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The Queen & the Homo Jock King

By TJ Klune

 

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.




For Mai Lanta and Bunny Fufu, who taught me what it meant to be a Queen.

 

You fierce, fierce bitches. How I adore you.




Don’t be a drag—just be a queen.

Lady Gaga


Prologue

 

 

LULU DEERDANCER and Buster Cleveland

I was seventeen when I realized I was destined to be a queen.

Because that’s when I met a legend.

I’d heard of the club down on 4th Avenue in Tucson. A gay club where apparently men could dance and drink and be happy without fear of any kind of judgment. Such a place sounded like a haven to me, especially coming off the year that I’d had, what with my parents dying, the parents of my best friend taking me in, and coming out with a vengeance.

Naturally, I convinced said best friend, Paul Auster, to come with me. It wasn’t that hard.

“Are you sure this is going to work?” he grumbled at me as we walked down the sidewalk late one Saturday night. It was early October and the night was still warm.

I smirked at him. “Oh, ye of little faith. Trust me, we’ll be just fine.”

“Yeah, but it’s a bar. And we’re not twenty-one.”

“Hence the disguises,” I reminded him.

I had done my research before deciding to attempt to get into Jack It about the specific subsections of the gay community. Paul, being the huskier of the two of us, would be more suited as a leather cub. He wore chaps we’d found at a Goodwill and a leather vest. I’d learned that cubs (who often grew up to be bears) were of a hairy sort. But Paul was as hairless as they came, much to his chagrin (“I’m a late bloomer, goddammit!”). So rather than taking the chance of being found out because of his baby-ass skin, we’d covered him up with a shirt that said GRR, DADDY and found a fake mustache from a costume store. Aviator sunglasses completed the outfit, because it was understood that if you were cool enough to be a leather cub, then you could also pull off wearing sunglasses at night.

For myself (even though I tried to eschew most labels), I thought I might fit in more as a twink than anything else. I wore the tightest red jeans I could possibly find and a shirt that said Sassy in bright, glittery letters. If I even remotely attempted to lift my arms in any way, my midriff was bared. I’d put a thin line of eyeliner under my eyes, smearing it gently. Instead of wearing sunglasses to complete my outfit, I was sucking on a Ring Pop and practicing giggling how I thought a twink might.

“It’ll be fine,” I said again.

Paul sighed. “Sandy, I look like I’m part of a Village People tribute band playing in a Four Seasons ballroom near the Milwaukee Airport. You look like you’re working undercover to catch pedophiles in the act. Nothing about this is fine.”

“It won’t be if you doubt it,” I said. “You have to believe your role, otherwise you’ll never be able to sell it. Paul, this is the performance of your career. This is what you’ve been building up toward your whole life.”

“Being a leather daddy,” he said. “That’s what I’ve been working toward.”

“Leather cub,” I corrected. “You’re not old enough to be a daddy yet.”

“Being gay is so hard,” he muttered. “Not only do you have to admit that, but then you have to find out what kind of gay you are. It’s all very confusing. It was so much easier when we played with Legos instead of dressing like leather cubs and pedo-bait.”

“Lucky for you, you have me,” I said. “And I know what kind of gay you are.”

“A leather cub.” He sounded dubious.

“Exactly.”

“My mustache itches.”

“Don’t play with it, Paul. Jesus. You’re going to knock it loose.”

“I don’t see why I have to wear a mustache,” he said. “I’m not a cartoon villain who’s going to tie you to train tracks as part of my evil plot.”

“Well, maybe if you had grown your own facial hair like I’d asked, you wouldn’t be in this position, now would you?”

“I tried! You know it’s hard for me to grow a beard. And then to have to do it because you told me to? I have performance anxiety!”

“It doesn’t matter,” I said as we turned a corner, the front of the club coming into view. “What’s done is done. We’re here, we’re queer, get used—oh my god, stop touching the mustache!”

He rolled his eyes at me.

I pulled him to a stop. “Remember your part,” I told him. “You’re a strong, confident leather cub. You own this role.”

He nodded. “I’m a leather cub. I’m a leather cub.”

“You have your fake ID I got you.”

“Right. Which says my name is Buster Cleveland.”

“Exactly,” I said. “It’s your porn name, I told you. Your first pet and the first street you lived on. They were cheap, okay? The guy said it had to be this way.”

“And you believed him?”

I scoffed. “Uh, yeah. He was selling fake IDs. Obviously he’s reputable and knows what he’s doing.”

“What’s yours?”

“Oh look, it’s getting late. We should go.”

“Sandy,” he said, an evil grin forming on his face.

“No. Don’t you dare.”

“What’s your fake ID porn name?”

“Shut up, Paul.”

“Because if I remember right, your first pet was a gerbil named Lulu.”

“Shut up, Paul.”

“And the first street you lived on was Deerdancer.”

“Oh my god.”

“Sandy? Does your fake ID say your name is Lulu Deerdancer?” He was trying desperately not to laugh, the bastard.

“No,” I said savagely. “It says my name is Rocco Cordova because that is awesome and amazing.” I was lying. My fake ID said Lulu Deerdancer. The guy I’d bought them from had laughed his ass off. I hated him with a passion that burned like a thousand suns.

“Okay, Rocco.” He patted my shoulder. Like a jackass. “I believe you.”

“Whatever,” I said. “Now. Just be a leather cub and I’ll be a twink, and we’ll get into the gay bar and do gay-bar things and everything will be amazing.”

“What the hell are gay-bar things?” he asked.

“You know. Drinking and blow jobs. Or whatever.”

“You have no idea, do you.”

“Not in the slightest. Now let’s go.”

I tried to project that I was a most confident and completely legal twink as we approached the entrance to Jack It. I accomplished this by sucking on my Ring Pop and giggling. I thought it a master plan with absolutely no chance of failure.

There was a bouncer at the front of the club, a large older man wearing a leather jacket and glaring at everyone that walked by. He had to have been in his sixties, the lines and crags in his face pronounced. To say he was intimidating would have been an understatement, but I was a twink on a mission and I was getting in that goddamned club. The music pulsed and I could feel the vibrations underneath my feet. I had to get in there. It was calling me.

The bouncer stiffened slightly as we approached, glancing first at me, his eyes widening as he looked at Paul trailing behind me. For the briefest of moments, I thought I saw his lips curl into the world’s smallest smile, but it could have been just a trick of the light.

“Hi.” I giggled. I licked the Ring Pop as slowly as I possibly could and hoped that the elderly bouncer would get slightly turned on and let us in.

“Why hello there, chicken,” he said, which made absolutely no sense. Who used fowl for pet names? “What brings you out so late?”

“We wanted to go dancing,” I said. “You know, like we do every Saturday night.”

He crossed his considerable arms over his considerable chest. “That right.”

“Yeah.” I sucked on the Ring Pop and looked up at him through my eyelashes like a good twink. Or at least that’s what the Internet taught me. Also, apparently twinks were good at getting rimmed, but I wasn’t prepared to go that far to get into Jack It. I had some self-respect, after all.

“Every Saturday night?”

“Sure,” I said, going for subtle as I elbowed Paul.

“Ow, Sandy, what the fuck?” he whined.

“Leather cub,” I hissed at him.

He flushed. “Oh. Right.” He coughed and squared his shoulders. When he spoke, he’d dropped his voice an octave or two. He sounded like he was grunting. It was completely ridiculous. “Yeah. Every Saturday. It’s where I hang out with my fellow leather bears.”

“Cubs,” I giggled dangerously. “You mean cubs.”

“Right. Yeah. Cubs. Rawr.”

“Really?” the bouncer asked. “How fortuitous. I’m a big part of the leather community. I think we’d have met before if you are too. Can’t really see your face, though. Because of the sunglasses you’re wearing. At night.”

“Nope,” Paul said, twitching only minimally. “I tend to stay in the shadows. You know. Thinking about leather cub things.”

“Wow,” the bouncer said, not sounding impressed at all. “Like what leather cub things exactly?”

“You know.” Paul started to sweat, and I almost bit through the Ring Pop completely. “Like. How… like anytime I see cows I think how awesome their skin will be when it’s made into leather and I get to wear it.”

“Oh my god,” I muttered.

“You sit in the shadows and think about cows,” the bouncer said.

“Yeah. Oh man. I could really go for a hamburger right now.”

“That so?”

“Rawr.” Paul bared his teeth. “Or however cubs do it.”

I needed to take control of the situation before we were found out. “Anyway.” I gestured wildly with my arms so my bare stomach was revealed. The bouncer didn’t even look down. “We’re always here. You probably just don’t remember us.”

“Oh, trust me,” he said. “I highly doubt I would have forgotten either of you.”

I giggled.

Paul rawred again.

The bouncer sighed. “All right. We’ll keep going, if that’s what you want. How old are you boys?”

Ha! We’d practiced this. We knew the dates on our IDs.

“Twenty-six,” Paul said.

“Twenty-nine,” I said.

“It’s like you’re not even trying,” the bouncer said.

Paul looked cub-ish.

I licked my Ring Pop.

“I suppose I should ask to see your IDs, then,” the bouncer said.

“Which says I’m the age I just told you,” Paul said unnecessarily. “Obviously.”

“I’m sure it does,” the bouncer said. “Because if it didn’t or, say, it was a fake, that’d be illegal.”

“Oh sweat balls,” Paul muttered as he pulled out his wallet.

“I like handcuffs,” I said, trying to encapsulate the role of the airy twink I was born to play. I pouted a little bit, my bottom lip sticky from the Ring Pop. “One time, this police officer tried to arrest me, but then he said I was precious and we used his handcuffs for entirely different reasons.”

“What?” Paul snapped. “Why the hell didn’t you say anything? Who the hell was it? And why were you getting arrested? You slut!”

I glared at him before looking back at the bouncer. “Sorry,” I simpered. “Sometimes my friend forgets himself.”

“I’m sure he does,” the bouncer said. “IDs.”

I grabbed Paul’s and handed them both to the bouncer. He looked at each of us, as if trying to memorize our faces before focusing on the IDs. He snorted. “Buster Cleveland, huh?”

“Yes,” Paul said immediately. “It’s German. Because of the Nazis. Er. My grandparents fled the Nazis. And now I’m Buster Cleveland, leather cub. Because freedom isn’t free. Or whatever.”

Goddammit. Paul had one job.

“Right,” the bouncer said. “Freedom isn’t free.” And then he switched to mine and I knew I had to sell this, I knew I could do this.

Well, I thought I could until the bouncer outright laughed.

“Lulu Deerdancer?” His chuckle was deep and raspy.

“I knew it, oh my god,” Paul said. Then, “Um. I mean. Of course I knew that. Because you’re my friend. My friend Lulu Deerdancer. Heh. I can’t believe that’s your name. That’s so awesome. And stupid.”

“Exactly.” I ground my teeth together. “I am Lulu Deerdancer and I am twenty-nine years old and I am perfectly legal to enter this here homosexual establishment and partake in beverages and repetitive techno music.”

“Because you both have been here before.”

“Yes,” I said.

“Hmm,” the bouncer said.

Then Paul sneezed and his mustache flew off his face and landed on the cheek of the bouncer.

The silence that followed was slightly awkward.

“Huh,” Paul said. “I guess that’s easier than shaving. It’ll certainly revolutionize the facial hair industry.”

I choked on my tongue as the bouncer slowly peeled the wet mustache off his cheek, looking less than amused. And he might have been much, much older, but there was no doubt he could squash us both with his freakishly large hands.

He held out the mustache to Paul.

Paul took it back. He grimaced as he put it back under his nose.

“So,” the bouncer said. “This must be really awkward for you.”

“You have no idea,” I said.

“Well, maybe we should—”

“Charlie! Yoo-hoo. Charlie. Be a dear and help me, won’t you? I swear, my lady balls are about to pop out all over the sidewalk. We certainly can’t have that happening, now can we?”

And then she entered the world.

There are definitive moments in everyone’s life, moments that will help shape and define who you are and who you will become. Meeting Paul was a moment. Realizing I was gay was a moment. My parents’ death was a moment.

And this six-foot-four drag queen stumbling our way carrying an armful of shiny costumes, the sequins flashing in the street lights, multiple wigs tucked under her chin, barefoot with red vinyl thigh-high boots slung over her shoulder… well.

She was a moment.

“Who is that?” I whispered.

No one heard me, but I didn’t expect them to. I didn’t know if I’d have heard an answer anyway, given that all of my attention was on this glorious creature who moved like casual chaos. The bouncer (Charlie, she’d called him) moved toward her and caught her right before she dropped everything onto the sidewalk. She grinned at him, all lipstick and sharp teeth. “Well, aren’t you just a knight in shining armor,” she purred. “Saving little old me from certain doom. Why, if I didn’t know any better, kitten, I would think you were trying to court me.”

Charlie huffed out a laugh. “Darling, if I was courting you, you’d know it. Most likely because you’d have ended up over my knee with that pert little ass stinging from my hand.”

“Ooh,” she moaned. “The thought alone is enough to make my thighs quiver.”

“An image I will now never be without,” Charlie said. He began to relieve her of her burdens, draping the shiny material carefully in his arms.

“Yes, I’m sure,” she said. “How fortunate for you. You’re one of a very select few who…. Okay, we both know that’s a lie. I’ve spent so much time with my legs in the air, I’m thinking about getting a sign that says open twenty-four hours a day.”

“Holy shit,” Paul choked.

She locked onto Paul and me with her razor-sharp gaze over Charlie’s shoulder. “Well, well, well,” she said, arms free now that Charlie held everything. “What have we here?” She pushed her way around Charlie, slinking her way toward us, hips rolling, one foot snapping out in front of the other as she prowled. “I didn’t know we were having a middle-school field trip with us today. But I suppose it’s better to recruit early than not at all, hmm? I mean, that’s what the zealots are all concerned with. May as well prove them right.”

She came to stand in front of me, eyes coolly assessing. I forgot to be nervous because I was completely distracted by the amount of bangles she had clinking along her arms and the gaudily large hoop earrings in her ears. Her makeup was expertly applied, carefully straddling the line between just enough and far too much. Even though she wasn’t much taller than I was, she seemed larger than life, and I adored her.

“I want to be you when I grow up,” I breathed.

And she laughed. “Well now, aren’t you adorable, chicken.”

I scowled at her. “I’m not a chicken.”

“Oh, pocket gay,” she said, running a perfectly manicured fingernail across my cheek, “you are the perfect definition of such. Now. Why are you here and not at home doing Pokémon or whatever the devil it is children do these days? Tic-tac-toe? I don’t know even know anymore.”

“I was doing that yesterday,” Paul said. “The Pokémon thing. I’m going to catch them all.”

“Good for you,” she said. “This place isn’t for you. Either of you.”

“I’m old enough.” I scowled at her.

Charlie snorted. “Ms. Muffman, may I introduce to you Lulu Deerdancer and Buster Cleveland. According to their IDs, both are in their twenties. Lulu here likes to fellate a sucker on his finger while laughing like a hyena. Buster is a self-proclaimed leather cub who sneezed his mustache on my face.”

Ms. Muffman threw her head back and laughed, a low throaty thing that made me want to know all her secrets immediately. “Oh, this is delightful. I am delighted by the two of you. But this is no place for little boys. Shoo, little boys. Come back when you have hair on your balls.”

“Uh,” Paul said. “I have several, so….”

I thought myself in the presence of something reverent. “We just wanted to come here and see what this was all about. We weren’t going to do anything. Honest.”

“You said drinking and blow jobs,” Paul hissed.

“Drinking and blow jobs,” Ms. Muffman said, rolling her eyes to Charlie. “Were we ever that young?”

“Speak for yourself,” he said. “You’re not that much older than they are.”

“Liar,” she said fondly. “But I’ll allow it because I love you so. Kiss, kiss. Now, if you’ll excuse me, I have a show to prepare for.” She started to turn away.

“A show?” I asked. “What show?” Because I couldn’t let her go without finding out as much as I could.

“Why, the greatest show on earth, of course,” she said. “It’s a performance for the ages.”

“I see your Spice Girls outfit in here,” Charlie said mildly.

“I see what you did there.” She glared lightly at the bouncer. “You’re lucky I think the world of you, otherwise I would have made slippers out of your testicles long ago.”

“But,” Paul said, “you have big feet.”

I gaped at him.

Charlie shrugged. “I have big balls.”

“How nice,” Paul said faintly.

“And since when do you tell a lady she has big feet?” Ms. Muffman scowled.

“Um, never?” Paul guessed.

“Good answer,” she said. “You may live.”

“Oh thank god,” Paul said. “My parents would have killed me if you’d have murdered me.”

“As lovely as this has been,” she said. “And trust me, it has been lovely. Probably more so for you than me. But still. A queen never leaves her subjects wanting. Well. Maybe just a little.” She winked and started to walk away.

But I couldn’t just let her leave. Not without finding out the most important thing in the world. “Who are you?” I demanded.

“Oh, here we go,” Charlie muttered.

She turned and smiled at me. Up close, it felt like watching Shark Week in 3-D with all those teeth. “My dear little chicken,” she said. “I am the tallest bitch in captivity. I am revered. I am feared. I make all the straight boys queer. I am the exalted one who plucks little chickens such as yourself.” She leaned forward and her lips scraped against my ear. Her breath was hot against my skin as she whispered, “I am the drag queen Vaguyna Muffman.”

She pressed a sticky kiss against my cheek, a perfect imprint of her lips I would find hours later, a furious shade of magenta that would be a bitch to wash off.

And then she spun away, the door to the club opening as if on cue, music spilling out and lights flashing. She disappeared inside, leaving behind a trail of glitter and feathers trailing from the boa around her neck.

“Scram, chickens,” Charlie said, following Vaguyna Muffman. “Don’t make me bend you over my knee. You won’t like it when I do.”

The door closed behind him.

“Holy shit,” I managed to say.

“I told you this wouldn’t work,” Paul muttered.

But it didn’t matter. It didn’t matter that we hadn’t made it into the club right then. It didn’t matter that there was no drinking or blow jobs. It didn’t matter that Paul had sneezed off his mustache or that I had basically gotten to third base with a Ring Pop.

No, none of that mattered.

None of that mattered because for the first time since the day the guidance counselor pulled me from AP English to hear from Matty and Larry Auster that my parents were dead, I felt something like fire bloom within me. It was strength and passion and the urge to become something more than what I already was.

It was another moment.

She’d given it to me, whether she knew it or not.

And I was going to run with it as fast as I could.

It felt good, having the decision made.

“I’m going to be a fucking drag queen,” I said in awe.

“Oh sweat balls,” Paul sighed.

 

 

SO.

You’ve heard my origin story.

Like any superqueero, I had a beginning.

Maybe part of it was tragic, though the trauma was not the focus.

But it helped to shape who I’ve become.

I am not defined by tragedy.

Instead, I made it my bitch.

Because there is one thing you should remember above all else.

I am a Queen, motherfuckers.

And I demand respect.

You ready?

It’s time to rock out with our cocks out.




Chapter 1: A Dick for You and a Dick for Me

 

 

AS I was on my knees in a back room of the club Jack It, my lipstick smeared and my eyes watering as I choked on a dick, I had a rather indulgent thought: if cocksucking could be considered a form of art, then I was the Leonardo da Fucking Vinci of fellatio.

I couldn’t even really remember how I’d ended up back here, my tights stretching along my knees as I worked the magnificent dick in front of me. It was thick and fat, a gorgeous dark vein running underneath that I worshipped with my tongue. A great set of balls hung heavy between his muscled thighs. He grunted as he started thrusting into my mouth, his hands coming up to my head.

I pulled off his dick and batted his hands away, glaring up at him. His face was obscured in shadow, as he leaned back against the wall. “You touch the wig, baby doll,” I purred, “and I’ll rip your fucking dick off and shove it down your throat. Do we have an understanding?”

He grunted, his hands falling to his sides.

“Good boy,” I said, running my hand up the length of his cock. It felt spit-slick and hot in my hand. “Now, where was I?”

I took his dick in my mouth again, fisting the base and jacking him slowly. I opened up my throat and took him in down to my fingers, my nose brushing against his pubes. He groaned, his hands twitching at his sides, obviously fighting the urge to reach out and take control. That poor, sweet boy. Probably college frat boy, from the way he moved. All cocky and confident, thinking he was the one in control. After all, he was the one getting his dick sucked.

But in all my years of experience, I’ve learned it’s the one doing the sucking that’s in control. And that’s what I liked. That’s what she liked. Helena Handbasket didn’t have a goddamn submissive bone in her body.

Unless she wanted it there, of course.

He was getting close, I could tell. The muscles in his stomach were jumping underneath his tight shirt. His hands were fisted now at his sides. His thighs were trembling, the poor dear. He’d probably go back to his frat house with my lipstick rings around his dick and tell himself he’d fucked that queen good, that he really gave it to her hard. But in the back of his tiny little mind, he’d wonder just how little control of the situation he’d had.

And he’d be right.

Someone else came into the back room, but I ignored them. At least until they’d pressed against the frat guy above me at his side. I was annoyed, and I glared up through my false eyelashes, trying to relay my disdain with a dick in my mouth. It was a look I’d mastered many times over.

But the new guy was rubbing the chest of the frat boy, their faces pressed together, still hidden in shadow. They were kissing, so either I was blowing someone’s boyfriend or they were really close in this frat house. I wasn’t in the mood to double fist or have multiple cocks in my face, at least not tonight. Whatever. He was going to come and then I’d leave him with—

The cock in my mouth jerked when the man moaned, “Sandy.”

I immediately pulled off the dick because what and who the fuck was this guy to know my real name? I was in drag. I wasn’t fucking Sandy.

“Excuse me?” I snapped, voice croaky and hoarse from exertion. His dick jerked again and brushed against my cheek.

“Close,” he said as his friend sucked on his ear. “So close, just—”

And then he leaned forward to touch my face, to pull me back onto his dick.

Vincent Melody Taylor grinned down at me as his precome smeared against my lips. “Come on. Just finish. I’m so close.”

“Yeah,” his buddy said. “Come on. You know you want to finish. And then it’s my turn.”

And I knew that voice.

That motherfucking voice.

Darren Mayne.

The Homo Jock King.

Who was sucking on Vince’s neck.

His half brother.

I said, “Sweet baby Jesus, this is some hot fucked-up shit right here.”

“Look,” Vince said, dick still bobbing free. “It’s cool. We’re all friends here.”

“And some of us are related,” I pointed out, like I was being helpful.

“Yeah,” Darren said. “But we have different mothers, so it’s cool. It’s not completely illegal.”

“That should not be a decider in an incestuous three-way,” I said.

“Or is it the best decider?” Vince groaned as Darren did something fancy with his tongue.

“You love Paul,” I accused him, anger flaring. “What the hell are you doing?”

“Yeah,” Paul said, appearing in a puff of smoke for some reason. “What the hell are you doing without me?” And then it just got weirder as Paul began to strip. “Someone suck on my nipples,” he demanded as he pulled his shirt over his head. “They’re very sensitive.”

Darren and Vince pushed me out of the way, knocking me on my ass as they latched themselves to Paul’s chest.

“That’s the good stuff,” Paul sighed. “I like this quite a bit.”

And then a marching band began to walk through the back room with Paul’s nana leading the way, cackling while she twirled a baton and pranced around.

The actor known as Johnny Depp followed behind them in full Pirates of the Caribbean costume, and as he passed me, he looked down and said, “Paul’s a fudgepacker, ya savvy?”

“I savvy,” I said, because I really did.

“Enough with the foreplay,” Paul said. “It’s time for a four-way.”

And he reached for me.

So naturally, I screamed myself awake.

 

 

IT WAS only a moment later when the light flipped on in my room, a sweet dark-skinned boy staring at me with wide eyes. “What the hell?” Corey Ellis demanded, running his hands over his sleep-rough face. “Are you okay?” His eyes darted around the room before coming back to rest on me. His hair was pulled back into a loose ponytail, strands hanging around his face.

I pushed myself up against the headboard of my bed, pulling the covers up around my chest. “I’ve seen things,” I told him ominously. “Things.”

He took a step into the room warily. “Was Mr. Escadero peeking through the window again? I swear to god, I’m going to cut that creepy old bitch.”

I shook my head. It hadn’t been our elderly next-door neighbor who thought we were his personal cam-boy show. Not this time. This fear had been real. “I had a dream,” I whispered.

His face softened and he came to the bed, sitting on the edge, patting my knee. “Bad?” he asked quietly.

“Awful,” I said. And then, “Mostly.”

He arched an eyebrow. “How so?”

“You know when you have a dream about doing something you shouldn’t and then it turns incestuous and you think, well, that wasn’t so bad and then there are marching bands?”

His lips twitched. “Um. What?”

“Paul cheated on Vince,” I admitted. “With me.”

“You what? When the hell did you—”

“In my dream,” I said.

“Jesus Christ, don’t scare me like that—”

“And then, while I was blowing him, Vince started making out with Darren.”

His eyes bulged. “That… should not be an image that I find attractive, but holy shit. Like, full-on making out? With tongue and—”

“Corey!”

“Sandy!”

“And then Paul came in and there was nipple sucking.”

“Whose nipples?”

“Paul’s. You know how sensitive his nipples are.”

“Unfortunately I do,” Corey said. “You were sucking on his nipples?”

“No,” I said. “Jesus, Corey, keep up, will you? Vince and Darren were sucking his nipples. I was still on my knees trying to recover from deep-throating Vince.”

“Oh dear god,” he choked.

“You can never tell him,” I said. “Paul is a sweet, soft, innocent soul and this would crush him.”

“Uh,” Corey said. “We’re speaking about the same Paul, right? Like, Paul Auster? Because he’s not sweet or innocent. Maybe a little soft, but he’s the type where the weight looks good on him, so—”

“It would destroy him,” I said. “Can you imagine, hearing from his oldest and dearest friend that said friend is having sexual relations with his partner?”

“In your dreams,” Corey said.

“That is beside the point!” I said shrilly. “The fact that I even dreamt of such a thing means that I have some unconscious desire to fuck Vince.”

“Huh,” Corey said. “So, using that line of logic, that must mean you also want to fuck Darren—”

“You shut your whore mouth,” I snarled at him. And then I coughed. “I mean, what? Pshaw. I don’t even know what you’re talking about. Darren who?”

He rolled his eyes. “Right. Because I’m not an expert at people who pine over each other. I didn’t spend last summer drowning in the angst that was Tyson and Dominic, after all.”

“Ah, yes. The twinkie and his cop. They’re so precious. And we are nothing alike.”

“Yes, Sandy.”

“You would do well to remember that. Darren is an asshole and I want nothing to do with him and I also hate his face and his ridiculously muscled body.”

“Yes, Sandy.”

“His personality also leaves something to be desired. He’s narcissistic at best. At worst, he’s borderline sociopathic. I don’t think I’ve ever met anyone more self-involved than he is.”

“Yes, Sandy.”

“I don’t even know why we have to be talking about him right now. What possible value does someone like him even have to society as a whole? All he does is fuck twinks and piss me off.”

“He also watches every performance you have,” Corey said mildly.

“Right?” I exclaimed. “He is so creepy. Why the hell are we even talking about him again?”

Corey grinned. “Honestly, I have no idea. You were the one who had sex dreams about him.”

“About Vince,” I corrected. “Darren just happened to be there. And Paul.”

“And the marching band.”

“Yes, that. This can never get to Paul. Why, the betrayal alone would absolutely devastate him. I cannot be responsible for the emotional destruction of my best friend.”

“Yes, Sandy.”

“Hand me my phone.”

“Why?”

“I have to call Paul,” I said. “The weight of my guilt is crushing me and he has to know the truth.”

“But—”

“Corey!”

He knew better than to sass me while I was emotionally conflicted. He merely remarked on the fact that it was two in the morning and surely it could wait until a more reasonable hour. But Corey couldn’t understand the depths of my pain. Paul needed to know, so we could begin to mend the rift that would undoubtedly spring between us. Hopefully, it wouldn’t be too large to overcome. We couldn’t lose almost two decades of friendship because I’d suddenly developed a brothers kink at the age of thirty-one.

I put the phone on speaker and bit my thumbnail as it began to ring.

After the fifth ring, he answered, voice annoyed and muffled. “Sandy, I swear to god, you better be on fire if you’re calling me this late. It’s two in the goddamn morn—”

“Maybe I am!”

“Are you?”

“No, of course not. That’d be ridiculous.”

“Sandy.”

“Paul,” I said. “This is a surprise.”

“Uh. No. It isn’t. You called me.”

“Oh. Is that right? I guess I did. Ha-ha. How about that.”

“What’s up?”

“Nothing much. What’s up with you?”

Corey snorted and I had to fight the urge to smack him upside the head.

“Are you high?” Paul asked.

“What?”

“Are you high?”

“That was one time and we were nineteen and you swore you’d never bring that up again.”

“So you’re not going to cry and tell me you’re stoned but that you love me more than anything else in the world and that you wish we were both princesses who lived in a castle made of clouds and good dreams and were serviced by Latinos with bronzed skin and names like Esteban and Jorge Lopez Santiago?”

“Oh my god,” Corey laughed. “This is so amazing. I love everything about this. Please, continue.”

“Corey, is he stoned?”

Corey leaned forward until his face was inches from my own. “No. It doesn’t look like it. Though, he does have some bags under his—”

“I will see you as a homeless street urchin if you finish that sentence,” I growled at him.

“He looks luminous,” Corey said instead. “Vibrant. Not tired at all. He would get carded trying to see an R-rated movie.”

“Good boy.”

Paul sighed. I heard mumbling in the background. “No, it’s Sandy and Corey. Apparently, Sandy is having one of his moments.”

“And just what the hell is that supposed to mean?” I asked.

“Hi, Sandy and Corey,” Vince said, voice sleep-rough.

“Hi, Vince,” Corey said.

So I squeaked, “Meep,” because I had sucked Vince’s cock. In my dreams.

“What the hell was that noise?” Paul asked. “Sandy, did you buy one of those hairless cats and it’s now dying in your arms?”

“Yes,” I said, trying to save face. “Its name is Wrinkles McSkin and it’s dying and it’s moist and that’s the only reason I called.”

“Sandy’s cat is dying?” Vince asked. “That’s terrible.”

“Yes,” Paul said. “His cat is dying of lies.”

“How dare you!” I shrieked at him.

“I don’t get it,” Vince said. “Is that some kind of cat disease? I had a cat when I was a kid. Mom said it ran away, but I think it got eaten by coyotes.”

“Why do you think that?” Paul asked.

“Because I found its tail near a cactus behind the house.”

“God, I love you,” Paul said. “And that was a sad story.”

“Eh,” Vince said. “I got a car out of it, so I was all right.”

“First-world problems are my favorite kind,” Corey said.

“Sandy,” Paul said. “Are you going to tell me or do I have to guess?”

I wanted to tell him to guess just to see what he came up with, but my guilt was almost crippling. “I had a dream where I was blowing Vince and then he made out with Darren and they both sucked on your nipples and Nana led a parade with Captain Jack Sparrow. Or something.”

Dead silence.

Corey sighed. “It really is my own fault that I surround myself with these kinds of people. There’s no escape for me.”

I narrowed my eyes at him. “What kinds of people would that be?”

“The best kind,” he said.

“You’re welcome,” I said. “I really do feel better after getting that off my chest.”

“You had a what about what?” Paul screeched.

“I wouldn’t make out with Darren,” Vince said. “I’m in a one hundred percent committed relationship with Paul.”

“Aw,” Paul said. “That’s so—wait a minute. That’s the only reason?”

“Well, yeah, I guess,” Vince said. “I mean, he’s attractive, right?”

“You’ll get there in a second,” Paul said.

“Get where? It’s not as if I’m going to do—oh. Wait. He’s my brother.”

“There it is,” Corey said.

“Oh no,” Paul said. “Sandy. Sandy.”

“What?”

“What if I have a brothers kink now? What if your dream was prescient and they both latch themselves onto my nipples?” Of course he would go there. Because I’d already had the same thought. It was comforting to know Paul and I were the same. Well. Sort of comforting.

“Yeah,” Vince said. “Doubt that’s going to happen.”

“Because you’d fight him for the right to my nipples?” Paul asked.

“Sure,” Vince said. “I’d fight anyone for your nipples. And also because Darren wants to bone Sandy and not you.”

“Oh,” Paul said. “That’s right.” I could hear the goddamned smirk in his voice.

“He does not,” I hissed. “For one, I am not a barely legal twink with more abs than brain cells. Two, there has to be attraction for that and I assure you, I am not attracted to him. At all.”

“Denial isn’t just a river in South America,” Vince said seriously.

“What?” Paul said. “Vince, no. It’s not in South America.”

“Oh. Brazil?”

“That’s still South America.”

“Huh. It’s not Asia, because I would have seen it.”

“Vince, we didn’t go to all of Asia.”

“Mostly,” Vince said. “Remember when you wore that sumo wrestler diaper thing and we had sex next to the shop that sold food that looked like the carcass of a shaved Bigfoot?”

“None of that happened,” Paul said quickly.

“All of that happened.” Vince sounded very smug. “I made you make sex face, like, four times.”

“So gross,” I muttered.

“I can’t believe I’m going to say this,” Corey said, “but I really want to move back to Seafare now.”

“Sorry, baby doll,” I said. “I have my claws in you and I’m never letting you go.”

“But we’ll still give you the illusion of freedom,” Paul said. “Unless you step out of line.”

“Lovely,” Corey said with a sigh.

“Do you forgive me?” I asked Paul.

“For having an incestuous orgy sex dream involving my boyfriend and his brother?”

“Yes.”

“Sure,” Paul said. “Why not. I can dig it.”

“Good,” I said, relieved.

“I love you,” Paul said.

“Aw. I love you too.”

“But I swear to fucking god, Sanford Stewart, if I even catch you looking at my man wrong, I will rip off your fucking arms and shove them so far up your ass, you’ll be gagging on your own fingers.”

The phone beeped as he disconnected the phone call.

“Wow,” Corey said. “Paul can be scary.”

“Sometimes. But usually not at all.” I yawned. “I feel like I can sleep now. Also, we should talk later about getting a hairless cat. I feel like it’s a thing I should have now.”

“Also,” Corey said, “we should talk about that river in South America you seem to be drowning in. I feel like that’s a thing you do now.”

“Turn off the light when you leave,” I said brightly. “And pray you don’t wake up tomorrow with your eyebrows shaved, baby doll. Now go to sleep. You have an early class.”

He grumbled and switched off the light.

I laid back against the pillows and took a deep breath, letting it out slowly.

Denial. What did they know?

I wasn’t in denial.

I would know if I was. I was very attuned to my sense of self. I was a drag queen, after all.

I didn’t believe in love at first sight, even knowing Paul and Vince.

But I certainly believed in the exact opposite.

I hated Darren Mayne.

And absolutely nothing would change my mind on that.




Chapter 2: How to Present Yourself like a Cat in Heat

 

 

“WHAT IF he rescued a pile of wet puppies from being eaten by a rabid zebra?” Paul asked, averting his eyes as I taped my dick and balls back. “And Jesus Christ, I swear you wait until I’m up here before you start to do that. You know how I feel about your genital manipulation, Sandy. For fuck’s sake.”

I grimaced as I continued to tuck. “Of course I don’t wait until you’re here to do this,” I grunted. “You just happen to have impeccable timing.” He didn’t. I always waited until I heard him coming up the stairs to the Queen’s Lair. His discomfort gave Helena power and she had no problem in feasting on his tears. “And why would Darren be rescuing puppies from zebras? And why the hell are they wet? Done. You can look now, you prude.” I stood, fixing the flesh-colored Spanx before closing my robe.

He quickly glanced at me to make sure I wasn’t fucking with him. I’d done it before, so I didn’t blame him. Once he saw that my dick and balls were firmly tucked, he rolled his eyes. “I’m just trying to find a situation in which you wouldn’t be able to continue with your self-professed hate for him. And wet puppies are adorable.”

“Puppies and zebras aren’t going to change my mind,” I said, sitting in front of the ancient vanity against the wall. I turned on the lights around the mirror. I opened my makeup case and visualized pre-crazy Britney. It was important that I got the look right. Post-Justin Timberlake, not quite insane yet, but having the potential to go that way. It required thick mascara and a heavy kohl pencil and a bit of simmering rage in the eyes. Fortunately, Paul continued to bring up Darren, so the rage part was easy.

“Then you are a terrible person,” he said. “And you should really spend time looking within yourself to find out when and why your heart shriveled up and died.”

“I’m not listening,” I sang.

“Of course you are,” he said as he aired out the red vinyl catsuit I’d made for pre-crazy Britney nights.

“And why would the zebra be rabid?”

“Have you ever seen a rabid zebra?”

“No.”

“Exactly.”

I glared at him through my reflection. “That doesn’t count as proving your point.”

“Or does it count completely?”

“As illuminating as this conversation is,” Charlie said from his stool on the balcony, “would you two shut the fuck up so Helena can get ready? You’re already behind schedule.”

Paul rolled his eyes. “That’s not my fault, Daddy. Sandy kept giggling and blushing when Vince and I helped him load up for his set tonight.”

And that is pretty much true. For some reason, sucking dream Vince’s cock made me turn into a twelve-year-old girl around him. It was absolutely awful. He had grinned at me when I let them in the house and I had given a little screech and ran to my room. It had taken Paul and Corey five minutes to convince me to unlock the door and then another ten minutes of swearing that no one would ever tell Darren anything about this, for fear of evisceration.

“A queen is never late,” I told Charlie. “As my dear mentor and savior Vaguyna Muffman used to say, ‘A queen always arrives precisely the moment she’s meant to and not a minute sooner, so fuck off, you cockmongers.’” I sighed. “Such profundity. She was like the Che Guevara or Malcolm X of drag queens.”

“I don’t think that’s the compliment you think it is,” Paul said.

“Vaguyna was also full of shit.” Charlie snorted. “God bless her.”

“You have to be,” I said, applying the eyeliner. “It’s one-third of being a drag queen.”

“And the other two parts?” Paul asked, though he knew it well.

“Sass and sex,” I said, smudging the kohl lines. “Don’t take more shit than you’re already full of, sass always with a razor’s edge, and positively drip with sex.” It was one of the first things Vaguyna had taught me when she’d taken me under her wing after a solid three months of nagging. I was very persuasive when I wanted to be.

Whatever else could be said was cut off when Vince and Kori came up the stairs into the Queen’s Lair. I glanced at Kori in the mirror. I tried not to frown at her, taking in her pretty dress and her hair in perfect curls around her shoulders.

Corey Ellis, also Kori Ellis, was bigendered, or gender fluid. There were days he was Corey and days she was Kori, and while most didn’t even bat an eye at the change, I knew that the days Kori was there were days more often than not that she was feeling slightly unsettled about something. She’d told me once not long after we’d met that she felt safer when she was Kori, that it was almost like handing over the reins to someone else for a while. When she was Kori, her voice was a tad higher and slightly wispy. It could have easily been mistaken as being softer, but I knew the steel that lay in Kori’s backbone, and she didn’t take shit from anyone.

I knew well what she meant. Helena Handbasket was my safe space, my persona I could slip into when I needed to feel in charge, when I needed to be confident. Helena was many things that Sandy was not: Daring and brave. Primal and sexual. Funny and caustic. She could be witty and charming one moment and completely scathing the next, depending upon her mood or what the situation called for. Sandy Stewart was a tall, thin man with blond hair, brown eyes, high cheekbones, and lines beginning to form around his eyes no matter how much tightening cream he used. Ten years ago, he was the boy next door. Now, he was just the older version of the same.

I was her, but she wasn’t me, if that makes sense. Helena was everything that I could not be in the real world. Which wasn’t to say I was meek and mild, but very few people were close enough to see that Helena and I weren’t that far apart. Strangers and acquaintances could scarcely believe meeting me after watching Helena perform. At best, I was quiet. At worst, I could be cripplingly shy if not around people that I knew.

But it wasn’t the same for Corey and Kori. They were bigendered, and therefore transgendered, in that they felt comfortable being and living as either gender. Corey was Kori and Kori was Corey. They could live at home or go to school being either.

I was not transgendered. Helena was a performer, a personality carefully crafted and made for the stage. I didn’t dress like her except for when I needed to perform as her. That was a major difference between Kori/Corey and I. I knew how offensive it could be when people assumed she was nothing more than a cross-dresser or a drag queen. She was so much more than that. I, on the other hand, didn’t give two fucks if people thought I was transgendered. Helena wasn’t one for misguided opinions spouted by people who had no idea what they were talking about.

But here Kori was, as Kori, her safe space. Granted, today could have just been a Kori kind of day. I’d have to keep an eye on her to make sure everything was on the up and up.

Vince handed Paul his Skyy Vodka and cranberry and took a long pull from his own beer. “Hey, Charlie,” he said. “Did Sandy tell you he had sex dreams about me?”

“Jesus Christ,” I muttered, brushing a hair through a blonde wig.

“All of us have had sex dreams about you,” Charlie said. “That’s nothing new.”

Vince preened.

“I haven’t,” Kori said.

Vince pouted.

Kori rolled her eyes. “You’re not my type.”

Vince pouted a little more.

“Oh my god,” Kori exclaimed. “Look at that face! I just want to lick it.” She blinked, then narrowed her eyes. “How did you do that?”

Vince shrugged. “I don’t know. It started when I was a kid. I would pout and people would give me things like burritos or baseball cards. Then I got older and people would try and give me sex instead, and I just wanted another burrito.”

“It must be so hard being you,” Paul said.

“Not really?” Vince cocked his head. “I think being me is pretty great. I mean, being me got me you, so I must be amazing because of how awesome you are.”

“Wow,” Paul said. “I’m touched by the sentiment and also appalled by the ego. That’s never happened to me before.”

“I’ll fuck your butt later,” Vince promised.

“Ah, young love,” Charlie said. “In my day, we had to go to parks and do it in bushes if we ever wanted to get any.”

“That’s… surprisingly okay with me,” Kori said. “Maybe that’s what I need. Park sex.”

“You better not be serious about that.” Everyone in the room stiffened just a tad as they knew Helena had entered the room. “I would sure hate to have to spank your pert little ass in retribution.”

“Yes, ma’am,” Kori said.

“Good girl. If you need some cock, you tell your dear, sweet Helena. I’ll make sure to find you some nice frat boy flesh to munch on.” I stared into the mirror, watching my eyes darken, my movements becoming more fluid and catlike. I slowly uncapped my lipstick and gave a kiss toward the Helena in the mirror. Vaguyna whispered in my ear: First the top lip, even, smooth strokes. Pout the bottom lip. Fill it in. Watch the lines. There. Now kiss, kiss. Perfect, darling.

Helena Handbasket had returned.

(Since last Wednesday. It was only Saturday now. Still dramatic, though.)

“Now,” I said, my voice all silk and smoke as I brushed my finger over my lips, smoothing out the flakes. “Paul, be a dear and help me with my wig, won’t you?”

He handed Vince his drink and walked over to the vanity, reaching into my makeup case, pulling out a cotton swab and a small bottle of rubbing alcohol. He dipped the swab into the alcohol and brought it to my forehead, rubbing the tip along my hairline, drying up any residual oil left from the scrub I’d done earlier.

He threw the swab away, then handed me the wig cap. I stretched it out, sliding it over my head, tucking the little curls of my hair underneath, making sure there were no lines. He reached to the back of my head to pull it down tight.

From there, he took a roll of double-sided adhesive tape and applied it to the front and sides of the wig cap. He was good and quick. I could do this on my own, and often had when Paul wasn’t there, but sometimes I needed him to do it for me so I could focus on my breathing. I was Helena, but sometimes, it felt like she was getting harder to control. I didn’t like how easily I could slip in and out of her and it was taking me longer and longer to be able to find my center where she didn’t overwhelm everything.

Kori and Vince murmured in the background as Charlie fiddled with his new camcorder, some HD monstrosity the size of his hand but with more buttons than my phone. He had assured me in a light voice that the definition was so good, I’d be able to see my pores when reviewing the video later. I’d told him it was a testament to how much I loved him that he still drew breath after such a comment. He’d laughed and kissed my cheek sweetly.

When Vaguyna died, she’d left me her entire wardrobe, her wig collection, and years of knowledge that I’d never be able to repay her for, no matter how long I lived.

But the one possession she’d left me most dear to my heart was Charlie. Charlie and Vaguyna had been a team for going on twenty-five years. Charlie had come out late in life, in his forties, a failed marriage behind him and an ex-wife and children who wanted nothing to do with him. Vaguyna had taken him in much like she’d done with me, sheltering him from the world, helping ease his burdens and soothing away the heartache. I’d never been courageous enough to ask if they’d been anything more than friends, but I didn’t suppose it mattered. Because they were family.

And before she left this world, she had made me promise that I would take care of him for the rest of his days.

“He’s one of the most precious things in this universe,” she’d whispered, her body gaunt and ravaged by cancer, the respirator hissing through the trach tube in her throat. “You care for him and make sure he’s happy with the time he has left. I ask this of you, kitten, more than anything else in the world.”

