ain’t no one else looking as pretty as you.” He eyed Paul up and down, gaze crawling over the slope of his stomach. “I don’t know if I’ve seen you before. I’d remember.”

“Oh,” Paul said. “Well. Thank you? That’s… weird. I mean nice! That’s nice of you.”

The man’s friends laughed behind him as the man said, “Ain’t nothin’ nice about me. But I’m sure you’ll find that out.”

“Is he hitting on Paul?” Vince whispered to me.

“I… think so?” I whispered back. “Either that or we’re about to get in a gang fight.”

“Oh,” Vince said. “I don’t know which one is worse. He looks like he wants to eat my husband.”

“Well,” I said, “maybe he thinks Paul tastes like hamburger, with how much cow we’re wearing.”

“That makes sense.”

It actually didn’t, but I was too busy getting ready to throw down should the situation call for it. I almost hoped it did.

The man was getting all up in Paul’s business. “You ever been here before?”

Paul shook his head. “No, I can’t say that we’ve ever been to this fine establishment. I don’t typically come this far west. It seems safer that way.”

The man grinned around his cigar. “I like you. You ever been fisted?”

“Whoa,” Paul breathed. “Do people just ask that now? No buildup at all? Like, Jesus. I don’t even know your name. You don’t even know mine.”

“Then allow me to introduce myself,” the man said, bowing low. “My name is Trigger, and you’re definitely pulling mine.”

“Yikes,” I said. I tried to make a fist that I could use to punch, but it looked pathetic, given that Trigger’s hands were the size of my entire existence. I felt bad for Paul’s asshole if he ended up getting that shoved up there.

“I’m Paul,” Paul said. “And now that we’ve been introduced, we’ll be on our way.”

“Whoa,” Trigger said. “What’s the rush? You can stay here with—”

“Don’t touch them,” a deep voice said from behind us. “They’re with me.”

Trigger’s eyes widened as he took a step back. His group behind him looked like they were about to collectively shit themselves.

We all whirled around to see Charlie standing behind us, arms across his chest, glowering at the men along the wall. He was dressed in full leathers, something I’d only seen once or twice. He wore all black from head to toe, and even though I knew Charlie was a big ol’ softie, I absolutely believed at that exact moment that he was capable of destroying every single person around us.

And they apparently believed it too. While most of the men looked at Charlie in awe, Trigger had pulled off his hat and clutched it in front of him. He tilted his head in deference. “Sorry, Charlie,” he said, and whatever act he’d been putting on before was done, seeing as how his voice was soft. “I was just having some fun.”

Charlie glanced dismissively at him. “I bet you were, Trigger.” He raised his voice. “But you should all know that these three are mine. As are the drag queen inside and her partner. If anyone lays a hand on them that they do not explicitly ask for, then that man will have to answer to me. And you won’t like what I do.”

Most everyone mumbled their acknowledgment. The ones that didn’t actually look frightened.

“Sorry,” Trigger said to Paul. “Didn’t mean to make you uncomfortable.”

“It’s okay,” Paul said. “Just don’t offer to fist someone without knowing them first. It’s only polite.”

Trigger nodded. “Only polite fisting from here on out.”

“Follow me,” Charlie said, spinning on his boots and heading back toward the entrance.

We did.

Everyone in line that we passed nodded at Charlie. He barely paid them any attention. It was so badass that I could barely contain myself. I wanted to squeal over him, but instead I sneered at all of them, because I was with Charlie.

No one complained when we cut in the front of the line. The bouncer, a black man with a thick mustache, glanced up from his clipboard and smiled. “Charlie! Go right on in.”

“Thanks, Jerome. These three are with me.”

“Of course,” Jerome said, pushing open the door, music spilling out. “All legal age?”

Charlie nodded. “They wouldn’t be here if they weren’t.”

“Of course,” Jerome said. “It’s good to see you, Charlie. We miss you here.”

Charlie patted him on the shoulder before walking inside.

We looked at each other as we stood in the doorway.

“Move your asses!” Charlie barked.

That meant, of course, that we all tried to fit through the doorway at once. Paul almost fell down. Vince managed to grab my arm before I smashed into the wall.

We righted ourselves and looked at Charlie.

He was trying not to laugh.

“Yeah, yeah,” Paul muttered. “We know.”

 

 

BUILD-A-BEAR SWEAT Shop was not like Jack It.

Oh sure, there were queer men inside, and music blared overhead with the bass turned up as far as it could go, but that’s about as far as the similarities went.

It was larger than it looked from the outside, almost like it’d once been a warehouse, though not quite as big. The ceiling was high, lined with exposed pipes. The wall to the right was a bar, and there had to be at least eight bartenders working furiously behind it.

Two other walls were lined with booths and tables stuffed full with groups of people drinking and shouting at each other above the music.

The last wall had a stage built onto it and a DJ booth next to it. The back of the stage was covered in a red curtain.

In the middle of the room was a large dance floor, though no one really seemed to be dancing as the lights flashed overhead.

“Follow me,” Charlie called back to us. I thought we’d have to push our way through the thick crowd, but it parted quickly as Charlie walked through, people reaching out to slap their hands on his shoulder, calling out greetings as he went by. Charlie nodded but barely spoke. His chin jutted out, and I could have sworn he was strutting.

“He’s like a god,” Paul shouted in my ear.

He was. Charlie was obviously in his element, and the people here respected him. It made me happier than I expected to know he had this and strangely sad that we didn’t know before. I wondered just how selfish we were to not know this about our friend. We were so wrapped up in our own lives that we missed this.

Charlie led us to a booth near the stage, the only one that was empty. There was a placard fixed to the wall with stark lettering:

RESERVED

IF YOU’RE NOT INVITED TO SIT HERE,

A WORD OF ADVICE:

DON’T.

—MANAGEMENT

Charlie motioned for us to sit down.

Vince pointed toward the sign. “But doesn’t that—”

“This booth is mine,” Charlie said.

“This is a really weird time to find out that I’m attracted to you,” Paul said. “Just in case you were wondering.”

Charlie snorted. “If at all possible, try and control yourself.”

“No promises,” Paul said and sat down in the booth. Vince followed him, and Charlie sat on the other side, moving over until he sat directly under the sign. I climbed in after him. We had a perfect view of the stage, as no one seemed to be standing in front of Charlie’s table.

“Have you murdered anyone?” I asked him.

He glanced at me. “Why do you ask?”

“Because everyone seems to be scared of you.”

“Not scared,” he said. “They respect me. There’s a difference.”

“That didn’t answer my question.”

He leaned over until his mouth was near my ear. “If I told you, I’d have to kill you.”

“Yeah,” I said, swallowing thickly. “You and Nana have a lot in common.”

He laughed, shaking his head.

I kept waiting for people to approach the table. They looked like they wanted to. They kept glancing over at us, at him, but no one did. Charlie, for his part, seemed to ignore them. He handed each of us one of the thin folders that had been stacked in the middle of the table. It was a drink menu. I wasn’t planning on drinking too much, given that I had work in the morning, but I figured one wouldn’t hurt. I heard Paul choke when he saw the same thing I did as I opened the menu.

The fourth drink down from the top was called THE CHARLIE. It was whiskey based (and therefore the bane of my existence). Charlie loved whiskey.

“You have a drink named after you?” Paul demanded.

Charlie shrugged. “So it would seem.”

“You’re so cool,” I breathed.

“I know,” he said. He sat back against the booth, crossing his arms over his chest, looking intimidating as all fuck.

“Do we need to go to the bar?” Vince asked, looking down at the menu.

Charlie shook his head. “They’ll send someone over.”

And someone did come over, though it wasn’t a bartender or barback. Apparently he’d worked up the courage to approach Charlie’s table, and I blinked when I saw it was the leader of the Dairy Queens. He was a large, brutish man in full leathers. He took off his hat as he stood in front of the table, holding it in front of him. He had neck tattoos, and he looked nervous. I didn’t know you could be nervous and have neck tattoos at the same time.

“Charlie,” he said, his voice deep and rough. “It’s good to see you here.”

“I suppose it is,” Charlie said, and I barely bit back the squeal that threatened to explode from my mouth. Who the fuck was this Charlie?

Biker Leader looked ecstatic, as if the casual dismissal was the best thing that had ever happened to him. I’d seen them talking at Jack It before, and it was never like this. They’d been friendly. “I would be honored if you allowed the Dairy Queens to buy your drinks for the night.”

Charlie nodded. “That would be fine. I’ll have the bar put it on your club’s tab.”

“Thank you,” Biker Leader said. He relaxed slightly. He looked at each of us in turn. “Paul. Vince. Corey. Welcome to Build-a-Bear Sweat Shop. If you need anything, just ask.”

He turned around quickly, putting his hat back on as he disappeared into the crowd.

“He knows my name?” I asked, staring after him.

“Of course he does,” Charlie said. “You’re with me. If he didn’t, he would have asked before coming over here. It’s a sign of respect.”

“Is Charlie the head of a crime syndicate?” Vince asked Paul.

“Yes,” Paul said. “He has to be. We can never tell Nana. She would be here in a leather muumuu, and that’s something I’ve never thought about before and never want to again.”

And then he came.

I didn’t know what had happened to him. Last we’d heard, he’d been banished to the pits of Hell after Poco’s closed due to health violations, which he had undoubtedly been a part of. He never came to Jack It because Sandy had threatened his life if he ever showed his face there. And when Helena Handbasket made such a decree, it was made gay law. The bouncers were under strict orders to put their boots into his ass if he ever tried. I always figured he was lurking somewhere in the shadows, waiting for the moment when he could strike. That was the funny thing about pit demons: they always found a way to crawl back when you least expected them to.

He was wearing what amounted to a leather Speedo that barely covered his balls. We were fortunate enough that he apparently was a big believer in manscaping. And aside from two leather bands wrapped around his biceps and chunky boots, that was all he wore.

That and the devilish grin on his face as he stared at Vince.

“Well, well, well,” he said, his voice a silky purr. “We meet again, mi corazón. It is as if the fates have decided we must be together.”

“Santiago,” Paul hissed. He bared his teeth as he made the sign of the cross in front of him.

Santiago ignored him. He leaned forward until his junk was practically resting on the table. He looked up from under his half-lidded eyes, biting his bottom lip seductively. Against my will, I was almost impressed. If I tried that same expression, it would look as if I was trying to eat my own mouth while having a stroke.

“Have you missed me?” Santiago asked. “Because I have missed you. Oh, but don’t fret. I haven’t been pining. No. I have had many lovers while we’ve been separated.”

“Hi, Santiago,” Vince said. “You work here?”

He giggled. “Oh, how would you know that? Have you been asking about me?”

“You’re carrying an empty drink tray and an order pad,” I told him.

He glanced at me, eyeing me up and down before dismissing me. He turned back to Vince. “Yes, I do work here. I am into leather now. As it appears you are. Come, let Santiago make all your wildest dreams come true.”

“Great!” Vince said. “My wildest dream right now would be to have the pineapple drink thingy.”

Santiago was practically crawling on the table now. I almost had to admire how flexible he seemed to be. “That’s it? Not anything involving you, me, and your brother doing something that is illegal in all fifty states?”

Vince looked confused. “Like what? Robbing a bank? I wouldn’t be a very good bank robber. I don’t like guns or making people scared of me or taking something that doesn’t belong to me. Just the drink is fine. Paul, what do you want?”

Santiago blinked, turning his head to look at Paul, as if just now seeing him for the first time. “You are here with your father accountant? Vincent, tax season has come and gone. He doesn’t need to exist again until February of next year, like all tax preparers.” He raised his voice at Paul. “Hello, sir? We do not have bread and butter here. You cannot order that. I remember how much you like it, but I fear that is not an option. You’ll have to eat your own bread at home.”

“I hate you so fucking much,” Paul muttered.

“Boy,” Charlie said, and his voice was so deep, it sent shivers down my spine. “Look at me.”

Santiago did, eyes widening slightly. “Yes?”

Charlie leaned forward until their faces were only inches apart. “Do you know who I am?”

“Yes,” Santiago said. “The manager said that you were to be taken care of while you’re here. He called you a VIP.”

“Exactly,” Charlie said. He reached up and traced a finger along Santiago’s cheek. Santiago trembled when Charlie gripped his face. It wasn’t tight, but Charlie’s hand was big. “And if I see you at this table again, it’ll be the last thing you ever do.”

Santiago swallowed thickly. “But I—”

“Have them send another boy to bring out our drinks,” Charlie said, squeezing just enough that Santiago’s face began to dimple. “And if I hear that you’ve bothered Paul or Vince or Corey, you’ll be out looking for another job by the end of the night. Are we clear?”

Santiago nodded.

“Good,” Charlie said, pulling his hand back. Santiago gasped as he stood upright. “You will do two things for us, then. First, you will take our drink orders. And then you will apologize to Paul for treating him with such disdain. Vince wants the pineapple drink thingy. Paul will have the tequila sunrise. I want a whiskey. Neat. And Corey will have a screwdriver. It’s to be billed to the Dairy Queens, who have made a generous offer that I couldn’t refuse.”

Santiago scribbled furiously on his pad of paper. “Yes, sir. Of course, sir.” He turned to leave.

Charlie cleared his throat.

He stopped and turned back around slowly. “Paul, was it? Yes, Paul. I’m sorry that I do not have bread—”

“You get one more chance,” Charlie warned.

“Eep!” Santiago said. Then, “Sorry, Paul. I did not mean to make you feel like your chosen profession was unnecessary. And especially in front of your son.”

“He’s my husband!” Paul snapped.

Santiago frowned. “What, really? Vince, are you being held against your will? If so, scream my name like you’re in the throes of extreme passion—”’

“You should run now,” Charlie said. “While your legs are still unbroken.”

Santiago did just that.

“That was weird,” Vince said. “He must have really wanted to put our drink order in.”

Paul sighed. “Yes, Vince. That’s exactly it.”

 

 

OUR DRINKS were brought by someone who wasn’t Santiago. He set them down on the table, smiled nervously at Charlie, and then left without saying a word.

“You need to call Robert,” I told Charlie while Vince handfed Paul pieces of pineapple.

“Why?” Charlie asked.

“Because you have to tell him that it’s over,” I said solemnly. “That you care about him but that you’ve decided to run away with me. We’ll tour the world, where I’ll sit by you while you threaten overzealous waiters.”

Charlie chuckled. “Quite an offer.”

“Figured it would be. Robert will understand.”

“Maybe I should hold off on that.”

I sighed. “If you must. Though it’s probably for the best.”

“It is,” Charlie said. “I have a feeling you’re going to forget I even exist in the next few minutes, anyway.”

I squinted at him. “What are you talking about?”

He smiled as he took a sip of his whiskey. “Just wait.”

“No, seriously. What are you—”

The music cut off. The lights dimmed.

The crowd roared as everyone turned toward the stage.

A spotlight shone on the curtain as an absolutely filthy beat of music growled through the speakers, heavy on the bass. So much so, in fact, that the booth was vibrating.

“Ooohhhhhh,” Helena Handbasket moaned from somewhere off stage. “I smell men.”

The men were very appreciative of this.

A long leg stuck out from behind the curtain. The foot had a black heel on it with a stiletto spike. The calf and thigh were wrapped in what looked like black tape.

“Oh Jesus,” Paul said. “She really went for it.”

Before I could ask what he meant, that same beat rolled through the bar again and the curtain parted.

Helena Handbasket stood on the stage, and Paul wasn’t kidding. She really went for it.

As it turned out, the black wrappings around her leg pretty much constituted her entire costume. It must have taken hours to get it just right and still be technically legal, though I was sure she was violating something.

The tape was strategically placed around her entire body. She did have on a flesh-colored leotard, but it was so close to her actual skin color that it was barely noticeable. The tape wrapped around her legs and arms and chest. Her wig was a black bob cut sharply around her face. Her makeup was smoky and dark. She looked amazing.

But then I was distracted by the man sitting in the folding chair on the stage behind her.

It was Darren Mayne, the Homo Jock King.

He wore leather pants and his chest harness. He was scowling, so at least that was normal.

The music began to play, something about sweat and writhing and fucking, and I was shocked when Helena began to just use Darren like a prop. He’d never been part of her show before. For all that the Homo Jock King was, he didn’t necessarily like being the center of attention. Sandy had tried to get him on stage following the auction at Jack It, where he had made a terrible queen, but he’d refused.

He had apparently given in now, though.

And what made it even more astonishing was that it seemed to be choreographed. Helena straddled his lap, looking over her shoulder as she lip-synced into the microphone. When the music hit another sharp beat, Darren’s hands came up to her waist as she fell backward, and he held her in place as she moved from side to side, hair bouncing around her face. Her hips gyrated against him as he pulled her up, a large hand spreading over her back, holding her against his chest. She sang down to him, running a long fingernail over his bottom lip.

A moment later she was up off his lap, prowling around him, her hands on his chest and stomach and shoulders. He was starting to glisten with sweat, and if I didn’t know they were already together, I would have been convinced I was witnessing the elusive mating dance of the dragitus queenlia. I wondered if Darren knew that after they had mated, she would devour him whole.

I thought he probably did. And that he didn’t have a problem with that.

“Wow,” Vince said. “I do not want to see this happening to my brother.”

Yeah, I could almost see his point. I was going to have to have a few words with Sandy about how giving his friends erections in public was not okay.

Fortunately, the song was over quickly. It ended when Helena gripped the sides of Darren’s face and mauled him on stage. The crowd bellowed their appreciation, and Darren looked dazed when Helena pulled away, his lips smeared with her black lipstick.

Helena was panting as she turned to face the bar. She grinned and winked at our table. “Hello,” she breathed into the microphone. “I must apologize. I didn’t see you all standing there. I hope you don’t mind that little display.”

They absolutely did not seem to mind.

“Good,” she said. “I sometimes forget myself when I have such a pretty little plaything.” She yelped when Darren reached forward and smacked her ass. She glared at him, and I knew that hadn’t been choreographed.

She must have been fine with it, however, because Darren was allowed to keep his hand. “Thank you, boo,” she said to him, her voice echoing around the bar. “I do love you so.” Darren stood, and she reached over to wipe the smudge of lipstick off his face. I grimaced when Darren sucked her finger into his mouth, cheeks hollowing. She pulled it out with an audible wet pop that was going to haunt my dreams. He arched an eyebrow at her as the crowd roared. She covered the mic and whispered something to him. His expression softened in a way I wouldn’t have expected when I’d first met him. He leaned forward and kissed her cheek before grabbing the chair and walking off stage.

“Goodbye,” Helena said. “How does the old expression go? I love to see him go, but it’s even better when I get to see him coming.” She turned back toward the crowd, a nasty curl to her lips. “And he comes a lot.”

“Gross,” Vince moaned, covering his face with his hands.

“It must run in the family,” Paul muttered, and we all turned to stare at him. He shrugged. “What? I’m just saying.”

“It’s good to be back at the Build-a-Bear Sweat Shop,” Helena said. “If I wasn’t already tied down to that lovely hunk of meat, I’m sure I could find someone else here more than willing to… tie me down.”

Many hands went into the air.

“I volunteer as tribute!” a burly man yelled.

“Hmm,” Helena said. “I’m sure you do. But alas, this queen has already found her king. And now for something I never thought I’d say: enough about me. We’re here for a very specific reason. To crown the new Mr. Leatherman for Tucson. I’m told it’s a high honor and one not to be taken lightly. And what better person to help bestow this honor than a queen?”

She curtsied so low, I thought she was about to do the splits.

“However, I cannot do this alone,” she said as she stood back up. “If only there was a man who would be able to help me with this task. A man unlike any other. A man who currently holds the title of Mr. Leatherman. Is there such a man to be found here?”

“There is,” another voice said, and everyone in the bar tilted their heads back and howled.

My skin felt like it was arcing with electricity.

“I suspected as much,” Helena said, and she looked right at me. “Perhaps you would care to join me on stage? Ladies and gentlemen, boys and girls, children of all ages (though that had better not be the case), I give you your current Mr. Leatherman… Jeremy Olsen!”

He stepped out of the shadows.

I could barely breathe.

What he was wearing wasn’t inherently sexual; leather didn’t always have to be about sex, though it could play a part. It was almost like drag in that way.

But that didn’t stop my brain from making it sexual. Gone was my former professor, the man who would get excited with what he was teaching on any given day, pacing back and forth, gesticulating wildly as he got wound up. Gone was my boss, the man who hated being stuck in his office (even when he needed to be) and who would instead be out in the front with everyone else, smiling brightly, bopping along like an awkward turtle with whatever music was playing.

This man had a perfectly trimmed beard and a leather cap not dissimilar from Charlie’s, though the links on the chain across the front were fatter. This man wore a blue leather dress shirt (what the hell?) with pockets on either side of his chest, the buttons mostly covered by a long black leather tie. A black belt with a thick buckle was wrapped around his waist through the loops of his leather pants. He even wore black gloves, for fuck’s sakes.

And wrapped around his chest and shoulders was a thick, heavy sash made of leather (of course; I almost wanted to bring Tyson here just to see his brain explode) that proclaimed him to be MR. LEATHERMAN TUCSON.

And he was strutting like Charlie had when we first got into the bar. As the men and a few women in the bar cheered for him, he moved like a goddamn animal in the middle of a hunt. It wasn’t like Helena slinking around. This was heavy and harsh, his boots thudding on the stage, his shoulders squared, his lips almost in a sneer. He wasn’t a big man, not like Vince and Darren, but he almost looked like he was, giving off the aura of someone who liked how that glove sounded when it smacked against bare skin and—

Nope. Not even going to go there.

“Still want to run away with me?” I heard Charlie ask through the haze.

“What?” I said stupidly.

“That’s what I thought.”

I didn’t know what the fuck he was talking about, but it seemed distant and unimportant. I watched as Jeremy raised his gloved hands into the air. The people in the audience screamed their approval.

A man crept toward the stage, staying out of the spotlight. He handed a second mic to Helena. She winked at him before stepping back, letting Jeremy move from one side of the stage to the other. The sound from the crowd was deafening.

And then I was blocked from seeing what was happening by a large man who was demanding that I move over so he could sit down.

I blinked stupidly up at the stranger.

“Yeah, Sandy was sure that was going to be your reaction,” he said, sounding annoyed. “I hate it when he’s right.”

I started to turn to Charlie to tell him to use his crime boss powers to have this random murdered and buried in the desert for having the audacity to approach the table, when a thin ray of light broke through the clouds in my head. “Darren?”

Darren sighed. “You’re so pathetic. I don’t know why you just don’t fuck it out of your system. This is ridiculous.”

I didn’t know what the hell he was talking about. And when I still didn’t move (I wasn’t sure how to make my legs do anything at the moment), he rolled his eyes, went to the other side of the booth, and sat down next to Paul.

By the time I could see the stage again, Jeremy and Helena were standing side by side. They each held a mic. Helena was pressed against him, as she was wont to do with any remotely attractive man in her immediate vicinity. I wondered if killing her would be like slaughtering a chicken. A lot of squawking and feathers going everywhere.

Helena laid her head on his shoulder as she brought the mic to her lips. “If I didn’t already have a ball and chain firmly attached, the things I would do to you.” She rubbed a hand over his chest and down to his stomach, the tips of her fingers pressed against his belt buckle.

“Sit down,” I heard Charlie hiss.

I turned to look at him, wondering who the hell he was talking to, when I saw he was talking to me. For some reason, I was now standing next to the booth, my hands curled into fists.

“What just happened?” I asked, eyes wide.

Darren tilted his head toward the ceiling. “Jesus fucking Christ. Please tell me I wasn’t like this.”

“Hate to say it, bro, but you were,” Vince said. “It was cute.” He frowned. “Well, the parts where you weren’t being an absolute dick about it.”

“Which was most of the time,” Paul said.

Darren glared at him. “I liked it more when you were scared of me.”

Paul patted his hand. “Yeah, those days are long gone, my friend. Sandy told me you brought him flowers a few weeks ago.”

Darren crossed his arms and looked grumpy. “Only because they were his favorite.”

I managed to sit back down of my own volition. Charlie wrapped an arm around my shoulders, pulling me close. It probably looked sweet from the outside, but we all knew it was to keep me from committing a felony. I was already planning my defense. I would say I was in a fugue state and that I didn’t remember what happened. I would sell the shit out of it, and when I was found innocent, I would get my own Lifetime movie.

Helena Handbasket had peeled herself off Jeremy, and I told myself that it was because she knew I’d kick her ass. I almost believed it too, which certainly helped. And no, it wasn’t because I was filled with any feelings toward the object of her momentary affections, but because I wanted to make sure Jeremy was the center of attention, given that he looked really awesome in the spotlight, especially the area just underneath the belt buckle, which seemed to have a healthy bulge going on.

“Oh no,” I whispered. “I’m being creepy again.”

“Thank you, Helena,” Jeremy said, and he almost sounded like the man I’d last seen on Friday. Maybe there was a harder edge to his voice, and maybe it was a little deeper, but it was almost the same. “I appreciate you being here tonight.”

“Anything for you,” Helena said. “And I mean anything.”

“Bitch,” I muttered. “You best be backing off before I make a mess of your face.”

“What was that?” Charlie asked me, hand digging into my arm.

“Nothing. Absolutely nothing.”

“And thanks go out to all of you,” Jeremy said, looking out at the crowd. “This last year I’ve spent as Mr. Leatherman has been one of the best of my life. This community has always welcomed me warmly, but I’ve met more of you in the last twelve months than in any of the years before, and I truly appreciate the support I’ve been given. It’s been a remarkable time for me and one I won’t soon forget.”

Everyone cheered.

The hard look on his face melted, and he grinned. It was the same smile I’d gotten used to, and my heart stumbled in my chest. “There is something wonderful about all of us being able to come together like this. Here it doesn’t matter what the color of your skin is or the shape you come in. It doesn’t matter if you’re an old daddy or someone just starting out. As long as you respect the community and all we stand for and show kindness, then you’re welcome here. We all have to start somewhere.” He glanced in our direction, and I swore our gazes locked. “And even if you’re just a tourist, someone who has never thought about coming here but did so anyway tonight to support me, I want you to know I see you. And I couldn’t be happier that you’re here.”

His smile softened. And for a brief moment, it was like we were the only two in the bar.

He looked away first. “But enough of that. We’re here tonight to designate a new Mr. Leatherman. Over the past couple of weeks, they’ve set out to prove themselves. And while every single one of them is worthy of the title, there can only be one. So let’s get on with it, shall we?”

 

 

IT WASN’T unlike a beauty pageant. There was some kind of complicated scoring system that Charlie tried to explain to us, but I could barely focus on his words, much less understand the intricacies of deciding a new Mr. Leatherman.

There were six men in the running, and I was pleasantly surprised when the title went to a black man who was bigger than Darren. Even better was how he had to wipe the tears from his eyes while still being stern and growly. People applauded loudly along with the other men on the stage. I thought Jeremy was going to hand over his sash, but Charlie said he got to keep it. One had been made especially for the new Mr. Leatherman, and he bowed his head to allow Jeremy to slide it over and onto his shoulder. Jeremy and Helena took a step back to give him the stage.

And just like that, it was over.

The crowd rushed forward, and they were surrounded almost immediately, people congratulating the new winner and shaking Jeremy’s hand.

Darren stood. “I should go see if Helena needs to be rescued.”

“Or to make sure a big bear doesn’t sling her over his shoulder and run away with her,” Paul said.

If Darren moved a little quicker after that, well, that was his business.

(And ours, because we needed to give him so much crap.)

I stood when Charlie motioned he wanted to get out so he could congratulate the winner. I stood and let him out. He kissed the side of my head and muttered that he’d be back later before he walked toward the stage. As before, the crowd parted for him as he barely acknowledged them.

“Did we know that Charlie was so hard-core?” I asked Paul and Vince as I sat back down in the booth. Vince pulled me over to him and slung an arm over my shoulder and the other over Paul’s.

“To us?” Paul asked. “Sure. To everyone else? I don’t think so. I don’t know why I didn’t see it before.”

“He’s never invited us to come here,” Vince said.

“But we never offered either,” I pointed out. “Not really. Helena performed that one time, but why haven’t we ever come here with him?”

Paul frowned. “It’s shitty of us, right?”

I sighed. “Yeah. I mean, most people at Jack It know who he is, but it’s not like this. I think he knows we have a lot going on, but….”

“But that shouldn’t be an excuse,” Vince said slowly. “None of this is forever. We need to make the most of all of it and each of us while we still can.” He grinned. “I read that in a fortune cookie.”

“Of course you did,” Paul muttered. “But I get what you’re saying. We should—”

A man appeared at the table. He, like many of the men in the bar, looked intimidating as all fuck. His beard went down to his chest and was shot with gray. “Sorry to interrupt,” he said. “I wanted to see if I could buy you a drink.”

Vince shrugged. “That’s nice of you, but I’ve got one, thanks.”

“I was talking to your friend,” the man said, nodding at Paul.

Paul looked over his shoulder at the wall, as if there would be someone standing directly behind him. “Me?”

“Yeah,” the man said, putting his hands flat on the table as he leaned forward. “Saw you earlier. Wanted to get to know you better. If you know what I mean.”

“Oh,” Paul squeaked. “Um. No? Thank you, but no. I’m good.”

The man looked startled. “Really?”

“Really,” Paul said as Vince’s smile began to fade. “I’m good. That was nice of you, though.”

The man looked confused for a moment before shaking his head. “I’ll be around if you change your mind. Boy like you looks like he could use a proper education.”

“I always hated school,” Paul told him.

The man looked like he was going to say something else before he turned and left.

“That was weird,” Paul said. “Why do you think he—?”

Another man appeared at the table. He was the one I’d seen earlier, the Asian guy with the mask covering the bottom half of his face. He sat down in the booth beside Paul like he belonged there. “Hey,” he said, voice slightly muffled. “Can I get you a drink? You’re looking a little thirsty.”

“What the fuck,” Paul whispered.

“He’s got one,” Vince said, starting to frown. “It’s sitting right in front of him.”

Our new friend ignored him. “I like your jacket.” And as if to show Paul just how much he liked it, he reached out and rubbed a hand against Paul’s bare chest. “It would look even better on my floor.”

“Whoa,” I breathed. “Dude, does that ever work on anyone?”

The man glanced at me. “I’m about to find out.”

“It doesn’t!” Paul exclaimed. “It doesn’t work at all!”

“You sure?”

“So sure! I’ve never been surer about anything in my life!”

“Not even about our wedding vows?” Vince asked, his brow furrowing.

“Wedding vows,” the man repeated. “You’re married? To him?” He looked incredulous, which was quite the feat, given the mask he wore. I wanted to ask him to do a Bane impression but didn’t know if that was polite. When one is in a leather bar, one needs to be careful when deciding if a patron is a Batman villain cosplayer.

“I am,” Paul said. “Like, so married.”

“But you’re a leather chub,” the man said. “And he’s… you know.”

“A homo jock?” I suggested helpfully.

“Right,” the man said. “How the hell did that happen?”

“I hit him with my car,” Paul said. “And never let him go after that.”

Bane left rather quickly.

It was about that time that I realized just how similar Darren and Vince could look, especially when they glowered. It was remarkable. I didn’t know why I hadn’t noticed it before.

“Am I catnip for the leather bears?” Paul asked, sounding awed. “Is that my superpower? To bring even the strongest men to their knees because they want to get all up on my junk?”

“There’s nothing wrong with being married to a homo jock,” Vince muttered.

Paul looked at him, and his face softened. “No, there’s not. It’s actually pretty damn great, if you ask me. It’s not—no. Not interested. I am with my husband, and I ask that you leave me be. You must resist the call of my body.”

The third man, who had appeared at our table as if by magic, turned around and walked away.

“We have to get out of here,” Vince blurted. “Before we’re overrun and I can’t fight them all off.” He tried shoving Paul toward the edge of the booth, but Paul didn’t move. He looked at me, and I narrowed my eyes at him, daring him to try.

He didn’t.

Paul rolled his eyes. “Now you know how I feel practically everywhere we go.”

Vince squinted at him. “What are you talking about?”

“You get hit on all the time,” Paul said. “Like, right in front of me. And even though you don’t ask for it, it still happens. They don’t even see me standing right next to you.”

“But I don’t do anything about it!”

“I know,” Paul said. “But it’s still frustrating. It’s like they can’t imagine someone like me being able to land someone like you.”

“I don’t understand,” Vince admitted. “There’s nothing wrong with you. You’re the best person I know.”

“Right,” Paul said softly. “But that jealousy you’re feeling right now? Even though it’s dumb, it’s still there. I get like that too.”

“Oh,” Vince said. “That’s… awful. I don’t like it. It makes me want to punch something.”

Paul snorted. “Well, you don’t need to worry about anything. Even though everyone here apparently wants my hot bod, they don’t have my last name.”

“I do!” Vince said excitedly. “I’m an Auster!”

“You are,” Paul said, suddenly aggressive. I needed to get out of here before I saw something that would warp my innocent mind. “You’re so an Auster.”

“You want to get Freddie Prinze Juniored?” Vince growled, and what the fuck was that?

“That’s still not what it means,” Paul said. “But I’ll allow it. You can Freddie Prinze Junior me all you want—”

“Ack!” I cried. “Let me go! Let me go.”

“Corey,” Vince said without looking at me. “You might want to leave. I’m about to make out with Mr. Auster.”

“Ooh,” Paul whispered. “Are you, Mr. Auster?”

I managed to escape before things got wet.

I bumped into someone and apologized as I left the table, glancing back in time to see Vince stick his tongue down Paul’s throat.

“Ah, shit,” a squat man said next to me. “Someone got to the chub first. Goddammit.”

He sounded so dejected that I almost felt bad. And then I heard Paul groan and decided that everyone in this goddamn bar could fuck off completely.

I wandered through the crowd, trying to find a familiar face. I saw Charlie first, and he was in the middle of a large group of people. He looked like he was holding court, and all his subjects were enamored of him. I thought about going over but decided to leave him be.

I found Darren and Helena near the bar. Darren was sitting on a stool, and Helena was on his lap, his arms around her waist. Helena was laughing loudly, her head tilted back. Darren was grinning up at her, an expression he seemed to have only with Sandy or Helena. It was… sweet. Or as sweet as the Homo Jock King could be.

I rubbed my chest, that strange twist I’d been feeling more often lately starting to burn. I knew what it was, though I tried hard to ignore it. I didn’t think it was loneliness quite yet, but it was something so close that there might not have been a difference. I was happy for all my friends. They’d found the people they were meant to be with. How many people could actually say that?

Not me, for one.

And I was fine with that, or at least that’s what I told myself. When I’d been with Ty, it’d been fun and sweet, and I loved him. That love had grown into something different—something more, something better—but I thought I knew even then that it was always temporary. And when he’d first told me about Dom, I understood why. First loves are often the hardest to let go of, but Tyson had found who he was supposed to be with.

As had Paul.

And Sandy.

And Darren.

And Vince.

“Jesus,” I mumbled to myself. “Being emo in a leather bar is not all it’s cracked up to be.”

I hadn’t exactly lied when I’d told my family that I was fine with the way things were. I believed that. But I was human, which meant some small part of me I didn’t like to look at closely disagreed. I told myself that if it was meant to happen one day, it would. I was only twenty-three. I had plenty of time to worry about all that shit later.

It was getting harder to believe that.

Helena laughed again at something Darren said, and I smiled to myself before leaving them be.

I decided to get some air. It was starting to feel claustrophobic in the bar. People kept bumping into me, and I was getting irritated.

I made it only a few steps before I stopped in my tracks.

Jeremy.

He was standing near a wall. The new Mr. Leatherman was on one side of him, with the runners-up on the other side. A photographer was in front of them, camera flashing. They were all smiling. Jeremy turned toward the man to his left, the one who had come in second place. He was shorter than Jeremy, but wide and strong. His head was shaved, and even from where I stood, I could see the stars in his eyes as he looked up at Jeremy. His arm was wrapped tightly around Jeremy’s waist, and he tilted his head up to whisper something to Jeremy. Then he lightly bit Jeremy’s earlobe.

Jeremy laughed as the man pulled back. They looked forward again as the camera continued to flash.

Yeah, I really needed to get some air.

I pushed my way through the crowd, my breath rattling in my ears. My chest felt tight, and I was so goddamn full of shit. If I was Ty, I would have told myself to knock it off. If I was Sandy, I would have said that I needed to be honest with myself. I hadn’t been around when Paul and Vince were dancing around each other, but if I had, I would have told Paul to just fucking open his eyes and stop being so goddamn obtuse.

That’s the funny thing about advice: it’s easier to give than it is to take.

I pushed through the front door, a wave of warm, dry air washing over me. I sucked in a deep breath, trying to clear my head. The bouncer told me that if I was going to go back inside, I needed to have my wrist stamped, but I ignored him. I walked down the sidewalk away from the bar, grinding my teeth.

How had I let it get this far? For a large part of my life, things had felt beyond my control. My brain was at war with my body, and I was being betrayed by both. I was from a home filled with—at best—casual indifference, though I didn’t know if that was on me or my fosters. It hadn’t been until I’d met Sandy and been accepted into Dartmouth that I found some semblance of order, and I’d run with it, to the point where I’d become stringent and single-minded, focused on attaining every single goal I’d had.

But I was such a hypocrite, because I’d given shit to Ty for doing the same thing. I’d told him there was more to life than what he was making of it. It was almost two-faced, a pretense that I shoved off on others without allowing it to be directed toward myself.

“Stupid,” I muttered. “Stupid, stupid, stupid.”

And oh, the what-if game I played with myself.

What if Jeremy wasn’t my professor? I’d think as I watched him pace in front of the class, eyes alight, hands flailing wildly.

What if Jeremy wasn’t my boss? I’d think as Jeremy pulled up every morning in front of our house in his slut machine.

What if Jeremy could be interested in someone like me? I thought now, even though it was such a useless thing. I glanced down at the corset I wore, feeling like such an imposter. This wasn’t who I was. This was Charlie and Jeremy’s world, and I was a tourist. Jeremy had said so himself.

“Goddammit,” I groaned.

“Hey, are you okay?”

I froze. Because fuck my life.

I felt a hand on my bare shoulder and tried to convince myself it was nothing but a hallucination. But if it was, it was startlingly crisp and clear as Jeremy moved around in front of me, looking concerned. He’d lost his cap somewhere, and his hair was sweaty and matted down against his head.

Which, of course, took nothing away from his attractiveness.

If you’d had told me even a week ago that I’d be into someone wearing enough leather to send a vegan into anaphylactic shock, I’d have laughed in your face.

But here we were.

Life sucked.

I forced a smile on my face. “Yeah, just needed a break.” I stepped back, and he dropped his hand. “It was a little… intense.”

He frowned. “Did someone say something to you? They can be a little aggressive, but no one should be pushing you for something you don’t want.”

I shook my head. “No, not like that. It’s just… a lot, I guess. Like, at Jack It, I’m usually up in the Queen’s Lair, so I don’t have to be in crowds. I don’t like getting bumped around.”

“And that’s it?”

“Yeah. That’s it.”

He didn’t look like he believed me. He looked around before grabbing my arm and walking around the back of the bar near the parking lot. There was a door that I hadn’t noticed before. Near it, fixed to the wall, was a metal bench. Next to it was an old coffee can on the ground filled with cigarette butts. A single bulb above the door was dimly lit.

Jeremy pushed me to the bench and sat down beside me. I snorted as his leather squeaked. God, what a weird night.

“Better?” he asked.

I shrugged. “Sure. Thanks.”

I could feel him watching me, but I stared resolutely forward. It seemed safer that way.

He sighed. “You didn’t have to come if you didn’t want to.”

Well, shit. “No, that’s not—argh. I’m happy to be here. It was… nice, seeing you in your element. I just—wait. How did you know we were going to be here?”

“Helena Handbasket.”

“She told you?” I demanded, jerking my head toward him. “That bitch!”

He laughed. “No. I was told she was going to be performing tonight. And when I heard that, I figured she would be coming with her entourage.”

I grimaced. “Please don’t ever refer to us as her entourage again, especially in front of her. Her ego’s already through the roof.”

“Noted.” He hesitated. Then, “Did you want it to be a surprise?”

“Um, maybe?” Goddammit, when the fuck did I become so awkward? “I mean, not really. Like, some surprises are bad, and I didn’t want to ruin—”

“It would have been a nice surprise,” he said quietly.

That threw me off. “Oh. Well, then. Good. I guess.”

“Sorry I ruined it.”

“It’s okay,” I said. “You managed to surprise me instead. I didn’t expect Jeremy Olsen to have a secret identity.” I winced. “And sorry if you wanted to keep it a secret. I don’t think we necessarily understand boundaries with people we care about.”

He stared at me.

“What?” I asked, confused.

He shook his head slowly. “Nothing. It’s—nothing. And it’s fine.” He took a deep breath. “I like having people here just for me. I don’t usually have that.”

Ah, shit. Now I was feeling things. “You seem pretty popular in there.” I was careful to keep the irritation from my voice.

He waved his hand dismissively. “It’s not—it’s a surface thing, you know? It’s exciting and fun, but they just know me as this guy who wears leather and happened to win a contest. It’s not that deep.”

I remembered what Charlie had heard from Robert. That Jeremy didn’t seem to be close with anyone. That there was a difference between having admirers and having someone to talk to. It sounded lonely as fuck. “Still, from what I gather, it’s quite the honor. Something to be proud of. I’m sorry if we intruded on that.”

He sounded frustrated when he said, “It’s not a secret. I’m not trying to hide anything. It’s like—Helena. Sandy doesn’t tell everyone he meets he’s a drag queen, does he?”

“Eh. Most of the time. And those who don’t already know usually end up emotionally devastated by a well-placed barb.”

“I’m not ashamed of this,” he said. “It’s just… one part of me.”

“I get that. It’s there, but it doesn’t define you. It’s part of a whole.”

“Right,” he said, sounding relieved. Our shoulders brushed together. “That’s exactly it. I knew you’d get it.”

“You did?”

He looked down at the ground, boots shuffling against the pavement. “Yeah.”

“Oh. That’s… good.”

“You’re different, you know?”

I frowned as I looked over at him. “What?”

“In a good way,” he said quickly. “Like, the best way. You’re… I don’t know how to explain it. You see things in ways others don’t. It’s how you’re so good at what you do.”

“What do you mean, what I do?”

“Being alive, I guess.”

I blinked. “That’s… all-encompassing.”

His eyes sparkled in the low light. “You kind of are.”

Oh no. More compliments. My greatest weakness. I was doomed. I had to stop this before it ended up with me throwing myself at him. “We should be friends!” I all but shouted at him.

He reared back as if I had just yelled in his face. Which, to be fair, I had. “What?”

“Friends!” I said, trying not to sound frantic and not quite succeeding. “We need to be friends.”

His brow furrowed. “I thought we kind of were already?”

“Right,” I said hastily. “But… that’s like, work friends. We should be out of work friends too. But not workout friends, because I will fight you to the death before I ever jog on purpose. And I know you’re my boss, but that’s not against the rules, is it? The friend thing, not the killing me to go jogging with you thing. Because that’s murder, and that’s illegal. Right? So even though you’re in a position above me, we can still make this work.”

“I… think so?”

I nodded furiously. “Good. Because while other things might be against the rules, that’s not. And that’s good. Great, even.”

“What other things are you talking—”

I overrode him because I had not meant to say that. My porn brain was wrestling me for control, all but demanding that I tell him to get all up on this while we were still young. “Barbecue!” I said brightly and apropos of nothing.

Jeremy looked like he had whiplash. Poor guy. “Barbecue.”

“Yes. Yes, a barbecue. Paul’s parents are having one next weekend, and you and your dad are formally invited!” They weren’t having anything of the sort, but I could worry about that later. I was going to be the best friend Jeremy ever had, even if it meant death by blue balls. And everyone knows when you have friends, you invite them to barbecues.