And of course I’d promised her. Because I loved him as much as I loved Vaguyna Muffman.

The camera he now fiddled with was a gift for his seventy-ninth birthday last month. The look on his face when he’d opened it was one of the most beautiful things I’d ever seen. He’d swallowed thickly and coughed, wiping his eyes and gruffly saying his allergies were acting up. No one had said a word otherwise.

“Done,” Paul said, and I looked away from Charlie.

“Oh, Paul,” I said. “It’s lovely. Thank you, baby doll.”

He squeezed my shoulder and handed me a bottle of talcum powder before going to get the costume ready. I sprinkled some of the powder on a large brush and lightly spread it along my exposed shoulders and arms. It made getting in and out of the costume easier.

I stood from the vanity. Vince turned away, giving me privacy, though he didn’t need to. Helena didn’t care if he saw. He’d been invited up to her lair, so she was comfortable with him. I dropped the untied robe, only wearing flesh-colored Spanx underneath. It was a cheap and easy way to keep things in place.

“You can look if you want to,” I teased. “After all, I’ve seen what you got in my dreams.”

“You’re a lady,” Vince said, still facing away. “It’s only right.”

“Aren’t you just precious,” I purred.

“Oh dear god,” Paul gagged. “Please, not in front of me. If you’re going to have an emotional affair, at least wait until I’m out of the room, for fuck’s sake. It’s like watching a cat in heat. Please don’t get on your knees and present yourself.”

“Don’t worry,” I told him. “It wouldn’t be emotional in the slightest. Just physical. Sweaty, messy, and physical. And I’m not quite ready to show him my asshole yet. I have a performance tonight, after all. Maybe after.”

“Sandy,” Vince said to the wall. “I really love you. You’re like the big sister I never had. And Helena is like having a crazy aunt. I don’t want to see my crazy aunt’s asshole. Or my sister’s. Besides, Paul is the only man I need.”

“Yeah, I am,” Paul said with a leer. “And also, you’re the only person I know that can say something sweet while in the same breath talking about seeing your aunt’s asshole. I’m impressed. And weirdly turned on.”

“It’s my superpower.” Vince shrugged. “I say weird things and you get turned on. It happens all the time.”

“That’s not true.”

“One time, in college, I did a keg stand and my nipple piercing got caught in a corncob that a friend of mine was eating. We were drunk and couldn’t figure out how to get it off, so I kept it on until the next day when it fell off on its own while I was eating at McDonald’s. For, like, a week after, my buddies called me Corn Nips. I can’t eat corn to this day.”

“Okay, so it’s totally true. What the hell.”

Kori came over with a thin, strapless bra that was padded in the cups. I lifted my arms as she wrapped it around my chest, clasping it at my back. I adjusted the bra until it was snug and centered. “Thank you, kitten,” I said as she came around me again. “You’re a peach and I would eat you so.”

The catsuit came next. I stepped into it, the thin lining on the inside rasping against my skin. It kept the vinyl from sticking to my skin as the suit barely allowed any room to breathe, especially later on as the club grew hot with bodies writhing together. I wiggled it past my hips, putting my arms through the sleeves. Paul zipped me up as I told Vince he could turn back around.

“Well?” I asked him, eyebrow arched. “How do I look?”

“Fierce as all hell.” He eyed me appreciatively.

“Careful, there,” I murmured. “Wouldn’t want to see your aunt’s asshole.”

Paul might have pulled the zipper a little too tightly then.

“Oops,” he said cheerily. “That was my bad.”

The boots came last, chunky red things, cut low across the ankle so the vinyl leggings could stretch over the top. I stepped into each of them carefully and Paul bent down to one knee, clasping the silver buckles that ran up the front. I reached down and ran my fingers through his hair. “Just where I like you,” I said. “My little pet.”

He rolled his eyes as he stood back up. “Been there, done that.” His lips quirked slightly as he looked up at me.

“We did, didn’t we?” I said. “And then you found yourself a big, strong man and left me all by myself. What’s a girl to do?”

“Maybe find your own big, strong man,” Kori said, fixing her hair in the mirror on Vaguyna’s vanity. “Speaking of, I could have sworn I saw Darren downstairs. But then, he’s always here around this time, isn’t he? I wonder what that’s all about.”

I stiffened slightly. It meant absolutely nothing, I knew, aside from the fact that Darren apparently was put on this earth to annoy the fuck out of me. Granted, it was a freaking free country and he could go where he pleased, but I would rather him have been anywhere else but here. Like hell. Or the moon. Where he would quickly asphyxiate and the world would be rid of him once and for all.

Paul snorted. “Of course he’s here. Helena’s performing. He’s always here when Helena’s performing.”

“Not always,” I snapped, trying to not let it throw me. “He wasn’t here on Wednesday.”

“Yeah, he was,” Paul said. “I pointed him out and you told me it was rude to point out dog shit when in the presence of a lady as refined as yourself.”

“Last Saturday, then.”

“Standing against the wall,” Vince reminded me. “You were doing your slutty Disney Princess routine and almost kneed him in the balls while singing a dirty version of ‘I’ll Make a Man Out of You’ from Mulan.”

“That’s one of my better numbers,” I mused. “I’m a man playing a woman dressing like a man. It’s like the Inception of drag-queening. And I wasn’t trying to knee him in the balls. It’s not my fault if his balls were that close to my knees. Really, he should be more considerate.”

“Right,” Paul said dryly. “I’ll make sure to tell him you were talking about where to put his balls.”

“And I will fuck you up with my knife,” I told him sweetly.

“You don’t have a knife.”

“It’s the thought that counts.” I nudged Kori lightly and bent over to make sure everything looked perfect in the mirror. “Fine, so he shows up here every now and then. It’s not like I care either way. He’s free to do what he wants. Or who he wants, the slut.”

“Pot, kettle,” Kori muttered.

I flashed a dangerous smile at her. “What was that, now?”

She rolled her eyes. “What was the guy’s name last weekend?”

I shrugged. “Thai Phan? No. Maurice. Hmm. Something exotic.”

“Because Maurice is exotic,” Paul said. “And very close to Thai Phan.”

“It could be.” I bared my teeth to make sure they were free from lipstick.

“And the weekend before that?” Kori asked.

“Oh,” I said. “That was the weekend I had Mexican.”

“Like, a burrito?” Vince asked.

“Almost as big,” I agreed.

“I don’t get it,” Vince said.

“It’s okay,” I said. “I did. Several times.”

“Slut,” Kori said.

“Not in the slightest.” I stood back up. “I just like to have sex with different people on a regular basis.”

“And that’s totally different than what Darren does,” Kori said.

“Of course it is. I’m not a douche about it. Or anything else.”

“Mostly,” Paul said.

I turned my glare toward him.

“Or at all,” he quickly amended.

“Better. Now, all of you tell me how pretty I look and how amazing I am and one thing you like about me and then get out of my sight. I need a moment to prepare before I grace the world with the magic of my body.”

“What I love most about you is that you’re so humble,” Kori said.

“I’m a drag queen,” I retorted. “I don’t have time to be humble. Now fake kiss me and get the fuck out.”

Kori air-kissed each of my cheeks. “You look very pretty and you’re amazing and I like when you make me pancakes when I feel sad.”

“That’s because I love you.” I pushed a lock of her hair away from her face. “Get out.”

She grinned and headed for the stairs.

Vince was next. “You are very pretty and amazing and I like your face and your eyebrows and also the way you watch cartoons with me even though I know you think they’re stupid.”

“It’s because they are,” I assured him. “I love you. Go the fuck downstairs.”

He kissed the back of my hand and followed Kori out of the Lair.

“You’re going to be kickass,” Paul said seriously.

“I usually am,” I said. “But it’s nice to know you think so.”

“I think you’re pretty.”

“Aren’t I?”

“And amazing.”

“Oh stop! Tell me more.”

“Your pre-crazy Britney ensemble is some of your finest work. Your makeup is flawless. Your boobs look so real, I want to motorboat them and then feel awkward about it afterward. You give good hugs and have evenly shaped nostrils. Also, I think it’s only a matter of time before you get discovered, have a rise to fame for doing absolutely nothing, somehow get your own reality TV show, get addicted to cocaine and plastic surgery, then get ridiculed in the tabloids before you disappear, only to have people recognize you ten years from now as that one chick who did that one thing that one time, but nobody really remembers what.”

To be honest, I was a little choked up at that. “You really think I can do all of that? That might possibly be the nicest thing anyone has ever said to me.”

“That’s a little fucked up.”

“I know.” I sighed. “Isn’t it just wonderful? I love you.”

“Are we going to talk about this Darren thing ever?”

“I’m loving you a whole hell of a lot less. Get out, you bitch.”

He rolled his eyes and kissed me gently on the cheek, making sure to not smudge my makeup. I’d trained him well. He closed the door behind him as he headed down the stairs.

The noise from the crowd coming over the balcony was growing louder, meaning everyone was gathering around the dance floor and stage, waiting for me. We were a bit behind schedule, but it was fine. I drew in the crowds. The other little queens that performed in my show were good (after all, I demanded only the best), but I was the reason the people were gathered downstairs. Of course, that was my ego talking, but I’d worked hard to get where I was, and one could not be a queen if one was not full of themselves while also being full of shit. I was my greatest supporter, but I was also my biggest critic. I was hard on myself, which is why I was so good.

I was fiddling with the wig when Charlie spoke. “Paul’s right, you know.”

“Of course he is,” I said without thinking. Then, “About what?”

“The Darren thing.”

I narrowed my eyes at him. “What Darren thing?”

“Honey.” He looked up from his camera. “I don’t take any bullshit from anyone, least of all you. You might be a queen—hell, you might even be the Queen—but I will smack that ass if you should even think of sassing me.”

I stalked toward him, rolling my hips with every step I took. He grinned at me, that sweet old-man smile that caused his whole face to wrinkle adorably. Well, it would’ve been adorable had he not been spouting crap from his mouth. I ran my hand along his shoulder, scratching my fingernails into the back of his neck gently in the way I knew he loved. My big puppy. “Why would I need him when you’re all the man I need?”

He sighed. “That’s what I’m worried about.”

I blinked. “What?”

“I’m not going to be around forever.” He patted my hand as it dug into his shoulder. “I just want to make sure you’re taken care of after I’m gone.”

I refused to allow the lump in my throat to grow any bigger. “You told me nothing was wrong.” And he had. I’d driven him to his doctor’s appointment just last week, and he’d told me that aside from hypertension (which had always been a problem), he was healthy as a horse. An aging leather cart horse, but a horse nonetheless.

“And that was the truth,” he said. “But I’m not getting any younger, Helena. I’m not going to be around forever.”

“You will,” I insisted. “I already am making plans to sell my soul in exchange for your immortality. You’re not going anywhere for a long, long time. I won’t allow it. And now that I’ve said something nice, who the hell do you think you are, saying I need someone to take care of me? I’m fucking Helena Handbasket, you motherfucker. I can take care of myself.”

He smiled quietly. “I know you can. But can you blame an old man who wants you to have something I never did?”

And that hurt, more than I thought it would. After Charlie had come out, the fallout had been rather devastating. His ex-wife had shamed him publicly and poisoned his kids against him. He’d never cheated on her, not even once, though the temptation was surely there, but he finally got tired of living a lie. And even though she took almost everything from him, Charlie was never one to begrudge his ex, saying that it was his fault he’d gone through with the marriage to begin with. That was just who he was.

And after he’d come out, he hadn’t been completely free of guilt, but his conscience was clearer and his heart wasn’t as heavy. He took every phone call from his kids, even when they called to berate him. As it was now, he hadn’t heard from them in a couple of years. He had grandchildren he’d never met. His ex-wife had died a decade before.

He never settled down again. Said it wasn’t his lot in life. Not anymore.

The hypocritical bastard. “You’re doing this on purpose.”

“And what would that be?” he asked with an aura of innocence that any normal person would have fallen for. But I was most decidedly not normal and could see right through the façade.

“You’re trying to play the old-man card,” I said. “Sympathy and all that bullshit. But I won’t fall for it, Charles Danvers, I really will not.”

“Dammit,” he muttered. “I even practiced looking sad and pathetic in the mirror.”

“You planned this?” I said incredulously. “Oh my god, you evil manipulator! I adore you.” I leaned in and gave him a sticky kiss on his cheek.

“Learned from the best.” He winked at me. “But if you think you’ve heard the last of this, you’ve got another think coming. I already dealt with Paul, who is more neurotic than a pygmy goat with PTSD. You’re going to be a cakewalk, Helena.”

I frowned. “Wait. Why would a pygmy goat have—”

“So you may as well just give in now,” he said, overriding me. “Because come hell or high water, you’ll admit it.”

“There’s nothing to admit,” I snapped at him. “Darren Mayne is a fucking dick and I want absolutely nothing to do with him.”

“Why do you hate him so much?” he asked.

I had my reasons. Ones that might be petty, but they were still my reasons. I hadn’t shared them with anyone, not even Paul. It was too fucking embarrassing and it was my deal, not theirs. It didn’t matter, anyway. Darren didn’t even remember, or if he did, he just didn’t care. He lived to antagonize me. I lived to make him suffer.

“It doesn’t matter,” I said, trying to sound bored. “He is a nonentity to me.”

“Huh,” Charlie said. “That’s odd. Well, tomorrow is sure to be embarrassing, then. Yikes.”

“What? Why is—” Then it hit me. Tomorrow was Sunday. On Sunday we… “You invited him to Sunday brunch?” I screeched.

“Of course not.” He looked offended. “I would never do that to you.”

“Oh,” I said, relieved. He’d only come once to brunch, last summer when Tyson and Dominic had been in town, and I’d spent the entire meal in a state of what-the-fuck, shooting daggers at him with my eyes and wishing I’d put arsenic in his frittata. But as a good hostess knows, frittata is often the cornerstone of a good brunch, and no matter how much I disliked him, I made a damn good frittata and wouldn’t want it to go to waste.

“Paul told me he did, though,” Charlie said. “Nice boy, that Paul.”

“That motherfucker is already dead,” I hissed. “I will gouge his fucking eyes out and—”

“You know,” Charlie said as if I’d never spoken at all, “there’s that saying about how thin the line is between love and hate. Ever heard that one?”

“A home, Charlie,” I threatened. “Paul and I will put you in a goddamn home with absolutely no male nurses named Sven with really large muscles and a hot ass. In fact, the entire staff will be made up of bull dykes with names like Large Leslie and Theresa the Tank. I will personally schedule your rectal exams.”

“You wouldn’t dare.” He sniffed. “I’m too precious. Besides, it wouldn’t be the first time I’d had a lesbian in my ass.”

I stared at him.

He shrugged. “The eighties were very weird.”

“You owe me that story one day, old-timer,” I said, because I couldn’t not find out why Charlie had been anally involved with a lesbian. It practically demanded itself to be told. With visuals. “I have a show to do.”

“We’ll finish this conversation later,” he said.

“This conversation is over.”

“Yes, Helena.”

“I mean it, Charlie.”

“Of course you do.”

“Charlie, I swear to god.”

“You look pretty and you’re awesome and I like that you humor an old man from time to time.”

I melted. “I love you. Now I’m leaving because I can’t stand the sight of your face right now. I have baby queens downstairs and a show to perform. I don’t have time for your shit. Make sure you get my good side on camera or I will end you.”

“All your sides are good sides,” he said.

“I’ll allow it because it’s true,” I said.

And then I stormed off only as a queen could: elegantly, with shimmery hair and an undercurrent of simmering rage.

Charlie’s laughter followed me down the stairs.




Chapter 3: I Feel as Fresh as a Summer Zeeve

 

 

I PUT on my wide, fake so-happy-to-see-you smile as I entered the bar. People began to mill around me excitedly, and I kissed their cheeks, posed for photos, and made fun of them to their faces. They laughed, because that’s what a queen did. I was a performer, my show built on flirting, sex, and sarcasm. I pushed the boundaries of taste and comfort, sometimes crossing the line by leaps and bounds. But I never pushed so hard that someone walked away feeling bad about themselves. I would never do that. People weren’t supposed to be the butt of the jokes, they were supposed to be in on the jokes and laugh with each other, not at. There was a difference between observation and bullying. I could never be a bully. There was too much of that outside of this place. Jack It was a safe space, free from judgment (well, as free from judgment as a gay bar could get—it should be noted that gay men could be catty as fuck and it was my job to even the playing field).

I made it to the end of the bar, making sure to keep an eye out for a certain Homo Jock King that I wanted to avoid. Thankfully, he was nowhere to be seen and if I was lucky, he’d already found a twink conquest for the night and was gone.

One of the newer boys was working behind the bar. His name was Izaac, and he made sure everyone knew it was spelled with a Z and not an S. I made sure he knew that I didn’t give two shits how he spelled his name, just as long as he had two shots of tequila waiting for me for a bit of preshow warmup. It was a tradition started by Vaguyna, god rest her soul, and continued on by me. It was usually all I drank anymore, as it was getting harder and harder to escape a hangover the older I got. That was a depressing thought, especially being only thirty-one. My body was an asshole that way.

Izaac was shirtless, as the bartenders often were. He was also straight as hell, with a muscled chest and stomach, a trail of hair below his belly button. Regardless of what else he was, he had the right idea, working in a place like this. He was cute in a bland Abercrombie cookie-cutter sort of way, all-American blond hair and blue eyes. He made a shit-ton in tips and then went home to his girlfriend. Straight boys could make a killing in a gay bar, with the whole forbidden fruit thing going on. This world was filled with gay-for-pay porn and gay-for-you romance, so they saw him as a challenge. He made bank, the boys got to flirt, and everyone went home happy.

Of course I had to hit on him. It’s just what Helena did. She devoured little boys like him and loved it when he blushed under the attention. We both knew nothing would ever come of it, and I didn’t even want it to. But it was fun to poke and prod, and I liked him more than any of the other bartenders or barbacks. He took my shit, but he knew to give it right back.

“My Queen,” he said as I approached.

“My questionable heterosexual,” I said, leaning over the bar and kissing his ear.

He grinned at me as he set two shots of Patrón on the bar. “You wouldn’t even know what to do with me if I swung that way.”

I grinned at him, showing far too many teeth. “Kitten, there would be nothing left by the time I was done with you. I would destroy you.”

He clutched his hands over his heart and sighed dramatically. “With an offer like that, who I am to resist?”

“You’ll give in.” I slammed back one of the shots. It burned as it went down. I placed the glass back on the bar. “They always do.” I brushed a trace of tequila off my lips and licked my finger.

“Maybe I like to go slow.” He leaned forward, elbows on the bar. He had these pert little nipples that just begged to be twisted. “All gentle-like.”

I rolled my eyes. “Then, honey, you’re talking to the wrong queen.” I took the other shot and felt myself even out. “I don’t do slow and gentle.” Well, I did, but very rarely. It was an intimacy that I didn’t quite allow myself to have.

“My girlfriend hates it when I do it slow and gentle,” he said seriously.

I grimaced. “Ugh, that is such a waste.”

“What? That I have a girlfriend?”

“No, that you like it slow and gentle. It’s unbecoming of a man with nipples like yours.”

He blushed and there it was. It was probably a good thing he was straight, because if he hadn’t been, I probably wouldn’t have been able to resist having his cock down my throat the second night he worked. What could I say, I obviously just cared too much.

“I’m never going to be able to look at my nipples the same way again.” He sighed.

“There, there.” I patted his hand. “I’ll do all the looking for you, and somehow, life will go on. Now stop distracting me. I have a show to do.”

Izaac rolled his eyes. “Your baby queens are already back behind the stage. I think Summer Zeeve was having a little freak-out earlier.”

My jaw tightened. Summer was a newer queen who had impressed me during her auditions with her ability to crab walk backward while gyrating her crotch toward the ceiling directly on the beat from Nine Inch Nails’s “Closer.” She was young, brash, and somehow, didn’t have a goddamn lick of common sense.

Most drag queens were also drama queens. You really couldn’t be one without the other. However, it was meant to be part of your persona, to add to the whole package. Summer tended to forget that and was about drama for drama’s sake. She liked to have mini-meltdowns prior to shows, saying she was too scared to go on, that she just wasn’t ready. It usually took me snarling in her face a bit before she would smirk quietly and go out on stage. I didn’t have time for her right now. Not for the first time, I regretted hiring her.

It was Saturday, the second in the month, which meant I had three other queens with me. I was the only regular, the others were on rotation. Georgia O’Queef was an older black queen who loved lavish costumes and Bette Midler. The other, Crystal Queer, was a couple of years younger than me, a lovely queen who usually utilized the stripper pole installed on the stage. She’d told me once her dream as a child had been to grow up and work at The Candy Store, but that dream had died when the strip club had closed after it turned out to be a meth lab and had forty-six dead bodies buried underneath the floorboards. “There’s nothing like seeing your childhood dreams dying because of murder and meth,” she’d said sadly. Given that she was one of my favorites, I’d had Mike, the owner of Jack It, install the stripper pole after I’d promised under no uncertain terms that there would be no nudity. I’d promised with wide eyes, both of us ignoring the fact that there were dicks out in the back room even as we were speaking.

“Of course I have to deal with children,” I muttered.

Izaac shrugged. “Not everyone can be so well put together like you, Helena.”

“If you ever leave me,” I threatened, “I will hunt you down and it will end in a murder-suicide.”

He cocked his head. “Who would be the murdered one?”

“Try and quit one day,” I purred. “See what happens.”

“I could never leave you,” he said. “No one simultaneously strokes and crushes my ego all in one breath like you do.”

“And don’t you forget it,” I said. “Tell me I look beautiful.”

“You look beautiful.”

“Thank you, baby doll. Now I must leave before I pull on those nips of yours.” I winked at him as he blushed again, leaving him behind and heading toward the back of the stage.

I pushed through the curtain at the end of the hall that led behind the stage. Georgia stood with her hands on her hips, wearing a long, elegant, and deeply cut blue dress with a train that stretched along the floor. The edges of the dress were slightly frayed, years of mending not able to catch every little stray strand.

Crystal wore white thigh-boots and a black unitard that barely covered any skin and would have been a probable pornographic situation if it hadn’t been for strategically placed costume tape that held the pieces together to not reveal any more of her more… manly components.

And then there was Summer. My dear, sweet, overly dramatic and pain in my ass Summer. She wore some ridiculous fishnet concoction that looked immaculately sloppy, like she’d spent hours poring over it to look purposefully like a hooker. Knowing her, she probably had. She was a nineteen-year-old college student named Tristan in her real life, and I was sure he would be kind and sweet with whatever he did with his life, but as Summer, the need I felt to bitchslap her rose more and more every day. I didn’t know how much longer I’d be able to take it. She was good at what she did, mostly, but she refused to take any kind of advice or direction and most certainly didn’t want a drag mother hanging over her. Not that I’d ever do that for her. I didn’t want to be responsible for her murder, after all.

Georgia looked over at me with a frown. “Thank Christ you’re here. Get that cunt under control before I tear off her wig and shove it up her ass.”

Georgia was an old queen who didn’t take shit from anyone. She was amazing.

Crystal was standing in front of Summer, who was wailing about how she couldn’t do this, about how nervous she was, and that she’d be alone forever, she would never find a man, and she had an Econ exam she was sure she’d failed, and her professor hated her, that cunt, she was just jealous because Summer looked better in Uggs than that skank ever would, and she hadn’t had time to perfect her routine and all those boys were going to laugh at her, but she’d show them, she’d come out stronger than ever and everyone would love her if they only gave her a chance—

I didn’t have time for her shit. I had a show to put on, a routine to perform, a Captain America wannabe to ignore, and a best friend to murder for inviting said Captain America wannabe to my brunch, which was supposed to be a safe space.

“Listen here, you silly little bitch,” I snapped. “We don’t have time for you to pretend there are cameras following your every move. Stop your fucking nonsense before I rip out your falsies and choke you with them.”

Summer ceased at once. Regardless of what else she did, she certainly knew when I was this close to following through on my threats.

“Now, I don’t care what your problems are outside of this room. You are here, I hired you to be here, and you fucking focus. Are we clear?”

“Yes, Helena,” she said with a watery sniff, though miraculously, her eyes were dry. “And I know my routine. I promise.”

“I know you do,” I said. “You’re good at what you do. Now if only you talked less, everything would be well and the world would be a better place. Now, Georgia, you’re up after me. Then Summer. Then me. Then Crystal and then the finale with all four of us looking fierce and phenomenal. There will be no deviation. This show will go off perfectly as it always has. Are we clear?”

“Yes,” the queens said.

“Good,” I said. “And what do I always say?”

They all spoke as one. “If I ever catch you performing ‘Let It Go’ from Frozen, I’ll castrate you and feed your dicks to some horses. That song is overplayed and no drag queen should ever perform it ever again anywhere ever.”

I clapped my hands together. “Isn’t this just so much fun?”

 

 

I TOOK a breath and waited for the DJ to announce my name.

The shots were doing their job. I felt loose. I felt good.

I took another breath and held it, letting it out slowly. Tyson the little twinkie boy had taught me his art of breathing, and I was surprised by how much it’d helped me.

I always felt nerves before a show, a low, underlying current that was almost soothing in its regularity. Vaguyna had told me that any queen worth her salt still felt nervous, because that meant she was still in it to impress. It was the moment you stopped being nervous, she said, that it was time to hang up your wig.

“And now, ladies and gentleman, Jack It is proud to present the fiercest bitch in the Wild West, her majesty, the Queen, Helena Handbasket!”

The curtains parted.

The crowd roared.

The nerves melted away as the familiar beats of a Britney remix poured from the speakers. The bass reverberated down the walls and through the floor, vibrating up into my skin.

I knew this routine like the back of my hand. Some people see a performance by a drag queen and think it’s nothing but a man dressed as a woman, lip-synching along with a random and forgettable pop trash. And maybe those people were right, at least partially.

Because I was dressed as a woman. I was lip-synching pop trash.

But I was doing so much more than that.

For everything a person did see, for every deliberate step I took, each slink and slide of skin, there were hours upon hours spent choreographing and learning in front of a mirror, listening to the same songs over and over again. It started off with an idea of what each number was meant to convey, the music and choreography following after.

Tonight, I was fucking Britney, bitch.

The crowd screamed for me when I dropped into the splits. I bounced once, twice, three times, ignoring the twinge in the back of my right thigh, the thin sheen of sweat I could feel above my lip. I bounced up again, and swung the leg facing front back up under me, resting back on the balls of my feet, my hands splayed out at my sides. The beat changed and I rocked forward, hands to the ground, crawling down the center of the dance floor, the crowd gathered on either side of me. The floor was sticky and I had to keep from grimacing, locking that cocky fuck-you smirk on my face. I was going to chew Mike out later. It was his fucking bar, but I brought in the money. He needed to keep it clean.

The music changed again and I stood, dropping out of the routine. Men and woman on either side of me held out money, ones and fives, and I grinned at them as I took the bills into my hand. I wasn’t paid for what I did, not by the bar. I donated my time and energy, putting together the show for free. I spent my own money on the costumes, the wigs, and the makeup. I scavenged the thrift stores, looking for vintage this and sequined that.

It was hard work.

I did it because I loved it and wouldn’t have it any other way.

But it was also expensive.

Which is why I had no qualms taking the money from their hands.

Paul had asked me once if I felt like a hooker and these were my johns.

I told him it was more like being a drug dealer and giving them a high.

Then I kicked him in the shins and told him if he ever called me a hooker again, I’d fist him so fast, his asshole would be stretched for a week.

He probably shouldn’t have asked me that while I was Helena.

So I kissed and schmoozed and thanked the boys and girls as I took their money. I moved through the dance floor, past the people sitting in chairs on either side of the room to the back where it was standing room only. I sang along with Britney, who was now telling everyone that there were only two types of people in the world. People in the crowd grabbed my arms and hands and I let them, kissing their cheeks and whispering sweetly in their ears.

There were still a few hands outstretched along the rear of the room, and I thought I saw a twenty-dollar bill. I tried not to lunge at it like a fat kid on cake, as I was a queen and thus needed to move with dignity and grace. (In all reality, I focused on the twenty-dollar bill, and if I was a fat kid, then the cake was mine, I swear to god.) The twenty was gripped in a big, tanned hand, the fingernails immaculately groomed. The hand was attached to a thick arm, the lights above flashing and showing the light hair that dusted the skin.

I liked big hands.

Because they usually had thick fingers.

What can I say, I wasn’t a picky person.

Most of the time.

“Come to mommy,” I whispered to that hand as I moved down the line.

I should have known it was going to be a trap. But twenty dollars to a drag queen was like a large crack rock to a tweaker and I was going to have it. It was mine. And if the owner of said twenty was anything good, then maybe Helena would be finding herself some cock tonight.

But that’s the problem with drag queens and twenty-dollar bills and potential hot cocks. The power of Andrew Jackson blinded us to anything else and the allure of dick made our mouths water. I needed a new hot glue gun. And I had almost saved up for these knee-high boots that had flames up and down the sides. I had needs and that twenty would go toward the needs. I also wanted to get plowed like I was a field during planting season.

I hadn’t noticed that I’d wandered into dangerous territory.

I had already been through the bears and the twinks. I had passed through the leather daddies and their boys, the lesbians with killer pixie cuts and the Doc Martens that Paul was sure one day would give him a penis kicking. There was the obligatory bachelorette party that had screamed drunkenly when I’d given the bride-to-be a lap dance. The models stood posing, nary a hair out of place. I’d even gone through the Muscle Marys and their steroidal dreams.

I had passed them all.

Into the heart of darkness.

The point of no return.

The Homo Jocks.

Like high school, gay bars have cliques. The groups stick together. Sometimes there was intermingling, but more often than not, the gays stayed where they were allotted. Sometimes things changed when people moved groups. A twink cannot remain a twink for the rest of their lives, no matter how much they wish it so. Aging twinks were sad twinks and had to find a new group to assimilate into. A twink could become a bear, but a bear could never become a twink. It was all very confusing, the homosexual lifestyle. Only those that were gifted could ever hope to understand or be a part of it.

But I was blinded by greed. I wanted that twenty-dollar bill.

I should have noticed when I moved from the lesbians to the homo jocks, but to be fair, there was a hard time distinguishing between the last bull dyke and the first homo jock. Both had good-sized chests and short hair. The only reason I noticed the difference was when the first homo jock had a distinct lack of lesbianic features, such as plaid and a braided belt. I saw a stretched tank top with the words LANDO’S GYM across the front and knew I was fucked.

You know you have a homo jock when several things occur.

First, there will be muscles on display. They won’t be bad as the Muscle Marys (no one is as bad as the Muscle Marys), because they aren’t juicing themselves up. Chances are they will have exposed biceps and use phrases like I just had the best kale smoothie and Look how vascular I am today, isn’t it grand?

Second, they will most likely be wearing tight clothing that accentuates said muscles. A homo jock tends to be proud that they go to the gym sixty-eight times a week, and therefore wants the fruits of their labor to be on display. If they haven’t forgotten leg day, most likely the homo jock will be wearing pants just as tight so one can gaze upon the glory that is their thigh muscles.

Third, homo jocks tend to be of a cocky sort. In fact, it could be said that one could not be a homo jock without having an inflated sense of self. Typically, a homo jock will look good and he’ll know he looks good. Yes, it was certainly possible to have a humble homo jock, but they tend to be a rarity in the homosexual hierarchy. Homo jocks often get most everything they want, be it people or possessions, and have no scruples in crushing others to get to them. They also have a hard time understanding words like no and you’re not my type and fuck off, Darren, you fucking sack of shit.

Fourth, a homo jock doesn’t necessarily need to be a jock to become a homo jock. More often than not, a homo jock will participate in activities such as basketball or Ultimate Frisbee or homoerotic wrestling that leads to confused feelings and boners. However, if one just goes to the gym and wears tight clothing and acts like a cocky jerk, then one can still be a homo jock. Organized sports are not indicative of a homo jock, but more often than not, the jock will be there, rubbing up against other sweating homo jocks and thinking about how nice they smell and—

Nope. Nope, nope, nope.

Fifth, as past experiences dictate, a homo jock asshole will most likely eat twinks for breakfast and stand in the shadows of your drag show and watch you every fucking time for no goddamn reason whatsoever with his other homo jock friends, and sometimes, you wonder why he’s even there when he obviously hates your guts, which is fine, by the way, because you hate his guts too and are not afraid to admit it.

Well. This is all very hypothetical, mind you.

So I shouldn’t have been surprised when I left the Land of Lesbians and entered homo jock territory.

There were three of the underlings tonight, and I was sure their names were something ridiculous like Biff or Chet or Xerxes. They grinned at me with perfect teeth and perfect dimples as if they knew some great secret that I wasn’t privy to. I wanted to smack the smug looks right off their faces, but there were hundreds of witnesses around me. Maybe later I could jump them in a dark alley and scratch their eyes out.

And because that’s the way my life went, the twenty-dollar bill was in the hand that was attached to the muscular arm belonging to none other than the Homo Jock King himself.

My most mortal of enemies.

Darren Mayne.

Britney was shrieking about how she did it again, that she played with your heart, and I was caught completely by surprise.

He was unfairly pretty, almost like he was manufactured specifically to cause as much emotional devastation as humanly possible. He wouldn’t look out of place walking off the set of SeanCody or Corbin Fisher, posting videos with ridiculous titles like Darren’s Triple Load with Micah. He’d recently gotten a haircut (and I despised the fact that I could tell that), his short, blond hair looking messy, but entirely on purpose. He had blue eyes and a strong jaw and a wicked fucking grin on his face, the barest hint of teeth underneath, flashing as the black light lit upon them.

He was big, too, because of course he was, even more so than Vince, though you could see they were cut from the same cloth. Big arms and big legs and everything was big, though I sometimes wished he was making up for the fact that he had a small dick, but life didn’t work that way. Not that I knew anything about the size of his dick. Nor did I care to know anything about it. I didn’t even think about it. It was a nonissue for me.

Ahem.

He was walking perfection and was the type of person that knew it. Drag queens aren’t humble people. It goes against the very nature of being a drag queen. However, it was usually all an act, and when I wasn’t Helena, when I was nothing but plain old Sanford Stewart, I wasn’t cocky or self-sure and only carried the barest residuals of arrogance that was the Helena bleed-through.

Darren never turned it off. I didn’t think he even knew how to turn it off. He always had that knowing smirk on his face, that little smile that said he knew he was hot shit, that everyone knew he was hot shit, and there really wasn’t any point in trying to deny it. He was twenty-eight years old, and it was obvious that every single one of those years had been handed to him on a silver platter, because whatever Darren Mayne wanted, Darren Mayne got.

In other words, physically, he was hot like burning.

Mentally, however, left a lot to be desired.

Not that I ever thought about such things, mind you. I didn’t have time for the Darren Maynes of the world, no matter what other people thought.

Which brought me back to the present, given that Vince, Kori, and Paul were standing on the other side of the homo jocks like the traitorous bastards they were.

I thought about bypassing them all completely, but that twenty-dollar bill felt good in my hands, and hey, a girl’s gotta eat. A girl also gotta get flaming knee boots.

But it was Darren Mayne.

I’d taken his money before, sure. But it’d been fives and tens. For some reason, this felt more like charity than it’d ever felt before. Like he was better than me.

No. I didn’t need it that bad.

I started to move on because fuck him.

His eyes caught mine, and I struggled to do anything but stare at him like he was something special, but it was almost as if I didn’t really have a choice.

His grin faltered slightly.

My eyes narrowed.

His mouth moved.

I couldn’t hear a single word he said above the music.

He leaned forward.

I smiled at the people behind him, people completely unaware that if I had a switchblade, I’d try and stab Darren right in the stomach. Maybe. Probably. I’d at least think about it in a very threatening and angry manner.

I glanced over to Paul, who was grinning at me. I mentally said good-bye to my best friend because there would be nothing left of him but bone and gristle before the night was over.

Darren’s cheek scraped against mine. I could feel his breath on my neck. He pressed the cash into my hand and I tightened my fingers around his.

When he spoke, his words crawled along my skin and I fought the shiver that wanted to crawl through me.

“Take the money.” His voice was low and honey-sweet. “You’ve done it before.”

“Go fuck yourself, sunshine.” My voice was sharp and brittle. The smile never left my face. I was a performer, after all. None of them would see me crack.

He said, “Now, now. No need to be crass.”

I said, “If I had a switchblade, I would give very serious consideration to stabbing you.”

He said, “Remind me never to tip you in switchblades, then.”

“Pity, that.”

“Take the money, Helena.”

“I don’t want your goddamn money.”

“You’ve never had a problem with it before.”

“Now I do.”

“My money is just as good as anyone else’s.”

“Keep telling yourself that, sweetheart.”

“I hear there’s brunch tomorrow.”

“You’re not invited.”

“That’s not what Paul said.”

“Paul doesn’t know when to keep his mouth shut.”

“So, same time as usual?”

“You wouldn’t dare.” I bared my teeth, pressing them against the side of his neck.

Darren chuckled, tugging on my hand, pulling me closer. I could feel the heat of him through the vinyl. “You wouldn’t believe the things I dare to do,” he whispered in my ear, and I hated him.

“If you show up, I’ll poison you.”

I thought I felt his lips near my ear. “So there is an invitation, then.”

“I would not be sad if you fell off a cliff,” I said.

“So violent.” His grip tightened on my hand. “Take the fucking money.”

“Why?”

“Because I said so.”

I chuckled. “Because that’s an incentive if I ever heard one.” I took the money from where he’d pressed it against my palm. His fingers trailed against my wrist as I pulled away. I grinned at him as I stepped back. His eyes looked hooded and darker than normal. His tongue darted out along his bottom lip.

It did nothing for me.

Absolutely nothing.

Making sure I had his attention, I wadded up the twenty-dollar bill and tossed it at his feet.

His eyes hardened.

His jaw twitched.

I winked at him and moved on.

Paul, Vince, and Kori were watching me with wide eyes, and only then did I realize that the remix was starting to wrap up, which meant I’d been standing cheek to cheek with Darren for at least three minutes. My smile turned razor sharp as I leaned over to kiss Paul on the cheek. “Remember your thirtieth birthday when I pulled you up on stage without you knowing?” I murmured in his ear. “I asked you how pissed you were on a scale of one to ten. Do you remember what you said?”

“Seventy-two,” Paul said.

“That’s right. Good boy. This is worse.”

“Just remember how much I love you,” he said.

“I’ll try to remember that when I’m bathing in your blood.”

“Vicious and descriptive. I like it.”

“This isn’t finished.”

“And now it’s ominous.”

I kissed him again, because even if I wanted him dead, he was my best friend and I loved him so.

I made my way back toward the stage, one of the barbacks handing me a microphone. The music flourished as I posed on stage, a statuesque paragon of sin and majesty. The crowd loved it, as I knew they would. I flipped a switch on the microphone and welcomed everyone to Helena Handbasket’s Debauched and Delicious Revue. I glanced back to where Darren had been standing. His homo jocks were there, but he was gone.

I smiled on.

 

 

THE OTHERS were waiting for me on the back patio after I’d completed my wardrobe change, seated in the ridiculous wicker furniture Mike had insisted on getting. I had argued against it. He’d reminded me it was his bar. I had rolled my eyes and told him people most certainly didn’t come to see him. He bought the furniture anyway. He counted it as a victory. I’d told him that nobody won with wicker furniture.

Paul and Vince were gazing lovingly into each other’s eyes when I made my way through the crowd. Kori was staring at them, looking slightly ill, which meant that they were being even more disgustingly cute than normal. I’d tried to warn her when she first came to Tucson, and even regaling her with the tale that was the Love Ballad of Paul and Vince hadn’t really prepared her for the sheer level of sugary fluff that was shoved down her throat.

But that was okay. If anyone deserved something shoved down their throat, it was Paul.

I was happy for him.

Most of the time.

Now was not one of those times.

“You vile betrayer,” I hissed at him, looming over them. I was pretty sure I looked absolutely amazing and intimidating, like an Amazonian drag princess warrior. Or something.

“Helena.” Paul smiled up at me. “You look amazing as always and your show was as perfect as it’s ever been. There was absolutely nothing I would change about it. Also? Your ass looks amazing in that skirt. Is it new?”

Paul knew that a drag queen’s greatest weakness was sincere compliments from the heart. He fought dirty.

“Why thank you,” I said. “The energy just felt good in there tonight, and this old thing? Nah, I just pulled this out of my closet and threw it on. It really isn’t anything special—wait a goddamn minute.”

“Shit,” Paul said. “I thought that would work.”

“Has it ever worked?” Kori asked, sounding amused.

“In the years that I’ve known Sandy? Seventeen times.”

“Stand up and face me like a man!”

“Said the drag queen,” Vince said. “Which is awesome.”

Paul stood up, which I gave him credit for. Most people don’t want to come face to face with a raging queen. It usually ended in running mascara, torn acrylic nails, and glitter in odd places. “Why are you pissed?” he asked.

“Because!” I said shrilly.

“Because….”

“You were standing next to that… that… man.”

“Oh boy.”

“And you invited him to brunch. Paul, brunch is a sacred institution with limited invites, as you are well aware. The fact that I already allowed this mistake to happen once with no repercussions is obviously as much my fault as it is yours. I have failed you as a best friend, and I’m sorry. I should have been quicker to punish you so such things would never happen again.”

“I literally have no idea where you’re going with this,” Paul said.

“I think this is how her sex dream started,” Vince whispered to Kori. “Because Helena had a sex dream about me.”

“I know, Vince,” Kori said. “I was there, remember?”

Vince shrugged. “Maybe. I don’t remember much about that night because I’d been asleep and then Paul gave me a really sloppy blow job afterward.”

“Vince!” Paul snapped. “Oversharing!”

Vince pouted and crossed his arms over his chest. “It was sloppy. And awesome.”

“Thank you, baby.”

Vince grinned.

“Does he have a gag reflex?” Kori whispered.

“Used to.” Vince waggled his eyebrows.

“Huh,” I said begrudgingly. “Impressive.”

Paul shrugged. “I’m good like that.”

“You know what else you’re good for?”

“What?”

“Nothing,” I snarled at him.

“Ooh.” He rolled his eyes. “Well played.”

“Paul!”

“Helena!”

“I don’t want him there!”

“You made that pretty clear when you threw his money back at his feet,” Paul said. “Which, honestly, was bitchy. Even for you.”

Yeah. And maybe I felt slightly bad about that. For fuck’s sake. “He was playing me.”

“How?”

“I don’t know! I’m not one to understand the deviousness of the mind of a homo jock, much less their king. But he was up to something, I just know it. And I’m going to get to the bottom of it, mark my words.”

“He would have gotten away with it too,” Vince said, “if it hadn’t been for you meddling queens.”

“I’m teaching him sarcasm,” Paul said as I gaped at Vince.

“I’m learning to be a bitch,” Vince said proudly.

“You’re definitely learning from the right people.” Kori patted his hand.

“And it’s just brunch,” Paul said. “He’s Vince’s brother and he doesn’t have family here aside from him. Well, not that counts, anyway.” And I had to give Paul credit for that. And Vince too. Because Vince and Darren came from the loins of evil that was the Republican mayor of Tucson, Andrew Taylor. Andrew Taylor, who had backed the anti-immigration bill SB1070 and was one of the architects of a LGBTQ-phobic bill disguised as a religious freedom act that got all the way up to the governor before being vetoed last year. Mike, the owner of Jack It, had told me there’d even been some rumblings about a revitalization project of downtown Tucson where the club was located that didn’t seem to include Jack It at all. He already had his attorneys looking into it just in case the city council tried to fuck him over or worse. Since Jack It was part of the historic district, the lease was owned by the county. Mike had to tread a very thin line between backing his community and kissing red-taped ass.

And Darren, while disagreeing with his father completely, wasn’t out to him and wasn’t a recognized member of Taylor’s family, given that he was the product of an affair. And to make matters worse, Darren worked for his father, though not in any official capacity. He was employed by the city as an actuary, and even though he didn’t report to Taylor directly, just the fact that he worked for the government and knew the same people his father knew was enough to make me despise him just a little bit more.

And feel slightly bad for him too. Whatever.

But I didn’t see what that had to do with brunch. I told Paul as much.

Paul shrugged. “I just thought it’d be nice, is all. You know, you could stand being nicer too.”

“I’m the nicest person you know,” I retorted. “And when have I ever needed to be nice?”

“Drag queens are contradictions,” Vince told Kori.

“It’s just in their nature,” Kori said.

“Just brunch,” Paul said.

I growled at him. “Fine. But he’s not getting any of my frittata.”

“Heh,” Kori said. “That sounded dirty.”

“Darren wants all of Helena’s frittata,” Vince said.

“Control your boyfriend,” I barked at Paul.

“Yeah,” Vince said. “Control me, Paul.”

“Not in front of Helena,” Paul said. “We don’t want her to get confused when her sex dream starts coming to life.”