He watched me for a moment. Then, “That sounds… good.”

I exhaled sharply. “Yes, it does. The best, really. And you and Robert can come and meet Matty and Larry.” Oh no. “And Nana.” Oh dear god, no. “And her racist homophobic parrot Johnny Depp.”

“Her racist and homophobic what?”

“Absolutely nothing,” I said, wondering if it was too late to rescind the invite. “Forget I even said anything.”

“I don’t know if I can,” Jeremy said faintly.

“Try harder,” I demanded. I coughed roughly. “I mean, it’s going to be amazing. You’ll see. They’re just going to love you.” If they didn’t, they would face my wrath.

His lips quirked. “Meeting the family, huh? You sure it’s not too soon?”

That motherfucker. Here he was playing 4D chess while I was stuck in goddamn Candy Land. “What!”

“Whoa,” he said. “That was loud.”

“Friends,” I said, resolute. “We’re gonna be such awesome friends. You’ll see. You’ll never have a friend like me.”

“Uh-huh. I’m starting to see that.”

I narrowed my eyes at him. “That had better be a good thing.”

And when he smiled and said, “The best thing,” I was four point six seconds away from screeching that my body was ready.

Fortunately I was saved (foiled? No, definitely saved) when the door opened behind him. The sounds of the bar spilled out, and though I was relieved at the interruption, that quickly turned sour when I saw who it was.

The Mr. Leatherman runner-up. The one who’d been cozily pressed up against Jeremy and felt the need to bite his ear. He was lucky Charlie hadn’t given me a sword along with my corset. I would have lopped off his head.

“Hey,” Runner-Up said. “I was looking for you.” He saw me sitting next to Jeremy and frowned. “Oh, am I interrupting something?”

Yes, I wanted to snarl at him. “No,” I said. “Just… talking with Jeremy here.”

“Hey, Griffin,” Jeremy said. “This is my friend Corey. We work together. He came out tonight to support me.”

Griffin. Griffin. Even his name was hot. Fuck this guy. He looked to be around Jeremy’s age, and his muscles had muscles. I thought about flexing and sticking out my chest, but I would probably look like a twelve-year-old wearing a dead animal, so I didn’t.

“A tourist, huh?” Griffin said, and while he wasn’t mean about it, it still rankled me. “That’s awesome. I like your top.”

“Thanks,” I muttered, feeling uncomfortable. “Charlie gave it to me.”

Griffin looked taken aback. “Daddy Charlie? That Charlie?”

“Yeah. You know him?”

“Everyone knows him,” Griffin said. “He’s a legend.”

Damn right he was. “He’s part of my family. He brought us tonight so we could see Jeremy.”

“And he’s dating my dad,” Jeremy said.

“Wow,” Griffin said. “That’s… wonderful.” Griffin shook his head. “He’s good people. Hella intimidating, but still.”

Hella, I mouthed to myself.

“Did you need something?” Jeremy asked.

“Yeah, the photog needs us again for more shots. Wants to get some of us a little more… undressed.” Griffin waggled his eyebrows. “What say you, former Mr. Leatherman? Feel like loosening your tie a little?”

Jeremy sighed. “Sure. Sounds fine. Give me a minute, okay?”

Griffin nodded. He glanced at me. “Nice to meet you, Corey. I’ll take care of Jeremy. It’s good to see someone coming in to support him.”

“Yeah,” I said. “Sure. Thanks. You too.”

Griffin gave a lingering look at Jeremy before he went back inside, the door closing behind him.

We sat in silence for a moment. I finally said, “He seems… nice.” I almost said alive but realized that wasn’t exactly a compliment.

“He is,” Jeremy said, staring out into the parking lot. “Been in the scene for a while. Good guy.” He shook his head. “I better get back in.”

“Right. You have to go get… naked. Or whatever.”

Jeremy laughed. “Nah. I’ll just have to unbutton my shirt. I’m not really into public nudity when there’s so much… public around. You want to come back in?”

My eyes bulged. “To watch you unbutton your shirt?”

He glanced at me with an unreadable expression. “If that’s what you want.”

I forced out a laugh, reminding myself that we were just two guys being friends. “Nah, bro,” I said, punching his shoulder. “That’s not my ish.”

He tilted his head. “That’s not your what?”

I had no idea. “Um, you’re white. It’s not for you to understand. Just roll with it.”

He stood, leather squeaking. But this time it wasn’t funny, because the toes of his boots were pressed against mine and I was eye level with his crotch. I gulped as I looked up slowly, my gaze running over his stomach and chest until I got to his face. It should not have been as hot as it was, being in such a seemingly submissive position. My porn brain wondered if anyone had ever been in this exact position and called him Daddy. It wasn’t my kink, but I could see why it could be.

“If you’re sure,” he said, voice deeper than it’d been just a moment ago. He was once again in Mr. Leatherman mode, and I snapped my mouth closed to keep from drooling.

I nodded.

“Okay. You going to stay, or…?”

I shrugged. “Might call it a night. Have to work in the morning.”

His teeth flashed as he smiled. “I know.”

Of course he did. “Right. Well. My boss is big on punctuality. Bright and early, and all that.”

“Is he? Sounds like a hardass.”

“You have no idea,” I said honestly.

Jeremy chuckled. “Wouldn’t want to disappoint your boss, then.”

“No,” I said quietly. “I wouldn’t want to do that.”

He looked down at me for a moment longer before shaking his head. “I’ll probably head on home after I get done with the photos. Do you want me to tell the others you’re out here?”

“If you could.”

“Yeah.” He stepped back, and I found the strength to breathe. “Just… thank you.”

“For what?”

“Being here. For me. It means a lot.”

“What are friends for?”

He nodded, and something crossed his face that was gone before I could figure it out. “Yeah. Friends.” And then he did the damnedest thing. He reached out and touched the side of my head. “I like the hair. Looks good on you.” He looked at me for a moment longer before heading for the door.

I should have been relieved.

I was disappointed instead.

He stopped with a hand on the doorknob. “As a friend, can I tell you something?”

I arched an eyebrow at him. “Go for it.”

“The leather suits you like you wouldn’t believe. But you don’t have to do that for me. I like you just the way you are.”

And then he was gone, leaving me to gape after him.

It took me a full minute to finally say, “What in the fucking fuck.”




Chapter 10: Men and Their Meat

 

 

COREY: WE HAVE TO HAVE A BARBECUE NEXT SATURDAY

MadMatty: WHAT? WHY? WHAT HAPPENED?

NanaBanana: lmao! brb!!!

LarryBerry: I thought we talked about caps

MadMatty: WE DID. WHY A BBQ?

Corey: SOMETHING HAPPENED. I DON’T KNOW WHAT.

PaulyShore: This is not a Monday morning conversation.

SoVainDarrenMayne: Why am I in this thread?

IDreamOfVince: Paul >_< u kno wut dat is

PaulyShore: Yes, Vince. I know what that is

IDreamOfVince: sexface.

NanaBanana: ha! Idek

Queen4Life: Is this why you were panicking last night?

Corey: YES. I ACCIDENTALLY INVITED JEREMY + ROBERT FOR A BBQ. I DON’T KNOW HOW IT HAPPENED. FUCK

NanaBanana: ikr =D afk

LarryBerry: Language!

MadMatty: THAT’S FINE. SATURDAY WORKS. WE CAN HAVE IT AT THE HOUSE.

SoVainDarrenMayne: I’m busy on Saturday

Queen4Life: No you’re not. You will be there

NanaBanana: wtf

IDreamOfVince: sat is kewl w/ us

PaulyShore: God I love it when you speak for me

IDreamOfVince: {MISSING SYMBOL Wide-headed rightwards arrow} {MISSING SYMBOL Wide-headed rightwards arrow} {MISSING SYMBOL Wide-headed rightwards arrow} dis way 2 sexface >_<

SoVainDarrenMayne; I’m being serious. Drop me from this thread

NanaBanana: n00b ily

LarryBerry: Everyone will be there. Darren, that means you

SoVainDarrenMayne: Fine

NanaBanana: fierce af

Corey: EVERYONE HAS TO BE ON THEIR BEST BEHAVIOR.

PaulyShore: lol

Queen4Life: lol

MadMatty: LOL

LarryBerry: lol

SoVainDarrenMayne: lol

IDreamOfVince: lol

NanaBanana: Why did everyone type that? I don’t get. brb afk

Corey: NEVER MIND. I CHANGED MY MIND. THIS IS CANCELED

MadMatty: TOO LATE. ALREADY TEXTED CHARLIE. SATURDAY IS A GO

Corey: Fuck

LarryBerry; Language!

 

 

“PAUL USES an ice cream truck to lure children!”

“Did you know that parrots can live for up to seventy-five years?” Nana asked us from her recliner. She was wearing a muumuu with pictures of Sylvester Stallone’s face ironed onto it. I learned early on it was better not to ask. “Some even longer.”

“And some a hell of a lot shorter,” Paul muttered as he walked toward the kitchen carrying a pan covered in tinfoil.

“You better not be threatening my bird!” she shouted after him.

“It wasn’t a threat!” Paul called back. “It was a promise!”

“Pay him no attention,” Nana cooed to Johnny Depp. He was sitting on a perch next to her recliner. “He just doesn’t understand how special you are. And how smart. Who is the smartest bird in all the world? Yes, it’s you.”

Vince leaned down and kissed Nana on the forehead. “Hi, Nana.”

“Pretty!” Johnny Depp cried. “Pretty, pretty!”

Vince leaned over Nana to kiss Johnny Depp on his beak. The bird ruffled up its feathers as if pleased. “And hello to you too. I’m going to go see if they need help in the kitchen.”

I set Wheels down, and he began to run around, his cart squeaking behind him. Johnny Depp shuffled on his perch before lifting his leg and pointing his talons at Wheels. “Baaad dog,” he said. “Baaaaaaad dog.”

Wheels ignored him, sniffing everything he could find.

“You look stressed,” Nana told me, hands folded on her stomach. “Tough week?”

“You have no idea,” I muttered.

“We could always go in for another massage, if you think that would help. This time I think we should pretend that you’re the sugar daddy and I’m the gold digger. We can ask Sandy for a wig and everything. We can’t go to the same spa, of course. I’m sure they have our pictures up at the front desk. That’s the seventeenth business I’m not allowed to come back to in Tucson.” She grinned gleefully. “I’m aiming for twenty by the end of the year.”

I sighed. “I don’t think that will help.”

She scoffed. “Says you. I’m older than you, kiddo.” She looked me up and down. “Love the dress. It fits you well.”

I looked away. “Sandy got it for me.” It was… pretty. It made me feel good. It was a white skater dress cut just above the knees. It had blue splotches on it like it’d been brushed with paint.

Nana sniffed. “He has good taste. It’s very summery. Goes well with your skin too. I should have him take me shopping.”

“He tried that,” I reminded her. “Remember? The police were called.”

Nana waved a hand at me. “The manager and I had a disagreement.”

“You told him that you would find out where he lived and burn his house down.”

“Like I actually would. My days of pyromania are firmly behind me. Ever since Miami.” Her eyes shifted side to side. “But since I can’t talk about that by court order, why don’t you tell me what’s got you all in a tizzy, my lovely girl.” She craned her neck over her shoulder. “And where are Sandy and Darren?”

“In the car,” I muttered. “It was decided that Darren would look better with Sandy attached to his face.”

“Young love,” Nana said with a dreamy sigh.

“I was sitting between them in the back seat,” I growled. “They could have waited. I barely escaped with my life!”

Nana smiled knowingly. “You’re so overdramatic. As your grandmother, I approve.”

That struck me more than I expected. I knew the Austers considered me to be part of their family, but to hear it spoken aloud still managed to knock me for a loop. “I don’t know what the hell has gotten into them. And Paul and Vince. You don’t know the things I’ve heard. It’s like living in a house of horrors filled with dogs in heat.”

“They’re happy,” Nana pointed out. “That’s a good thing.”

I slumped down onto the arm of her recliner. “I know. I’m just….” I didn’t know how to finish that.

She patted my knee. “You’re the thing that we talked about at the spa that you don’t like to hear.”

“I’m not lonely—”

“And even if you were the thing,” Nana said as if I hadn’t spoken at all, “it’s okay to feel that way, so long as you remember that no one is going anywhere. Just because some people are caught up in their happiness doesn’t mean they’ll forget you exist. No one gets left behind. Not here. And not ever.”

“Things are changing,” I whispered as I looked down at my hands.

“They are,” she agreed. “But that’s how life works. If we don’t grow with our surroundings and new situations, we get stuck and become stagnant.”

She had a point. I didn’t know if that was exactly what I was feeling, but it felt close. No matter what I tried, I couldn’t find a way to refute it. I didn’t feel stuck, not with everything I had going on, but there were times when I felt like everyone was moving quickly around me and that I was in slow motion. Every now and then time would snap back in place and I’d be struggling to catch up with all that had happened. “I don’t know what to do,” I admitted. “I don’t know if there is anything I can do.”

“I don’t know if there is either,” she said. “But as long as you see it for what it is, you’re doing okay. You’ve got a lot going on, Kori. Your future is almost here. Everything you’ve worked so hard for. It’s not uncommon for people in your position to feel overwhelmed. It’s the whole about-to-face-the-rest-of-your-life thing. It can be intimidating for anyone.”

I looked down at her. “How do I know if I’m doing the right thing?”

She shrugged. “You’ll know. Or you won’t, and you’ll have to course-correct at some point. But there’s nothing wrong with that. It’s not a mistake necessarily. It’s just… a road you don’t know you’re going to travel.”

I leaned over gracelessly and kissed the top of her head. “You’re pretty smart.”

She snorted. “It was the drugs I took as part of a government testing program in the sixties. They said it was LSD, but that was a lie.”

Before I could follow up on that, the front door opened and Sandy walked in, his lips swollen, his eyes bright. Darren followed, looking smug.

“Gross,” Nana and I muttered at the same time.

Sandy’s eyes narrowed. “What was that?”

“Nothing,” Nana said. “Kori was telling me about this dress you got for her. It’s beautiful.” Jesus, did she know how to play Sandy well.

“Isn’t it?” Sandy said. “I have impeccable taste. I even got Darren to throw away his seventeen pairs of cargo shorts.”

“It was four pairs,” Darren said dryly. “And you didn’t get me to do anything. I came home to find you’d broken in and replaced them.”

“Look at your thighs,” Sandy demanded. “They deserve to be seen. And no one needs clothing that has more than four pockets on a single garment.”

Sandy had a point. Darren was wearing pink chino shorts cut high up on his strong legs. If Darren was anyone else, I might have drooled over him. But since he was the Homo Jock King… ah, hell. I still drooled a little. He looked good.

Darren rolled his eyes. “Whatever. I’m going to go get a beer.”

“Men,” Sandy said as he ogled his boyfriend’s ass as he walked away. “Useless until I actually need to use them.” He turned back to Nana and me, and I didn’t like the glint in his eyes. “Charlie’s here. And he brought Jeremy and Robert! Isn’t that fun?”

“Ow!” Nana hissed, jerking away from me. “Kori, you are a hell of a lot stronger than you look.”

I glanced down to see I was gripping her arm. “Shit,” I said as I stood. “Sorry. Are you all right?”

She rubbed her arm. “Fine. I’m very delicate, in case you didn’t know.”

“Paul’s a candy ass!” Johnny Depp shrieked.

“I am not!” Paul yelled from the kitchen. “Nana, I swear to god, I will fucking destroy that goddamn bird if you keep teaching it stupid shit!”

“I don’t!” Nana bellowed back. “And everyone knows that harming animals is the first sign of a serial killer. Along with head injuries as a child and a propensity for wetting the bed, which describes the entire summer you were seven! We had to buy rubber sheets because you kept flooding your—oh, Charlie! Come in. Come in. I need to ooh and ahh over your gentleman.” She grunted as she pushed herself up from the recliner, smoothing down her muumuu.

I turned slowly to look at the doorway. Charlie stood just inside the entryway, Robert at his side, looking as dapper as always. He took off his tan Havana hat and handed it to Charlie, who hung it on the coatrack.

Charlie leaned down and kissed Nana on the cheek. “Hello, dear. You’re looking sprightly.”

Nana blushed as she giggled. “Oh, you old flirt. Stop it before Robert gets the wrong idea.”

“I wouldn’t blame him,” Robert said. “Geraldine, you are a vision.”

It took me a second to figure out who the fuck Geraldine was, until I remembered that Nana wasn’t actually her name.

“Oh, this old thing?” Nana said, and for some reason she curtsied, and quite ably. “It’s just something I had in the closet. I made it for the premiere of Rambo: First Blood Part II back in 1985. I was convinced that Sylvester would see me and decide he needed to hack his way through my jungle. Alas, it didn’t happen.”

“He didn’t like it?” Robert asked.

“Oh, I wouldn’t know,” Nana said. “His security team made it quite clear I wasn’t allowed anywhere near him. You know how it is. Did you know he made a soft-core porn film before he made it big? He played a character called Stud. But enough about me. How are you? I haven’t seen you since we were introduced at Paul and Vince’s wedding. I fear that must have been intentional by those in power.”

“This might have been a very bad idea,” I breathed.

“You say something, Kori?” Charlie asked me.

I shook my head. “Nope, just… realizing that my choices have ramifications I didn’t expect.”

“She’s having an existential crisis,” Nana confided to Robert. “I was giving her sound advice before your arrival.”

Robert looked over at me, frowning slightly. “I hope everything is all right.”

“Oh, I imagine it is,” Nana said. “Speaking of making things all right, where is that son of yours who I still haven’t met? I have a feeling that he’ll do wonders for the current situation.”

“He’s getting the—here he is. Jeremy, come here and meet Geraldine. She’s Paul’s grandmother?” The last was a question directed toward Nana, who nodded. “Paul’s grandmother.”

Jeremy stepped through the doorway. He was wearing a blue short-sleeved button-down over blue-and-white checkered dress shorts that were, if possible, tighter and smaller than Darren’s. And while his thighs weren’t as big as Darren’s, they were still a gift from god.

Which is totally something a friend could say, because that’s why Jeremy was here. To be friends.

“This is Jeremy?” Nana asked. She glanced back at me, and I would forever be haunted by the glint in her eyes. “Strange how things make much more sense all of a sudden.” She turned back toward Jeremy. He was holding a bottle of wine in one hand and reached out with his other to grasp Nana’s. He brought it to his lips and kissed the back of her hand. “Oh my. Yes. I approve. Of everything that’s happening.”

“Geraldine,” Jeremy said, smiling warmly. “It’s lovely to finally meet you. I’ve heard so much about you, I feel like I know you already.”

“Whatever you were told is most likely true,” Nana said. “Even the bad parts. And I do have to say, had I known we were going to be color-coordinating, I would have tried just a little harder. Unless that’s just a you-and-Kori thing. And you can call me Gigi.”

“Oh boy,” Charlie said as he looked back between Jeremy and me.

Embarrassingly, I didn’t get what was happening at first. It wasn’t until Jeremy looked at me and grinned that I understood.

The blue of his outfit matched the blue of mine almost perfectly.

God fucking dammit. This was Sandy’s doing. I didn’t know how he’d done it, but it was easier to blame him than think of some kind of cosmic interference. Which was just ridiculous.

I stood up, brushing the wrinkles from my dress, trying to stop myself from running in the opposite direction. It was a close thing.

“Would you look at that,” Jeremy said quietly. “Kori, you look wonderful.”

The bray of laughter that crawled out of my mouth was a sound I’d never made before. I didn’t know where it came from, but it sounded as if I’d been an evil circus clown in a past life. I slapped a hand over my mouth to stop it from shattering the windows.

“Whoa,” Nana said. “What was that?”

Thankfully, Robert decided to prove he was my favorite. “Such a lovely home,” he said smoothly. “And I know we were told not to bring anything, but when one receives an invitation, one must simply provide a gift for the hostess.” He took the bottle from Jeremy, who seemed to be distracted by me. “For you, Gigi.”

“Wow,” Nana said, looking down at the bottle. “That looks expensive. I hope you don’t think we’re fancy. We drink wine from a box most days. Did you know it even comes in little cans? What will they think of next?”

“Perhaps you could show me,” Robert said. “Charlie, be a dear and lead the way.”

And just like that, Jeremy and I were left alone.

I needed a new family.

Jeremy took a step into the living room, never taking his eyes from me. “You look nice,” he said quietly. “The dress. Is it new?”

I nodded, averting my gaze. “Sandy got it for me.”

“He has excellent taste.”

I felt my skin warm. “It’s not much. Nana wasn’t kidding when she said we’re not fancy.”

Jeremy took another step toward me. “I don’t think you need to be.”

I looked back at him. “Really?”

He shook his head. “It’s better than that, I think. You are.”

What the fuck was happening? “Thank you.”

He took a deep breath. “I think we should—”

“Intruder!” Johnny Depp screamed. “There’s an intruder in the house! Kill Paul first!”

Jeremy’s eyes bulged as he stumbled back. “What in the fuck is that?”

“I hate you so much,” I growled at Johnny Depp.

He shuffled on his perch. “Save me! Save the children! Sacrifice Paul!”

Which, of course, brought Wheels barreling into the living room, barking his fool head off, cart squeaking behind him. He immediately went to Jeremy, running in circles around him.

“What the hell is going on?” Jeremy asked, staring down at Wheels.

“The reason we’re not fancy,” I told him, feeling strangely hollowed out. “Aside from all the other reasons. Welcome to the Auster house. If you leave now, you might still escape with your life.”

 

 

MEN, AS it should be known, are comfortingly predictable. Oh, they come in all shapes and sizes and socioeconomic backgrounds. They can be gay or straight or somewhere in between.

But the chances are, if there is a grill with meat on it, men will congregate around it with beers in hand and talk about technique.

Which is why we were sitting on the patio chairs and staring as Larry, Vince, Darren, Jeremy, and Charlie stood around the grill in the Austers’ backyard doing exactly that.

“It’s like testosterone-filled moths to a coal flame,” Sandy muttered as Darren told Larry that woodchips made meat taste better. “It would be embarrassing if it weren’t so erotic.”

“I feel weirdly emasculated,” Paul said. “Should I be up there offering tips? I don’t know the first thing about grilling. And beer is disgusting.”

“You make a terrible man,” Sandy said. “You need to hand in your man card.”

Paul frowned at him. “What’s your excuse?”

Sandy shrugged. “I’m a drag queen.”

“You can’t just say that and have it mean something. It has nothing to do with anything!”

“And yet I do,” Sandy said. “Because it’s true.”

“I like the way Larry handles his tongs,” Matty said rather aggressively.

“Mom,” Paul groaned. “We have guests. You can’t act like that. You’re going to scare Robert away.”

“Nonsense,” Robert said as he sipped his glass of wine. “I also like the way Larry handles his tongs.”

“See?” Matty told her son.

Paul looked at Robert like he’d been betrayed. “That’s my dad.”

“I can see where you got your good looks from,” Robert told him.

Paul opened and closed his mouth soundlessly.

“I’m going to keep you,” Nana decided. “Before you leave, I am going to get your phone number. Be prepared for calls in the middle of the night when I need a ride.” She narrowed her eyes. “And you can’t ask questions.”

Robert smiled at her. “I look forward to it.”

“We’re so happy you and Jeremy could be here,” Matty said. “It’s nice to finally have us all together.”

“We appreciated the invitation,” Robert said. “I’ve been on Charlie to do something like this for a time. And when Kori told Jeremy you were already having the get-together, I thought it would be a perfect time.”

“Right,” Matty said slowly. “Because that’s exactly what happened.” She glanced at me and winked. “This was already planned and wasn’t a last-minute thing at all.”

I coughed roughly.

Robert looked amused. “Is that so? I, for one, couldn’t tell either way. You’ve put on a wonderful spread, Matty.”

“This was planned?” Paul asked, sounding confused. “Then why did Kori sound panicked when she texted—ow. Mom! Why the fuck did you kick me?”

“Language!” Larry called over.

“Sorry,” Matty said. “My foot slipped. I had a spasm. You know how it is.”

“No, I don’t,” Paul muttered, reaching under the table to rub his leg.

Matty rolled her eyes. “I’m sure you’ll survive. And Robert, know that the invitation is open. You and Jeremy are always welcome here.”

Robert nodded. “Thank you. I haven’t socialized as much as I used to. I fear I may have started to become a bit of a shut-in. Thankfully, Charlie came along.”

“It seems to be going well,” Sandy said, a question without actually asking a question. “You and Charlie.”

Robert seemed game for it. “It is. He’s a good man. And while I believe that it comes from within, I can’t help but think it also stems from the people he surrounds himself with.”

“Flatterer,” Nana muttered. “Good. You know what’s up. They eat that up here. Keep going.”

“It keeps you young,” Robert continued. “And while I’ve made my peace with aging, the fact that someone like Charlie can make me as happy as I am is no small feat.”

“Oh my god,” Paul said. “You are delightful.”

Robert chuckled. “You’ll learn what I mean in time. As long as you and Vince are kind and honest with one another, you’ll find yourselves looking back at a long and happy life. It’s not as common as you might think either. Sometimes the happiness you find is there when you least expect it, and much later than you ever thought possible. I wasn’t looking for it, but it was there all the same.” He glanced at me. “Funny how that works, isn’t it?”

“Happiness doesn’t need to be that kind of love,” Nana said. “Look at me. I’m single and ready to mingle, and yet I still have what I do.”

“Of course,” Robert said. “Our lives and homes are what we make of them. Familial love can be just as strong as romantic love.”

Nana grinned at me. “All these couples, eh, Kori? You, me, and Jeremy should probably have our own table.”

I sunk lower in my seat. “I think I’m okay with staying right here.” I looked out at the grill. The men were all staring down at it as Larry flipped a burger. The others clapped Larry on the back, congratulating him for the perfect flip. God, they were so stupid.

“Were you ever into leather?” Matty asked Robert, and I wished I’d never been born. “Is that something I can even ask? I don’t know if it’s rude or not. Did Jeremy get that from you? Larry had chaps once, but he didn’t like how they didn’t have anything that covered his bottom. I thought they made his tush look cute, but I expect it’s up to what you’re comfortable with.”

“Oh dear god,” Paul mumbled. “Why. Why. Why.”

“No,” Robert said, shaking his head. “That… didn’t come from me. I respect those who are in the community, and I’m proud of what Jeremy has accomplished, but it’s not something I ever really thought about.”

“Charlie’s into it, though,” Nana said. “That’s got to be some kind of weird Freudian transference.”

Kill me. Kill me now.

“Hoo boy,” Sandy said. “That’s not something you should have said out loud.”

“Nothing quite so oedipal,” Robert said easily. “Though I can see why someone might think that.”

“Good,” Nana said. “Because we’re weird, but we’re not that weird.” She paused, considering. “At least I don’t think we are.”

“I respect it,” Robert said, “because it’s important to him. And to Charlie. While I don’t think I’ll ever see myself wearing something like they do, I can appreciate how our differences make us unique rather than divide us.” He smiled at me. “What about you, Kori? Jeremy tells me that you were there to support him. What did you think?”

I didn’t know why I’d ever thought he was a congenial elderly gent. He was a villain, and I felt like I was going into battle.

When Jeremy had picked me up last Monday morning, I thought things were going to be a little strange. My friends and I had, after all, shown up mostly uninvited to something important to him. And even though we’d talked after, I still thought there was going to be awkwardness.

But Jeremy hadn’t acted like anything was wrong, and I realized that it was just on me. It certainly didn’t help that he’d been dressed as he normally was for work, not a piece of leather in sight. And the fact that I kept thinking about all that leather certainly didn’t help.

The only awkwardness came from the fact that I was awkward. Not the best realization to come to on a Monday morning.

“It was different,” I said slowly. “The people there were nice and mostly welcoming for people they called tourists. But I felt a little bit like a fraud, I guess.”

“Why is that?” Robert asked.

I shrugged. “It’s… hard to explain. I wasn’t uncomfortable, but I wasn’t not. If that makes sense.”

“It does,” Robert said. “And I won’t push. I just know that Jeremy was pleased.” He sighed. “It’s nice to know he had friends there.”

I thought of Griffin. “Oh, I don’t think you need to worry about that. He seemed like he was in good hands as it was.”

Robert smiled. “How curious. Because all he spoke of was you.” The smile widened. “And the others, of course.” He looked over at Sandy and Paul. “It was wonderful of you all to show.”

“I got worshipped,” Paul said, sighing as if his life was incredibly difficult. “Apparently I’m a chub, and everyone there wanted to get up on my business.” He sniffed daintily. “It’s so hard being the center of attention all the time.”

Sandy rolled his eyes. “I don’t even know how you survived.”

“Hey!”

“Charlie said people get spanked at the leather bar in the back room,” Nana said to Robert. “He’s taught me how to wield a paddle. It doesn’t always have to be about sex. I can show you later, if you want. But only if you want, because consent is important.”

“Why don’t we eat first and see how it goes?” Matty suggested. “You can’t spank anyone on an empty stomach.”

Nana scoffed. “Shows what you know.”

“Sorry about this,” Paul said to Robert. “They don’t know how to filter anything.”

Robert tilted his head back and laughed. “Be thankful for that. Oftentimes we don’t say what’s in our hearts and minds because we think we won’t be heard, or for fear of rejection. The fact you can speak so freely here is something to be cherished. Even if it’s about getting spanked.” He closed his eyes. “It’s what makes a house a home. And I, for one, enjoy the home you’ve made.”

I watched as Darren and Vince jostled Jeremy. He was chuckling, his eyes bright.

And as if he could feel me looking at him, he turned his head toward me. His smile softened, and he winked at me before turning back to the brothers.

He looked like he belonged.

Like he fit.

I was in so much goddamn trouble.

 

 

IT WENT better than I thought it would. It was loud, of course, because we didn’t know how else to be. Conversations crossed over each other, coming together and then breaking apart into something smaller.

Jeremy sat next to me, and Nana was on the other side of him. Every now and then she’d lean over and whisper something in his ear, and he’d smile and nod or laugh and shake his head. She was enjoying him, and I was relieved. I knew she would, but it was still a weight off my shoulders.

For how crazy she could be, she was still the matriarch of this family and fiercely protective. She had, on quite a few occasions (and much to Larry’s consternation), announced that she didn’t like it when outsiders fucked with her people. I was told that she immediately adored Vince, and saw with my own eyes how she’d been initially wary of Darren. She trusted us enough to make our own decisions but was there to point out when they were wrong, even if we didn’t want to hear it. The rub was that she was usually right, even if she told us by way of interventions.

But Jeremy had already passed whatever test she’d put in place. Her arthritis had been acting up lately, and when she’d tried to hold a knife to cut into her burger, it’d clattered onto the table. She frowned, and I was about to reach over and cut it for her when Jeremy beat me to the punch. Without skipping a beat in the story he was telling, he picked up her knife, pulled her plate closer to him, and cut her food. When he finished, he pushed it back in front of her and went back to his own plate. Nothing was said about it.

She had stars in her eyes.

I did too.

You could tell the merit of a person by how they treated animals, children, and the elderly. I saw daily how he was with the kids at Phoenix House. And while he’d been initially taken aback by Wheels and Johnny Depp, he was scolded by Paul for sneaking a piece of burger down to Wheels, who was under the table.

And he wasn’t placating Nana. He listened to her as she talked his ear off.

Robert was right.

We’d made a good home here.

And it seemed our family was going to grow by two more.

And that was the most important thing of all. I could deal with it.

I had to.

 

 

I WAS in the kitchen, suds almost all the way up to my shoulder. Darren, Larry, and Vince were scraping the grill, and Sandy and Paul were clearing the table, letting the others relax. Matty had tried to argue, but we’d poured her another glass of wine, and Larry told her that she had done most of the work and therefore had the rest of the day off.

I heard someone walk back into the kitchen and assumed it was Sandy. “I don’t know how the hell you put two hamburgers away,” I told him. “You’re going to upchuck it all over the floor at the show tonight. And you know what happens when you spit something on someone at the bar. You have to marry them. You better aim for Darren or he’s going to be pissed.”

“Is that how it works at Jack It? I’ll keep that in mind. And I don’t think I want to spit anything on Darren. He’s… vascular.”

That wasn’t Sandy.

I squeaked as I jerked. And because I was a walking disaster, I managed to get dish soap in my eye. “Holy fuck! Oh my god, it burns.” I blinked against the soap, but that only made it worse. I was about to reach up and rub at it but remembered my hands were covered in soap. I couldn’t see to find the tap or a towel. It was literally the worst thing that had happened to anyone ever.

(Yes, I was aware that tragedies occurred the world over on a daily basis, but soap in your eye had to be up there with the worst of them.)

“Shit,” I heard Jeremy say, and he was standing right next to me. He was quicker than I expected. I didn’t know why that surprised me. “That was my fault. Let me—would you stop moving? You’re going to hurt yourself.”

“I’m going blind,” I growled at him. “I’ll never see out of this eye again! I’ll have to wear an eye patch like a pirate or a space captain in charge of a mixed group of rebels!”

He chuckled. “I don’t think that’s how it works.” I startled when his hand cupped my chin, thumb just underneath my bottom lip. My throat was suddenly dry, and I was frozen.

He pressed a wet cloth against my eye. I blinked against it as the pressure increased. His grip on my chin tightened, and I was having trouble breathing.

“There,” he said quietly. “How’s that?”

I blinked again, and though it still burned, it was better than it’d been.

Which meant, of course, that my vision cleared enough for me to see he was standing close.

Very close.

“So good,” I breathed.

His lips quirked. “Yeah? Think you’ll need that spaceship still?

I coughed as I took a step back. His hand dropped from my face. “Yes. No. Uh. Thanks.” I looked through the sliding door over his shoulder. Sandy and Paul were standing with the others at the grill. They had abandoned me, the traitors.

“Your makeup is a little smudged,” Jeremy said, squinting at my face.

Great. Fantastic. Between my bloodshot eye and smeared mascara, I probably looked like I’d been crying. Wonderful. This was going so well.

“I’ll fix it later,” I muttered as I turned back toward the sink.

Instead of being an asshole like the others, he stood next to me, holding up the hand towel. “You wash, I’ll dry?”

“That’s what the dishwasher is for. I’m just scrubbing the gunk off before putting them in.”

He shrugged. “Yeah, but there’s something about doing the dishes that’s… I don’t know. Calming, I guess. I used to do it with my mom.”

That… was unexpected. I didn’t know why I hadn’t thought about that. Of course Jeremy had a mother, but given Charlie’s relationship with Robert, it hadn’t crossed my mind. I didn’t know if Robert was bisexual or pan or what, but something had to have happened. “You would think chores are calming.”

He laughed. “Yeah, I suppose I would.”

Was it my place to ask? We were friends, right? I put another plate into the soapy water as I tried to figure out how to broach the subject. I needed to be polite. I needed to be empathetic. I could do this. “You have a mom?”

Goddammit.

“I did,” he said as if I hadn’t just asked the most ridiculous question. “She was pretty great. She was a teacher. Middle school.”

Past tense. She was pretty great. She was a teacher. Made sense, since she didn’t seem to be around. “Oh. I’m… sorry.”

“For what?” he asked.

I scrubbed the plate, refusing to look at him. “She’s not here anymore, right?”

“She’s not. She died when I was eight. Aneurysm. Here one moment, gone the next. It was fast, and she didn’t suffer. Or so I was told. Like a light burning out.”

“That… sucks.” Jesus Christ, how the hell did I forget how to be human? “I mean, you were so young and all.”

“I was,” he agreed. “And it did suck for a long time. But I had Dad, and he took care of me after.”

I hesitated. “I didn’t know he was married. Did he come out after, or…?”

Jeremy snorted. “No. Dad’s always been… Dad. And they weren’t married. He was her best friend. He’s not my real father.”

I looked over at him, shocked. “What?”

He took the plate from my hands, running it under the tap before starting to dry it. “I didn’t tell you this?”

“No,” I said slowly. “I think I would have remembered.”

“Oh,” he said. “It’s not… I don’t know. I guess it’s been so long that I don’t really think about it. My mom, I do. I think about her all the time. She was this light.” He smiled as he set the plate on the stack I started on the counter. “Fierce and bright and funny. I was an accident, and her boyfriend wanted her to get an abortion. She didn’t. He left. She used to tell me that I couldn’t be mad at him for that. He made his choice. They were young. She was angry, but she never let it transfer to me. I met him once.” He shook his head. “It was enough.”

“Robert adopted you?” I glanced out the window and saw Charlie standing next to Robert, who was still seated. Charlie had a hand on his shoulder, and Robert had reached up to entwine their fingers.

Jeremy nodded. “Right away. Mom made it clear in her will that she wanted him to be my guardian in the event something happened to her. He’d… always been there. I knew he wasn’t my father. I wished all the time that he could be. I asked them why they didn’t get married. Why they couldn’t be together. He lived with us, and we were happiest when it was the three of us. Mom told me that they couldn’t get married, that she and Robert didn’t love each other like that. That it was more than romantic love and she’d explain when I got older.”

“And you were okay with it?”

He looked chagrined. “Not at first. I thought they were being stupid. It would be so easy. It wasn’t until Robert sat me down when I was eleven that I understood.” He sighed. “There wasn’t any question of who I’d be with after she died. We stayed in the same house. It was hard at first, because she was everywhere. In the walls, in the kitchen. I was convinced for years that she was a ghost and that she was watching over the both of us. It made things easier. Dumb, right?”

“I don’t think it is,” I said quietly. “Maybe she was.”

He glanced at me before looking back down at the sink. “Maybe. But Robert never let me drown in my grief. Looking back, I could see how his own grief was sharp and loud, but he fought it back so he could focus on me.” He splashed his hands in the water. “A couple of years after she died, I told him since he’d adopted me, he was my dad, and I was going to call him that.”

“Whoa,” I breathed. “Dude. That’s awesome.”

Jeremy chuckled. “I thought so too. I figured he would try and fight me on it.”

“He didn’t, though,” I said, sure of it.

“No,” he said. “He didn’t. He cried. Which made me cry, thinking I’d done something wrong. But then he said that he wanted nothing more. And from that day on, he wasn’t just Robert. He was my dad.”

“A good one too.”

“The best, really. He gave up a lot for me. I was… clingy. I suppose that happens when a kid loses their parent when they’re young. I didn’t like being too far away from him for years, sure that he was going to go away like she did. It wasn’t until I got ready to go to college that we had our first real fight. He wanted me to go out and see the world. I wanted to stay local so I could keep an eye on him.”

“What did you do?”

Jeremy nodded toward the stack of dirty dishes. I picked up another plate and began scrubbing it.

“We compromised,” he said. “I would give it two years at an out-of-state school. If I didn’t like it, I’d transfer to the U of A. How do you think I did?”

I thought for a moment. “You lasted a semester.”

He grinned. “Close. Two. And I didn’t tell him I was coming back until I showed up at the front door, a backpack slung over my shoulder. I told him in no uncertain terms that I was old enough to make my own decisions. He rolled his eyes and let me in the house without saying a word.”

“And you’ve lived together all this time?” I didn’t know how I felt about that.

“Oh god no,” Jeremy said with a laugh. “We would have killed each other. I moved out after I graduated. Lived my own life, made my own mistakes.” He made a face. “Many, many mistakes. He was in a car accident a few years ago and shattered his hip. I moved back in then to keep an eye on him, much to his annoyance. It works for us. We’re different people now. I’m there because it’s the best for both of us. I needed him when I was a kid, and he needed me after he was hurt.”

“And you stayed.”

“Yeah,” he said, taking another plate from me. “I did. It’s…. We don’t really have any other family. Dad had a sister, but she died back in 2001. And I never knew Mom’s family. They didn’t really want anything to do with her after she got pregnant.”

“Assholes,” I muttered.

“Maybe. But even though we only had each other, we made it work. We didn’t have a dishwasher at that house, so every night, she and I would stand at the sink, washing the dishes. She was busy, and I was busy being a kid, so it was something for just the two of us.” He bumped my shoulder. “We have a dishwasher at the house, and it gets used. But sometimes I wash the dishes by hand. It’s a memory, you know? Something small and personal, and it helps me remember her.”

I looked down at my hands in the water. It was lukewarm, and the soap was bubbling across the surface. “I don’t have many of those.”

I felt him freeze next to me. Then, “Memories?”

I grimaced. “That sounds ridiculous, I know. I mean, I remember things, but it’s not… they’re not good memories. Not like you have.”

His voice was harder when he said, “Your fosters weren’t good people?”

I was surprised until I remembered our first meeting at Phoenix House. I’d told him I’d been in foster care. “They weren’t bad people. They just… I think the best way to describe them would be apathetic. It wasn’t good. It wasn’t bad. It just was.”

“I’m sorry.”

I arched an eyebrow at him as I tossed his own words back. “For what?”

“That they weren’t better people. You didn’t deserve that.”

“How do you know?”

“I know you,” he said, and my skin felt like it was thrumming. “And even if I didn’t, you were still a child. No kid deserves indifference. Especially those who are vulnerable. I can’t imagine what it must have been like to be bigender in a household like that.”

That old chip on my shoulder returned in full force. I didn’t mean for it to, but I hated the sympathy in his voice. “I wasn’t vulnerable,” I snapped at him. “I could take care of myself.”

“Hey,” he said, eyes widening. “Whoa, I didn’t mean—of course you could, Kori. But you were a child. You shouldn’t have had to. That’s the whole point of parenting, to make sure your kid doesn’t suffer. A parent is supposed to keep their child safe.”

I breathed out through my nose, trying to push away my irritation. He didn’t deserve it. “They didn’t hurt me. Not like you’re thinking. I wasn’t exactly the most levelheaded person.”

“Apathy can hurt just as much as a fist,” he said quietly. “Just because it’s not physical doesn’t mean it was okay.”

“I know that. But it’s not—look. It sucked. I know that. But I made myself into who I am, and that’s all that matters.”

“You did a pretty good job of it too, if you ask me.”

I groaned. “Why are you so nice all the time? It makes it too damn hard to be mad at you.”

“Pretty great, right?”

“Asshole,” I muttered, but then I bumped his shoulder back to show him I didn’t mean it. It was dangerous, this. But I couldn’t find it in me to care. I wasn’t lying when I’d said that I liked who I was. But I was liking where I was even more, and that should have scared the crap out of me. It did, somewhat. But it was faint. Maybe washing the dishes was calming. That didn’t mean I was going to do it at home.

“Can I ask you a question?”

“Are you going to psychoanalyze me, Professor?”

“Nah. I’ve already pretty much got you figured out.”

Oh boy. I scrubbed the next plate as hard as I could, even though it was practically clean. “This should be good, then. Go for it.”

“Do you still talk to your fosters at all?”

Softball question. I had this. “No. I don’t even think they know I came back to Tucson. It was a clean break when I turned eighteen, right about the time the state stopped sending them the monthly check for their services for me. Funny how that works.”

“Have you ever thought about contacting them again?”

I squinted at him. “Why would I?”

“To see if anything’s changed. People grow.”

“They do. But I’m happy with what I’ve got. No, I haven’t contacted them, but they never contacted me either. My phone number didn’t change for a few years, but I didn’t even get a text at Christmas. It’s not… it isn’t the big deal you’ve probably made out in your head. They weren’t your mom. They weren’t Robert. They were people whose house I lived in until I could legally go out on my own. I worked my ass off, got scholarships, and never looked back. And I don’t regret any part of it.”

“Why did you come back? I’m happy you did,” he added quickly, like he thought I was going to bite his head off again. “But Tucson doesn’t seem to hold the best memories for you. And Dartmouth is a great school.”

“It is,” I agreed. “And I did okay there. But it wasn’t home.” I nodded toward the window. “I chose to do grad school here because I already had a family waiting for me. We may not be related, but they’re my family, for better or worse. I met Sandy when I was seventeen, and before I knew it, I was part of the Austers. I spent more time here in my senior year than I did at the fosters’. They came to my graduation and made signs and cheered for me. They told me I was important. I may have had apathy at home, but I had a family here.” I winced. “Holy shit, that sounded terrible. Jesus Christ. I swear I’m not normally this maudlin.”