“It’s not the first time someone has had a sex dream about me,” Vince said. “When I was in my senior year of high school, my Spanish teacher, Señora Gomez, told me that she’d had dreams about my thighs in Spanish.”

“Wait,” Kori frowned. “The dreams were in Spanish or she told you this while speaking Spanish?”

“Both,” Vince said. “It was very uncomfortable.”

“Did you sleep with her?” Paul asked, sounding scandalized.

“She was seventy-four,” Vince said.

“What does that have to do with anything?” Paul asked.

“No, Paul. I didn’t sleep with her.”

“I don’t see what age has to do with anything. I’m still going to want to sleep with you when I’m seventy-four.”

“Old-people sex,” Vince said. “I’m down with that.” He reached up and pulled on Paul’s hand until he sat on Vince’s lap.

“You’ll be in your Rascal,” Paul said, running his fingers through Vince’s hair. “And we’ll need bars attached in the bathrooms to help us get up after we’ve taken a shit.”

“You’ll probably need a walker,” Vince said. “With those little tennis balls on the front.”

“God, that’s so hot.” Paul started macking on Vince’s face.

“Ugh,” Kori said. “Not again.”

“You get used to it,” I said. “Mostly.” I sighed, because if Darren was going to be at brunch tomorrow, I needed to find him and invite him myself. It was only polite, even if he didn’t deserve it.

“Where’s Darren?” I asked Kori.

Kori cocked her head at me. “You care?”

I barely resisted the urge to roll my eyes. “Hardly.”

“Why do you hate him so much?”

Ah. Wasn’t that the question. I had my reasons. “It’s a long story. I’ll tell you someday.”

Kori shrugged. “He left. Had some guy pressed up against a wall and they left together.”

“Twink du jour,” I muttered. And it didn’t bother me in the slightest. Whatever or whoever Darren chose to do with his time had nothing to do with me.

And while that most certainly did not explain the twinge in my chest, that was fine. It was most likely gas. I might have been a lady, but I was still a man, after all.

 

 

AND IT probably didn’t help that I decided to get shitfaced after that.

And it probably really didn’t help when this hot little muscle otter came up and whispered in my ear that he was one of my biggest fans.

And it most certainly didn’t help that I was feeling slightly sorry for myself.

And he had dimples.

And crinkles around his eyes when he smiled.

And, from the feel of it when he pressed up against my ass, at least a good seven inches.

I didn’t really remember much after that.




Chapter 4: Inviting One-Night Stands to Brunch

 

 

I WOKE to a pounding headache, someone who had an obvious death wish pounding on my bedroom door, makeup smeared on my pillow, my mouth tasting like death, my jaw aching, and generally a feeling that if the world ended right now, I’d be okay with it.

“Kill me,” I moaned.

An arm tightened around my waist.

Someone grunted next to me.

My eyes snapped open.

“Sandy,” Corey called through the door. “Are you getting up anytime soon?”

My phone vibrated on the nightstand.

The man in my bed coughed.

“Uh,” I said. “This is awkward.”

My ass was sore. So, at least I knew the guy had fucked me. Or done something to my ass. That was a start.

My phone stopped buzzing.

And then started buzzing again.

I picked it up, squinting at the screen. It was blurry and bright and I couldn’t make out a single thing.

“What?” I growled into the phone.

“Finally,” Paul said. “Why didn’t you answer your phone? I need to know if you need me to bring orange juice for the mimosas.”

“Some of us were sleeping, Paul. And no more alcohol. Ever. I mean it.”

“What? Sandy, it’s almost ten thirty. We’re getting to your house in like, thirty minutes.”

“What?” I screeched. “Oh my god, my frittata!”

I launched myself out of bed, throwing my phone across the room, already trying to figure out if a subpar frittata was better than no frittata at all.

When I opened the bedroom door, I realized many things at once.

First, I was completely naked.

Second, there was a used and sticky condom stuck to my thigh, along with what looked like dried spunk or glazed frosting. Since I was not a donut, I figured it to be jizz.

Third, I was never drinking again.

Fourth, I was still heavily intoxicated.

Fifth, my makeup was dry and cracked on my face.

Sixth, Corey stood on the other side of my door, hand raised to knock again. He was startled when the door swung open.

And then he screamed when he saw me.

Unsure of what was happening, I screamed too.

“Crawl back to the depths of hell, you foul beast!” he shrieked at me.

“What is even happening right now!” I shouted right back.

“Sandy?” He gasped, taking a step back, hand over his heart. “Oh my god, I thought you were some sort of nude hellhound coming for my soul. What the hell happened to you?”

“Nothing,” I said. “I’m totally fine. Obviously.”

He grimaced at me. “Um, no offense, but I don’t know if that’s true. You look like the aftermath of a fraternity gang bang gone horribly wrong.”

“What?” I yelped. “That’s the worst description of anything I’ve ever heard!”

The condom slipped off my leg and landed on the tile floor with a wet plop.

“That’s unfortunate timing,” I said.

“It really is. Imagine it from my point of view.”

I burped. It tasted like fried food and tequila. “Oh my god, I’m still drunk.”

“You’re swaying a little and you’re slurring a lot. Good assessment.”

“This isn’t my fault,” I said. “Someone else did this to me.”

“Uh-huh,” Corey said. “So. You being completely naked in front of me is apparently a thing we do now.”

“Stop looking at it!” I covered my dick with my hands as I tried to push past him down the hall and into the bathroom. I needed a mirror and I needed one now. I didn’t want to go back into my room because there was a naked man in there, and I was getting these weird little flashes from the night before, and at one point, I’d apparently told him to spank my boypussy because I’d been a bad, bad girl. That was not something you wanted to deal with first thing in the morning.

“I can’t. Your penis is right there. Holy shit, do you have a Brazilian?”

“It’s classy. LaFonda at the salon is a wax artiste.”

I opened the bathroom door and flipped on the light.

I screamed at the horror that was my reflection.

My lipstick was smeared across my cheek and teeth. The thick kohl lines around my eyes had trailed down my face, either from sweat or tears. I had dried come on my chin. There were bags under my eyes that were not sanctioned by Louis Vuitton. My hair was flat on one side and sticking straight up on the other. There was something orange and crusty on my left ear. My face was pale and I had three hickeys on my neck, one of which was the size of Cuba. Apparently the unknown man in my bed liked to suck on things. That asshole.

“What have I become?” I cried at the mirror, shielding my eyes. “Oh, monstrosity! Take this vision from me, sorcerer!”

“Um,” Corey said. “What.”

“Shakespeare,” I snapped at him, reaching for the makeup removal cream. “Or Christopher Walken. I don’t know. Same thing.” I burped again, a horrible thing that crawled from my chest and gave birth in my mouth. “Excuse me,” I said like the dainty flower that I was. “That was a wet one.”

“Oh my god.” Corey started to gag. “I can smell that from here. It’s like you ate a chicken covered in burning hair.”

“Shut up.” I accidentally thrust my whole hand in the container of cream. “Why the hell didn’t you wake me up earlier?”

He rolled his eyes. “I tried. Since nine. It probably didn’t help when you stumbled in at three in the morning, complaining loudly about how your dick wasn’t getting sucked right then, only to announce to the household when it did start getting sucked. In fact, I was lucky enough to hear an entire play-by-play of the sexual prowess of the man you dubbed Cockasaurus Rex because, and I quote, ‘your dick is like a dinosaur, its vision is based on movement,’ end quote. What does that even mean?”

I hiccupped and threw up a little in my mouth. It didn’t taste very good, so I coughed and discreetly spit it into the sink.

“You just threw up a little, didn’t you?” He sounded fascinated. Horrified, but fascinated.

“A little,” I admitted. “It’s okay.” I started to wipe my cream-covered hand on my face, great blobs of white hanging from my cheeks. “Everything is going to be okay. Everything will be just fine. You’ll see. Everything will be fine. Well, except for the frittata, of course, because someone wouldn’t wake me up to make it.”

“Your door was locked and it smelled like an Italian bathhouse in the hall,” Corey said. “I’ll admit, I didn’t try that hard. I wasn’t sure if I was ready see what was behind it. And trust me when I say it was far worse than I thought it could be. And also, I started the frittata myself. I followed your recipe. You’re welcome.”

“I love you,” I gushed, trying to reach over and give him a hug. Corey shrank back, and I realized I was still naked and now had a face covered in cream. “You may have saved brunch as we know it.”

“Except you’re still drunk and your one-night stand is passed out in your bed. What’s his name?”

“I’ll be honest,” I said, trying to smooth out the cream on my face. “I have absolutely no idea.”

“You fucking whore.” Corey fiddled with the light switch. “What the hell brought that on? One minute you’re snapping at Paul, and the next you’re drowning in tequila.”

“Hey,” I said. “Judgment free. I am allowed to get blitzed out of my mind, have sex with a stranger, and then wake up the next day still drunk and covered in jizz. This is why we fight in wars and have elections. Anonymous gay sex is as American as apple pie. Just ask senators and priests. It’s my right to do this.”

“I think you have teeth marks on the back of your neck,” Corey said.

“Oh my god,” I groaned. “Why was he biting me?”

Corey shrugged. “You were screaming at him to. At around four thirty this morning.”

“How much am I going to have to pay you to never speak of this to anyone?” I asked him seriously.

He grinned. It was sort of evil. “Oh, I’ll think of something.” A timer went off in the kitchen and he looked over his shoulder. “Frittata’s almost done. Take a shower. You smell like what sad dreams are made of.”

That sounded like the most amazing idea to have ever been thought of. I was pretty sure there was dried lube on my ass crack. He shut the door behind him and I flipped on the shower.

It was as I was shampooing my hair that I realized that today wasn’t going to be so bad. So I got shattered and fucked a random. Who hadn’t done that before? And we obviously were in right enough minds to use condoms. My ass was pleasantly sore, so it must have been at least somewhat of a good fuck. Sure, I probably looked like death warmed over (and felt like it too), but the hangover would pass and I would eat a shitload of greasy food and curl up on the couch afterward and watch the Hallmark Channel with movies about a small-town sheriff with a haunted past who falls for the new waitress at the diner because he gets One Last Chance at Love.

It was going to be a good day.

And then I remembered Darren was coming to brunch.

“Well I’ll be fucked,” I said.

And then I screeched because soap got into my eye and I was dying.

 

 

FIRST THINGS first: I had to look amazing.

Not because I was trying to impress anyone, but because I wanted to make sure anyone that came into my house knew that I was the Queen here, too.

I wrapped myself up in my fluffiest robe and went back into the bedroom, already planning my outfit. Something that said I wasn’t trying too hard, but also said that I was the best thing to have ever existed and that certain people were lucky to even be acknowledged by me. I had this. I had this. I opened my bedroom door.

And immediately stepped on the used condom.

I choked off a loud moan of disgust.

First things first: I had to throw the condom away.

I peeled it off the bottom of my foot, feeling my gorge rise a little as the tip stuck to my heel and it stretched before snapping wetly. I held it away from my body between two fingers. If I wasn’t so grossed out and short on time, I might have been impressed with how full it was. Obviously, the mysterious stranger had been eating his Wheaties. Probably rocked with his college-boy cock and—

Oh fuck.

I looked back at the bed.

A broad back rose and fell with each breath, a shock of dark hair against my eggshell sheets.

First things first: I had to wake up my one-night stand.

I dropped the condom in the small trash can and cinched my robe tightly so that said college boy wouldn’t get any ideas (granted, I didn’t know if he even was in college, but he had tribal tattoos on his back and arms, and I thought that only college boys got such idiotic-looking things, so). My bedsheet was pulled low on his back, he had these adorable little dimples above the swell of his ass, and maybe if I had time, I might have tasted them with my tongue, but we were close to this being an Actual Emergency, and I needed him to be awake and gone. Maybe I could send him on his way with a muffin if they were finished. That seemed like the nice thing to do.

I poked him in the shoulder. “Hey.”

Nothing.

I poked him again. “Hey, you. Guy I had sex with.”

Still nothing.

“I can’t remember your name,” I told him. “Mark? Flavio? Pat?”

Absolutely nothing.

“Hey. Hey. Hey.”

He snored a little.

I pulled the sheet off him.

He was naked. Like, really naked.

“I can see your balls,” I told him. “You’re squishing them between your legs. That can’t be comfortable.”

He had a nice ass, though. At least Helena knew how to pick a great ass.

The clock on the nightstand said it was ten till eleven, which meant people were going to start showing up soon. Maybe he could just sleep it off in here and I could kick him out later. It wasn’t ideal, but I didn’t have time to handle my tragic messes. I had to look amazing.

I opened the walk-in closet. It was completely filled with hundreds of articles of clothing, dozens of pairs of shoes, belts, and scarves and almost anything that my heart could desire. It was a wonderful place.

And I had absolutely nothing to wear.

Ten minutes later, the walk-in closet was a mess and I was having a slight mental breakdown because I wanted to wear that one shirt I’d worn that one time, like five years before, and I couldn’t fucking find it.

The doorbell rang.

I balled a silk scarf into my mouth and screamed.

It felt good.

Two minutes later, my bedroom door flew open and Paul Auster entered.

And then stopped.

He stared at the naked man in my bed.

He then looked over at me collapsed dramatically in my closet buried in a pile of clothes and screaming into a scarf.

“I don’t know what it says about my life,” he said, “that nothing about this situation is surprising.”

“He won’t wake up,” I said. “And I can’t find a single thing to wear.”

“Is he dead?”

“Probably,” I said. “I couldn’t make my frittata, I boned a guy to death, and Darren fucking Mayne is coming over to my house. This day couldn’t get any worse.”

“Well then, we just need to make it better,” an old lady announced as she hobbled into my room behind Paul. She paused, glancing at the college buffet on my bed and wrinkling her nose. “Corey was right, it smells like really potent salami in here.”

Nana. Paul’s grandmother. The greatest gift to old ladies anywhere.

Today, she wore a floral print muumuu, the fabric orange and the flowers blue. It was really quite hideously amazing, and somehow, she pulled it off. She’d told me that she was starting to lose her hair and had taken to wearing some of my wigs. Today she was wearing my permed Cher from the seventies wig, great black curls cascading down her shoulders, and I swore it was like she was turning back time.

To cap it all off, she was wearing her old-lady slippers because, according to her, bunions were a great big son of a bitch and she didn’t have time for heels anymore.

In other words, she looked like epic.

“Why are you pouting in the closet?” she asked me. “You haven’t done that since you were thirteen years old and didn’t know what your dick was for.”

“I killed a man with my asshole,” I said morosely. “And now I can’t find anything to wear to show up my archnemesis who Paul invited for brunch, that bitch. Also, I’m still drunk.”

“I’m not a bitch,” Paul muttered. “You’re a bitch.”

“Ah,” Nana said. “Sounds like my normal Tuesdays. Paul, you get rid of the body. Take it to the bathtub, chop it to pieces, and then dissolve the remains in acid. I’ll help Sandy get dressed.”

Paul sighed. “The fact that you would even think that’s an option here really says something about your state of mind.”

“I’m old,” Nana said, coming into the closet with me. “I don’t have to give two shits about anything anymore. It’s my reward for living this long, though some people don’t seem to agree with that. It’s why I’m not allowed in Safeway anymore. They don’t like it when I try to steal ham or detergent. Come on, Paul! Where’s your sense of adventure?”

“I’m over thirty years old now and in a stable relationship,” Paul said. “My idea of adventure is going to the mall and trying on skinny jeans, which I should never do again. They’re too tight. If I fart, it has nowhere to go and I fall down.”

“Ah, the problems of today’s youth,” Nana said.

“I should wear spandex,” I said. “Bring me my leotard.”

“You’ll sweat.” Nana riffled through the hangers. “And that means you’ll sweat alcohol. You’ll never impress your archnemesis by looking like a drunk ballerina.”

“I’m not trying to impress anyone,” I snapped at her.

“Sure you’re not,” she said.

“Hey,” Paul said. “Hey, guy Sandy had sex with.”

“That’s not his name,” I called out to Paul. “I already called him that.”

“What is his name?”

“Would you think less of me if I said I didn’t know?”

“Probably.”

“I have no idea.”

“Slut,” Nana coughed.

“What?” I said, narrowing my eyes.

“Nothing.” She smiled that sweet-old-lady smile that never failed to charm.

“You’re adorable,” I said.

“I know. Everyone says so.”

“Oh gross,” Paul said. “I just tried to touch his shoulder and it was sticky. Sandy, why the hell did you come on his shoulder?”

“I’m exuberant,” I said. “And also a shooter. It happens.”

“La la la, not listening,” Nana said. “You’re all virgins in my head and still have pillow fights and do each other’s makeup.”

“There was really no hope for us to be straight, was there?” Paul asked.

“None in the slightest,” Nana said. “Here, wear this. It’ll bring out your eyes. And your butt.” She handed me a soft, thin green sweater with a pair of tight black jeans. “Also, don’t wear underwear. Make your archnemesis want to sign for your package.”

“La la la, not listening,” I said. “You’re just an elderly lady who likes to knit and tell stories of her youth when dinosaurs roamed the earth.”

“Cheeky little minx.” She patted my cheek. “Also, you might want to use some cover-up under your eyes. You’re looking a little… well-worn, dear.”

“I’m hideous!” I wailed as she left the closet.

“He not waking up?” she asked Paul.

“I don’t want to touch him anymore,” Paul said. “He’s covered in Sandy.”

Nana slapped his bare ass. “Wow. Look at that thing bounce.”

“Sandy?”

“Yes, Paul.”

“My grandmother just got to second base with your trick.”

“That’s okay,” I said. “I’m done with him.”

Nana cackled gleefully as she left the room.

I stood up in the closet and shrugged out of the robe. I pulled the sweater over my head and almost fell down while trying to put a leg through the pant leg.

I had almost succeeded in dressing myself like a normal, functioning human being when Nana came back into the room with a glass of ice water. It looked like the greatest thing I’d ever seen, and I was about to thank her and chug it down when she poured the entire thing on the naked man in my bed.

The effect was instantaneous. He screamed as he shot up from the bed, completely oblivious to the fact that he was naked. And my fuzzy memories of the night before cleared a bit, because regardless of what we’d done together, Helena had chosen wisely, because dude was hot. A little young for my taste, probably just this side of legal drinking age. But his muscles had muscles and he had a hairy chest and a really nice nose, and I must have still been drunk if I focused on the nose with everything else on display.

“Well done,” Nana said to me. “He’s got a huge—”

“—ego if you finish that sentence, oh my god.” Paul reached over and pulled his grandmother away from the naked man and out of my room, shutting the door behind them. “Deal with this, Sandy!” he shouted through the door.

“What the hell?” The guy looked bewildered.

“Hi,” I said. “It’s nice to meet you. You fucked my ass last night.”

The guy grinned. He looked like a puppy and I almost said aww. Thankfully, I was able to hold that in because I was not a twelve-year-old girl. “Yeah, I did,” he said, and he was such a frat boy. “Man, the things you can do with your mouth are just insane.”

“Yes,” I said. “Well, I had a good teacher.”

He frowned. “What?”

“Nothing.” I was being rude. It wasn’t nice. I needed to return the compliment. “You sure have a nice penis.” Oh dear god.

He looked down at it, and I couldn’t help but follow his gaze. “Thanks,” he said. “I’m pretty proud of it.”

“Yeah,” I said, because I couldn’t think of anything else to say.

So we just stood there, staring at his penis for a good minute or so.

Then, “Oh man,” he groaned. “Do I smell bacon?”

“Uh,” I said, breaking from my debate on whether or not I wanted to give him a hand job. “Yeah, it’s brunch. I have it every Sunday with my family.”

“Great!” he said. “Let me put on my clothes.”

I nodded, feeling relieved that I didn’t have to be rude. “That’s probably a good idea.”

“Yeah,” he said. “Wouldn’t want to meet your family over brunch naked.”

“Yeah,” I said. “Wouldn’t want to—oh my god, say what.”

“I’m starving.” He pulled up his pants. I wondered where his underwear went. Had he even been wearing underwear? I was vexed that I couldn’t remember. Terribly vexed. He pulled on a T-shirt that proclaimed him as a member of the FBI, a Female Body Inspector, and I instantly regretted all my life’s choices.

I was looking on the floor for his underwear, pondering just what kind of underwear a frat boy would wear (probably something with Batman or My Little Ponies on them or whatever it is frat boys were into these days), trying to figure out the polite way to tell him to go home, when he opened the door and walked out of my bedroom, muttering, “bacon, bacon, bacon.”

“Fuck my life,” I groaned, chasing after him.

Apparently frat boys in need of bacon move faster than the speed of light because he was already in the kitchen by the time I caught up with him.

With Paul.

And Vince.

And Corey.

And Nana.

And Matty Auster.

And Larry Auster.

And Wheels, a disabled dog who instead of having back legs, had a little cart attached to his butt with wheels on either side.

Because fuck my life.

“Hello,” Matty said to my one-night stand. “I don’t think we’ve met before.” She smiled at me over his shoulder and then looked back at him.

“I don’t think Sandy has either,” Paul muttered.

“This your boyfriend, son?” Larry asked me.

“Oh god no,” the frat boy said. “I don’t do relationships. I like having sex with different people too much to settle down with one person.” He frowned and looked back at me. “No offense. You’re like, super cool and way pretty when you’re a drag queen. And when you’re not. I just don’t want to be monogamous.”

“No offense taken,” I said even though I was totally offended. And flattered. It was an odd combination. So I said, “Thank you. I think.”

“I didn’t catch your name,” Nana said. “But I did see your—”

“And that’s enough of that,” Paul said.

“Penis,” Nana whispered.

“I’m Brian,” the frat boy said. “Is that bacon? God, I could really go for some bacon. Hey, Vince.”

“Hi, Bri,” Vince said and then went back to pouring his orange juice like that hadn’t happened at all.

Paul and I stared at him.

“What?” Vince asked with a frown.

“You know Sandy’s boner friend?” Paul asked.

“Can you never say ‘boner friend’ again?” I asked him.

“Yeah,” Vince said. “He’s friends with—”

The doorbell rang.

“Who the hell—” I started. Then, “Oh god no.”

“I’ll get it,” Nana yelled, moving toward the door. Wheels chased after her, barking as the doorbell rang again.

“I’m friends with Darren,” Brian said.

“You’re what?” I squeaked. “Oh fuck my face. You’re a homo jock!”

“Newly inducted,” he agreed.

“So they’re just sex friends?” Larry asked.

“It would seem so,” Matty said. “Should we get a sex friend?”

Larry shook his head. “I would get too jealous over something like that. Maybe we could borrow Vince’s riding crop.”

“Giddyup, Mr. Auster,” she giggled.

“Oh my god,” Paul groaned. “I am not a freaking pony!”

“He’s my cart horse,” Vince said. “There’s a difference.”

“Well, look who was at the door!” Nana crowed as she came back into the room.

Followed by Darren.

And by some random twink I’d never seen before, all tall, thin, with big eyes and probably only seventeen.

“Holy shit,” Paul wheezed. “You brought your one-night stand with you?”

“He was already here,” I hissed.

“I was talking to Darren! That’s the twink he left the bar with last night.”

“He insisted,” Darren said through gritted teeth. Then he saw Brian and his eyes narrowed. “What are you doing here?”

“Eating bacon.” Brian popped a strip of bacon in his mouth. “Also, had a round of power fucking with the Drag Queen.”

“Oh my god,” I moaned, though I did wonder what exactly power fucking consisted of.

“You did what?” Darren said, sounding dangerous. And if I were more sober, I’d probably be more offended by how annoyed he looked, like the very thought of one of his little jocks fucking me disgusted him.

But I was drunk, so it just made me bitchy. “Power fucked. There was power in the fucking.”

Darren turned his glare to me. “Are you drunk?”

“No,” I said. Because I was a liar. “I’m not as drunk as you think you are.”

“What?”

“Brunch!” I announced.

Darren glowered.

Nameless Twink looked bored.

Vince grinned at Paul.

Paul made heart eyes at Vince.

Wheels tried to lick his asshole.

Nana looked pleased as punch.

Matty and Larry were almost making out.

Brian winked at me.

“Oh my god,” Corey breathed. “I’m about to attend the most awkward brunch ever. Fuck yeah. Frittata, anyone?”




Chapter 5: Seriously the Most Awkward Brunch Ever

 

 

AND THAT’S how I found myself sitting down to brunch with my family, my one-night stand, my archnemesis, and his one-night stand.

Nana, as she was wont to do, sat at the head of the table, reminding us that our family was considered matriarchal and she should be treated as a dictator, if not a full-fledged deity. None of that was true, of course, but if we didn’t allow it, her retribution was swift and painful and usually involved the parrot Johnny Depp in some way, shape, or form.

To her right sat Matty, then Larry, Corey, and Brian. I sat opposite Nana, and to my right (somehow) was Darren, his twink (who told us all in the most bored voice humanly possible that his name was Octavius and he was a model), then Vince and Paul.

Why Darren had ended up next to me, I’ll never know, but it was taking all my restraint to keep from stabbing my fork into the fleshy part of his palm. Which led to me trying to stare surreptitiously at his very large hands and wonder what they’d feel like wrapped around my—

Nope. Not even happening.

Darren, for his part, didn’t look any more excited to be sitting next to me, but I thought more of his consternation was directed toward Octavius, who apparently felt it was appropriate to suck on Darren’s ear and practically sit in his lap.

I almost felt bad for Darren, simply because Octavius was obviously trashy, but since I didn’t care about Darren in the slightest, I moved on from that rather quickly.

I was also still rather drunk, which, honestly, probably wasn’t the best situation with the company I was in.

“I don’t even care about your man hands,” I hissed at him.

“What?” he said, eyes narrowing.

“Corey,” I said, ignoring Darren. “This frittata is passable. Well done.”

“Thank you,” he said.

“Not as good as mine, of course,” I added, because it needed to be said.

“Of course,” he said, smiling sweetly. “If only you’d been awake in time to make it, we’d be having yours instead of mine.”

“That’s probably my fault,” Brian said. “I kept him up most of the night.”

“Oh?” Larry asked. “Well, if you’re going to be Sandy’s boyfriend, we’re probably going to need to sit down and have a talk about things like your intentions with him and if you have a 401(k) or Roth IRA. I’ve never been in a relationship with a drag queen before, but I assume it’s probably expensive.”

“Very expensive,” I said.

“Dad,” Paul groaned. “For fuck’s sake.”

“Language,” he scolded. “There’s no need for that. It was a simple question.”

“Larry,” Matty said. “Sandy said they were just sex friends. Maybe it’s a little soon to them to be talking about being boyfriends.”

“Soon?” Larry said, sounding dubious. “So they can do anal but they can’t have a talk about feelings? That seems backward if you ask me.”

I choked on a sausage.

“Kids do things differently these days,” Matty said. “They don’t fall in love and get married as quickly as we did.”

“Paul and Vince did,” Larry said. “They were just like us.”

“A fact that I have to live with for the rest of my days,” Paul said. “And we’re not married, either.”

“Why not?” Larry demanded. “You’re not getting any younger. In fact, you’re getting older every day. One step closer to death. I need grandchildren to spoil, Paul. My biological clock is ticking. I can feel it in my loins.”

“It really is,” Matty said. “Every time he sees grandparents with their grandchildren, I swear he starts salivating.”

“You like it when I salivate.” Larry waggled his eyebrows.

“Oh, Mr. Auster.” Matty giggled.

“So gross,” Paul muttered.

“Kids?” Vince said, looking rather pale. “You want kids?”

“Uh, maybe?” Paul said. “Or not. I don’t know. I think I want new luggage more.”

“We can have kids if you want,” Vince choked out.

Paul looked strangely amused. “Maybe if you can say that without looking like you’re going to vomit.”

“I’m fine.” Vince started to hyperventilate.

“Jesus, calm down. I’m not popping anything out right now.” Paul frowned. “Or ever. Because I can’t.”

“But you would if you could,” Vince wheezed.

“This sounds weirdly familiar,” Corey said.

“Oh dear,” Matty said.

“I can’t help but feel as if this is my fault,” Larry said.

“It probably is,” Nana said.

“I’m having such a wonderful time.” Corey grinned at everyone.

“Of course you are, dear,” Nana said. “You’re sitting next to me.”

“So, Octavius,” Matty said, trying to redirect the conversation. “You’re a model. That must be exciting.”

“I suppose,” Octavius said, affecting an English accent, although he hadn’t been British five minutes ago. He looked over at me. “Do you have anything to eat that’s not full of carbs or trans fats? All I see is bacon and eggs and fat thighs in your future. Some nonfat vegan granola will be fine. And your orange juice has pulp. I can’t have pulp. It gives me gas.”

“That’s too bad,” I said. “Because all I have is extra pulp. It’s so pulpy, it’s like they put all the pulp in it.”

Octavius grimaced and then looked back at Darren, pouting slightly. “Darren, there’s nothing here that I can have.”

“Maybe you should leave, then,” Darren said.

“I can’t.” He rested his chin on Darren’s shoulder. “We drove together, remember?” He leaned up and kissed Darren on the cheek.

“You’re very bad at this one-night-stand thing,” I told him.

“And you’re doing any better?” Darren retorted, looking pointedly at Brian.

“I invited him to brunch,” I said.

“You did?” Paul asked.

“Sure.” I reached over and took Brian’s hand in mine. “We had such a connection last night, didn’t we, Bri?”

“Sure,” Brian said, smiling, though he looked perplexed. “We connected all over the place.”

“It was very carnal,” I agreed. I didn’t remember most of it. “We carnally connected.”

“What kind of modeling do you do?” Matty asked Octavius. “I thought about getting into modeling myself, but I have a crooked tooth and unruly eyebrows.”

“Mom,” Paul said. “Leave him alone.”

“I like your crooked tooth,” Larry said. “And your unibrow.”

“Thank you.” She beamed.

“Do you know the Gucci store over on Broadway?” Octavius asked.

“Yes, I do,” Matty said, sounding impressed.

“There’s a Subway sandwich shop right next door to that,” he said, once again sounding English. “My picture is in the window on one of their ads. I’m eating a vegetarian footlong while playing football. Oh, sorry, as you Americans say, soccer.”

I choked and mimosa came out my nose. “Sorry,” I gasped. “Sorry. That went down the wrong tube.” I picked up my cloth napkin and wiped my nose.

“Are you sure you don’t want kids right now?” Vince asked Paul. “Because you know I’d give you anything you want.”

“See what you did?” Paul asked, glaring at his father.

“That’s not my fault,” Larry said. “My body wants grandbabies.”

“Subway,” Matty said. “That’s amazing. Reach for the stars, I always say.”

“Yes,” Octavius said. “I hope it will lead to my very own reality show on the telly.”

“Where you eat sandwiches and have kooky adventures,” Matty said. “I’d watch it.”

“You and Brian are dating now, huh?” Darren asked. “Are you sure that’s a good idea?”

I narrowed my eyes at him. “Not that it’s any of your business, but I think it’s a grand idea.” I curled my hand around Brian’s.

“Uh,” Brian said. “I’m not really into—”

“Hush, boo,” I said. “I’m talking. That means you shouldn’t be.”

“Okay.” Brian helped himself to more bacon with his free hand.

“You don’t even know him,” Darren said.

“Of course I do,” I said. “What, you think I’d find a complete stranger and bring him home and fuck him? I’m not you.”

“What’s his last name, then?” Darren asked.

“Landers.”

“Uh,” Brian said. “My last name is Jones.”

“Same thing,” I said dismissively before glaring back at Darren. “And what about you? What’s his last name?”

Darren flushed a little. He mumbled something under his breath.

“Sorry? Didn’t catch that.”

“He… doesn’t have one. It’s a modeling thing.”

“A modeling thing?” I said. “A modeling thing? So, when he was born, his mother looked down at him and saw ridiculous cheekbones and thought, hmm, my child will grow up to model footlong sandwiches, so he should have one name only. Oh, and that name should be Octavius, because why the hell not.”

“Do you know my mother?” Octavius asked, looking spooked.

“I often find myself in these situations,” Corey said.

“And what situations would those be, dear?” Nana asked.

“Confusing,” Corey said. “Hilarious, but confusing. I blame the people I surround myself with. Sometimes, I wonder why I don’t regret my life choices more than I do.”

“I’m not saying you have to have them right this second,” Larry argued. “I just think it’s good to plan ahead.”

“But what if we have a daughter and she’s popular and all the boys want to come to her yard?” Vince sounded irate. “I’m going to have to buy a shotgun just to scare them off. I don’t even know where to shop for shotguns! Is there one brand better than another? Can I get two of them?”

“Oh dear god,” Paul groaned. “How is this my life? We’re not even married, for fuck’s sake. Why are we even talking about this?”

“Because the heart wants what the heart wants,” Larry said. “And the heart wants grandbabies. Preferably not born out of wedlock, either. How can I explain to my grandkids why their daddies don’t love each other enough to get married?”

“Paul,” Vince said, eyes wide. “We can’t have bastard children.”

“I blame you for this,” Paul told his father.

“How did you and Darren meet?” Matty asked Octavius. “You seem to be very… close.”

And they did. Very, very close. Because Octavius was trying to climb into Darren’s lap. Darren, for his part, looked supremely irritated and kept trying to shove Octavius back to his own seat. I had to give the twink credit. He certainly was tenacious.

“Yes, Octavius,” I said sweetly. “How did you and Darren meet?”

Darren glared at me.

I winked at him.

Brian tried to pull his hand away.

I held it tighter.

“It was meant to be,” Octavius said, affecting an accent that was either a really terrible French or a really good Danish. I couldn’t tell which. “I looked across the club and our eyes met and then the music swelled and I felt this pull toward him, you know? I didn’t believe in magic until last night. But now I do because he has magic hands.”

“Oh dear god,” I choked out. “That’s so special. You’re very lucky.”

“It wasn’t like that,” Darren grumbled.

“Of course it was.” Octavius rubbed his nose against Darren’s cheek. “I told you my name and you told me you didn’t care, but I could see that you did. Deep inside. There was just this connection, you know?”

“You’re so lucky,” I told Darren. “To have found that connection. Tell me, Darren. How connected did you feel? Mine was carnal, but yours seems to be deeply spiritual.”

He narrowed his eyes at me. “How about you and Brian? Please, enlighten us as to how the two of you met. I’m curious how Brian found himself here this morning with us. Eating brunch.”

That bastard. I turned to look at Brian and tried to fix what I assumed would be a loving gaze on him and said, “Well, it’s certainly not as magical as the two of you, but—”

“I hadn’t had sex with a drag queen,” Brian said. “So we had shots and then Helena blew me in the men’s bathroom and then we—ow. Sandy, you’re squeezing my hand really hard—”

“And so I am,” I said, slamming back another mimosa. “Oops.”

“Wow,” Darren said. “I see that you’re keeping it classy as always.”

“Like you would know anything about class,” I snapped at him. “How many warnings have you gotten against fucking someone at Jack It?”

He arched an eyebrow. It wasn’t devastating in the slightest. “Seven.”

“This is just like my telenovela Reina de Corazones,” Nana said excitedly. “There are beautiful people, intrigue, and someone with a mustache is about to get slapped. Except… no one… here has… a mustache. Huh. That’s what disappointment tastes like. Palpable.”

“Is that the one with the hot guy from that one thing that had all the people doing the stuff and things?” Corey asked.

“Exactly,” Nana said. “You’re so good at remembering hot guys. It’s like you have a superpower.”

“It’s my gift,” Corey said. “But it’s also my curse. With great power comes great hot guys.”

“Your life is hard.”

“It really is.”

“Speaking of hot guys,” Nana said, “you’re going to have to start watching Tierra de Reyes with me as well. It has hot Mexican cowboy brothers whose smolder makes me muy caliente in my pantalones.”

“I like hot Mexican cowboy brothers,” Corey said. “And hot pants. Or whatever you just said.”

“I know, dear,” Nana said. “We all do. It’s the horses. And the chaps. And the mustaches.”

“And then we’ll have to move to a bigger house,” Vince said to no one in particular. “Probably one that has three or four bedrooms because we’ll have to have a girl and a boy and then a gender-fluid child who can make up their own mind as to what they want to be when they grow up.”

“How progressive,” Corey said.

Paul rolled his eyes. “This is what happens when he accidentally watches documentaries on Netflix while trying to find episodes of Family Guy. Three weeks ago, he thought gender-fluidity meant co-ed synchronized swimming.”

“Better accidental gender-fluidity than none at all,” Corey said.

“You’ve broken him,” Paul said to Larry. “You’ve broken my boyfriend. I just got him how I wanted him and now you’re trying to mess with his settings. Do you know how much work I had to put into this? Like, over a year.”

“You want children,” Larry whispered to Vince. “You want to have so many children. You want them to call me Pappy and you want to do it soon. Listen to my voice, Vince, and only my—”

“Larry,” Matty said. “Stop trying to brainwash Vince. You’re upsetting Paul. You know how shrill he gets when he’s upset. Honestly.”

“I don’t get shrill,” Paul said shrilly.

“See?” Matty said. “Octavius and Brian, please ignore this whole thing. We’re not normally like this.”

“That’s not true at all,” Nana said. “This is normal for this family. I blame Instagram. No one cares about photos of your spinach and kale salad, you hipsters.”

“How unfortunate,” Octavius said, once again British. “Especially given all the pulp. And the trans fats. Though, I suppose if you’re going to be a commoner, you might as well eat like one.”

“Lovely,” I said. “You’re just lovely. Darren, I can see why you picked him.”

“Brian,” Darren said, “I didn’t think you were the dating type.”

“I’m not,” he said. “I—”

“—just couldn’t resist,” I said, kicking him under the table. “You know how it is. Sometimes you just click.”

“So much bodily harm,” Brian muttered with a wince. “But, uh, yeah. Clicked. We clicked.”

“So you’re dating now,” Darren said flatly.

“Oh, I wouldn’t go that far,” I said. “We’re taking it day by day.”

“Help me,” Brian whispered to Corey.

“Not even if you begged me,” Corey said. “I had to walk in and see your balls this morning. I was not prepared for morning balls. It’s something I have to work my way up to.”

“I saw them too,” Paul said. “They looked smooth.”

“I shave regularly.” Brian shrugged as Vince glared at him.

“It’s fine.” Paul kissed Vince on the cheek. “I like yours the best.”

Vince looked particularly smug at that. As he rightly should.

“This has been just wonderful,” Nana said. “I’m so glad we’re not one of those boring families who get together and talks about real issues like Ebola or Jesus.”

“I feel like so much has happened,” Matty said. “New friends, models, sexual acts described about people I’ve come to think of as my children and I really, really regret hearing about. All before noon on the Lord’s day. I could use a nap.”

“Maybe have like four or five kids,” Larry said to Vince. “You could start your own band or trapeze artist troupe. The Awesomely Amazing Austers. Because you would have to take Paul’s last name as a sign of love and trust to your submissive. Also, your children would need to have the Auster name as we came from a long line of German peanut farmers and we need to honor them because we’re all nuts.”

Matty snickered. “My handsome comedian.”

“Four or five?” Vince squeaked. “How would we feed them all?”

“With the peanuts,” Larry said, like it was obvious.

“Great,” Paul said. “Now he’s going to freak out for the rest of the day. Thanks, Dad.”

“Darren,” Octavius said, trying to curl up against him again. “What say we get out of here and go look at my portfolio? I have black-and-white nudes in dramatic lighting because the photographer said my body was a wonderland.”

“Yes,” I said. “Because quoting John Mayer seems like something you would do.”

“Why did you throw the money back in my face last night?” Darren asked me unexpectedly.

I sneered at him. “I didn’t need your fucking charity. I know that for what it was. You homo jocks think you’re so fucking superior.”

“Uh, Sandy?” Brian asked. “I would really like my hand back now. I think you’re splintering my bones.”

“It has been lovely indeed,” Corey said. “We should do this again more often. Next time, we should all bring a new friend.”

“I don’t know if I want my one-night stands here,” Nana said. “As the lovely Usher put it, I’m a lady in the streets but a freak in the bed.”

Darren furrowed his brow at me. “Charity? What the fuck are you talking about? This has never been about charity. I wanted to—”

And I never got to hear what Darren wanted to do, because right at that exact moment, Vince Taylor said, “Marry me.”

And all the noise.

Just.

Stopped.

It was like the air had been sucked from the room and we were stuck in a vacuum. My heart tripped all over itself in my chest and Paul’s hands were shaking, and I might have said something, I might have tried to play it off like a joke, but Vince’s jaw was set and his eyes were only on Paul. He reached out and took Paul’s hands in his own, thumb rubbing over his fingers.

Matty clutched her hands to her chest, eyes suspiciously shiny.

Larry looked back and forth between Vince and Paul, a grin on his face, probably already counting the amount of grandchildren he would get from this.

Nana wiped her eyes.

Corey held a hand over his mouth.

Brian ate more bacon.

Wheels yawned from his spot on the couch.

Darren stared at Vince, eyes wide.

Octavius looked really fucking bored.

And Paul Auster said, “What?”

“Marry me,” Vince said again.

“Are you being serious?” Paul demanded.

“Uhh,” Vince said.

“Because I swear to god, Vince.”

“Uhh,” Vince said. “Yes.”

“This is so amazing,” I said to Brian.

“This isn’t just you freaking out about the whole kid thing?”

“Uhh,” Vince said. “No.”

“I was there the day they met,” I said to Corey.

“And you’ve actually thought this through?”

“Uhh,” Vince said. “Mostly.”

Paul’s face softened and he got that look he had every now and then, the one where you could tell he was thinking about just how lucky he was to have Vince. I just hoped Vince knew how lucky he was to have Paul. “You don’t have to do this, baby,” he said. “If you’re not ready, we don’t have to do this right now.”

“I bought you a ring.” Vince scratched the back of his neck. “Like, five weeks ago.”

“You what?” Paul shrieked.

“I did not see that coming,” Nana said. “Well played, sir.”

“I was going to do it next week,” Vince said to Paul. “I was going to take you back to where you hit me with your car.”

“I didn’t hit you with my car!” Paul said. “You ran into the door! Everyone knows you’re the one at fault!”

“It’s okay,” Vince said, taking Paul’s hand back in his own. “We’ll have the rest of our lives to work through the vehicular assault you put me through while trying to woo me.”

“I wasn’t wooing. There was no wooing.”

Vince rolled his eyes. “Right. Because it wasn’t part of your master plan to get me alone in your house while high on painkillers.”

“It wasn’t. I wouldn’t even think like that.”

“You made me strip for you.”

“You took off your clothes all by yourself!”

Vince grinned at him. “I love you, Paul.”

“Oh sweat balls,” Paul said weakly. “You’re being totally serious, aren’t you.”

“Yeah,” Vince said. “I don’t think I’ve been more serious in my life. Well, not since I was seven and was convinced I would grow up to either be Batman or Lion-O from Thundercats.”

“Fun fact,” I said. “That was the first TV show I ever got an erection from.”

Paul turned to gape at me.

“Still drunk.” I grimaced in apology. “It wouldn’t be a problem if you two would hurry up, though. Jesus. How long does a proposal take? Say yes so we can freak out.”

“Paul,” Vince said with renewed determination.

“Vince,” Paul said faintly.

“I love you. And maybe I should have waited until later, but if we’re going to have nine kids—”

“We’re having nine what!”

“Yesss,” Larry hissed.

“—then I can’t imagine a better time,” Vince said. “We’re here in front of our friends and family… and Darren’s and Sandy’s one-night stands.”

“This is the most awkward brunch I’ve ever attended,” Octavius said.

“It could have been more awkward,” Corey said. “Trust me, I would know. I’ve had experience. There needed to be wine for it to go completely what-the-fuck.”

“So,” Vince said, voice a little wobbly, “what I’m trying to ask is… Paul Auster, will you marry me?”

We all held our breaths.

“Yeah,” Paul said hoarsely. “Yes. Yes, please. I would like that. Now. Let’s go do this now. Please.”

The smile on Vince’s face was breathtaking as he pulled Paul in for a deep kiss.

I think no one was more surprised than I when I burst into tears.

Alcohol and best friends getting engaged do not mix.

“Is there any more bacon?” Brian asked.

“You’ve eaten like a pound of it!” I sobbed. “There’s no more fucking bacon.”

It was truly a wonderful brunch.

(Except for Brian.)

(And Octavius.)

(And Darren, but that shouldn’t even need to be mentioned. Right? Because it’s obvious. I mean, obviously I wouldn’t want Darren there for any reason. Ever.)




Chapter 6: Nick Carter Is Jamaican Me Crazy

 

 

“SO,” PAUL told me at lunch the following Tuesday, “we’re thinking about a spring wedding.”

I was admiring his ring, a thin platinum band that showed Vince had far more taste than I ever gave him credit for. It was flashy, but not overtly so. Vince obviously knew what he was doing. Apparently, according to Paul, no one knew, not even Darren. Sneaky man, that one was. This was the first time I was seeing it, given that Paul had called in sick to the office yesterday, claiming he’d come down with a twenty-four-hour virus, which really meant he and Vince were having just-got-engaged monkey sex. I loved them both dearly, but there were some things I really didn’t want to think about, especially since I still had yet to recover from the sex dream. Paul had tried to tell me about how Vince was a big fan of rimming, but there was just something off about hearing my best friend talk about getting his butthole licked.

“Hmm?” I said, distracted by the shiny. “That’s good. Gives a nice, long engagement because surely you don’t mean this spring, which is only like five months away. Because that would just be ridiculous, given that there is clearly not enough time to put together the wedding I deserve for you to have. Right, Paul?”

“Uh,” Paul said. “Have I said how pretty you look today? So pretty.”

I looked up at him and gripped his hand tightly. “Right, Paul?”

He looked nervous as the waitress came back to our table, bringing us our salads. I noticed Paul’s had far less fried chicken in it than he normally got. (“Paul, that’s not as healthy as you’re making it out to be.” “It’s green. There are tomatoes.”) “Watching our figure?” I asked lightly.

He shrugged. “Doesn’t hurt to lose a few pounds before the wedding.”

“Who told you that you needed to do that?”

“Down, girl,” he said. “Put the nails away. This is something I thought of all on my own.”

“You’re perfect just the way you are.”

“I know,” he said.

“Do you?”

“Mostly. But if I want to do this, then why can’t I?”

I shrugged. “Just as long as you’re doing it for the right reasons, baby doll. You do you.”

“So, look,” he said. “Here’s the thing.”

“No one has ever had anything good to say when starting a sentence here’s the thing,” I told him.

“You don’t know that,” he said. “Gandhi could have been all, like, ‘Here’s the thing: love everyone and junk.’”

“Right.” I wondered if I could just steal the ring from his hand without him noticing because he didn’t deserve to wear something so precious if he was saying what I think he was saying. “Because Gandhi sounds just like an errant fruitcake making up excuses.”

“God,” Paul said, “the sentences that come out of your mouth should shock me more than they do. I don’t know what that says about me.”

“Deflecting,” I said. “Out with it.”

“March,” he said.

“March,” I repeated flatly. “As in this coming March. Paul. It’s October. Are you out of your mind? Why, picking out the flower arrangements alone could take up to six months to get right! No, I’m sorry, but that is simply unacceptable. Tell Vince the wedding is off. You two can’t be trusted to handle it correctly and therefore it shouldn’t happen at all.”

Paul rolled his eyes. “Not going to happen. I’m sort of invested in the whole marriage thing now that I know it’s real. Had you asked me about this last week, I would have laughed and made fun of whoever was getting married. Now that it’s me, it’s sacred and I will not stand for any backtalk. Also, don’t move to Texas. You don’t look good with big hair.”

“That is a slanderous lie and you know it. I look good with any kind of hair.”

“Cher circa 1987.”

“Oh,” I said, grimacing. “Yeah. I forgot about that. That was a mistake that I will never be able to unsee.”

“It hurt us all,” Paul agreed.

“No marriage.”

“Yes marriage. So much marriage.”

“Speaking of,” I said. “How in the hell did neither of us know about this? I love him, you know I do, but you’re obviously giving Vince too much leeway. It’s time to tighten the leash a little bit. Who knows what other surprises could be waiting for you.”

“Like. Sexy surprises?”

I nodded. “Or like surprise fisting. No one likes surprise fisting, Paul.”

“How do you know?”

“Trust me.”

The waitress walked over to our table.

“You’ve been fisted?” Paul asked me, sounding disgusted and impressed.

The waitress immediately turned around and walked the other direction.

“Almost.”

“How does one almost get fisted?”

“There were four fingers with the promise of a thumb,” I said.

“The promise of a thumb,” Paul repeated through a mouthful of arugula and raspberry vinaigrette.

“The promise of a thumb,” I agreed. “It was a promise that was never fully realized as I came to the conclusion that I was not one for sitting on an arm.”

“I saw a fisting video once,” Paul said. “The guy looked like he enjoyed it, but I couldn’t help but think what it would be like to walk around with your arm smelling like butt.”

“That’s what enemas are for,” I said, mixing another sugar into my tea. “You get clean and fresh on the inside before so there’s no arm-butt smell.”

“And I suppose you can’t eat before getting fisted,” Paul said. “Digestion and all that. I assume there’s no after-Thanksgiving fisting.”

“That has the potential to be messy.” I frowned. “How did we get to talking about fisting after Thanksgiving?”

Paul shrugged. “How do we get anywhere about anything we talk about?”

“That’s scary and terrifying and also mostly true,” I said. “This is all Vince’s fault. Damn him and his sneak proposals that make me have feelings. I hate having feelings.”

“Sure,” he said. “But what does that say about you that you didn’t know?”

“I’m a failure as a best friend and overall nosy person,” I admitted. “I didn’t even see this coming. I’ve failed you, baby doll. Maybe you’d be better off finding another fabulous drag queen to be friends with.”

Paul shook his head. “No one’s more fabulous than you.”

“That was a test,” I told him seriously. “And you just passed. Congratulations. There is absolutely no one more fabulous than I.”

“Deflecting,” he mocked. “We’re getting married. In March.”

“March,” I said, trying it out on my tongue. “A March wedding. A wedding. In March. Helena Handbasket cordially invites you to the March wedding of Paul and Vince.” I closed my eyes and took a deep breath. I let it out slowly. It didn’t feel quite right, but I could work with it. If I had to. I opened my eyes. “Okay,” I said. “I can deal with this.”

“Good,” he said. “And I love you. Remember that when I tell you this next part. And can you put down the fork?”

“There’s more?”

“Uh. Yes?”

“Am I going to get stabby?” I asked, because it’d been a good long while since I’d felt stabby. Two days, at least.

“Possibly.”

I put down the fork, but I kept it close. Nobody told me I couldn’t get stabby and got away with it. “Continue,” I said.

“Okay,” he said, wiping the sweat from his brow. “I love you.”

“You said that already,” I reminded him.

“So. I want you to be my best man.”

“Bless your heart,” I said sweetly. I dropped my voice. “Now get to the stabby part.”

“Darren is going to be Vince’s.”

“Close, but not quite a stabby offense,” I said. “I figured that would probably happen.”

He winced. “Ah. We… want. A. Hmm. Small wedding?”

I blinked. “I’m sorry. You want a what?”

“Small wedding,” he said. “You know. Not that big of a deal. So. Like. Um. No flowers. No churches. No engagement dinners or anything like that. Not a lot of guests. We can have a quiet civil ceremony and then some kind of party afterward. And that’s it.”

“That’s it,” I repeated.

He shoved his mouth full of radicchio. “Hrmph.”

“Paul,” I said, running my fingers along the tines of the fork. “Do you remember the promise we made to each other when we were fifteen?”

He swallowed thickly and nodded.

“Can you remind me of what that promise was?”

“Um,” he said. “We promised that when we got married, we would be each other’s best man, and that we would have destination weddings. Yours was going to be to Nick Carter from the Backstreet Boys in Jamaica.”

“And why is that?” I asked.

He sighed and looked aggrieved. “Are you really going to make me say it?”

“Say it,” I hissed at him.

“Because Nick Carter was Jamaican you crazy.”

“Nick Carter was Jamaican me crazy,” I agreed. “And you? Was Nick Carter Jamaican you crazy, Paul?”

“No.”

“And why is that? Who was Jamaican you crazy?”

Paul sighed. “I was going to marry Uncle Jesse from Full House in Costa Rica, because I wanted to pretend we were Dr. Grant and Dr. Sattler from Jurassic Park and I was going to be Dr. Sattler because I could pull off being a blonde and their sexual tension was ridiculous.”

“Only you would watch Jurassic Park for the sexual tension,” I said.

“They were smoldering,” Paul insisted. “And every time they were about to bone, there were raptors or T.rexes getting in the way. Fucking dinosaur cockblockers.”

“The moral of the story, then,” I said, “is that we promised to have big weddings in faraway places.”

“While marrying a boy band twink and a fictional character from Full House while sexually role-playing a movie about dinosaurs,” Paul said, dry as dust. “I think our priorities have changed.”

“The sentiment remains the same!”

“But we grew up,” he said. “The things we wanted at fifteen aren’t the things we want in our thirties.”

I narrowed my eyes at him. “You told me you and Vince already role-played Jurassic Park.”

“Well, yeah,” he said, sounding exasperated. “We couldn’t not. You should see him when he tries to talk about dinosaur bones. It’s adorable and so completely scientifically inaccurate. And then I told him he could dig through my badlands and unearth my fossil and it just went downhill from there. Or uphill, I guess, depending upon how you look at it. I certainly felt like I should have been on display in a museum by the time we were done, given that I was stiff and covered in sediment.”

“Ugh,” I said. “I blew him in my dreams and then he sucked on your nipples after committing incest. I am still not okay with talking about sex stuff with either of you.”

“Hey, man. Your dreams, not mine. Should we even talk about the fact that you had a sex dream that included me?”

“I didn’t have sex with you.”

“Proximity, though. They say dreams are just manifests of our desires.”

I gagged. “I desire absolutely nothing that I dreamed about.”

“Uh-huh.”

“Paul.”

“How’s Brian?” he asked, waggling his eyebrows.

“Shut your fucking mouth,” I snapped.

“No, really. You looked like you were in love. Like, a forever kind of love.”

I tried to stab him with my fork, but he moved far too quickly. “Fine,” I said. “I’ll let you have your small wedding. Two conditions.”

“Oh boy.”

“First, I get to officiate the wedding.”

“That’s not a thing that’ll happen,” he said easily. “In fact, you can speak for up to a minute as my best man and that’s it. No embarrassing stories. No anecdotes. You tell everyone how much you love me, how awesome Vince is for making me happy, and you’re done.”

“Absolutely not,” I said. “I’ll go online and get ordained and then I’ll write something pretty about feelings and unicorns and stickers or whatever else love means these days. It will probably take at least an hour. I will use flowery language that will make everyone within a four-block radius cringe in glee.”

“My wedding is already ruined,” he groaned.

“Second,” I said, ignoring his protestations, “there will be a bachelor party and you do not get a say otherwise.”

“Nana already beat you on that one this morning.” He dug his phone out of his pocket. He clicked through the screen before handing me a text conversation.

There better be some dong

Nana JFC WTH?

I don’t know what any of that means. Speak normal, Paul

Jesus Fucking Christ What The Hell

Oh. Rude.

Dong?!?!?!?

Yes, Paul. Dong. There had better be dong.

WHAT ARE YOU TALKING ABOUT. I’M AT WORK

Stop yelling at me

Nana. What. Are. You. Talking. About.

Dong, Paul. At your bachelor party

Oh my god

Because there needs to be one

Oh my god

And I will be going to it

You texted me in the middle of the day about PENIS.

Yes. Yes, I did. JFC WTH =D

Nana

Yes, dear?

Are you asking me if there will be strippers

Not asking. Telling. There’s a difference Paul.

THERE WILL BE NO STRIPPERS

I found this link: www.tightbuns&bigguns.com

I’m not clicking that

Click it, Paul. You know you want to. Click it. Just a little

How is this happening right now?

They have profiles of each of the dancers

Please tell me you didn’t look at them. Nana. Please

I looked at all of them. My favorite is Juan Carlos

This has to be bad dream

He likes salsa music, dogs and has chest hair

Why is that listed on a stripper profile?

Hire him, Paul

I’m going to find a retirement community for you to live in

If you don’t, when I die, I’ll cut you out of my will and then haunt you

I’M NOT HIRING JUAN CARLOS

You’ve been warned. Ghost Nana!

“My god,” I breathed. “When I get old, I want to be her. Did you click on the link?”

“Yeah,” Paul admitted, taking back his phone. “And Juan Carlos looks like Magnum PI. I was terribly confused and slightly aroused. It was very awkward for me.”

“Tom Selleck often causes that feeling in people,” I said. “I’m assuming Vince didn’t come to lunch with us because he’s telling Darren the same things you’ve told me?”

Paul nodded as he sipped his tea. “Don’t think Darren will care as much as you do about the size of the wedding. Though, I expect he’ll be excited for different reasons.”

“Great.” I rolled my eyes. “Because if Darren’s happy, we’re all happy.”

“It seems like it, doesn’t it?”

I put down my fork because I was starting to get stabby again. “You have your devious face on, Paul. Which means you’re planning something.”

“I have no idea what you’re talking about. I just want everyone to get along. I know Darren’s not your favorite person, but you’ll be seeing a lot of him with all the wedding stuff.”

“I thought you said it was going to be a small wedding.”

“It is.”

“Then what wedding stuff could there possibly be?”

Paul grinned at me.

“Paul.”

“Sandy.”

“This had better not be some harebrained matchmaking scheme you and Vince have got cooking. If it is, I swear to god I will not stop in finding ways to make both your lives miserable.”

Paul feigned shock. “Sandy. I would never.”

I stared at him.

He took a bite of his salad.

I tried to stab him again, but he pulled his hand away just in time.

He was slick, that one.

 

 

AND MAYBE I should have realized just how slick, but I’d all but forgotten it a week later.

Corey was set up in the living room, doing homework for one of his required psychology classes. I had the ironing board stretched out behind the couch, ironing the wrinkles from one of my costumes for the show the next night. The TV was on some home repair network where two men claiming to be cousins were fixing up houses, but Corey and I agreed that they were probably fucking, even if they were related.

I was considering what to make for dinner when my phone chimed. Corey tossed it to me and I frowned, not recognizing the number. It was a 520 area code, so at least it was from Tucson.

We need to talk.

I read off the number to Corey, but he didn’t recognize it either. “Are you secretly dating someone and they need to break up with you?” he asked.

“Unless it’s so secret that I don’t even know about it, then no.”

“Ignore it.”

Which was probably the best idea.

And I did.

For five minutes.

And then I just couldn’t resist. Because what exactly did we need to talk about?

Are you breaking up with me?

What

You said we needed to talk. That’s code for breaking up

We’re not breaking up

We’re not?

No. We’re not together to break up

Pity

What?

I said PITY

What’s a pity?

That we’re not together. It could have been magic

WHAT

This has been fun

It has!?!

Yes. But I think you have the wrong number

What the hell, Sandy?

“Whoever it is knows my name.” I frowned.

“Because of course you texted them back,” Corey muttered. “Your murder is going to be reenacted on 48 Hours. I’ll cry on camera and everything during my interview. I’ll even talk about how special you were.”

“Make sure I’m played by Angelina Jolie in the re-enactment,” I said. “She’s the only one that can pull off my cheekbones.”

“I’ll get right on that,” he said. “Because I’m sure she’d be flattered to be told she has the cheekbones of a drag queen. Any other requests?”

“All of you must mourn me for a year and wear black the entire time.”

“Can’t,” Corey said. “My wardrobe is more spring than death and sadness. You know this because you made me go shopping.”

“Also, don’t serve cheese at my wake. Paul tends to go overboard when there’s cheese and he gets gassy.”

“Plates and plates and plates of cheese.”

“You’re fired from planning my fake funeral.”

“I didn’t even want to do it anyway.”

“Love you.”

“Ha! Look! They’re totally hammering near each other. I don’t care if they’re cousins. I want them to bone. Bone, fake TV construction cousins! Bone. The one on the right is totally a bottom. He’s just quivering for it. Show him your fluttering hole!”

I stared at my phone, biting my bottom lip. Corey had a point. I could be talking to a murderer who would placate me with sweet words before breaking into my house and carving my skin to wear my face. Or, it could be someone awesome. Decisions, decisions.

Really, there was no choice.

Who is this?

Nothing.

Then, a two-word reply that struck fear into my very soul.

It’s Darren

I screamed and threw my phone across the room where it bounced off the wall and landed on the ground.

“Jesus Christ,” Corey gasped as he flailed off the couch. “What the hell!”

I whimpered.

“What happened?” Corey demanded, picking himself up off the floor.

I raised a trembling hand and pointed toward my phone. “It’s… it’s him.”

“Who?” he asked, walking over toward my phone. “Do you have a stalker? Are you in the witness protection program and now the people that wanted you dead in your old life have found you? Is there going to be gunplay and explosions? Do I need to find killer boots to wear for—oh. It’s Darren. That’s disappointing. I may still wear the boots, though. I thought you had his phone number already? And why are you texting—” His eyes widened. “You were flirting with him!”

“I didn’t know it was him! I deleted his number months ago!”

“And that makes it better? You would rather have it been a random stranger than Darren?”

“Yes!” I exclaimed because it was obvious. “In what reality would I ever flirt with Darren!”

“Hate to break it to you, Sandy,” Corey said. “But you do it all the time.”

“You shut your mouth, you ungrateful slut,” I snarled at him.

“Yikes.”

“Yeah. That happened, so.”

“Well, if it makes you feel any better, he flirts right back. It’s rather disgusting to watch.”

“He does not. We detest each other.”

“Oh really.” He sounded dubious.

“Yes. Literally everyone knows that.”

“Thin line between love and hate and blah, blah, blah.”

I wondered if I could get away with being the murderer instead. I’d have to get a jackhammer to tear up the tile in the house to bury his body underneath. I’d been wanting to retile the house for quite some time, but now it appeared I had the proper motivation to do so.

“Why are you staring at me like that?” Corey asked, arching an eyebrow.

“Nothing.” I cocked my head at him. “Just thinking about doing some home renovations. Permanently.”

“Uh-huh. Oh look, he sent another text.” He squinted down at my phone. “Huh. He seems a bit annoyed that you didn’t have his number saved in your phone anymore. Poor baby. I’ll write back on your behalf and put him out of his misery. Do you have any pictures of your cock saved? Preferably erect, of course. I think he’d enjoy that.”

“You will be buried under my floors,” I hissed at him, snatching the phone from his hands before he could send a dick pic. Not that I had any, of course. That would be gauche, and I was nothing but a respectable fucking queen.

I looked back at our conversation. Corey was right; he did seem a bit pissed.

Good.

How did you not have my number anymore?

Sandy. Don’t ignore me

SANDY

And that’s exactly what I was going to do.

Because if anyone in this world deserved to be ignored, it was him. I wouldn’t give him the satisfaction of a response. I had far greater things to focus on.

I sniffed and went back to my ironing.

Corey stared at me.

“You have homework,” I reminded him.

“Uh-huh,” he said.

“You have to pass so you can graduate and become rich so I can become a lady of leisure. I won’t expect any less from you, Corey, I really won’t.”

He rolled his eyes. “Because becoming a social worker is such a lucrative field. Are we really not even going to talk about why Darren is texting you?”

“There’s nothing to discuss,” I said. “He’s either high on crack or I’m having a nightmare from which I will soon awake and everything will make more sense.”

“Wow,” Corey said. “Between the sex dream and this texting dream, you’re sure dreaming a lot about Darren lately. I wonder what that means.”

“Do you think it hurts to be burned with an iron?”

“What?”

“Nothing,” I said, smiling widely.

“You’re going to make someone a good housewife someday.”

“Thank you, baby doll. That’s kind of you to say. You’re still not forgiven.”

“I tried.” He went back to his homework and the pseudo-incest homoerotic home show.

I went back to my ironing.

I was strong.

I was fierce.

I could do this.

I would ignore Darren Mayne.

I was not curious in the slightest about what he wanted.

Obviously, it would lead to nothing good.

I didn’t care.

I lasted one minute and twenty-seven seconds.

I felt like a failure.

I’m ignoring you, I wrote, because I thought maybe he should know. It’s always easier to ignore someone when they know you’re ignoring them. It’s also more delicious that way.

The response was immediate: Why?

Me: You don’t seem to understand what being ignored means

Darren: Maybe because I’ve never been ignored in my life

I bristled at that, because what a fucking asshole. I put down my phone, figuring I’d heard all I needed to hear. I picked the iron back up. I hummed to myself.

I lasted sixteen seconds.

Me: Why are you texting me?

Darren: Does it matter? This isn’t the first time

Me: That is beside the point

Darren: Why did you delete my number?

Me: Why wouldn’t I? I only had your number because of Paul and Vince. And then I didn’t need it anymore. We’re not texting buddies.

Darren: Texting buddies?

Me: Yes, I regretted using that term as soon as I hit send

Darren: You should regret. I regret it for you

Me: What do you want?

Darren: We need to talk

Me: So you said. We have nothing to talk about

Darren: My brother and your best friend are getting married

Me: And?

Darren: We have plenty to talk about

Me: We do not

Darren: Sandy, don’t be difficult

“Difficult?” I muttered. “I’ll show you difficult, you motherfucker.”

“Did you say something?” Corey asked.

“Just talking to myself.”

“About?”

“Feminism.”

“Ah,” Corey said. “Because you’re the consummate feminist, after all.”

“Exactly.”

“Who are you texting?”

“I’m not. I’m ironing.”

“Your phone is literally in your hand right now.”

“Fine. Feminist friends.”

“So. Darren, then.”

“I have no idea what you mean. Watch your renovation porn.”

Me: I’m not difficult. I just don’t know what we possibly have to discuss

Darren: Humor me

Me: That doesn’t sound like something I’d do

Darren: Sandy

Me: Darren

Darren: You’re so fucking annoying

Me: Yeah, that’ll get me to do what you want

Darren: Look, I’ll just see you before your show. We’ll talk then

Me: What. Darren. No

Darren: Good night, Sandy ;)

Me: DARREN. WHY ARE YOU SENDING ME WINKIE FACE

Me: DARREN! GODDAMMIT

“That fucking bitch-ass whore,” I snarled at my phone.

“Feminist friends?” Corey asked.

“Exactly. Damn feminist friends. With all their feminism. Down with the patriarchy.”

“Because that’s believable. Say hi to Darren for me.”

“I will burn everything you love.”

“Hollow threat. I love you, therefore you’d have to burn yourself.”

“Well played. Damn you.”

I didn’t know what Darren was up to, but I didn’t like it one bit.

I would figure out his game.

And I would make him wish he’d never decided to play in the first place.

I laughed evilly as my grip tightened on my phone.

 




Chapter 7: Hey, Republicans! Suck My Balls!

 

 

NORMALLY, I arrived at Jack It at eight on Wednesdays to prepare for my show at nine, but Mike had texted me that morning, asking that I come earlier and meet with him. I couldn’t think of a single damn thing he’d need to meet with me over, not that I was really giving it that much thought. I was more distracted by Darren and plotting his death in such a way that it would look like an accident. I didn’t know if it would be believable or not if he suffered a fall from the balcony above the dance floor. I would have to be distraught. Repentant. Possibly screaming why, why, whyyyyy. I could do it. It wouldn’t be that hard. Naturally, I wasn’t arriving early to speak with him at all, even though he wanted to. Darren would never have access to the Queen’s Lair, I’d make sure of that.

Vince and Paul had promised to bring my wigs and costumes later so I wouldn’t have to try and carry everything in myself. Corey had a late class on Wednesdays and was usually too drained to attend my show, the poor dear. I’d told him that his education was far more important than any old thing I would be doing, which is why he was living with me rent free to begin with. That had brooked a few heated arguments, but in the end, I’d won, however begrudging the victory had been.

When Corey had announced he was coming back to Tucson, I knew I was going to do everything I could to make the transition smooth. His foster parents didn’t have anything to contribute to him (not that I thought he’d actually take anything from them, even if they did), so I felt personally responsible for him. I was the one who’d found her as she was then, a seventeen-year-old girl in a frayed but pretty dress, riffling through the racks at a secondhand clothing store, trying to find a skirt that she could wear to school. She’d been in awe of me when I told her the reason I was looking through women’s clothing. I was in awe of her (and him and therefore them) when she told me the reason she was looking through women’s clothing, her words shy and her voice small. I’d paid for her clothes that day and took her to lunch, and when we parted the first day, my number programmed into her phone and a promise to meet the following weekend, I had hugged her. She’d been stiff for a moment, unused to any kind of physical contact. But I waited. And she’d hugged me back.

He was Corey the next time I saw him.

She was Kori when she’d shown me the acceptance letter to Dartmouth.

He was Corey when he’d graduated high school.

She was Kori when she cried about leaving.

He was Corey when he’d moved across the country.

She was Kori when she’d told me she’d met a boy named Tyson Thompson.

He was Corey when he said they were dating.

She was Kori when they’d broken up.

Corey when they became best friends, Kori when she said she wanted to come back home, Corey when he decided to transfer to the University of Arizona, Kori when she said she was spending part of the summer in Oregon, Corey when he’d whispered conniving plans down the phone line in getting Tyson and his hot cop together.

Darren wanted to talk to me.

Corey had a penchant for interfering.

I wouldn’t put it past him to have his finger in this somehow.

But no matter.

I had more important things to deal with.

Like why the owner of Jack It needed to meet with me.

Mike was a bit of an asshole, which is why I liked him. He ran a tight ship, everything from the go-go boys to the bartenders to the support staff vetted personally by him. Everyone knew that if you worked at Jack It, you worked hard, were paid well, and your boss was a fucking dick.

Even to me, though he knew the draw I had. We butted heads constantly. He left me in charge of the shows and even the queens, though he couldn’t help but try and oversee every little step. We’d gotten into countless arguments where he’d threaten to fire me or I’d threaten to walk, but eventually we would both calm down and he’d pour me a shot and ask for a blow job. I’d drink the shot and swear I’d bite off his dick if he put it anywhere near me. He’d smile and I’d smile, and we’d retract our claws until next time.

Izaac was already behind the bar, serving a few people who sat on the stools. He raised an eyebrow when he saw me enter. “Boss man?”

“Boss man,” I agreed. “In the office?”

“Yeah. A bit pissed off, so.”

“Great,” I muttered. “Because that’s what I need right now.”

“Would it make you feel better if you saw my nipples?” he asked, reaching for the hem of his shirt.

I sighed as I shook my head. “Thanks, baby doll, but I don’t think even your nipples will help me out today. I best get in there and get this over with.”

He nodded. “That’s what my girlfriend said when we decided to try anal.”

“This is what I get for coming early,” I groaned.

“That’s what she said after trying anal,” he said, wiping the bar top.

“Thank you for being heterosexually adventurous and sharing it with me,” I said.

Izaac shrugged. “Gays can’t corner the market on butt sex. It’s for everyone, Sandy.”

Helena wanted to purr and rub his face, but I pushed her down and reminded myself I had to have my serious game face on right now. If Mike was in a bad mood, it wouldn’t help if Helena came out to play.

“I adore you,” I told him instead. “I’ll be back for my shots later. Make sure they’re ready.”

“I always do.”

“You’re so good to me,” I called over my shoulder.

I walked out the door to the second dance floor, which was an open-air back patio to the bar. There was a DJ booth set up on a raised platform and a second bar lining the far wall. Every other month, I hosted a Karaoke Sunday Beer and BBQ lunch out here, listening to men and women drunk off whatever the bar had that week on tap. Mike had wanted it to be a weekly thing, but I refused to give up my Sunday brunches with the family. And since no one else could handle hearing people warbling Katy Perry or Whitesnake (varied and eclectic, my Karaoke Sunday people were), he relented and let me set the schedule as I pleased.

I walked through the back patio and out the back gate to a small gravel parking lot that led to an alleyway that ran between the businesses. In the parking lot off to the right sat a small camping trailer that had been retrofitted to become Mike’s office. He couldn’t stand being inside the club while trying to work at night, given that the bass was always vibrating through the walls. And you only ever went out to the trailer when summoned. Job interviews usually took place inside the club. And if you were ever summoned out to the trailer, it was usually to get chewed out or fired.

Since I probably wasn’t going to get either (though I’d been subjected to the former and threatened with the latter on multiple occasions), I wasn’t too worried. Mostly.

I knocked on the door of the trailer and waited.

“I’m busy,” an irritated voice said, muffled through the door.

I rolled my eyes. “Then I’ll just leave you to it.”

“Get your ass in here, Sandy.”

I opened the door to the trailer and climbed the steps. It was stuffy inside; the ancient air conditioning unit attached to a window circulated the air more than cooled it. Mike sat at a desk at the far end of the trailer, a laptop opened in front of him.

Mike was in his forties, dark hair thinning on the top, spare tire around the middle, and a penchant for scuffed Italian loafers at the bottom. Mike wasn’t a good person, but then I didn’t think you could be a good person and also be a ruthless businessman at the same time. He owned Jack It, one of the few gay bars in Tucson, and the only dance club. I didn’t like Mike all that much. We had an odd respect for one another, but it was extremely volatile. I’d just as easily kiss his ass as kick it, depending upon my mood and what he demanded of me.

He didn’t look up at me as I closed the trailer door, focusing on the computer screen. He motioned for me to sit in the chair in front of the desk. I hadn’t actually seen Mike face to face in almost two weeks, since he typically preferred to bark his orders at me via text or messenger. “So, you woke up and thought that mustache was a good idea, huh?” I asked, trying to avoid bumping my head on the ceiling. The trailer was fucking tiny. “Going seventies porn star?”

“Can it, princess,” he snapped. “I don’t have time for your shit today.”

“Make time,” I replied, not taking a seat just to piss him off more. “You can’t expect me to take you seriously with that thing. Also, it seems as if your chest hair is trying to escape from the collar of your shirt. At least we know where your hair has gone.”

“Clyde likes it,” he said.

“Clyde,” I repeated blankly. “You know I don’t keep track of your flavors of the week, Mike. I have far more important things to worry about.”

He rolled his eyes. “Clyde is my partner of twenty years.”

“Right,” I said slowly. “Because that was obviously Clyde I saw you jerking off three weeks ago in the back room. Looked a little young to have been with you twenty years. Unless you started early. Like, really early.”

He waved his hand at me. “Clyde doesn’t give two shits about that. We fuck around with whoever we want and go home to each other. It works for us.”

I shrugged. “I suppose. It’s not for everyone, but as long as you’re happy.”

“Because you care about my happiness.”

I grinned at him. “Always.”

“Somehow, I don’t believe you,” he said dryly. “Thanks for trying, though.”

“It’s what I’m here for,” I said. “Stroking your ego is my number one priority.”

“How is Corey?” he asked, looking back at his computer.

“Fine,” I said. For some reason, Mike had a strange fascination with Corey, though I didn’t think it was anything sexual. I’d already threatened him egregious bodily harm if it ever tried to go that direction, but I didn’t think it was actually necessary. He apparently just had a soft spot for Corey, and I tried not to question it too much. “He’s got late class today, so he won’t be in.”

Mike nodded as he opened a drawer on his desk and pulled out a fifth of Jack. He slid the bottle over to me. “Drink this.”

“I hate Jack. Not my drink.”

“I don’t have any tequila.”

“That’s fine, because I’m not getting drunk with you.”

“Sandy, take a hit. You’re gonna need it.”

I laughed at him. “I’ll need far more than this if you’re going to try and fuck me, Mike.”

I tried not to be offended when he made a face at that because I knew I was a pretty spectacular lay. I had many references that I could provide to support this, and none of them ever complained, not even if they had to go to brunch and eat all my bacon. “I think we both know I’m not your type,” Mike said.

“That’s pretty much true,” I said. “Though, if I had a power kink, you’d be the first I’d go to.”

He snorted. “Take a drink, princess.”

I did, only because I had a feeling I wasn’t going to like what was about to be said. The Jack burned on its way down and I shuddered against it. It hit my stomach and blossomed into something warm.

“One more,” he said.

“You better not have roofied this,” I told him. “I don’t want to be involved in your old-men sex ring.”

“Not that you’ll be awake to even notice,” he said with an oily smile.

“Gross.” I took another drink before capping the bottle and sliding it back over to him. The Jack went back into the drawer and he sat back in his chair.

“Good?” he asked.

“As good as I can possibly be given how vague you’re being.”

And then he said the stupidest thing I’d ever heard in my life. “I need you to seduce Darren Mayne.”

Because.

What.

“I’m sorry,” I said, Helena roaring forward with an answering smile that was all teeth. “I think I need you to repeat that because I don’t think I heard you correctly.”

“Darren Mayne.”

“What about Darren Mayne?”

“I need you,” he said slowly, “to seduce him.”

“Mike.”

“Helena.” Because he knew who he was dealing with now.

I tapped my fingers on his desk, fingernails clicking a distinct pattern. “What,” I said, “the fuck.”

He scrubbed a hand over his face. “Look, I know there’s no love lost between the two of you—”

“Understatement,” I snapped.

“—but I’m being backed into a corner here. I don’t have much else of a choice and I don’t know what else to do.”

“About what?”

“I’m going to lose the club.”

That… was not what I was expecting to hear.

“What? How?”

“The fucking revitalization project the city council is pushing at the behest of our glorious leader, Andrew Taylor. They’re deciding whether or not Jack It fits into the family-friendly front they want to portray to bump tourism.”

“You have a contract,” I said. “With the city. They can’t renege on that. You could bring a lawsuit against them if they tried.”

“That’s the fun part about contracts, princess,” Mike said. “Sometimes they expire. There are negotiations that take place where new demands are made and people get jacked trying to run their business.”

“Why wouldn’t they renew the contract?” I asked. “You’ve had it for years. And before you bought Jack It, this bar was still a gay bar. That’s not anything new.”

“I know,” he said. “But it doesn’t have shit to do with contract negotiations. It’s the revitalization project as a cover for a religious freedom bill.”

I blinked at him. “But that was shot down a couple of years ago. Jan Brewer vetoed it when it got to her desk. Signing it would have been career suicide. Look what happened with the governor from Indiana last year. I thought he was going to be tarred and feathered.” And maybe he should have been. I thought it was cute how quickly he backtracked when he realized the entire world could see what a douchenozzle he was.

“The fact remains we live in a red state,” Mike said. “And that Arizona is fucking backward when it comes to everything else. We broadcast a ‘fuck you’ mentality to the rest of the country. Arizona borders Mexico, and yet we don’t seem to like Mexicans very much, do we? That sheriff up in Maricopa County, Joe Arpaio, is as fascist as they come, and yet he gets elected over and over and over again. Do you know how many times he’s been sued because of discrimination? And he’s won. And Brewer is on her way out. Her successor will probably be Republican again. Taylor got reelected last year. There are already rumors that his people are preparing another version of the religious freedom bill to attempt to get it into law. Couple that with the SCOTUS ruling to legalize gay marriage, and those Tea Party fucks have to start getting their revenge somewhere.”

“What does that have to do with us?” I asked. “Or the bar? It’s not like we’d ever turn anyone away because they were gay or straight. That’s not how business works. Business is about providing services or goods in exchange for compensation. Fuck anyone that discriminates. They’re the ones losing money, not us.”

“That’s where the Renew Tucson project comes into play.” He turned his computer around, showing me a spreadsheet. “Look, the bar clears $40,000 per month if I’m lucky, more in the fall when the college kids come back and in the summer when there’s the Pride events. With that, there are the overhead costs, the operating costs, the upkeep, taxes, talent, employees, liquor, food. Everything chips away at that until we’re barely in the black. This used to be about coming out, having fun, getting shitfaced, and maybe hooking up. But now there’s Grindr and Tinder and whatever else come-fuck-me apps someone can think of. Attendance is down. It’s why we started a cover charge at the door last spring.”

“I still don’t see what this has to do with me. Or Darren. Or the whole seducing thing.”

“It’s a Hail Mary.” He spread his hands. “My last, wild chance.”

“And it’s dependent on me seducing the Homo Jock King,” I said. “This is the worst idea you’ve ever had. The fact that you would even ask me such a thing is borderline reprehensible. And that’s without mentioning it makes no fucking sense. Because, Mike? It makes no fucking sense.”

“Darren’s father is Andrew Taylor.”

“Well fuck,” I said succinctly. Because that was supposed to be a secret. “And you know this how?”

He shrugged. “People talk. I listen. You know how it goes.”

“I still don’t see what that has to do with me.”

“I’m still going to be fighting this legally,” he said. “We’re going to do everything we can to try and get the contract renewed. But Darren is connected to the mayor and I know he’s the one pushing this.”

“Uh, flaw, buddy. He doesn’t know Darren’s gay. And as far as I know, Darren doesn’t even really speak to him. Or work for him. Which means Taylor won’t give a shit about what Darren thinks.”

“Semantics,” Mike said with a wave of his hand. “Darren’s an actuary for the city. His boss is friends with Taylor. There’s no nepotism there, at least none that I could see, but Darren has a direct line to his father even if he doesn’t really use it.”

“Why me?” I asked, feeling slightly ill. “Why not Vince?”

“Vince can’t really seduce Darren, now can he?” Well, he could since I’d dreamt about it, but Mike didn’t need to know that. “And there’s the simple fact that Vince wants nothing to do with Taylor.”

“And Darren does?”

“Don’t you think it’s odd that for all the shit he’s talked about his dad, he still works for him? Maybe not him directly, but still. There are plenty of financial firms in Tucson that would salivate over him. Insurance companies, healthcare companies. And yet he still works for the county. You know what that says to me, princess?”

“Not a clue, but you’re going to tell me, aren’t you.”

Mike leaned forward on his desk. “It tells me that Darren still cares about what Daddy thinks about him. That he’s still searching for some kind of approval.”

“That’s reaching, even for you,” I said. “Psychoanalyzing was never your strong suit, Mike. You don’t even know him.”

“And you do, don’t you?”

No, I didn’t. For the most part. I knew of him. I knew about him. I knew the type of person he was. But that didn’t mean I knew him. But here I was sounding like I was defending him to Mike. I needed to back this shit right the fuck up before it spiraled out of control. “Everything I know about Darren Mayne does nothing to endear him to me,” I said.

He cocked his head at me. “Why do you hate him so much? It can’t be that bad.”

“Let me tell you why,” I said. “Seven years ago, there was a cocky little drag queen who saw a homo jock and was slightly smitten. This cocky little drag queen thought that this homo jock was just her type and she wanted to have him. Maybe for fucking. Maybe to keep. So she flirted with him and he smiled at her and she thought maybe good things could happen. He’d told her she was beautiful. She told him he was too. He’d laughed and the sound alone had made the little drag queen’s heart beat faster. And since she wasn’t always a little drag queen, she tried to talk to him when she was the little boy instead. Because surely if he could accept the side of the queen, he’d be okay with the boy too, right?”

I had been happy. Nervous. It’d been a long time since I’d been that enamored by someone. He was new and exciting and maybe he just wanted to fuck, but I was okay with that. I told myself that was just fine. I could work with that. And maybe I could convince him of more. So I took Helena off and was just Sandy, just plain Sandy. And I went back downstairs and he was there with his friends, those nameless and cookie-cutter homo jocks.

“Hey,” I’d said. “Hi, Darren.”

And the look of such derision I’d been given almost caused me to take a step back. But I thought maybe there was a mistake since he’d smiled at me before. And so I’d tried to talk to him, tried to act like I could be someone he could see (because he had seen me, he had smiled at me and acted like I was something).

But his friends had laughed and he had laughed at me and there was a bit of a sneer on his face when he’d asked if I’d needed something because why else would I even be approaching him?

“Trust me,” he’d said, “you have absolutely nothing that I want. I don’t know if you’re someone anyone would want.”

I hated the fucking Homo Jock King.

“And maybe it’s petty,” I said to Mike, “and maybe I should just forgive or, at the very least, forget, but I still remember the shit I got being a skinny little faggot in high school, that queer who liked to wear makeup who swished his hips too much when he walked. Whose locker got vandalized with homophobic slurs. Who had people walk all over him and look at him like he was nothing but trash. So I know a bully when I see one, okay? Some people grow up and change. Some don’t. The Darren Maynes of the world don’t. He goes through his little twinks and spits them out like they’re nothing, all the while showing everyone else he’s better than them.”

Mike was quiet for a while, letting me get my breathing back under control. I tried not to think about Darren from all those years before, even if it colored my perception of him as to who he was now. Maybe he’d grown up and become a different person. Or maybe he was still a bag of assholes. It was obvious which seemed more likely.

Mike said, “And yet he’s here, isn’t he? For every single show you’ve done. He hasn’t missed one, not really. Not even Paul can say that.”

“That’s not—” And I had to stop myself because it was true. Maybe my memory was a little bit fuzzy and maybe I couldn’t really think clearly, but I couldn’t remember a time when Darren wasn’t at my show. Wednesdays and Saturdays. He was always there. Without fail. Either by himself slinking off in the shadows or surrounded by the homo jocks, their T-shirts tight and their grins cocky. “That doesn’t mean anything,” I said finally. Because it didn’t.

“Sure it doesn’t, princess,” he said. “But just think, this is the perfect opportunity for you to get revenge against the Homo Jock King. You seduce him. Get him to talk this place up to those who have the ear of his father. Best-case scenario, we get to keep the bar open and you get to see the look on his face when you break up with him. Worst case, you get laid and this place still closes.”

“That’s fucked up,” I said flatly. I might have disliked Darren, but I didn’t know if even I was that big of an asshole.

And then Mike said, “Think of Vaguyna, princess. She would have done everything she possibly could have to keep this place open. Think about what would have happened to you had she not taken you under her wing. Think about whatever other little gay boy is out there that wants to sneak in here with a shitty fake ID just so he can be around people like him, people that will accept him.”

“That’s low,” I said. “You can’t just….” But he could. Because it was the truth. Without this place, I wouldn’t be who I was today. Helena was a part of me, and the only reason she was anything was because Vaguyna had let me in. Tucson was big, just under a million people, but aside from Jack It, there was a lesbian bar on the other side of town and a couple of hole-in-the-wall places that were extremely low-key. Nothing like Jack It unless it was the straight bars, the college bars where frat boys drank beer and women wore short skirts. At least here, women could throw back the beer while the men wore the skirts. “So basically, you want me to fuck my mortal enemy and convince him to convince his father to somehow keep this bar open by telling me to think of the children?”

“That about sums it up.”

“Well fuck me sideways,” I said, suitably impressed. “That’s devious. I feel tingly in between my thighs.”

Mike looked very tired. “I got nothing left. I don’t know if the lawyers will be able to do anything. Sure, maybe we can try to hold some kind of protest. But aside from having verifiable proof that the contract won’t be renewed because this is a gay bar, then it will just seem as if a small business is being evicted. And it’s not as if we haven’t been cited before. Nudity, drugs, sex. Shit happens here. How many times have the police been called? It’s gotten better, but we’ve been hanging by the skin of our teeth for a long while. I know that. But they shouldn’t be able to take this away from me. From either of us. It’s not fair.”

“And you think Darren Mayne will be able to change that,” I said dubiously. “Darren, whose own father doesn’t know shit about him. Darren Mayne, who doesn’t give a shit about this place.”

“I think you’re underestimating certain feelings, princess.”

“And I think you’re severely overestimating my prowess,” I said. “This isn’t some fucking romantic comedy. Life doesn’t work the way you’re thinking it does. He’s a fucking tool, but Darren is smart. He’s going to see right through me.”

“I guess you’re just going to have to sell it, aren’t you?” Mike asked.

“Jesus. Why don’t you do it, if you want it so much?”

“Ah, princess. I’m glad you feel that I could woo him in such a way.”

I made a face. “That’s not what I was saying at all. Why does this have to be about sex? Why can’t you just ask him?”

“Because he doesn’t owe me shit. Why would he do anything for me?”

“Exactly,” I said. “And why would he do anything for me? We don’t like each other. We never have, and we never will. Give me one good reason why I should even consider entertaining something so ridiculous.”

“Because this place is as much yours as it is mine,” Mike said. “Your name isn’t on any of the paperwork, but you belong here just as much as I do.”

“Not good enough,” I said.

“Think of the children.”

“Fuck the children. Fuck them right in their little faces.”

“If you don’t, I’ll make sure you never find work as a queen ever again.”

I laughed at him. “You think you can threaten me? Mike, I will crush you, you insignificant little bitch. Don’t make me cut you.”

“I’ll completely fund your campaign for Miss Gay America next year.”

“Done.” I didn’t hesitate. “Write it up in a contract. And I mean everything. Airfare, hotels, costumes, music rights, everything. And this happens with or without Jack It staying open. Get your people to send it to my people to review and you better not fuck me on this, Mike, or you’ll regret it.” So I was selling my soul a little bit, but it was the Miss Gay America pageant. I would have sold Paul to get the finances for it. (I would have felt bad, sure, but Paul would have understood.)

Mike sighed. “You don’t have people.”

“I know,” I admitted. “But I’ve always wanted to say that.”

“And everything everything? I don’t know that I can afford—”

I snorted. “Bullshit, Mike. You own three clubs, two restaurants, an Arby’s—which, by the way, that’s disgusting and you should feel ashamed of yourself—and somehow, a Mexican baseball team called Los Gatos Locos, which translates to the Crazy Cats for reasons I don’t quite understand, but don’t really care to know. You can afford it. And even if you couldn’t, you’re asking me to seduce Darren Mayne. Go sell your ass for some green. I’m sure there are some johns out there who like middle-age desperation with a side of skeevy.”

“You wound me, princess,” he said, slightly mocking.