Jeremy snorted. “I don’t know. That sounds all right with me.”

“Yeah, well, you should know that they already want to keep you. So I hope you meant that. You’re pretty much stuck with us.”

I felt him looking at me, but I studiously stared down at the sink.

“There are worse things, I suppose.”

I struggled to keep my composure. He sounded so fucking earnest about it. “You say that now. Wait until Nana wants to paddle you. Because she will. And there will be nothing you can do about it.”

He laughed.

Hearing him happy made me want to make him laugh again and again. “You don’t think I’m being serious,” I told him. “But I am.”

“Oh, I don’t doubt it. She’s intense.” He sobered as he glanced at me. “And tell me to shut up at any time. I don’t want to make things weird for you.”

“But….”

“But…,” he said slowly. He looked down at the sink, and just like that, I knew what he was going to ask. “Have you ever thought….” He shook his head.

I took pity on him. “About looking up my real parents?”

He was shocked. “How did you know I was going to ask that?”

“Figured.”

He frowned. “I’m not trying to be nosy, I just… I don’t know. I guess I like hearing about you.”

It would not do to shove my entire head into dirty dishwater. Jesus Christ, he had to know how that sounded. “No,” I said as evenly as possible.

He hesitated. “Why? Don’t you want to know where you came from?” He sighed as he glanced out the window at my people. “Or maybe it doesn’t matter.”

“Maybe.” And I made a decision then. To tell him something that only a few people knew about, something I’d kept to myself for the longest time. It felt so easy, so natural that I could tell him this, and I wondered when I’d become so comfortable with him. “On my eighteenth birthday, my fosters didn’t throw a party. No one wished me a happy birthday. It was just another day to them. Not to Sandy and Paul. They picked me up after school and took me shopping and made a fuss about me. It was… nice. Having them do that for me.” I took a deep breath. “But my fosters did get me a present. It was an envelope with my name on it sitting on the kitchen table. There was a sticky note attached. My foster mother had written it. It said, ‘Here is all the information we were given about your parents.’ And that was it. That was all it said.”

“Christ,” Jeremy said, sounding aghast. “What the hell?”

I scowled down at the sink. “It was par for the course with them. I didn’t… it’s whatever.”

“What did it say?”

“I don’t know. I never opened it.”

“What?”

Yeah, that was the reaction I expected. And though I didn’t need for him to understand, I wanted him to. “Look. Some people in my position probably would have done something different. You see stories all the time about people reuniting with their parents years down the road after being given up for adoption. And it’s… good, for them. That they did that. That they wanted that. They found where they came from and got answers to the questions they always wanted to ask. But that’s not me. It’s not what I wanted. And those reunions always seemed so fucking harsh to me, because how do you reconcile why you were given up in the first place? People give up their children for all sorts of reasons, but the why of it was never something I was interested in. I know there are people in my position who want to know where they came from, to get a sense of who they are, and to find out if they have a family out there in the world.” I nodded toward the backyard. “I have my family right there. And I know who I am. Maybe that will change one day and I’ll want to see what was inside that envelope, but today? Now? I don’t need it.”

Jeremy swallowed with an audible click. “So it’s never been opened?”

I shook my head. “No, it has. I gave it to a doctor I went to in New Hampshire so he could see if there was any medical history he needed to be aware of. I also shared it with my therapist, though I told her I didn’t want to know what was inside. But other than that? No.”

Jeremy was quiet for a long moment. I didn’t look at him because I didn’t want to see what I was sure was an expression of pity. I was surprised when he finally spoke. “You’re one of the bravest people I know.”

I looked up at him. There was no pity on his face. Instead, it was something akin to awe. “It’s not a big deal—”

“Just… take the compliment, okay? Because I don’t know that I’ve meant anything more. You astound me, in all the best ways.”

I didn’t know what to say to that, so I said nothing at all.

We stood shoulder to shoulder as we did the rest of the dishes.




Chapter 11: Armageddon

 

 

IT HAPPENED in the middle of July.

We saw it coming, though it was still unbelievable. We had hope. We believed that it wouldn’t happen, that people were smarter than that, that they actually gave a shit about us, regardless of political ideologies.

It was July 15, 2016 when a notorious bigot from Indiana was announced as the vice presidential nominee to the motherfucking Cheeto. We sneered at it, sure that it meant the death knell of a campaign that had no business getting as far as it did. It wouldn’t go any further, we told ourselves, because people wouldn’t let it. For the most part, queer communities all over the country scoffed at the idea of someone with a known hatred of LGBTQ being second-in-command of a country that had recently made same-sex marriage legal and ended Don’t Ask, Don’t Tell only a few years before.

Yes, there were the ridiculous outliers who didn’t know their asses from their elbows (I’m looking at you, Twinks for Trump), but they were in the minority. I refused to believe that after the past eight years, we’d allow ourselves to sink so low.

And I’ll admit that I was distracted. I didn’t pay as much attention as I should have. I had a life to worry about. I had kids to focus on at Phoenix House. We talked about it, sure, just as much as we talked about the growing epidemic of persons of color getting shot by white cops, but even though we tried to reassure the kids as much as we could, we tried to keep things as apolitical as possible. That was a mistake, and one that we should have avoided. We knew better, but we had hope.

Diego especially seemed to get riled up over it, ranting about how Mike Pence oversaw some of the worst anti-LGBTQ legislation in the country during his tenure as governor of Indiana. “How could anyone think this is all right?” he demanded, angry tears filling his eyes as Kai leaned over to kiss his cheek. “How could anyone think this is okay? Do they really hate us that much?”

And that didn’t even begin to touch the immigration issues I knew we were all thinking about. Living in Arizona, we were all acutely familiar with ICE raids and the reach of the Border Patrol. Marina confided in me that she was already speaking with an immigration lawyer she’d known for years to see what their options were for someone like Diego, just in case. I was a little appalled with myself for asking her why Diego’s mother didn’t just become a naturalized citizen, especially after Marina schooled me about how difficult and expensive that could be, not to mention the years it could take. I didn’t know why I’d assumed it was something as simple as filling out paperwork and taking a damn test.

We were distracted. Marina was troubled over the lack of funding for Phoenix House. She was trying to keep it from the kids, but behind closed doors in Jeremy’s office, she’d rant and rave about how money was barely trickling in, how fucking terrible it was that a not-for-profit had to be so concerned with actual profits all the time. Donations were coming, but they weren’t enough. We brainstormed, trying to come up with ideas. Sandy offered to hold another fund-raiser at Jack It like he’d done when Mike had convinced him the bar was going to close. Darren even said he’d be willing to do drag again if he needed to. I had stared at him for a moment before jumping into his arms and hugging the crap out of him, telling him he was the best worst person in the world.

He complained loudly, but I felt how hard he hugged me back.

I was distracted. I was struggling to reconcile the feelings I had for Jeremy with the reality of our situation. I had half convinced myself that maybe things would work out in the end, but in reality, it was a lost cause. Ever since that day in the kitchen, I had begun to see Jeremy in a new light. It was one thing hearing from his dad about how lonely he seemed to be; it was another thing to witness it up close. Jeremy tended to put on a brave face, but he had seemed so damn comfortable in his skin at the Auster house, and who the fuck was I to put anything on top of that?

Besides, I told myself, having someone as a friend was so much more important than letting something like feelings ruin it. Even though he never really said as much—not in so many words—I thought Jeremy needed people like us.

By the time he left the house the day of the barbecue, he had Matty and Larry and Nana’s phone numbers programmed into his phone. They had random text threads going on, some that I was involved in and some I wasn’t. I thought initially I’d be jealous (of whom, I didn’t know), and maybe I was. A little bit, at least. But then I’d see the horrified expression on his face when Nana texted him, trying to convince him to commit this or that felony with her, and I realized that I had no reason to be jealous.

He needed us as much as we needed him.

It was easier to make it we instead of I.

Mostly.

 

 

ON THE second day of the Republican National Convention, Donald J. Trump accepted the Republican nomination for President of the United States.

We were numb as we watched his seventy-five-minute speech where people in the audience began to shout about building a goddamn wall and he smiled his smug-ass grin like he was just fucking soaking it up. I thought maybe it hit us a little harder, given that we lived in a border state and knew people who had risked their lives to cross the desert. I couldn’t even imagine what it must have been like for Diego’s family and people like them.

Toward the end of his speech, Cheeto said, “As your president, I will do everything in my power to protect our LBGTQ citizens from the violence and oppression of a hateful ideology.” The irony was not lost on any of us as Mike Pence looked on.

“What the fuck?” Sandy muttered, sounding shell-shocked.

We were sitting in the living room at our house. I was again on the floor, lying against Darren, who was up on the couch with Sandy. Paul and Vince were supposed to have come over, but Paul had texted, saying he didn’t think they were going to make it. It had been followed by a bunch of expletives and angry emojis, so I could understand why. I felt like crawling into my own bed and pulling my covers over my head.

“He won’t win,” Darren said to Sandy. “I mean, Christ. People aren’t that fucking stupid.”

“Oh, I wouldn’t go that far,” I said darkly. “We got to this moment, didn’t we? Rich white people. They’re all the fucking same.”

“I don’t know if that’s fair,” Darren said slowly. “Not all—”

I leaned my head back on his knees, smiling sweetly up at him. “You really want to go the not all route? Really? Really?”

He sighed. “Yeah, I realized how that sounded as soon as I said it. And it’s not like I can really argue against it. My father is Andrew Taylor, after all. If he wasn’t getting ready for his criminal trial, I’m sure he’d be celebrating.”

I felt bad. I kept forgetting that if anyone could understand the shitstorm that was brewing, it would be Darren and Vince. Andrew Taylor was the definition of everything wrong with the world, a white man in power with seemingly unlimited resources. The fact that he wasn’t currently sitting in jail spoke of his reach, having had the funds to bail himself out while waiting for his trial to begin. While we didn’t think Darren and Vince would be part of the trial, they were still bothered every now and then by a phone call or email from a reporter asking for a quote on their father. It wasn’t as bad as it was when he was first arrested, but it’d probably pick up again the closer his trial got.

My phone buzzed in my lap. I looked down at it to see a text from Jeremy.

You watching this?

Yeah. Fucking assholes.

I know. We’re going to have to talk to the kids tomorrow. They’re going to have questions. Marina wanted to have a meeting at some point too, either Thurs or Fri.

That doesn’t sound good.

We’ll figure it out. You guys all right?

I looked back at Darren and Sandy. Sandy was pale, his hands clutched in fists in his lap. Darren had his hand on the back of Sandy’s neck, squeezing gently. On the television, pundits were shouting over each other, praising and damning the speech we’d just heard. It was chaos.

“I’m going to bed,” I muttered. “Tomorrow is going to suck.”

“All right,” Sandy said, distracted.

“Night,” Darren said.

As soon as I’d closed the door to my room, I called Jeremy.

He answered on the second ring. “Dad’s pissed. Says he didn’t fight for the life he lives for as long as he has for something like this to happen.”

I sighed. “I don’t blame him. How the hell did it get to this?”

“I don’t know. But it’s a farce. You holding up okay?”

I shrugged, even though he couldn’t see me. “I’m more worried about the kids. How do we explain to them that the people in charge let it get this far?”

“We’ll be honest,” he said. “Most of them won’t be old enough to vote in this election, so it’s going to be a little harder, but they deserve to hear the truth. It’s better to be informed, to know all the options, than it is to be in the dark.”

“We have a rad black guy in office,” I grumbled. “And this is how they repay us.”

He snorted. “He probably won’t win, but even if he does, we’ll just be louder than we’ve ever been. It’s easy for outrage to turn to complacency. We can’t let that happen.”

I shuddered at the thought. “Can you imagine him as president? It would be a nightmare.”

“Probably. But it won’t change what we do. It can’t.”

He was right, though I was feeling dark about the whole thing. “It will if Marina wants to meet about what I think she does.”

“Yeah. But we’re not out of options yet. I might have a few tricks up my sleeve.”

I laughed, feeling a little better. “You do? I can’t wait to see this.”

I could hear the smile in his voice. “You doubt me? I feel like I should be offended.”

“Oh, you should be. I swear to god, if we have to turn my life into some sort of eighties movie where we have to save the youth center, I’m going to flip. I’ve already been trapped in a similar plot, and it was the most ridiculous thing that’s ever happened to me.”

“Do I even want to know?”

“Probably not,” I said. “It involved Sandy thinking Jack It was going to close, and required us to go undercover for reasons I’m still not quite sure about. I looked amazing. Paul was Agnes Beaverton.”

I pulled the phone away from my ear as he bellowed out a laugh. “Paul was what? You have to tell me now.”

I sat down on my bed against the headboard, pulling the comforter over my legs. “Buckle up, my friend. I’m about to blow your mind, and you’ll probably reconsider ever wanting to hang out with us again.”

“Nah,” he said. Then, “I doubt anything you could do or say would drive me away.”

I squeezed my eyes shut, trying to calm my racing heart. “You say that now. Just you wait. Okay, so it all started when Sandy wanted to fuck the Homo Jock King, but Darren was an asshole who only screwed twinks as a way to cope with the fact that he was a little dead on the inside, as most man whores are.”

“Wow,” he said faintly. “Just… going right for it, aren’t you? I take it back. I don’t want to know any more.”

“Too late! Anyway, Mike, the oily snake salesman slash owner of Jack It, told Sandy that the bar would close unless Sandy seduced Darren in order to get to his father….”

We talked late into the night. By the time we hung up, it was nearing one in the morning.

I slept better than I had in a long time.

 

 

THE KIDS were upset.

Of course they were.

We had reassured them we didn’t think Cheeto would get the nomination. That had been a mistake on our part, and one I was having a hard time forgiving myself for. And it made me angry that it had ever happened at all, that we would have to tell children we didn’t know what was going to happen next. That’s the shitty part about being an adult overseeing a group of minors: we’re supposed to have all the answers. We were supposed to explain to them the hows and the whys, all while we ourselves were still reeling.

Diego was the most worked up, and I didn’t blame him. Even Kai couldn’t seem to calm him down, though they tried. His eyes blazed as he paced, ranting and raving. He was getting the other kids upset, and I knew we needed to… not curb it, exactly, but try to get him to understand that the fight wasn’t over. It was just beginning.

“It’s part of the process,” I said slowly. “And people will most likely vote for him no matter what he says or does. But whoever gets the Democratic nomination will be going up against him. And think. They’ll have to debate in front of the entire country. Who knows what will happen then?”

“Right,” Diego scoffed. “Because that’ll make things better. Bring in the old white guy or the old white woman to face off against the devil. That’ll show him.”

He had a point, though I didn’t say it out loud. “It’s how things are.” I felt a little out of my depth. I had voted in the last election for the first time, but I hadn’t really paid attention. Not as much as I should have. I’d been barely older than these kids were now.

“What happens if he wins?” one of the kids asked.

“Then he does,” Jeremy said simply. “That won’t change how we operate.”

Diego rolled his eyes. “You won’t even be here. You’re temporary.”

I saw how much that stung, but Jeremy covered it up quickly. “Maybe not as the director. But that doesn’t mean I won’t still be involved. Do you really think I could leave you all behind? That’s not how this works.”

Diego looked like he was going to snipe at him but instead turned his attention on me. Oh joy. “What happens when they won’t let you go to the bathroom?”

I blinked. “What?”

“You’re at the mall,” he said. “You’re a girl. You have to piss. Do you go into the bathroom for girls or boys?”

Shit. “I use the restroom that matches my gender.”

“And have you ever gotten shit for it?”

I had. Once. I’d been nineteen on campus in New Hampshire. A security guard had been called. It’d been one of the most mortifying experiences of my life. It’d ended with a meeting with the dean, who had apologized profusely, all the while intimating that it might be best if I could hold it until I got home.

And it had worked. Because I’d done exactly that. Oh, when I was male, it was fine. I could whip out my dick and piss wherever the fuck I wanted. But when I was female, I needed to hold it. I was so angry and embarrassed that I didn’t even think about fighting back, not even when the LGBTQ resource center reached out to me, asking if they could talk to me. They had wanted to pursue it further, but I’d been ashamed. I should have fought harder. I should have done more. Instead I told them I just wanted to forget about it and move on.

It’d led to me not drinking anything while in class and taking a leak before I left my shitty apartment each day. I’d made it work, though I shouldn’t have had to.

“I have,” I said now, because I knew I needed to be as honest as possible. I saw Jeremy startle out of the corner of my eye, but I ignored him.

Diego nodded. “What happens if they make that, like, the law? Bathroom laws, or whatever they’re called. Like they did in North Carolina a few months ago.”

“Don’t go to North Carolina,” a girl with a shaved head said. “Simple as that.”

Diego rolled his eyes. “Not if they make it the law for the rest of the country.”

“Have any of you experienced discrimination like that?” Jeremy asked. “Trying to use a public restroom?”

I was dismayed when five hands went up. Kai was one of them. They were looking defiantly at me.

“There are checks and balances in place,” Marina said, coming to the rescue. “Even now there are challenges to the law in North Carolina. Suits have been filed on behalf of people just like you in groups whose job it is to protect our rights.”

“That’s not what’s going to change their minds,” Kai said. “It’s going to be all the companies saying they’ll pull out of the state.”

Jesus, they were a hell of a lot more informed than I’d ever been.

“Money talks,” Marina agreed. “And while it’s tough to think about, at least we know we have people on our side.”

“It’s good to know that our voices don’t matter,” Diego said angrily. “But they lose money and suddenly they’ll listen? That’s bullshit.”

“It is,” I said. “But sometimes we have weapons in our arsenal that we might not have thought about before. Think of it this way: these companies might not be your voice specifically, but they’re an extension of your voice. And we have to use everything we can to make sure we’re heard. They want to fight dirty? Fine. Let them. They’ll lose. Maybe not today or tomorrow, but I promise you that one day, these people who are fighting against us are going to be seen for exactly who they are.”

“Assholes,” Jeremy said cheerfully. “All of them are assholes.”

That caught Diego off guard as the rest of the kids burst into laughter.

Marina stepped in, shooting a playful glare at Jeremy. “Let’s think about some ways we can protect ourselves if we’re ever in a situation where we face discrimination. And I also want to talk more about our plans for Pride in September. I was thinking we should have a float in the parade. It’ll be our first one, and I want to hear all your ideas about how we can make it the best we can. I want all the people watching to know that Phoenix House is here to stay.”

 

 

“WE’RE IN trouble,” Marina said as she closed the door to Jeremy’s office later that afternoon.

I groaned. “Don’t say that.”

She looked grim as she sat down in the chair next to mine. Jeremy was sitting across from us behind his desk, scrolling through his laptop.

Marina snorted. “Trust me when I say I wish I didn’t have to. But the fact remains we are. I got notice this morning we didn’t get the grant we applied for. Went to a place in Flagstaff.”

“I’m just reading the email now,” Jeremy murmured, eyes darting back and forth. “That’s… unfortunate. I mean, good for Flagstaff but not for us.”

“We’re not down for the count yet,” Marina said. “I’ve got a few more irons in the fire, but we need to make a plan. I spoke with the accountant. We’re good for the rest of 2016—barely—but after?” She shook her head. “That’s where we come up short.”

Jeremy looked thoughtful as he leaned back in his chair. “Okay, so let’s plan. What’s the next step?”

Marina pulled out her phone and began tapping on it. “My wife has some good connections through her law firm—”

“She’s a lawyer?” I asked.

Marina grinned at me. “Right? I don’t know what I was thinking. But she’s not all bad. Denise is the one who helped me find the immigration lawyer who would help us through the red tape should it come up for Diego or any of the others.”

“Then I forgive her for her chosen profession.”

Marina rolled her eyes. “I’ll be sure to let her know. Anyway, she’s going to put me in touch with some people who might be able to help. There are still a few more grants I’m waiting to hear back on, but they’re long shots. I was really counting on the one we just got turned down for.” She shook her head. “I shouldn’t have, but at least I didn’t put all our eggs in one basket. What about you? You got anything?”

I shifted uncomfortably in my seat. “Um. Well, yes? Maybe. I mean, I know drag queens, and if anyone knows how to guilt you out of money, it’s drag queens.”

Jeremy snorted. “Ain’t that the truth.”

I glared at him. “Are you mocking me?”

He looked solemn when he said, “I wouldn’t dream of it.”

Marina glanced between the two of us. “Uh-huh. So, drag queens. Could they raise a hundred grand to keep us funded through the next two years?”

I felt my eyes bulge out of my head. “A hundred what and how many zeroes?”

“This place isn’t cheap, Corey. There’s rent and utilities and taxes, not to mention all the programs we’re running and the ones we’re trying to run. And the financial crisis wasn’t too long ago, and people have long memories. Everyone is tighter with their money these days, and for good reason.” She tapped something else on her phone. “Which makes this whole Cheeto thing all the more baffling.”

“I taught her that,” I told Jeremy.

“I’m sure you did,” Jeremy muttered as he pulled out his own phone and began to type on the screen.

“I don’t know about a hundred thousand dollars,” I said. “But Helena Handbasket can be really persuasive when she wants to be, even if you don’t want her to be. And every little bit helps, right? I’m sure we could use Jack It again. Helena has enough shit on the owner that he doesn’t even sneeze without making sure it’s okay with her first.” I glanced at Jeremy, trying to choose my next words carefully. “And I’m sure we could use that… other… bar… if we needed to.”

Jeremy laughed. “Marina knows.”

Marina nodded. “My wife’s into leather. She’s known Jeremy for years.”

“What? Explain!”

“Later,” Marina said, not even looking up at me. “Bigger things to focus on.”

She had a point, but still. I had questions.

Jeremy’s phone vibrated. He frowned down at it before typing out a response to whoever had texted him. “You have a suit?” He looked up at me, head cocked slightly. “Or that dress you wore at the barbecue could work. Whatever you’re comfortable with.”

I was confused. “For what?”

He set down his phone on the desk and leaned forward. “I have an idea.”

I didn’t like the sound of that. “Do I even want to know? And yes, I have a suit, but it’s peach, and I wore it when I was pretending to be a jazz flautist named Slim Trim Colvin.”

Marina dropped her phone as she choked. “You did what?”

“Oh no,” I told her. “Bigger things to focus on, remember?”

“But! But—”

I shook my head. “You should have told me about your wife the leather goddess.”

She groaned. “I regret so much.”

That was satisfying. “You should.” I turned back to Jeremy, narrowing my eyes. He should have been quaking in fear, but he barely looked affected. “Why do you ask?”

“I’m really going to have to see that suit one day.” He sounded amused.

“Can it, Olsen,” I barked. “Spill before I destroy everything you hold dear.”

“Oh my,” Marina breathed. “I make excellent hiring decisions.”

I definitely did not preen. Mostly.

“We have a date,” Jeremy said.

Somehow I fell out of my chair. One moment I was sitting there as a normal human does, and the next I was staring up at the ceiling, wondering why everything in my life was an absolute train wreck.

Marina stared down at me as Jeremy stood and leaned over his desk to do the same.

“I slipped,” I said.

“Is that what we’re calling it?” Marina asked.

“How the hell did that even happen?” Jeremy demanded.

“This place is haunted,” I said as I picked myself up off the floor. “I didn’t want to say anything because I know how delicate you are, but there are ghosts here. One of them is an angry bandito who doesn’t like chairs. He kicked it and I fell down. Simple as that.” I made the sign of a cross over my chest before sitting down in the chair again. “Ay, Dios mío. Eventually we’ll need to find a priest, but we don’t need to worry about it now. Let’s not focus on anything that happened in the last five seconds.”

“Oh, I don’t know if that’s possible,” Jeremy said as he slumped back in his chair.

“There’s an awful lot of judgment in your voice.”

“That’s because I’m judging you,” he retorted.

Marina was looking at the both of us strangely. “Is there something—” She shook her head. “Forget it. Jeremy, what were you saying?”

He sighed. “Stephen Morgan.”

“Oh boy,” Marina said. “Are you sure?”

“Who is Stephen Morgan?” I asked. The name was familiar, but I couldn’t quite place it.

“The former director,” Jeremy said. His lips quirked. “One of the people you refer to as a Super Gay.”

“Oh dear god,” I whispered.

“Super Gay?” Marina asked, sounding confused. “Do I even want to know?”

“Rich homos,” I muttered, trying my best not to throw a pen at Jeremy’s head. I’d only had a couple of interactions with Stephen while he was here, and while he’d been kind, I still was uneasy at the idea of Super Gays. Neither I nor anybody I knew was in the same tax bracket as they were. But that shouldn’t matter. Because if Jeremy needed to go to them to beg for money for Phoenix House, then so be it. I would help him plan before he— “Wait. What do you mean we have a date?”

He arched an eyebrow. “Do you really think I’d be going by myself?”

“Yes,” I hissed at him. “That’s exactly what I think. They’re your friends!”

“You’re friends with Super Gays?” Marina asked. “Are there Super Lesbians?” She frowned. “My wife and I have never gotten an invitation if there are. That’s disappointing.” She brightened. “Probably because we’re not rich. I feel better now.”

“It just so happens Stephen is having a dinner party at his house this Friday,” Jeremy said, running a hand over his face. “I hadn’t planned on going, but I just texted him asking if he’d be willing to hear a pitch to part with his money for a good cause. He seemed amenable.”

“What the hell does that have to do with me?” I asked. “They’re going to see me and think I’m the waiter!”

Jeremy rolled his eyes. “They aren’t that bad.” He paused, considering. “And I think they had to let their waitstaff go last year.”

I threw up my hands. “Take Marina. Or the accountant. You know, someone who actually knows what they’re talking about when it comes to money? I don’t have the first clue. Do you want to know how much I suck at math? Because I’ll tell you how much I suck at math.”

Marina stared at me thoughtfully. “I think Jeremy has a point. It should be you.”

What a goddamn traitor. “I trusted you,” I growled at her. “Mata Hari!”

She ignored me. My second-greatest weakness after soft compliments. Damn them both for knowing me so well. “I actually think it’s really smart to bring Corey. He’s sure to burst their bubbles.”

“Subtlety isn’t exactly his forte,” Jeremy said dryly. “But when you need to break something, you should probably bring a sledgehammer.”

“I’m sitting right here!”

“You really think this could work?” Marina asked.

Jeremy shrugged. “Maybe. I think I can get something out of them. They know me. And since most of them are Republican—”

“What!” I shrieked.

“—I can probably guilt them into opening their wallets given the current… political climate.”

“Yeah,” Marina said slowly. “I think this could work.”

“No,” I snapped at them. “Absolutely not. Find someone else.”

Marina looked at me with wide eyes. “But Corey. Think of the children.”

“And you wouldn’t make me go by myself, would you?” Jeremy asked. “That would just be cruel.”

“Fuck you both right in your faces,” I snarled. “This isn’t going to work on me. I refuse to be the token person of color in a vat of vanilla bean—”

“Adam is black,” Jeremy said mildly.

“Who the hell is Adam?”

“Stephen’s partner.”

I stared at him. “You’re telling me their names are Adam and Steve.”

“Ooh,” Marina said. “He hates when people call him Steve.”

“That’s what I’m telling you,” Jeremy said. I could see he was struggling not to laugh. I hated everything about him.

“You’re telling me he’s a rich, black, gay Republican.”

“Yes.”

“Fine,” I snapped. “I’ll go, only because I don’t believe you. No self-respecting—you know what? Doesn’t even matter. You want a sledgehammer? You’ll get one. And I better not get any shit for anything I do, because you asked for this.”

Jeremy looked taken aback. “Hey, no, Corey. Look, if you really don’t want to go, you don’t have to. I won’t force you into a situation you’re uncomfortable with.”

I shook my head as I stood. “Too late. I’m going to fuck some shit up. You mess with the bull, you’re gonna get the horns.”

“I thought you were a sledgehammer,” Marina said.

I turned to glare at her. “And don’t think I’ve forgotten you in all this. One day, when you least expect it, you’ll look in your rearview mirror and find me sitting in your back seat. And then I’ll say something that will be mildly upsetting to you as a person, and you will know what it means to face my wrath.”

“Oh no,” Marina said. “Anything but that.”

“I’m leaving,” I announced grandly as I headed toward the door. “I have to make plans, seeing as how I now have to pimp myself out as a courtesan to white men. Good day.”

Jeremy squinted up at me. “I don’t think it’s going to be that kind of dinner. At least I hope it’s not.”

“I said good day!” I bellowed, slamming the door behind me.

I grumbled angrily to myself as I stalked toward my own office. I was going to give Jeremy so much shit for the rest of our lives for this. I heard the sound of laughter out in the front of Phoenix House but didn’t think the kids deserved to see what I was sure was the dashing and brooding look on my face. I shut the door behind me and pulled out my phone, meaning to text Sandy that I needed a new outfit ASAP. There was an inherent danger texting a drag queen such a thing, and I knew I had to make it abundantly clear that there could be no sequins or feathers involved.

But before I could type the first word, I heard my name being said.

I looked around, wondering if there was an angry bandito who was about to cover me in his ectoplasm. I probably wouldn’t fight it too much, seeing as how it’d be the most action I’d seen in forever.

Of course there wasn’t an angry bandito.

The voice had come from the vent above Marina’s desk.

I took a step toward it.

“—and while I understand the… allure,” Marina was saying, “it’s not something you should be pursuing, given your position.”

“I’m not pursuing anything,” Jeremy said, his voice faint but clear. He sounded pained. “Jesus, Marina.”

“Don’t try that bullshit with me, Jeremy. I’ve known you a long time. You may be able to hide it from other people, but I know flirting when I see it. And you and Corey are definitely flirting.”

“We’re not flirting.”

“Then what the hell are you doing?”

Silence. Then, “It’s not like that. He’s a student of mine. I would never—”

“Former student,” Marina said, and my heart tripped all over itself. I could barely breathe. “And I’m not saying that because I’m trying to blur the lines. But you are his boss. You have power over him. That isn’t fair to him. Especially because you know he’d do anything to make you happy.”

“He’d do that for anyone,” Jeremy said. “He’s a good person.”

“Yes,” I whispered as I nodded furiously. “Damn right I am. Keep saying nice things about me.”

“Did you hear that?” Marina asked.

I slapped my hand over my mouth.

“What?” Jeremy asked.

“Nothing. I thought—it doesn’t matter. Maybe if things were different. If he wasn’t working here, or you weren’t. And I’m probably fucking up by saying this, but maybe after we find a new director, you could—”

“Look,” Jeremy said. “Corey is… my friend. Yes, I’m his boss, and yes, we socialize outside of work, but that’s all it is. Fuck, Marina. He’s barely older than any of the kids out there. I wouldn’t do that.”

Call it, Doctor. Time of death is 2:47 p.m. on Wednesday, July 20, 2016. He’s listed as a donor, so we’ll need to harvest all his organs while they’re still viable.

“We both know that’s bullshit,” Marina said, sounding annoyed. “Corey is smarter and more mature than people twice his age. That shouldn’t—”

“You flipped on that rather quickly,” Jeremy muttered.

Marina scoffed. “You know what I mean. I like him. A lot. He’s going to go far. You could do much worse. I know because you have. But now? Right now? It’s off-limits. You can’t mess with him or his future. This job is important to him, not just because of the work we’re doing but because he actually needs it for his degree.”

“I know.”

“Just… let him down easy, okay? If it should come to it. Having a broken heart is like shattered glass under your skin that you can’t figure out how to extract, and I can’t have it spill over to anyone here. Moving on. Here’s how I think you need to play it with the… Super Gays. And if Corey calls them that to their faces, I expect you to record a video so I can laugh about it. I have a feeling we’re going to need something to smile about in the coming weeks.”

I didn’t hear anything else they said above the buzzing in my ears.

There. That was it. That was all I needed to hear.

Great.

Fine.

Perfect.

It didn’t matter. I had already come to the same conclusion.

I was almost able to convince myself the prickling in my eyes was because of something else entirely.




Chapter 12: Mess With the Bull, You Get the Sledgehammer

 

 

THAT FRIDAY night, I found myself doing something I never thought I’d do.

I was wearing a suit and going to the rich section of Tucson—Catalina Foothills—in order to beg Republican Super Gays for money to save a youth center.

Fucking eighties movies.

Sandy had laughed himself silly when I told him (conveniently leaving out what I’d overheard through the vents). When he finished laughing almost a full five minutes later, he wiped his eyes and demanded that I steal some of the china, because all of our dishes had come from Target. I told him I would do my best, already trying to figure out how many forks I could take without being noticed. And since I knew rich people at dinner necessitated the use of sixteen different types of forks, I thought I could snag at least a few that no one would miss.

Being a drag queen meant Sandy had connections. But it also meant that he had to first try to get me to wear something garish and off-putting. Naturally, he first suggested the peach suit I’d worn as Slim Trim Colvin, just because he thought it would knock the Super Gays off their feet. “And,” he said, “since we now know they’re Republicans, they would be able to use the health insurance they don’t want anyone else to have.”

When I politely declined the peach suit (“I’m not going to fucking wear that, you hag!”), he made a phone call I didn’t hear, given that I was furiously stomping around the living room, stepping over Darren, who, for reasons I didn’t care to know about, felt the need to do push-ups in our living room.

“Thank you,” Sandy said into his phone. “We’ll see you in a bit.” He set his phone on the coffee table before looking down at Darren. “Keep going, big boy. You owe me a hundred more.”

Darren grunted but didn’t argue.

I did not want to know what kind of twisted sex game was going on.

“I’ve got you covered,” Sandy told me. “He’ll be here soon.”

“Who?” I asked, bewildered.

Sandy grinned at me.

I was appropriately terrified.

 

 

HE TURNED out to be Flavius the hairdresser, and when Sandy let him in an hour later, I immediately wondered how it’d gotten to this point.

Flavius was carrying two black garment bags over his shoulder. “Delivery service,” he announced cheerfully. “Fashion to the rescue. I didn’t bring shoes because you didn’t mention them, but I can always come back if needed.”

Sandy shook his head as he closed the front door. “No, we should be fine there. If you brought what we discussed, I already know what’ll match.”

“Good,” Flavius said. He glanced at Darren, who was now doing pull-ups on a bar that he’d installed in the hallway. Flavius seemed very appreciative. “Nice.”

“Isn’t it?” Sandy asked. “He’s soft-core porn. I cherish him.”

Darren rolled his eyes as he pulled himself up again, biceps bulging.

“Corey,” Flavius said as he nodded at me. “I hear you’ve got to take money from rich people. Like Robin Hood.”

“Pretty much,” I mumbled, trying to not show how pleased I was at the idea of being Robin Hood. Especially since I’d had a crush on the Disney version when I was growing up.

(Yes. The fox one. Shut up.)

“Your hair still looks amazing,” Flavius said. “You’re welcome. Lead the way to your room and I can show you what I’ve brought.”

Resigned, I started to do just that. Sandy began to follow, but Flavius shook his head. “Let me handle this, all right? You stay out here with your soft-core porn.”

Sandy narrowed his eyes. “But—”

“I got this,” Flavius said. “Trust me.”

And wonder of all wonders, Sandy agreed.

Flavius followed me down the hall, and I shut the door behind us after we entered my room. He laid the garment bags on the bed before turning to look at me, a sunny smile on his face. “You doing okay?”

I shrugged and rubbed the back of my neck. “It’s been a weird week.”

“I hear that. I hope you don’t mind it’s just the two of us. Sandy can come in if it’ll make you more comfortable. I just thought it’d be nice, you and me.”

“It’s fine.”

“Okay,” Flavius said, turning back to the garment bags. “I have two options for you. I’m going to leave both of them here, so you don’t need to make a decision right away. I hate being put on the spot myself, and from what Sandy told me, you’re already outside of your comfort zone. I don’t want to make things worse, so no pressure, all right?”

I nodded.

He began to unzip the first bag. “I showed your picture to my wife. The one we took at the salon? You’re a little taller than she is, but her shoulders are just as broad as yours. She thought this would be a good choice with your skin color.”

He pulled out a dress. It was black with long sleeves and a fluttering hemline. It had prints of flowers on it, cream and mint and gray and pink. It was beautiful. And it looked really expensive.

“Nah,” he said when I asked. “She got it for, like, sixty bucks but said when she wears it, it makes her feel like she’s worth millions. I tell her she could be in sweats and be worth the same to me.”

I was touched. “And she’s okay with me borrowing it?”

Flavius squinted at me. “Of course. Help a sister out, you know? Or a brother, if you want to wear what I’ve brought. Dealer’s choice.”

He set down the dress carefully on the bed before he unzipped the other garment bag. Inside was a handsome blue sharkskin suit with a checkered dress shirt underneath. There was a red-and-white striped tie hanging down the front. “Color,” Flavius said. “Suits should always be about color. Black and white is boring. Got to give it a little pop, if you know what I mean. You and I should be about the same size. It’s a slim fit, so the hips and ass might be a little tight, seeing as how you’ve got more junk in your trunk than I do, but I think it’ll work.”

“You did this for me?” I asked, not quite understanding why I was getting choked up.

Flavius looked surprised. “Of course. Sandy’s good people, but so are you. We take care of each other in this community, you know? It’s the only way we’ll survive. It’s important to foster togetherness. Now more than ever.”

He set down the suit next to the dress as I came to stand next to him. “I don’t know what to pick,” I admitted.

He patted my shoulder. “And that’s why you don’t need to make that decision now.” He hesitated. Then, “And please tell me to shut up if I’m talking out my ass, but….” He shook his head. “You know that no matter what you choose, it’s okay, right? One isn’t better over the other. You do you. You’ll be gorgeous either way. Gender is… I think it’s always in flux. Oh, you won’t hear the majority of people agreeing with that, but why should anyone give a damn if I want to wear a dress to work? And while I’m not equating what I do and how you exist, I just want you to know I get it. Or at least I try to.”

I got what he was trying to say. Even now there were days when Kori still felt like a shield, someone to retreat into when things were becoming too heavy. That wasn’t always the case, but it sometimes could be. There was something called alternating gender incongruity, where the switches in gender were described as unwanted or involuntary. I didn’t know if that description quite fit me, but there were times when I woke up wondering why I was in this body, and the next day I’d wonder what I’d been thinking the day before. I had learned a long time ago that studies showed it was a shift in brain connectivity and hormone release that could create the sense of gender alternation.

It made sense.

Most of the time.

“You’re good people too,” I told Flavius. “And it sounds like your wife is the same.”

He grinned. “She’s the better part of me. Why don’t you try these on and we’ll get it sorted if anything needs to be altered. Fashion show!”

 

 

IN THE end, I chose the suit. Friday morning I woke up and I was Corey, and that’s the way it was going to be. I’d tried forcing it in the past just to see what happened, but it never worked out well.

The pants were a little tight (“A little?” Sandy exclaimed when I came out of my room. “Baby doll, your bubble butt looks like it’s about to pop.”), but I liked the way they pulled against my thighs, and my ass looked good.

Not that I was trying to impress anyone, of course. I wasn’t going to this dinner to try to land a sugar daddy (especially a Republican sugar daddy), and since Jeremy had made his feelings—or lack thereof—explicitly clear (to someone else while I was eavesdropping), there was no reason for me to worry about such things.

I still looked fucking hot.

And I felt a twist of savage satisfaction, when Jeremy arrived in the slut machine, to see his jaw drop as I walked (read: slinked) toward the Jeep. If there was a roll to my hips and a look of feigned disinterest on my face, that was nobody’s business but my own.

“You look….” Jeremy shook his head. “You look amazing.”

“Thanks,” I said, as if I heard that all the time. “You don’t look so bad yourself.”

He didn’t. Apparently Jeremy hadn’t gotten the color pop memo from Flavius, as his suit was black with a matching tie and a white button-down shirt. I wondered if the others were going to be dressed similarly, and I felt a low bite of unease in my stomach. I was out of my depth here as a tourist again with only Jeremy to navigate. It had all the ingredients for a disaster, but at least I’d go down looking good.

“You ready?” he asked as I fastened my seat belt.

“I’m always ready,” I said airily, sounding more confident than I actually felt.

I could feel him staring at me.

I ignored him.

“You seem different.”

I flashed my teeth at him in a razor-sharp smile. “I’m about to go take money from the rich. I’m on the hunt. I’m Shark Corey.”

“Right,” he said slowly. “That’s not—you know what? Doesn’t matter.”

He pulled away from the curb.

 

 

THE CATALINA Foothills consist of mostly cookie-cutter houses that get bigger the farther back you go. The area was certainly outside of anything I could ever dream of affording. I’d been to Catalina Foothills High School a couple of times years before, the parking lot filled with expensive cars that teenagers drove. The quad—for reasons no one could really explain—had been constructed of imported Italian tile, and I’d always wondered what life would have been like had I been born into money. To have a new Lexus gifted to me on my sixteenth birthday, to be able to afford expensive clothes rather than thrift store finds. Fifteen-year-old me had been jealous, coveting the things I didn’t have.

But I’d outgrown that. Mostly. I knew a black guy who’d gone to the high school there, and he’d said he was one of three black kids out of his entire graduating class. It wasn’t bad, he told me, but it’d made him uncomfortable. He hadn’t come from money, but the high school was one of the best in the state, the curriculum more geared toward college prep than anything else, and his parents had bought in the zip code to allow him to attend. Last I heard, he was at Yale.

Jeremy drove into a neighborhood I’d never been to. The houses were set back on hills, their driveways long, the yards actually having grass instead of rocks.

Outwardly, I was affable, sitting back in my seat, hand out the window, hot air rushing through my fingers.

Inwardly, I was panicking the closer we got. I felt like a fraud. It was like the leather bar all over again. I didn’t know why I kept allowing myself to be put in these positions.

It wasn’t helping that Jeremy had recently rediscovered his love affair with John Mayer. The fact that I was being serenaded about my body being a wonderland was almost enough to make me scream. I wanted to beat someone with a guitar.

“They’re good guys,” Jeremy was saying. “Well… most of them are. Stephen and Adam are, anyway. I probably won’t know everyone very well, but I can’t imagine anyone is going to be an asshole.”

“They agreed to hear us out,” I said lightly. “That’s a good start.”

Jeremy glanced at me. “I suppose they did. I just… I’m not like them, you know? I don’t have the backgrounds they do.”

“Are you trying to convince me or yourself?”

He scowled. “They can be a bit much sometimes. I guess I’m trying to tell you not to let that color your judgment of me.”

“Nah,” I said. “You do that well enough on your own.”

“Shark Corey is an ass,” he mumbled.

I laughed at him. “You have no idea.” I sobered a little. “I promise I’ll be on my best behavior in front of your friends.”

“You know I’m not worried about you, right?”

I shrugged. “Sure. But they are your friends. You must like them for a reason. And this is a pretty big deal. I’ll charm the hell out of them, we’ll get their money, and then we’ll descend from this place to go back with the rest of the plebeians where we belong.”

He sighed. “Please don’t say that to them.”

I scoffed. “As if I would—holy balls, is that their house?”

“Ridiculous, isn’t it?” Jeremy asked as he pulled into the driveway.

Ridiculous was an understatement. There was a fucking fountain near the front of the house, with a statue of a cherub holding a vase that water spilled from. The house itself looked to be three stories and had columns at the entryway. There were lights in the trees and bushes, the landscaping immaculate. I was probably lowering the property value just by existing near it.

“This is a mansion,” I hissed at Jeremy. “What happens if I get lost inside and have to wander the hallways until someone gives me a feather duster and I become part of the staff?” I glared at him accusingly. “Is this why you brought me? Am I a sacrifice to the house?”

He snorted as he parked next to something called a Bugatti, a sleek-looking car that I’d never heard of before. “Yes. That’s exactly why. Darn. How did you ever figure out my dastardly scheme?”