“Not yet I haven’t,” I purred, flashing teeth. “But fuck with me on this and I definitely will. You’ll find out what it feels like to have your balls skewered by eight-inch stilettos.”

“I quake in fear at such a thought. I know this is ridiculous, princess. It’s underhanded and firmly planted in a morally gray area. But I would do anything for this place. If that means doing something that others might consider reprehensible, then so be it. Everyone knows Taylor is a betting man. He likes to make wagers. Got him into a lot of trouble years ago. But I’m a betting man too, and I would put all my money on you, princess.”

“It better be all your money,” I said. “Because I have very expensive tastes.”

“I’m going to regret this, aren’t I?”

“No more than I.” And I probably would. There was really no way this wouldn’t end in tears, but I was completely blinded by being introduced as Helena Handbasket, the new Miss Gay America.

He winked at me. I felt slightly dirty. “Or maybe, somehow we’ll all learn a valuable lesson about truth and freedom and love, and this will end in a choreographed musical number where you ride off into the sunset with the man of your dreams.”

I stood up quickly and leaned over the table, grabbing a fistful of his chest hair and yanking him forward until his face was inches from my own. “I’m going to say this once, and once only, so you better be listening. Are you listening to me, Mike?”

He nodded slowly as a little bead of sweat dripped down between his eyes and onto his nose.

“I’m doing this only because Vaguyna loved this place. I’m only doing this because you’re paying me to. I’m only doing this because I will never want the fucking bigots to win. But I am not doing this because of Darren Mayne. There will be no happy ending with him because I don’t want there to be, got it?” I jerked his chest hair a little.

“Clear as crystal, princess.” He winced.

“Good. Now, how long do I have?”

“Uh. End of first quarter 2016. So, March.”

I pulled on his chest hairs a little tighter. “It’s October. And I have a wedding to plan.”

“What? Who?”

“Vince and Paul.”

“Oh, well, isn’t that lovely. Congrats to the lovely couple.”

“Yes, it was. Vince proposed over brunch last Sunday. It was rather sweet.”

“Mazel tov. Tell them to come in this weekend. Their drinks will be on me.”

“That’s nice of you, Mike, thank you.”

“It’s the least I could do. I love love, you know?”

“I know,” I said. “I’ve seen how much you love love in the back room.”

He shrugged. “I have a big heart. And a big dick.”

“Gross.”

He shrugged again.

“Right. Now, where were we?”

“You were threatening me.”

“Right, okay. You distracted me with the whole Paul and Vince thing.”

“Sorry. You want to finish the threat?”

“I don’t know,” I said. “Seems kind of pointless now. Too much time has passed since I started and it might not carry the same weight.”

“I’ll still be scared,” he said. “I promise.”

“Okay. Give me a second. I got to get back into it.” I thought about how Mike was essentially blackmailing me (with my enthusiastic consent, of course, because I had big dreams and expensive tastes and next summer would be the qualifying run for Miss Gay America, so little time), and how Darren had treated me like shit. And, of course, the anger at myself for not being able to get over a slight from the Homo Jock King that happened years ago, because really, what did it matter? Why did I even care that much to let it get to me?

Maybe it was because for a brief, shining moment, I thought Darren was going to be different.

And holy shit, was I wrong.

I was pissed off again. I showed many teeth when I smiled at Mike.

His eyes widened in fear.

 

 

IT WASN’T until I was back inside the bar that it hit me what I had essentially just agreed to: I was to seduce Darren Mayne to save a gay bar from evil Republicans.

In retrospect, it sounded like I was the spunky and quirky heroine of a Harlequin romance set in Montana or Wyoming (of which I knew plenty, seeing as how from the age of thirteen to seventeen, I read nothing but, sighing over when women with names like Charity or Serenity landed rough and tumble cowboys named Buck or Mick and found Twu Wuv all the while solving the Big Mystery and saving the day. And also getting plowed like a field in their mound of womanhood. I was nothing if not a voracious reader). Given that this was real life and I was not, in fact, a spunky and quirky heroine in Montana or Wyoming, I figured that this would probably just end in tears or murder, both of which would probably be my own.

So, there I was, wondering just how I was going to pull this off, not paying attention in the slightest to where I was going when I entered the bar again, only to crash into the one person that I was resolutely going to avoid until I could form a plan of attack.

“Ow,” I said.

“Sandy,” he said.

“Meep.” Somehow, I was standing in a darkened hallway of a gay bar with Darren Mayne’s arms wrapped around me loosely, my nose near his neck, his lips at my ear. I felt every single breath he took. The exhalations were hot against my skin.

“I was looking for you,” he said quietly, and didn’t that cause a little buzz to roll through me for no fucking reason at all.

“Oh?” I managed to say. “Lucky me.” I thought about kneeing him in the balls. It seemed like it might have been the best course of action.

“Yeah. I wanted to talk to you.” He pulled back just a bit, until we were face to face, his hands on my arms, fingers gripping lightly. He had rather pretty eyes, if one cared about such things, but since I didn’t, I ignored them and prepared to kick him in the nuts because he was way too close and smelled really good and—

“About?” I asked, curbing that line of thought quickly.

He said, “About the wedding. I have some ideas for Paul and Vince.”

I opened my mouth to tell him that I was sure his ideas wouldn’t be necessary, given that we weren’t going to order kegs and have a rager like homo jocks were wont to do. And to tell him to get his hands off me, because who did he think he was, manhandling me like he had any right to. I was a queen, for fuck’s sake, and I didn’t want someone of his ilk putting his hands on me.

But, of course, I was apparently a spunky and quirky heroine in a Harlequin romance set in Montana or Wyoming, because I said, “I just got hired to seduce you in order to save Jack It from going out of business. So I’ll need to suck on your cock a little while you figure out how to get your estranged and completely bigoted father to change his mind. Be a dear, would you, and go along with this? It would make my life easier.”

Darren choked on his tongue.

“Well, shit,” I sighed, because that shouldn’t have been a thing that happened.

Goddammit.




Chapter 8: Dirty Dr. Seussing: Putting My Spunk in Your Trunk

 

 

I DIDN’T even have the wherewithal to protest when Darren’s grip tightened on my shoulder as he dragged me through the bar and toward the stairs to the Queen’s Lair. Izaac eyed me as we passed by the bar and I shrugged helplessly, almost wanting to screech at him to save me from the dastardly villain who had me in his clutches. He waggled his eyebrows at me, obviously getting the wrong idea.

But since I figured it wasn’t a good idea to make things worse, I passed through the bar without much protest. Catcalls followed us as Darren threw open the doors to the stairs, pulling me up behind him. I felt myself blush, for fuck’s sake, like I was some virginish maiden being taken to her tower and where she’d be thrust upon in her wet cavern with the throbbing manhood of the knight who had rescued her. I reminded myself later to correct Izaac and the others before any rumors started to spread about Darren and me. Since it was a gay bar, though, chances were texts were already being sent down the gay phone chain and the rumors would be flying even before I stepped back down into the bar. I told myself that it was not the time to be spunky or quirky, and that I had to take this situation by the balls before it came on my face.

Darren only let me go once we’d reached the Queen’s Lair. It was empty, Charlie not expected to arrive for at least another half hour, Paul and Vince a little later. I was alone with the Homo Jock King, and he looked like he was getting ready to strangle the closest thing he could get his hands on.

Which would be me.

“Speak,” he growled, eyes flashing.

“You’ll never thrust into my wet cavern, you brute,” I said, because I had apparently lost all control on my mouth. “I don’t care if you are a knight.”

“Are you high?” he asked, looking terribly confused.

“Not since 2003,” I said. “I tried Ecstasy once. Paul found me rubbing my hands against a stucco wall and talking about how I wished I could get naked with it. I never did drugs again.”

His eyes bulged slightly.

“Right,” I said with a nod. “I don’t see how that’s relevant to the conversation either. My bad.”

“Sandy,” he growled. “What the fuck are you talking about?”

“So,” I said, “funny story. Mike may have told me that the bar is going to close due to a secret government conspiracy against gays or something disguised as a contract dispute. I’ll be honest, I’m a little fuzzy on the details because I didn’t expect to be explaining this to you. The gist of it is, I need to seduce you so you’ll go convince your dad to allow Jack It to remain open, and then I’ll be Miss Gay America and live happily ever after.”

He put his face in his hands and groaned.

“Yeah,” I said. “I might not be explaining this as well as I should have. That’s on me. Look, why don’t we just sleep on this and we’ll talk about it next month sometime. Or never. Or you can just help me anyway and we won’t have to talk about it at all. Either way works for me.”

“Oh no,” he said with a bitter laugh. “That’s not going to happen. You are going to explain everything down to the smallest detail.”

I frowned at him. “I pretty much just did.”

“Sandy.” He sounded slightly pained. “I came here to talk about the wedding between my brother and your best friend. In response, you then told me you needed to suck my cock to save a gay bar. Can you see the disconnect here?”

I rolled my eyes. “Of course that’s the part you’d focus on, you Neanderthal. Maybe start thinking with your big head instead of your little head.”

“There’s nothing little—”

“La la la, don’t care! And wipe that stupid smug grin off your face. It’s gross and no one wants to see that. I will karate chop your face off if you try anything, don’t think I won’t. I was on Groupon and I found a discounted self-defense class that I went to one time, so I know my shit.”

“Oh yes,” he said. “That Groupon karate class you went to one time. How intimidating.”

“Are you arguing with me about having your way with me?” I said incredulously.

“What? No! Jesus Christ.”

“Just Sandy will be fine,” I said, because I was an asshole.

He was annoyed, which made me happy. “Explain, Sandy. Now.”

“Ooh, you’re getting all growly—”

“Sandy!”

“Right, right.” I began to pace in front of him, unsure of where to start. “Okay, so your dad is an asshole.”

Darren snorted and folded his arms over his chest. “Noted.”

“And there’s Renew Tucson.”

“Okay,” he said slowly. “The revitalization project that’s been going nowhere for years.”

“It’s going somewhere,” I assured him.

“Really.”

“And there are contracts!”

“So, essentially, you’re going to give me this in bits and pieces at a time,” Darren said. “Because of course you would.”

“Like a puzzle,” I agreed. “And shut up. I wasn’t planning on having it go this way. I’m flustered and no, it’s not because of you.”

“Right,” he said dryly. “You were just going to seduce me to get me to do your bidding. Because that’s how real life works and all. And you lasted what… two, three minutes? Way to see that one through. Your tenacity is astounding.”

“I’m spunky and quirky,” I groaned, barely resisting the urge to bang my head against the wall. “How is this my life?”

“Why do I get the impression you ask yourself that often?”

I glared at him. “You’re not helping.”

“Because I’m so inclined to help you right this second.”

“Hey! You should be. This is, like, super important.”

“Like, really?” he mocked. “Like, super important?”

I scowled at him. “You’re a fucking asshole.”

“Pot. Kettle.”

“I don’t know what I was thinking,” I said dismissively. “This will never work.”

His eyes narrowed. “I don’t even know what this is.”

Rather than have us dance in this vicious circle any longer (and honestly, I was pressed for time as it was), I gave him the highlights as I remembered them from my conversation with Mike. The more I spoke, the more ridiculous the entire thing sounded and I swore that one day, I’d have my revenge against Mike for even involving me in something so stupid.

However, that didn’t stop me from milking it probably more than I should have. “And he threatened me,” I sighed.

“He what?” Darren asked, jaw clenching.

“Told me I’d never find work as a queen again unless I did this.” I stood near the balcony, hoping it looked like I was gazing into nothingness, contemplating a terrible future where I wasn’t a queen. “And if I did do this, regardless of the outcome, he’d pay my way for the Miss Gay America pageant.”

“So, naturally, you agreed.”

“Naturally. I’m a queen, Darren. It’s who I am.”

“Oh boy,” he said. “That didn’t sound dramatic at all.”

“Look, are you going to help me, or not?”

“Help you?” He laughed. “Do you realize how stupid this is? What are you, an eighties movie?”

“Don’t you think I know that?” I snapped at him. “But I can’t let this place close, Darren. I can’t. This bar helped to make me who I am. Vaguyna loved this place and she would be devastated to find out it was in danger of closing. And I would never be able to live with myself without knowing I did everything I could to keep this open. Now, if you’re not going to help me, then please see yourself out. I have a show tonight and I’m in the wrong headspace for it because your face is pissing me off.”

“I didn’t say I wasn’t going to help,” he pointed out. “In fact, I haven’t really gotten a chance to say much of anything.”

God, he was the most frustrating man on the planet. “Then by all means, exalted one. Speak.”

“Did you ever stop to think that maybe if you’d just asked me, I would have said yes?”

I blinked at him. “What.”

“I don’t know what kind of an asshole you take me for—”

“A big one. A big asshole is what I take you for.”

“—but I know how much this place means to you.”

“And so you’re saying that if I’d just asked, you would have helped me.”

He shrugged.

“Okay,” I said, feeling relieved. “I can do that. Darren, I need your help.”

“No,” he said.

“Excuse me?”

“That’s the way you should have gone,” he said, an annoying smirk on his face. “But you chose to go the path of most resistance like some cartoon villain. So no, I’m not going to do that.”

“Then what the hell are you still doing here?” I asked, curling my hands into fists to keep from reaching out and punching his uvula. It was a battle I almost lost because my inner black woman wanted to bring the pain.

He took a step toward me. “You thought it’d be a good idea to fake date me.” He took another step. “That you were somehow going to seduce me, take advantage of me being related to some jackass and the position of my employment.” Another step. “And then, once you got what you wanted you would just, what?” His voice rose and became an approximation of my own, light and airy and with a bit of a lisp, the jackass. “It’s not you, it’s me. I swear.” He took another step and dropped his voice back to its usual dark timbre. “That sound about right, Sandy?” He stopped right in front of me, his chest almost touching mine.

“More or less,” I said rather stiffly. “But to be fair, it sounded a lot less bad when Mike was saying it. So of course you would make it sound just awful. Because that’s what you do. To everything.”

“That right?”

“Yes. And since you’re not going to help me—”

“Oh, I’m going to help you,” he said, and didn’t that just send chills down my spine.

“What?” I asked, even though I didn’t really want the answer.

He arched an eyebrow at me.

I was confused, and this back and forth was pissing me off. “But you just said—”

“I’m not going to go about this the way I could have if you’d just come to me,” he said, that smirk showing a hint of teeth.

“But I did come to you and—”

“And offered to suck my cock,” he said, and goddammit, he should not be saying something like that so close to me. I glanced briefly at his lips because they were right there and if anything, that smirk widened into something truly and magnificently evil. “Right. I remember. Because how could I forget something like that?”

“Yes, well, I don’t see what that has to do with anythi—”

“So, here’s what’s going to happen,” he said, as if I hadn’t been speaking at all. “We’re going to go through with your original plan.”

And that… did not compute. “What.”

“We’re going to fake date,” he said. “As a matter of fact, I’m going to fake date the hell out of you.”

“What.”

“And you’re going to play along,” he said, voice even and smooth. “No one’s going to know this isn’t real aside from you, me, and Mike, or the deal’s off.”

“Are you out of your goddamned mind?”

“Hey,” he said easily. “This was your idea. I’m just going with it.”

“It was not, it was—”

“So, we’ll fake date,” Darren said, and I wanted to punch him in the fucking mouth. “We’ll figure out how to save Jack It. And maybe we’ll even have time to help Vince and Paul with their wedding. In fact, until March, it looks like it’s going to be the Darren and Sandy show.”

“Oh please,” I said. “It’d be the Sandy and Darren show because I obviously would get top billing over you and—why am I even arguing about this?” I reached up and poked him in his considerable chest. The muscles were firm underneath the shirt. I swore I could feel the heat from his skin under my fingertip. Not that it mattered because I had to get control of this situation back. “Why are you doing this? What’s your angle, Mayne? What’s in it for you?”

“That’s for me to know and you to find out,” he said with a rakish grin that I despised.

“No.” I took a step back. “Absolutely not. I won’t do this. I have some morals after all. Not a lot, but some. Okay, not really, but I’m going to try to have them right now. It’s my New Year’s resolution.”

“It’s October.”

“It’s never too late to start. I don’t want to do this with you. I don’t.”

Something flashed over his expression, something that I couldn’t quite make out, before he schooled his face into its usual cocky mask. He shrugged as if he didn’t have a care in the world. “Doesn’t matter to me one way or another.” He turned and headed toward the stairs.

Good. This was good. I’d gotten the upper hand back. He would leave, and hopefully, I would never have to see him again.

“Just thought maybe this place meant more to you,” he called over his shoulder.

And fuck him. Fuck him for saying something like that to me. Because it was the truth. It was the only reason I had agreed with Mike to begin with (well, that and the money). And Darren knew that, knew exactly what to say to make me do what I did next. “Goddammit,” I muttered. Then, right when his hand touched the doorknob, “Wait.”

He paused but didn’t turn around. Like a douche.

“If we do this, there are going to be some ground rules,” I said.

His shoulders shook and it took me a moment to realize he was laughing at me.

And because I could, I picked up an old makeup brush from the vanity and chucked it at the back of his head. I had perfect aim and it bounced off his skull. He whirled around with a glare. I batted my eyelashes at him.

“Rules,” I said.

“Fine,” he said as he began to stalk toward me again. “Rules.”

“Rule one, you don’t touch me unless I invite you to,” I said.

“Rule two,” he said, “rule one is stupid because if we’re boyfriends, then I can touch you anytime I want.”

“Fine, no inappropriate touching. And we’re fake boyfriends.”

“Define inappropriate.”

“You’ll find out when I break your fingers.”

He grinned.

“Rule three,” I said through gritted teeth as he came to stand before me again. “No trying to sabotage this at any point. I know seven ways to murder a man and before you die, I’ll show you all seven.”

“Wouldn’t the first one kill me since it’s a way to murder me?”

“All seven,” I hissed at him.

“Rule four,” he said, that smirk coming back. “We go out together.”

Ugh. That sounded terrible. “Only in public where people can see us,” I amended. “No inviting me to your house where I assume the bedroom smells like twink jizz and sadness.”

He shrugged. “It also smells like vanilla. Because of the scented candles.”

“You have scented candles.”

“Well, yeah. I am gay, you know.”

“Huh. That doesn’t quite fit in with my view of you. Though, I suppose you can have scented candles and still have mirrors on your ceiling above your bed and slots on your bedposts meant specifically for handcuffs.”

“Wow.” He cocked his head at me. “You sure seem to spend a lot of time thinking about my bedroom.”

“Rule five,” I said, refusing to be baited. “You can’t fuck twinks while this is going on.”

“Rule six,” he said. “You can’t fuck homo jocks while this is going on.”

“Rule seven, you can’t fuck anyone while this is going on.”

“Rule eight, neither can you.”

“Fine. Rule nine, no sex at all. With anyone.” And then, as an afterthought, “Or me.”

He looked slightly horrified at such a thought, and I was almost offended. He quickly schooled his face into his usual leer. “You say that now.”

“Yeah,” I said sweetly. “I highly doubt I’ll change my mind on that one. I do have standards, after all.”

He leaned forward, and for a moment, I thought he was going to kiss me. Instead, he did something worse and scraped his cheek against mine, his hot breath on my ear, hands coming to rest on my waist. “You sure about that, Sandy? Because you don’t sound like you’re sure.”

I shuddered briefly and my eyes threatened to slip closed of their own accord. Instead, I stepped back out of his reach as quickly as I could. He chuckled as I backed away.

“Any more rules?” he asked me innocently.

“I’m sure there are hundreds,” I said, thankful that my voice was even. “And I’ll reserve the right to bring them up as I see fit. Undoubtedly, you’ll do something stupid that’ll require correction and you can bet that I’ll be the one to correct it.”

He rolled his eyes. “I’m sure you will.”

“And you have to start working on your father as soon as possible.”

He winced slightly at that, the smirk falling from his face. “Right,” he said, voice harder than I’d heard it in a long while. And didn’t that make me feel like shit.

Dammit for having such a loving and sensitive heart, even if I was feeling guilty toward Darren of all people. “No. You know what? I can’t make you do this.”

“What? You’re not making me—”

“Darren, you’re not out to your father,” I reminded him. “There’s a very real chance that he’ll find out. Especially with how this goes. I would never force anyone to come out when they’re not ready to. That’s not fair to you.”

“I’m already out,” he said.

“Not to everyone.”

“To the ones that matter. I don’t care what he thinks about me.”

And I thought there was a chance that was a lie. “Then why doesn’t he know?”

“Because he didn’t have the right to know anything personal about me,” Darren snapped. “Not after the way he treated my mother. Not after what he promised her and then left her with a kid and nothing else. He doesn’t get to know shit about me or my family.”

“But he’ll know now,” I said. “He’ll figure it out.”

“And?”

“What if you get fired?”

“Then I go to work somewhere else,” he said. “And then sue the shit out of the city.”

“Jesus Christ,” I said. “You say that like it’s so easy.”

“It is. I’m good at what I do. I’ve had offers before. I have connections.”

“Nerd,” I said. “You’re an actuary and you’re a nerd.”

“And you’re a bitch,” he said. “So we’re even.”

I almost laughed at that, but kept it in check because Darren wasn’t funny and his soul was shriveled and dead. “I don’t get why you’re doing this,” I admitted.

He stared at me for a moment, eyes searching for something; what, I didn’t know. “Rule ten,” he said finally. “You don’t get to ask me that again.”

And I was right back to being annoyed. “If you fuck with me on this, I will end you,” I growled. “I’m not messing around here, Darren. This is my livelihood.”

“Really?” he said. “Then why didn’t you take my money?”

“Why are you still on that?”

“I guess it doesn’t matter now.”

“Why?”

He grinned. “Because we’re dating.”

“Fake dating,” I said. “That’s not—”

And then he did the damnedest thing.

He groaned long and loud, a sound of pure sex that caused the hairs to stand on the back of my neck. My hands were instantly clammy as the sound died out, his eyes never leaving mine.

“What the hell was that?” I demanded, ignoring how breathless I sounded.

“We have to sell it, right?” he asked. “I’m pretty sure the people down in the bar just heard that.”

I whirled around, realizing how close to the balcony we were.

And how there was no music playing yet.

And how quiet it seemed all of a sudden.

Which meant the people already in the bar had just heard him make that noise.

“What the fuck?” I hissed at him as I turned back toward him. “Stop that!”

“Make me,” he whispered. Then, much louder, “Yeah, Sandy. Do it right there. Oh fuck, you feel so good.”

“Oh my god, shut up!” I whisper-screamed at him. Because I had a reputation to maintain, one that did not include fucking the Homo Jock King in the Queen’s Lair.

He just groaned again, rocking his head back, letting the sound of his voice drag hotly over my skin. I felt too warm, too flushed, and I thought I was quickly losing control of the situation yet again.

“Fine,” I said to him in a low voice. “Two can play at that game.” I pulled Helena to the forefront as quickly as I could. My movements became more fluid, my voice huskier and dripping with something distinctly Helena. “Oh, right there, baby doll,” I said as loudly as I could, facing the balcony. “Oh, that’s what mama likes.”

Darren began to cough explosively, like he’d just swallowed something down the wrong tube.

What an amateur. He obviously didn’t know who he was fucking with. Little boys like him shouldn’t even try to play against a queen. I would crush him like the insignificant speck of nothing that he was.

“What’s that?” I made sure my voice echoed down onto the dance floor and into the bar below. “You want me to fuck you? Why, Darren. I would have thought you were Toppy McSuper Top. But of course you can be my bottom bitch.”

But then, he seemed to recover well enough because that evil grin came back on his face and he came to stand beside me on the balcony, well enough away from the edge to avoid being seen, but close enough for every word to be heard.

“Only for you,” he said, voice all rough and deep. “You going to fuck my ass, Sandy? Gonna fuck me with your cock?”

“Darling,” I purred, wondering when we’d turned toward each other. There was still space between us, but it wasn’t much. “You’re with a queen now. I expect you to refer to me as such.”

And for some reason, I thought he blushed, but it could have been the lighting. “Helena,” he said. “You want to fuck me, Helena?”

“I’m not going to fuck you.” I bared my teeth. “I’m going to destroy you.”

Something crashed down below. It sounded like somebody had dropped a glass bottle of something onto the floor, but I couldn’t be bothered with trying to find out what it was, because I was locked in a battle of wills with a dangerous foe.

“Come on, then,” he taunted loudly. “Fuck me if you’re going do it. Destroy me if you can.”

“Holy shit,” someone said from below. I thought it was probably Izaac.

I grinned at Darren and pushed by him, moving toward Charlie’s stool, pulling it away from the balcony railing. He’d always complained about how the thing made too much noise, how he was going to bring in some WD40 to stop it from squeaking.

“Yeah,” I said aloud. “Bend over that stool and show me your hole.”

He grimaced at me. “That sounds like really bad porn,” he whispered, trying to fight a smile.

“Shut up,” I whispered back. “You sound like bad porn.”

“Good one.” And then, louder, “Yeah, I want your cock in me so bad. Give it to me hard.” He almost sounded like he meant it too, which should not have affected me as much as it was doing. I thought maybe the air conditioning was broken up in the Lair because I felt unnecessarily hot. I reminded myself to have Charlie look into it.

“You moan like a wanton whore,” I said. “You want to be my whore?”

Wanton whore? he mouthed at me, looking seriously confused.

I shrugged because I had no idea what I was doing. I liked fucking. I liked getting fucked. I did both very well. I did not know how to dirty talk. If asked by an employer what my three biggest weaknesses are, I would have to say I care too much, I work too hard, and I cannot credibly dirty talk without sounding like I’m reading a script from Hot Ass 6: Get in Dat Ass.

“Yeah,” he groaned. “I’ll be your whore. I’ll be your little bottom bitch.”

I had to put my fist in my mouth to keep from braying out really unladylike laughter.

He was grinning too, covering his mouth with his hands, eyes crinkled at the sides.

“There we go,” I managed to say. “I’m going to stick my dick in you now. You feel that? You feel me opening you up with my fat dick?”

“Yeah,” he moaned. “Oh, it’s slightly bigger than average and feels so good.”

“Slightly bigger?” I hissed at him.

“We have to be realistic,” he whispered back. “Not everyone has got a monster cock.”

“And how do you know I don’t?”

He arched an eyebrow at me.

“Okay, fair point, shut up.” I raised my voice. “Wow. I didn’t need to do much prep work because your ass is so loose already. You know, from all the bottoming you do. Like a slut. I bet when you walk, it sounds like wind blowing over the entrance to a cave.”

He glared at me.

I glared right back.

“Do you even know what you’re doing back there?” he called out, practically shouting it down from the balcony.

“You bet your fucking ass I do,” I said. “Trust me, you ain’t been fucked until you’ve been fucked by me.”

“Wow,” he said, voice deadpan. “That really does it for me.”

“Good,” I said. “Because you’re going to have to make up for the both of us, seeing as how I’m getting slightly turned off by your back hair.”

“Fuck you, I don’t have back hair,” he hissed.

I shrugged. “Everyone listening thinks you do now.”

“Wow, Helena,” he said, raising his voice again. “I like the au naturel thing you’ve got going on. Your pubes look like Bob Ross painted your happy little bush.”

“I am going to murder you,” I promised him in a low voice. Then, “Now, boy. Spread those legs wide and let me fuck you up real good.”

“Boy?”

“I don’t know, just go with it.”

“Should I call you Sir? Or Master?”

“Oh my fucking god, Darren, shut the fuck up. When I tell you, start clapping your hands so it sounds like skin smacking together.”

“It is skin smacking together. That’s what clapping is.”

“Just do it!”

“This is terrible.”

“You started it!”

“Well, had I known you were going to be bad at it, I might have reconsidered.”

Then he took off his shirt and threw it off the edge of the balcony.

“What the fuck!” I said, trying hard not to shriek and to keep my eyes off the muscles of his stomach and the hair on his chest because it was unfair.

“They have to think we’re getting naked,” he said. “We have to sell it.”

“Fine!” And for some reason, I took that as invitation to take off my pants and throw them over the balcony. I was left wearing a thin T-shirt and the tiniest briefs that I owned. Which, honestly, I should have thought that one through, but to be fair, I hadn’t expected to be standing half-naked while faking sex with Darren Mayne when I chose my underwear that morning.

“Oh my god,” someone moaned from downstairs. “They’re tearing their clothes off each other. Why can’t I see it!”

I started spinning the top of the stool, making it squeak really loudly. Darren started clapping in a slow, even rhythm.

“Yeah!” I shouted. “There it is. I’m giving it to you big time!” I understood that this was quite possibly the stupidest thing I’d ever done, but all I could think about was one-upping Darren somehow. Which was probably not the best frame of mind to be in when trying to think rationally.

“Yeah,” he shouted, just as loud. “Fuck me. Oh god, that feels so good. Come on, fuck me harder!”

“I’m going to fuck you so hard,” I growled at him, almost forgetting myself. “I’m going to fill your trunk with my spunk.”

“Holy shit, stop rhyming!” he whisper-shouted at me, eyes wide, hands still clapping together.

“I can’t help it! It just happens sometimes.”

“Control it.”

“I’m trying. No one is good at dirty talk unless you’re in porn. It’s fucking impossible!”

“Holy fuck!” he yelled. “I’m getting close. Come on, fuck me like you mean it!”

“Yeah!” I screeched back. “I’m going to fuck you so hard, I’m going to get you pregnant.”

He started choking again, but was able to force it into a loud groan, his face turning red as he struggled to breathe. “You’re so bad at this,” he managed to say.

“Oh, I’m sorry,” I snapped at him. “If I’d known I was going to be having fake sex, I would have practiced.”

“Well obviously you need to do something,” he said with a sneer. “I don’t think I’ve ever been more turned off in my life.”

“Oh no,” I said. “How devastating for me. Whatever shall I do.”

“Whatever,” he grumbled. “Let’s just do a big finish and get this over with. No more talking. Just make noise.”

So he sped up his clapping and I sped up the stool and we grunted and groaned our way to pseudo-completion. At no fault of my own, I found myself staring at his nipples, dark and dusky, peaked through the hair on his chest. And, if I thought about it, I could have sworn that Darren didn’t look away from my legs. Either he had a knee fetish or all the hours on the treadmill paid off, because I saw his skin flush around his neck.

He finished with a loud groan and I might have shouted “Eureka!” We stood there, breathing heavily, his chest rising and falling, eyes locked on one another from only a couple of feet away.

“Well,” I said awkwardly. “That sure was something.”

He snorted and ran a big hand through his hair. “You need to work on your dirty talk.”

“Yeah, I don’t think so,” I said. “Because that’s never going to happen again. The fact that it even happened at all is something I’m probably going to be struggling with for the foreseeable future.”

“Like it was any better for me,” Darren said.

“Oh, I do declare.” I batted my eyes. “You’ve set my heart all a-fluttah.”

One second he was unmoving, and the next he had me crowded up against the back wall and I was very aware that his torso was exposed and I was wearing tiny underwear. His nose scraped against my cheek as he growled in my ear, “If you’ll recall, I’m doing this for you.”

“No,” I said, hating how thin my voice sounded. “You said you were doing it for reasons I couldn’t ask after.” I kept my hands at my sides because there was miles of bronzed skin in front of me and for some goddamn reason, I was thinking about touching.

“That too,” he said and I swore his lips scraped against the shell of my ear.

I shuddered. I couldn’t stop it even if I tried.

He chuckled darkly.

And that’s when Paul Auster shrieked, “What the hell is going on!”

I screamed in surprise.

Darren winced and stepped away, shoulders slightly hunched.

Paul, Vince, and Charlie stood at the door near the stairs. Paul looked like he was about to have a massive coronary event. Vince looked properly shocked. Charlie was glancing between Darren and me, judging us both in that way he did so well.

“Oh,” I said, trying to gather my wits about me. “Paul. How lovely to see you. And early, even. That’s… neat.”

“Why are there six sexually frustrated men sitting downstairs?” Paul demanded. “And why is your muscly bartender making the sign of the cross on his chest while staring up at the ceiling?”

“It’s Ash Wednesday,” I said. “He was trying to find Jesus.”

“I think that’s in February.” Charlie sounded far too amused.

“You keep your mouth shut, old man,” I snarled at him.

He winked at me.

“Where are your pants?” Paul asked.

“Um,” I said.

“I tore them off,” Darren said, coming to stand next to me. “So we could fuck.”

Oh dear god.

“You tore them what to what?” Paul didn’t sound like he was able to process anything.

“Whoa.” Vince sounded way too excited. “No way. I won.”

“Won what?” I asked as if I wasn’t standing with my balls practically hanging out.

“Absolutely nothing.” Paul put a hand over Vince’s mouth. “Vince doesn’t know what he’s talking about. He hit his head today and has a severe concussion and is just making stuff up. He tends to get concussions. It’s kind of his thing. My poor baby.”

“We all bet on when you guys would get together and where you would have sex for the first time,” Charlie said.

“Goddammit, Daddy.” Paul dropped his hand. “You know that home we keep talking about? Now, all the nurses are going to be older females all named Hilda. No sponge baths for you by some hunky RN named Sven.”

“You did what?” I said, dumbfounded.

“Yes, well,” Paul hedged. “It wasn’t my idea.”

“It was all his idea,” Vince said. “He came up with it and the rules. He’s also the one holding the money.”

“Huh,” Paul said. “That was me being thrown under the bus quite severely. I didn’t think I’d actually be able to taste the betrayal.”

“A plague on your house,” I hissed at Paul.

“Your life is made up of awkward moments, isn’t it?” Darren said to me.

“Of course not,” I said through gritted teeth. “Now, be a peach and shut your trap.”

Then he leaned over and kissed me on the cheek.

Like an asshole.

I felt his wicked smile against my skin. I almost karate chopped his face off. It was close.

“What’s going on?” Paul asked, voice high-pitched as Darren pulled away. “What is this? What’s happening here? What are you doing? Why is there kissing?”

“We’re dating.” Darren took my hand in his and gave it a squeeze. “Because Sandy finds me to be intoxicating and could no longer resist my wiles.”

“Wow,” I said. “Keep talking like that and there won’t be any wiles left of you to resist.”

“Please,” he scoffed. “You take one look at me and your brain goes to mush.”

“It does,” I said. “It’s apparently a severe allergic reaction. Don’t worry, I’m seeing a specialist about it.”

“Aw,” Darren mocked. “I’ve got an injection to help you out with that.”

“Oh dear god,” Paul said faintly. “With their powers combined, nothing will ever be the same again.”

“I hope you guys cleaned up in here,” Charlie said with a stern look. “There better not be jizz on anything of mine. I’m not in the mood to wipe spunk off my camera.”

“Don’t worry,” I said. “Darren swallows like a good boy. Not a drop on the floor.”

Paul made a wounded noise like a dying manatee.

Darren gripped my hand even tighter. “Couldn’t let any go to waste. Of course, Sandy reciprocated with ease. That throat opened right up.”

“Okay.” Vince grimaced. “I’m pretty sure I don’t need to hear about Sandy swallowing my brother’s junk.”

“He rhymes his dirty talk,” Darren said gleefully. “He told me he was going to fill my trunk with his spunk. I’ve never been more turned on in my life.”

“Nope,” Paul said. “That is not a thing we should talk about. Ever. We’re done now.”

“It’s not my fault,” I grumbled. “It just happens sometimes.”

“I think it’s fun,” Darren said, though he didn’t sound like it at all. “You sure know how to make a boy feel special when you’re Dr. Seussing my asshole.”

“Oh dear god,” Paul wheezed. “Holy shit. That sounds so fucking—”

“Hey.” I frowned. “I’m allowed to have sex. I do have sex.”

“I know,” Paul retorted. “I just saw the balls of one of the people you had sex with last weekend. And now I’m seeing the nipples of another. I’m not supposed to see the people you have sex with naked too!”

Darren brought an arm up to cover his nipples like Paul had offended him. I absolutely refused to find it adorable because Darren had trapped us in his web of fake sexy lies and there was no way this couldn’t end in tears. Especially since in the space of an hour, I’d gone from being a loveable and carefree queen to having a pseudo-boyfriend and lying to everyone in order to take on the Republicans to save a gay bar.

Still, I had to focus on the more important things in life. “What was the bet?” I asked.

“Oh,” Paul said, a little sheepish. “Well, Vince here thought you guys would have sex up here before Christmas. Charlie thought it was going to be in your house around Valentine’s Day. Corey said it would happen next summer in a pool. Nana thought you’d be in an orgy sometime next year and would end up boning and fall in love. Mom and Dad thought you were already secretly in love and married and would announce two years from now that you were adopting Ethiopian triplets.”

It was official. I pretty much hated everyone I knew. “And you?” I asked.

He mumbled something under his breath, looking embarrassed.

Vince rolled his eyes. “He was going to convince Darren to dress like Nick Carter from the Backstreet Boys for Halloween.”

“My greatest weakness,” I breathed.

“And I would have gotten away with it too if you kids hadn’t meddled and already fucked in a gay bar,” Paul grumbled.

“All of you?” I demanded.

“Pretty much everyone you know,” Paul agreed. “The only thing I’m sorry about is that I didn’t win. Vince gets five hundred dollars.”

“I’m going to buy you something nice,” Vince said.

“Aw, babe,” Paul said.

“I was talking to myself,” Vince said. “I’m not buying you shit. Maybe you should learn how to bet better next time. Or better yet, keep betting like you do and I’ll just take your money.”

“Engagement off,” Paul said with a scowl.

Vince shrugged. “That’s cool. I’m rich now. I’ll just buy myself love.”

“You’re letting this go to your head,” Paul said. “It’s turning you into a monster. It’s like I don’t even know you anymore.”

“You want to bet on something?” Vince asked Charlie. “Let’s go make bets on things like dogs and horses and food trucks.”

“Dogs and horses and food trucks,” Charlie repeated. “You kids these days.”

“Such a sad tale of rising to the top only to crash hard to the bottom,” Paul said.

“Do you see them?” Charlie asked Darren and me. “This is what you’ve got to look forward to now that you’re together. This is your future.”

“Oh dear god, no,” I whispered.

I tried to pull my hand away from Darren, but he wouldn’t let go. In fact, he pulled me closer to him, wrapping his bare arm around my shoulders, and I was reminded that I was, in fact, still not wearing pants. “We couldn’t be happier about it,” Darren said. “I just care for him so much. It’s like all my dreams have come true.”

I tried to make sure my face didn’t look like I’d just bitten into a lemon covered in dog shit. “Yes,” I got out. “So happy. So much caring. I don’t know if I could have any more caring or happiness than I do right now. And the dreams! Oh god, the dreams.”

“Should we talk about dreams now?” Paul asked innocently.

“Let’s not,” I said, trying to relay to Paul with the power of my eyebrows that I would murder him if he spilled the beans. “Paul, don’t you have that thing at that place to do the stuff?”

“Why, Sandy,” Paul said. “I really don’t think I know what you’re talking about. Because that was pretty much just lies. You liar.”

I needn’t have worried. Paul didn’t need to say a thing.

Because Vince did. He looked at his brother and said, “Sandy had a sex dream where he was giving me a blow job and then you and I got funky with each other.”

“And then you both sucked on my nipples,” Paul whispered to Vince.

“Right, and then we both sucked on Paul’s nipples,” Vince said.

“You had an incestuous sex dream about me?” Darren asked me.

“You really shouldn’t sound smug about that,” I said. “Because of the incest part.”

“Hey,” he said, that smirk returning. “I’m not one to kink shame. Especially when it comes to my boyfriend.”

“Boyfriend,” I repeated.

“Sure,” he said, squeezing me tighter. “That’s all I could ever want. My kinky, kinky boyfriend.”

With the power of my mind, I tried to relay to him that his death would not be quick or easy and that I would make him understand what true suffering meant.

Apparently, he didn’t understand because he just grinned at me. That dickbag.

“You know what this means, right?” Paul asked me, and I just knew I didn’t want to hear the words that came next. Paul tended to have the worst possible ideas at the worst possible time.

“What?” I asked, my voice trembling.

He smiled at me, and it was a thing of dark malevolence. “It means,” he said, “that we can double date. Just the four of us. Doesn’t that sound like fun?”

And I thought there was a distinct possibility that I would rather be waterboarded. With bleach. On my birthday. In Kentucky. “Great,” I said. “Super great. Like, the greatest idea you’ve ever had.”

“Perfect.” Paul beamed. “We’ll go Friday night. I know just the place.”

I hoped that before Friday, I’d die in a shark attack.

Spoiler alert: I didn’t.




Chapter 9: It’s Best to Have Group Text with Your Family

 

 

GROUP MESSAGE: Nana Larry Matty Paul Vince Corey Sandy

Paul: FYI—Sandy & Darren are dating now

Nana: WTF JFC LOL

Corey: You can’t spring this on me while I’m in class!!!! >:[

Larry: What?!?!

Matty: I KNEW IT

Vince: I had to see them nekkid.

Nana: Nekkid? Why were they nekkid? LMAO YOLO

Vince: sandy makin sex face >_< & blow job face *o*

Corey: Shut the fuck up! SERIOUSLY?!?!

Larry: Language, both of you. And I really thought I was going to win

Matty: SANDY. I AM SO PROUD OF YOU

Larry: Matty, turn off your caps. It looks like you’re shouting

Matty: I DON’T KNOW HOW TO DO THAT

Paul: Seriously. There were nipples and tiny underwear and everything

Nana: Nipples?!?! I never get to see nipples. OMG PRON

Corey: Oh god, I am so happy I wasn’t there to see that

Larry: Why isn’t Sandy responding?

Vince: doing show now. darren watching >_<

Nana: The tension must be totes adorbs. JK

Matty: I’M JUST SO HAPPY FOR THEM. ALL MY DREAMS ARE COMING TRUE

Paul: You need new dreams, Mom

Matty: I HAVE DREAMS

Matty: I WANT TO BE A COMEDIAN

Matty: YOU WANT TO HEAR MY GREATEST JOKE?

Larry: Say yes, Paul. Say you want to hear it

Vince: I want to hr it. tell me

Nana: I heard this. It was epic. IKR

Corey: Do it.

Paul: Seriously, you guys?

Matty: OKAY. MY GREATEST JOKE

Matty: HERE GOES

Matty: KNOCK KNOCK

Larry: Who’s there?

Nana: Who dis?

Corey: Who’s there

Vince: who dere?

Paul: Fine. Who’s there?

Matty: I GAVE BIRTH TO A TWELVE POUND BABY NAMED PAUL

Matty: YOU WEIGHED TWELVE POUNDS

Matty: DO YOU KNOW WHAT A TWELVE POUND BABY DOES TO YOU

Matty: IT WAS LIKE I’D LOST HALF MY BODY WEIGHT

Matty: WHEN I WAS DONE THEY GAVE ME A RIBBON FOR BEST IN SHOW

Matty: AND SAID THEY’D NEVER SEEN SO MUCH PLACENTA

Matty: THAT WAS IT. THAT WAS MY JOKE

Paul: Oh. My. GOD.

Larry: ahahahaha!!!

Nana: LOLOLOLOL

Corey: Lmao!!

Vince: is dat y paul looks like monster bb in the bb pics?

Larry: Yeah, we told everyone he was triplets but consumed his siblings in the womb

Paul: DAD

Larry: PAUL

Matty: PAUL!!!

Nana: PAUL JFC

Corey: PAULPAULPAUL

Vince: paul

Paul: Goddammit

Larry: Language!

Matty: I AM SO HAPPY FOR DARREN AND SANDY

Vince: surprise. I didnt think theyd do it yet

Nana: Love works in mysterious ways. LOL JK

Paul: I told him we’re going to double date

Corey: I’m going too so I can fifth wheel it. I want to make it awkward

Vince: its coreys turn next fur love & sex face <3 >_<

Corey: Oh look, I have to go

Nana: Corey, is there anyone you want to bone? WTF

Matty: YOU WILL FIND LOVE COREY. I PROMISE

Larry: If a twelve pound baby can, you can too.

Paul: DAD!!!!

Larry: Paul!

Matty: PAUL

Nana: Paul ERMAHGAHD

Vince: imma freddie prince jr u laterz. u dont even know

Matty: I STILL DON’T GET WHAT THAT MEANS

Larry: It’s a Dom/sub thing, Matty. It’s code for playroom talk

Matty: OH. PEOPLE DON’T GET IT WHEN I SAY MY SON IS A PONY

Paul: WHY ARE YOU TELLING PEOPLE THIS!!!!!

Larry: Because she’s proud of you, son. We all are

Matty: I JUST WANT YOU TO BE HAPPY. IF IT’S AS A HORSE THAT’S FINE

Paul: I’m not a fucking horse! Or a pony! VINCE IS NOT MY DOM

Larry: Language!