“Please tell me there are secret passages that you have to pull a book from the shelf to open. You know what? Never mind. I’m just going to pull all the books I see until I find it myself.”

Jeremy was startled into a laugh. “Please don’t do that. Adam is a rare-book collector who—”

I threw up my hands. “Of course he is.”

We got out of the Jeep. I was smoothing out my slacks when Jeremy came to stand before me. I looked at him, not flinching when he reached out and straightened my tie. “Fixed it for you,” he said quietly.

“Thanks,” I said awkwardly as I stepped back.

He looked like he was going to say something else when the front door opened and Stephen Morgan stepped out. “There you guys are,” he said cheerfully. “I thought I heard you pull up.”

“I don’t know how,” I muttered. “Your house is the size of god.”

Jeremy coughed roughly. “Hey, Stephen. Sorry we’re late. Traffic was a nightmare.”

Stephen waved a hand dismissively. “No worries. I’m pleased you came.” He winked at me. “Been trying to get this guy back up here for a while. Thanks for convincing him, Corey.”

I was charmed. While I’d only had brief moments with Stephen, I’d liked him. He was a little older than Jeremy and devilishly handsome. He wore a suit that was probably worth more than everything I owned, and it was cut perfectly for his chiseled frame. He looked like he was ready to star in Men.com suit porn, something I’d indulged in for a glorious few weeks last year.

Stephen kissed Jeremy on the cheek and shook my hand. “Thanks for letting us come last minute,” I said. “I hope we’re—I’m not imposing.”

Stephen shook his head. “The more the merrier. And I’m definitely curious to hear your pitch, though I don’t know if you’ll need to work too hard to convince me. I know Phoenix House is important. Though my time was cut short there, I could see the possibilities. You’ve got me in your corner in case anyone else tries to give you shit.”

That surprised me.

Maybe this wouldn’t be so bad.

 

 

THERE WERE eight of us in total, all men, and aside from me and Stephen’s partner, Adam, all white. There was a Chad and a Luke and a Chase and a Brad, and I wondered if this was my version of a monosyllabic hell. I scolded myself for being so judgmental so quickly, but I couldn’t help it.

Especially when Brad seemed surprised to see me and said, “You’re very exotic,” like it was something normal people commented on.

I let it slide. For now. Especially when Chase chided him. “Don’t be crass.”

Brad—blond, blue-eyed, and gorgeous—looked annoyed. “It was a compliment.”

Yeah, I wanted to take his money more than anyone else’s so far, and it’d only been a couple of minutes. “Thanks. I think.”

Jeremy stood at my side, frowning. “Brad,” he said stiffly. “Nice to see you again. Chase, you’re still putting up with his shit?”

Chase laughed, his teeth blindingly white. “What can I say? He keeps me young. Seems as if you know what I’m talking about.” He eyed me up and down pointedly.

Jeremy started to splutter.

Useless. “We’re colleagues,” I said smoothly. “I work at Phoenix House, where he’s the director.”

“How charitable of you,” Luke said, sipping an amber liquid from a crystal glass. We were in what Stephen had called the parlor before disappearing through a doorway. “Those poor children, needing such a place.”

I frowned. “What do you mean?”

“That they don’t have anywhere else they feel like they can be safe,” Chad said, reaching out to squeeze Luke’s hand. Ah, so Chad and Luke. And Chase and Brad. And of course, Stephen and Adam, who I hadn’t met yet. All couples. Joy. “They don’t have families of their own.”

I squinted at him. “Do you… do you not know what Phoenix House is? I mean, sure, some of the kids are in foster care, and we do have homeless outreach, but that’s not the sole purpose of Phoenix House.”

“Oh, I’m sure it’s not,” Chad said quickly. “And I meant no offense.”

“It’s okay,” Jeremy said. “We’re… very protective of our kids.”

“That’s adorable,” Brad said. “Your kids. How sweet.”

He didn’t sound like he meant it at all. I hoped he would survive after I took him for everything he had.

Thankfully he was saved from a well-placed barb that would have gone over his pretty head when Stephen returned, followed by a smiling black man. He saw Jeremy and squealed loudly before rushing over to hug him tightly. Jeremy smiled as he patted his back. “It’s good to see you, Adam.”

“I couldn’t believe when Stephen told me you were actually coming,” Adam said, stepping back and holding Jeremy by the elbows.

“It hasn’t been that long,” Jeremy said.

“Liar,” Adam said fondly. “I’m just happy you’re here. And where is this—ah. You must be Corey. Stephen told me all about you. It’s lovely to finally meet you.”

I blinked in surprise as I held out my hand. “He did? That’s—” My hand was ignored as Adam hugged me too. He smacked a kiss on my cheek before pulling away.

“He was very impressed by you,” Adam said as he stepped back. “Said you had a good head on your shoulders. He was disappointed he didn’t get the chance to work with you.”

“Duty calls,” Stephen said. “We took on a big client at the firm at the last minute and needed all hands on deck.”

“Come,” Adam said. “Let me give you a tour of the house. And then we can sit and discuss why you’re here.” He took me by the hand and pulled me out of the parlor. I glanced back at Jeremy, seeing if he would save me, but he just smiled and waved.

Traitor.

 

 

“…AND THEY aren’t so bad once you get used to them,” Adam was saying as he led me back down the stairs. “Well, most of them. Brad is a dick, but we all have our faults, I suppose.”

“Understatement,” I muttered, mind reeling from the sheer size of the house. It seemed a bit much for just the two of them, though I kept that thought to myself. “He said I looked exotic.”

Adam made a face. “You have my permission to throw a drink in his face should the need arise.”

“Duly noted.”

Adam stopped at the bottom of the stairs, turning to look back at me. “Jeremy is a treasure. I’m happy to see someone else who understands that and isn’t trying to take advantage of him.”

I was alarmed. “Oh, hey, no, I think you’ve got the wrong idea. We’re not—”

“Together? Oh, I know. But you don’t have to be together to care about one another. And you care about him, don’t you?”

More than he would ever know. “Of course I do. He’s my friend.”

Adam smiled. “Can’t have too many of those. We miss him around here. It’s been ages since I’ve seen him. When Stephen told me he was coming tonight, I couldn’t believe it.”

I rubbed the back of my neck. “He’s been… busy. We both have. Phoenix House is a lot of work.”

“I bet it is. And I can’t wait to hear all about it. The others will try and tell you that discussing business over dinner is uncouth, but Stephen believes that when people have their mouths full, it doesn’t allow them to say stupid shit.”

“Wise man.”

Adam rolled his eyes. “He has his moments. Follow me, Corey.”

I did. We walked back into the parlor, which had emptied while we’d been upstairs. He nodded toward a pair of sliding glass doors. Through them I could see a large formal dining room, a long cherry table in the middle under a crystal chandelier. The others were seated. It didn’t look like dinner had begun, though food had been put on the table. There were greens with bright red tomatoes and baskets filled with crispy bread.

Adam slid open the doors, and Jeremy looked relieved. He stood, pulling out the empty chair next to him. Adam pushed me toward him, and as I sat, Jeremy pushed in the chair, leaning over to whisper in my ear, his breath hot against my skin. “Don’t leave me alone with them again.”

I smiled diplomatically as I turned my head to whisper back. “You didn’t do much to stop that from happening.”

He didn’t respond as he sat back down in his chair.

The place settings in front of us were expensive, of course, and I wasn’t disappointed when I saw how many forks there were. I was trying to figure out a way I could palm a few without getting noticed when Adam asked what I wanted to drink. “Water is fine.”

Brad frowned. “You don’t drink?”

“Water is fine,” I repeated sweetly.

Adam nodded and disappeared through another door. I saw a flash of a large kitchen before it swung shut.

“How’d the leather thing go?” Chase asked from his spot next to Brad. Luke and Chad were next to him. Jeremy and I were the only ones on our side of the table. It looked as if Adam and Stephen would sit at either end.

“It was fine,” Jeremy muttered. He’d been poured a drink in my absence, though he seemed to be nursing it.

“It was better than fine,” I said, not liking how dismissive Chase sounded. “He did a great job. I was impressed.”

“You’re into leather?” Luke asked. He looked shocked.

I shook my head. “No. Not my scene. I don’t think I could pull it off.”

“Then why did you go?” Chad asked.

I stared at him. “Because Jeremy is my friend and deserved to have support.” Granted, we’d gone to spy on him and had been foiled even before we arrived, but they didn’t need to know that. “That’s what friends do.”

“Place looks dirty,” Brad said. His drink looked as if it’d been refreshed, and I wondered how many he’d had. “I’ve driven by it a few times. Bad part of town too.”

“It’s not dirty,” Jeremy snapped.

“It wasn’t,” I said. “I’m even thinking of going back.”

“But you said it wasn’t your scene,” Luke said.

I shrugged. “It isn’t. But that doesn’t mean I can’t appreciate it for what it is. And one of my best friends is big in the scene, and I wanted to support him too.”

“Charlie,” Jeremy said, smiling tightly “He’s dating my father.”

“Your father is older,” Chase said, sounding confused.

“So is Charlie,” I said. Adam returned with a glass of water, and I thanked him before looking back at the others. They were looking at me with strange expressions. I must have missed something. “What?”

“One of your best friends is old?” Luke asked.

I blinked. “Yeah. Why? What’s wrong with that?”

“Nothing at all,” Adam said, glaring at the men across from us as he sat down at the end of the table closest to me. “People bring in different perspectives from all walks in life. It’s about what they can contribute to our lives, not about the differences in age. Age shouldn’t matter.” He paused, considering. “As long as things are legal, of course.”

I resolutely did not look at Jeremy.

Before Brad could respond (and man, did he open his mouth quickly to do just that), Stephen pushed through the doors, carrying a tray filled with well-done steaks. Gross. The others murmured appreciatively as he set it down on the table. He grinned at us as he sat down at the head of the table. “All compliments go to Adam. I’m lucky he’s such a wonderful cook.”

Adam snorted as I spread the cloth napkin in my lap. “Only because you’d been surviving on frozen meals before you met me.”

“It’s why you can never leave me,” Stephen said. “I don’t think I could ever go back now that I know what real food tastes like.”

Everyone began to dig in. Jeremy put salad on my plate without asking. I didn’t say anything because there was a tightness around his eyes and his brow was furrowed. It looked like he was as uncomfortable as I was. I wondered why, given that he knew these people. I mean, sure, a couple of them seemed like assholes, but still. For a moment I thought it had something to do with me, but I dismissed it. He wouldn’t have brought me here if he’d thought I was going to embarrass him. Or at least I hoped that was the case.

“Corey,” Stephen said as he poured a vinaigrette over his salad, “Jeremy here tells me you’ve been an asset to Phoenix House. I knew you would be. I only wish I could have stayed to see the work you’ve done.”

Yet another person Jeremy was talking about me to. Dude didn’t seem to be able to keep me out of his mouth. Figuratively. “That’s kind of him to say. I like to think it’s a team effort, though. Everyone working at Phoenix House knows how important the work is. It isn’t just one person. It’s all of us.”

Stephen nodded. “Everyone seemed wholly capable, Marina especially, seeing as how it was her project. I didn’t get to know them as well as I would’ve liked to, but I knew the center was in good hands when I left. Even more so after I convinced Jeremy to take over for me. But my firm needed me, and I couldn’t say no.”

Brad snorted. “You mean you couldn’t say no to Andrew Taylor’s money.”

I froze, the fork halfway to my mouth.

Stephen sighed. “It’s not always about money, Brad. We’re the best in Tucson, and Taylor knew that. It’s why he hired us.”

Chase laughed. “He knows you’ll get him out of the shitstorm he created. It’s all about PR now. Maybe you can tell him to give me a call once he’s cleared. I’m sure I can put together a plan to rehabilitate his image. Charity work, some public appearances.” He grinned at me. “Maybe we could even get him to come down to Phoenix House. Take some pictures of him with the kids. It’d look good for him.”

I set my fork down so I didn’t stab a motherfucker in the face. “Andrew Taylor. As in the former mayor.”

They must have heard something in my voice because everyone looked at me. “Yes,” Stephen said. “We’re the counsel representing him for his upcoming trial.” He frowned. “Is something wrong?” He looked down at his plate. “Is something off with the food?”

“No,” I said quickly. “Absolutely not. I just… we probably shouldn’t discuss Andrew Taylor while I’m here.”

“I agree,” Luke said. “It’s so boring to talk about. Though you gotta admit he’s hot. And Christ, have you seen his sons? I can’t remember their names, but fuck me. Genetics are strong in that family.”

“Their names,” I said through gritted teeth, “are Vince Auster and Darren Mayne.”

Jeremy started choking next to me.

“That’s it,” Luke said. “Vince and Darren. Which one was the bastard? I mean, of course someone like Taylor would have fucked around on the side, but—”

“We really shouldn’t be talking about it,” I said. “Especially since Vince and Darren happen to be two of my best friends. And even though it’s unlikely, I’d hate to create any kind of conflict of interest for Stephen, as I have many, many opinions on the type of man Andrew Taylor is.” I stared at Chase. “And that homophobic asshole won’t step inside Phoenix House as long as I have any say in the matter.”

“Oh shit,” Luke breathed.

I took a sip from my water. It was a wonder the glass didn’t shatter in my hand with how hard I was gripping it.

“Understood,” Stephen said quickly. He looked panicked. Good. He should be. “We won’t mention him again. I’m sorry you were put into that position, Corey.”

Adam reached over and squeezed my hand. “That’s probably for the best. Not only are we not here to talk about your clients, we don’t want to put our guest into an uncomfortable position. Corey, why don’t you tell us a bit more about your work? What is it you do? What’s the mission of Phoenix House?”

Oh, the awkwardness was palpable. I appreciated Adam trying to alleviate some of it, but my view of his partner just sunk a few levels. I knew he was just doing his job, but fuck Andrew Taylor.

Jeremy was recovering, and were we going to have a conversation about that later. I reminded myself there was no way he could have known, given that he didn’t know who Vince and Darren’s father was, but still. That was information I could have used before I agreed to come here.

I took a deep breath and tried to gather my thoughts. Jeremy and I had gone through some talking points we wanted to get across, but we’d both agreed to try to keep it fluid. I didn’t want this to be like a presentation. The more organic it was, the better it would sound.

“Phoenix House is necessary,” I said, voice even. “It’s important not only to the LGBTQ community, but it gives younger people a place to go where there’s no judgment and they can feel safe in asking questions they might not be comfortable asking their parents or friends.”

“And they’re some of the smartest people you’ll ever meet,” Jeremy said, picking up the thread. “They’re savvy and socially aware in ways I don’t know we were at their age.” He glanced at me. “Well, most of us.”

“And they’re the people who will begin to vote in the next four years,” I continued, knowing I was treading on dangerous ground by going off the planned path but not giving a shit. “They ask questions and know what injustice looks like. It’s important to—”

“Ah,” Brad said. “So you’re creating an army of social justice warriors.”

I arched an eyebrow at him. “Is there something wrong with that?”

He shrugged. “Liberals tend to steamroll over everything to prove their point.” He grinned at me, a condescending thing I wanted to wipe off his face. “No offense intended.”

That was a lie. He meant all the offense.

“I don’t understand why we have to bring politics into it,” Chase said as he cut his steak, probably wistfully dreaming of Andrew Taylor kissing babies and rescuing kittens from trees and paying him a couple hundred bucks an hour.

I wiped my mouth daintily. “Oh, I don’t know. Maybe because our entire existence is a political talking point?”

Adam coughed, sounding like he was trying to cover up a laugh.

“Look,” I said, folding my hands in front of me, “I know we most likely have… different political ideologies, but surely you can see how hazardous the rhetoric currently is. And even then, maybe you don’t have to see what the cost is face-to-face, but we do. We have kids worried about their future and whether or not they’re going to be deported. We have trans kids who wonder if they’re going to be arrested for using the bathroom that matches their gender identity. Some are in foster care, and while they have a roof over their heads, they often don’t have adults they can look up to. Which could lead to even worse situations. Recent studies have shown that LGBTQ kids are at more than double the risk of homelessness compared to their hetero counterparts. And those who identify as both LGBTQ and black or multiracial have some of the highest rates of being homeless. And of those in our community that are already homeless, they report higher rates of harassment and are twice as likely to have an early death compared to others. And don’t even get me started on some other statistics that I could throw at you, like how the life expectancy for trans women of color is thirty-one years. Thirty. One.”

I sat back in my chair. “And everything we do is to help others and educate our community. It might be as simple as pointing toward a resource or answering questions they might not feel comfortable asking their parents or guardians or foster parents. The work we do at Phoenix House is more important than it’s ever been because we can field those questions, and if we don’t know the answer, we can point them in the right direction. And I will do everything I can to make sure it stays a place where anyone can come to if they need help.”

“You’re being dramatic,” Brad said. He didn’t like me. I could see that. “Those stats could come from anywhere. And this gender identity bullshit is—”

“You’re on thin ice,” Jeremy growled.

Brad flapped his hand dismissively. “What? It’s this PC culture we find ourselves in that’s killing us. Everyone is offended by everything. And I can’t even start to keep up with how many different pronouns I’m supposed to use now. They? Them?” He snorted. “What the fuck is that?”

“Oh yes,” I said sardonically. “Because it’s so hard to call someone by their correct pronouns. I mean, what is the world coming to?”

He narrowed his eyes at me. “You think you’re so—”

“I’m trans,” I said, and holy shit, the looks on their faces made this entire fiasco worth it. Oh, Stephen knew, and I bet Adam did too, but the others? Chef’s kiss. Mwah. “Bigender, if we want to get specific. So please. Espouse more about what you call gender identity bullshit so that I can tell you not every man has a dick and not every woman has a vagina. Go ahead. Do it.” I took a bite of my salad. It was delicious.

Silence.

“That’s what I thought,” I said after I finished chewing. And even though I’d rather be pretty much anywhere else, I felt strong. Powerful, even. It was fucking gnarly. “But thank you for proving why Phoenix House is something Tucson needs. Misgendering people is a common problem, but one with an easy fix. When I was younger, I thought I was going insane. I thought there was something wrong with me. There wasn’t. I just didn’t know who I was. I figured that out. It took a long time, and if I can help someone else avoid the shit I had to go through, then I will have done what I set out to do. And if it starts with helping others understand the correct pronouns, then so be it. It doesn’t take much effort. Granted, it doesn’t help that racism and transphobia are so prevalent in our community. Not that I’m accusing anyone here of that, but surely you can see how that’s a problem.”

Brad recovered first, because of course he did. “How the hell can we be phobic anything? We’re gay.”

I snorted. “Some of the most rampant homophobia and racism come from within the queer community. All you have to do is open up Grindr and see ‘whites only’ or ‘no fems.’ While it’s easy to point fingers, it’s harder to look in the mirror and see our own shortcomings.”

Chase looked as if he were choosing his words carefully. “I get your point. But you can’t help who you’re attracted to.”

“Well, no,” I said. “I suppose you can’t. But you can also not be an asshole about it. Though I suppose it does some good, because it shows you who the fuck to avoid. I know I don’t want to stick my dick inside a racist. How about you? Jeremy, could you please pass the pepper? My steak is a little dry.”

I could feel them staring at me, but I only looked at Jeremy. He handed me the pepper shaker, and his eyes were bright. I thanked him and sprinkled my steak. Steak was disgusting.

“Corey is right,” Stephen said. “We have it easier than most. It’s easy to forget that.”

“That’s crap,” Luke said. “We still get looks whenever I hold Chad’s hand in public. Maybe we don’t have it as bad as some others, but we get shit too.”

“And that sucks,” I said. “I’m not trying to invalidate anything you’ve gone through. All I want you to do is keep in mind that you’re more privileged than others in our community.”

“Oh, here we go,” Brad groaned. “Seriously. You’re like a cookie-cutter SJW.”

“And you’re a Republican,” I said with a shrug. “I suppose we all have our faults.”

“I like you,” Adam said, patting my hand. “You can come back anytime you like.” He glanced at Brad. “Which is more than I can say for others here.”

“Are you going to let him talk to me that way?” Brad demanded of Jeremy.

“I think I am,” Jeremy said as he put his arm over the back of my chair. “You’re being a dick, Brad.”

“You kind of are,” Chase said, eyeing Brad warily. “What the hell is your problem?”

Brad’s face was red, either with drink or anger, I didn’t know. “My problem? My problem is that I’m being lectured by this fucking trannie—”

I’d heard it before. That word. More times than I cared to think about. Once it might have sliced me in two. And while I could admit it stung a little, it didn’t have the power over me it once did. I was a goddamn warrior, and Brad had made a fatal mistake.

I felt Jeremy tensing beside me, but before he could do something stupid like launch himself across the table, Adam slammed his hand down, causing his flatware to rattle and his drink to slosh onto the tablecloth. “Nope. Absolutely not. You dare use that word here? In my house? You apologize, and apologize now, or you get the fuck out of here and never come back.” He held up a hand as Stephen tried to interject, though he never looked away from Brad. “Make your choice, Brad.”

I thought Brad was going to get up and leave in a huff. I was surprised when he muttered out a halfhearted apology.

Jeremy didn’t seem to think it was good enough, and he started to rise from his chair. I reached over and put my hand on his thigh, squeezing tightly. He settled, and I left my hand where it was.

“Thank you, Brad,” I said calmly. “Brad Renner, is it? You’re in real estate.”

He blinked. “How did you—did Jeremy tell you that?”

I shook my head. “No. He didn’t say a word. I’ve seen your face plastered all over town. Billboards. Bus benches. You’re pretty successful. Kudos. I would hate to think what would happen if word got out just what kind of person you are. I mean, can you imagine what would happen if someone posted a review of you online and it came to light you were transphobic?” I sighed as I shook my head. “Gosh, that would be damaging, wouldn’t it? Especially if it got back to your employer or clients. I wonder if you could consider donating to a specific cause that would go a long way to keep that from ever happening.” I gasped. “Oh! I know. Like Phoenix House. That’s why we’re here, right?” I smiled at him magnanimously.

“Are you blackmailing me?” he asked, incredulous.

I laughed. “Brad. Brad, Brad, Brad. Of course not. Blackmailing implies I would financially benefit. Isn’t that right, counselor?”

“That’s right,” Stephen said, and even though I didn’t look at him, I could tell he was trying to keep a smile off his face.

I nodded. “So you see? It’s not about me. It’s about giving back to this community that you’re part of. Can you imagine the publicity you would get? Especially if you got your agency involved. Not only would it be a tax write-off, it would show that you are a kind and giving person employed by kind and giving people who care about the future of queer kids, no matter what their pronouns are.” I looked pointedly around the table. I didn’t miss how the others slunk farther down in their seats. “That goes for all of you. Think of it as an investment.” I grinned at Adam. “The steak isn’t dry. I was just giving you shit.”

He sniffed, his eyes sparkling. “Of course it’s not. Only the best, of course.”

“Of course,” I agreed. I clapped my hands. “This is fun. I’m having fun. I’ll make sure we have our accountant get in touch with all of you next week. Please keep in mind that while our operating budget isn’t high, the more you can give, the better off we’ll all be. Now isn’t the time to be cheap. ’Tis the season of giving, after all.”

“It’s July,” Chase said faintly.

I grinned at him, razor-sharp. “I know.”

“I know our firm was looking for a new charity to get involved in,” Stephen said slowly.

I winked at him. “How fortuitous. I mean, you’re probably getting well compensated from certain clients as it is. You probably just have stacks of bills lying around that we could take off your hands. Now, then. Thank you for hearing our pitch for Phoenix House. It was shorter than I expected, but I see you’re all men who prefer bluntness rather than platitudes. That’s enough business, don’t you think? I’m suddenly ravenous.”

Dinner was mostly silent after that.

It wasn’t until later that I realized I hadn’t moved my hand from Jeremy’s thigh. And his arm never left the back of my chair.

 

 

ADAM AND Stephen walked us to the door. The others were having drinks in the parlor, but I thought it was best if we made our escape while we still could, especially since Brad kept looking at me like I was the devil.

“Well, this has certainly been an evening to remember,” Stephen said dryly.

Now that my anger was ebbing, I was starting to feel guilty. I hated that I did, but it was still there. They didn’t deserve my guilt. “I didn’t mean—”

Adam shook his head. “You did. And it was the right thing to do. Sometimes it takes a sledgehammer to break through the layers of bullshit.”

I groaned as Jeremy laughed. “Oh, would you look at that. Sledgehammer. I wonder where we’ve heard that before?”

“Shut up,” I muttered as Adam and Stephen look confused. “You’re in so much trouble, you don’t even know.”

“I wouldn’t want to be in your shoes,” Stephen told him. “Corey is certainly… determined when he needs to be.”

“You have no idea,” Jeremy said.

Adam patted my shoulder. “I wasn’t lying when I said you’re welcome back anytime you want.”

“You’re probably going to regret that,” I said. “It’s becoming apparent that I shouldn’t be allowed in public at all.”

“Nah,” he said. “It’s… refreshing.”

“That’s one way to put it,” Jeremy muttered.

Adam frowned. “And….” He shook his head. “I’m sorry for what happened in there. I know it’s easy to judge one by the company they keep, but I have a feeling that things are going to change in this house in the near future. Please don’t think I—we—condone anything that was said. We don’t. We never have.”

“You’re right,” I said bluntly. “It is easy to judge. Brad is still here, after all.”

Adam nodded but didn’t say anything more.

Stephen wrapped his arm around Adam’s waist. “I knew you were someone special,” he said. “I just didn’t know how special. Jeremy, email me the proposal as soon as you can. I’ll give Marina a call next week and let her know what the plan is. And I’ll make sure the others stick to their word.” He cocked his head at me. “Have you given any thought to returning to Phoenix House after you graduate?”

I smiled weakly. “I haven’t really thought that far ahead.”

“Consider it, Corey. That place needs someone like you. Hell, give it a couple of years and I can see you as the director. You’d be perfect for the job. Any recommendation I could give, I’d do it in a heartbeat.”

I was touched. “You’re not so bad, I guess.”

He laughed. “That’s good to hear.” He sobered. “And I’m sorry you had to find out about the whole… Andrew Taylor thing like you did. I can’t imagine what this must be like for his sons. I don’t see how they’ll need to be involved, but I’ll do my best to make sure that doesn’t happen, regardless.”

I narrowed my eyes at him. “You’re not going to give him up as a client, though.”

He didn’t look away. “No. I’m not.”

I nodded. “Didn’t think so. I just hope you understand the type of person he is. And you’ll have my thoughts and prayers when you lose the upcoming trial. Regardless, I’ll take your—meaning his—money anyway. I’m not picky like that. Maybe you could even tell him what it’s for—”

“And that’s our cue to leave,” Jeremy announced and began to pull me down the walkway toward the slut machine. “Thank you, Stephen, Adam. I’ll talk to you soon.”

“Bye, Brad!” I shouted toward the open door. “It was lovely to meet you! Have a good life!”

“You just have to get the last word, don’t you?” Jeremy growled.

Damn fucking right I did.

And that was how I blackmailed the Super Gays out of their money to save the youth center.

Fucking eighties movies.




Chapter 13: I’m So Fucking Screwed (Semi-Porn Edition)

 

 

I WAS hyped the fuck up. I could barely sit still as we drove out of the foothills and back into the valley. “I mean, did you see the looks on their faces? I thought Brad was going to throw the first punch. Which would have been fine because I’m a scrappy motherfucker when I need to be. I mean, sure, he’s bigger than me and we were outnumbered, but I would have fought dirty because it would have been awesome. Go for the throat or the balls right away. Always.”

Jeremy glanced over at me, headlights from oncoming cars flashing over his face. “I appreciate you withholding your… scrappiness.”

I laughed wildly. “No problem, man.” I was pumped. I felt slightly crazed. It was all adrenaline, and I’d probably crash soon, but I was riding that wave for all it was worth. “Why the fuck are they friends with that asshole?” I narrowed my eyes at him. “Why are you friends with him?”

“I’m not. Brad is… an acquaintance. Nothing more.”

I was relieved. “Good. Because I’d almost feel bad talking shit about him if he was your friend.”

“Almost?”

I grinned at him.

He shook his head. “That went… differently than I expected.”

My smile faded. There was the guilt again. “Fuck. I’m sorry.”

His eyes widened. He reached over and squeezed my leg before pulling his hand away. “No. You have nothing to apologize for. In fact, I should be the one apologizing to you.”

He wasn’t wrong. “Nah. It’s fine. I get that people like Brad exist, and it sucks, but I’m not worried about him. I know who I am, and no insults will change that. I’m stronger than that. Stronger than him. In the end, I get to be exactly who I’m supposed to be, and he’ll still be a dick who gives us his money. And hell, he’ll probably qualify it in his head that he’s doing it by his own choice. It’ll make him feel good about himself.”

“You still want to leave that review, don’t you?”

I groaned as I rubbed a hand over my face. “So bad. You have no idea. But I won’t. So long as he holds up his end of the bargain.” I looked back out the window. “It would have been good to know about the Andrew Taylor thing, though.”

Jeremy sighed. “I didn’t…. Vince and Darren? Really?”

“Crazy, right?”

“They’re so… not him.”

I snorted. “That’s because they escaped his crap. Darren was raised by his mother, a badass nurse who lives in Phoenix. And Vince… well. Vince didn’t let his parents break who he is. They hurt him, especially Taylor, but Vince found a place where he belongs. He got a family that accepts him. He’s not a prop to be trotted out for a photo op. He’s not a sound bite.”

“They don’t talk to their father?”

I shook my head. “Darren doesn’t give two shits about Taylor. Vince… after his mom died, I think he saw Taylor at the funeral, but that was it. Why would you keep people in your life that cause you nothing but heartache?”

“He’s still their father,” Jeremy pointed out, and before I could retort, he continued. “Not that I’m advocating for Andrew Taylor in any way.”

“Blood isn’t everything,” I reminded him. “You of all people should know that.”

“I do,” he said as he loosened his tie. “It just threw me for a loop, hearing that. They never mentioned him. At least not when I was around.”

“They don’t talk about him a lot. That’s what happens when your parents do more harm than good. It all comes down to choice. And why the hell would you choose to continue to subject yourself to someone like him? They don’t need Andrew Taylor. They have their people. We can be ridiculous, and we fuck up a lot, but we’re always going to have each other’s backs.”

“You’d do anything for them,” Jeremy said. It wasn’t a question.

“Fuck yeah I would. They’re my family. And no one fucks with my family.”

He laughed quietly. “I’m starting to see that.” I looked over at him as he began to smile. “We did it.”

“Damn right we did!” I crowed into the warm night air. I threw up my hands. “We’re fucking amazing. I gotta let Marina know. She’s gonna flip.” I pulled out my phone from my pocket and began typing furiously.

It only took her a couple of minutes to respond, a text filled with smiley faces and rainbow emojis. We went back and forth for a bit, with me promising to fill her in on the details later, and I only looked up again when the Jeep came to a stop and Jeremy turned off the car.

I blinked when I saw where we were. “What are we doing here?”

Jeremy got out of the Jeep, stepping onto the sidewalk in front of Phoenix House. I jumped out of the slut machine as Jeremy headed toward the front door, keys jingling in his hands.

“Forgot my laptop here earlier. Might as well get it so I can send Stephen the proposal right away. Give him as much time as possible over the weekend to review it.”

That made sense. I walked up behind him as he opened the door and flipped on the lights just inside. It was strange how quiet the building was. Normally music was blasting and people were laughing.

Jeremy glanced back at me. He was smiling, looking softer than I’d ever seen him before. The tenseness that had been in his shoulders all day was gone. He looked loose and happy. It was contagious. I couldn’t help but smile back at him.

We walked down the hallway toward his office. Before we reached the door, his phone buzzed. He pulled it out of his pocket, frowning as he swiped the screen. He typed out a quick response before shoving it back in his pocket.

“Everything all right?” I asked as he held the door to his office open for me.

He shook his head. “It’s… nothing. Remember that guy from the leather bar? Griffin?”

I almost tripped over my own feet but managed to keep myself upright. “Uh, yeah. Seemed like a nice guy.” I hated everything about him.

“He is,” Jeremy said as he rounded his desk. “Just… persistent.”

The blood was rushing in my ears. “Oh? About what?”

Jeremy didn’t meet my gaze. He flipped open his laptop. “The usual.”

How infuriatingly vague. I laughed weakly. “I don’t know what that means.”

Jeremy huffed out a breath as he typed on his laptop. “Just….” He looked up at me with an inscrutable expression. “We’re friends, right?”

For better or worse. “Yeah, Jeremy. We’re friends.”

Jeremy stared at me for a moment before nodding. I barely kept from fidgeting. “He asked me out. That night. After the competition.”

Yeah, I figured it was something like that. “That’s great!” I said brightly. “You guys would… you’d make a great couple. All that… leather.”

Jeremy shook his head as he looked back down at his laptop. “Yeah, I guess.”

Something was off. I could hear it in his voice. “What’s the problem? Is he that bad?”

“No. It’s not that. It’s….” He closed the laptop again. The only light came from a lamp in the corner. The room was covered in shadows, and everything felt surreal. “It is what it is.”

“I don’t know what that means,” I admitted. Coming here was a mistake. I wished he’d taken me home. I didn’t want to be having this conversation. Not now. Not after the night we’d had.

“It doesn’t feel real,” Jeremy blurted, looking surprised at his own words. “It’s… like Sandy.”

What the fuck was he talking about? “Sandy?”

He was frustrated. His mouth was curved downward, and he was tapping his fingers on the desk. “When he’s Helena, it’s… a show. It’s a performance. It’s not who he is.”

“It’s part of him,” I corrected gently. “It doesn’t define him.”

“What does Darren think?”

“Darren loves Sandy for Sandy. Not because of Helena. If Sandy decided to never perform again, it wouldn’t change anything for Darren. He sees Sandy for who he really is.”

Jeremy nodded slowly. “It’s the same. For me. The whole leather thing, it’s… not everything about me. I’m not entrenched in that life like others are.”

I had no idea what was going on. “Okay. What does that have to do with Griffin?”

“He only sees me as one thing. He doesn’t get the rest.”

I couldn’t believe what I was going to say next. “How do you know that? Have you tried to find out?”

Jeremy scowled at me. “I know the type.”

“Then just tell him no. It’s not that hard. Or say yes, and maybe you’ll be surprised. Either way, you’ll know.” I swallowed thickly, but I pushed on. “And if it’s not him, it’ll be someone else. You’ll see. You’ll find someone, and it’s going to be awesome. You deserve it.”

The silence that followed was deafening. The only sound came from the building creaking around us.

Then, “A lot of people don’t see me for me.”

“I know,” I said quietly. “Trust me, I get that.”

He nodded. “You do. Maybe more than anyone I’ve ever met. Why?”

I shrugged. “It’s about experience, I think. Everything we’ve gone through. People see me as a man and think, oh, there’s this guy. And then the same people will see me as a woman, and it confuses them. They see the color of my skin and expect me to be a certain way. But I’m not here to satisfy whatever curiosity they have. I’m biracial. I’m bigender. And I’m proud of both those things, and yet I’m more than that. And that’s what some people don’t get, but it doesn’t matter. I don’t need their validation. I thought I did once. But I learned that the only people who matter are the ones who don’t give a flying fuck about those things.”

“I see you,” Jeremy said. “For everything you are. For everything you’re not.”

I started to back away toward the door. “Hey, that’s great. Thanks. It’s nice of you to say. And don’t worry about Griffin or people like him. They’re a dime a dozen. It’ll all work out. You’ll see.” I turned toward the door, and my hand was on the doorknob when he spoke again.

“Do you see me?”

I hung my head. I didn’t know what was going on. I’d heard what he said to Marina. He’d made his thoughts perfectly clear. And yet here we were, and it was confusing. My heart felt like it was stuck in a vise being twisted tight. It wasn’t fair. I didn’t like being fucked with.

“Yeah,” I said hoarsely. “I see you. Christ, I see you.”

I didn’t hear him move. One moment I thought he was still at his desk, and the next his hand was on my shoulder. I tensed, and even as he pulled me gently to turn around, I still thought about pulling the door open and—

Kissing Jeremy Olsen wasn’t a revelation. It wasn’t an explosion of light in a dream that I never wanted to wake up from. It was his beard scraping against my chin. It was our teeth clacking together. It was awkward and dry until we turned our heads just right. It was his hand on the back of my neck, the sharp breaths through his nose. He opened his mouth slightly, and I felt the swipe of his tongue on my bottom lip.

It was real. All of this was real.

It wasn’t long. It was seconds at most. But it devastated me. He devastated me. It shattered me into pieces, and it was everything I thought it would be and nothing I expected.

He was warm, and he tasted like the amber liquid he’d been sipping at dinner.

I never wanted it to stop.

But it did. Of course it did.

He broke the kiss first, pulling away before putting his forehead against mine.

We were both panting.

“Shit,” he breathed. “Shit. Shit. Shit. I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have—”

“But you did,” I said, my voice cracking. “You did.”

The tip of his nose brushed against mine. “I know. And I thought… I don’t know what I thought.”

He took a step back, dropping his hand to his side. His eyes were wide and shocked, like he couldn’t believe what he’d just done. I waited to see regret.

There was none. I wasn’t ready for it.

I turned and opened the door. I shut it behind me and slumped against it, trying to catch my breath. I felt the door shift behind me and knew he was still there. Waiting.

“Fuck,” I whispered.

“I can hear you,” he muttered. His voice was muffled, but his words were clear. I looked up to see the window above the door propped open.

“Yeah,” I managed to say. “I can hear you too. Why did you do that?”

He hesitated. The door shifted again, and I thought his back was to it like mine. “Because I wanted to. More than anything.”

My thoughts were swirling in my head. “But you said… I heard you….” I slid down to the floor, my legs feeling like jelly.

“Heard what?”

I thumped my head on the door, trying to clear my thoughts. “A couple of days ago. After the meeting with Marina. You told her you weren’t interested in me. That I was too young.”

He groaned. “Shit. How the hell did you—”

“The vent in your office. There’s one in ours. You can hear almost everything.” I winced. “I didn’t mean to… I wasn’t trying to listen in. But I heard you say my name, and then….”

Look. Corey is… my friend. Yes, I’m his boss, and yes, we socialize outside of work, but that’s all it is. Fuck, Marina. He’s barely older than any of the kids out there. I wouldn’t do that.

“Oh,” Jeremy said.

I snorted despite myself. “Yeah. Oh.”

“I didn’t…. It wasn’t.” He laughed bitterly. “I was trying to convince myself as much as I was trying to convince her. It wasn’t…. You have no fucking idea how hard it’s been. How wrong I’ve felt.”

“Yeah,” I said dryly. “I have absolutely no idea.”

Silence. Then, “It didn’t start out that way. It wouldn’t have—you were my student. And I could appreciate everything about you. How bright you were. How intelligent. How fucking mouthy—”

I choked on a laugh. “Thinking about my mouth, Professor?”

“Jesus Christ. That’s not what I meant!”

“Riiiight.”

“Would you just listen to me?”

I shook my head, though he couldn’t see me. “I’m listening.”

“I was proud to know you,” he said. “Because you were so fierce and strong and I knew you were going to go far. It’s not often that someone like you crosses my path, and I couldn’t wait to see what you were capable of.”

I was starting to understand. “And then I showed up here.”

“You did,” he agreed. “But….” It sounded like he was grimacing. “It might have started before that.”

“Uh. What?”

“The wedding.”

Holy shit. “Paul and Vince’s wedding?”

“Have we been to any other weddings?”

“Hey! There’s no need for sarcasm in the middle of life-changing events! Who the fuck do you think you are? Me?”

“I wouldn’t dream of it,” he said. “But seeing you there, surrounded by your friends, it was… something changed. I didn’t know what. And I thought it was nothing at first. But I kept thinking about you, and—”

“I spied on you at the library,” I blurted.

More silence. All the silence. I thought about getting up and running away as fast as I could, but before my brain sent the message to my legs, Jeremy said, “What.” Just like that, flat and without any regard to proper punctuation. How the hell he could call himself a professor, I’d never know.

“Um. Nothing? You know what? Let’s just forget I said anything.”

Because he was the worst, he said, “I don’t know if I can now. I’ve never had a stalker before.”

I turned and glared at the door over my shoulder. “I wasn’t stalking you! I was….” Thinking of something smooth. Thinking of something cool. “I was admiring you from afar!”

Well, fuck.

“Really?” he said, and he should not have sounded so gleeful. I was going to fuck his shit up.

“No!” I retorted. “That’s not what I meant to say. What I meant to say was that you were there, and I noticed you through the stacks and maybe watched you for a little bit, but that was it. Not stalking at all.”

“Except for all the parts where that sounds like stalking.”

“Semantics,” I said, and my skin was vibrating. I still didn’t have a firm grasp of what this was, what he was trying to say. I wanted nothing more than to open the door again, to look at his face so I could take in all the microexpressions, but I was scared about what I’d find. This was monumental, and I’d spent so long fighting against it. “I’m only twenty-three.”

He sighed. “Yeah. There is that.”

“No, I didn’t mean—look. I know who I am. I know what I’m capable of. I know what I’m going to do with my life.” I paused, considering. “Somewhat. But I’m not like—it’s not a thing for me. It doesn’t have to be.”

“That may be, but we can’t ignore it. And then there’s the fact that I’m still your boss.”

My shoulders slumped. “Yeah. There’s that.”

“Which means that if anything were to happen, it can’t happen now. I won’t jeopardize your future for anything. Ever.”

“So what do we do?”

“I don’t know. I don’t know about a lot of this.”

“What do you know?” I asked as I gnawed on my bottom lip.

“That I can’t get you out of my head. And I don’t want to.”

I groaned. “You can’t say things like that. Do you know what compliments do to me? I didn’t know until you started with your bullshit. ‘Oh, Corey, you’re so wonderful. Oh, Corey, I’m so happy you’re here. Oh, Corey, this is John Mayer, and I’m trying to tell you your body is a wonderland.’”

He coughed roughly. “That’s not what that was!”

“That’s the only reason that type of music should ever be played,” I snapped. “It’s an affront to everything I hold dear, and the only way it’s acceptable is if you were trying to get into my pants.”

“What? He’s an amazing vocalist with skills on the guitar that—”

“You shut your fat mouth!” I snarled at him. “You have the worst taste in music, and I am reconsidering everything about this. If I have to hear your shitty music again, I’m going to take your CD case and burn it.”

“You wouldn’t dare.”

“Try me, Olsen. If you’re even considering starting up with me, there’s going to be some changes.”

“And what if I am?”

It was my turn to choke on my tongue and forget inflection. “What.”

“Corey, you’re so wonderful.” His voice was rough. “Corey, I’m so happy you’re here. Corey, I think about you all the time, and I’m happiest when I get to see your face.”

“Don’t start something you can’t finish,” I warned him. My skin was hot. I reached up and loosened my tie. The air felt thick around me.

“I can finish,” he said, and there was a strange lilt to his voice. “Trust me on that.”

Breathing was starting to get harder, and it wasn’t the only thing. Damn these pants. “Can you?” I said, and I was fucking goading him, toward what, I wasn’t sure. “I don’t think you can.”

And he knew. Oh Lord, he knew. “I’ve thought about it before,” he said almost conversationally. “That first day in my office. It was fleeting, but it was there. And then I thought about it when I saw you in the kitchen as I jogged by your house. All that potassium.”

“Oh fuck,” I said, and I hated him. “That’s terrible. Keep going.”

“I went home that morning. I was sweating. My skin was flushed.”

I rubbed my hand down my chest toward my stomach. The dress shirt was slightly damp. My fingers rested against my belt buckle. “Those little shorts you were wearing. They’re obscene.”

“Yeah,” he said. “I know. And when they get wet, you can see everything.”

Fuck it. I unbuckled my belt before unbuttoning my pants. The pressure eased. “Of course you can.”