Vince: get in the bedroom boy b4 I spank you

Nana: JFC WTH

Paul: NOT HELPING VINCE

Matty: I LOVE YOU BUT I DON’T WANT TO ACTUALLY SEE IT

Larry: Seriously. Keep it in your pants, Paul

Paul: Oh my god

Matty: LARRY DO YOU REMEMBER WHEN PAUL WAS 12

Matty: AND HE KEPT GOING THROUGH TOO MANY SOCKS

Paul: Mom

Matty: AND WE COULDN’T FIGURE OUT WHY

Matty: LIKE WHO WEARS THAT MANY SOCKS

Paul: Mom!

Matty: AND IT TURNED OUT HE WAS MASTURBATING INTO THEM

Vince: wut

Corey: lololololol!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!

Nana: OMFG

Matty: AND THEN PUTTING THEM IN THE HAMPER

Matty: THERE WERE LIKE THIRTY SOCKS A WEEK

Paul: MOM STOP IT

Matty: SO WE WENT AND BOUGHT HIM KLEENEX AND LOTION

Matty: AND LEFT IT WITH A NOTE ON HIS BED

Matty: THE NOTE SAID THAT WE LOVED HIM

Matty: AND THAT WE ALWAYS WOULD

Matty: BUT HE NEEDED TO STOP MASTURBATING INTO HIS SOCKS

Matty: AND TO SCARE HIM

Matty: WE TOLD HIM THE WASHING MACHINE COULD GET PREGNANT

Vince: WUT PAUL WUT

Corey: LOLOLOLOL!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!

Nana: ROTFLMAO TOTES 4REAL

Matty: AND THAT IF HE KEPT MASTURBATING INTO HIS SOCKS

Matty: HE COULD BE A FATHER TO A WASHING MACHINE BABY

Matty: HE CAME CRYING TO US TWO DAY S LATER

Matty: SAYING HE WOULD TAKE RESPONSIBILITY IF HE HAD TO

Matty: THAT HE WOULD QUIT SCHOOL AND GET A JOB

Matty: TO SUPPORT HIS WASHING MACHINE BABY

Matty: HE TOLD US HE COULD WORK AT DENNY’S

Matty: OR BLOCKBUSTER

Matty: OR BOTH

Matty: GOD I LOVE BEING A PARENT

Larry: I remember that! Talk about gullible. Hey, Paul

Paul: What

Larry: Did you know that gullible isn’t in the dictionary?

Matty: GOOD ONE LARRY. PAUL IT ISN’T IN THE DICTIONARY

Larry: You should look

Matty: GO LOOK PAUL

Paul: I can’t wait until you’re both old and senile

Larry: At least we didn’t believe washing machines could get pregnant

Matty: BOO YAH. YOU’RE SO BURNED

Corey: Seriously, Paul. You just lost at life

Vince: I still love u even if ur weird

Nana: BRB AFK

Paul: Sandy’s done, everyone ignore their phones!

Me: WHAT THE FUCK IS THIS

Me: I’M BEING SERIOUS RIGHT NOW

Me: PAUL I’M GOING TO KILL YOU

Me: I’M GOING TO SCRATCH YOUR FUCKING EYES OUT

Me: WHAT THE HELL IS WRONG WITH YOU

Me: THERE WILL BE NO END TO YOUR SUFFERING

Me: BTW, that joke was funny, Matty. Good job

Me: And I used to masturbate into socks too

Me: But I did my own laundry

Me: So….

Me: Where was I?

Me: YOU’RE DEAD TO ME PAUL

Me: DO YOU HEAR ME

Me: DEAD!!!!

Nana: Back. What did I miss? WTF JFC LOL JK

 

 

AT SIX on the dot, the doorbell rang.

I groaned but reminded myself that the sooner we did this, the sooner it would be over. It was this thought that I held in my heart as I opened the door and—

Darren was there, of course.

Fucking Darren Mayne.

With these tight fucking pants that looked like his muscular thighs just wanted to burst through and a gray sweater that I swore showed the fact that his nipples were hard for some reason that I most certainly did not want to know about. He hadn’t shaved and had a thin layer of scruff on his face that I resolutely did not want to sit on because such an idea was absolutely not on my agenda for this date. He looked pleased with himself, like he knew something I didn’t, and I didn’t even stop to think what it meant when his eyes trailed me up and down.

He said, “You look good.”

I said, “I know. I do have a mirror.”

The eye crinkles were back because he was amused by me, like he found me entertaining. Obviously he was up to something so I needed to be on my guard. For whatever unspecified reason Darren had agreed to this whole fiasco, he did have a reason and it was most likely nefarious. But he was obviously full of shit too, so I decided to play along. We had to sell this, after all.

“You look… presentable,” I decided on.

He snorted. “Please. Stop. You’re being far too kind. My heart can’t take it.”

“I know,” I said.

“You gonna let me in?”

I frowned. “Why?”

“Because I asked?”

“Then no.”

“Sandy.”

“Darren.”

He pushed past me. Like a jerk.

I did not squawk at him. I really didn’t. No matter what he would say later.

“You act like I’ve never been in your house before.” He looked around, probably trying to find something to judge. Ha, his loss. My interior decorating skills were fantastic. Everything in this house was elegant and classy. Well, except for the walk-in closet where I kept all of Helena’s outfits. That looked like a gay pride parade had exploded in there.

“I hope that came out as creepy as you intended,” I told him as I closed the door behind me and leaned against it. “If so, mission accomplished. And you’ve been here four times.”

The first time had been a bit of a fluke, or at least I thought so, shortly after Paul and Vince started dating. All I know is that I was coming out of the shower, a towel firmly wrapped around my waist, when Paul had called me to the kitchen. So there I went, soaking wet and wrapped in a pink towel, only to find Paul and Vince standing with Darren for no goddamned reason. Darren had his judging face on and I had my bitch face ready and then I realized I was essentially nude in front of Darren and I had screeched at everyone to get out of my house.

I never really found out why they were there that day. I didn’t talk to Paul for three days after.

The second time had been after Corey, Tyson, and Dominic had arrived in Tucson and Paul had invited him over for brunch as retaliation for getting Nana’s parrot Johnny Depp to accuse Paul of being a rapist when the bird needed to go to the vet. Obviously, Paul went extremely overboard in his revenge against me. I didn’t speak to Paul for a full day after that.

And the third time, of course, had been the Awkward One-Night Stand Brunch Fiasco that we would never speak of again.

Well, almost never.

“How’s Octavius?” I asked, hoping I looked earnest. “I bet he’s just heartbroken you’re in a fake relationship.”

“You know how many times I’ve been here?” he asked. “Keeping tabs on me, I see.”

“Yes, well. Keep your friends close, keep your enemies closer.”

“Really?” He took a step toward me, that shark’s grin on his face. “And just how close do I need to be?”

“Not that close,” I said when I realized I had nowhere to go. “Definitely not that close.”

“You sure?” His knees bumped mine.

I didn’t quite understand why it was getting harder to breathe. I mean, objectively, sure, he was attractive. But that shouldn’t have mattered, even if he was only a few inches away.

“You don’t sound sure,” he said, voice low.

I pushed him away and managed to step around him without falling on my face.

He looked annoyed when he turned around.

That made me feel better. His pain was my joy.

“So, Octavius?” I asked, making sure to maintain a careful distance between us.

“Haven’t talked to him since I dropped him off. I made sure he knew it wasn’t anything.”

“How sweet of you,” I said. “He must have been devastated.”

“Why’s that?”

“Because it was obviously true love.”

He snorted. “Not hardly.”

“Well, from where I was sitting, it sure looked—”

“And how’s Brian?” Darren asked. “You two seemed… cozy.”

“We were,” I said, suddenly irritated. “He’s very… cozy. And athletic.”

“Athletic.”

“Indeed.” From what I could remember. Which wasn’t much. Or really anything at all. Apparently, I was a sloppy drunk. “I made sure he knew it wasn’t anything.” Actually, he’d tried to hit on Corey and then Corey and I had kicked him out after he’d asked if there was any more bacon. But Darren didn’t need to know that. “Keeps texting me, though. Sweet man that he is.”

“Well, too bad you’re taken, then.” Darren reached into his pocket and pulled out his phone. “I’ll just text him to send him a reminder.”

“No!” I coughed to clear my throat. “That’s not necessary.”

“Oh, but I insist. It’s the least I could do.”

“No need. Already told him.”

“Did you?”

“Sure. Oh look, it’s time to go. We don’t want to be late.”

“Right. Wouldn’t want to be late. To our double date with Vince, Paul, and Corey.”

Because that didn’t sound like a disaster at all. “You’re going to have to really sell this,” I told him. “Paul and Corey can see right through bullshit. Especially yours.”

“Then how are you all even friends?” Darren asked. “Because bullshit is pretty much all you do.”

“Okay, also, leave the humor to me.” I picked up my wallet and keys from the small table near the door. “You’re not as funny as you seem to think you are. It’ll make things less awkward for all of us. In fact, try not to talk at all, really. The less opinions you have on things, the better.” I turned toward the door, not even caring if he was following me.

“I think I’d like to hold hands,” Darren said, apropos of nothing. “For most of the night.”

I almost tripped over my feet. Luckily, I’d had years of practice wearing high heels and was able to make it look like I was performing a dance move. Which, for all he knew, I was. “Just practicing,” I said at his raised eyebrow. “You never know when I’ll need to dance.”

“Right,” he said. “Those spontaneous dances are the worst. So, hand-holding.”

“You want to hold hands.”

“Yes. I think that sounds like a good way to sell it. Don’t you?”

“Or,” I said, “we can tell them we’re not really into PDA and that we don’t touch each other outside of the bedroom. Or even there, really.”

“Or the bar,” he said.

“Or the bar,” I said begrudgingly.

“You know?” he said. “I don’t think that I’m the type of boyfriend to not be into PDA. In fact, I think that if I did have a boyfriend—which, for all intents and purposes I do—I’d want to hold hands and probably even kiss them in public. Multiple times, even.”

“Kissing?” I said, and my voice did not squeak, no matter what he said. It did not. “Why are we at kissing! We were just talking about holding hands! Slow your roll, Casanova.”

“Right,” Darren said. “But I think I’m going to need both to sell it. You know. Since they can see right through bullshit and all.”

“Did I say Paul and Corey were suspicious? I totally meant that they believed everything I said. Oops! Got my words mixed up again. Good talk. Glad we cleared that up. Okay! Let’s go and never discuss this again.”

I pulled on the doorknob, but a hand shot over my shoulder, pressing against the door. The hairs on his arm tickled my ear. I swallowed thickly and turned around. Darren brought up his other hand and bracketed my face between them.

“Nah,” he said, that infuriating smirk returning. “Pretty sure I like PDA. Maybe we should just practice. Just to make sure we do it right. I’d sure hate for our first kiss to be uncoordinated in front of witnesses. Especially ones who get suspicious.” He chuckled. “Oh. Wait. I mean the ones who believe everything you say.”

“What? No. No practicing. Why the hell would we need to do that? I don’t need to do that. In fact, I am perfectly fine not doing that. The practicing kissing part.” I wished quite severely that my voice wasn’t so high-pitched at that moment.

“I don’t know,” he said gravely. “I think it might be a good idea. Make sure we’re… coordinated and whatnot.”

“Coordinated? Why, of all the stupid—”

His eyes flickered down to my mouth and just what. That should not even be a thing that was happening to me.

My hands were sweaty and I cursed that low swooping sensation in the pit of my stomach. My heart was thundering in my chest and I wanted to tell him to take a step back, but my mouth was dry and the synapses were firing all at once, which would probably lead to a full system shutdown. So I said, “Urgh,” rather articulately. It was not one of my finest moments.

“Urgh,” Darren agreed, and I could feel his breath on my face. And then he was closer and all I could think of was that he was going to kiss me, that I was about to have my first kiss with Darren fucking Mayne and there was no way I was prepared for this, no way that I would have thought I’d let it get this far. I almost didn’t believe he would do it, like we were playing some fucked-up version of Fake Boyfriend Gay Chicken. He was inches away, only inches, and my eyes fluttered shut of their own accord and I knew his lips would scrape against mine and—

“You’re right,” he said.

I opened my eyes lazily. “Huh?” was the only thing I could say.

“We don’t need to practice,” he said, sounding far too cheerful. “We’re adults. We’ve kissed before. Sorry about that. Don’t know what I was thinking. We’ll just go for it if the situation requires.”

I squinted at him, not really sure what was going on. My head felt fuzzy and I was pretty sure I was about to have at least one-fourth of an erection that I could not control.

“Besides…” He took a step back, eyes glittering. “I wouldn’t want to be late for our date. Why, that would just be rude.”

Then he grabbed me by the shoulders, lifted me up, moved me out of the way (like I weighed nothing to him and that was not attractive, no matter how much my skin tingled), and walked out the front door.

“Huh?” I said to the empty room.




Chapter 10: Return of the He-Bitch

 

 

PAUL HAD decided that we were to meet at Poco’s, a small café downtown near Jack It where he and Vince had their first date the year before. Even though the date had been something of a disaster (“Why the fuck is that goddamned hippo video still on YouTube, Sandy! I am going to fucking murder your fucking face!”), the sentimentalist in him just couldn’t resist.

Which is why I found myself going on a double date with Corey as a fifth wheel. I would have thought Corey might have felt more awkward about that, but from the grin on his face as we approached the outdoor patio, he was already having the time of his life.

I didn’t think that boded well for the rest of the night.

It started with Darren grabbing my hand as we walked down the sidewalk, interlacing our fingers. I didn’t know proper first-date etiquette as it’d been a while since I’d actually dated. Usually, I was perfectly fine with a fuck and run and didn’t feel the need to do anything further. I hadn’t even had a “boyfriend” since I was twenty-five, and even that had lasted only two months. Paul thought I was aromantic, but it basically boiled down to the fact that it was easier to not than it was easier to do.

That and the fact that I really didn’t like most people.

That was a big part of it.

So here I was, on a date (fake, but whatever), unsure of the proper course of action. He was holding my hand. What was the appropriate response? Could I shove him through the window of a storefront? Could I accidentally knock him into oncoming traffic? Or maybe I could wait until we sat down for dinner, order a steak (medium rare), make small talk until the food arrived, comment on how delicious it looked, then beat him upside the head with it, knocking him unconscious, and then stab him with the steak knife. I thought maybe that was a little extreme, but I didn’t know how the modern gay fake dated in 2015 with his archnemesis. I vowed to be better researched if I had to go through this again, though I highly doubted I would. This was Darren posturing a bit. I would allow it. For now.

Paul smiled as we approached, Vince looked excited, and Corey just grinned like he was about to receive the most wonderful of presents. I glanced over at Darren and was slightly startled to see the small smile on his face, one that I could have sworn was almost entirely genuine, like he was relaxed and happy. It carried none of the ego or disinterest his usual smiles did. It struck me dumb for a moment until I realized what he was doing: he was trying to beat me at my own game. He was trying to be the better fake boyfriend. He just oozed sincerity, and even though I could see right through, I could admit he was the Daniel Day-Lewis of fake dating. Even I wanted to give him an Oscar for that shit.

Which meant one thing and one thing only.

I had to be better than him.

That meant I had to pull out all the stops.

Because there was only one thing better than being the Daniel Day-Lewis of fake dating.

I had to be the Meryl Streep of fake dating.

(Which also meant I couldn’t beat him with my meat and then stab him.)

(I really shouldn’t have phrased it like that.)

(My bad.)

So I reached down within myself, found my inner Meryl Streep as we approached the patio of Paco’s, and smiled winningly and hoped it made me look more Mamma Mia! Meryl (warm and inviting) than Devil Wears Prada Meryl (kill you, bitch, right in your face).

(Secretly, I also hoped I could pull off Death Becomes Her Meryl, which is the greatest drag queen movie in history that never actually starred any drag queens.)

“Hello!” I trilled, walking through the gate, dragging Darren behind me. “Oh, it is so lovely to see all of you. Kisses, please.”

And I kissed Vince on the cheek and then Paul and finally Corey, never letting Darren go. He went along gamely, but now that I knew he was trying to out-act a drag queen, I was going to make him wish he’d never been born. He thought he could look happy and pull it off? Well I was going to look ecstatic, like I was motherfucking sunshine. I was going to be the happiest person in love who had ever existed.

“How wonderful,” I gushed, smiling at each of them in turn, so they could see how happy I was. “It’s a perfect fall evening, and we’re here with friends and family.” I looked over at Darren and hoped it was coming off as two parts sweet and one part saucy with a dash of bring it, you bitch. “And of course, my bae.” I saw the slight grimace at the endearment and latched on to it immediately. “Isn’t that right, bae?”

“Sure,” he said, sounding as if he was so happy to be here. “That’s exactly right, boo.”

Internally, I was dying.

“Boo,” Paul repeated, sounding horrified.

“Bae,” Corey repeated, sounding choked.

“Heh,” Vince said, “that sounded like you both said booby. Awesome.”

We all stared at him.

“What?” he asked, pouting. “It did.”

“Anyway,” I said. “I’m so glad you picked this place to be the first date. And that you all decided to come with us on said first date. Because that’s what normal people do. And everyone knows that this is perfectly normal. Darren and I are just like everyone else.” I was so Meryl, even Meryl herself would have been proud.

Darren squeezed hard, and I swore my bones ground together. “What Sandy is trying to say,” he said, glancing at me with a look filled with so much adoration that I almost elbowed his spleen, “is that we’re so glad we can finally be together. I can’t believe how long it took Sandy to get his head out of his ass, am I right?” Everyone laughed heartily at the table.

Everyone, that is, except for me.

I started to plan my revenge.

And I knew it would be sweet.

So sweet, in fact, that I could almost taste it.

And it tasted like victory.

Ever the gentleman, Darren dropped my hand and pulled out my chair. I narrowed my eyes at him, hoping the others couldn’t see. His smile took on a slightly mean curve. I turned and sat in the chair, allowing him to push the chair in. His hand trailed along my shoulders, fingers brushing the back of my head. I leaned into it, as a good boyfriend should. I sighed and smiled up at him as he moved to sit beside me. He pulled his chair as close as it could possibly get to me without actually being on top of me, then sat down, taking my hand in his. He leaned over behind me, my head blocking his. From the outside, it must have looked like he was kissing my ear. Instead, however, he whispered, “I know what you’re doing. You aren’t going to win.” His lips brushed against the shell of my ear, and I struggled to keep from shuddering.

“Oh, you.” I laughed and tilted my head down in an approximation of embarrassment. I knew my face was slightly red, but rather than from shyness, it was from pure, unadulterated rage.

“Wow,” Paul said. “I may have overestimated my desire to see you two together. This is actually making me slightly nauseous. It’s like having sugar and crack mainlined right into my veins. Gross.”

“No worse than you and Vince,” Corey said. “Sometimes, you two will sit there and whisper quietly to each other and have these goofy little looks on your faces. It’s positively vomitus. I’m glad I’ve so far been able to avoid the trappings of domestic bliss. It looks disgusting.”

“We’re not really domestic,” I said. “We’ve only been together a few days, so we can’t be domestic.”

“Yet,” Darren said, bringing my hand up and kissing the back of it. “But, boo, if I have my way, we’ll be beating Vince and Paul’s time it took to move in together.”

“It took them two months,” I said, trying not to grit my teeth.

“I know.” Darren grinned at me from behind my hand. “I’m counting down the days.”

“I don’t know, bae,” I said. “I have a lot of stuff. I don’t know if you’d even have the room for it.”

“We can just buy a bigger house,” he said with a shrug. “You know, for your stuff. And the kids.”

I literally had to clench to keep from shitting myself right then and there. “The what now?”

I was saved from hearing his answer when what had to be the world’s most handsome waiter arrived at our table. He wore a red collared shirt and tight black slacks that contrasted perfectly with his mocha skin. His hair was tousled in such a way that looked as if he’d just rolled out of bed, but had obviously been done on purpose. He had what I thought were possibly the greenest eyes I’d ever seen. He was, in a word, perfect.

And probably just Darren’s type.

In fact, Darren paled slightly when he saw the waiter, his hand squeezing mine. I was slightly grossed out that he was probably getting a boner while holding my hand and watching Sexy McSlut Whore. I wasn’t jealous. Not even a little bit. Because jealousy would imply feelings beyond indifferent anger. And there were none.

The waiter ignored Darren, Corey, and me and immediately zeroed in on Paul and Vince. “Oh look,” he said with a thick accent. “It’s the father accountant. Back yet again. Are you hungry, big man father accountant? I shall bring you your own bread basket. You look like you’ve earned it. Can’t let all those carbs go to waste.”

“Santiago,” Paul hissed. “I was told you quit.”

“I did,” Santiago said. “And then I didn’t.”

“That doesn’t even make sense,” Paul muttered, but Santiago ignored him, focusing on Vince. “You’re not mysterious.”

“I am so mysterious.”

“For fuck’s sake, you just—”

“Hello, Vincent,” Santiago said, cocking his hip and oozing sex. “How lovely it is to see you again. I see your biceps are just as exponential as always. Tell me, what are your thoughts about using them to pin a smaller man to a bed? Good, I hope.”

“Hi, Santiago,” Vince said. “We’re going to need a while before we order.”

“Is that so?” he asked, eyes going big. “Maybe I should just stay here with you to see if you have any questions on the menu. Today’s special is garlic beef enchiladas wrapped in freshly prepared corn tortillas topped with a garden pico de gallo. Also, I get off at ten tonight if you’d also like to get off. At ten. Tonight.”

“We’re engaged,” Paul growled.

Santiago grimaced. “That’s disappointing. Such a waste. How wonderful for the both of you. Make sure you sign a prenup, Vincent. You don’t want your accountant to swindle you.”

Vince shrugged. “I don’t even know what that is. I just want to be married to Paul. I’ll sign anything he wants as long as we get married.”

“Ow,” Corey moaned. “That hit me right in my feelings, oh my god.”

“Indeed,” Santiago said. “Well, I guess I can come and be the pool boy. You’ll need one. I have this little Speedo thing that I’m told I look just adorable in that barely covers anything. Maybe I could show you sometime?”

“I will throw acid on you,” Paul said. “Like, on your whole face and everything.”

“So violent.” Santiago frowned. “Are you sure you’re safe with him, Vincent? I’d hate to think that you’re being abused.”

“The only time Paul hits me is when he spanks my ass after I’ve been a bad boy,” Vince said easily. “But that usually leads to sex face, so I’m good with it.”

“Ew,” Darren and I both said at the same time.

“Gross,” Corey said, staring at Darren and me. “They’re already saying the same things at the same time. You guys are going to be disgusting together.”

“You spank him?” I asked Paul, trying to reconcile Dom Paul with the Paul I saw in front of me.

Paul shrugged. “Only when he asks for it.”

“I ask for it all the time,” Vince whispered loudly.

“Drink orders,” Santiago said. “Before this turns into an orgy where everyone but Vincent leaves.”

“That’s not an orgy. That’s a—”

“Vincent? What would you like to drink?”

“I’ll have a mango margarita, salt on the rim.”

“One mango margarita for mi corazón. Father accountant? We don’t make drinks out of bread and butter. I suppose I could bring you a gravy boat if you’d like.”

“You bitch. I’ll have the same as Vincent.”

“One Diet Coke, hold the ice, you got it, good life choice. Should I point out the heart-healthy items on the menu? You look like you have a high sodium intake.”

“Santiago,” Vince said. “You sure you can still be a waiter? You messed up the drink order last time too. And made mine really, really strong.”

“That’s because he wants to date rape your face, dear,” Paul said.

“This much is true,” Santiago said with no shame whatsoever.

“We can share mine,” Vince said, leaning in to kiss Paul sweetly.

“Gross,” Santiago said. “I mean, aw. That’s so… right in front of me.” He turned and eyed Corey up and down but refrained from comment. Corey looked a little disappointed that Santiago wouldn’t be passing judgment on him and ordered an iced tea. He got to me and pretty much ignored me, offering a grunt when I asked for a vodka Sprite. I wasn’t too put out, because I was already plotting how to have him taken out for talking shit to Paul. Only I could talk shit to Paul. No one else.

And it wasn’t until he got to Darren that he showed any interest again. In fact, he probably showed too much interest, widening his eyes, sucking in his bottom lip, almost making me forget what a dickhole he was with how adorable he looked. It was a dissonance I wasn’t prepared for and I almost cooed at him, Helena wanting to wrap up the little gay and make sure he was safe from the world.

And then the adorable look faded and was replaced by pure teenage sex, much more than he’d ever showed Vince.

Darren squeezed my hand tightly.

Santiago said, “Darren, it’s so nice to see you again. It’s been… what? Three months, seventeen days and seven hours?”

“Oh god.” I rolled my eyes. “You fucked the waiter too? Jesus Christ, Darren. Who haven’t you fucked? What is he, in ninth grade?”

“I’m nineteen,” Santiago said, eyes flicking over to me dismissively. “Legal in everything that counts.”

“This is amazing,” Corey whispered.

“You said you’d call,” Santiago said to Darren as he pouted. “But you didn’t. I waited and waited and waited.”

“You didn’t even call?” I asked Darren. “That’s so mean of you. I mean, his mom probably pays for his phone and everything. It’s a shame to let those minutes go to waste. They probably don’t even roll over at all. You’re ruining his family plan.”

“Santiago,” Darren ground out. “Maybe now is not the best time.”

“No,” I said. “Now is the perfect time, Santiago. What day care did he pick you up from?”

Darren glared at me. “We’re on a date, boo.”

I glared right back. “I’m aware, bae.”

“A date?” Santiago said. “You told me you didn’t date because it was easier to fuck someone than like them.”

“Wow.” I choked out a laugh. “That’s so deep. Good job, Dare. Seriously. I’m so proud of you. I’m having such a wonderful time. You sure know how to make a boy feel special.”

“What can I say?” Darren muttered to Santiago. “He’s different. He brings out the best in me.”

“Aw, muffin,” I singsonged. “For true?”

“Huh.” Santiago eyed me speculatively. “I guess we all have our fetishes.”

“Fetishes?” I repeated, slightly outraged. “What exactly about me is a fetish?”

“Any appetizers?” Santiago asked. “No? Good. I’ll go put in your drink order and have those out to you shortly. Darren, don’t worry about yours. I remember what you like.” And with that, he spun away in a cloud of Axe Body Spray and teenage self-confidence, disappearing back inside the restaurant.

“This must be so awkward for you,” I said to Darren, barely restraining my glee. “I mean, I know I’d feel awkward if this were me. But it’s not me. It’s you. All you. Ergo, awkward.”

“It’s not awkward at all,” Darren said, though he was slightly red. “I happen to have a very healthy sex life filled with multiple consenting partners. There’s absolutely nothing wrong with that.”

“Whore,” I coughed. “Slut.”

“Had,” Paul said.

We both looked at him. “What?” Darren asked.

“You had a very healthy sex life with multiple consenting partners,” Paul said. “Past tense. Because you only have one partner now. Right?” The last word came out razor sharp with a hint of teeth. God, I loved that man.

“Right,” I said, eyes wide. “Totally right.”

“Exactly,” Darren agreed. “My one and only.”

I grimaced and tried to save it by smiling, but I didn’t know how well it worked. “That’s so sweet, bae. Makes me feel tingles all over.” I reached over and took his hand again, because Paul was getting a constipated look on his face.

“Anything for you,” he said, tossing me a careless smile. He raised my hand and kissed my fingers, his lips lingering.

“Good,” Paul said. “Because if I ever found out otherwise, I’d cut off your dick and then bury you alive in cement.”

“That’s… unsurprisingly specific,” Darren said.

“So,” I said, hoping to redirect the attention away from us and Paul’s murderous dick-severing. “Have you two thought about a location for the wedding?”

Paul rolled his eyes. “Vince wants to have it at a horse farm.”

“A horse what?” Corey asked. Such a city boy.

“It’s this place outside of Tucson,” Vince said, flicking Paul upside the head. “They do weddings.”

“With horses,” Paul said. “His argument being that they allow you to ride the horses for the wedding photos. Because that’s what the world needs, pictures of me and my new husband straddling the back of a horse.”

“I think you’d look sexy straddling a horse.”

“Can we just stop saying straddling,” I said. “That’s a good place to start. Second, Vince, look at us. Really look at us. What about this group of people suggests that we’re animal people?”

“Wheels,” Vince said.

I rolled my eyes. “That two-legged beast isn’t an animal. He’s a devil disguised as a pooping machine that likes to shit on my nice and expensive things.”

“The horse farm is better than Paul’s idea,” Vince said.

“I don’t doubt you there,” I said. Paul had the audacity to look offended. “Hit me with it.”

“Okay,” Paul said, sitting up. “Imagine a place where all your dreams can come true. There’s something for everyone and laughter reigns supreme. Where joy is just a putt away. Where you can run free, chasing others with brightly strapped vests and shooting them with lasers. Where there stand large mechanical boxes that bring nostalgic memories with such legends emblazoned upon them like Street Fighter II or Cruisin’ U.S.A.”

“No,” I said. “Absolutely not. We are not having your wedding at Golf ’n Stuff. I don’t care if you want to play miniature golf, laser tag, or arcade games. We are not having the happiest day of your life at a dilapidated theme park that should have been closed years ago.”

“But they have paddleboats,” Paul said.

“That should never be a valid argument at any time in your life,” I snapped.

“When Sandy and I get married,” Darren said, “we’re going to have horses and paddleboats. Maybe horses in paddleboats.”

I fell out of my chair.

They all stared down at me.

“Sorry, sorry.” I picked myself up off the ground. “I thought I saw a penny and I needed to have it.”

“A penny,” Paul repeated.

“You okay, boo?” Darren asked me, struggling to hide his smile. “That looked like it hurt.”

“I’m fine,” I ground out. “It happens when I get hit with a blast of what-the-fuck.”

“Oh good. You had me worried. Can I see the penny you found?”

“Bae.”

“Hmm?” he said, brushing off my pant legs.

“Remember what we talked about regarding your sense of humor.”

He smiled warmly at me before turning back to the others. “Sandy thinks I’m hilarious. I make him laugh all the time. You know that braying hyena laugh he has when he finds something really funny? He does that with me. Daily.”

“I do not have a braying hyena laugh!”

“You kind of do,” Paul said. “Vince, take his fork before he stabs me with it.”

Ever the dutiful fiancé, Vince stole my fork.

“And we are not having horses and paddleboats for our wedding!” I snapped at Darren. “The fact that you would even suggest a thing obviously means you can’t be left in charge of anything. God, is it so much to ask to get married to someone who understands? Good husbands are so hard to find these days.” And then it hit me what I’d just said and I blanched horribly, wishing the ground would open up and swallow me whole.

“You’re getting married?” Paul yelped. “You better not do it before me, I swear to god! You are not going to steal my gay wedding rainbow thunder!”

“Steal your what—”

“What the hell?” Corey said, sitting forward. “You just started dating!”

“Way to go, bro,” Vince said, holding out his fist. Darren gave him the appropriate bump back, looking smug. “Lock that shit down.”

“We’re not getting married!” I said, wondering how I’d so quickly lost control of this conversation. “There is no fist-bumping because we’re not getting married. You take that fist bump back.”

“Can’t,” Darren said. “Fist bump already happened. Now we have to get married. It’s the law. I’m locking that shit down.”

“What’s the law?” Santiago asked, appearing out of nowhere like some twinkie demon spawn from the pits of gay hell. He held the drink tray with one arm, posing right near Darren as if my pseudo-boyfriend (fiancé?!) would take him right then and there. For all I knew, he had before. “If it’s that I can touch my toes without bending my knees, then yes. That should be law. Because I can. I can also do this one thing with my tongue where I stick it in—”

“They’re getting married,” Corey said, sounding particularly bitchy. “So maybe take your skank ass somewhere else. Like to the docks. Because you’d work there. As a dock whore.”

“Boom,” Paul said.

Santiago ignored both of them as he set down the tray on an empty table next to us. “Okay, who had the margarita? Just kidding, I know it was you, Vincent. Like I could forget anything you ask me for.” He picked up the margarita and bent over the table, sticking his ass right in Darren’s face. “Oops,” he said, looking back over his shoulder. “Excuse me.”

“You know when you told me about him and I really didn’t believe you?” I asked Paul. “Yeah, you were totally right.”

“It’s like he has no self-awareness,” Paul said. “It’d be admirable if it wasn’t so trashy.”

“And I brought your father’s hot tea,” Santiago said.

“I ordered a margarita that you turned into a Diet Coke,” Paul said.

“Yes,” Santiago said slowly and loudly. “I made this for you. You’re welcome.”

Paul sighed.

“Iced tea for the lonely,” Santiago said, handing Corey a glass.

“How is he a real person?” Corey asked, sounding awed. “Better yet, how does he have a job still?”

“I suck off the owner two times a week,” Santiago said. “Does wonders for my job security. I could suck the filament out of a lightbulb without breaking the glass.”

“Ah, the entrepreneurs of the future,” Paul said. “The world will be in good hands. And people say our generation doesn’t do anything.”

“A vodka Sprite for the fetishized,” he said, handing me my drink.

“I really want to question your taste about everything now,” I said to Darren. “I don’t know if you should be able to make any choices seeing as how he was one of them. No, we should leave all of the decision making up to me from here on out.”

“He said he could do the splits,” Darren grumbled.

“I can do the splits,” I reminded him. “I do them in my show all the time.”

“Oh really?” he said, leaning forward, that devilish smile playing on his lips. “Maybe you can show me that sometime.”

“It’s like it never ends,” Paul muttered.

“And for Darren, Absolut on the rocks,” Santiago said, placing the glass in front of my fake boyfriend. He let his fingers rest along the rim of the glass, rubbing it in a slow circle. I had to hand it to the kid; he was nothing if not awesomely persistent. And now, for some reason, he was persistently just standing there, fingering Darren’s drink. I would adore him if I didn’t hate him so much. It was quite the quandary.

“We’re not ready to order,” Paul said. “You can leave now.”

“Hmm?” Santiago asked, eyes never leaving Darren. “Vince, tell your father I’ll bring his bread in a moment.”

“Why does he still think you’re my dad?” Vince asked. “You don’t even look like me.”

“I’ll tell you when you’re grown up,” Paul said, patting his hand.

“You always say that,” Vince said. “And then by the time I think about it again, you don’t have pants on and your legs are over my shoulders and I always forget about everything else.”

“I think I might need new friends,” Corey said.

“Santiago,” I said. “I hate to be a bother, but you’re fingering Darren’s drink. I’m sure he’d like to take a sip.”

“Oops.” Santiago sucked his bottom lip between his teeth. “My apologies. Sometimes, my fingers have minds of their own. Do you remember my fingers, Darren?” He wiggled them in Darren’s face. “I’m told I have magic hands.”

Darren just stared straight ahead, stone-faced and silent.

“Bae,” I said. “Don’t be rude. He asked you a question. Do you remember his fingers and magic hands?”

Darren glared at me.

I smiled back at him.

His face softened slightly. Like he was exasperated, but fondly so.

I tried not to be startled at that. Because he was good. Almost too good. He was Daniel Day-Lewising the shit out of me.

I needed to Meryl Streep him so hard.

I reached my hand out and cupped the back of his head, letting my fingers brush through his hair. I squeezed his neck gently and smiled at him. “You’re so special,” I told him. “And I can’t wait to spend my life with you.” Ha. Take that, asshole.

Paul choked on his tea.

Darren’s jaw tensed, but then he relaxed into my touch. “Back at you. We’re going to be so good together.”

“This is so nice,” Santiago said, sounding bored. “Are you going to sing to each other? Because it looks like you’re about to sing to each other.”

And then he left, having been signaled by another table, but not before trailing his fingers along Darren’s arm. Paul narrowed his eyes and glanced between the two of us, but before he could say anything, Corey beat him to it.

“So, I’m curious,” Corey said to Darren and me. “Which one of you made the first move?”

“Sandy did,” Darren said immediately before I could even finish processing the question.

“Really?” Paul said, sounding surprised. “I would’ve have thought you were going to need to wear him down a lot more.”

“Nah,” Darren said. “He just… well. Why don’t we let him tell the story? He was the one that initiated everything, after all.”

“No, please,” I said, my smile fixed on my face because I was going to win this Oscar. “I insist you tell it. You just have the most beautiful speaking voice.”

“But, boo,” he said, eyes twinkling with pure evil. “You’re the one that dragged me up to the Queen’s Lair, proclaiming that you couldn’t stand the thought of us being apart any longer. Remember? I think you should tell them everything that led up to that point. And then maybe we could tell the rest together.”

That. Mother. Fucker.

“You did what?” Paul said.

“Wow,” Corey said. “That is not something I would have expected.”

“That’s so sweet,” Vince said. “And it also made me five hundred dollars. So. Go me.”

“Well,” I said because I was Mamma Mia! Meryl, or quite possibly Bridges of Madison County Meryl. “I wouldn’t put it quite like that. I mean, you’re the one who admitted to pining after me first.”

“You did what?” Paul said.

“I knew there was pining involved,” Corey said.

“This is just so wonderful,” Vince said. “I am so happy to be a part of this.”

“Right,” Darren said. “The pining. I’d totally forgotten about that part.”

“Well.” I smiled brightly. “Looking back, it was rather obvious.”

“Was it?” he asked.

“Sure. I mean, you’ve never missed one of my shows since you started coming. Ever.”

Something flickered across his face, something I couldn’t quite parse, some emotion I wasn’t used to seeing on him, that was for sure. His eyes widened slightly, and there was an honest to goodness flush to his cheeks that made me feel warm and uncomfortable. But then it was gone, buried underneath the ego. “What can I say? You caught me.”

“Okay, okay,” Paul said. “Tell the story.”

“Oh, I’ll start,” I said.

“You sure?” Darren asked. “I can do it.”

“No, bae. Don’t worry your pretty little head about it. You insisted, remember?”

“Okay, boo. Just make sure you don’t embellish anything. I’d sure hate to have to correct you.”

“Embellish?” I exclaimed. “Me? Never.” I looked back to the others. “Once upon a time, there was the most beautiful of drag queens—”

“Oh Jesus Christ,” Darren muttered as I began my completely made-up true story of love and stuff.




Chapter 11: A Completely Made-up True Story of Love and Stuff

 

 

ONCE UPON a time, there was the most beautiful of drag queens. People came from far and wide to see her perform. Most thought they were in the presence of true beauty and greatness when they had the chance to stand before her. And this much was true, because the drag queen was unlike anyone else in the world. There were sheikhs from the Far East that begged the Queen to move to their palaces made of gold and dance for them forever, but she refused, because she was waiting for her one true love.

(“Sheikhs?” Corey said. “Palaces. Really. That’s what you’re going with.”

“Okay,” I said with a glare, “it might not have been a sheikh, per se, but his name was Muhammad and he said he owned a condo. It’s almost the same thing.”

“That’s Sandy for you,” Paul said. “Always reaching for the stars.”)

Anyway. The Queen was well sought out by many, many people and yeah, maybe they weren’t sheikhs specifically, Corey, but they still traveled to see the wonderment that was Helena Handbasket. Because she was beauty and grace personified, bringing to the world of drag an elegance that had never before been witnessed. In fact, one might even say she was the Drag Queen, but since she never was one to brag about herself, she just let everyone else say it. Which they did. All the time. Because it was true.

(“This isn’t self-indulgent at all,” Paul said.

I rolled my eyes at him. “Our lives are self-indulgent. Shut the fuck up. I’m just getting started.”)

She was in high demand, this queen. Everyone wanted a piece of her. Life was hard that way, sometimes. It could grow to be lonely quite quickly. Sure, the Queen had her friends and family, but sometimes she’d sit high in her tower and sigh, wondering if one day her true love would come and save her.

(“Um,” Vince said. “Not to interrupt, but you didn’t really sit in your tower and sigh. You more, like, stood on the balcony and bitched. But it’s almost the same thing. And you always looked really pretty doing so.”

“You’re my favorite,” I decided.

Vince looked smug. “I’m a lot of people’s favorites. It’s sort of my thing.”

“That’s pretty much true,” Paul sighed.

Darren didn’t look too pleased at that.)

Not that the Queen knew who her true love was or anything. She really had no particular person in mind. In fact, if she were being honest with herself, the list of people she didn’t want it to be was far longer than the list of people it could be. By quite a significant margin.

But one day, the Queen was watching from her tower down upon her minions that moved below her. The music wasn’t that loud yet as it was still early, so she could hear the voices of her people. They waved up at her, rejoicing that they were able to see her, because she looked wonderful. And there she saw a man she knew and could see was aesthetically pleasing but really didn’t have a whole lot more going for him than that.

(“You’re talking about me, aren’t you,” Darren said.

“You’ll just have to wait to find out,” I said. “Who knows, it could be a twist that you don’t see coming.”)

It was Darren.

(“Ooh,” Darren said. “Twist. M. Night Handbasket does it again.”

“You’re just jealous because it was awesome.”

“I’m not really sure jealous is the word I want to use to describe my feelings toward you.”)

Now, the Queen didn’t necessarily care about the man below her one way or another. She could see what others saw in him, but since the Queen was long past puberty, she figured that he would never be interested in someone like her. Not that she cared about that. In any way, shape, or form. Just to be clear so there are no misunderstandings. No, the Queen had better things to do than worry about Homo Jock Kings. Many, many better things, such as learning how to make the perfect pot roast or working on a new Lady Gaga routine. There were probably at least four hundred and fifty-seven things in her life more important than Darren Mayne.

(“This… doesn’t feel like a love story,” Corey said.

“It is,” I said. “I just have to set up the scene so we know our heroine wasn’t pining, that it was only Darren.”

“I don’t think this is exactly right,” Darren said.

“Shut up.”)

But something this day had caught the Queen’s eye. The Homo Jock King was staring up at her with a look of pure longing and loneliness and anguish and sadness and was really just overall pathetic. Sort of like how you might think a wet dog would look as it sat outside in the rain, wanting to come inside where it’s nice and cozy, but it can’t figure out a way to get in, so it just sits at the window, staring. Pathetically, in case that point was not stressed enough. A wet, pathetic dog that was totally sad and wanting to bone the Queen. That was what the Homo Jock King looked like.

When their eyes met, the Homo Jock King looked away, blushing, because he was nervous that a creature as magnificent as the Queen would even think to be looking his way.

But it wasn’t long before he looked back up. Their eyes locked again and Darren put his hand over his mouth, kissing his palm. And then he blew the kiss up to the Queen.

(“Aw,” Corey said. “How adorable.”

“Isn’t he?” I said, my voice sticky sweet. I gazed in what I hoped was a loving manner toward Darren. He smiled in return, but the skin under his left eye was twitching and I wondered how much I could push before he snapped.

“Yeah, I’m pretty sure none of this happened,” Darren said.

“Aw, bae,” I said. “This is totally what happened. You just aren’t remembering right. Probably one too many hits on the head from when you were playing Ultimate Frisbee or whatever it is homo jocks do when they congregate. Rugby? Is that a thing Americans do? I can’t even be sure. All I can remember is seeing all those men in the scrums and thinking how they were all wearing jockstraps.”

“You know what, boo,” Darren said, squeezing my hand again. “Why don’t I take over telling the story from here?”

“If you must,” I said. “Just make sure you tell it right. I would just hate to think what would happen if you got it wrong. Why, the repercussions alone would be devastating.”

“Are they threatening each other?” Corey whispered to Paul.

“Yes,” Paul whispered back. “But that’s just how they flirt. It’s endearing. And also scary.”)

I went—

(“You have to tell it in third person!” I hissed at him.

“That’s stupid.”

“It’s a story.”

“Goddammit.”)

Darren went to the bar that night because he always went on Wednesdays and Saturdays. Not because of anyone performing or doing anything else, but that was his routine. He went because he’d always gone. It most certainly didn’t have anything to do with drag queens. Especially annoying ones who thought they were god’s gift to the world.

(“I don’t think that,” I said. “I know that. There’s a difference.”

“This story is never going to end, is it?” Corey said.)

Sure, maybe Darren had to go for a different reason this night. His brother and his brother’s boyfriend were getting married and he wanted to talk to the other best man, just to bounce some ideas around, given that they were both in charge of the grooms. He had no other reason he needed to see the Queen whatsoever. In fact, he wouldn’t even be there if it wasn’t required. Or, rather, that’s what he told himself.

(“Ooh,” Paul said. “A cover story to mask true love.”

“That’s really not what this is,” I said. “It’s not masking anything.”

“It totally is,” Darren said, overriding me. “In fact, it’s exactly what this was.”

“Ooh,” Corey, Vince, and Paul all said.

That asshole.)

So he arrived at the bar and went looking for the drag queen. She wasn’t in the balcony as someone else might claim. In fact, she wasn’t in the Queen’s Lair at all. As soon as Darren rounded the corner, the Queen smashed right into him. Darren looked down and the drag queen looked up and their eyes connected and the drag queen gasped in pleasured shock, her body arching and—

(“Pleasured shock?” I said. “That’s gross. And not a real thing. Your prose is purple and you should be ashamed of yourself. I didn’t arch my body, you jackhole.”

“Love knows no restraints of language,” Darren said.