“I was showing off. I’d never worn them before, but I wanted you to see. I didn’t know if you’d be watching, but I thought there might be a chance. I wondered what it would have been like had I just knocked on your door.”

I slipped my hand inside my slacks. I was half-hard, and I gripped myself, giving my dick a few tugs through my underwear. “I would have let you in.”

“Yeah?” he asked, and his voice was fucking dripping. “What would you have done?”

Fuck, this was wrong. “I would have licked the sweat from your chest.”

“Shit,” he groaned. “Are you touching yourself? Please tell me you’re touching yourself.”

I was, slowly jerking myself off. There was already a wet spot through my underwear. “I am. I’m hard, Jeremy. Damn, I’m so hard.”

“Christ,” he muttered, and the door jerked in its frame as he moved. “I come in and you’re licking me. Licking my chest.”

“Yeah. You taste salty. Your skin is wet. I move my hands down to your stomach.”

“My hands are in your hair. I’m pulling it. You make these fucking noises, and I want to eat them from your tongue.”

“I reach inside your shorts. I rub the tip of your dick with my thumb.”

He moaned, and I thought he was doing just that. I pulled my cock out, shoving my underwear just underneath my balls.

“I’m sucking on your neck,” he said. “My teeth are at your throat. I want to fuck your hand. Your mouth. Your ass.”

I tugged on my balls while I jacked myself off. “I’d let you. I’d let you fuck me any way you wanted to.”

“You shove down my shorts. I’m naked, and you’re still fully dressed. Your hand is tight around me.”

I sped up. Sweat dripped down the back of my neck. “I want you to come,” I told him. “Right there. Right inside the door of my house. I want you to come all over me. I get down on my knees. I suck on your balls.”

He grunted. “You look so good down there. You look up at me as you swallow my dick. Your eyes are so big as you take me down. Your nose is pressed against my pubes.”

“I don’t choke,” I growled at him. “I can take it. I can take all of it.”

“I hold your face there. I can feel your throat working around me. I pull back, but not all the way, before I shove back in. Your mouth is so goddamn hot as I fuck your face.”

“More,” I managed to say. I was close to tipping over the edge. “Come on. Give me more.”

“Oh, I will,” he promised darkly. “I give you all you can handle. My balls are slapping against your chin.”

“You pull out and slap my face with your dick. You jerk my hair before making me suck your cock again.”

“You look so pretty down there,” he said. “God, I want you on your knees for me all the time.”

“Come for me,” I panted as I stroked myself faster. “I want you to come on my face.”

“Yeah?” he said, and I could hear him working his dick over on the other side of the door. “You want it.”

“Please. Please come on me.”

“I’m gonna come on you. Just like you want. Corey, I’m gonna fucking come.”

And with a practiced twist of my hand over the head of my cock, I rocked my head back against the door as I came, spunk splashing up on my chest and chin. I jacked myself through it as I heard him groaning through the door.

I struggled to catch my breath as I dropped my hand to the floor, my dick sticking out from my slacks and lying against the dress shirt.

I could hear him panting through the open window above us.

I didn’t know what to say.

And then, “Oh shit.”

“Yeah,” he said, and if that was his sex voice, I was ruined forever. “Holy shit.”

“No, you don’t understand!” I sat up, eyes wide. “I just came all over myself.”

“I know. I did too.”

“No, you motherfu—this isn’t my suit! I was borrowing it! I just came on another man’s suit! Do you know what he’s going to do to me? You don’t ever jizz on a suit you borrowed. Ever. Especially a black man’s suit!”

There was a beat of silence before he burst out laughing.

I was gobsmacked. “It’s not funny!”

“That’s what you’re worried about?”

“Flavius is going to murder me!”

That set him off even more. “Who the fuck is Flavius?”

“The guy who did my hair and who I’m going to have to explain that I just masturbated at my workplace with my boss!”

He laughed harder.

I scowled. “That’s it. This is over. Whatever this is, it’s already dead, and I’m over it.”

“Liar.”

“Watch it, Olsen,” I warned him. “My hand is sticky, and my dick won’t go back in my pants yet without ripping the fabric. I’m not in the mood.”

He managed to regain control, though I could still hear him chuckling. We didn’t speak for a while, and that let the reality of the situation sink back in. We had just fucked up. Big-time.

Finally I asked, “What are we going to do?”

“I don’t know,” he said. “But I do know that I want this. With you. If you’ll have me.”

“I’m not….” I closed my eyes. “Are you sure?”

“Why wouldn’t I be?”

I felt a little helpless. “I’m not—it’s not always going to be like this. With me. It’s not—” Why the hell was this so hard? “I’m not always… me.”

I thought he understood. “You’re Corey.”

“Yeah. But I’m also the other Kori. Two halves of a whole.”

He was quiet for a moment. Then, “I like both parts just the same. In fact, I like pretty much everything about you. Quite a lot, actually.”

Of course he was a smooth motherfucker. I needed it to all be on the table. It helped that there was a door between us. “It’s… the sex stuff. I like it when I’m a guy. But not… not always when I’m a woman.”

“Okay.”

I blinked and looked up at the window above us. “Okay?”

“Okay.”

“It can’t be that easy.”

“Why not?”

I sighed irritably. “Because it can’t. There’s more to it than that. You have to—”

“Corey.”

“What?”

“Both parts of you. Every part of you. It doesn’t matter to me if you’re a man or a woman. I just… care about you. That’s it. It’s that easy for me. Whatever boundaries you have, I’ll respect them. And if you can’t believe that, all I ask is that you let me prove it to you.”

I almost could. It was so close. “We can’t do anything about it now.”

“No,” he said. “I don’t suppose we can.” He sighed. “And we’ll have to figure out what we’re going to do when school starts again. It may take some time, but we’ll figure it out. There’s no deadline on this. At least for me. We have time. We can just… be as we are now until we figure it out.”

“As we are now? We just jerked ourselves off where we work. I don’t know if that’s the best place to be.” I put my junk away, grimacing at the mess I’d made.

He laughed, and my heart twisted again. “Maybe not that part. But this? This is real for me, Corey.” He hesitated. Then, “I hope it’s real for you too.”

What had Vince said?

I would tell him it’s real, and that it always would be.

I took a deep breath. “Yeah. I think it is.”

He sounded relieved. “Then we just… keep going. Keep this to ourselves for now.”

Oh, this was going to be a mistake. “Good luck with that. You don’t know Sandy and Paul very well, but that idea’s already fucked. They’ll figure it out. I won’t even have to say anything. They’ll know. Somehow, they’ll know.”

“Then we’ll keep it going as long as we can. And I know they probably wouldn’t say anything, but I don’t want to risk it. I would say that I could step down as director now, but—”

I glared up at the window. “Like hell.”

“Yeah. I figured as much. I don’t think that’s the right thing to do either. But it’ll work. If we want it to. And we’ve already lasted this long. What’s a few more months?”

Famous last words. This was most likely going to blow up in our faces, but for the life of me, I couldn’t find a reason to care. I was weirdly giddy, and I didn’t want to stop it. “I wish I could see you right now.”

“I’m just on the other side of the door.”

I shook my head. “I know. But I meant how you look right now. Just….”

“I get it.”

“It’s not a good idea.”

“No. Probably not.”

Yeah. “We should get cleaned up.”

The door rattled as he pushed himself up. “Hit the bathroom. I can take care of myself in here.”

I groaned. “Phrasing.”

He laughed. “Yeah, yeah.”

I stood, looking at the door for a moment, fighting the urge to say fuck it and just go back in. Instead I walked down the hall to the small bathroom near my office. I closed the door behind me and locked it as I switched on the light. I froze when I saw myself in the mirror.

I looked fucking ruined. My dress shirt was mostly unbuttoned (when the hell had I done that?). The slacks were open and hanging low on my hips. There was spunk on my chest. My chin. A couple of splashes on the shirt and the suit coat and the tie. My lips were swollen from where I’d been gnawing on them, and my eyes were blown out.

We were in so much goddamn trouble.

I cleaned up as best I could, washing my hands before dabbing a wet tissue against the semen on the clothes. I honestly felt bad. Flavius could never know. Though, since he was a hairdresser, he probably would somehow. Hairdressers were omniscient that way.

Once I’d done the best I could, I adjusted myself before buttoning the slacks and shirt again. I splashed my face with water, telling myself to get back under control. I could do this. I could do this.

I nodded at myself in the mirror.

I was Corey motherfucking Ellis.

Jeremy was standing outside the bathroom.

His cheeks were flushed under his beard, and his shirt was open a few buttons, the hair on his chest curling out. And the goddamn look on his face wasn’t helping. He was eyeing me hungrily, as if he wanted nothing more than to slam me against the wall and—

“We are so screwed,” I whispered.

He coughed as he took a step back. “I have no idea what you’re talking about.”

“I want to eat your fucking face, you asshole! And you’re looking at me like you want to put your fingers in my butt!”

He grimaced. “Oh my god, moment over, what the fuck—”

“It is not. Dude, like, you have no idea. You’re going to get us caught!”

“Dude,” he said mockingly. “Like, for real.”

I narrowed my eyes at him. “Oh, you think this is funny? You’re going to ruin this! Everyone is going to know what’s going on because of you.”

“Bullshit. If anyone is going to break, it’s you.”

Dammit. He shouldn’t have said that. Of course I had to respond. “It’s on,” I snapped at him. “You don’t know who you’re fucking with. I’m going to be so disinterested in you, people are going to think I don’t even know you exist.”

He took a step toward me. I took an answering step back and was immediately pressed against the bathroom door. He was right there, not touching but so close that I could feel the heat of him. “You won’t last a week.”

“Fuck you,” I said through gritted teeth.

He hummed under his breath. “That’s certainly something that’s going to happen.” And with that, he turned and walked down the hall, leaving me gaping after him. Before he turned the corner to the front of Phoenix House, he glanced back at me. “Coming?” he asked innocently.

“Already did once,” I shot back, and grinned when he stumbled against the wall.

I was going to fucking end him.

 

 

SOMEHOW WE managed to keep our hands to ourselves on the ride home.

Barely.

He pulled up to the curb in front of the house.

The lights were on inside. “Shit. I thought they’d all be asleep.”

“It’s only ten,” Jeremy said.

I blinked. “It is? Jesus. Well. This has been fun. Thank you for the lovely evening with the Super Gays and the orgasm. One was better than the other, and I’ll leave that for you to figure out.” I opened the door and got out, then shut it behind me. I started up the walkway but stopped when he said my name.

Dammit. I wanted the last word.

I looked back.

He was smiling quietly. “I’m going to make you so happy. I hope you’re ready for that.”

And then he gunned the engine like a douchebag before pulling away.

He was around the corner before I managed to find my voice. “You asshole!” I shouted after him.

 

 

I STOOD in front of the front door.

“All right,” I muttered to myself. “It’s just Sandy. And maybe Darren. That’s it. Just go in, say everything went well, and that you’re tired and ready for bed. Don’t stop moving. Don’t let them trap you. Play it cool.”

I opened the door.

The TV was on. Maybe I could just bypass the living room altogether. Hell, if I was lucky, Darren was balls-deep in Sandy and they’d be distracted. I never had wished for my friends to be fucking in the living room before. First time for everything.

They weren’t.

I almost made it.

“Corey?”

I looked longingly down the hallway toward my room. It was so close. But if I ran for it, they’d know something was up.

I forced a smile on my face as I looked into the living room.

Sandy and Darren were sitting on the couch.

And Paul and Vince were on the other couch.

Even Wheels was there on the floor.

Every single one of them was looking at me.

“Oh no,” I whispered.

Sandy arched an eyebrow. “You okay?”

I nodded jerkily. “Oh yeah. Never better. Like, you have no idea. The best I’ve ever been. Fo’ sho.”

Silence.

I immediately started sweating.

“Okay,” Sandy said slowly. “How’d it go?”

He was a master. I didn’t know why I ever thought I could go against him. It was over. It was all over. “Fine,” I said. “Great. Super!”

“Did they have a big house?” Vince asked.

“The biggest! It had a million rooms! And a bidet!”

“Hmm,” Sandy and Paul said.

“Did you get the funding?” Darren asked.

“What’s with the third degree?” I demanded. “Can’t a man come home to his own house without having to answer all these damn questions?”

More silence.

Shit. “I mean, uh. Yes. Thank you for asking, Darren. It appears as if the Super Gays were receptive to our needs. We were successful in our endeavor. Huzzah!”

Wheels rolled over to me, sniffing at my shoes. Damn dog.

“Really?” Sandy said. “That’s wonderful. You should tell us all about it. Go get changed and come back out here.” He smiled at me.

Nope. Nope, nope, nope. I faked a yawn so wide, my jaw cracked. “Sorry, guys. Can this wait until tomorrow? It’s been a long night, and I’m really tired. You know how it is. Taking money from the rich really knocks you out.”

“I can only imagine,” Paul said. He looked down at his dog and frowned. “Wheels, stop eating Corey’s shoes!”

I looked down. And to my horror, I saw a drying, crusty white film on the tip of one of my loafers.

That Wheels was currently licking.

“Wheels, no,” I shrieked as I jerked my foot back. “That’s disgusting! Oh my god, do you know what that is?”

Everyone craned their necks over to see exactly what it was.

“It’s nothing!” I said quickly. “Ha, ha. Just some dressing I spilled. Probably not good for a dog!”

“Is that why your shirt is wet?” Vince asked. “Get it on you?”

I nodded furiously. “Just, like, all over. It was so embarrassing. I need to take the suit to a dry cleaner before I give it back to Flavius. I should probably go look one up right this very second.”

I turned toward the hallway and was going to walk calmly to my room when my name was said again. What the fuck was wrong with these people?

I looked toward the living room again.

Sandy smiled sweetly at me. “Congratulations. I’m so proud of you. Good night.”

And then he winked.

Sanford Stewart was a he-witch.

“Good night,” I managed to say before fleeing.

 

 

I SHUT my door just as my phone chimed in my pocket. I pulled it out, figuring it was Marina texting again.

It wasn’t Marina.

Good luck. You’ll need it.

“Fucking Jeremy,” I muttered, but I was smiling so widely my cheeks hurt.




Chapter 14: Wicked Games

 

 

THE PROBLEM with having a secret… person was that it was a secret.

Obviously.

But my problem with having a secret person was that I had to see my secret person almost every single day.

Oh, we kept our distance over the weekend that followed the annihilation of the Super Gays, only texting back and forth a couple of times. And the texts were innocent, mostly about how Stephen had gone over the proposal and said that everything looked good. I’d even managed to stay mostly out of sight from Sandy and the others, begging off from going to Jack It on Saturday by saying that I wasn’t up for going out. Sandy didn’t argue, and he was distracted getting ready for his show. And then on Sunday, he and Darren were out for most of the day, which left me alone at the house.

Which was awesome, because I couldn’t seem to keep my hand off my dick for any extended period of time, remembering the sounds Jeremy had made on the other side of the door.

Monday morning came quicker than I expected, and I was both excited and dreading what was about to happen.

It was at half past six that I learned just how fucked-up Jeremy Olsen was, and how much I had to up my game.

Did I plan on watching him jog by the house that morning?

No. Of course not. I was disinterested. I’d said as much.

If I just so happened to be in the kitchen around the time I knew he’d be there, it was merely coincidental.

And I liked standing at the window because I could see the pretty colors in the sky. Arizona sunrises were world renowned, and I thought I could take in the natural beauty of the desert around me.

“What a lovely morning,” I whispered to myself as I took a sip of coffee. “Ooh, that’s good. That’s—”

Jeremy appeared farther down the road, jogging as he normally did.

“Hello, neighbor,” I said cheerfully, though he couldn’t hear me. “You get your workout on.”

I barely even noticed that he was wearing tiny black shorts and nothing else. Why, it was the furthest thing from my mind. He was doing it on purpose, but he obviously didn’t know who he was fucking with. A child playing a man’s game. How cute.

But instead of jogging right by, he stopped across the street on the sidewalk, chest heaving, hands on his bare hips, the shorts riding low.

And without looking at me, he started stretching.

Obscenely.

“Whaaaaat is happening,” I breathed.

At first it was just his back, pushing his hips out and rolling his neck. And then he must have thought his thighs needed work, because he lifted one leg behind him, and he reached back to grab his shoe with his hands. He pulled his foot up high, arching his back as he did so. The muscles in his chest and stomach flexed. His junk pressed against the front of his shorts. He dropped the leg and reached for the other, doing the same stretch.

And then he turned toward the house opposite ours and bent the fuck over, pressing his hands flat against the ground without bending his knees.

I dropped my coffee mug into the sink. It went everywhere.

“What’s going on?”

I screamed as I whirled around.

Sandy was standing in his robe, eyes barely open.

“Nothing! Nothing. My coffee spilled. That’s it! I wasn’t doing anything weird!”

“Whatever,” he mumbled as he went toward the Keurig.

I glanced back out the window.

Jeremy was gone.

So that’s how it was going to be, was it?

Fine.

He wanted to mess with the bull?

He was going to get the fucking sledgehammer.

 

 

“OKAY,” JEREMY said later that week, looking at his laptop and squinting his eyes. “It looks like we got a response from Desert Realty & Trust. They seem to be more than happy to make a donation to Phoenix House.”

We were sitting in his office. Next to me was Marina, and on the other side of her was the accountant/financial advisor, a sweet older man named Bernie who offered his services to Phoenix House pro bono. He was mostly retired but still handled the books for Marina and a couple of other nonprofits. I’d liked him immediately when I met him, given that I’d been in a skirt and he’d bowed low, taking my hand in his and squeezing it gently. He was a gentleman.

I didn’t expect to be called into the meeting, but Marina had insisted. Jeremy had apparently told her I’d done all the heavy lifting at the dinner (while leaving out the specifics), and she thought I needed to be involved in case they wanted to hear from me. I highly doubted Brad ever wanted to see my face again, but since he was a fucking shit weasel, I had no problem with that.

My problem was that I wanted to climb Jeremy like he was a tree and I was a squirrel so I could put my nuts on him.

(Yes, my brain was mostly scrambled. Whatever.)

But since we had an audience, I was on my best behavior.

Mostly.

Marina was looking down at her tablet, and Bernie had his own laptop set up on the other side of Jeremy’s desk. If I just so happened to be gnawing on the end of my pen seductively (kind of), then so be it.

Jeremy kept glancing at me, the skin around his eyes tightening.

I smiled at him from around the pen.

“How much are we talking?” Marina asked, completely unaware that I was partially fellating a writing tool.

“Opening the file,” Jeremy muttered. “Give me a second.”

I pulled the pen out of my mouth. “This is exciting.”

Jeremy looked at me again.

The pen went right back in my mouth.

He cleared his throat.

“Chewing on the pen, huh?” Bernie said, and I nearly choked on it as it slipped in my fingers. “Used to do that when I was a kid. Nervous habit.”

“Yeah,” I said, refusing to look at him as I dropped it in my lap. “Nervous habit.”

“Eh. There are worse things. Like cocaine.”

We all stared at Bernie.

He ignored us as he looked back at his laptop.

“Okay, here we go,” Jeremy said. “Let’s see what it says. ‘Desert Realty & Trust is a proud supporter of the Tucson community, blah, blah, blah. We believe in giving back to create a sustainable whatever whatever.’ Ah, here we go. ‘We have always been a proud supporter of LGBTQ rights and promote diversity in our workforce—’”

I rolled my eyes. Apparently they didn’t know they had a Brad.

“‘—and we are pleased to announce that we will be donating in the amount of ten thousand dollars….’”

I deflated slightly. While it was nice, I was hoping for more.

“That’s great,” Marina said, and she sounded like she meant it. “Oh my goodness, I can’t believe—”

“There’s more,” Jeremy said, and I saw the smile beginning to form on his face. “That’s ten grand per quarter in 2017.” He looked up at us, and he was beaming. “That’s forty thousand dollars total, spread out over next year.”

“Holy shit,” I whispered.

Marina jumped up and began to dance around, hands raised above her head. She almost knocked herself out with her tablet, but I didn’t think she would’ve even noticed if she had. “You guys!” she crowed. “Wow. Wow!”

I laughed as she pulled me up with her, making me dance. Marina had moves, for an OG lesbian, and it was infectious. She let me go and went to Bernie, wrapping her arms around his shoulders and kissing him on the cheek before rounding the desk and practically tackling Jeremy. He laughed, head rocking back.

And since we were apparently celebrating, Bernie stood and kissed my cheek before Marina came after him again. Jeremy watched them for a moment before turning to me. He arched an eyebrow as he opened his arms.

I narrowed my eyes at him.

His fingers wiggled at me.

I stood slowly, setting my pen on the desk. His gaze tracked every step I took. I looked up at him from under my eyelashes, and I saw his throat bob.

Instead of hugging him, I grabbed his hand and shook it. Before I let go, I rubbed my thumb over the back of his hand.

And then I let go.

He glared at me.

I ignored him as I went back to my seat. I sat down and picked up my pen again, tapping it against my cheek as I stared at him, daring him to try to fuck with me.

“It’s a start,” Bernie was saying. “A good start, but a start nonetheless. Have we heard back from Stephen Morgan yet? Or any of the others?”

Jeremy startled before tearing his gaze away from my mouth and shaking his head. “Not yet. Probably later on in the week. I’ll keep on them, just to be sure.” He frowned as he looked down at his computer. “Would it be bad if I left Brad out of our thank-you response?”

“Absolutely not,” Marina said, grinning fiercely. “Because from what you’ve told me, fuck that guy.”

 

 

FRIDAY MORNING, Jeremy decided to up his game.

All I was doing was deep-throating another banana, so it absolutely wasn’t my fault.

I should have known I was in trouble when I saw him jogging with a water bottle, something I’d never seen him do before.

I choked on the banana when he stopped again on the opposite side of the street, tilted his head back, and poured the water on his face, rivulets dripping down his neck and chest and stomach.

I sprayed banana all over the window.

He smirked before he jogged off again.

Thankfully I managed to clean it up before Sandy stumbled into the kitchen.

 

 

“OH NO,” I said as the cable for my phone charger slipped from my fingers behind my desk. “I’m such a klutz.” I bent over the desk slowly, only because the desk was old and I didn’t want to break it. The space between the wall and the desk was small, and it took me forever to get it out. I grunted and groaned in absolute frustration. “Of all the things. Oh. Oh, I almost got it. Just gotta pull on it a little bit harder. There. Right there. Oh, here it comes. Here it comes!”

I heard the door to the office slam. I glanced back over my shoulder to see Jeremy had left what remained of his lunch behind. Poor guy. I hoped everything was all right.

 

 

IT WAS easy to fuck with each other since we weren’t actually fucking each other. And while we kept it mostly out of sight (we weren’t that stupid; impressionable kids and all that), it was escalating toward something I didn’t know if I was in control of any longer. August stretched out before us, hot and dry, and the days were moving by so damn slowly.

But we kept a certain distance. While we skirted the boundaries, we never crossed them. Jeremy knew how important Phoenix House was to me, not just because of what it would mean in terms of my education.

And he understood what it meant when, on certain mornings, I came out wearing heels and makeup. He would smile at me, and it would be softer, somehow. Less wild. We didn’t play our games those days because it wasn’t something I wanted. Oh, there was still the thrill of the unknown, of what the future might bring for both of us, but it was… different, somehow. I was still having a hard time believing that I could be whoever I needed to be and it didn’t matter to him. I had learned to live with it a long time ago, but it was still nerve-racking at times.

He didn’t go out of his way to reassure me about anything. We didn’t talk about us that way. But I didn’t think we needed to, and I didn’t need to hear from him that it didn’t matter if I was Corey or Kori. I was working through it on my own, and he was giving me the space to do so. We had time, though as the summer stretched on, whatever we were going to be was getting closer, come what may.

Classes started at the university the last week of August, and we were both gearing up for the school year. The kids were doing the same.

I had already made plans to return to Phoenix House as much as I was able, but it was clear I wouldn’t be here as much as I was now. A lot of the kids told me how bummed they were about it, and I was touched. I hadn’t expected to have them mean as much to me as they did.

Which meant, of course, things went awry.

Spectacularly so.

Twice, in fact.

One was my fault.

The other was his.

 

 

IN THE second week of August, we got an unplanned visitor. I was with Marina in the front with some of the others, making plans for the Tucson Pride Parade next month. Marina had already entered Phoenix House to walk the route, and she had ideas for a float she wanted to share with the rest of us.

I’d gone last year, and it had been great, though I hadn’t actually been in the parade. Helena had, of course, sat in the back of a fancy convertible, regally waving at her subjects while twinks from Jack It danced behind her, wearing only the tiniest of briefs. Mike had offered to let me be on the float too (“Add a bit of variety”), but I’d told him plainly that he could go fuck himself. And while Pride had always been loud and boisterous, this year felt different. There was an edge to a lot of us, worry about our futures.

But that’s the funny thing about fear: the more you try to scare us, the more we’re going to kick your fucking ass.

And kicking someone’s ass was the first thought I had when the front door to Phoenix House opened and a man I recognized stepped in.

He smiled cheerfully, waving as he walked toward us. He was wearing what could only be described as a power suit, and it was cut perfectly to his heavy frame.

“Hey,” Griffin said. “Sorry to bother all of you. I’m actually looking for Jeremy. Is he in?” He held up a sack I hadn’t noticed he was carrying. “I was downtown for a meeting and figured I’d stop in and surprise him with some lunch if he wasn’t too busy.”

“Griffin,” I said as politely as possible. Marina glanced at me, so she must have heard the cracks in my tone. “It’s nice to see you again.”

He looked confused, his smile faltering. “I’m sorry. Have we met?” He blinked. “You do look familiar, but I—”

“At the leather bar,” I said, and immediately the kids started whispering around us. I rolled my eyes. Of course they’d pick up on that. “I was with Jeremy outside.”

His eyes widened. “Oh. Oh.” And I couldn’t fault him for the way he looked me up and down. Today I was wearing a Michael Kors knockoff dress, checkered black and gray with a floral pattern at the hem. I wore suede sandals, and my toenails were painted blue. Sandy had done them for me the night before, even though I told him I could do it myself. He’d knocked my hands away and babbled on about how Darren was stupid about this or that, and could I just believe it?

I could.

Griffin recovered admirably. I had to give him credit, even as I wanted to show him the door. His smile returned. “Right. I remember you. You were wearing something… different. Didn’t recognize you. How are you?”

“Good,” I said. “Jeremy doesn’t know you’re coming? Shame. We’re awfully busy right now. I know he’s reviewing applicants to take over as director, so he probably won’t have time to—”

“Griffin?”

Griffin looked away from me, and his smile grew. “Hey, Jeremy. Hope you don’t mind I stopped by. Kind of wanted to see where you were spending your summer.” He jostled the bag again. “Brought food too.”

I looked over to see Jeremy standing near the hallway, brow furrowed. He wore navy blue slacks and a purple dress shirt. He looked handsome standing there with his hands in his pockets.

Griffin must have thought so too, because he pretty much forgot the rest of us were there as he walked toward Jeremy. “This place is great! Man, I wish I’d had something like this when I was younger. Probably would have saved me a lot of grief.”

I couldn’t believe I’d forgotten about him. After the whole let’s-jack-off-near-each-other fantastic funfest, it’d slipped my mind that Griffin had been after Jeremy. Now I was kicking myself for it.

It certainly didn’t help that I was learning that I could be an irritatingly jealous person. I’d never been that way before, and the fact that it was rearing its ugly head at this very moment was an eye-opening experience I wished I didn’t have.

“Yeah,” Jeremy said slowly. “It’s pretty great. Why don’t you come back to my office? Let everyone up here continue working.” He looked over at us. “Pizza’s on its way, guys. And yes, there’s one that’s half anchovies. Taylor, you’re gross, and you better eat all of it.”

Taylor, a baby dyke with gauged ears, grinned at him as she flipped him off. “Yeah, yeah. Go with your hottie lunch date. Condoms are in the bin if you need them.”

The rest of the kids laughed.

I didn’t think it was particularly funny and almost told Taylor she should reconsider her apparent career choice as a comedian, but who was I to crush dreams of the young?

Griffin bumped his shoulder against Jeremy’s. “Seems like they’ve got your number.”

Jeremy rolled his eyes. “They like to give me grief.” He glared at the kids. “But I’ve got my eye on every single one of them. And I’ll remember faces if I ever have any of them in my classes.”

Taylor gasped dramatically as the others started whispering again.

Jeremy glanced at me, smiling tightly.

Seeing as how it was none of my business, I waved him off. He hesitated as if he were going to say something else but shook his head instead. “Come back to my office, Griff. I’ve got a little bit of time.”

Griff. Ugh.

The kids hooted and hollered as they disappeared around the corner. All but Kai, of course. Kai was staring at me with a weird expression on their face.

“What?” I asked them.

They shook their head. “Nothing. Nothing at all.”

 

 

A LITTLE bit of time, apparently, wasn’t the five or ten minutes I had envisioned. They were still behind a closed door forty minutes later, and even though I trusted Jeremy, I had to stop myself multiple times from going into my own office to listen through the vent.

I sighed as I paid the pizza delivery guy, hot boxes being shoved into my arms as he saluted me and went back outside.

The kids swarmed me when I turned around. One did not fuck with ravenous teenagers, and I was lucky I escaped with all my fingers still attached. Marina had plates and napkins set out on an old folding table, and I grimaced as the horde descended on the food. Teenagers in a feeding frenzy weren’t pretty.

I was sitting on a chair away from the others, staring down at my phone, chiding myself for being an idiot, wondering if a CODE ORANGE BANANA was necessary. But then I remembered that Sandy and the others had no idea about any of this, and I couldn’t think of a way to be vague enough about it without giving anything away.

I looked up when Kai dragged a chair toward me and sat down next to me with a plate of pizza in their lap. Kai didn’t seek me out for anything. They were cool and aloof; the only real smiles I’d seen from them were because of or for Diego and Jeremy.

“Hey,” I said.

“Hi,” Kai said. “Can I get some advice?”

Oh man, breakthrough. I put my phone away so I could give them my undivided attention while trying not to seem too eager. “Of course you can. Anything, Kai.”

They nodded while picking off pieces of pepperoni from the pizza and popping them into their mouth. “So, there’s this girl. Like, real pretty. She’s got long hair and she’s funny and she laughs really big. You know, with her whole body.”

I didn’t know where this was going. “Okay,” I said slowly. “She sounds great.”

Kai nodded. “Oh, she is. She’s smart and nice and everyone likes her.”

“That’s awesome—”

“And I hate her guts.”

I blinked. “What?”

Kai shrugged. “Weird, right? Like, I get the appeal. I mean, she volunteers at an animal shelter, for fuck’s sakes.”

“Do you not like animals, or—”

They ignored me. “And she’s going to probably go to a fancy college and get a fancy degree and cure cancer or go to Mars or write a self-help book about finding your true self that everyone will read.”

I stayed quiet.

Kai wiped off their fingers with a napkin. “And I want to like her, you know? For all intents and purposes, I should like her. She’s nice to me, and she’s in the LGBTQ alliance at school and even asked if she could come down here at some point this summer to see if she could help, even though she’s straight. An ally. Like you talked about before.”

I thought back over the last weeks to see if I remembered someone like her. “I don’t think I’ve seen her?”

Kai shook their head. “Nope. Because she hasn’t come down here. I told her to stay the fuck away.”

I frowned. “That’s not cool, Kai.”

“I know. But I did it anyway.”

I chose my words carefully. “I know you’re proud of who you are and being queer is important to you, but we can’t dismiss anyone who wants to help.”

They snorted. “It’s not about that.”

“Then what is it?”

“She likes Diego. Like, really likes Diego.”

“Ah. I see.”

Kai sighed. “Yeah, and it’s a pain in my ass. I mean, I get the appeal. Diego’s awesome.”

“So awesome,” I agreed.

“And hot.”

“So—” I coughed. “I’m glad you think so.”

“And he could do better than someone like me.”

I was alarmed. “Whoa. Wait a minute. Kai, you need—”

They held up their hand. “Just… give me a minute, okay?”

I crossed my legs, smoothing out my dress before settling my hands in my lap. “Okay. Go for it.”

Kai frowned down at their plate. “I’m not… like her. I mean, I’m smart, and I get good grades most of the time. I hate school, but I know why I have to be there, especially if I’m ever going to get out of this shit town. But I’m not the pretty girl who everyone loves. I’m not the hot guy who everyone admires. I’m just… me. And sometimes it feels like it’s not enough.”

“How do you get beyond that?” I asked.

“I don’t know,” Kai admitted. “Sometimes I think I am, that I don’t care about stuff like that. It’s stupid, right? Who gives a crap what happens now? A year from now, two years from now, none of this will matter. We won’t be the same people, and even though that scares me, I try and remember that. This is just a beginning. Which brings me back to this girl.” They made a face. “Her name is Becca. Because of course it is. Even her name is perfect.”

“I don’t know. I’m kind of partial to Kai, myself.”

Kai rolled their eyes. “I don’t need you to feed my ego.”

“I’m not. Have you ever known me to do that?”

They watched me for a moment. “Fair. No, I haven’t. You’re kind of a jerk that way.”

I was startled into a laugh. “Thanks. I think.”

“She texts Diego all the time,” Kai continued. “And they had the same lunch period last year, and she always sat with him. And it pissed me off.”

“What does Diego think about all of it?”

They looked over at Diego, expression softening. He was laughing about something, mouth open wide, cheese stuck between his teeth. “Diego thinks she’s great.”

“But….”

“But he told me that I have nothing to worry about. That he’s not interested in her because he already has me. And I wanted to believe him, and most of me did. But there was still this little part that thought what if? I’ve had that part for a long time, you know? That stupid little voice in my head that whispers crap that I don’t like to think about. Do you know what I’m talking about?”

I thought of Ty and his earthquakes. “Yeah. I do.”

“And I acted like such an asshole about it. I was… well. Not mean, but not nice either. I didn’t like her, and I wanted to make sure she knew that. That everyone knew that.”

I winced. “Didn’t go over well.”

“Understatement,” they said. “I thought Diego was going to break up with me. And he would have been right to do so. It took me a while to understand that it wasn’t that I didn’t trust him, but that I didn’t trust myself to be good enough.” Their eyes were bright as they looked back at me. “Dumb, right?”

I shook my head. “No. I don’t think it is. We… have a lot on our shoulders. And while everyone goes through stuff, it’s different for people like us. We’re wrestling with things many people can’t understand.”

“Right,” they said. “And I thought how much easier it would be for Diego.” Kai’s brow furrowed. “He gets shit about me from others. He doesn’t think I know, but I do. They all think being bisexual is sooo cooool, but me? Most of them don’t know what to do about me.”

“Why should they have to do anything?”

“They don’t,” Kai said. “But if someone isn’t like everyone else, they make an easier target. Or if we’re lucky, to be just dismissed entirely. Diego is popular. Everyone loves him. I’m not… that. I don’t care about it.”

“Maybe a little?”

Kai scowled. “I don’t.”

“Okay. Noted.”

“So what do I do?”

“Um. About what?”

“Wow,” they said. “You’re really good at this.”

I glared at them. “You just hit me with, like, ten different things, Kai. Tell me where you want to start.”

“The whole Becca thing,” they exclaimed, as if I was stupid. “That’s what we’re talking about.”

Okay. I had this. I was going to give the best advice they would ever receive. “Does Diego care about you?”

They nodded.

“And you care about him?”

“Yeah. He’s… special.” They flushed slightly. “To me. And he’s got a huge—”

“Whoa,” I said, holding up my hands. “Let’s just stop there.”

“I was going to say heart,” Kai said. They squinted at me. “What else would I be talking about?”

“Oh no,” I said. “I’m not going to fall for that. You knew exactly what you were doing.”

“You’ll never be able to prove it.”

Fucking teenagers. I really needed to rethink my career choices. “If you care about each other, then that should come with a measure of trust. And trust means talking to each other. He deserves to know what you’re feeling. Maybe it’ll help. Maybe he’ll make a change. Or maybe he won’t, because he might not need to. Becca can be his friend, and she might even have feelings for him, but if he’s with you and you can trust him with that, then you have nothing to worry about. It starts with talking to each other. This kind of stuff has a way of building if you don’t deal with it as soon as you can. And it can grow into something terrible. You don’t want to let that happen.”

“Right,” Kai said slowly. “So all we need to do is talk to each other.”

I nodded. “Yeah. It’s best to be up-front and honest. You’ll feel better about it.”

Kai stood up. “Thanks.”

I looked up at them. “Um. You’re… welcome? That’s it?”

They shrugged. “That’s it. I actually already did all this. Diego and I talked about it a few months ago. Becca’s one of my best friends now. She’s got a boyfriend named Zach. He’s a jock, but I guess nobody’s perfect.”

“Then what the hell was this all—”

Kai grinned down at me. “I just thought maybe you needed to hear some things yourself, you know? Sometimes it helps to hear it spoken out loud so you can realize how hypocritical you’re being. Jealousy is pointless. Bye.”

I gaped after them as they walked back toward the others. Diego grinned up at them, patting the floor beside him. Kai sat down, laying their head on his shoulder. Diego wrapped an arm around their waist.

It took me a moment to realize I’d just gotten schooled by a seventeen-year-old.

Motherfucker.

 

 

GRIFFIN APPEARED shortly after, Jeremy trailing after him. They were smiling, though Griffin’s perhaps wasn’t as bright as it had been. They hugged at the entrance to Phoenix House before Griffin waved at us and left.

Jeremy exclaimed over the pizza, chiding Taylor for not eating all the anchovy slices. The kids all groaned when he picked up a piece and bit into it. That proved to be a mistake, because he immediately spat it back out and started gagging dramatically.

Later, on the ride home, he said, “You’ve been quiet this afternoon.”

I smiled weakly at him. “Yeah. Sorry about that. Just… thinking.”

“About?”

“You’re really good with them. The kids. They’re lucky to have someone like you.”

He sighed as his hands tightened on the steering wheel. “Yeah, I guess. Marina’s still trying to convince me to stay.”

“Why don’t you?”

“Because I belong in the classroom,” he said. “I’ve always loved it there. If things were different….” He shook his head. “I don’t know. This was always temporary. I’ve learned so much over the past couple of months, and it’s helped me to see things in a different light. I want to try and incorporate that more into what I teach. These kids, they’re… learning. They’re growing. And by the time they get to me, the shape of who they’ll become is starting to be defined. I think I can help them more at that stage than any other.”

“That makes sense, I guess.”

“But what about you?”

I blinked. “What about me?”

He glanced over at me as we stopped at a light. “I know we’ve talked around it a little. But what about after you graduate? You could come back. You know Marina would love to have you. And you speak to all those kids on a level I can’t.”

I shrugged. “I don’t know. I haven’t thought that far ahead.”

“It’s time to start,” he said quietly. “Because it’ll be here before you know it. I know you have your heart set on social work, and it’s admirable. But this is a form of that too. The world needs voices like yours, Kori.”

I groaned. “Can we just… not, yet? School starts again in a couple of weeks, and I need to focus.”

“Okay,” he said easily. “Whatever you want.”

 

 

HE STOPPED in front of the house. I wanted to take his hand in mine, but that wasn’t something we did. Not yet. I told him I’d talk to him later and got out of the slut machine.

Then I paused.

Fucking Kai.

I whirled around.

He arched an eyebrow at me.

Goddammit. “Griffin is nice.”

“He is,” Jeremy agreed.

“And he’s into leather.”

“True.”

“And he’s successful. His suit said so.”

“Um, okay?”

“I’m not any of those things. I’m not nice or into your scene, and I’m broke all the time because the system is built in a way that ensures I’ll never be out of debt.”

He was frowning. “What the hell are you—”

“But I like you. A lot. And even though we’re not… we’re not doing anything about it right now, I just want you to know that. But if you don’t want… this, or if you think Griffin is someone who you—”

He laughed.

I glared at him. “It’s not funny, you dick! I’m trying to be—”

“Kori, shut up.”

“Fuck you. If you think I’m just going to—”

He pushed his sunglasses back on his forehead. “I told Griffin I wasn’t interested.”

“And furthermore, I’ll—wait. What.”

He grinned. “He asked me out again. I told him that I was flattered, but it wasn’t going to happen.”

“Oh.”

He rolled his eyes. “Yeah. Oh. And no, you’re not nice all the time, and no, you’re not into leather, and no, you’re not rich, but if you think any of that shit matters to me, I’ve been going about this the wrong way.”

“Huh,” I said. “How about that.”

“You’re so dumb.”

“Hey!”

“It’s you, Kori,” he said. “It’s you, because of all the things you are and all the things you’re not. That’s what’s special. That’s what’s important.”

I absolutely did not sigh dreamily. “Asshole.”

He chuckled. “Jealous, huh?”

I grimaced. “I’m not proud of it, so if we could never bring it up again, that’d be great.”

“Because you’re the type of person who’d let that go if the situation was reversed?”

“I regret everything,” I muttered. “All of this. I take it all back.”

“Nah,” he said. “I don’t believe that. We good? Because I really need to leave. If I don’t, I’m going to kiss you until you can’t breathe, and that’s not something we can do yet.”

I sniffed daintily. “Of course you want to do that. I am the light of your life.” I turned to walk toward the house when he said my name again. I looked over my shoulder.

He slid his sunglasses back down over his eyes. I hated how much it worked for me. I needed to reevaluate every choice that had led me to this moment. “You and me?” he said. “We’re going to be amazing, Kori. I promise you that.”

And because he was the worst, he gunned the engine and pulled away.

“You won’t always get the last word, you prick!” I shouted after him.




Chapter 15: I Hate Everything About Jeremy Olsen

 

 

THE SECOND thing happened the weekend before our last week at Phoenix House.

And it was all Jeremy’s fault.

Regardless of what he’d say after, I would never forgive him for as long as I lived. If, at that moment, in the fallout that burned around us, he’d been struck down by a bolt of lightning, I would have danced on his smoking corpse.

It began, as most things do in the twenty-first century, with an order from Amazon.

 

 

“WHAT IS it?” I asked, staring down at the small open box on the table. “And why did you get it for me? It’s not my birthday.”

Sandy shrugged. “I know, but I thought it’d be fun. Help you relieve some of that… pressure.”

The object in the box was about the size of an egg, though a little longer. It was purple and had a small circular cord attached to one end. I picked up the paper that came with it. “For the discreet thrill-seeker, SensualFlirt brings you the next wave in technology. Give in to the pleasure with the Magic Egg, a wireless massager that dares you to believe in the impossible. The vibrations are controlled by an app for iPhone and Android. In private or in public, you or a partner are in control of the experience. Don’t count your chickens before they hatch!” I slowly looked up at Sandy, who was smiling serenely. “You bought me a wireless anal vibrator.”

“I did,” he said. “You’re welcome.”

I turned and walked out of the room.

“Where are you going?” he shouted after me.

 

 

NOW, IT should be said that when a drag queen buys you a sex toy, it’s easy to pretend it doesn’t exist. After all, you never had one like it before, had never even really thought about anything like it, and so it shouldn’t matter in the slightest. It was easy to forget about.

Which is exactly what I did.

For two hours.

It wasn’t until I was sure Sandy was out of the house with Darren, heading to Jack It to prepare for the show, that I opened my bedroom door. “Hello?” I called, just to be safe.

No answer.

“Just going to get a drink of water,” I said to myself. “That’s it. Just mosey on down to the kitchen and get some water.”

I moseyed. I moseyed hard.

I ignored the box sitting on the table. I grabbed a bottle of water from the fridge. I drank half of it before I smacked my lips. “Ah. That’s better. Now I’ll just go back to my room and that will be that.”

For some reason my legs ignored me and carried me to the table instead. “No,” I scolded them. “Stop it. You stop it right now.”

They didn’t listen. And what was weirder was when my hands (independent of my brain) reached down to grab the box. I had lost control. Something had taken over. I needed a priest. It was obviously a sex demon, and an exorcism was necessary.

It was the only explanation.

I told myself it was because I wanted it to be out of sight. Jeremy was coming to pick me up to go to Jack It for Sandy’s show, and I didn’t want him to think we lived in a house of sin should he need to come inside to use the restroom before we left.

I set it down on my desk and ignored it, going back to my closet to pick out an outfit for the night.

“Hey.”

I whirled around.

There was no one there.

I was hearing things.

“No, you’re not,” a high-pitched voice said. “It’s me, the Magic Egg.”

“What the fuck,” I muttered.

“Do it. Stick me up your butt. Just try it. Just a little. I promise it’ll feel good.”

“Oh my god.”

“Come on. Do it. Do it.”

“Fuck you.” I turned back to my closet.

And for some reason, five minutes later, I found myself sticking the Magic Egg up my ass after having downloaded the app.

I hated everything.

“Oh, crap,” I groaned. “Except for this. What the hell.” There was some minor discomfort, but it faded quickly. I grimaced as I wiped the lube on my hands against the wet towel I’d used after getting out of the shower. I rolled over on my back, giving myself some time to get used to the feeling. I’d had bigger things in my ass before, so it wasn’t bad, but it was still intrusive.

“Fucking Sandy,” I muttered. I thought about pulling it out and finishing getting ready, as Jeremy was supposed to be here in ten minutes, but since it was already in me, I figured it wouldn’t hurt just to try it out.

For science.

I slid my thumb along the screen, squinting up at the light. The app was just a picture of an egg, not giving away anything for someone who might snoop. I pressed my thumb against it, and the app launched.

The first thing it said it needed to do was sync with the vibrator.

“I probably should have done this first,” I muttered. I hit the button to sync it up, wincing in preparation in case it exploded.

It didn’t.

It only took a few seconds before a colorful animation popped up: an anthropomorphic egg waving with a stick arm, a word bubble popping from its mouth. THIS IS GOING TO BE EGG-CELLENT. ARE YOU EGG-CITED?

I really hated everything, especially when I saw the slider across the top went from 0 to EGG-STREME.

“Egg puns should not be allowed in sex toys,” I told it.

The egg stopped waving and pointed up at the slider. Another word bubble appeared. FORGET YOUR EGG-SPECTATIONS.

I almost threw my phone across the room.

Instead, I ignored the egg and moved the slider up to a three.

Nothing happened.

I frowned. “Of course it’s broken. I don’t know why I’m even doooooh my god.”

The Magic Egg began to vibrate.

And it was glorious.

Two minutes later, I was up to a five and writhing on my bed, hard as a fucking rock, groaning incoherently about scrambled eggs being my favorite thing in the world, and any vegetarians or vegans I might know could fuck right the hell off.

I panted as my phone buzzed in my hand.

I brushed the slider back down as I opened the text. The vibrations ceased instantly.

I’m here. Ready?

I blinked. “Oh no.”

I jumped up from the bed and frantically tore through my closet. I found the jeans and shirt I was going to wear and threw them on the bed. I picked my briefs up off the floor and pulled them on before dressing quickly. I grabbed my wallet and phone and keys before giving myself a once-over in the mirror. My eyes were dark, and I licked my lips. I looked fine. No one would be able to tell I’d just fucked myself with a toy from Amazon.

It wasn’t until I was halfway down the path in front of the house that I realized I still had a Magic Egg in my ass.

I stumbled.

Jeremy looked concerned, starting to get out of the Jeep. “What the hell? Are you okay?”

“Fine!” I squeaked. “So fine! Just—I need to go back inside for a minute!”

And then I had the most terrible thought that, in the end, would be entirely blamed on Sanford Stewart.

What if I didn’t go back inside?

Oh, what a wicked thing to do.

No one would have to know.

Unless I told them.

I grinned at Jeremy.

His eyes widened as he sunk slowly back into his seat. “What is going on?”

“Nothing,” I said innocently, and I fucking slinked to his slut machine. “Nothing at all.”

 

 

I DIDN’T turn it on as we drove downtown, but I was constantly aware it was there. Every time we hit a pothole, every time I shifted in my seat, I couldn’t help but hiss out a breath. The third or fourth time I did this Jeremy stopped his babbling about whatever and asked, “Are you okay? Did you hurt yourself?”

“Nope,” I said quickly. “Not hurt. I’m wonderful. Perfect, even. Like you wouldn’t believe. Do you like buying things on Amazon? I like buying things on Amazon, even if I don’t buy said things and they are given to me as a gift instead.”

“Are you… asking me to buy you something?”

I laughed wildly. “Not at all. What a nice night this is! All those—hit that pothole! You hit that fucking pothole as hard as you can!” I slapped my hand over my mouth.

“What the hell,” Jeremy said faintly.

I was sweating by the time we reached Jack It and parked in the lot behind the building. It was already full, but we found a spot near the back in the shadows. I climbed gingerly out of the Jeep, wondering if I was going to be clenching my ass all night. At least it looked good in these jeans. Oh, who I was I kidding. It looked good in most things.

Jeremy rounded the back of the slut machine, a frown on his face. “Seriously. What’s going on with you?”

“No touching, right?”

He frowned harder. “Right. I mean, I know we’ve talked about it, but you don’t have to act like it’d be the worst thing in the world.”

I shook my head. “It’s not that. It’s—would you do me a favor?”

“Of course.”

“Hold my phone tonight?”

He looked confused. “O… kay. Why can’t you hold it?”

“Just take it,” I growled at him, shoving the phone into his hands.

He fumbled with it but managed to keep from dropping it. “You’re being weird.”

“You have no idea. There’s an app on the home screen. Looks like an egg. Open it.”

He looked at me for a moment before glancing down at the phone. The screen lit up his face as he tapped the app. It opened, and there was a moment of silence before his brow furrowed. “What is this? And why are there so many egg puns? I’m offended, actually.”

“See the slider across the top?”

“Yeah.”

“Move it to three.”

“But—”

“Just do it.”

He did.

The Magic Egg immediately started vibrating, and I couldn’t help but groan as I slumped against the back of his Jeep. He gaped at me as my body twitched, head rolling back as I swallowed thickly.

I barely heard him when he said, “Is this… are you…. Corey.”

And then he was in front of me, with only the sparest of breaths between us. He reached up like he was going to put his hand around my throat, but instead reached behind me and grabbed the Jeep, blocking me in. I turned my head to the side and felt his nose graze the shell of my ear. “Is this what I think it is?” he whispered, and fuck me, the last time I’d heard this tone in his voice, he’d had his cock in his hand and was talking about fucking me.

“Yeah,” I managed to say.

“It’s in you right now.”

“Yeah.”

“And you want me to control it.”

I nodded furiously. “This isn’t against the rules. We’re not touching.”

He chuckled darkly, his breath warm on my cheek. “Oh, it’s certainly skirting the line. And you know it.”

His other hand came up, this one with the phone in it. My eyes widened as his thumb pushed the slider up to a five.

The effect was immediate. I jerked my hips as the intensity increased and bit my bottom lip to keep from crying out.

And then, just like that, it was over.

He slid it down to zero.

He stepped back and grinned at me as he put my phone into his pocket. “Ready to go inside?”

“This was a very bad idea,” I breathed.

 

 

JACK IT was packed. We pushed our way through the crowds, people calling out my name in greeting. I nodded at them but kept moving, not wanting to be stuck down here with the commoners. We reached the door that led up to the Queen’s Lair, and the bouncer blocking the door nodded in greeting. “Corey,” he said as he opened the door. “Go right on up.”

I thanked him with a smile, but before I took the first step, the bouncer reached out and pressed a hand against Jeremy’s chest.

“He’s with me,” I said.

The bouncer eyed him warily. “Helena knows?”

“Yeah.”

He dropped his hand. “All right. Have a good night.”

He closed the door behind him as we walked up the stairs. “What was that all about?” Jeremy asked.

“You’re not allowed up into the Queen’s Lair unless Helena says it’s okay.”

“And she’s fine with me?”

“Yeah. She told me earlier you could come up. You should feel honored.”

“I do,” he reassured me.

I opened the second door at the top only to find Helena snarling at Paul and Darren as they fumbled with her corset. Vince was standing as far away as possible so he wouldn’t face her wrath. Charlie was ignoring everyone as he fiddled with his camera. “Is this your first fucking time? Do I need to find new help? Because right now, I am considering firing you both.”

“Shut up,” Darren muttered. “We’re fixing it. It’s not our fault you let it get tangled from last time.”

Helena turned her head slowly to look at him, eyes narrowed. “What was that?”

Darren rolled his eyes. “I love you.”

“Of course you do. I own you.”

“Jesus Christ,” Paul mumbled.

“Um,” Jeremy whispered. “Maybe I should just stay back here.”

“It’s fine,” I told him. “Helena gets like this before every show. This is normal. No one has been stabbed yet, so it’s actually going pretty well.”

“What do you mean stabbed?”

I arched an eyebrow. “Exactly as it sounds. If there is no blood, it means things are fine.”

“I really should go back down—”

“Is that Jeremy?” Helena asked without looking over at us. “Come here. Let me see you.”

“Too late,” I murmured. “She’s knows you’re here. She smelled you. Remember to compliment her like she’s the greatest thing you’ve ever seen.”

“Hey,” Vince said as we approached. “Jeremy, good to see you.”

“You too,” Jeremy said, eyeing Helena warily. “Thanks for letting me come up.”

“You’re welcome,” Helena said as Paul and Darren stepped back. “You may let me look at you now.” She still didn’t turn around.

“Go,” I whispered, shoving Jeremy toward her. “Before she changes her mind.”

Jeremy glared at me over his shoulder, but he walked in front of Helena, though he gave her a wide berth. She was wearing her Carnivàle costume, all bright colors and feathers. She looked like the oversized love child of a peacock and a flamingo, though since I valued my life, I would never tell her as much.

Jeremy swallowed thickly as he stood in front of her, looking up, given that Helena’s heels put her a few inches over him. If she decided to eat him, I wouldn’t be able to stop her.

She reached out with a gloved hand, tracing a finger along his cheek. “Hello, baby doll,” she said. “Thank you for coming to witness my glory. I promise that your life will be changed by what you are about to see.”

I rolled my eyes. “He’s seen you perform before.”

“I know,” Helena said simply.

“You look gorgeous,” Jeremy told her as Helena tapped a finger on his chin.

“Hmm,” Helena said. “Do I? Tell me more.”

“Um. I like your feathers?”

Yeah, he was going to get eaten. I had to save him. “What he meant to say was that he’s never seen such a vision, and that he’s awed to be in your presence. There has never been someone such as you, and you are the most beautiful queen who has ever existed.”

“Really,” Helena said, sounding dangerously dubious. “That’s what he meant to say.”

“Yes,” Jeremy said, eyes wide. “Exactly.”

Helena cocked her head. “Then why didn’t you say it like that?”

“Tone it down,” Darren muttered. “Save some for the show.”

Helena whirled around, eyes blazing. “Excuse me?”

Darren leaned forward and kissed her on the cheek, careful not to mess up her makeup. “Everyone here knows how beautiful you are. Don’t scare the newbie.”

And wonder of all wonders, Helena just… stopped. She shook her head as she laughed. “I’m just fucking with him. Think of it as an initiation to the Queen’s Lair.” Goddamn, was she whipped over Darren. Who would have thunk? She looked back at Jeremy, her smile less feral. “Thank you for coming, Jeremy. If you need anything, ask someone else, because I’m terribly busy. Darren, you may help me down the stairs now. If you let me fall, just know I’ll take you down with me.”

“I wouldn’t have it any other way,” Darren said, taking her by the hand and leading her toward the door.

Helena blew kisses at us as she left. We waited until the door closed before breathing a sigh of relief.

“What the hell was that?” Jeremy demanded.

“That was Helena letting you know she loves you,” Paul said, sitting down on the stool next to Charlie. “And she approves of you being here.”

“If she didn’t, she would have thrown you off the balcony,” Vince said. He frowned. “I’ve never seen it happen before, but she threatens it all the time.”

“Queens,” Charlie muttered. “Can’t live with them, can’t shoot them because it would get glitter everywhere.” He glanced up at us. “Jeremy, nice to see you again. Corey, come here.”

I did.

He looked me up and down. “You look nice.”

“Thank you, Daddy.” He turned his cheek toward me, and I kissed him because it made us both happy.

“Are you all right?” Vince asked me.

I blinked. “Yeah. Why?”

“You’re walking funny. Did you hurt yourself? You look… stiff.”

“I saw that too,” Paul said. “You looked like you forgot how to bend your knees.”

Oh dear god. I glared at both of them as Jeremy choked next to me. “There’s nothing wrong with the way I walk!”

“Right,” Paul said slowly, glancing between me and Jeremy. “Probably seeing things.”

“Yes. You were. It’s not as if ohhhhhh fuuuuuck.” I barely stopped from jerking my hips as the egg started to vibrate in my ass. It was probably only at a two or three, but my eyes were threatening to roll back in my head, and I nearly bit my tongue as I clenched my teeth. Jeremy was looking down at the phone, fighting a smile as he swiped the screen. The vibrations stopped.

Charlie, Paul, and Vince were staring at me.

I smiled weakly. “I just remembered that I forgot to feed the cat.”

“You don’t have a cat,” Vince said. “Sandy’s allergic.”

My legs felt like they were going to give out. “That’s right! I feel better now. Thank you for that, Vince. You’re so wonderful.”

He preened.

Paul squinted at me. “You’re sweating. Are you sure you’re okay? Are you coming down with something?”

“No,” I said distractedly, trying to figure out how to get my phone back from Jeremy without looking crazed. I might not have thought this through. Story of my life. “But I’m going to be coming down on something if this doesn’t stop.”

Jeremy grunted next to me as if gut-punched.

Well, shit.

“Ha-ha!” I practically shouted. “That was a joke. Just a funny sex joke because that’s what we do! Always talkin’ ’bout fuckin’.”

Paul sniffed. “Really, Corey. Show some decorum. There’s a time and place for everything. A seedy bar filled with horny men is not it.”

“You’re so funny,” Vince told him with stars in his eyes. “I’m happy I married you.”

“Yeah?” Paul said, a nasty curl to his lips. “How happy?”

“Why don’t I show you?” Vince said, leaning forward.

They were both startled when Charlie squirted them with a spray bottle. “No,” he said. “Stop it.” He squirted them again. “Stop it right now.”

Paul hissed at him.

Charlie ignored him as he put the bottle back down next to his stool.

Vince wiped his face with his hand. “Thanks, Charlie. I needed that. I don’t want to make a scene. We already got kicked out of Sears last weekend.”

I gaped at them, aghast. “You fucked around in a Sears? What is wrong with you? That place smells like broken dreams!”

Paul pouted as he crossed his arms. “It’s not our fault. We just got married. We can’t always control it when it happens. One moment Vince was looking at power tools, and the next I needed to suck on his—” He snarled as Charlie sprayed him in the face. “Would you stop doing that!”

“Then shut up,” Charlie said.

“We need to go get a drink,” I announced, grabbing Jeremy by the hand and pulling him toward the door. “Anyone want anything?”

“Sure,” Paul said. “I’ll take a—”

“No? Are you sure? Okay! Bye!”

“But—”

I didn’t hear anything else he said as I slammed the door behind us, almost knocking Jeremy down the stairs. He was laughing at me, the jerk.

“You’re going to get us caught,” I growled.

“Remind me. Which one of us shoved a vibrator up his ass and then relinquished the controls to said vibrator?”

I hated when he used sound logic. “That is beside the point.”

He grinned at me over his shoulder as we reached the bottom of the stairs. “If you say so. This might be the best gift anyone has ever given me. Thank you, Corey.”

“Worst idea ever,” I mumbled.

 

 

HE DIDN’T overdo it.

I mean, sure, I was left a drooling mess when I tried to order a drink and then my asshole started vibrating, causing the bartender, Izaac, to ask me if I needed to sit down. I managed to smile at him as Jeremy took over, ordering a water for himself and a vodka tonic for me. I was still slack-jawed when Izaac returned with our drinks. Jeremy paid for them and left a nice tip. It was only then that the vibrations stopped.

And sure, it started up again when we were standing near the back of the crowd as Helena performed. I managed not to drop my drink as I clenched down, my cock hard, my teeth grinding together. It didn’t let up as the crowd parted for Helena. She was lip-syncing to a dirty song I couldn’t recognize for the life of me. She stopped in front of me, hands on my shoulders as her head whipped back and forth. She lowered her hands down my back, and right before she grabbed my ass, the vibrations stopped. Her wig caught on my dick, but she didn’t seem to notice as she stood back up, kissing me on the cheek as the crowd leered around us.

“All right?” she whispered in my ear. “You look pale.”

“I’m fine,” I whispered back.

She nodded minutely before shoving me to the side and going after Jeremy. He was shocked when she did the splits in front of him, her face in his crotch.

Served him right, the bastard.

And sure, he slid his thumb across the phone screen as the drag show came to an end, higher than he’d ever done it before, but my shout was lost in the roar of the people around us. And since we were hidden in shadow, I allowed myself to lean back against him just once, his breath hot on my cheek. “Having fun?” he asked in a low voice.

“Fuck you,” I grunted.

He chuckled. “Can’t. Pity.”

I didn’t know when this had turned from me torturing him to Jeremy having the upper hand, but I wasn’t going to stand for it.

Which is why I turned around, the egg still vibrating. Making sure he was watching me, I tilted my head back and moaned, running my hand down the column of my throat to my chest and stomach until it rested near the front of my jeans. His gaze followed my hand, and his pupils looked blown in the flashing light as I squeezed myself through my jeans.

“Jesus fuck,” he muttered.

I grinned at him. “You mess with the bull, you’re gonna get the sledgehammer.”

“That doesn’t even make sense—”

I whirled around and disappeared into the crowd.

 

 

ALL GOOD things, of course, come to an end. It’s part of life.

Sometimes you’re in a gay bar with a vibrating egg stuck up your ass, the man of your dreams controlling it while you dance in the middle of a biker gang called the Dairy Queens, when you’re summoned by a daddy to come back up to the Lair.

I blinked up at Charlie as he nodded at me before setting down the mic.

“Sorry, boys,” I said. “My services are needed.”

The Dairy Queens looked disappointed, which pleased me greatly. Always leave them wanting while making a grand exit.

Jeremy was waiting for me at the bottom of the stairs.

“Having fun?” he asked innocently.

“Wait until it’s your turn,” I snapped at him. “I’m going to put this fucking thing in you and take you to goddamn church, just you wait.”

The bouncer in front of the door stared at us.

I coughed. “I love God.”

He nodded slowly as he opened the door.

I could feel Jeremy’s eyes on my ass as we walked back up the stairs, and I made sure to give him a good show. He was muttering threats against my person under his breath, and I laughed as I pushed open the door at the top of the stairs.

I was about to say something to push him further over the edge (“This is egg-zactly what you deserve!”) when the words died on my tongue.

Because there I stood, a vibrator quaking in my ass, looking into the Queen’s Lair at Paul and Darren and Helena and Vince and Charlie.

And also Nana and Matty and Larry and Robert.

“Oh fuck,” I squeaked.

“Yeah,” Jeremy said, coming up behind me. “That’s the idea. Just think of what’s going to happen when I push it up to a seven. You’re going to fucking come in your—Dad?”

“Jeremy,” Robert said cheerfully. “Charlie told me you were here, but I couldn’t see you down on the floor. I saw Corey, though.” He grinned at me. “You looked like you were having fun. And with so many half-dressed men. I approve.”

“Can you give us a moment?” I asked. And without waiting for a response, I turned away from them. Jeremy had a stupid look on his face, mouth agape, my phone still in his hand. “Turn it off. Turn it off!”

His mouth snapped closed as he looked down at his hand. “Oh my god, you have a sex toy in your ass and my dad is here!”

“Would you just fucking—” I grabbed the phone from his hand and brushed my thumb against the slider, bringing it all the way back down to zero. The vibrations ceased immediately.

I turned back around and smiled at everyone. They were still staring at us. “Well, isn’t this a surprise! I didn’t know you were all going to be here. And on tonight of all nights! I feel like this is something I should have known.”

“I needed a night out,” Nana said. “It’s a hard-knock life, and I could use a break every now and then.” She frowned at me. “Are you all right? You’re sweating profusely.”

“Right?” Helena said. “I thought the same thing.”

“Oh dear,” Matty said, coming toward me. She reached up and pressed her hand against my forehead. “You do feel warm. Are you coming down with something?”

I pulled my head away from her hand. “Just dancing. It gets hot down there.”

“Especially surrounded by all those men,” Larry said, looking down on the dance floor. “They looked like they wanted to get fresh with you. Is that what you kids call it? Getting fresh?”

“That’s exactly what we call it,” Helena said as Darren handed her a water bottle. “Corey was getting absolutely fresh with the Dairy Queens. Seems like he forgot what happened to Brian.”

“Was that the man who Sandy slept with and he ate all the bacon when Vince proposed to Paul?” Matty asked.

“I feel like there’s a story there,” Robert said to Charlie.

“You have no idea,” Charlie muttered.

“Come sit down,” Matty said, grabbing me by the hand and pulling me farther into the Lair. There was an empty stool next to Nana, and she shoved me down onto it. I yelped as the egg shifted just right.

“See?” Vince said, sounding concerned. “You’re hurt. I knew it. What did you do?”

“Maybe you just need another massage,” Nana said, taking my phone from me. “I’ll see if I can find a Groupon again. We can both be sugar babies this time.”

I was about to demand my phone back when Larry appeared in front of me, handing me a bottle of water. “Here. Drink this. Can’t have you getting sick. School starts soon, and you need to be in tip-top shape.”

I was about to protest when he tipped the bottle toward my mouth. I was forced to drink so it didn’t spill all over me.

“Hmm,” Helena said.

I didn’t like the sound of that. That was her something is happening hmm.

I had to distract her. And everyone else. “I thought about getting fresh with the Dairy Queens!”

It worked.

“Wow,” Paul said. “That’s… I don’t know what that is.”

“Are you sure you can handle it?” Vince asked me. “Seems like it’d be a lot of work. I mean, there’s, like, ten of them.”

Helena dabbed her eyes. “I remember when you were just a little boy and girl. I’m so proud of who you’ve become.”

“I want nothing to do with this,” Darren announced to no one in particular.

“You should probably just go home and get some sleep,” Larry said, making me drink more water. “You can think about group activities when you’re feeling better.”

“Or never,” Matty said. “That seems like it would be such an unnecessary mess.”

“Why are you scowling?” Robert asked Jeremy. “You used to get that same look on your face when you were a kid and your mother wanted you to share your toys.”

“I have no idea what you’re talking about,” Jeremy said, pouting as he crossed his arms.

“The others do the same thing,” Charlie said to Robert. “Even though they’re not children anymore. It’s cute, most of the time.”

“Oh hey,” Nana said. “What’s this? Is it a game? I don’t have games on my phone ever since that whole Words With Friends debacle. How was I to know I was playing against a thirteen-year-old? It’s not my fault he couldn’t bring it and I made him cry. How do I play? Do I need to make it go to egg-streme?”

Time slowed down around me as Nana lowered her thumb toward the screen.

I rose in slow motion as Jeremy began to lunge toward the phone.

Larry squawked in surprise as I bumped into him.

Which meant, of course, that I hit the water bottle from his hand right as Nana pushed the slider all the way to the right.

There was a beat of time, an infinitesimal moment where nothing happened.

And then it went egg-streme.

Three things happened almost simultaneously.

My knees buckled as the egg exploded in my butt, the vibrations so intense I thought I was going to swallow my tongue,

and

the water bottle flipped through the air, water spilling out and splashing onto Nana and my phone,

and

Jeremy knocked the phone from Nana’s hand, and it fell to the floor with an audible crack as the wet screen broke, the waving egg disappearing into a black error message.

It should have ended everything. My phone was broken. It should have stopped.

But it didn’t.

The egg kept vibrating.

From an outside perspective, we must have looked like the gayest Renaissance painting: Nana and Larry and Matty had their hands on their cheeks, looking shocked. Charlie and Robert were craning their necks toward us. The Queen was reaching toward me, the feathers bouncing on her shoulders. The King was rolling his eyes toward the ceiling. Paul and Vince were looking at each other with sex face. Jeremy was staring in horror at the phone on the ground.

And I was on my way to having a terrifically terrifying orgasm in front of people I considered to be my family.

I stood abruptly, barely in control of my hips. I gasped as the vibrations continued. Jeremy looked slowly up at me, the horror on his face increasing until I thought he was going to pass out right then and there.

“It won’t turn off,” I hissed at him. “What did you do?”

“What! I didn’t do anything! This is all your fault. You put it up there—” His eyes widened as he coughed roughly. “I mean, I have no idea what we’re talking about.”

“Oh darn,” Nana said. “I was about to win the game.”

I looked around in a panic, trying to find an escape route. For a second I thought about going over the balcony, but I would probably end up only getting halfway over before I started rutting against the railing.

It was then my savior came for me, swift and true.

A hand closed tightly around my arm, pulling me toward the door. “Paul,” Helena snapped over her shoulder, feathers trailing behind her. “Come with us. Now.”

Paul didn’t even question it. He followed us as we reached the door. I heard Jeremy start to follow, but Helena shot him a look that told him it would be in his best interest if he stayed right where he was if he wanted to live a long and fruitful life. Apparently he seemed to decide to take the chance, but Vince stopped him.

I was groaning in pleasure as Helena led me down the stairs.

“What the hell is happening to him?” Paul said from behind us.

“Not now,” Helena said.

She burst through the door into the bar. The bouncer looked at her questioningly. She ignored him as she snarled at people to get the hell out of her way. The crowd parted immediately, and I wanted to tell her she was a gay Moses, but the egg felt like it was right near my damn prostate, and all that came out of my mouth was a long moan that sounded like I was either dying or getting royally fucked.

It felt like both.

“Oh my god,” Paul said, sounding scandalized. “I never want to hear you make that sound again. What the hell is wrong with you!”

I glared at him over my shoulder and was ready to tell him off, but all that came out was “Yessssssss, Paul.”

He paled. “Oh no,” he whispered. “Sex face.”

We went out the back door of the bar to the patio, Helena shouting at everyone to get the fuck out of her way. I didn’t know what they thought was happening. There was a furious drag queen screaming at them, dragging someone who looked like they were having a seizure, followed by a man who seemed to want to be anywhere else.

All in all, not one of my better nights.

We were off the patio and out the back of Jack It. Sandy went to the small trailer sitting behind the bar and threw open the door, pulling me up inside.

Mike, the oily owner of Jack It, looked up at us in surprise from behind his desk. To make matters worse, there was a twink on his knees in front of him, and Mike didn’t seem to be wearing pants.

And I was still turned on.

“Helena,” Mike said angrily as the twink fled, lips swollen for reasons I never wanted to think about again. “What the hell are you doing?”

“Pull up your pants and get the fuck out,” Helena growled at him. “You have five seconds.”

“Now see here—”

“Four seconds.”

“I don’t—”

“Three seconds.”

Mike pulled up his pants, and I tried to keep from groaning, but I couldn’t stop.

“Is he all right?” Mike asked as he buckled his belt.

“Get out!” Helena roared.

Mike meeped and followed his twink du jour, slamming the door behind him.

“What is happening to him?” Paul demanded as Helena stepped back.

“He needs to lay an egg,” Helena said, shoving me around the desk. Behind it, because Mike was a kitschy bitch, was a cheap dressing screen with printed flowers on it.

“What.”

“Stupid child,” Helena muttered at me. “We’re going to have some words, you can trust me on that. But first, get that thing out your butt. Lay your damn egg!”

“What!” Paul screamed.

I could relate; I too felt like screaming.

It was close, that race to the finish. Helena left me behind the screen just as I dropped my jeans to the floor. There was a wet spot on my underwear, my dick straining through the fabric. I almost chose to let myself finish, but Paul was still making noises like I was, and I made the split-second decision that we weren’t that kind of friends.

I did the only thing I could.

For lack of a better phrase (oh, how crass I could be!), I laid the egg.

I pulled on the strap as hard as I could, and the vibrations ceased almost immediately.

“Nooo,” Paul was moaning. “Oh god, I heard that. Why? Whyyyy?”

I gasped in relief as I dropped the egg onto the floor. I still felt like I was buzzing, even though the egg was gone, and I bit into my lip to try to distract myself.

The egg vibrated along the floor, rattling against one of the legs of the desk before it died a welcome death.

Silence filled the trailer.

I waited as I struggled to breathe, hoping they would just leave and we would never speak about this again.

They didn’t.

“So,” I finally said as my dick started to wilt. “What are the chances that no one asks any questions and we go back and try to enjoy our night?”

“Slim to none,” Helena said in that tone of voice that told me I was adorable for even trying.

“Yeah,” I mumbled. “I figured.”

“The sooner you come out here, the sooner we can deal with this.”

“I’d rather not, if it’s all the same to you.”

“I’m with Corey,” Paul said, sounding traumatized. “I don’t want to deal with any of this.”

“Pull up your pants, baby doll, and get out here.”

I sighed as I did just that. I fastened my jeans and walked out around the screen, refusing to look at them.

“Speak,” Helena demanded.

I threw up my hands. “It’s your fault! You bought it for me!”

“I did,” Helena agreed. “But I thought you were going to use it in private.”

“What is happening!” Paul yelled.

Helena rolled her eyes. “I bought Corey a sex toy that he shoved up his ass in public.”

“You what?”

“It’s okay,” Helena said. “I have Amazon Prime, so I got free shipping.”

“That doesn’t mean anything!” Paul shouted at her.

Yes. Paul was on my side, though he didn’t know it. With our powers combined, we could take on the Queen. It was the last level. The final boss fight. We had this. “Yeah! That doesn’t mean anything. And it’s not my fault that I came up with the idea to use it in public! Jeremy was supposed to be in control of it on my phone, but he gave it to Nana instead!”

Paul stopped yelling.

They both turned slowly to look at me.

I frowned. “What’s going on? What’s happening here? Why are you looking at me like that?”

“Baby doll,” Helena purred, tapping her nails on the desk in front of her. “Can you say that one more time?”

I squinted at her. “It doesn’t mean anything? And it’s not my fault? Because Jeremy was supposed to be… in control… of… oh no.”

“Yes,” Helena said, eyes glittering. “Oh no indeed.”

Paul looked shocked. “Why the hell would Jeremy be in control of—wait. Hold up a minute. Jeremy was in control of your sex toy? Which means he knew about it. Which means you talked about it.” He gasped dramatically. “You two are fucking!”

I panicked. “No we’re not! There’s been no fucking! There has been no insertion of any body parts ever!”

Helena was on the hunt. She leaned forward, pressing her hands flat against the desk. She bared her teeth at me. “Really. You expect me to believe that?”

She was trying to hypnotize me. Well, too bad! It wouldn’t work! She wasn’t going to get my secrets. “We haven’t. The only thing we’ve done is kissed once and then dirty talked to each other while we sat on opposite sides of his office door as we jerked off!” I inhaled sharply as I extended a trembling figure toward her. “Witch! You are trying to enchant me!”

“Holy sweat balls,” Paul breathed. “You were right.”

“I know voodoo! And Krav Maga! I will fight you both until you die and—” I stopped in the middle of my very serious threats as I replayed Paul’s words in my mind. “What did he mean you were right?”

Helena stood upright, the top of her head almost hitting the ceiling. She shrugged. “I thought you and Jeremy were already fucking but trying to keep it a secret because he’s your boss and it’s a stupid thing to be doing.”

I groaned as I put my face in my hands. “How the hell did you figure that out? We were so careful.”

“Really,” Helena said dryly. “That’s what you’re going with. Careful. After denying it directly to our faces for so long. How precious you are.”

My throat started to constrict, and my eyes burned. I dropped my hands and looked away from them, trying to regain control. I didn’t know why this was affecting me as much as it was. But all I could hear in my head was her words repeating: it’s a stupid thing to be doing.

“Oh hey, no,” Helena said, dropping the act. She came around the desk and wrapped her arms around me. I buried my face against her bosom as she stroked the back of my neck. “Corey. Come on. We were just playing. I’m sorry if we took it too far. It’s okay, I promise.”

I nodded against her chest, breathing heavily.

Paul came around the other side of the desk so that he stood behind me. He rubbed a hand up and down my back. “Yeah, I’m sorry too. I mean, I’m not sorry for freaking out about the whole laying an egg thing, but the other stuff? Sure.”

“It’s a stupid thing to be doing,” I managed to say.

“Yeah,” Helena said gently. “It is. If it’s just fucking around. Because that could backfire, and I would hate to see that if it happened. You’ve worked so hard to get this far.”

“And if it’s not just fucking around?” I whispered.

“Talking about if it’s more than that?” Paul asked. “Like, feelings and junk?”

Leave it to Paul to cut to the heart of the matter with feelings and junk. “Yeah.”

“Is it?” Helena asked.

I shrugged. But they knew what I meant.

“And is it reciprocated?”

I shrugged again before nodding.

Helena sighed as she squeezed the back of my neck. “Of course it is. Because you’re you, and he would be the luckiest guy in the world.”

I sniffed as I lifted my head, looking up her. She loosened her arms and pulled back to cup my face, thumbs brushing against my wet cheeks. “This was just… dumb.”

Paul snorted from behind me. “That’s an understatement.”

“But he likes me. He says… he says it’s real for him.”

Paul sighed. “Dammit. Now I love him too.”

I needed them to understand. “And we haven’t… we’re not doing anything. Yet. Because of Phoenix House.”

“Just jerking off with each other and putting sex toys up your ass,” Helena said.

“Yeah. There is that.”

“When did it start?”

I looked away from them. “Nothing happened until the dinner with the Super Gays.”

“What?” Helena asked. “That recent? Shit. I thought it was going on all summer.”

I laughed hollowly. “I think it was building toward that. But he said….” I shook my head. “It doesn’t matter. I just don’t want to fuck this up. And I think I did.”

“Nah,” Paul said. “It’s just going to be one of those stories. Like when Vince ran into my car.”

Helena smiled. “Or when Darren and I faked sex in order to convince people in the bar we were fucking.”

I groaned. “That makes things worse. I don’t want to be like you guys!”

She snorted inelegantly. “Too late, baby doll. You have your very own I can’t believe I just did that story. And Paul, you are a fucking liar. You hit Vince with your car, don’t even front.”

Paul threw up his hands. “I don’t even know why I try anymore.”

“It’s real, though?” Helena asked me.

I nodded.

“Maybe even a little more than that?”

I hesitated before nodding again. It was stunning to think about, how something could sneak up on me like that. But there it was. The idea that Jeremy could… that we could be something more—

“I can’t believe we’re talking about love stuff after Corey laid an egg,” Paul said. “Our lives are terrible.”

“Maybe,” Helena said. “But I wouldn’t trade it for anything in the world.”

And because we couldn’t not, Paul and I hugged her as hard as we could.

She laughed as she wrapped her arms around us. “That’s the good stuff right there.”

Paul turned his head toward me so our noses were almost touching. “And just so you stop freaking out, Helena and I are the only ones who know.”

I blinked. “You didn’t tell Vince or Darren?”

He shook his head. “Seemed like a good idea that we keep it to ourselves. We figured if we were right, it’d be better if it came from you. And we didn’t know if it was just fucking or whatever. We didn’t want to mess it up for you.”

“I love you guys.”

“Us too, baby doll,” Helena said into the top of my head. “More than you could possibly know.”

We didn’t hear the door opening. We didn’t know how long he’d been standing there. But when Jeremy said, “Can I steal Corey for a second?” we all jumped apart.

He stood in the doorway to the trailer looking concerned. He only had eyes for me.

Helena cupped my face. “Is that all right?”

I nodded.

She leaned forward and left a sticky kiss on my cheek. She winked at me before turning around and walking toward the door. She stopped in front of Jeremy, hands on her hips. She was towering over him, and Jeremy swallowed thickly. “I cherish you,” Helena purred.

“Oh. Um. Thank you?”

“Oh, you’re so welcome,” Helena said. “Just thought you should know.” He stepped back to allow her and Paul to leave. I wasn’t surprised when she stopped. “Oh, and Jeremy?”

He looked back at her.

“You fuck this up and there will be nowhere you can run that I won’t find you. It doesn’t matter how long it takes. You will know only fear for the rest of your days.” She smacked his ass as she cackled wildly.

“Yeah,” Paul said, and I didn’t know what I’d done to deserve these people. “What she said.” He jerked his entire body toward Jeremy and seemed pleased when he recoiled slightly. “Also, you’re pretty cool or whatever.”

“What the fuck?” Jeremy asked faintly as they headed back into the bar.

“They’re a little… much.” I shook my head. “How much did you hear?”

Jeremy turned back to me. He took a deep breath before he climbed into the trailer and shut the door behind him. “Enough.”

I shuffled my feet against the floor. “Oh.”

“Yeah.”

“So… any chance we can just forget all of this?”

“Slim to none.”

“Great,” I muttered.

“Look, Corey….”

I snapped my head up, because I didn’t like the sound of that. His brow was furrowed, and he ran a hand over his beard. “Oh. I mean, I’m sorry? I know it’s a lot, and maybe I should have—”

He held up a hand, and I fell silent. “It’s not… that.”

Ugh. If he was going to break my heart, I’d rather not be in a trailer where a twink had just been sucking off Mike. I hated everything. “Okay. Then what is it?”

“It’s a lot. You’re a lot.”

I tried to hide how much that stung. I didn’t think I was very successful. “I don’t mean to be,” I said in a small voice.

His eyes widened. “No. That’s not what I—argh. I’m doing this all wrong. Okay. I want you to listen to me. Hear everything I’m saying. Let me finish. Deal?”

“Deal.”

He looked relieved. “I’ve never really had… this. Before. Someone like you. It’s just never worked out for me like that. And it’s wonderful. And terrifying. You’re so fucking young, and part of me wants to step back and let you live your life.”

“But—”

“Not finished yet,” he said, not unkindly. “Because there is a bigger part of me that doesn’t give a shit about that, and I don’t feel as guilty about it as I probably should. I told you that this was real for me. And I meant every word. You… you’re one of the greatest things that’s ever happened to me. You’re the better part of my every day. And I can’t imagine a life anymore where you’re not in it, in one capacity or another. You’re fierce. And strong. And you make my world a better place.”

“Same,” I said awkwardly. “I mean, you know. You for me. And stuff.”

He snorted. “Gee. Thanks. The and stuff part really cemented that.”

I glared at him.

“I need you to know that this is a big deal for me,” he said. “And while maybe we could have forgone the whole egg thing, I wouldn’t change any part of it.”

“You’re telling me,” I mumbled. “I just had to pull it out of my ass in front of Paul and Helena.”

He coughed roughly. “That’s… I don’t know what that is.”

“It’s fucked-up.”

“Yeah. A little.” He shook his head. “You’re making me lose track of what I’m trying to say.” He moved until he was in front of me. He took my hands in his, squeezing gently. It was the first time we’d really touched since that night in his office. It felt good. It felt… right. “So here’s the deal. I care about you. And that’s probably an understatement. More than you could possibly know.”

Uh-oh. “But….”

“But we need to do this right,” he said. “Because I don’t want to mess it up. It’s too important to me. You’re too important. So I think what we need to do is take some time to figure this out. We need to have clear heads and realistic expectations going forward. This summer has been a bit of a bubble. We’re both going to be starting school again, and you’re going to be busier than ever. I don’t want to take away from that.”

“You won’t,” I said quickly. “I can—”

He shook his head. “Just… listen. Okay? I need time to figure out how we’re going to do this. Because I want to do this. With you. Don’t ever doubt that. But I have to make sure I get this right. If, after all this, you still want to be with me, I have to make some choices. The university has to know. I can’t take the chance that either of us does anything that will put us in jeopardy. I don’t think you’d want that either.”

I shrugged, because even though he was right, I was still feeling reckless about it all.

He shook my arms a little. “Hey, come on. You know I’m right.”

I looked down at our feet and voiced the one thing that kept echoing through my head. “What if you change your mind?”

He let go of my hand and pressed a finger under my chin to lift my head. He was smiling quietly. “All that stuff you said to Paul and Vince? About it maybe being a little more than just caring. It’s the same for me. Of course it is. How could it not be? You’re you. And that’s all I could ever want.”

And then he kissed me.

It was chaste and sweet, the barest press of his lips against mine. Neither of us tried to deepen it, and it was over really before it began. But there was a promise there, one that caused a bright spark to burst in my chest.

He pulled away and took a step back. He looked as affected as I was. “So.”

I reached up and brushed my fingers against my lips. “So.”

“We do this right.”

I nodded.

“Because this is real.”

“The realest, even.”

He grinned at me. “I can’t wait for us.” He jerked his head toward the door. “Let’s go back inside, okay? Let everyone know you’re okay. They were worried.”

I nodded, and even though I wanted nothing more than to take his hand in mine, I didn’t. There would be a time in the not so distant future where I’d do just that, but for now, his words and the taste of him on my lips was enough.

Mike was pacing angrily on the gravel in front of the trailer. His eyes narrowed as we walked out. “Are you two finished? Because Helena said if I interrupted you, she would murder me. You better not have been fucking in there.”

I rolled my eyes. “Because no one has ever done that before.”

“Fuck off,” he muttered. “And you tell Helena she owes me. Again.”

“Why don’t you tell her that? I’m sure she’d love to hear it from you.”

He paled. “Or maybe we can just forget about all of it.” He shoved us out of the way as he climbed back into the trailer, grumbling under his breath. We started back toward the bar when we heard him say, “What the hell is this? Is that… is that an egg? Why is it purple? Oh my god, why is it wet? It’s all over my hands! What the fuck is this! Corey! Corey!”

“Oh shit,” I breathed. “Jeremy, we need to run.”

And we did as Mike screamed his rage behind us.




Chapter 16: Why We Fight

 

 

ON A hot summer day toward the end of August, my phone buzzed on the desk in my office. I looked over from my laptop to see a text message.

I’m here.

I smiled down at my phone. “Looks like we’re a go.”

Marina laughed as she looked over from her desk. “He actually came? From the way you were talking, it didn’t sound like he’d show.”

I shrugged as I stood from my desk. “He’s nervous.”

“You tell him he doesn’t need to be. We’re so happy to have him. I know the kids are too, and I promise they’ll be on their best behavior.”

I stood from my chair, stretching my arms over my head. “Only because you threatened them.”

She snorted. “When dealing with teenagers, sometimes threats are the only things that work. You should know that by now.”

She stopped me before I reached the door. I turned and grunted in surprise when she hugged me tightly. I patted her back amiably. “What’s this for?”

She squeezed me once before letting go. I was shocked to see her eyes were wet. “Just… for being you. I warned you I was going to be getting sentimental on your last day. I don’t know what I’m going to do when I look over and you’re not there.”

“I’m going to come back in as much as I can,” I told her. “Maybe not as much as I’d like, but I promise I’ll still be here. I can’t leave this place behind.”

She wiped her eyes as she nodded. “I know. And once you get closer to graduation, we’ll talk, huh?”

“Of course. I’ve got a lot to think about. Some decisions need to be made before too long.”

“Good. I’ll let Jeremy and the others know we’re ready. Why don’t you make sure your friend isn’t getting mauled?”

That made me move.

Phoenix House was as noisy as it’d ever been. The kids and the case managers were finishing setting up chairs in the main room. There was a banner overhead painted with a rainbow. On it were the words WELCOME CHARLIE! He was going to get a kick out of it.

I waved at Diego and Kai. Diego waved back. Kai nodded at me. I was touched. That was a lot, coming from them. “We’re ready!” I called over my shoulder as I pushed open the door to the center. “Everyone take a seat!”

“You don’t have to push me,” Charlie was grumbling on the sidewalk. “I’ll go in when I’m good and ready.”