“Oh my god,” Corey said. “I think I almost just swooned at that. Purple me with your prose. Just purple it all over me.”)

Now, Darren knew who the Queen was, and knew her biting tongue and rapier wit was a shield she’d built up around her to protect her heart and soul from ever being hurt by another. The Queen was fierce, and he knew that maybe she’d gotten the wrong impression of him. After all, Darren was somewhat kind and mostly loving and really good in bed. He had nice abs and didn’t chew his fingernails. He also had a diversified stock portfolio, a 401(k), and 1500-thread count Egyptian cotton sheets bought at Macy’s when they weren’t even on sale. So yes, Darren was a catch and it wasn’t his fault that the Queen couldn’t see that.

(“Oh, bae,” I said. “None of that stuff matters to me.” Because I didn’t give two shits about anything he had.

“I know,” he said. “Because all that matters is what’s in my heart.”

I wanted to fucking punch him in the dick for that one. Because it almost hurt.)

So he held the drag queen in his arms and said, “What’s going on? Are you all right?”

The drag queen said, “Oh, Darren. It’s you! It’s really you! How I have longed to be in your arms just like this.”

“I know,” Darren said. Because he did.

(“What,” I said flatly.

“You know,” Paul said. “That actually sounds like something Sandy would say.”

“It does not,” I snapped.

“I could see it,” Vince said.

“Me too,” Corey said.

“You know what?” I said. “Fine. It’s my turn to pick up the story again.”

“I didn’t even get to the best part!” Darren said.

“Which is?”

“Where you squeezed my biceps and giggled like a little girl.”

“Jesus fucking Christ,” I muttered.)

The drag queen most certainly did not giggle like a little—

(“Are we all ready to order?” Santiago said, appearing out of nowhere and interrupting my story. “Vince? Darren? The rest of you who I don’t know nor do I care about?”

“You know, that should hurt my feelings more than it did,” Corey said. “I don’t know what that says about me that it didn’t.”

“It means you’re immune to twinks,” I said. “That’s a good place to be. Darren wouldn’t know anything about that. He’s just rife with twinks.”

“Not anymore.” Darren gazed into my eyes. “Because of love. The love I have for you.”

I almost threw up a little bit in my mouth, but the others bought it completely if their sighs had anything to say about it. I couldn’t believe he was Daniel Day-Lewising everyone. It seemed impossible in the face of my Meryl, but he was quickly gaining the upper hand.

“I have lots of love to give,” Santiago said. “Darren probably remembers all about that. Right, Darren? Do you remember it? You ate peanut butter off my ass.”

“It’s like he has no shame,” Corey said. “It has to be a medical condition. Like, a thyroid issue or something. There has to be a medical explanation for the way he exists.”

“You ate peanut butter off his ass?” I said to Darren. “My god. You classy bitch. I treasure all our moments together. Our future is going to be lovely. You are not putting peanut butter on me at any point, you weirdo.”

“It wasn’t my idea,” Darren said, sounding grumpy as all hell. “Do I need to remind you again of the thread count of my very expensive sheets? And I didn’t actually do it. He picked up chunky peanut butter, put it on his ass, and it looked disgusting so I made him wash it off and leave.”

“With a promise to call him,” I said.

He rolled his eyes.

“You’ll never eat anything off my ass,” I said.

“Won’t matter as long as I can eat your ass instead.” He grinned widely.

“Hup,” Paul gagged. “Hup. Hup.”

“Bae, you’re making Paul sick,” I said.

“He just doesn’t understand our love.”

“I don’t think anyone would understand it,” I agreed.

“So, ordering?” Santiago asked. “Not ordering? Sexual favors? Anyone?”

“Come back later,” I said. “I was in the middle of a story about how Darren was in love with me and pining and couldn’t let me go without confessing. He even cried a little.”

Santiago threw his hands up in the air and walked away from our table.

“Dude,” Vince said to his brother. “You cried?”

“Like, full-on tears,” I said gleefully. “He had so many feelings.”

Darren pulled me to him and wrapped his arm around my neck, his lips near my ear. “I will fucking destroy you,” he growled.

“Promises, promises,” I whispered back and because I could, I let my lips trail along his jaw. He stiffened slightly and I could have sworn I heard a low groan, but I couldn’t be sure. He didn’t stop me as I pulled away. “Now. Where was I? Oh yes. Tears and feelings.”)

The Homo Jock King held the Queen in his arms and his lip quivered.

(“It did not!”)

His lip quivered and he said, “I’ve always wanted to touch you like this.”

The Queen cocked an eyebrow because she was totally in control of the situation and was slightly taken aback that the Homo Jock King was already sort of crying. “Is that right?”

“Yes. You see, I’ve never seen true beauty until I looked upon your face.”

The Queen, used to such compliments, said, “Tone it down, Darren. You’re coming off as a little desperate. I’m not dropping my panties for you right now, no matter how hard you try.”

“I’m so sorry,” Darren said. “Sometimes, with all my muscles that I have because I work out fifteen times a day as I’m overcompensating for things I’d rather not talk about, I forget what it means to not be desperate. In fact, I’m pretty much desperate all the time. Desperate for you.”

(“What?” Darren barked. “That doesn’t even sound like me!”

“It doesn’t?” I asked. “Are you sure? Because I distinctly remember it happening exactly that way.”

“I don’t work out fifteen times a day!”

“Once, fifteen, same difference. Do you really need to do squats?”

“You weren’t complaining when I was squatting on your dick,” he said.

“Cannot be unheard,” Corey breathed.

And for some reason, I couldn’t get that image out of my head. Because Darren had tree-trunk thighs and… just. How would they look if he was doing something like that? I mean, inquiring minds wanted to know. Not me specifically, but. You know. Just general knowledge. That I wouldn’t mind having. About his thighs.

Shut up.

“Since Sandy’s brain seems to be fried,” Darren said, “I’ll take back over.”

Thiiiighs.)

Darren worked out only once a day. Maybe twice, if he needed to feel vascular. Nothing more. And his lips never quivered, nor did his eyes glisten. And he definitely didn’t need to compensate for anything because he was all good there. More than good. He most definitely had his fair share. Everyone said so. And he wasn’t desperate for the Queen. Not at all. He was cool, calm, and completely in control of the situation.

The Queen, however, was shaking in his arms like a leaf in the wind.

“What’s wrong?” Darren growled, his voice deep and masculine and perfect.

“Oh, Darren,” the Queen said, breath hitching in her chest. “I just… I just realized that I’m overwhelmed by all of these… these feelings I have for you. I don’t think I’ve ever felt this way before about anyone.”

“Feelings?” Darren asked. Because sure, if he was pressed, he would admit that he’d thought about the Queen that way. But he most certainly didn’t know feelings were involved. Darren wasn’t about feelings. He was a man of action and reaction. He didn’t have time for feelings, but damn if this queen didn’t make him want to. He’d been hurt in the past, and buried these so-called feelings deep under his rough exterior.

“It’s like I’m burning from the inside out,” the Queen said, her pretty eyes filling with tears as she whimpered. “I ache for you. Sometimes when I’m by myself, I think things about you.” The Queen leaned forward, bosom rising up and falling back. “Sexual things.”

(“I didn’t say that!” I snapped at him. “Why aren’t you telling them what really happened? My bosom wasn’t rising.”

“This is what really happened,” he said. “You told me you burned for me. You were burning.”

“Paul,” I said. “Does that really sound like something I would say?” If anyone knew, it’d be him. He knew me best. He’d know the truth. He was my best friend and I loved him dearly.

“Well,” Paul said, hedging.

That bitch.

I narrowed my eyes at him. “What do you mean well?”

He shrugged. “It’s not really outside the realm of possibility. I mean, remember all those bodice rippers you used to read when we were teenagers? You went around for months claiming to be a fiery duchess who was going to meet her surly prince one day and get into, and I quote, ‘shenanigans of an adult variety.’ End quote.”

“Yes, well,” I said with a sniff. “I obviously had good taste, so.”

“Obviously,” Darren said. “You were burning for me. Can I finish, please?”

“Fine. But you’d better get it right this time.”)

The Queen was sobbing in his arms.

(“Darren!”)

The Queen was kind of crying a little bit in his arms. Darren didn’t know what to do. He thought maybe he should just turn around and walk away. It’d be easier. His life had been hard and filled with man pain and suffering. He was a lone wolf. A solitary creature. A man on a mission to be alone, to never have to give his cold metal heart away to another for fear it be returned, shattered beyond repair.

“Baby,” Darren said. “We don’t have time for those tears. It’ll do us both no good. Dry those eyes before you break.”

“But, Darren,” the Queen cried. “I can’t help it! When I’m around you, all I want to do is scream for you to take me. Take me because I’ve always been yours. Why can’t you just look at me and love me!”

Darren took a step back, trying to put some distance between the two of them. The Queen was beautiful, yes, and maybe his cold metal heart was starting to beat once more, but he didn’t know if he could take the chance. The risk might be far too great. He had a past, a dark past that could threaten to overwhelm the both of them if—

(“Okay,” I said. “Seriously. What the hell are you even talking about?”

“My dark past and man pain,” Darren said as if I was stupid. “I’m setting the scene to show why I was so reluctant to get involved but you were crying and sad when I was just trying to push you away to protect you.”

“Dark past and man pain?”

“How much of this actually happened?” Corey whispered to Paul.

“Seventy percent,” Paul whispered back. “No. Wait. Twenty-three percent.”

“Why didn’t you ever tell me about your dark past and man pain?” Vince asked, sounding confused. “I mean, I knew all about the way you wanted—”

“Wanted to forget all about the dark past and man pain,” Darren interrupted. “That’s exactly right. Thanks, Vince. For bringing that up. At this moment.”

Vince stared at him funny.

Paul just sighed.

“You know what?” I said. “No. Just no. You are not turning my love story into your soliloquy of mangst.”

Soliloquy of mangst, Darren mouthed to Vince, who just shrugged. “And what happened to this being our love story?”

“Yeah, you gave up that right as soon as you started telling a shit story.”

“A shit story? Now wait just a goddamn—”

“Nope. Sorry. No time to listen to you. What really happened was that the Queen—”)

The Queen saw the Homo Jock King was starting to break down. She was supremely embarrassed for him, so, for lack of a better option, she dragged him by the arm and up the stairs into the Queen’s Lair. She hoped he understood just how important it was for him to be up here, because she normally didn’t let a commoner such as him into her sacred space.

(“Yeah, except you already did let him in your sacred space, if you know what I mean.”

“Shut up, Corey!”)

Once the Homo Jock King, a broken, beaten-down shell of a man, realized where he stood, he looked back toward the Queen, who stood regally on her balcony, surveying her minions below.

“What place is this?” he asked her.

“This is my lair,” she said, a breeze blowing and making her hair and gowns billow around her.

(“Wait, why were things billowing? And why the hell were you wearing a gown? You know what? You weren’t even Helena when we found you in the Lair. Shouldn’t you be calling yourself Sandy?”

“Paul.”

“Yes, Sandy?”

“I’m trying. To tell. A motherfucking story.”

“Sorry, Sandy.”)

The Queen was billowing because it looked cool and epic and shit and everyone knows that queens should be allowed to billow whenever they want. The light was hitting her just right too and everyone was in awe of her, as they should have been. Her minions below were clapping and chanting her name while the Homo Jock King broke down behind her. It was a glorious moment that would forever be remembered because the Queen was awesome and amazing and no one could say otherwise.

Eventually, the Homo Jock King stopped crying and she turned back to face him.

“Feeling better?” the Queen asked.

“Yes,” he said, sniffling. “I am just so taken with you that I didn’t know what to do with myself. I don’t deserve you. What would a creature such as yourself want with a peasant like me?”

“That’s a good question,” the Queen said. “I have no fucking idea, but there it is, I guess.”

“But you do?” the Homo Jock King said. “You do want me? To be mine for all of eternity?”

“Eh,” the Queen said. “It could go either way. Why don’t we go on a date first before we start talking forever.”

“Oh joy!” the Homo Jock King cried. “Oh wondrous joy! I feel the tears coming on again, this time because of happiness!”

(“Wow, Darren,” Paul said. “You sure cried a lot.”

“That’s because I was so overcome with joy,” Darren said through gritted teeth.

“He’s just a big softie.” I patted his hand. “Aren’t you, bae.”

“You know what?” Darren said. “Let’s not drag this out any further. I’ll just finish it up.”

“You better not make me—”)

Darren winced as the Queen screamed, “Take me, you paragon of manly virtue! Take me here in the balcony and let me feel the entire might of your ten and a half inches of pure, stiff—”

(“Ten and a half inches,” I said, laughing so hard that tears came to my eyes. “You’re a liar.”)

“Oh my god,” the Queen moaned as Darren dropped his pants. “You weren’t lying at all. That has to be the biggest dick I’ve ever seen. I need you to mount me. Mount me like… like… like something mountable.”

(“Sandy. I swear to god if you don’t stop laughing—”

“You c-couldn’t even th-th-think of w-what I wanted you to mount me like! H-holy shit.”)

And then they totally had butt sex and the Queen said she was so in love with Darren and that’s the end of the story.

(“That’s not the end! It really ended like—”)

The Homo Jock King begged the Queen to fuck him, so she whipped out her thirty-inch dick and fucked him so hard that he came untouched and then he said he loved her, and the Queen said, “Let’s just see where this goes. I like you, but not that much. Now, go get me a shot of tequila and some pretzels because I’m hungry. God help you if the pretzels are too salty, though.”

And that’s how the story really ended.

The end.

 

 

COREY, PAUL, and Vince were staring at us.

Darren and I were glaring at each other.

“That,” Corey said with a cough. “Um. I don’t know what that was.”

“The truth,” I said. “Except for everything Darren said. That part was a lie and I’m sure he feels really bad about it.”

“And then we walked up to the Lair and found you naked,” Vince said excitedly. “I love it when stories come together like that. It gives me goose bumps. Like when they referenced things in Transformers 2 that happened in the first one. Shia LeBeouf just can’t catch a break.”

Everyone stared at Vince now.

He pouted. “I contribute things.”

“Well,” Paul said. “I don’t—”

“Are you finally ready to order?” Santiago asked, appearing out of nowhere. “I would hate for the father accountant to waste away to nothing.”

I picked up my knife, ready to throw it at his face, but Darren stopped me by grabbing my wrist, quietly reminding me that I wouldn’t do well in prison. Santiago, of course, took that as a sign that Darren was protecting him and offering a pledge of his undying love and proceeded to all but give him a lap dance while I did nothing but laugh at the both of them. It was awesome to see Darren so uncomfortable. I wondered how many other twinks I could find that he’d fucked.

I kept laughing until I saw Paul frowning again.

We ordered and Santiago disappeared inside.

“Sandy,” Paul said. “Would you join me in the bathroom?”

Uh-oh.

“I don’t really want to,” I said. “You learned to go by yourself when you were four. You can still do it. I believe in you.”

“Oh,” Paul said. “Well, it’s a good thing I wasn’t really asking you, now was it.”

That was not a good sign.

“If you’ll excuse us,” I said to the others. “Sometimes, Paul has issues using public restrooms and I have to stand guard in front of the stall so he can shit and—”

“Sandy!”

“Coming, Paul.”

I followed him inside through the restaurant, loud mariachi music playing in the speakers overhead. He led the way through the door labeled Señores. He closed the door behind us and bent over to look under the stalls to make sure we were alone. Then he locked the door, turned to me, and said with complete seriousness, “Is Darren keeping you hostage?”

I said, “What.”

“Did Darren Mayne kidnap you for something nefarious and is now keeping you hostage?”

“Paul. Seriously? That’s what you come up with?”

His eyes widened. “Can he hear us? Did he make you wear a wire? Of course he would have. He’s devious. Why didn’t I think of that? Blink once for yes, twice for no. Has he done things to your anus against your will?”

I groaned. “No, he hasn’t done anus things against my will. What the hell.”

“Uh-huh, and that’s just exactly what someone who has been kidnapped would say. If you fear for your life and need me to rescue you, say potato.”

“I’m not saying potato because I don’t fear for my life and don’t need to be rescued!”

His eyes were wide and his face went pale.

“What?” I asked him.

“You just said potato,” he whispered. “He did kidnap you. Is he holding you for ransom? Is he using you carnally for his pleasure? How big is his dick and, as a sidebar, is he cut or uncut? Vince is—no. Focus, Paul. Focus on what’s important. I can always ask about dick size and if his penis has a hoodie later after I’ve saved you from his clutches. We need a plan to get you to a safe house. My house isn’t safe. Yours isn’t either. Okay, here’s the plan. I’ll run interference and give you my debit card. The pin number is Nana’s birthday minus the number of times I’ve seen Star Wars. Hint, the answer is ninety-seven. Withdraw two hundred dollars in cash at the nearest ATM, then go to the Motel 6 near the Orange Grove exit on the freeway. Check in with the name Gustavo Tiberius and use a German accent. Use the cash you’ve withdrawn. Wait for me to arrive and we’ll figure something out.”

“Are you done?” I asked him.

“I think so.” He shook his head. “Whoa. That was kind of a head rush. How cool am I at planning escapes from kidnappers? Is that a job? Is that a thing I can do for a living? How much do you think it would pay? I’d be sort of like a superhero. I don’t look good in spandex. Never mind. The dream is dying. Wait for it… wait for it. Okay. That dream is dead.”

“Gustavo Tiberius?” I asked. “That’s the name you come up with?”

He shrugged. “There has to be someone in the world with that name. He’s probably badass and does things like gunplay and is into BDSM or something.”

“That doesn’t matter,” I said, trying to redirect the conversation. “Focus. Paul. Are you with me?”

Paul nodded. “I think I am. Probably.”

“Okay, repeat after me. I have not been kidnapped.”

“I have not been kidnapped,” Paul said.

“No,” I said. “I meant—Jesus Christ. Paul. I haven’t been kidnapped.”

“Am I still repeating after you, or?”

“No! Paul!”

“Sandy!”

“What are you doing!”

“Why are we yelling at each other in the bathroom of a Mexican restaurant!”

“I don’t know!”

“Stop yelling!”

“You stop yelling!”

I took a deep breath and let it out slowly, something I learned early on that I needed to do with Paul instead of slapping him upside the head. It almost didn’t work this time. “Why would you think Darren kidnapped me?”

“Because,” Paul said. “One minute you claim to hate him and the next you’re like, totally in love with him. Or something. But it’s not a normal love. Santiago was hitting on him right in front of you and you didn’t even get jealous at all. You were laughing at him, like you thought his pain was funny.”

Because his pain was funny. Fucker couldn’t keep his dick in his pants. “Have you ever thought that maybe I’m just not a jealous person? Or maybe that I’m just secure enough in Darren’s feelings for me?” I almost couldn’t say the words with a straight face, but then I remembered Mike’s warning and the way his chest hair had felt in my fingers. That chest hair was a promise to save a gay bar and pave my way to queendom. I was Meryl Streeping the shit out of this. Paul was going to be so proud of me when this was all over. Or completely appalled. It was fifty-fifty either way.

Paul rolled his eyes. “You hide behind Helena and I’m fat. We really don’t do ‘secure enough.’”

“Never leave me,” I demanded.

“Never,” he promised. “Now, tell me.”

It hurt, a little (maybe even more than a little), to lie to him. “I don’t know,” I said. “Maybe I’m just waiting for the other shoe to drop. You know? What’s the point of getting riled up over something that’s not going to last?” That was… as close to the truth as I could get. And as close as I wanted it to be. Anything more seemed like it would reveal things I didn’t even want to think about.

“Sandy,” Paul said, shaking his head. “Darren’s wanted you forever. Just because he slept with everything that had a pulse doesn’t really change that. Sure that looks bad and you should probably get him tested for chlamydia before having sex again, but he actually cares about you. More than I think he knows what to do with. Why do you think it took him this long to finally act on it? And don’t deny it, either. I know he’s the one that came to you. I’m just surprised you agreed so quickly.”

“How do you know?” I asked, wondering why my voice sounded hoarse.

“Do you really think anybody else would have told the ridiculous story with you about how you two got together?”

“You would have,” I said.

“Well, yeah,” he said. “That’s because I love you.”

“I know,” I said. “So why would—oh.” Well, shit. “He doesn’t love me. Are you out of your mind?”

“Okay, so maybe it’s not love. Not yet. Not everyone can be my parents.”

“Or you and Vince.”

“Yeah, it’s genetic, I think. But Darren cares about you, Sandy. I know he does.”

Resolve… weakening. “He’s a bit of a dick,” I said, flailing for something.

Paul rolled his eyes. “Well it’s a good thing you’re a bottom, because you’re an asshole, so the two of you fit together just fine.”

“Wow,” I said. “That was a thing of beauty.”

Paul looked rather pleased with himself. “Thank you. Wordplay is just like foreplay. You have to just ease into it a little—”

“Yeah, you’re losing me now.”

“Right. So. No shoes are dropping. Darren thinks you’re super cool.”

“Great, so now we’re twelve.”

“Sandy.”

“Yeah, sorry. Deflecting is like a reflex.”

“Get angry!”

“Whoa there. That’s why I’m in therapy so I don’t do that anymore.”

“Sandy!”

“Fine! Grr. I’m angry.”

“You don’t look angry.”

I bared my teeth.

“Okay, that’s a little better. Are you going to let that twink trash hit on your man?”

“No.”

“I can’t hear you!”

“No!”

“What are you going to do!”

“I’m not going to let him hit on my man!”

“And how are you gonna do that?”

“I’m gonna march right out there and give him a piece of my mind!”

“Damn right! And then what’re you gonna do?”

“And then I’m going to murder the twink trash and bury his body in a shallow grave in the desert where the coyotes and javelinas will eventually get to it and pick it clean and maybe his sun-bleached bones will be discovered like, ten years from now, but it won’t matter because all physical evidence will have dissipated in the summer sun and the monsoon rains! I will have gotten away with it. It’s the perfect goddamn crime and it begins this night.”

“Holy shit,” Paul breathed. “I was going to say just kiss Darren or something. Dude. That was dark. You’re dark.”

“Kiss him?” I screeched. “Why the hell would I kiss him?”

“Why wouldn’t you?” Paul asked, confused. “He’s your boyfriend.”

“Because he’s—oh. Wait. Right. Riiiight. Okay. Okay. I see where you’re going with this. That’s just. I don’t. Um. Just.” I’m pretty sure my synapses were misfiring. And my nipples were hard. I didn’t know how those two things were related but that they had to be since they were both happening at the same time. I felt aroused and confused. It was like I was twelve again and standing in front of the men’s underwear section at Kmart, looking at the headless torsos on the Hanes packages and wondering why I was getting sweaty.

“Are you sure he hasn’t kidnapped you?” Paul asked, starting to get suspicious again.

“Yeah,” I said, my brain slightly scrambled from the thought of kissing Darren Mayne. “Sure. I think you’d look lovely in a toga at my taco party next Easter. You know what they say, Togas for Jesus will always please us.”

“Oh no,” Paul whispered. “I broke you.”

 

 

I WENT into the restroom as Mamma Mia! Meryl Streep. I came out as The River Wild Meryl. That’s the one where Kevin Bacon was an evil douchebag and tried to ruin the Streep family rafting trip and Meryl got all badass and killed him. Or something. I hadn’t seen that movie in a really long time, I just knew that Meryl was badass in it and I was badass now, therefore I was The River Wild Meryl. This Meryl would never allow twinkie waiter trash to get up on her man right in front of her. In fact, this Meryl would probably have his balls for the main course if he even tried such a thing. I wished I was wearing river-rafting clothes, but then I realized I didn’t own any, so I was going to have to make do with what I had on.

Besides, if Meryl Streep could eat a waiter’s balls for dinner, then so could I. It didn’t matter what we wore.

Helena was happy with the threat of violence.

Santiago was at the table, almost in Darren’s lap. Vince looked annoyed. Corey looked murderous. Darren looked uncomfortable, craning his neck back looking toward us. The moment he saw me, his eyes softened and there was something there. Something that looked like relief. Like he knew what was coming.

I couldn’t let him down.

He was my fake boyfriend.

Helena was displeased with the twink. She loved them, because twinks could be wonderful.

But sometimes, certain twinks needed to be taught their place.

Santiago wasn’t even paying attention to me as we came back to the table, fixated on Darren, telling him some story about blah, blah, blah, his hands on Darren’s, tugging at his fingers, looking all wide-eyed and innocent, even though we could all see the slut simmering just underneath the facade.

“Darren,” I said, my voice huskier than normal. “Is everything all right?” I walked behind him, my fingers trailing along his shoulders and the back of his neck. He shuddered minutely, but enough for me to catch it.

“Fine.” He glanced over at me as I stood above him. “Where’d you—”

“Santiago,” I said. “A little word of advice, if I may.”

“Advice,” he repeated. “From you.”

“Yes. From me.”

“No offense,” he said with a grimace. “But I don’t need advice from you. Darren, as I was—”

I snapped my hand out and held his jaw, turning his face toward me. The grip was tight enough that he couldn’t pull away easily, but not so tight that I’d bruise his pretty skin. Not yet, anyway. “It’s only polite to listen when your betters are speaking, little chicken. Are you going to listen?” He nodded as my thumb brushed along his jaw. “Good, baby doll. That was the right answer. Now. As I was saying. A bit of advice for you. You’re gorgeous. You’re young. You probably can come five or six times in a single night. You look like you don’t even have to pluck your eyebrows, and that’s nice. That’s all well and good. But, sweetheart, one day, that’s all going to fade and you are going to be left with nothing but a shriveled dick, a raging case of herpes, and a unibrow that will threaten to eat your face. And that’s okay too. It happens to the best of us. Though, in your case, it’ll probably be sweet karmic justice for all the shit you’ve pulled. So you can fuck your way through life all you want. I’m not here to judge you in that regard. If that makes you happy, then by all means. As long as you are safe about it, I won’t cast a stone at you.” My grip tightened. His skin dimpled. “However, if you ever put your hands on Vince again, I will come back for you. You don’t want that. If you ever talk shit about Paul again, I will come back for you. You really don’t want that. And if you ever touch my boyfriend again without explicit consent, I will break every one of your fingers until the bones poke through your skin. Then I’ll break them again. Are we clear on that, baby doll? Do we have an understanding?”

He tried to speak, but my grip wouldn’t let him.

“Just a simple yes or no will do.”

He nodded.

“Good,” I said. I leaned forward and brushed my lips against his cheek. “I’m glad we could have this little chat. Now, find our table another waiter and I don’t want to see you again for the rest of the night. If Paul and Vince should decide to come back here, you will not serve them. In fact, you will not even have any contact with them.” I let him go. “Now, if you’ll excuse me. I have some urgent business to attend to.”

I turned and reached back, fisting the back of Darren’s head, pulling his head back. He swallowed thickly, eyes dark. I didn’t even think twice about it when I pressed my lips against his. His mouth was hot against mine as I worked him over, swallowing his groan as my tongue brushed against his lips. I thought to push it deeper, but I didn’t, even when I felt his hand come up and hold my thigh, anchoring me in place as he strained for more, trying to open his mouth to let me in. This wasn’t real. It was an act. This whole thing was fake. It was—

Shit.

It was the best goddamn kiss I’d ever had.

I pulled back.

His lips were wet.

His pupils were blown.

His hand gripped my thigh.

I had to stop myself from leaning back in again, because what the fuck.

“Sandy,” Corey said. “Don’t take this the wrong way. But you seriously just gave me an erection.”

I tore my gaze away from Darren, trying to control my breathing. “Yes, well. I’ve been known to do that for many a man.”

Corey laughed. Paul and Vince did too.

Darren didn’t, though. Not even a smile.

And for the rest of the night, there was hardly a moment when he looked away from me.

I was in such deep shit.




Chapter 12: Hitting Girl Scouts in the Face with Dildos

 

 

ANYTIME I saw Darren’s name on my caller ID, I was still surprised, even a couple of weeks later. Not because he was calling me, but that the overwhelming feelings of derision and disdain that I normally associated with Darren were slowly giving way to something else that I couldn’t be bothered to examine too closely, given that I was a great believer in the age-old idea of Avoiding Something Until It Blows Up In Your Face. And since these feelings were starting to resemble the need to have Darren blow something on my face, I found it easier to ignore them altogether.

And so, yes, I was still surprised whenever Darren called or texted me. I’d only seen him a few times since I’d kissed him in front of everyone. It was usually on a Wednesday or Saturday while I was performing at Jack It, and we were never alone. Halloween had come and gone, but I’d taken the night off, allowing one of the other queens to handle the show. Given that I’d run the Halloween performance for the last five years, I figured I’d earned a break. I was getting too old for this shit.

Mike hadn’t pushed anything further when it came to the bar and our plan. In fact, I’d only seen him once since that day in his trailer, and it was only to tell me his lawyers were still negotiating with the county. He didn’t ask about my progress, and I didn’t tell him. It was starting to feel slightly skeevy, but I remembered why I was doing it.

Because of the children.

Or something.

So there I was, sitting on the couch after a ridiculously long day at work where I realized that working in a cubicle handling claims for an insurance company was probably stifling my very soul (or, at the very least, causing erectile dysfunction), listening to Corey talk about his ridiculously attractive professor who he apparently was swooning over (“I’m not swooning, Sandy!”), when my phone beeped.

I sighed when I saw who had texted.

But even I could tell that it came out as fond rather than exasperated.

Got a minute?

Corey laughed at me. “Is it your lovah?”

“No,” I said. “It’s my pastor. I’m having an existential crisis and need guidance.”

“Sure. Guidance right into your butthole.”

“Corey,” I said, appalled. “Apologize to God and Jesus. You know how they get when you talk about gay sex. Offended. Offended is how they get. My word. Guard your mortal soul, boy.”

“It’s weird,” he said as I started to type out a response.

“What is?” Sure, what’s up? I sent the message.

“You,” he said. “Darren. This whole… thing.”

I looked back up at him. “Why is it weird?”

He shrugged. “You were smiling at your phone. You were smiling because of Darren.”

I scowled at him. “I was not. I don’t smile because of him.” That thought alone was just ridiculous. And even if I was, it was because of a farce. I was just too good at my role.

“Uh-huh,” he said. “Deny all you want. But I see right through you. He makes you happy.”

“Barely.”

“That’s a good thing.”

“Barely.”

“I am surprised, though.”

“About?” I wondered if I threw the TV remote at his head, we would stop having this conversation. I had to remind myself that I couldn’t always use violence to get out of a situation, no matter how much I wanted to. My life was hard.

“That you caved so quickly. I honestly though there was going to be weeks, if not months, of absurd back and forth between the two of you. I had already started making plans to trap you two in Corey’s Patented Sex Dungeon just to get it over with.”

“That wouldn’t have worked on me,” I said, somewhat appalled that he thought I’d be that easy.

“Right.” He rolled his eyes. “Tyson said the same thing. And yet, almost ten years of pining gone after one night in my sex dungeon.”

“I don’t think that’s quite what happened.”

“Pretty much,” he said. “They were cuddling. You saw it.”

My phone beeped again. Call you?

I frowned. I knew that Darren was going to be putting the feelers out to speak to his father, but I hadn’t heard much more than that. I didn’t want to push him because I knew how sensitive it could be, regardless of what Darren said. It was a tricky situation, and if my morals weren’t already firmly planted in shades of gray, I probably would have backed out of this days ago, or not even agreed to it at all. But here we were, entrenched in a ridiculous plot that only a few people knew about. And here I was, keenly aware that avoidance was going to be getting harder and harder to do.

Sure, I wrote back.

Okay, give me a few.

“You have that study group tonight?” I asked Corey.

He arched an eyebrow at me. “Why? Kicking me out so you can have the sex?”

“Gross. Yes.”

“Gross,” he said. “Fine. I can go a little early. But I better not come home to find any wet spots on the walls or my bed.”

“They’ll be drenched,” I reassured him as he stood from the sofa. “I’m going to do such disgusting things on your sheets.”

He leaned over and kissed me on the cheek before grabbing his bag and keys and heading out the door.

“Make good choices!” I called after him and he laughed. I heard his car start up outside, and he pulled away.

A couple of minutes later, the phone rang.

“Is this where you fake break up with me?” I asked him instead of a normal greeting.

He snorted. “Nah. Not yet. You’re fake stuck with me for the foreseeable future.”

That shouldn’t have made my heart flutter as it did. It was really rather disgusting. I told myself it was probably more due to an arrhythmia than Darren. I made a mental note to make an appointment with a heart specialist to make sure I wasn’t dying. “Lucky me,” I said lightly.

“So I may have done something bad,” he said.

I gripped the phone tightly. “Oh? Who did you screw now? Was he at least eighteen?”

“Oh fuck you,” he snapped. “I didn’t have sex with anyone. I told you I wouldn’t and I haven’t.”

“Good for you,” I said, because we were back on even ground. Bickering and sniping at each other was the only real thing I knew how to do with Darren. Everything else was too unclear. “I’m glad that you’ve been able to go a few weeks without fucking something.”

“Are you always this difficult?”

“Yes. Yes, I am. Reconsidering yet?”

“Not even a little bit,” he said. “I’m in this for the long haul.”

I closed my eyes and made sure my breathing was even. “For reasons you won’t tell me.”

“It’s a rule,” he taunted me. “You started them, after all.”

“New rule,” I said. “Shut up.”

“You’re the epitome of maturity.”

“At least I have hair on my balls, unlike your usual conquests.”

“Really,” he said. “You think you’re my conquest? Huh. I didn’t know—”

“That’s not what I meant.”

“Right. Of course it wasn’t. But now I know you’ve got a bush.”

“I don’t have a bush. I am waxed and manscaped by a professional once a month. Mai Ling does a phenomenal job and I leave satisfied.” And I really wish I hadn’t said all that.

“Seriously?”

“Uh, yeah. Obviously. I am a classy broad, you know.”

“Sure. The classy broad talking about the hair on his balls.”

“You started it!”

He laughed. “I don’t think that I did. I just called you to tell you some news.”

“Bad news,” I reminded him.

“No. I didn’t say it was bad news. I said I did something bad. It’s not necessarily bad news. Well. Depending on how you look at it.”

“That’s not making me feel any better.”

“Because I live to make you feel better,” he said, voice as dry as I’d ever heard it.

I couldn’t stop the laugh even if I wanted to. “You’re not supposed to be funny,” I scolded him. “You’re a homo jock. You’re supposed to work out and fuck twinks and then go drink kale smoothies or something.”

“Because that’s exactly all I do with my time,” Darren said. “God, it’s like you know my innermost secrets and wildest dreams.”

“Don’t lie,” I said. “You don’t have those.”

“I do too. I have so many secrets that you wouldn’t even believe. I’m mysterious.”

“Yeah, not even remotely mysterious.”

“You just want to know my secrets.”

I rolled my eyes. “I have so many better things to worry about.”

“I don’t believe you.”

Was this flirting? I thought this was flirting. I didn’t know if I liked that. “Okay, then tell me.”

“Tell you what?”

“An innermost secret and/or wildest dream. Preferably something embarrassing so that I can lord it over you later.”

“Why, Sandy,” Darren said, sounding amused. “Is this you wanting to know things about me? And here I thought you were just using me to get what you wanted.”

“Oh, I am,” I said, resolutely not blushing. “Know thy enemy and all that.”

“You keep calling me that.”

“What?”

“Your enemy.”

“No, I don’t.”

“Second time. First time it was friends close, enemies closer.”

“Oh. Well. I suppose.”

“Am I your enemy?” He didn’t sound angry, just honestly curious.

Which flummoxed me. “Uh. Yes?”

“You sure? You don’t sound sure.”

“I’m sure. Like, so sure.”

“Positive?”

No. “Absolutely.”

“Huh. All right, then. Let me see, a secret or wildest dream.”

“That’s it?”

“What?”

“I tell you that you’re my enemy and you don’t even want to know why?”

“Oh,” he said maddeningly. “There’s a reason?”

“Of course there’s a reason!” I sputtered.

“There you go. Anyway, I suppose a secret—”

This most certainly wouldn’t do. “Don’t you want to know the reason?”

“Eh. Not really. I’m sure you think it’s justified in that weird, twisted way that you have. Okay, I’ve got a secret. But then you have to tell me one too. It’s only fair.”

“What are you even talking about?”

“You wanted to know one of my secrets. That’s why you called me, remember?”

“I didn’t call you! You called me to tell me bad news!”

“Wow, you can get loud rather quickly,” he said. “But that doesn’t count as your secret because I honestly already knew that.”

“Gaaaah!” I shouted into the phone.

A moment of silence.

Then, “Feel better?”

“Kind of,” I said. Because, oddly enough, I did.

“Good. Okay, ready for my secret?”

“It better be good, Mayne. I don’t have time for petty bullshit. I want something hard-core.”

“Oh, it’s good.”

“I’ll be the judge of that.”

“When I was in third grade, I had a crush on my teacher, Mr. Mitchum. I used to draw hearts on my paper with our initials in the middle. On the last day of school, I told him that when I graduated high school, I’d come back for him and we could run away together and get married.”

I refused to find that adorable. “Oh my god, that’s adorable.” I apparently didn’t refuse very hard. “Please tell me you saw him again when you were older and he made fun of you.” I paused, considering. And then, in a more horrified voice, “Or you went back and actually had sex with him. You went back and fucked him, didn’t you. Jesus Christ, Darren.”

“I don’t have sex with everything, Sandy.”

“Almost!”

“And no, I didn’t see him after that. But only because he was fired and went to prison my freshman year.”

“What? Why!”

“Apparently he was having sex with a guy in the grade above me. He was sixteen, I think.”

“What?”

“I know, right? If only he’d waited one more year, it could have been me.”

I choked. “Did you just make an underage sex joke?”

“Yes, yes I did.”

“Oh my god.”

“I don’t even feel ashamed. Should I feel ashamed? Wow. I really don’t feel ashamed. That’s probably not good.”

“Oh my god.”

“Okay,” he said cheerfully. “Your turn.”

“I don’t have anything to top that.”

“It’s a good thing we’re not topping each other, then.” And then his voice dropped and he said, “At least not yet.”

I dropped the phone, because what.

It clattered to the floor and I gave very real thought to just stepping on it as hard as I could to shatter it to pieces so I could resolutely avoid thinking about topping anything having to do with Darren.

(Though, Helena found it to be a fine idea, because of the miles and miles of tanned skin that could be stretched out before her as she fucked up into him, nails digging into his thighs, her mouth latched on to one of his nipples as he writhed above her asking for more, begging for more—)

I picked the phone back up.

He was laughing at me.

Avoid. Avoid. Avoid.

“You’re not funny,” I said.

“I’m hilarious,” he said. “Drop your phone, did you?”

“Slipped from my hand. Had nothing to do with our conversation.”

“Sure it didn’t. Your turn.”

“Or maybe you can just tell me why you called.”

“Where’s the fun in that?”

“In your delay tactics?”

“Probably.”

“Is it that bad?”

“Probably.”

I sighed. “This was such a stupid idea.”

“And yet, here we are.”

“Yeah, with you and your pedophile teacher.”

“Hey, it could have been real love, you don’t know. He was hot. Had this whole daddy thing going on. I had this fantasy about him that I’d get a B on a test and need to stay after for extra credit. Dirty extra credit.”

“We’re going to hell for even having this conversation.”

“Nah, this won’t be the thing that sends us there,” he said. “We were probably on our way a long time ago. Your turn. Think you can beat me?”

Oh, what an amateur little boy, thinking he can go up against a queen. His naïveté was almost precious. “When I was seventeen,” I said, “I was living with Paul and his parents. I wanted to have sex, but I wasn’t sure I was ready to do that with a person. So I stole Nana’s credit card, went online, bought a twelve-inch dildo because I really wasn’t sure what to get. I ingenuously thought it was the bigger the better.”

“You still think that, don’t even front. Size queen.”

“Shut up. Anyway. I got it delivered, pretended to be sick one day on a family outing, stayed home by myself, lubed it up, and sat on it. Long story short, I had forgotten to completely remove my shorts and underwear, and the end of the dildo got tangled up in my clothes and stuck in my ass.”

Darren started coughing roughly.

“You okay?”

“Fine,” he managed to say.

“Should I continue?”

“There’s more?”

“Three hours later, I still hadn’t gotten the dildo out of my ass, and everyone came home. I shouted for Paul to come save me, because I was getting fucked to death by a big green cock. He ran into the room, followed by Matty, Larry, and of course, Nana, who started screaming that I had been fisted by the Hulk and wouldn’t someone please save her step-grandbaby.”

“I don’t know that I’ve ever been happier than I’ve been right now,” Darren gasped. “This moment… it’s just wonderful.”

“So Paul did what he did best and burst into tears, saying that he didn’t want me to die, that he would do his best to save me. So he untangled the dildo from out of my clothes, wrapped both hands around it, counted to three, and pulled so hard that he fell backward. Since I’d poured three bottles of lube on it to try and slick it up to pull it loose, it slipped from his fingers, went over his head, and broke the window in my bedroom. He told me later he felt like Arthur pulling Excalibur from the stone. He wondered if that made him a king or something, given the strength it took to pull the dildo from my anus.”

I thought it was quite possible that Darren was dying on the other end of the line. I didn’t know why I was telling him this, nor why I thought his laugh was one of the nicest sounds I’d heard in a long time. It wasn’t forced or controlled or done in contempt; it was an honest, free sound that was a little manic and it was the best I’d ever heard him.

“That’s not the end,” I said. “It happened in the February. Do you know what happens in the February, Darren?”

“I… can’t… breathe….”

“Girl Scouts sell cookies in the February, Darren. Door to door. And my bedroom window happened to face the front entrance to the house. So not only did my lubed up twelve-inch dildo get stuck in me, only to be forcibly removed from my ass, breaking a window in the process, it struck a twelve-year-old Girl Scout named Tiffany Moore in the side of the head who was about to knock on the front door to sell us Thin Mints. I knocked down a little girl selling cookies with a dildo, Darren. She had a bruise in the shape of the head of the dildo for two weeks. She apparently went to a Catholic school, too, and had to have that bruise in front of nuns. I felt so bad, that for the next three years, I saved everything I could and bought every single box she had to sell because her mom told me that I needed to find Jesus and the only way to do that would be to buy all her cookies. So I did.”

That set him off again, and I was oddly pleased. I thought it possible that he should always sound like this, like he wasn’t trying to prove anything, that he wasn’t trying to intimidate anyone. It was a nice thought, and I wondered why things couldn’t always be like that. But I didn’t let myself be fooled. This wasn’t him, not really. This was a part of him, sure, but it was buried under the cocky persona I despised for rather shallow and petty reasons, but reasons nonetheless.

“I have nothing,” he said, breath hitching, “nothing that will ever compare to that. I am horrified and in awe of you.”

“As one should be of a drag queen,” I said. “That’s something Vaguyna first told me. That a drag queen was here to entertain, but also to make things as awkward and uncomfortable as possible. And most likely scare you the tiniest bit.”

“She was your mentor?”

“Yeah. My drag mother. Taught me everything she knew. She was one of the best who ever lived, though she wasn’t that well-known outside of Arizona. No one could do a Madonna like her. She never took shit from anyone, either. I saw her kick a Marine’s ass, just for disrespecting her as a lady.”

“What was her real name?” he asked. Then, “I can ask that, right? I’m not breaking some kind of… drag… secret code?”

I was a little taken aback by how nervous he sounded. “No. You can ask that. I honestly can’t remember the last time anyone asked me that. They always just think of her as Vaguyna and not as a man. She was like me. She wasn’t transgendered or a transvestite. She just liked to perform in drag. Uh. His name was Billy. William. William Solomon. He was a nurse at the university hospital for going on twenty years, kind of like your mom, I guess. They all loved him there; almost every one of his shows had a coworker or two at them. This was the late eighties and nineties, too, so it was good to know he was so accepted for who he was.”

“I saw her perform once,” he said.

“You did?” I hadn’t known that.

“Yeah. Years ago. I’d just turned twenty-one, first time out to the bar. She was doing some Cher thing.”

“Oh god,” I said. “I hated that wig on her. She loved it, but I thought it looked like a dead poodle on her head. She told me little baby queens like myself should learn to not be so mouthy.”

“You were there?” he asked, sounding surprised.

“Probably. I usually went to most of her shows, even if I wasn’t performing in them. I would have been twenty-four then, I think. Since you’re almost thirty.”

He snorted. “Yeah, you just had to get that dig in, didn’t you.”

“Eh. It’s not bad. You get used to it. Though, you’ll probably just fall apart. It’s what happens to attractive assholes like yourself. You’re on top of the world, then you hit thirty and your hair falls out and you get fat. It’s going to be amazing.”

“You think I’m attractive,” he said. I could hear the smile in his voice.

“What?” I said. “No, I don’t. Shut up. You don’t know me. I would never say that.”

“You called me an attractive asshole.”

“I meant that in the general sense. Not specifically you. Just… general. Like, all the homo jocks.”

“So, all the homo jocks are attractive, is what you’re saying.”