“I don’t know why you’re so nervous,” Robert said, eyes twinkling. “They’re going to love you almost as much as I do.”

“I’m not nervous,” Charlie snapped. “I’m taking my time. There’s a difference.”

“Charlie!” I said cheerfully. “Welcome to Phoenix House. We’re all ready for you.”

His eyes widened. “What do you mean all? How many people are in there?”

I hugged him. “Thousands,” I said.

He hugged me back. “I don’t know why I ever thought you were nicer than Paul and Sandy. You’re just as bad.”

He let me go, and I hugged Robert.

“Everyone here?” he whispered in my ear.

“Yep. He doesn’t know?”

“No idea.”

“What are you two gossiping about?” Charlie asked suspiciously as Robert and I stepped away from each other.

“Nothing for you to worry about,” Robert said. “Let’s go inside, shall we? This heat is more than I can handle.”

Charlie hesitated, but only for a moment. Then he squared his shoulders and jutted out his chin. “Okay. I’m ready now. Let’s go talk to the youngsters. I’m going to give them a piece of my mind.”

Robert snorted as he threaded his arm through Charlie’s. “Tough guy.”

“And don’t you forget it.”

I led the way into Phoenix House. Everyone turned to stare at us, then immediately turned to whisper to each other as they saw Charlie and Robert for the first time. I glanced back, wondering what they saw. Charlie was in black jeans and a black shirt and had leather cuffs on both wrists and a leather strap hanging from a chain around his neck.

Robert looked dapper as always in a wide-brimmed hat and a striped button-down. The tip of his cane bounced off the floor with every step he took. “Would you look at that,” he said softly, taking in the crowd and the sign. “All for you, dear. How wonderful.”

Charlie was speechless as he took in the center. There was an empty row of chairs in the back, but his eyes were on the sign. “That for me?” he grunted.

“Oh no,” I teased him. “That’s for the other guy named Charlie coming in today. Just ignore it. We didn’t have time to make another sign for you.”

Robert chuckled as Charlie shot me a look. “Over my knee, Corey. I don’t care if we have an audience.”

The kids started whispering even louder.

I winced. “Maybe not talk about that part.”

Charlie rolled his eyes. “At least they know I’m to be respected now.”

“I’ll leave you to it,” Robert said, leaning over and kissing his cheek.

Charlie wasn’t happy about that. “Maybe you should just stay with me. Just in case.”

Robert laughed. “You’ll be fine. I see a chair with my name on it. Going to take a load off.”

Charlie protested, but Robert ignored him as he walked toward the row of empty chairs.

I saw Marina peeking her head around the corner. She winked at me as I led Charlie to the front of the room. There were two chairs set up for us near the windows. Charlie held his head high as he walked by the kids. He looked like a badass, and I loved him all the more for it. Most probably couldn’t tell he was extremely nervous, but I could see it by the way he clenched his hands.

“Okay,” I said in a low voice as we reached the front. “One chair for you and one for me. I’ll be up here with you the whole time, as a moderator of sorts. And trust me when I say that they’re going to have questions. When you’ve had enough, let me know and I’ll wrap it up.”

“Thanks,” he said gruffly. “I’m really glad you’re here.”

“For you? Always. Ready?”

He sighed. “As I’ll ever be.”

“Okay. Go ahead and take a seat. I’ll get us started.”

He sat down as I turned toward everyone watching us. I was pleased to see not a phone in sight. Even Kai had put theirs away. And even better was the fact that there were a few parents of some of the kids in the audience. Not many, but still. The fact that they had come down was important.

“All right,” I said cheerfully. “Thank you all for coming today. I know that school is starting up soon and you’re probably really excited about it—”

Every teenager in the room groaned dramatically.

“—but I appreciate you taking time away from your preparations to be here. Today we’ve got our last guest of the summer. His name is Charles Malone, and he is a dear, dear friend of mine. Which means I expect everyone to be on their best behavior and give him your undivided attention lest you face my wrath.”

They groaned even louder.

I should have been offended. Instead I laughed. “Yeah, yeah. But before we begin, a little history.” I took a deep breath. “You all know me. You’ve heard part of my story before. But something I haven’t shared with all of you is who my family is. You probably know already that like a lot of you, I was brought up in the foster care system. And I had a rough go of it. Being biracial and bigender in a home that didn’t know how to deal with me meant that I had to figure a lot out for myself. But I was luckier than some because I found a family where I belonged. People who saw me for who I was and loved me for it. Charlie was one of those people. He taught me how to stand up for myself and to not take crap from anyone. But I wasn’t the only one he taught that to. Guys, could you come out now?”

Marina stepped out from around the corner. Jeremy followed behind her.

And then came Sandy. And Paul, dragging a barking Wheels on his leash. And Vince and Darren. And Nana and Matty and Larry. They were all smiling as they sat down in the empty row next to Robert. Jeremy stood behind his father, putting his hands on his shoulders.

I glanced over at Charlie.

His mouth was open, and even though he would most likely deny it later, I saw a tear trickle down his rough cheek.

“I know you saw these people earlier and probably had questions,” I said. “This is our family. Mine and Charlie’s. And in one way or another, we’ve all helped shape each other. And Charlie has had a hand in that. We may not all be related by blood, but that doesn’t matter. Because we’ve made ourselves a home with these people, who love us despite our faults.”

“I love you, Charlie!” Matty yelled. “You’re my favorite out of everyone, including my sons!”

“Hey!” Paul and Vince and Sandy and Darren all said at the same time.

Charlie laughed wetly as he wiped his eyes. “You dolt,” he said to me. “You did this on purpose.”

I shrugged. “You’ll never be able to prove it.” I turned back to the crowd. “Now I’m going to get out of the way and let Charlie have his say. And if you have questions, you can raise your hand and wait to be called on. And you will keep them clean and polite.”

“Dammit,” Nana muttered. “There goes every question I had.” She began ripping up a sheet of paper I hadn’t seen her carrying. She threw the pieces on the floor, grumbling to herself.

I sat down in the chair next to Charlie. He reached over and took my hand in his, and for the hour we sat in front of these people, he never let me go.

“Okay,” he said. “So. I guess I—”

“Little louder,” I told him.

He cleared his throat and started again. “I guess the first thing I want to say is thank you for letting me come here. It warms an old man’s heart to see a place like this exist. I didn’t… I didn’t have anything like this when I was your age. Hell, I didn’t have anything like this when I was even older. Things might have… been different. But then things back then weren’t like they are now. It wasn’t until I met a drag queen named Vaguyna Muffman that I was able to realize who I really was. She taught me that it was okay to step out of the shadows. And even though I was probably more trouble than I was worth, she never gave up on me.” As he spoke, his voice became stronger. “And it took me a long time to realize that. Because I wasn’t… comfortable with myself. I had lived a life that, while I wouldn’t change it for anything, it wasn’t true. To myself. To others. I made mistakes. Lord knows I made a bunch of mistakes. And I hurt people in the process. But I was scared, because I didn’t know how else to be.”

I looked out at the crowd. Every single person in the room was watching him with rapt attention.

“This world we live in now,” Charlie continued, “it’s one that can still be scary. Things are happening that I never thought I’d have to see again. But I’m a different person than I was before. I’m stronger. Braver. And I have people behind me that, while I don’t know that I deserve, won’t ever let me go.”

“Damn right!” Larry shouted.

“Language,” Paul said. “For fuck’s sake, Dad.”

“And that’s important,” Charlie said. “It may not seem like it now, seeing as how many of you are so young. I won’t pretend to know what your life is like. What happens to you when you leave this place. But if I could have you remember anything, it would be this: you are important. You are special. It doesn’t matter if you identify as a man or a woman or somewhere in between. It doesn’t matter if you’re gay or bisexual or queer or ace. You are exactly the way you’re supposed to be. And no one can take that away from you. There may be rough days ahead. I won’t lie to you about that. But even if things don’t go the way we expect, you can’t ever give up. Because we are stronger together than we will ever be alone. This is why we fight. To have our voices heard and to let everyone know we won’t be taken lightly. They don’t know who they’re messing with. They want a war? Bring it. Because we are going to be fierce and fabulous, and they’ll never see us coming.”

He was startled when everyone in the room began to cheer.

And then he smiled as wide as I’d ever seen him. The lines around his eyes and mouth were deep and craggy, but he was transformed into something so beautiful, I could barely breathe.

As soon as the applause began to die down, Charlie began again. “I want to tell you about where I came from. And how proud you all make me for being who you are. If I think about it, it really started when I was fifteen years old….”

 

 

CHARLIE WAS surrounded by a gaggle of teenagers all demanding answers to their questions. He looked like he was handling himself okay, so I left him to it. I found Robert standing by himself off to the side as the crowd broke up for light refreshments.

“That went well,” Robert said as I stopped behind him.

“It did.”

He tapped his cane against my shoe. “You sound relieved.”

“I was more worried about him than everyone else,” I admitted. “I sort of felt like I was forcing him to come down here.”

Robert shook his head. “He may have put up a good fight, but I could tell he was excited. I think he was flattered you even asked.”

“He’s the best.” I laughed when Kai reached up and tugged gently on the leather strap hanging from the chain around his neck, asking him where he got it because it looked so cool.

“He is,” Robert said fondly. “We’re all very lucky to have him in our lives.”

I glanced at Robert. “You think he knows that?”

“Oh, I’m sure he does, though I don’t think it’s just needing to hear the words. It’s how you all include him. He may grumble about a lot of things, but I’ve seen the way he lights up when one of you texts him or when he tells me a story about some ridiculous situation you’ve all found yourselves in.” Robert chuckled. “You’re a very lively bunch.”

“You don’t know the half of it,” I said honestly. “We’re pretty weird. I don’t even know how we’re still alive.”

“I like it. Keeps me on my toes.” Robert hesitated. Then, “May I be forward with you?”

I waggled my eyebrows at him. “Won’t Charlie get jealous?”

Robert grinned at me. “Oh, I highly doubt you could handle me.”

“That’s… strangely comforting. Seriously. What the fuck. Go ahead. Hit me with your worst.”

“You love my son. And I think he loves you.”

I gaped at him.

“I thought as much,” he said as if he hadn’t just dropped a bomb on my head. “Close your mouth, my dear. Someone will take it as an invitation.”

I snapped my mouth closed, almost biting my tongue.

Robert watched Jeremy as he tilted his head back and laughed, Nana beaming up at him proudly. Matty and Larry looked shocked and appalled. I didn’t want to know what Nana had said. “I told you once about Jeremy, that I thought he was lonely. That he didn’t have people who could appreciate him for all he was. And you took my words to heart. You gave him a place to belong. What I didn’t expect was for you all to do the same for me.”

I couldn’t figure out how to form words.

“It wasn’t until Charlie that I realized that I was lonely too. I’ve lived a long life filled with happiness and sadness, joy and heartbreak. I didn’t expect to be the age I am now and find myself with a man who makes my heart sing. And with him came a group of remarkable people who love each other so much it hurts. You opened your arms for a pair of lonely gentlemen, and I can’t thank you enough for it.”

“You belong with us,” I managed to say. “The both of you.”

Robert nodded. “And I understand that. Nana told me that I was an honorary Auster. I was touched by that. Your family has welcomed us into your home. And I need you to know that no matter what happens, I’m welcoming you into mine. While I can’t speak for the future and what it holds for all of us, and whether you and Jeremy become something more or stay as you are now, you’ve changed us, Corey, for the better. And I will never forget that.”

I hugged him. He laughed delightedly as he hugged me back. It was a good sound, one I hoped to hear again and again.

“We’re figuring it out,” I whispered to him. “I think… I think it’s going to be something great.”

“Good,” he said, patting my back. “And if he needs a kick in the ass, you tell me. I’ll take care of it. And if I think you need the same, have no fear: I’ll take care of that too.”

I believed him.

 

 

PHOENIX HOUSE emptied as the afternoon wore on. I got hugged and high-fived and fist-bumped by most of the kids as they left. A few threatened to come find me if I didn’t come back as soon as I could. I promised them all they couldn’t be rid of me, no matter how hard they tried.

Kai and Diego were the last of the kids to leave.

“Hey,” I said as they stopped in front of me. “Good day, right?”

Kai shrugged as Diego nodded. “Yeah. Good day. Charlie’s, like, so rad. He’s a leather daddy. I didn’t know what that meant, but now I want to be one too.”

Oh boy. “Give yourself a few years before making that decision,” I said with a straight face. “You’ve still got a ways to go yet.”

“You’re coming back,” Kai said. It wasn’t a question.

“Sure,” I said easily. “As much as I can. You both have my phone number if you need anything?”

“We do,” Kai said.

“I expect you to use it. I mean it. You need me, you text or call me. I’ll do whatever I can to help.”

“You’re all right,” Diego said, punching me lightly on the shoulder.

I snorted. “Thanks. I think. Be safe, okay? And if I can’t come back in before, I’ll see you all at the Pride parade in a few weeks. We’re going to celebrate our asses off this year. Deal?”

“Deal,” Diego said. “Later, Corey.” He started to walk away but stopped when he saw Kai wasn’t following him.

Kai was watching me with their head cocked.

I arched an eyebrow at them.

They rolled their eyes, and before I knew what was happening, they threw their arms around my shoulders and kissed my cheek. “Thank you,” they whispered. “For everything.” And then they were gone, following Diego out the door.

I stared after them for a long time.

 

 

IN THE end, it was just me, Marina, and Jeremy. We sat in Jeremy’s office, watching as he packed up the last of his things.

“How’s the director hunt going?” I asked Marina.

She smiled at me. “Pretty good. We’ve got a couple of prospects. And since we’re now fully funded through 2018, it’s more of an incentive to get someone in here. Funny how that works.”

“Why don’t you do it?”

She shook her head. “It’s… I like being down in the front lines. Getting my hands dirty. I don’t want to be cooped up in this office all day.”

“I didn’t stay in here,” Jeremy pointed out.

“I know. But… I’d like to get someone in here. Someone younger. Fresh blood, if you will. Someone hungry enough to steer this ship. My wife and I are talking about all the trips we’ve never gotten to take and what we want for our future. If I decide to step back at some point, I want to know Phoenix House is in good hands.” She looked up at Jeremy. “Sure I can’t change your mind?”

He smiled. “Pretty sure. Though who knows what could happen in the future?”

She nudged me with her shoe. “And don’t think I’m not going to come after you as it gets closer to graduation. Forewarned is forearmed.”

“Only you can make a job offer sound like a threat,” I muttered.

She stood with a grunt. “It’s how I’ve gotten this far. We’re still on for Pride? The both of you?”

“Definitely.”

“Good.” She looked at us both before sniffling. “I promised myself I wouldn’t cry, but here we go.” She wiped her eyes. “Thank you. Both of you. For all that you’ve done. Because of you, Phoenix House will continue to help our community. You’ve given us a great gift, and I will be forever grateful.”

She leaned down and kissed my cheek before rounding the desk and doing the same to Jeremy. She sniffled again as she walked toward the door. “Don’t be strangers, you hear me? And for the love of all that is holy, if you haven’t kissed each other already, get it over with. Time is too short to act so foolish.”

We stared after her as she closed the door.

“Wow,” I said. “That happened.”

“Yeah,” Jeremy said faintly. “I guess it did.”

“How the fuck did she know?”

“Dad says we were so obvious, it could be seen from space.”

“Hyperbole is so stupid,” I mumbled. “We weren’t that obvious.”

Jeremy rubbed his jaw. “I think we might have been. Vince told me he was happy we finally figured things out.”

“What?”

He nodded. “Yeah, and you really don’t want to know what Nana told me.”

“Tell me,” I demanded.

“She said that if I ever needed to borrow one of her paddles to use on you—”

“Never mind! Don’t tell me! Ack! Gross! Ugh!”

He grinned at me. “Larry said that it was okay because Vince was a Dom and Paul was his pony. They seemed very open-minded about the whole thing. I didn’t want to ask what that meant, but—”

“Jesus Christ,” I groaned as I put my face in my hands. “I swear to god, those people are going to be the death of me.”

“Nah,” Jeremy said easily. “They just love you, is all. And they’re right. All of them.”

I dropped my hands. “About what? I don’t want you to spank me with one of Nana’s paddles. I mean, sure, maybe if you had your own we could talk, but—” My eyes bulged as I replayed my own words. “Uh. Forget I said that?”

“Frankly, I don’t think that’s possible.” He had this look in his eyes like he was imagining me bare-assed and over his knee. “You want to—”

“If the conditions were right, I suppose—”

“The conditions? What the hell does that—”

“I don’t know! I haven’t even picked out a safeword! Shouldn’t I—”

“Oh, so now we’re in safeword territory, are we? Seems like we skipped a couple of steps—”

“Tumblr taught me safe, sane, and consensual, and everyone knows Tumblr is where you go to look up spanking—”

“I want to kiss you,” Jeremy said, and all my words dried up. “More than anything. I want to take you home with me. I want to be with you. I don’t ever want to let you go.”

I nodded slowly. “Soon.”

He closed his eyes. “Soon. Because we’re going to do this right.”

“God, I hate how responsible we are.”

He laughed, and the tension eased. “I know. But I don’t want anything standing in our way. Because I’m all in, Corey. Okay?”

I swallowed thickly. “Okay.”

“Good. Now, for old times’ sake, how about I drive you home. I got a new CD for us to listen to. It’s Jason Mraz. You ever heard of him?”

“Jesus Christ. What the hell is wrong with you? Do you see a white guy with a guitar and think, ‘oh my god, I need to have this!’ Is that what’s going on? Because that is an illness, Jeremy. A debilitating illness.”

“Just because you have unrefined tastes in music doesn’t mean you get to—”

“Unrefined? You listen here, you pedantic asshole. I’ll have you know that—”

“Yeah, yeah, yeah. We’re still going to listen to it.” He smirked at me before opening the office door and walking through it.

I stood from my chair. “Always with the last word. You dick.”

“I heard that!” he shouted from down the hallway.

Before I switched off the light, I looked back just once. The office seemed so empty now, but I knew it wouldn’t remain that way. Soon someone would be in here who loved this place almost as much as we did.

“See you soon,” I whispered.

I switched off the light and closed the door.




Chapter 17: Bigots Can Suck My Dick

 

 

I HATED to admit it, but Jeremy was right.

Once school began again, I had time for little else. It wasn’t just the amount of coursework or meeting with my academic advisor on a weekly basis while he rolled his eyes at my panicking. (Usually done in a high-pitched voice while demanding he explain to me how the hell he’d let me get this far, the asshole, what was he thinking?)

It was also doing the one thing that many unfortunate twentysomethings had to do, the one thing that was the absolute worst thing in the world: planning for the future, for a life after graduation.

The very idea was paralyzing. While I got back into the swing of things relatively easily, the thought that this would soon all be over and the rest of my life would begin wasn’t something I had prepared for. I hadn’t been much of a procrastinator; I wouldn’t have made it as far as I had if I had been. But frankly, knowing that all my hard work was about to pay off toward… something was almost more than I could take.

Sandy steered clear of me, for the most part, unless I absolutely needed him. And when I did, he was there with food or a back rub or a bitchy clap back, telling me that I really needed to get over myself when I snapped at him a few times too many.

“I’m sorry,” I muttered in the second week of September. “I’m not trying to be an asshole.”

“Good,” he said with a sniff. “Seeing as how you’re not necessarily trying as much as you’re succeeding.”

I bit down the retort, knowing it wouldn’t help matters. And Sandy didn’t deserve it. At least not today. “I’m just… fuck. I don’t know.”

He sat down on the edge of my bed. It was almost ten at night, and he was wearing his ridiculous robe and a green face mask that made him look like he’d eaten out an amorous head of cabbage. “What’s important right now?”

I squinted at him. “What do you mean?”

He shrugged. “Are you worried about school, or homework, or….?”

I snorted. “Homework. Cute.”

“I don’t know what it takes to get your master’s,” he said. “I never went as far as you did. It never interested me, so I can’t imagine the type of work you have to do or the stress you’re under.”

“Yeah,” I said, rubbing a hand over my face. “It’s not just that. I think. It’s… everything, you know? Like some weird existential bullshit. What does this all mean? Am I doing the right thing? Is this what I really want?”

“And do you have the answers to those questions?”

“Nope.”

He nodded. “And you know that’s not a bad thing, right?

“But—”

“You don’t have to have all the answers now, Kori. I know you think you might, but I don’t know if you do.”

“I know that,” I admitted. “But I’ll need those answers sooner rather than later.”

“Which is why I asked what’s most important. What’s the thing weighing on you the most?”

I looked down at the papers spread across my desk, at the screen of my laptop with seven different tabs, all unrelated but necessary. My hands were shaking, and I was exhausted. “I’m worried.”

“About?” he asked promptly.

“After.”

“As in after all is said and done.”

“Yeah.”

He nodded. “Okay. That’s a good place to start. What happens after?”

“I don’t know. That’s the problem.”

He smoothed out the robe over his thighs, not that it hid much the way he was sitting, the skank. “Then let’s work through it. Next spring, you graduate.”

“Yeah.”

“And before that happens, you’ll hopefully have an idea about what you want to do next.”

“Hopefully. Supposedly.”

“The first day of the rest of your life,” he said. “How exciting. I’m proud of you, you know? I don’t know if I tell you that enough. I need to be better at it.”

I slumped back in my chair. “I know you are. Thank you.” I hesitated before finding the words that had been buried under everything else. “You and Darren.”

He cocked his head at me. “What about me and Darren?”

I shrugged as I picked at a hole in my sweatpants. “You’re going to want to… you know. Move on. Move in. Or whatever.”

“Ah,” Sandy said. “I see.”

“Yeah.”

“Do the whole cohabitation thing. Be Paul and Vince.”

“Sure.”

“We might.” He shook his head. “No, I take that back. We will. At some point. Isn’t that the point of a relationship? That you eventually combine your lives? Darren and I will get there. For now we’re okay with how things are.”

“I just….” I rubbed a hand over my face, frustrated with how this sounded. “I don’t know what that means for me. And I know that’s ridiculous and selfish, but I can’t help but feel that way.”

Sandy laughed, though it wasn’t mean. “I get it, Kori. I do. Can I tell you a secret?”

I looked over at him.

“When Paul and Vince got together, I was happy for them. I mean, how could I not be? Here was this man, this beautiful, wonderful man who didn’t know his own self-worth. We’d grown up hiding behind our snark and sarcasm. I had Helena, and she was a shield. Paul used his weight for the same thing. I think we were both under the impression that if anyone were to care about us, we’d have to change who we were in order to make ourselves more appealing.”

I scowled. “That’s stupid.”

“It is,” Sandy agreed. “But when you’re one way for so long, you don’t really know any other way to be. And then Vince came along and saw Paul for everything he was and, even better, cherished every part of him. I don’t know what, exactly, caused Paul to take a chance. If you asked him, he would probably say Vince wore him down. But I don’t think that’s it. I think that Paul finally saw that he didn’t have to be anyone else but who he was. He didn’t need to change his attitude; he didn’t need to suddenly drop forty pounds to be happy or appealing. That kind of shit didn’t matter to Vince. And while I was happy for the both of them, I was also jealous.”

“You were?” I hadn’t known that.

“Yeah. I was jealous of Paul for finding someone who could make him smile in ways even I couldn’t. And I was jealous of Vince because I thought he was taking my friend away from me. Silly, right?”

I looked away. “Not so silly.”

“Maybe. But the point is that I didn’t need to feel that way. Because even though Paul had found the love of his life, it didn’t mean he would forget me. Oh sure, maybe we weren’t wrapped around each other as much as we’d been, but that was a good thing. Vince brought out a side to Paul I didn’t know existed. And we’re all better off because of it. And I like to think Darren has done the same for me.”

“He has,” I said. “You’re… softer. A little bit.”

Sandy snorted. “I’ll let that slide because of what we’re talking about. However, if you say that to me again, I’ll scratch your eyes out.”

“Duly noted.”

He stood up from the bed and came toward me. He turned my chair until I was facing him before he crouched down in front of me. If you’ve never had a drag queen in a frilly robe with cabbage jizz on their face hunkering down at your feet, you haven’t truly lived. “What I’m trying to say is that while some things change, it doesn’t mean we’ll forget all the other important stuff. We’re always going to be together in one way or another. It might not always be like this, like we are now, but I promise you that you will never be alone.”

I felt scraped and raw. I said the only thing I could. “I love you.”

He grinned at me. “I know you do. And I love you too, baby doll. Finding you that day in the thrift store is one of the happiest days of my life. Look at you. Look at all you’ve become. You took a shitty hand and made such a wonderful life for yourself. And while I can’t promise that Darren and I won’t want to move to the next level in our relationship, I can promise that you’ll be one of the first to know. We’ll make these decisions together. Okay?”

I sniffled. “Okay.”

He patted my knees. “Good. Now how about you take a little break and we go watch some trashy TV. Just you and me.”

“And Darren, right? He’s over.”

He stood. “Oh no. Darren is a little worn out at the moment. I gave him the dicking of his life, so he’s down for the night. Homo jocks are predictable that way, even their king.”

I grimaced. “That’s what that sound was. I thought those cats next door were in heat again. There was yowling.”

“Yeah. I have no regrets.”

“You should have some regrets, Jesus Christ.”

He laughed and pulled me up from my chair. He led me from the room and shoved me down on the couch before laying a blanket over my lap. He sat down next to me and pulled me close.

 

 

JEREMY AND I saw each other, though it was mostly from a distance. He would be going one way and I’d be going another. We’d wave at each other but wouldn’t stop. He had a class to get to, and so did I. We only saw each other outside of the university a couple of times, and only for a few minutes. It wasn’t that we didn’t want to be with each other, but he was right that we had to do this properly.

Without fail, though, I’d come home for the day and find texts from him telling me about something that happened in one of his classes, or a selfie from him in a meeting, rolling his eyes while telling me how bored he was.

We’d been in each other’s pockets for three months, and now that we weren’t, it was shocking how bereft it made me. At least at first. As the weeks wore on, I found myself appreciating this space, given that I was able to start thinking with a clear head. For a brief moment I wondered if the distance between us would be a death knell, if this whole thing between us would be over before it even really started, but I pushed that thought away. I trusted him. And I know he trusted me.

Still, I couldn’t help but feel irrationally annoyed when he texted one Saturday night saying he was going to the leather bar. Annoyed, that is, until I got another message a little bit later telling me that Griffin had apparently started dating some dude named Trigger, and it took me a moment to remember the massive guy outside the leather bar who’d cowered when Charlie appeared. Mazel tov.

There was a momentum to all this. I was irrevocably hurtling forward toward one ending and a new beginning. The days sometimes went so slow I thought I was going to tear my hair out. And then I’d blink and an entire week had gone by. And even though there was this momentum, I still felt like part of myself was in stasis, like I was waiting for something to happen, something to set itself right again.

It did, of course.

And this is how I got my happy ending.

 

 

I WAS tackled the moment I opened the door to Phoenix House the last Saturday in September. I managed to catch myself on the frame. I expected it to be one of the kids. It was Marina.

“You came back!” she shouted in my ear.

I laughed as I wrapped my arms around her, her hair tickling my nose. “I told you I would, didn’t I? You know I wouldn’t miss the parade. Sorry it took me so long to get back here. Shit’s been crazy lately. School, and my friend’s brother and his partner just had twins, so I’ve been fielding a shit-ton of phone calls even though I have no idea about parenting in the slightest. They’re very weird. But they’re from Oregon, so that’s to be expected.”

She squeezed me tightly before letting me go. “I’m just happy you’re here.” She grabbed me by the hand and pulled me inside. “Look who I found!”

Teenagers swarmed around me. They were talking excitedly, all of them trying to tell me everything at once, and I closed my eyes, letting it wash over me. I didn’t know until that moment just how much I’d missed this place, with all its noise and vibrancy. It took me by surprise, and I wondered—not for the first time—if this was where I truly belonged. If this could be my future.

The kids were excited. And they had every right to be. It’d been announced a few weeks back that the float for Phoenix House would be the first in the Pride parade, only behind the grand marshal. They had worked hard, and I couldn’t wait to see what they’d created.

The kids finally stepped back, and only then did Diego and Kai come forward. Diego had his arm wrapped around Kai’s shoulders. They both looked me up and down.

“All right?” I asked them.

“Totally,” Diego said.

Kai shrugged, ever aloof.

I rolled my eyes and pulled them both into a hug.

Kai stiffened momentarily before relaxing into it. “Thanks for showing up,” they muttered in my ear.

“It’s the only place I want to be,” I whispered to them.

“We made phoenix feathers,” Diego said happily as he pulled away. “We’re all going to wear them. You too, okay?”

“Sounds perfect. Why don’t you all show me what you’ve been working on? Marina said you’d finished the float, but she wouldn’t send me pictures of it.”

“I wanted it to be a surprise,” Marina said. “You’re going to flip.”

 

 

THEY LED me back outside and around to the back of the center to a small parking lot. I saw a truck with a trailer attached and a large, bulky tarp covering it. It was bigger than I expected, and I wondered what they hell they’d managed to pull off. I hoped it looked okay, but even if it didn’t, I was going to stand on it with all the others.

I shouldn’t have worried.

“Ready?” Marina asked me.

I nodded, holding my breath.

“Okay, everyone!” she shouted. “Let’s do it!”

The kids carefully pulled off the tarp, obviously not wanting to damage anything underneath. As it was slowly revealed, I took a moment to take it all in. I saw bright colors and motherfucking wings and—

The tarp fell to the ground.

“Holy fucking shit,” I breathed.

The float wasn’t perfect. Parts of it looked like they would probably break off by the end of the day, but my god, I couldn’t believe what I was seeing.

The side of the trailer facing me featured a large banner with the words PHOENIX HOUSE painted on it in red and orange. The front half of the trailer where we’d all be standing was empty. But sitting on the back of the trailer was a phoenix.

An actual fucking phoenix.

It was about ten feet high, and though I could see parts of the wire frame sticking out from underneath, they were barely noticeable unless you were really looking for them. The phoenix’s wings curled toward the front of the trailer, and the head of the bird towered overhead, its eyes narrowed fiercely, its beak pointed down. The feathers were red and orange, but the tips were rainbow colored, bright in the sunlight.

“How the hell did you do all this?” I demanded in awe.

Marina laughed. “A sizeable donation from Stephen and Adam Morgan, a lot of luck, and Diego here. He designed the whole thing. And then everyone pitched in.”

Diego blushed brightly as he looked down at his feet. “Kai helped too.”

“You did all this?” I asked him.

He shrugged. “I mean, yeah? I guess.” He frowned, though he didn’t raise his head. “I like drawing and making things.”

“And he’s the best at it,” Kai said, glaring at me as if they thought I was going to contradict them.

“This is the best thing I’ve ever seen,” I told Diego quietly. “You should be proud.” I raised my voice. “All of you should be proud. I can’t believe… no, you know what? I can believe you all did this. Because I know you and what you’re capable of. This is wonderful.”

Diego looked up at me. “Really?”

I nodded. “Really.”

Kai bumped his shoulder. “I told you Corey would like it.” They rolled their eyes. “He was worried you wouldn’t.”

“I was not.”

“What in the fresh hell is this?”

I sighed.

The grand marshal had arrived.

The kids gasped. Even Kai looked starstruck.

Helena Handbasket strolled up, all sequins and feathers, looking positively glorious and ridiculously out of place in the dingy parking lot. Darren and Paul and Vince trailed after her, but everyone was focused on Helena.

She ignored us as she eyed the float up and down, prowling along its edges as she inspected it. The kids all held their breath, and I managed to bite back my laughter.

Helena finally came back around the float to stand in front of them. She eyed the teenagers before her, all of them looking like they were about to fall to their knees in worship. Helena would certainly enjoy that. “Did you make this?”

Diego puffed out his skinny chest. “We did. All of us.”

“Is that right?”

Everyone nodded.

“Then that does it,” Helena said, clapping her hands. “I have made a decision. I’m supposed to be sitting in a vintage convertible worth more than my entire existence, but it will no longer do. If there is room, I’d like to be on your float.”

“Oh my god,” Diego said, sounding like he was about to faint. “Oh my god.”

“Say yes,” Kai hissed at him. “She’s a queen.”

Diego gave an awkward half bow, one arm going across his stomach as he did so. “We’d be honored, Ms. Handbasket.”

And even though Helena had a part to play, I could tell she wanted nothing more than to coo all over him. She managed to maintain control and said, “Perfect. We shall be the best float in the entire parade, and everyone will bask in our presence. They won’t even remember all those other shitty floats that come after—”

I coughed pointedly.

“I mean, I’m sure everyone worked hard.”

I nodded.

She grinned at me. It was all teeth. “But this is still better than all their crappy floats.”

I sighed.

 

 

EVERYONE WENT inside to get ready. I told them I’d be inside in a moment. They blew kisses at Helena before heading back to Phoenix House.

“Thanks for this,” I told Helena after they’d gone. “I knew they’d get a kick out of seeing you.”

“Yes, well. I am a celebrity.”

“No ego, that one,” Darren mumbled.

“They did this by themselves?” Vince asked, staring up at the float. “I suddenly feel very inadequate.”

“You have other talents,” Paul told him.

“Yeah? Like what?”

“You know what,” Paul said, getting that aggressive look in his eyes.

“Absolutely not,” I snapped at them before they could start in on each other. “Not here. There are children.”

“Kids ruin everything,” Paul muttered.

“I’ll Freddie Prinze Junior you in another parking lot,” Vince promised him. “I saw one right down the road we could use later. It smells like fish, but there were no cars parked there.”

I made a face. “Gross.”

“Where’s Jeremy?” Darren asked. “I didn’t see him here.”

I shrugged. “Probably with Charlie and the leather club. He has to march with them this year. Something about his last tour of duty as the former Mr. Leatherman.”

“He’ll be close by anyway,” Helena said dismissively. “I changed the order of the parade and put them right behind the Phoenix House float.”

I gaped at her. “You did what? Why?”

She winked at me. “Wouldn’t you like to know?”

“That’s why I asked! What did you do?”

She kissed me on the cheek, almost poking me in the eye with part of her outfit. “I’m sure you’ll find out before the day is over.”

I scowled at her. “That sounds like a threat.”

“It was, baby doll. It was. Now, let’s go get you ready.”

 

 

WE MARCH because we have to in order to be heard.

We celebrate because it’s our goddamn right.

We have pride because we have had to fight for recognition, and we deserve to acknowledge our accomplishments.

Thousands of people lined the streets of downtown Tucson. Rainbow flags hung from every business, all flapping in the hot breeze. The air was filled with confetti and cheers and the laughter and joy of people who fought every day to have the same rights as everyone else. Oh sure, there was the Jack It float where mostly naked twinks danced to terrible techno music, but it was still part of us.

The sound of the crowd was deafening as we rolled down the street. The kids from Phoenix House waved frantically at everyone they could, throwing small weighted phoenix feathers into the throngs of people. Only a couple of people got hit in the face, so I considered that a win. Music blared from speakers underneath the float, and by the end of the parade, I’d never want to hear “We Are Family” ever again.

But that would be later.

Here, now, I didn’t care, and it was because of the happiness I felt, knowing that somewhere behind us, PFLAG was marching with Nana and Larry and Matty leading the charge. Nana was wearing a rainbow muumuu she’d made, and she was intensely proud of it. Matty was wearing a shirt that proudly announced ALL MY SONS (AND ONE DAUGHTER) ARE QUEER! Larry had Pride flags painted on either cheek.

And directly behind the Phoenix House float, the Build-a-Bear Sweat Shop marched, all the people involved wearing their leathers. Even Robert, though his leather consisted of one of Charlie’s cuffs wrapped around his wrist.

And Jeremy was there too. I saw flashes of him behind us once or twice. He was grinning and waving at the crowd, wearing the outfit he’d worn at the Mr. Leatherman competition. He looked like he was sweating terribly but didn’t give a shit about it.

We were here. We were queer.

And nothing was going to stop us.

Nothing, that is, until the float came to an actual stop directly in front of Jack It. Here, the crowds were the biggest, at least ten people deep on either side of the street. I frowned down at the truck, wondering if there was a problem. There was no one in front of us stopping us from going any farther.

There was a screech of static from the speakers as the song cut off. I looked around to see Izaac throw a microphone up to Helena, who caught it deftly, giving it a practiced twirl over the back of her hand.

“What’s going on?” I asked Marina.

Marina laughed and shook her head. “Something good. You’ll see. And I swear to god, you’re so full of shit. The both of you.”

My jaw dropped. I had no idea what the hell she was talking about. Before I could ask, Helena began speaking into the mic, her voice echoing up and down the buildings around us.

“Hello, my lovely, lovely people!” she shouted. “Are you feeling all right?”

They were, if the resounding roar was any indication.

“Good,” she purred. “That’s what I like to hear. Today is important. Not only are we letting the world know that we exist, but we are celebrating love in all its forms. It doesn’t matter if you’re gay or straight, the fact that you’re here means you believe in the message of acceptance. Except for the shitheads over there with the biblical signs shouting scripture. You all can fuck right off. If you believe your god doesn’t love us for who we are, then we sure as hell don’t want him.”

The tiny group of protestors shouted angrily, but they were drowned out by jeers thrown in their direction. The protestors didn’t stop, but neither would we. Ever.

“When I was asked to be the grand marshal of the Pride parade,” Helena continued, “I was absurdly touched. The fact that I was even considered was mind-blowing, and I humbly accepted the honor. It’s the only time I’ve ever been humble in my life. I was surprised I was even capable of it.”

Everyone laughed.

Helena grinned wickedly. “But it got me thinking. What is the point of all of this? What are we doing? Why are we here? And it hit me: we are here because we matter. We’re here because we’re necessary. We’re here being our fabulous selves because we demand that our voices be heard. Someone very dear to me, to my family, once said that we are stronger together than we will ever be alone, and this is why we fight. We fight because there are people in the world who hate us, people in the world who want nothing more than to silence us. But I am here to tell you that will never happen. Because I am proud of who I am. And I am proud of who all of you are. Except for the protestors. Because still fuck you.”

I tilted my head back and howled my appreciation. I felt strong. I felt vital. I felt alive.

“We fight,” Helena said, “because times are troubling right now. But no matter what happens, no matter what the future brings, I can promise you one thing: we will be victorious, because we’ve come too far to ever let our rights be taken away from us.”

Chills ran down my spine.

“So let’s celebrate!” Helena crowed into the cheering crowd. “And thank you for allowing me the opportunity to be up here, especially with a group of our own future, the wonderful people of Phoenix House!”

The kids all bowed, and I wiped my eyes as Kai grinned.

“That’s it!” Helena said. “That’s all—”

“Oh, I think there might be one more thing, Helena.”

I blinked at the sound of Charlie’s voice coming through the speaker.

Helena put a finger to her chin as if deep in thought. “There is? What could it possibly be?”

“Maybe you should come back here and find out.”

I was startled when Marina grabbed me by the hand and pulled me toward the edge of the float. There, waiting for me, were Vince and Paul. Vince held up his arms as if he was going to help me down. I looked back over my shoulder at Helena. “What’s going on?”

She smiled softly at me. “Your future, baby doll. And I think it’s time you go and get it.”

My skin was buzzing as I turned back to Vince. I grabbed his hands and jumped down to the street. He leaned forward and kissed my cheek. I heard the others on the Phoenix House float jumping down too. I glanced back to see the float pull ahead a little ways after everyone was down, Darren helping Helena gracefully, spinning her around before setting her down. She laughed and kissed him quickly on the lips before coming toward me.

“You ready?” she asked.

“For what?”

“This,” she said, and silence fell over everyone.

Everyone, that is, except for Paul.

I gaped as he lowered his sunglasses onto his face and said, “It’s Sexy Paul, bitch.”

“That’s not even the right song,” I said faintly as “Toxic” by Britney Spears began to blast from the speakers.

And then they all began to dance.

Paul. And Vince. Helena. Even fucking Darren, and that asshole had moves I didn’t even know he was capable of. I nearly lost it when Nana and Matty and Larry burst through the crowd, jumping in on the routine. Larry was such a fucking dad about the whole thing, jerking his hips left and right so hard, I thought he was going to fall down.

But then I was distracted when the group from the leather bar began to dance along too, and it took me a second to realize this was the stupidest and most wonderful thing in the world: a goddamn flash mob.

It was… well. Coordinated. Mostly. They’d obviously practiced at least a few times, but no one was exactly a professional dancer. Even Charlie and Robert were moving, though a bit slower than the others, and Charlie was scowling at everyone. I gasped as confetti cannons blasted off, shooting rainbow streams across the dancing group.

And as the beat picked up, the leather men parted, and there, in all his ludicrous glory, was Jeremy Olsen.

He… still couldn’t dance. Like, at all. I’d seen a couple of his moves at Phoenix House and again at Jack It, and the best thing that I could say was that he looked like he was auditioning for the lead role in a movie about a college professor/leather zaddy who was in the throes of having the demon within him exorcised.

I was completely and utterly gone on him.

Especially when I could see him frowning in concentration with each of the choreographed moves, mouthing along with the words as he tried to keep up with everyone else. And it was while he was mouthing about being addicted to me, but he knew I was toxic, that I realized this probably wasn’t the most romantic song in the entire world.

But fuck, I didn’t give a shit.

I laughed until I had tears in my eyes when he moved forward, throwing his hands in the air as everyone gathered behind him, dancing toward me. I could barely breathe when they all started snapping.

And then I couldn’t breathe for other reasons.

Because as the song came to an end, Jeremy was panting heavily, sweat dripping from his brow. But that didn’t stop him from marching up to me.

And because I was a human train wreck, I blurted. “Are you fucking proposing to me? Because as sweet as that is, I really think we need to date first—”

His eyes bulged. “Proposing? No, I’m not proposing! What the hell! Why would you even—”

“Oh, don’t you start with me! I’m not the one who just performed in a fucking flash mob—”

“And so that automatically means a proposal—”

“I don’t know! I don’t know what the hell is going on! You’re the one—”

“Jesus Christ, you think I would—”

“Then what are you doing? Because it looks like—”

“I’m fucking trying to tell you that I love you!” he shouted.

Have you ever been standing in the middle of a Pride parade after having just witnessed a flash mob dancing to Britney Spears and then a man in leather tells you he loves you for the first time?

Me neither.

So I sniffed and said, “Oh. That makes more sense than the proposal thing.”

He rolled his eyes. “Yeah. Probably.”

“Song choice could use some work. You know. Since you meant certain overtures.”

“That was all Paul. Any other critiques you’d like to give?”

“Ah, no.” I squinted at him. “So. You love me, huh?”

“I might be starting to question that right now,” he threatened.

“Well. Don’t.”

He took a step toward me. “No?”

I shook my head. “No.” My throat felt tight, but I pushed through it. “I don’t want you to question that. Ever.”

“Yeah?” he said, and he was right in front of me. “Why is that?”

And the reason we fight for all we believe in was for a moment like this: when I could stand in the middle of a street, surrounded by friends and family and strangers alike, and say to the dork in front of me, “Because I love you too.”

I felt his smile more than I saw it, because I was being kissed within an inch of my life. It was hot and wet, mostly because he was sweating profusely, but I didn’t care. He wrapped his arms around my waist and lifted me up. And as my feet left the ground, as I kissed him with everything I had, the crowd exploding around us, I thought that maybe the future wasn’t so scary after all.

 

 

“YOU’RE SO fucking stupid,” I gasped as he shoved me against the front door of his house and attacked my neck. “Like, you have no idea.”

“Like, totally,” he muttered before biting sharply near my throat.

“I mean, you won’t hear me complaining—”

“You’ve done nothing but—”

I gripped his hair and pulled his head back. His pupils were blown wide, and his lips were wet and shiny. “I am trying to show you my appreciation.”

“And I am trying to seduce you—”

“Seduce. Oh my god, you’re so fucking stupid. Why did you stop?”

He growled at me and reached behind me to shove the key into the lock. I helped by sucking on his ear. He groaned and arched against me. Those leather pants weren’t doing much to hide his excitement. To be fair, we’d both been keyed up for the past couple of hours, looking for an excuse to escape being proud with our community and get right to the important thing.

The boning.

It eventually came to a head when Robert looked at both of us and said it would be best if we left because he didn’t want to see the look his son was giving me ever again.

Jeremy was horrified.

But since we were given an out, I took it, grabbing his hand and pulling him away from our friends and family, telling them it would be best if no one bothered us for at least six hours. Helena called after me that I was being stunningly optimistic, which was probably true. I thought I was going to explode.

Jeremy didn’t think much of my idea of pulling behind a McDonald’s so we could get this show on the road. I told him that Darren had eaten Sandy’s ass for the first time next to a dumpster, so if it was good enough for them, it was good enough for me.

I will never forget the look on his face.

Let’s just say he wasn’t very impressed.

I told him to get off his high horse because I was about to get all up on that.

No, it wasn’t one of my proudest moments.

Whatever.

Somehow we made it home safely, even though Jeremy accused me of trying to kill us both, seeing as how my hand was firmly resting on his dick the entire ride. I pointed out that I’d made the magnanimous offer of road head, but he’d declined. After all, I said, what’s the point of a slut machine if you didn’t actually do anything slutty in it?

So it was his fault when he finally managed to open the door. The fact that he had me pressed against it apparently never crossed his mind. And when the door opened, there was nothing left holding me up.

And since one should never fall alone, I made sure to hold on to him tightly.

He weighed more than he looked. Or at least that’s how it felt when he collapsed on top of me, causing me to wheeze.

“You’re the worst,” I managed to say. “Seriously.

He sighed and put his forehead on the floor near my right ear. “I swear this isn’t the first time I’ve ever done this.”

“Oh, gee. Thanks for talking about other people you’ve fucked when you’re trying to seduce me. So romantic.” I tilted my head back. “Huh. I’ve never been to your house before. It’s nice.”

“Shut up,” he snarled at me. He pushed himself up off the floor. He grabbed my arm and jerked me up.

“No, I’m being serious! Love what you guys have done with the place. Oooh, you have hardwood flooring? I’ve been trying to convince Sandy to get rid of the carpet at our house—hey! You’re not going to even give me a tour? What kind of host are you?”

“This is the living room,” he snapped over his shoulder as he dragged me through the house. “That’s the kitchen. That’s a closet. That’s the bathroom. See that door at the end of the hall? That’s my dad’s room.”

“I can’t appreciate anything if you don’t let me look at it! Christ, the hardwood goes throughout the entire house? That’s—”

“I’m trying to show you my hard wood, so if you don’t mind, I’d like to get on with it.”

I burst out laughing. “Yeah, I changed my mind. This is over.”

He scowled at me as he stopped in front of a closed door. “This isn’t funny.”

“Oh, it is,” I assured him. “You’re cute when you’re flustered.”

“I’m not flustered.”

I rolled my eyes. “Sure you’re not. I’m flustered, so I can’t even imagine what it’s like for you. I’m really attractive.”

“You have a feather sticking out of your hair.”

I reached up and pulled it out. “Underage teenagers made it for me. Now, how about we do the sex?”

He looked up at the ceiling as if praying for strength. Since he didn’t seem to be inclined to do it on his own, I pushed open the door.

His room was bigger than I expected. There was a large bed that I hoped was ready to have its springs tested. A chest sat at the footboard on top of a gray rug. A large set of windows looked out to the backyard that had a patio with a table and chairs—

“Okay,” I announced. “That’s enough of that.”

He frowned at me. “That’s enough of what?”

“Never mind. Take off your pants!”

He squawked loudly when I tackled him again, wrapping my legs around his waist. He staggered backward a couple of steps but stayed upright. His hands came down to my ass, holding me up as I kissed him while trying to undo his tie. I mostly made a mess of it (both the kissing and the tie), and he started laughing against my mouth. “Why did you have to wear all of this?” I muttered while he kissed my cheek and forehead. “Especially if you knew we were going to be doing this later.”

“I’ll remember to dress accordingly for sex in the future,” he promised, and I really liked the sound of that.

“See that you do. Off. Off!”

He threw me down on his bed, my legs hanging off the edge. I bounced up and down as I watched him pull off his tie. My mouth went dry as he started unbuttoning the leather dress shirt. The hair on his chest and stomach was slick with sweat, and that absolutely was not a problem for me. And the motherfucker knew it, because he arched an eyebrow at me as he proceeded to strip slowly, sliding his shirt off his shoulders, the muscles in his chest and arms flexing as he dropped it to the floor.

“This is a good day,” I breathed.

He snorted as he crawled over me, knees near my hips, hands on either side of my head. He looked down at me, gaze heated. I reached up and ran my fingers through his beard, wondering how good that burn was going to feel when he rubbed it against my skin.

His expression softened. “Hey.”

“Hey.”

“You good?”

“So good.”

“You up for this?”

“In more ways than one.”

He hung his head. “Yeah, I get the hard wood thing now.”

“I’m glad. It was terrible of you to say. You should be ashamed.”

Chances are I would have kept on going (who the fuck knew laughter during sex was quite possibly the greatest thing in the world?), but he leaned down and kissed me again, swiping his tongue against my lips. I groaned as I opened my mouth to him. I started to wrap my arms around him, but he grabbed me by my wrists, pressing them down above my head against the bed. He was stronger than I expected.

And I was just fine with that.

I managed to kick off my shoes without kneeing him in the balls while he licked the side of my neck. I squirmed underneath him, trying to pull away and get closer all at once. I gasped when he bit down again, and there was a dirty, nasty part of me that hoped his teeth would leave an impression that would last for days.

My eyes rolled back into my head as he reached between us, gripping me through my jeans. I rocked against his hand as he squeezed hard.

“Fuck,” I grunted. “Less clothing. Less clothing!”

He took that to heart as he let go of my dick and lifted my shirt up to my armpits. I couldn’t get it all the way off because he was still holding my wrists in place. He proved to be quite flexible (I loved learning new things about him!) as he bent over and licked up my stomach to my chest and nipples. He rolled one gently through his teeth before pulling back and blowing on the wet skin. I writhed underneath him, suddenly at a loss for words but needing more.

And then his weight was off me, my hands free as he slid off the side of the bed to his knees on the floor. I lifted my head to look down as his hands went to the front of my jeans. He hesitated before he unbuttoned them. “Still good?”

I was touched. No one had kept asking me that before, and while I thought it would have been irritating, it really wasn’t. There were certain boundaries in place, but we were good now. I nodded furiously. “Still good. The best, even.”

He grinned. “I’m going to suck you off now.”

I was probably going to keep him forever. “I approve of this plan.”

He unbuttoned my jeans. I lifted my hips as he pulled them partway down to my thighs. He laughed at my underwear (rainbow printed), but before I could retort, he pulled them down too. My cock slapped against my stomach as he lifted my balls, settling the waistband of my underwear underneath them. That created an almost unbearable pressure, and I reveled in it.

I watched with wide eyes as he licked up the underside of my dick, tongue flicking just underneath the head. I groaned as he swallowed me down expertly, though he wasn’t able to get all the way down before he started choking. That didn’t deter him, though, as he redoubled his efforts.

I groaned as he tugged on my balls, throat working around me. He looked up at me with hooded eyes, something I’d only ever seen in porn. I’d always thought it ridiculous, but now that it was happening to me, I couldn’t for the life of me think why. His cheeks hollowed as he worked me over, his beard rubbing against my nuts.

“This,” I managed to say, “is going to be over real soon. I’m sorry about that. If we were going to move on to—what the fuck!”

He pushed against my legs, raising them up and over me, folding me in half. My legs were still trapped in my jeans. He pushed up against my underwear, exposing my ass. I knew what he was about to do before he did it, but I still cried out as he slapped two fingers against my asshole before pushing my cheeks apart, exposing me. For a brief moment I felt his hot breath against my skin before his tongue brushed over my hole. And then again. And then again.

My hands tightened into the comforter as I squeezed my eyes shut. His nose pressed against the underside of my balls as he fucked his tongue into me. I pressed down against him, wanting more but unable to articulate it.

I didn’t know how long it went on, but my eyes felt glazed by the time he sat back, letting my legs fall back again onto the bed. I was panting, my chest rising and falling rapidly as he stood. “Ten out of ten,” I said in a high-pitched voice. “Would recommend.”

“Still good?” he asked.

“Yeah. Still good.”

His hands went to the front of his leather pants. I got with the program quickly and kicked my own jeans and underwear off. I lifted my shirt over my head before tossing it aside. I lay back, propped up on my elbows. He was staring down at me, a look of awe on his face.

Instead of saying something sexy, he said, “You look good here. In my bed.”

“Christ,” I muttered. “How the hell did we not do this months ago?”

He shook his head. “It’s the right time.”

“It is?”

“Yeah, Corey. It is. I think it’s better this way.”

I shrugged. “Okay.”

“Okay?”

“Okay. You should fuck me.”

That got his attention. He snapped his head up at me. “You sure? I can be the one who—”

“Next time. Pretty sure I’ve got an awesome recovery rate. We should test it out, though, just to make sure. Rigorously.”

He fumbled with his pants. They fell open, and I groaned when I saw the tops of his pubes. “Of course you weren’t wearing underwear. You planned this whole thing!”

“Right,” he said dryly. “That’s exactly it.” He started to pull his pants down but frowned when he barely got them over his hips. He pulled them again. They barely moved.

“Is there a problem?” I asked sweetly.

“I wore leather pants in September in Arizona,” he said.

“Yeah. Didn’t think that through, did you.” And since I was still magnanimous, I sat up on the bed, deciding I should help him. I tried not to laugh as we both jerked on his pants to no avail. “This is amazing.”

“Shut up,” he muttered.

“No, really. It is. Here, lay on the bed.”

He sighed as he did. I stood up in front of him and pulled his legs up, grabbing the bottom of the leather pants near his feet. I grunted as the muscles in my arms tensed as I tried to jerk the pants down. “Help me!”

“I’m trying,” he growled at me, pushing down the top of the pants. I knew we were getting close when his dick popped out, pale and slender and lovely. I ground my teeth together as I pulled as hard as I could.

I should have known that they’d come off. I had my heart set on it, after all. But imagine my surprise when they shot off and I fell backward onto the floor, leather pants slapping against my face and landing on my head.

“So,” I said in the silence that followed, unable to see anything. “Can we pretend that was very erotic and you’ve never been more turned on in your life?”

He started bellowing laughter.

What a jerk.

I pulled the pants off my head and dropped them to the floor. He was rocking back and forth on his back, arms wrapped over his stomach as he held his sides. The fucker had tears in his eyes, he was laughing so hard.

“Y-y-you should s-see the l-l-look on your face!” he howled.

“I hate you so goddamn much,” I mumbled as I pushed myself up off the floor. His laughter was cut off as I crawled up on top of him. His skin was heated and sweaty, but I liked the way it felt. He was smiling as I put my face near his. He reached up and cupped my cheek as I settled on top of him, my cock against his.

“That was pretty great,” he said.

I leaned down and kissed the tip of his nose. “Only the best for you.”

His smile faded as I reached down between us, gripping us both. I jacked us off slowly, relishing the way we felt together. I rocked my hips in time with my hand, thrusting up against him. He bit his bottom lip. I leaned down and did the same.

“Stuff’s in the top drawer,” he said, his lips against mine. “If that’s what you want.”

It was.

I sat back on him. I leaned over to the small nightstand next to the bed. I found a pump bottle of lube and a box of condoms, unopened. I hid my smile as I set them on the bed next to him.

“So here’s what’s going to happen,” I told him conversationally. “You’re going to stretch me open while I suck your dick. And then I’m going to ride you.”

He gaped up at me.

No time like the present. He’d figure it out.

I turned around carefully, not wanting an accidental injury to end the festivities. My knees were on either side of his chest, and he ran his hands up the backs of my thighs to my ass. He grunted when I took him in my mouth. He smelled of clean sweat as I pressed my nose against his balls, my throat working around him.

“Jesus fuck,” he muttered, and then there was a wet finger or two pressing against my asshole. I sucked him harder as he pressed the finger into me, the burn causing my throat to constrict slightly. He was gentle and careful, stretching me open at a leisurely pace.

A little while later, he slapped my ass. “Turn around.”

I let his dick fall out of my mouth. It slapped wetly against his stomach. My lips were numb, and I wiped spit from my chin. I crawled back around to see him tearing at a condom wrapper with his teeth. He spit a piece of it to his side and pulled the condom out. He was about reach between us to put it on, but I shook my head and took it from him. “I wanna do it.”

He nodded as he settled back against the bed. “Okay.”

I slid the condom onto his dick, squeezing the base. He made a wounded noise, the muscles in his stomach contracting. I chuckled darkly as I reached for the lube. I pumped it, getting more than enough. I slid my hand over the rubber, never taking my eyes from his. “Still good?” I asked him quietly.

“Still good,” he whispered.

I leaned down and kissed him before sitting back up. I wiped my hand on my shirt. I’d have to borrow one of his later, and the thought shouldn’t have done as much for me as it did.

I watched him as I raised myself up and reached behind me. His eyes widened as I lifted his dick and pressed it against my asshole. I swallowed thickly, throat clicking, as I lowered myself onto him.

“Fuuuck,” I moaned as he filled me, the burn bright and sharp. I took my time, getting used to the intrusion, and by the time I was fully seated against him, I was sweating. I pressed my hands against his chest as I hung my head, trying to catch my breath.

He reached up, fingers against my cheek. I turned my face and kissed his palm.

“I’m okay,” I told him. “You… you can move now.”

He sat up quickly, wrapping his arms around me. His chest pressed against mine, his feet flat against the floor off the side of the bed. I circled my legs around his waist. We were face-to-face when he tentatively thrust up into me. I groaned at the feel of him. He thrust again, harder this time, lifting me up and then pulling me back down in time with the snap of his hips. My dick rubbed against the hair on his stomach, and I could barely keep my eyes open.

He kissed me as he fucked me. I gasped into his mouth. He sucked on my tongue. I clawed at his back as he pulled away, his face going into my shoulder. He said my name again and again and again, and I swore it sounded like a prayer.

It’d never been like this before. I wasn’t pressed down face-first into the sheets while someone took me from behind. I could feel his breath on my skin, the slickness of his hair between my fingers. I held him close as he fucked me harder.

It was only moments before he leaned back, pushing a hand against my chest. “Jerk yourself off on me,” he said.

I did. I timed my hand with the thrust of his hips, the harsh slap of skin. I spilled first, my hand stuttering against my cock as I came on his chest and stomach. He said my name again before his hips stilled, his body jerking underneath me. I kissed his cheek and nose and chin as he rode through it.

We were both breathing heavily by the time it was over.

“Whoa,” I said. “You’re really good at that. Thanks.”

And he laughed.

 

 

HE LEFT me on the bed while he went to the bathroom to get a towel and to discard the condom. I grinned into his pillow when I heard him whistling cheerfully. I had barely closed my eyes when a wet cloth was pressed against me. It was warm, and I didn’t think much of it when he spread my legs to clean my ass.

“We didn’t get any on the bed,” I told him. “Yay us.”

He snorted. “Yay us. Because you would have made me lay in the wet spot, I’m sure.”

“S’only fair. I’m a guest in your house. That’s the polite thing to do.”

“That right?”

I yawned widely, my jaw cracking. “Yep.”

“I’ll remember that when we’re at your house, then.”

I liked the sound of that.

He dropped the towel to the floor and motioned for me to scoot over. I did, lifting my hips so I could pull the comforter down. He climbed into bed with a groan. We were both still naked, and it felt more intimate than I was expecting. I didn’t know why, but I was suddenly shy, for fuck’s sake. I blinked up at the ceiling as he pulled the comforter back over us.

“Okay?” he asked as he settled back on the pillow.

“Yeah,” I said. “Just… today was weird.”

“A little. Good weird, though.”

“You danced in the streets for me.”

“I did.”

I turned my head to look at him. Our faces were inches apart. “Why?”

He reached up and tugged gently on my hair. If it’d been most anyone else, they would have lost a finger or two. Quite possibly the whole hand. Him, though? It was all right. “Why what?”

“Why everything?”

“That’s… not very specific.”

I shoved his face as he laughed. “For real!”

“For real,” he agreed as he tried to bite my finger. I pulled it away just in time.

“Everyone knew.”

“They did. I’m actually surprised they were able to keep it a secret. No offense, none of you are exactly… subtle.”

“I take all the offense,” I told him. “On their behalf too.”

“Sledgehammer, remember?”

“Vaguely.”

He shook his head. “I just needed you to know that I was serious. That since we’re gonna do this thing, I’m all in. And Sandy said that the only way you’d believe me was a big spectacle.” He frowned. “Now that I think about it, I should have known by the way he was grinning at me that he was giving me shit.”

“Undoubtedly. And yet here we are.”

“Here we are.”

I traced a finger over his eyebrows. “What about waiting?”

He shrugged. “I didn’t want to wait anymore. I notified the university. Oh, by the way, you’re going to have to sign some paperwork, just to keep everything on the up-and-up.”

“Like a love contract?”

He groaned as he rolled over onto his back. “Jesus Christ.”

I laughed at him. “You’re making me sign a love contract.”

“I take it all back,” he said, staring at the ceiling with a pretty scowl. “I changed my mind about all of this.”

“Nah. Dude, it’s already out there. You told the university. About your love.”

He snorted. “Dude, like, totally.”

I laid my head on his shoulder, and he wrapped an arm around me, holding me close. “Did you get shit for it?”

“Eh. A little. Mostly from a couple of my colleagues, but it wasn’t anything I couldn’t handle. But I made it clear to the powers that be that nothing happened while I was your professor and that you wouldn’t be in any of my classes again.”

“What if I want to come and blow you in your office?”

He jostled me. “Don’t even try it.”

“You say that now. Just you wait.” I hesitated. “You sure about this?”

He kissed the top of my head. “I’ve never been surer about anything in my life. This… I wasn’t expecting it. Wasn’t expecting you. I thought I was okay with the way things were, but looking back, I don’t know how I convinced myself of that. And it’s not just about you, though you’re the biggest part of it.” He sighed. “It was the way that Sandy lit up when he was telling me about what he thought I should do. It was the way that Paul and Vince were on board immediately. Hell, even Darren only complained a little bit. And then Nana and Larry and Matty got involved. And Charlie and Dad, and I remember him hearing about all this for the first time, sitting with Charlie’s arm around him, and I swear to god, I’ve never seen him so happy before. It was like he had this… light burning inside of him. And it was because of me and how stupid I was over you that I was even considering doing this, but also because of how he felt being surrounded by all these people who love you. You and Charlie, you’ve given us a place to belong. A place where we don’t have to be anything but who we are. I think—I think we forgot what that was like. It was just us for a long time.”

“But not anymore,” I whispered.

He nodded against my head. “Not anymore. And that’s how I know I’m sure. Even if I had any doubts, the way that they all dropped everything just to make sure this went like it did… well. How could I not want to be part of that? And still it all came back to you. Because you’re the best part of all of it.”

I kissed the underside of his jaw. “We are pretty great. And dear god, please tell me there are videos of whatever slapdash rehearsal you guys had. I want to laugh for days.”

He growled at me as he rolled over on top of me. The weight of him was warm and real. I didn’t know what I’d done to get to this place, but it must have been something right. “There might be a video or two,” he said begrudgingly. “And I’m sure what happened today was recorded by more people than I care to think about.”

“Probably already online. Gonna go viral.”

He groaned as he pressed his forehead to mine. “I’m never going to hear the end of this.”

“Once I sign that love contract, you can sure as shit bet on it.”

“Would you stop calling it that?”

I kissed him. We were both laughing, but we went for it as best we could.

And that’s life, I thought to myself as he grinned against me. Doing all you can with everything you have.

Because this? All of this?

It’s worth fighting for.

Always.




Epilogue: So Long, My Old Friends

 

 

MY PHONE rang.

I was distracted, scowling at my laptop. I’d been going through this goddamn spreadsheet for what felt like hours, and my eyes were burning.

I picked up the phone without looking at it. “This is Kori Ellis.”

A small voice whispered, “Kori?

I blinked. “Yes?”

“I can seeeee you.” There were giggles in the background. I would recognize that sound anywhere.

I shook my head. I swore to god, these kids were going to be the death of me. “Can you now?” I asked as I sat back in my chair. “Should I be scared?”

“So scared,” the little girl whispered.

“I don’t know,” I said slowly. “Because I think I know who this is.”

“No you don’t!”

“Are you sure? Because I think this might be a niece of mine. A niece who might have stolen the phone from her uncle.”

Lily Thompson gasped. “How did you know?” The phone was muffled. “Noah! He knows. He knows.” Noah Thompson started laughing in the background.

I grinned. “Does Uncle Ty know you stole his cell phone?”

“No,” Lily said, sounding annoyed. “He’s too busy panicking.”

I groaned. “Still? He’s supposed to be babysitting you, not panicking.”

“That’s what I said, but then he said that everybody panics before they get married.”

“They do,” I said gently. “But your uncle is being a drama queen. Like usual.”

“Hi, Uncle Corey!”

I winced as I pulled the phone away, even as Lily admonished him lightly because they were talking to Aunt Kori, couldn’t he tell by the way I sounded? She was too smart for her own good. I loved them dearly.

“Hi, Aunt Kori! Sorry!”

“Hi, Noah,” I said. “And it’s okay. You can’t see me. You don’t need to worry about it.”

“Okay! Legos!”

“Uh-huh. Legos.”

Then they both squealed as another voice said, “Who are you talking—is that my phone? Lily, I told you that you can’t just take it and call whoever you want! Last time you did that, you ordered sixteen pizzas!”

“The seagulls were hungry!” I heard Lily exclaim before the phone was wrestled away from her. “And I needed to feed them!”

“Who is this?” Ty demanded into the phone.

“Hi, Ty,” I said dryly. “Babysitting sounds like it’s going well.”

“Kori,” Ty said, sighing in relief. “Jesus, I’m sorry. Certain someones are going to have to hear again about respecting the belongings of others—and they’re already gone. Dom. Dom! Incoming children! It’s your turn to deal with them!”

“Where are Bear and Otter?” I asked, glancing back at my laptop before closing it. I’d had enough for the day.

“Date night,” Ty muttered. “They do it once a month now. Stupid, right?”

“Eh. Jeremy and I do the same thing.”

“Yeah, but you don’t have any kids to pawn off before you go. Especially when you’re getting married in two weeks.”

“Right,” I said. “Because I would know nothing about having to take care of a bunch of kids.”

I could hear him scowling through the phone. “That’s not the same thing.” He paused, considering. “Actually, now that I think about it, it’s probably worse for you. I only have two four-year-olds to worry about. You have… what. A dozen teenagers?”

I snorted. “On a slow day. And we don’t really have those anymore. We had at least thirty here today.”

“Christ, man. You and Bear. I don’t know how you do it.”

“He’s a teacher,” I pointed out.

“Yeah, but you’re the director.”

I laughed at how proud he sounded. “I guess I am.” I looked around my office at Phoenix House. It hadn’t changed much over the past five years, but since I’d moved into it eight months ago, it’d become my home away from home. I reached out and straightened one of the photographs on the desk, the one of Jeremy and me holding a SOLD! sign in front of our new house. That had been a good day.

“Sunk in yet?”

“Not really,” I said quietly. “I’ve been too busy to even really think about it. I don’t know how Sienna or Jeremy did it.” Sienna had been the previous director, coming on in the fall after Jeremy left. When she announced she had taken a position elsewhere last year, Marina told me I needed to apply for the position, and she wouldn’t take no for an answer. I’d come back here after I graduated, much to her delight. Sienna had agreed, saying that I was perfect for the job and that no one had more passion for our work than me.

I’d gone home that night and talked it over with Jeremy, even though I already knew what he was going to say. It didn’t take much convincing. I only found out later that they didn’t even consider anyone else.

“Well, you earned it, Kori,” Ty said in my ear. “I was impressed when I saw it last summer. I don’t think they’d survive without you. All those kids adore you.”

I snorted. “Most of them.”

“Couple of troublemakers, huh?”

“A few. Nothing I can’t handle. Now what’s this about you panicking?”

He sighed. “It’s… ugh. I’m not panicking.”

“Prewedding jitters?”

“Yeah, but I think it’s a good thing, you know? I’m not having second thoughts or anything,” he added quickly.

“I know. You’re inevitable.”

“We are,” he agreed. “And after all we’ve been through… it’s just a lot to take in.”

“You talk to Dom about it?”

“Yeah,” Ty said. “And you know how he is. He listens and then tells me I’m being dumb, and then he kisses me and everything is okay again.”

“I can’t wait to see you,” I said softly.

“Me too. It’s been too long. Jeremy still can’t make it for the ceremony?”

“No. He and Dad had that trip planned for a long time. He feels bad, but they’ll come up after with everyone else before you and Dom leave on your honeymoon.”

“He and Dad,” Ty said teasingly. “Robert finally convinced you, huh?”

“He did. It….” I shook my head even though he couldn’t see me. “It feels right.”

“Good. Because it is. And before too long, you’ll probably know exactly what I’m feeling right now if Jeremy gets off his ass and proposes to you.”

“Maybe.” Or maybe I should be the one proposing. One day.

“I can’t believe you all are coming up,” Tyson said. “We’ve gone this long without having Bear and Paul in the same room. It’s going to be like a cracked-out queer version of the Avengers.”

I laughed. “That’s one way of looking at. And imagine if Sandy got his movie star cousin to come with all his friends and—”

“Noah, no! You can’t draw on the wall! Why on earth would you think that’s—Kori, I gotta go. Picasso here suddenly found his muse. Love you! Miss you! Can’t wait to see you!”

And he was gone even before I could say anything more.

I set down the office phone in the cradle.

I barely had time to process when there was a knock on the door and it opened. A skinny boy with scraggly facial hair and a bar through his eyebrow walked in. “Hey. I thought you were still here. Wanted to bring you this.”

Diego walked over to my desk and handed me a file. He was interning with Phoenix House as part of his classwork. He’d grown up to be devilishly handsome, but even more so, one of the most kindhearted people I’d ever known. “What is it?”

He shrugged. “Marina said you’d want to see it. It’s about one of the kids here. Seems like there was some issues at the school.” He looked troubled. “They’re enby, and it looks like they’re getting shit for it.”

Ah. So that explained the look on his face. “Thanks. I’ll take a look at it.” I thought about letting it go, but I had to ask. “Heard from Kai lately?”

He looked away. “A few weeks ago. They’re… doing good. They’ve got a life out in California. It’s working for them.”

I nodded, carefully choosing my words. “Ever think about going out to visit?”

He sighed. “Maybe. I don’t know. Things are different now, you know? They’ve got their own thing going on, and so do I. We’ve been broken up for four years, Kori. It’s not like I’m pissed about it anymore. They needed to do what they needed to do. And so did I.”

I didn’t know if I believed that. You never forgot your first heartbreak. But it wasn’t for me to push any more than I already had. “All right. Well, next time you speak to them, let them know I said hello.”

He nodded, looking relieved. “Will do. Marina told me to tell you if you were still here that it’s a Saturday and you need to leave. And she’s right. You work too much. That file can wait until Monday.”

It probably could, but I already knew I was going to take it home with me. Part of the job.

Diego said he’d see me later, which meant he was probably going to show up at Jack It for the show tonight. Ever since he’d turned twenty-one, he’d become a fixture at the bar. He’d even danced a time or two in nothing but a jockstrap on one of Mike’s twink nights, but Sandy and I had shut that down immediately. He’d been pissed at me for a few weeks, but I wouldn’t let Mike get his hands on him.

My cell vibrated on the desk.

A text message.

Here. You ready?

I smiled.

Be right out.

I grabbed the file and put it in my satchel along with my laptop before heading for the door.

 

 

MARINA WAVED at me as I walked to the front of Phoenix House. She promised she’d be leaving soon too, and that she’d see me next week.

I walked out into the hot sunshine.

A yellow Jeep sat idling at the curb. I had my own car now, but it was in the shop, and he’d driven me in today.

Jeremy looked up at me, already smiling. He lifted his sunglasses up off his face, setting them on top of his head. “Hey.”

“Hey,” I said as I climbed into the Jeep.

He leaned over and kissed me, long and sweet. “Good day?” he asked as he pulled back.

“Long day,” I corrected. “How’s the backyard going?”

“It’s a fucking mess,” he said with a scowl. “I can’t believe we didn’t know how shitty the soil was. The inspection should have found that out. But now we’re stuck with it.”

We pulled away from the curb, and I let my hand hang on the outside of the Jeep. The radio was on, and the news was being announced. I heard them say Andrew Taylor’s last appeal had been denied and he had run out of options. The newscaster moved on to national news, saying former President Donald Trump had gone on a hunger strike and that officials in the prison he was in were considering their options. I reached over and switched off the radio. “We’ll figure it out. We always do.”

He sighed. “I know. I just want it to be perfect. Dad said I was worrying too much about it.”

“You probably were. If you just called in someone to do it—”

“I can fix it—”

“Because of course you have to be such a man about it—”

“The best man,” he said, puffing out his chest. Forty-one looked good on Jeremy Olsen. It was giving me the idea that perhaps I would also look good on him.

“The best man,” I said, leaning over and biting his earlobe. “What say I show you when we get home?”

He laughed. “Dad’s over with Charlie. They wanted to see what I was doing before they decided what to do with their own backyard. Rain check? Specifically after the show tonight?”

“After the show,” I agreed. “Maybe I can even find that toy again and we can make the night even more egg-citing.”

He tilted his head back and laughed.

 

 

JACK IT was crowded as usual by the time we arrived. We avoided most of the people by immediately heading for the stairs to the Queen’s Lair. Jeremy smacked my ass as he followed me. I growled playfully over my shoulder.

“And I don’t know why you think this is a good idea,” Paul was saying when we reached the top of the stairs. “Jesus, Helena. There are public indecency laws. I can almost see your asshole in that outfit.”

Helena rolled her eyes as Darren finished lacing up her boots. Paul wasn’t wrong. Helena’s ass was hanging out, barely covered by anything. It was a good ass but more than I’d ever seen her put on display. “I’m getting older, Paul. One day all of this majestic beauty will start to fall apart and I’ll be left with nothing but sagging skin and an undeserved sense of accomplishment that makes everyone around me uncomfortable. Since I still have it, I am going to flaunt it.”

“Children,” Charlie muttered to Robert. “No self-awareness whatsoever.”

“Youth is wasted on the young,” Robert agreed. “But we should let them have their moment. I like our sagging skin. It makes us look distinguished.”

“You don’t complain when I wear a jockstrap and nothing else,” Vince said to Paul. “Isn’t this pretty much the same thing?”

Paul threw up his hands. “No, because I don’t want to stick my dick in Sandy.”

“Oh,” Vince said. “That’s good. Because I wouldn’t like it if you did that either. You can stick it in me when we go home. I can wear that cowboy hat you like.” He waggled his eyebrows. “Save a horse, ride a Paul.”

“Gross,” Helena, Darren, and I said at the same time.

“You’re late,” Helena snapped at me, staring at me in the reflection of the mirror as she put the finishing touches on her makeup. “You were supposed to be here twenty minutes ago.”

“We would have been,” Jeremy said, “but Kori got distracted by work stuff.”

Helena’s expression softened. “All right?”

I nodded before kissing Vince on the cheek. “It’s fine. Just looking over some files. Nothing to worry about.”

“If you’re sure.”

“I am.”

“Good,” Helena said. “Especially since I’m done being altruistic for the evening. Everyone, tell me I look beautiful and that there has never been a queen such as me.”

We did, but only because it was true.

She preened at the praise like a show dog in makeup and sequins.

Darren gave me a quick side hug and nodded at Jeremy before he followed Helena down the stairs. “Looking good, Kori,” he called over his shoulder.

God bless the Homo Jock King.

 

 

AFTER THE show, Charlie decided it was time for him and Robert to get home. “We’re not getting any younger,” he muttered as he hugged me. “I might have to start training someone else to work the cameras at some point.”

“Nah,” I said as he pulled away. “You still got this, Daddy.”

He snorted. “Girlie, my aches have aches. You’ll find out one day. Still on for lunch tomorrow?”

Jeremy had had a harder time than his father had when they’d moved out of the house, Robert with Charlie and Jeremy with me into our new house. But Robert had told him it was time he moved on with his own life and let Robert live his. An agreement had been made for Sunday lunches with just the four of us. At Charlie’s diner, of course. “Still on. We’ll pick you up.”

He turned to say good night to the others as Robert came over to me. He moved a little slower than he had when I first met him, but both he and Charlie were in good health. “When are you going to make an honest man out of my son?” he whispered.

“Soon,” I promised him. “He doesn’t know, does he?”

Robert shook his head. “Hasn’t said anything to me.”

“Gonna wait until after Ty’s wedding. I don’t want to take away from that.”

“I’m going to hold you to it,” he said before kissing my forehead. “I love you. I’ll see you tomorrow.”

I grinned at him. “Love you too, Dad.”

“What are you two gossiping about?” Jeremy asked, a frown on his face.

“None of your business,” Robert said, tapping the end of his cane against Jeremy’s hip. “Nosy. Just like when you were a child. One would think you would have grown out of that. We weren’t even talking about you.” Robert winked at me.

“Right,” Jeremy said slowly. “You’re both up to something. Don’t think I don’t see it.” He shook his head. “I’m going to walk Dad and Charlie out to their car. Be back in a minute.”

I nodded as they headed for the door.

And just like that, it was the three of us: Helena (in the process of becoming Sandy again), Paul, and me. Vince and Darren were downstairs. They’d come up in a little while and we’d all go home. We didn’t stay out as late as we used to. Being in public was exhausting. I was already thinking about the couch at home.

But for now, all was well.

“It’s weird, right?” I asked suddenly.

“What is?” Paul asked as Sandy handed him the wig.

“This. Everything.”

“That’s… vague,” Sandy said. “What do you mean, baby doll?”

I didn’t know exactly, but I followed the thread as best I could. “That we’re where we are now and all still together. How many people can say that?”

“We do have it pretty good,” Paul agreed. “Charlie reminded me the other day about when we met him and Vaguyna the first time. Lulu Deerdancer.”

Sandy laughed. “Holy shit. I forgot about that! What the hell were we thinking?”

“I was thinking it was a bad idea,” Paul snapped. “But you made me wear that goddamn mustache.”

“Oh Christ! And then you sneezed it on his face.” Sandy wiped the tears from his eyes. “God, I thought he was going to murder you right then and there.”

“I don’t know how we survived this long,” Paul muttered.

“Why the introspection, baby doll?” Sandy asked me. He was watching Paul with a fond expression on his face.

I shrugged. “Just… I don’t know. We’ve been through so much shit, and yet we’re happy, you know? It doesn’t feel real, sometimes.”

“I get it,” Paul said. “I think that sometimes too. But Vince tells me that it is, and then I remember that I deserve this. We all do. We get to be happy just like everyone else. Some people might not agree, but they can fuck off. I’m not here for them. I’m here for Vince. And for all of you.”

“You think we’re always going to be together?” I asked.

“Come here, Kori.”

I went. I didn’t even try and fight it when Sandy pulled me down on his lap, wrapping his arms around my waist. He pressed his nose against the side of my head and breathed in. Paul came to stand behind us, putting his hands on our shoulders. “This,” Sandy said as the music thrummed on the dance floor, “this is always going to be real. Us. And Vince. And Darren and Jeremy. Nana and Charlie and Robert and Matty and Larry. No matter where we go, no matter what we do, this is always going to be real.”

“It’s not like we can go make friends with other people,” Paul said. “I hate most everyone and am too lazy to try and change that now.”

I laughed as I tilted my head back, resting it on Sandy’s shoulder. “I love you guys.”

“And we love you,” Sandy said. “Always. And I can’t wait to see what our future brings. I have a feeling that there’s going to be a whole shitload to celebrate in the coming months. I can’t wait.”

I hadn’t told them yet about my plans for Jeremy, but I thought they already knew.

This life… it wasn’t one I expected to have. It wasn’t one that I’d gone looking for. It’d found me in a thrift store when I’d least expected it. And while there had been ups and downs, those peaks and valleys that felt almost manic, I wouldn’t change it for anything.

I wished I could go back and talk to that seventeen-year-old kid. To tell them that one day, everything would be okay. That they would figure everything out, and the world could be such a bright and wonderful place if you surrounded yourself with the right people.

And I’d done just that.

I had my best friends.

I had my family.

I had the love of my life.

I fought for this. Every piece. Every part.

I thought seventeen-year-old me would be proud of the person I’d become.

 

 

WE STOOD out on the sidewalk in front of Jack It. Paul was with Vince, and Sandy was with Darren. Jeremy held my hand. I wondered how it’d feel with a ring on it. I’d find out soon enough.

We lingered for only a little while. Jeremy was talking with Vince and Darren about something sports, so naturally Paul and Sandy and I were ignoring them. I was trying to convince Paul that when we went to Seafare, it was best if he never was left in a room alone with Bear, and Sandy was telling me about the suit he wanted me to wear for the ceremony.

Eventually we went our separate ways.

But it was okay.

It wouldn’t be for long.

“Ready?” Jeremy asked as he lifted my hand to kiss the back of it.

I nodded as I watched the others walk in the opposite direction. I thought my heart was going to burst.

There are moments in this life that stick with us for the rest of our days. They are profound and sharp, both good and bad. It’s the people we meet, the experiences we have. Finding out that your parents gave you up because they couldn’t deal is one. Staring in a mirror and realizing it was fractured though no one else could see it is another. Meeting a drag queen who can both threaten and love in a single breath is a third.

I saw a boy on a college campus who looked like he couldn’t breathe, and I sat with him until he realized I would never leave him again.

I made the decision to leave a place where I’d made something of myself to return to a desert that had caused me so much pain.

I watched as a Queen found her Homo Jock King, even though they were both fucking idiots about it and went about it in a way that should have blown up in their faces but somehow managed to work. I don’t even know.

I stood witness as two men vowed to love each other for the rest of their days, and then one of them tackled the other one and started macking in front of everyone with an inordinate amount of tongues and teeth that was both hot and disgusting at the same time. Seriously. It was still something I tried not to think about.

And now, here, was another moment.

So sharp. So profound.

An ending.

My ending.

I grinned at Jeremy. “Yeah. I’m ready. Let’s go home.”
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Do you believe in love at first sight?

Paul Auster doesn’t. Paul doesn’t believe in much at all. He’s thirty, slightly overweight, and his best features are his acerbic wit and the color commentary he provides as life passes him by. His closest friends are a two-legged dog named Wheels and a quasibipolar drag queen named Helena Handbasket. He works a dead-end job in a soul-sucking cubicle, and if his grandmother’s homophobic parrot insults him one more time, Paul is going to wring its stupid neck.

Enter Vince Taylor.

Vince is everything Paul isn’t: sexy, confident, and dumber than the proverbial box of rocks. And for some reason, Vince pursues Paul relentlessly. Vince must be messing with him, because there is no way Vince could want someone like Paul.

But when Paul hits Vince with his car—in a completely unintentional if-he-died-it’d-only-be-manslaughter kind of way—he’s forced to see Vince in a whole new light. The only thing stopping Paul from believing in Vince is himself—and that is one obstacle Paul can’t quite seem to overcome. But when tragedy strikes Vince’s family, Paul must put aside any notions he has about himself and stand next to the man who thinks he’s perfect the way he is.
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Sequel to Tell Me It’s Real

 

Do you believe in love at first sight?

Sanford Stewart sure doesn’t. In fact, he pretty much believes in the exact opposite, thanks to the Homo Jock King. It seems Darren Mayne lives for nothing more than to create chaos in Sandy’s perfectly ordered life, just for the hell of it. Sandy despises him, and nothing will ever change his mind.

Or so he tells himself.

It’s not until the owner of Jack It—the club where Sandy performs as drag queen Helena Handbasket—comes to him with a desperate proposition that Sandy realizes he might have to put his feelings about Darren aside. Because Jack It will close unless someone can convince Andrew Taylor, the mayor of Tucson, to keep it open.

Someone like Darren, the mayor’s illegitimate son.

The foolproof plan is this: seduce Darren and push him to convince his father to renew Jack It’s contract with the city.

Simple, right?

Wrong.
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Sequel to The Queen & the Homo Jock King

 

Together with their families and friends

Paul Auster

and

Vincent Taylor

request the honor of your company at the celebration of their marriage.
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Gustavo Tiberius is not normal. He knows this. Everyone in his small town of Abby, Oregon, knows this. He reads encyclopedias every night before bed. He has a pet ferret called Harry S. Truman. He owns a video rental store that no one goes to. His closest friends are a lady named Lottie with drag queen hair and a trio of elderly Vespa riders known as the We Three Queens.

Gus is not normal. And he’s fine with that. All he wants is to be left alone.

Until Casey, an asexual stoner hipster and the newest employee at Lottie’s Lattes, enters his life. For some reason, Casey thinks Gus is the greatest thing ever. And maybe Gus is starting to think the same thing about Casey, even if Casey is obsessive about Instagramming his food.

But Gus isn’t normal and Casey deserves someone who can be. Suddenly wanting to be that someone, Gus steps out of his comfort zone and plans to become the most normal person ever.

After all, what could possibly go wrong?
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Sequel to How to Be a Normal Person

A How to Be Novel

 

Josiah Erickson wants to be a movie star. The problem with that is so does half of Los Angeles. But he’s on his way, what with memorable roles as a TV show background cadaver and a guy in a commercial for herpes medication. All he needs is his big break. And that break may come in the form of a novelist who goes by the enigmatic name of Q-Bert.

Q-Bert, who is ready to make his directorial debut in a film Josy would be perfect for. Q-Bert, who Josy may or may not have a friend-crush on, and potentially something more. Being demisexual can be confusing.

From the City of Angels to the small mountain town of Abby, Oregon, Josy will give his all to make sure his dreams come true—even the ones he never thought possible.




Readers love the At First Sight series by TJ Klune

 

Tell Me It’s Real

 

“…what I like best about Tell Me It’s Real. It is real. The characters are real. The dialogue is real. And the actions are real.”

—Live Your Life, Buy the Book

 

“I want more! This book will be added to one of my favorites list. It’s an absolute feel good book.”

—MM Good Book Reviews

 

The Queen & the Homo Jock King

 

“It is a brilliant combination of hysterically funny, incredibly romantic, and quite sexy, all in one package. I loved every minute and highly recommend it.”

—Joyfully Jay

 

“In true TJ Klune fashion, this book was hilarious, ridiculously witty, and the sexual tension between Sandy/Helena and Darren was scorching.”

—Gay Book Reviews

 

Until You

 

“Until You was every single thing I had hoped it to be. Thank you, TJ!”

—Rainbow Book Reviews

 

“Endearing and sweet and so funny you’ll laugh until your side hurts, this wedding is one you definitely DO NOT want to miss!!”

—Diverse Reader




When TJ KLUNE was eight, he picked up a pen and paper and began to write his first story (which turned out to be his own sweeping epic version of the video game Super Metroid—he didn’t think the game ended very well and wanted to offer his own take on it. He never heard back from the video-game company, much to his chagrin). Now, over two decades later, the cast of characters in his head have only gotten louder. But that’s okay, because he’s recently become a full-time writer and can give them the time they deserve.

Since being published, TJ has won the Lambda Literary Award for Best Gay Romance, fought off three lions that threatened to attack him and his village, and was chosen by Amazon as having written one of the best GLBT books of 2011.

And one of those things isn’t true.

(It’s the lion thing. The lion thing isn’t true.)

Facebook: TJ Klune

Blog: tjklunebooks.com

Email: tjklunebooks@yahoo.com
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