“Exactly.”

“And I’m a homo jock. Or even the king.”

“Right.”

“So, if homo jocks are attractive, and I’m their king… wow. You must find me really attractive.”

“That’s not what I said!”

“Now that’s the secret I should have been told, not that beating a Girl Scout upside the head with a dildo isn’t a good one.”

“I didn’t beat her upside the head—”

“Semantics. If it makes you feel any better, I already knew you found me attractive, so it’s no big deal. I could see it in your eyes.”

It was said with that familiar cocky tone of his, that swagger that irritated me to no end. And it reminded me just how big an asshole Darren was. And how cruel he’d actually been the first time I’d ever tried to speak with him. Maybe I shouldn’t have still been upset by it, because everyone does stupid things when they’re young, but I was having a hard time equating that Darren to this Darren, and the sooner I remembered that they were one and the same, the better. This whole thing was a farce, a means to an end, and nothing more. I was sitting here on the phone flirting with him. I felt rather disgusted with myself over it.

“Why did you call?” I asked, voice clipped.

He heard the change immediately. “Hey, no. Sandy, I didn’t mean it like—”

“It’s fine,” I said. “Did you need something?”

He sighed. “Would you just—”

“Darren.”

“Goddammit,” he growled. “Why do you have to always make things so fucking difficult?”

“That’s who I am,” I said. “Just like this is who you are. Last time, Darren. What did you want?”

“I spoke with my father.”

That made me pause. “Really?”

“Yeah.” He sounded frustrated. “I was surprised too. I thought I’d have to push a few more times before I’d actually get through to him. But I told my boss I was thinking about reaching out to him and the next thing I know, Mark is telling me that the mayor wanted to speak with me and maybe I could call him.”

“When was the last time you spoke with him?”

He laughed bitterly. “Vince’s mom’s funeral. He told me I was a disappointment when I sided with you all over him.”

I didn’t know Darren had talked to him privately. All I could really remember was the low-level fury I felt watching Andrew Taylor berate his son while his wife and the mother of his child lay in a casket at the other end of the church. He was an almost stereotypical villain, with his rants and diatribes about the liberals who were destroying America and how immigrants and gays were going to bring the downfall of civilized society. His followers ate it up, and there was talk that years down the road, if groomed just right, he could be a potential presidential candidate. That thought was more terrifying than any other. All I had to do was turn on the news and see the rabid Tea Party or religious right frothing at the mouth, eulogizing the morals of America by way of pointing fingers and casting judgment. This was a man that I didn’t fear, per se, as much as I feared how he could easily corral his followers like sheep behind him.

Who’d also had an affair with a nurse, resulting in the man I was speaking to on the phone.

“What did he want?” I asked.

“It was weird,” he said. “He acted like he actually cared about what was going on with me. He asked me how I was liking my job. Where I was living now. What I did outside of work.”

“Okay,” I said slowly. “That’s good, right? Well, as good as talking to evil can be.”

“Uh,” he said. “That’s not the bad part.”

“Oh. What is, then?”

“I may or may not have told him I was seeing someone.”

I sat straight up. “You what?” Holy shit. If Darren told his dad that he was gay, it would be a huge step for him. Yeah, it’d probably fuck up our plans, but even I knew what was important here and if he’d finally made that decision, then I’d—

“Yeah,” he said. “That just really slipped out. I don’t even know why I said it. One minute we’re talking about the city council, and the next he’s asking if there’s anyone special in my life. And before I knew it had even happened, he was under the impression that I had a girlfriend named Helena and now he’s invited us both to a lunch at the country club because he wants to meet the girl that’s managed to tie me down. So, it’s not too bad, right? I mean, what’s the worst that could possibly happen? Good. I’m glad we’ve had this talk. I’ll text you with the details and we’ll figure it out later! Bye!”

“Darren Rasputin Mayne,” I growled. “If you hang up that phone, I will end you.”

“My middle name’s not Rasputin,” he said. “What the hell. How does that even sound like that’d be my middle name?”

“It sounded dramatic,” I admitted. “I needed it for reasons. What’s your middle name? Is it something awesome like Vince’s? Like Olga? Or Leslie?”

“It’s Matthew.”

“Oh. That’s… disappointing.”

“Sorry.”

“Yeah. Well. You should be.”

I could practically hear him rolling his eyes. “What’s yours?”

“Patrick.”

He tried to muffle his laughter. “Sanford Patrick Stewart. Like, Patrick Stewart. The Star Trek cap—”

“I know.”

“He was also Professor X in the—”

“I know!” I snapped at him.

“Just making sure.”

“It’s not like I haven’t heard that before. I mean, it’s always been—why the hell are we talking about this? You told your father you have a what now?”

“Dammit,” he said. “I thought maybe you wouldn’t have remembered that.”

“It literally happened two minutes ago.”

“Well, yeah. But you’re easily distracted.”

“I am not.”

“I can list at least seven times I’ve distracted you.”

“Really? Fine. Go ahead. I can’t wait to hear this.”

“Okay. Number one. Right now.”

“You bastard!”

“I’m hysterical,” he said, obviously pleased with himself.

“How the hell did you end up telling your father you had a girlfriend?”

“I don’t know! It just… slipped… out? Maybe. He was talking about how he was glad we were finally having a conversation again and said something that reminded me of you and I don’t know, okay? It just happened.”

“Your evil father said something that reminded you of me? I’m offended.”

“Not the point.”

“It kind of is the point, really.”

“Fine. Yes. It’s completely the point.”

“And now he wants to meet said girlfriend.”

“Yes.”

“Oh my god.”

“Look, I know it’s not ideal.”

“Oh my god.”

“We’ll figure something out, okay? I can tell him we’re not at the meet-the-parents stage in our—”

“What am I going to wear?”

“—relation… ship… wait. What?”

“I’ve never been to a country club,” I said, jumping up from the couch and heading toward the spare room that housed Helena’s walk-in closet. “That sounds so fancy. Like, you walk in and the first thing they do is hand you a hot towel for your face and champagne. Ooh, I bet they have good champagne. Like, not the kind that you get in a plastic cup, but in a crystal flute that just bubbles in your throat and they’ll say, ‘Welcome, Ms. Handbasket. You look lovely today. Would you like a complimentary Lexus Hybrid SUV?’ Of course, I’ll have to accept because otherwise, it would just be rude. So what on earth could I wear to say that yes, I am a fierce and classy woman who takes no fucking shit from anyone, but that I am still a sexual creature who moves with a fluidity not seen since Marilyn Monroe?”

“I don’t… know what to say to any of that.”

“Of course you wouldn’t,” I said, throwing open the closet door. “You usually dress like you’re on your way to your next kegger, bro. With your frat bros. Who you have bromances with. You sit around and drink broskis.”

“Jesus Christ.”

“Where is it?” I demanded as I flipped through the hangers. “Which country club is it at? It better not be one of the shitty ones, I swear to god, Darren. I will not go to some crapshack that pretends it’s something it’s not. I am a beautiful and fragile creature. I expect to be treated as such.”

He sighed as if he couldn’t believe this was his life. “Ventana Canyon.”

I gasped into the phone. “That’s where all the celebrities go!”

“I know.”

“You know? And you didn’t think to tell me?”

“I’m telling you now. What do you think the point of this entire conversation has been about? It’s like you’re not even listening—”

“Really? Because I seem to remember you trying to tell me secrets about yourself while you were sitting on this like it meant nothing.”

“You asked me to tell you a secret about myself!”

“You told the wrong one!” I shouted into the phone. “I don’t care about your pedophile teacher that you wanted to have sex with!”

“Could you really not say it like that?” He sounded grumpy. “That makes it sound so… illegal.”

“It would have been illegal!”

“I didn’t fuck my teacher!”

“You thought about it.”

“Well, yeah,” he said. “I did.”

“I can’t believe I’m fake dating you.”

“Trust me, the feeling is completely mutual.”

“You can’t do that,” I snapped at him. “You’re not allowed to be funny right now. Or ever. There’s only so much my heart can take.”

“What’s that supposed to mean?”

“Tim Curry goes to Ventana Canyon,” I said, tossing all the trashy fucking clothes over my shoulder. “Darren, let me repeat that. Tim Curry goes to Ventana Canyon.”

“I don’t know who that is,” he said.

I shrieked into the phone.

“Ow,” he said. “Why do you have to be so—”

“Dr. Frank-N-Furter! Rocky Horror Picture Show!”

“Never saw it.”

“I don’t… understand. You never… saw… it? What does that even mean?”

“Oh boy.”

“How does one not see it? What kind of self-respecting gay are you?”

“The kind who’s about to introduce you as his girlfriend to his Republican father,” he said drily.

“I have nothing to wear!” I wailed. “Why the fuck do I have a pantsuit? I am not a businesswoman in a stock photo from the early nineties talking on her cell phone that’s as big as her head!”

“And that’s an image I’ll never unsee,” Darren said. “Wait, what color is the pantsuit?”

“Are you mocking me right now?”

“I wouldn’t even dream of it.”

“Good. Because I can’t believe I’m going to stand in the same place as Dr. Frank-N-Furter and all I have to wear is a pantsuit.”

“It’s really unfair.”

“It is,” I said. “I don’t know if you could even begin to comprehend the extent of this travesty.”

“Oh, I don’t think you’d let me get away with that.”

“You’re right,” I said. “I wouldn’t. I’m glad we’re on the same page with that. I’ll need at least three weeks to prepare for the role of a lifetime. I’m assuming you at least were smart enough to tell your father that we’d be happy to meet with him after the holidays.”

“Uh.”

I stopped my mad riffling of the closet to glare at the phone. “Darren.”

“Yeah,” he said. “About that. It’s. Uh. This Saturday?”

“Are you asking me or are you telling me?” I said, voice low and dangerous.

“Telling,” he said. “Definitely telling. Er. Um. Asking? You?”

“So what you’re saying is that in four days, I will be standing in front of your father who you have somehow convinced that you’re not only straight, but have managed to land a hot chick like me?”

“I… don’t… there are so many things wrong with what you just said.”

“Name two!”

“One, you’re not a hot chick.”

“Hey! I am the hottest chick!”

“Two, it’s not that hard to convince someone that I’m straight.”

“Oh please,” I said. “I’ve seen how you get when you’ve had one too many drinks in you. You’re practically on fire, you’re so flaming.”

“Says the drag queen. And I’m not flaming when I’m drunk!”

“So that wasn’t you last summer at my Karaoke Sunday drunk off margaritas singing Kesha?”

“That was one time.”

“Yeah, one time that you sang seven songs for. How the hell do you know the words to seven Ke$ha songs?”

“I don’t know,” he said. Yeah, definitely grumpy. “She’s like my spirit animal. Or something.”

“Why are you giving me all this ammo against you when I don’t have time to do anything about it? What kind of bastard are you? Your spirit animal? You big freaking homo!”

“She is fresh and exciting!”

“She doesn’t look like she bathes regularly,” I said. “Like, if you touched her, she’d probably be sticky.”

“Jesus Christ.”

“Hey. I’m not the one that gets a musical boner for Ke$ha. Because that’s just weird.”

“It’s not weird.”

“It’s totally weird.”

He sighed heavily into the phone. “You were right about one thing, though, I guess.”

“Of course I was. I’m right about most things. What was I right about this time?”

“It would be hard to convince anyone, much less my father, that I could get someone like you,” he muttered.

“Meep,” I squeaked.

“Did you just step on a cat?”

“Yes,” I said. “That’s exactly what happened. Stupid cat. I stepped on it and it made that weird noise you just heard. Good job.” Because I didn’t want to tell him that I’d instantly gotten a partial erection from him inferring that I was something he could never have. One does not tell their fake boyfriends that one has been given half a chub while standing in a drag queen’s closet holding a lavender pantsuit that looks like it came from the set of Designing Women.

“When did you get a cat?”

Why was everyone asking me that? I didn’t sound like—“Last week”—and I was lying, I was such a liar because this fake relationship was built on lies. “From the pound. His name is Kitten Von Whiskersnap De Martinez. He’s of German-Mexican descent.” Everything was a lie.

“I don’t even want to know,” he said.

“Good. Because you just dropped a hetero bomb on me and now in addition to being your fake boyfriend, I also have to be your fake girlfriend and somehow meet with your father to convince him you are in a stable, heteronormative relationship while trying to get him to agree to save a gay bar without actually telling him about the gay bar. Good! Fine! This will be just fucking perfect!”

“Hey, boo. You sound stressed.”

“I will literally castrate you, Darren. I really will.”

“If you wanted to touch my junk, all you had to do was ask.”

I sputtered quite magnificently into the phone, finally finishing with “I am not that easy” because it seemed like the only thing to say.

“Okay,” he said. “I believe you. Mostly. So, now would probably be a bad time to mention that Matty somehow wrangled my mother’s phone number out of me earlier this week, only to call her and invite her and I to Nana’s house for Thanksgiving this year because she told my mother we’re dating and that we’re sort of family now?”

“She did what!”

“Wow. I was wrong. You can get louder. That’s impressive. I’m impressed.”

“Your mother!”

“Yeah, so. I guess it’ll just be this whole family experience because my mom says she can’t wait to meet you. Great, right? Ha-ha. Lucky you. I’m sure everything will be just fine. Oh look at the time. I suddenly remembered I have to go do something and not be on the phone with you anymore. I’ll see you tomorrow night at your show. Bye, boo.”

“Darren! Darren!”

But he’d already hung up the phone.

And you know what?

The weirdest thing hit me then.

I stood there staring at my phone in the middle of a destroyed closet, surrounded by enough sequins and spandex to make it look like I’d murdered RuPaul’s Drag Race, wondering how I’d found myself in the position to meet Darren’s father as his girlfriend and to meet his mother as his boyfriend, knowing that everything around me was spiraling out of control, but the only thing that I could focus on was the little blinking number that let me know I’d been talking to Darren for over an hour on the phone. An hour where’d he’d pissed me off, turned me on, made me laugh, and made me sad. An hour that let me see the man behind the façade of a Homo Jock King, at least for a little bit.

And it hit me that maybe it was the best hour I’d had in a very long time.

And if I just happened to sigh happily a little, well.

No one heard it but me.




Chapter 13: Helena Van Der Beek of the Dawson’s Creek Van Der Beeks

 

 

“WHAT DO you mean, you can’t meet up for lunch?” Paul asked Saturday morning. He was on speakerphone while I sat in front of the mirror at the vanity in my bedroom, experimenting with lipstick to see which better said that I was a woman with a mission who would still probably leave lipstick rings on your cock. It was hard to strike the balance between the two. Well, hard for a drag queen. I needed Andrew Taylor to see me as a force to be reckoned with while also making him slightly uncomfortable. Not that Darren needed to know anything about that.

I had a plan, after all.

And if past experience dictated anything, it was that every plan I’d ever had had been executed flawlessly.

“I’m busy.” I pouted at the mirror, wondering if my lips should be fuller. I thought maybe about doing the whole Kardashian shot glass lip plumping thing, but then I realized I was not an idiot and also had a modicum of sense, so I decided against it.

“Doing what?”

“Darren.”

Paul gagged. “Oh sweat balls. Say no more. I really don’t want to know anything about that. But I’m glad you and he are done fighting.”

I paused in my ministrations in the mirror and looked back down at the phone. “Who says we were fighting?”

“Please. You were glaring at him the entire time at your show on Wednesday. I’ve never seen you angrily perform Beyoncé before. It was almost a religious experience. And Darren looked like a kicked puppy the entire time. Seriously. That family’s genetics are totally unfair. They get to be hot and muscular, and when they’re pouting, all I want to do is give them a hug and a hand job or something.”

“You want to give Darren a hand job?”

“Oh god no,” Paul said. “I was just speaking generally. I don’t speak asshole like you and Darren do. It’s why you’re made for each other.”

“You say the sweetest things, baby doll.”

“I try. Why were you pissed off?”

“Your mother is meddling.”

Paul sighed. “What did she do now?”

“She got Dare to give her his mom’s phone number, called her up out of the blue, and invited her down for Thanksgiving to meet Darren’s new boyfriend.”

“Okay,” Paul said. “Then what happened?”

Well, since I really couldn’t tell him about meeting Andrew Taylor under the guise of a heterosexual relationship, I had nothing else. But that should have been enough. “That’s it,” I said.

“I don’t understand what the problem is. Why wouldn’t you want him there?”

And no, he wouldn’t, because Paul was a paragon of virtue who didn’t lie about his relationship in order to help a man named Mike who sometimes smelled like frozen taquitos from Costco. Paul would never understand that I was meeting Darren’s mother under the guise of a fabricated relationship. This poor, sweet woman was probably thinking her slutty son had finally found someone to settle down with, never knowing that I was essentially just a butt plug on his sexual appetite, keeping it all inside until one day, the plug would be removed and all that was trapped inside will come gushing out in a flood of shame and remorse.

“I just don’t know if I’m ready for that,” I said instead to Paul. Because, maybe, if Darren and I were in a real relationship, I’d be worried that it’d be too soon to meet his mother. That sounded plausible and something I would say. Or at least I thought it would be. “What if she comes down here and hates me because she thinks her son deserves better? Or worse, what if she loves me and then Darren and I break up like, two weeks later? Who would get to keep his mother in the divorce? I would hope it would be me, because I’m an amazing son.”

“She’s not going to think that Darren deserves better than you,” Paul said.

“I know that,” I said. “I’m wonderful and the best that Darren could possibly do. I was just practicing being humble for when she gets here. Did you believe me?”

Paul sighed. “I almost did.”

“Good. I’m good. I’m fantastic at being humble.”

“You put the moron in oxymoron.”

“Ooh,” I moaned. “Your wordplay makes me horny.”

“And you’re not going to break up.”

“You don’t know that. He could cheat on me with a twink named Duke or Mateo or whatever those SeanCody boys are called these days. Or Jake Gyllenhaal will finally respond to the fan letter I wrote him ten years ago and agree that we’re meant to be together. So no, you don’t know that at all.”

“I kind of do. Whether you wanted to admit it or not, you’ve pretty much always wanted Darren.”

I almost smashed my fist down on the phone. “That’s not even remotely true!”

“Sure it isn’t. I don’t know what happened between you two to make you pretend to hate him all this time, but you’ve obviously moved past that. Which is a good thing for everyone involved. Trust me. If I had to hear either one of you bitch about the other again, I was going to kick one of you in the balls.”

“So specific,” I said, rather proud of him. “I like the cut of your cloth, kid.”

“Why did you pretend to hate him? For a while there, years ago, I thought maybe you had a crush on him.”

And that was the real problem. I’d had a crush on him. And after that, I didn’t really have to pretend to hate him. I genuinely despised the very ground Darren Mayne walked on. It was a combination of pettiness and me protecting myself, sure. But those feelings were very, very real.

But it wasn’t like I felt that anymore, right? I mean, I couldn’t really remember when I’d switched from hating him to begrudgingly accepting his existence. It’d happened without me noticing. Granted, he was on my shit list right now for this whole girlfriend debacle, but like any role I’d played before, I was going to commit to it completely and fully. I was going to be the best girlfriend that ever existed.

“I just didn’t like him,” I settled on. “No real reason. He just rubbed me the wrong way. It’s one of those things. You know how it goes.”

“What changed?”

“I guess I saw him differently than he was before.”

“That’s kind of romantic, if you think about it.”

“And that’s why I don’t think about it.”

“Shut up, I know you love it.”

“You’re a liar and a fat mouth.”

“Besides, you wouldn’t want him to be by himself again, would you?”

“What do you mean?”

“Last year. Thanksgiving. His mom was out of town with friends and Vince was over with us at Mom and Dad’s.”

And that didn’t sit right with me. “Why didn’t anyone invite him?”

“You didn’t like him.”

And that… well. That was pretty much true. And I felt like the world’s most gaping asshole. “Things change” was all I could think to say.

“So, it’s fine that he’s coming?”

“Yeah.”

“All right. If you’re going to be having your afternoon delight, I’ll take Corey out with me, then.”

I gave Paul a kiss kiss through the phone, so he must have known I was more Helena than Sandy. He didn’t question it, but then he never really did. For all he knew, Darren had a Helena kink and we were getting ready to spend an afternoon exploring said kink completely and fully. (And as soon as that thought entered my head, it took a long while for it to leave. Eventually, though, I was able to push it away. It’s painful to try and get an erection when your dick is taped back.)

I decided on the Chanel Rouge Allure Velvet lipstick, a deep red that didn’t smear or flake easily. It was a tinge that said I was flirty and sexy, but that I could also fist you if you tried to fuck with me. Of course, I would never say that to the Honorable Andrew Taylor. But if he thought that this lunch was going to be his chance to berate his son’s choices or give him any grief whatsoever, he was going to be sorely mistaken. I didn’t know when or why I’d decided to become protective over Darren.

Darren was a… perfectly acceptable human being. Whose father had decided his son (both his sons) weren’t worthy of his time because of who they were or the choices they’d made. I’d never understood how someone can bring a child into this world and not love them for the rest of their lives, regardless if they were gay or straight or transgendered or any other thing that might set them apart. If you couldn’t love your child no matter who they grew up to be, then you probably shouldn’t have become a parent in the first place.

So, no. I wasn’t going to let Andrew Taylor fuck with Darren.

I was Helena Handbasket now.

And I didn’t take shit from anyone.

I slid my feet into the black pumps, my legs freshly shaved. I smoothed out the knee-length black skirt as I stood, running my finger along the sensible slit on the left thigh. I wore a crisp white collared button-down, the cuffs on the sleeves oversized and hanging over the backs of my hands. The blouse was tight around my middle, accentuating the curves of my body and the padded bra I wore. Paul had always said I was made to be a drag queen because the width of my hips was one of my best features. I left a button or two open at the top, but had the stiff collar pulled around my neck to add to the effect the contouring makeup had to lessen my Adam’s apple.

The rest of my makeup—aside from the lipstick—was minimal and as bare as possible. The black wig I wore was shoulder length and styled to curve around my face. I picked up a large pair of sunglasses and put them on.

A star had been born. I looked like I belonged at a place like Ventana Canyon. That it was the norm for me. A weekend thing. A lunch with the ladies before shopping at Coach or Gucci.

Darren Mayne had said I wasn’t a hot chick.

He was wrong.

I leaned over and carefully kissed my reflection, leaving the smallest imprint of my lips on the glass.

“Let’s begin,” I said, smiling to myself.

Then I turned and took two steps before accidentally walking into a wall because one should never wear sunglasses indoors unless one was a douchebag. “Motherfucking balls of shit,” I snarled in a very unladylike fashion as I rubbed my knee. “That fucking cock bag bitch whore.”

Once the pain subsided, I stood back up, ready to be a lady of leisure again. “Much better,” I said with a breathy sigh.

Of course, I took off the sunglasses before I left the room.

And it was only ten minutes later that Darren stood on the other side of the front door, gaping at me as I rested a hand against the doorway, totally posing, but not letting him know I was posing.

“Bae,” I purred. “How lovely it is to see you again.”

He swallowed thickly, eyes darting up and down, the tiniest of flushes crawling along his throat. “Helena,” he finally said, because he knew who he was dealing with. It was one of the reasons I enjoyed him. Well, some of the time. “You look beautiful.”

“Like a hot chick?” I asked, running a fake French-manicured nail along my bottom lip, his eyes dilating and following it.

“Uh,” he said. “Yeah. Um.” He coughed and shook his head. “Yes. Of course. Like. A hot chick. And stuff.”

“Ah,” I said. “You don’t look so bad yourself.”

And he didn’t. He wore light gray slacks too cut to be anything but tailored specifically for him and a blue dress shirt that clung to his biceps, the sleeves rolled up over thick forearms. I was amused and given a little rush when I saw that I was an inch or so taller than him now that I wore these heels and we were face to face. There was something about him having to look up at me to meet my eyes that caused my blood to rush. He wasn’t subservient, but Helena didn’t care about that because she could imagine he was. He looked delectable and if this were any other day and we were any other people, I would be more than willing to test just how flake-resistant my lipstick was.

But we were Helena and Darren. There was nothing to test.

“Are you ready to go, baby doll?” I asked, my voice Helena deep, each word carrying a weight to it that could spiral out to a dozen of different connotations. I realized then and only then that this was probably the first time I’d gone out in public as Helena without it being drag-related, either for a show or an event of some kind. This was Helena being allowed out in a public setting where her more… flamboyant mannerisms were probably not going to be as welcome as they normally were.

Sandy thought that maybe this might be a very bad idea.

Helena didn’t give two shits and was chomping at the bit to take control.

I grinned as Darren flushed again.

This was going to be fun.

 

 

WE PULLED up to the valet at the entrance to the country club. A handsome kid in khakis and white polo opened the passenger door to Darren’s SUV, extending a hand out to me, helping me out of the vehicle. I almost wanted to bat his hand away because honestly, but I figured this was how rich broads did it, so I went with it. I took his hand in my own and he pulled me gently from the vehicle, and I didn’t miss the way his eyes lingered on my legs before his attention snapped back up to my face.

“Ma’am,” he said, and I wanted to devour him, he was just so precious.

“Thank you, sweetheart.” I squeezed his hand before letting it fall. The boy blushed and nodded, running around to the other side of the car to take the keys from Darren.

I took my sunglasses off and placed them in the faux-Louis Vuitton purse I carried (and it was an excellent knockoff, if one didn’t look too closely and see the brand name of Luis Valdez, bought from some thrift store ages ago). Darren came around the back of the SUV looking like he just stopped in for a bit of lunch after spending the morning yachting, windswept and tanned skin, smile slightly rakish with a hint of teeth. He was nervous, though, and I was surprised to find out I knew him well enough to see that. It was in the tightness around his eyes, the set of his jaw. A wave of fondness that I could do nothing to stop rolled over me, and I was once again struck by the need to protect him from his father.

He held out his elbow to me and I wrapped my hand through it, fingers gripping his arm lightly. He smiled at me, slightly strained but he was trying.

“We don’t have to do this,” I murmured, the words just for him. “We could say fuck him and leave right now.”

“What about the bar?” he asked.

I shrugged. “We’ll figure it out. We always do. It’s not as important as—”

He shook his head. “We’re here. We might as well.”

“Can I tell him I didn’t vote for him?”

And there was the smile I wanted to see. “Always causing trouble.”

“It’s what I live for.”

He led me into the club, the automated doors sliding open, artificial air rolling over me, my heels clacking against expensive tile. The club itself was expansive, multiple buildings stretched over acres. We were at the restaurant, wide windows stretched along either side, bright sunlight filtering in, the grass of the surrounding golf course a luscious green. The hostess smiled at us as we approached. Before we reached her, I whispered in Darren’s ear, “I make no promises that if I see someone famous, I won’t freak out and demand they sign my fake tits.”

He stumbled a little bit, coughing harshly. I smiled at the hostess as she frowned in concern. “Is everything okay?” she asked.

“It’s fine,” I said. “Sometimes he has trouble walking and talking at the same time. You know how men can be. Always thinking with one head and not the other. Isn’t that right, bae.”

The hostess giggled as Darren glared at me. “Yes, dear.”

“Do you have reservations?” she asked.

“Andrew Taylor is expecting us,” Darren said.

“That sounds ominous,” I said. “Don’t scare the girl, bae.” I looked back at the hostess. “We’re here to have lunch with the mayor. He’s thinking about investing in my company. We sell mayonnaise. Old Slovak recipe from my baba. Very top secret hush-hush. You won’t tell a soul, will you, pretty?”

Her eyes were wide and she shook her head as Darren groaned next to me. “I’ll keep it to myself,” she said. “And if I may, you have to be the tallest woman I’ve ever seen. It’s quite confounding.”

“It’s the mayonnaise,” I said. “We put it on everything. Corn. Pancakes. Apples. Everything.”

“This day will end in tears,” Darren said with a sigh. “Most likely my own.”

“Of course not. Helena’s going to take good care of you.” I leaned in and brushed my lips against his cheek. I felt him shudder.

Helena liked that very much and wanted to lick him.

“Isn’t he just precious,” I asked our new friend as I pulled away.

“You make a very striking couple,” the hostess said.

“Imagine what our children will look like,” I said, just to fuck with Darren. “I think I’d take to pregnancy very well, don’t you?”

“Oh dear god,” he muttered. Then, louder, “Why don’t we just focus on the moment at hand before we knock you up?”

“Such a gentleman,” I told the hostess. “Wants to wine and dine me before impregnation.”

The hostess nodded. “Such a sweet thing to do. If you’ll follow me, Mayor Taylor is already here. I’ll show you to your table.”

I’d hoped we would have arrived before him. When going into battle, it’s always better to have the lay of the land memorized before meeting an enemy face to face. It would have given us the upper hand and made it feel like Taylor was encroaching into our territory. Instead, we’d arrived after him, letting him choose where to sit and how to act.

That was okay, though. The opening salvo had been fired, but it was just a glancing blow. I would come in with a sneak attack rather than guns blazing. He wouldn’t even see me coming.

The hostess led us toward the bank of windows on the far side of the restaurant. The tables on this side were empty, and I thought it was probably done on purpose, to give us (specifically the mayor) some privacy for this luncheon. I didn’t know if it was good or bad that there wouldn’t be any witnesses. This, of course, led me down the line of thinking that what if Taylor despised me and decided to have me bumped off? I didn’t quite have a grasp on the inner workings of the city government, but I assumed that a mayor would be in the position to dispatch hitmen if needed to spill the blood of his enemies.

I might have had an overactive imagination fueled by way too many thrillers on Lifetime (thrillers being the operative word, of course).

Andrew Taylor stood as we approached. Even though he was in his midsixties, he was still unfairly gorgeous and fit. It was easy to see where Vince and Darren had gotten their coloring and good looks from. And if Taylor was any consideration, then Darren was going to be hot even as an old man, which should not have given me the tiniest of thrills it did. (And I also can admit to having the horrifying thought of At least I made the right choice with this one if that’s what he’ll look like when we’re older before I remembered what this truly was and vowed to never think such things again.)

He wore a dark tailored suit that looked like this year’s Marc Jacobs. His tie was silk and his shoes Italian and there was nary a hair out of place. His eyes were on me, cool and assessing, and I felt my hackles rise. He was judging me at first sight, like he had any place to say whether or not I was good enough for his son. I don’t know what he found at the end of his assessment, what determination was made about me in all of three seconds, but he smiled that wide, toothy politician’s smile.

“Darren,” he said. “It’s good to see you.” He held out his hand.

“Dad,” Darren said stiffly before shaking his hand. It was a perfunctory action, holding no warmth from either one of them. One would have thought they were business associates rather than father and son. Maybe it was because I had been adopted into a family that loved me no matter what that I didn’t quite understand how a father could act toward his son in such a way. Sure, Darren was a product of an affair and it was all kept hush-hush secret, but Taylor’s actions had brought life into the world. Why in God’s name did he never act like that wasn’t the greatest gift he’d been given?

“And who is this enchanting young lady?” Taylor asked, turning his eyes to me. I held out my hand to him. He gripped my fingers lightly and brought the back of my hand to his lips, scraping a kiss against my skin. It made my skin crawl, but I smiled at him. I knew there really wasn’t any chance of him recognizing me from the funeral as I hadn’t even been on his radar, but it was still a relief to know I could fool him so completely.

“This is my girlfriend,” Darren said. “Helena.”

“Mayor Taylor,” I said as I pulled my hand away. “How lovely it is to meet you. Darren’s told me so much about you.”

“Has he?” Taylor said, eyes darting toward his son before coming back to me. “All of it good, I hope.”

That was certainly laughable. Even without Darren and Vince, I’d heard nothing about him that indicated he was even remotely close to being a decent human being. And from the news and my very own limited interaction, there appeared to be nothing to endear him to anyone who wasn’t a douchebag.

But he didn’t know I knew that. For all he knew, I was a bright-eyed young lady enamored of a boy and meeting his father for the first time. That’s all this was to him.

“Mostly good,” I said, my voice slightly teasing. “But I don’t suppose anyone could be all good, could they? Why, that would just be boring.”

Taylor chuckled. “You’re speaking to someone in public office, Helena. My reputation is sterling, boring though it may be.”

Bullshit.

“Shall we?” Taylor said, waving a hand toward the table.

I murmured my thanks as Darren pulled out my chair for me. His big hands squeezed my shoulders once before he sat down next to me. I set my purse on the floor between us and smiled at Darren, who looked like he wished he could be anywhere but where he was. I reached under the table and folded my hand in his. He looked surprised but didn’t pull away. In fact, he seemed almost grateful for the contact.

“It’s been a while since I’ve spoken to you,” Taylor said to Darren.

Darren shrugged. “I’ve been busy. You know how it is. Work takes up a lot of my time.”

He nodded. “Unfortunately I do. It seems I never leave the office these days. But surely you haven’t been that busy. After all, you’ve found time to meet this young lady.” He glanced over at me with a small smile. “I must admit to being a little surprised to hear it.”

“Really?” I said. “And why is that?”

“I’ve never heard of Darren being serious about anyone before,” Taylor said, folding his hands on the table in front of him. “Never really heard him talk about a specific girl. Figured he was busy sowing his oats and living the bachelor life.”

I laughed. “Oh, I’m sure he was. All those coeds, am I right?” I winked at Taylor. “Maybe we just found each other at the right time. When we needed each other the most.” Out of the corner of my eye, I could see Darren watching me, a strange look on his face that I couldn’t quite place.

“Well,” Taylor said. “That’s wonderful. Tell me about yourself, Helena. Where are you from?”

“Tucson born and raised,” I said, nodding toward the waitress as glasses of cucumber ice water were placed before us. “Lived here all my life. Parents did too.”

“That so?” Taylor said. “Long history, then. Probably voted in many elections. Helped Tucson become what it is. They’re registered, right?”

“Independents,” I said sweetly.

Taylor didn’t even hide the face he made at that. “Independents. Well, give them five minutes alone with me and I’m sure I could change their minds.” And that politician’s smile came back as Darren frowned. Taylor could be charming, I’m sure, but he really was barking up the wrong tree. Especially since this tree had a cock and was wearing a skirt.

“Probably not,” I said, taking a sip of my water. “They’re dead.”

Taylor blanched. “My condolences.”

I waved it away. “Happened when I was a teenager. But thank you.”

“She was taken in by her best friend’s family,” Darren said, sounding irritated. I didn’t think it was toward me. “They took good care of her in the last couple years of high school.”

“That they did,” I said, trying to keep my voice even. I wondered why I kept being surprised when Darren showed he paid attention more than I thought he did. “He’s like my brother and his parents are my parents. I was very lucky. To have people there for me when I needed them the most.”

The dig went right over Taylor’s head. “Family is good to have,” he said. “Lord only knows. I lost my wife last year, so I can appreciate the toll it takes on a person.”

“I’m very sorry for your loss,” I said. And I was. She might not have been the best mother possible, but she’d redeemed herself toward the end. Paul had told me what she’d said about Vince in the hospital when he’d gone to visit her. I just wished Vince had gotten to know that much, much sooner. “But you still have family, right? Darren here. And Darren told me you have another son?”

Taylor nodded. “Yes. Vincent.” I almost missed the barely there glance he gave Darren at the words other son.

“That’s right,” I said. “At least you have him too.”

“Of course. They’ve both been instrumental in the healing process.” How easily I could point out that they didn’t have the same mothers or that Vince hadn’t seen his father in months. But I wasn’t here to cause trouble. I wasn’t here to berate Taylor. I was here to make sure he didn’t do anything to Darren. If he did, then all bets were off.

Oh. And I was also here to do something about the bar.

Right. The bar. Couldn’t forget about the bar. That was the real reason I was here, after all.

“Well, I’m glad to hear that,” I said. “But let’s move on to lighter things. No need to speak of sad things on such a beautiful day.”

“Indeed,” Taylor said. “What about you two? How did you meet?”

“Through friends,” Darren said, jaw tensed, taking over like he knew I was thinking of saying something ridiculous like how Darren saved me from a horde of rampaging rabid beavers in Los Cabos. Not that I would have said anything like that, of course. Everyone knows there are no beavers in Los Cabos. That would just be preposterous.

“Oh? And when was that?”

“In June,” Darren said. Simple and to the point.

And boring.

“How lovely. And you’ve been together all this time?”

“Yes.”

“Oh, Dare,” I said with a laugh. “No need to be all monosyllabic. It really is a very interesting story how we met.”

“One I’m sure my father doesn’t have time to hear,” Darren said pointedly.

“I’ve got plenty of time,” Taylor said.

“He’s got plenty of time,” I said as I cocked my head at Darren.

“If this is going to be like the story you told our friends, I don’t think he’ll be able to appreciate your more… subtle nuances.”

“Subtle?” I asked. “Darling, there is nothing subtle about me.”

“An outspoken woman,” Taylor said. “She reminds me of Nancy Reagan. Good stock.”

That… was not the look I was going for. I didn’t know whether or not I should be offended.

“Dad,” Darren warned. “Don’t even start.”

Taylor ignored him. “What is your surname?” he asked. “You seem well educated.”

For a woman was left unsaid and I wanted to punch him on behalf of my fellow sisters. And then I remembered I was a man. I still wanted to punch him, because I was a mister sister and that was just rude. I didn’t know if it was intentional or if he was just oblivious.

“Van Der Beek,” I said, because even if Taylor was an idiot, he wasn’t stupid, and Handbasket would probably be too on the nose.

“Helena Van Der Beek,” Darren said, sounding like he was in pain.

Okay, maybe that was a little over the top. It wasn’t my fault that James Van Der Beek made me want to Dawson his creek when I was a teenager. For some reason, I was a fan of his forehead. Don’t ask.

“I must admit to not being familiar with the Van Der Beeks,” Taylor said.

“Oh, that’s unfortunate. We’re a fun bunch. Noisy and boisterous.” I hoped he was believing all of this.

“German-Mexican descent, was it?” Darren asked, and I almost snorted my cucumber water in a very unladylike fashion. I glared at him as I used the napkin to dab my nose. He winked at me and it was unfair how good that looked on him. Such a simple act and I was more than willing to swallow his cock to the root. I wondered if that made me a bad person. Probably.

“So you were listening,” I said before looking back at Taylor. “Sometimes it’s just impossible to tell with him.”

“Mexican?” Taylor said. “I assume your family is here legally.” He laughed a little at the end, making sure we knew we were all in on the joke.

The problem was, though, that it wasn’t funny in the slightest and I was starting to get annoyed. I gave him a vague shrug. “We were all immigrants at one point.”

He looked as if he barely restrained rolling his eyes. “That’s not really an argument.”

“I didn’t know we were arguing.”

“Maybe we should—” Darren started.

“Fair,” Taylor said. “But regardless of a person’s status—”

“Oh, sorry,” I said, trying to sound as contrite as possible as I dug through my purse. “I could have sworn I heard my phone ring. Silly me. Wasn’t anything at all. How funny is that? I must be hearing things now. Darren, what are you going to get to eat? The menu here looks extensive. Do they have ham? I feel like eating ham. Like, a big thing of ham.”

“Ham,” Darren said. “A big thing of ham.”

“Doesn’t that sound wonderful?” I asked. “Also, see if they have eggrolls. I could really go for some eggrolls right now. You can order for me. Just make sure it’s exactly what I said.”

“Eggrolls and ham,” he said. “That sounds like a disgusting combination. You should feel ashamed of yourself for even asking.”

“Sadly, I don’t,” I said. “Not even a little bit. I have strange tastes. As evidenced by you.”

“Almost like you’re pregnant,” Taylor said. He paused, eyes narrowing. “You’re not pregnant, are you?”

I grinned at him, razor sharp as Darren sank lower in his seat. “Of course not. I just like to eat. But would it be such a bad thing if I was? Our children would be so beautiful, Calvin Klein would hire them as soon as the afterbirth fell from my body.”

Darren started coughing roughly.

“You okay?” I asked him, wide-eyed and innocent.

“Fine,” he said, sounding choked. “Just had trouble breathing there for a moment.”

“Maybe you should get that checked,” I said. “I’d hate for you to die.” Most of the time.

“Your concern is heartwarming,” he said, lips quirking slightly.

“It wouldn’t be bad,” Taylor said, glancing between the two of us and sounding like he thought it’d be the worst thing in the world. “Certain… protocols would need to be put in place to ensure everything went smoothly. You understand. The nature of the job.”

“That doesn’t sound ominous or anything,” I said, wondering if I was really about to argue with Taylor about my right to become pregnant if I chose to. After all, he couldn’t tell me, a fake woman, what I could do with my own body that couldn’t actually have children. Who did he think he was?

(I might have been playing this role just a little too hard.)

I let it go. Because of the whole no-uterus thing. I’ve been told one of those is a necessity for getting pregnant.

Not that I understood the finer nuances of female reproduction, of course.

We made small talk until the waitress came over and took our orders (they did not, in fact, have egg rolls or ham. I had a feeling that if I was Tim Curry, I’d damn well get anything I wanted, but alas, I was just a pale imitation. I opted for a Greek salad instead).

There came a moment when Darren ordered a beer and Taylor asked for a glass of white wine when I considered asking for the most alcoholic thing on the menu just to see if being shitfaced could make Andrew Taylor tolerable. I decided against it, just to be safe.

“You don’t drink?” Taylor asked politely as the waitress left.

“Sometimes,” I said. “Just not today.”

“Ah, wanting to maintain a clear head to impress the father,” Taylor said with a chuckle.

Not even close. I didn’t want to take the chance of getting carded, since my ID proudly proclaimed me as Sanford Stewart, male extraordinaire. I couldn’t take the chance of letting the dick out of the bag. That would probably have blown up spectacularly in our faces.

“So what is it you do?” Taylor asked me, and I wondered if I was being interviewed. Taylor seemed very good at playing the role of dutiful father. But then, appearances were everything in his profession.

“I’m a claims adjuster for an insurance company.”

“That’s good work,” Taylor said.

I decided to push a little. “I also volunteer at Wingspan.”

“Volunteer work,” Taylor said. “What a wonderful thing to do. I wish more people would do the same. I must admit to not being familiar with Wingspan. What exactly do they do?”

“It’s geared toward LGBTQ youth,” I said easily. “It gives teenagers a safe place to go to be with other kids their same age that are potentially facing the same issues they do. They also have counseling services for some of the more at-risk kids that go there.” I paused, taking another sip of water, watching the way recognition crawled onto his face. “I’m surprised you haven’t heard of it. It’s the largest LGBTQ nonprofit in Tucson.” I often went as Sandy, though sometimes the little gay boys wanted to see Helena and get makeup tips, and every now and then, one of the girls wanted to know what it would take to be a drag king. Mostly, though, I just went there so they’d have someone to talk to. I didn’t have any counseling experience, but I’d taken my own shit and come out on top. Sometimes that’s all a kid needed to see to know that everything would be okay. Things that happen to you when you’re sixteen aren’t always indicative of how your life will be. I knew that better than anyone else.

“Yes, well,” Taylor said as diplomatically as possible. “Some of these things fall through the cracks, you know.”

“Ah,” I said. “That’s why places like this exist. So those kids won’t… how did you put it? Fall through the cracks.”

“You’re not a lesbian,” Taylor said.

“No,” I agreed. “I’m not.” I didn’t know that I was cool enough to be a lesbian.

“Bisexual?”

“Dad,” Darren warned.

“It’s okay,” I said. “And no. Not bisexual.” Truth, but still deflection. “My brother’s gay.”

“Brother?” Taylor asked.

“Not by blood,” I admitted. “The family who took me in after my parents died. Best friend, brother. Partner in crime. He’s getting married to his partner next year.”

“And you know this brother?” he asked Darren.

“Yeah,” Darren said, sounding remarkably at ease. “Not as well as Helena, but I’ll be going to the wedding with her.”

That was news to me. It should not have made me smile as it did.

Taylor snorted. “Wedding. Got lucky with that SCOTUS ruling, I guess.”

“How do you figure?” I asked.

“They forced the issue upon the rest of us,” he said, as one would when breaking bad news to another. He almost looked apologetic, but it had a bite to it. A challenge. And man, was he challenging the wrong person. He just didn’t know it yet.

“Forced,” I said slowly. “Because if a gay couple wants to get married, obviously that affects everyone else.”

“Forced may have been the wrong word to use,” Taylor said, sipping his wine. “I’m just of the mind that such things should be up to the states to decide. Not the courts. And Arizona had made its position clear. Repeatedly.”

“Right,” I said. “I can only imagine what it must feel like to be laughed at by everywhere else. Other than Indiana and Texas, of course. That’s good company to have, I guess. Maybe throw some Kentucky in there and you’ve got yourself a party.”

Darren’s grip tightened on my hand and I knew I was close to pushing it too far. The conversation up to this point had been polite, almost overly so, as if any one of us was worried about saying the wrong thing. I didn’t want Darren to regret this, especially if he really did want this chance to make some sort of connection with his father. Maybe I could never understand coming from such a man who seemed as if he could hate you just for being who you were, and maybe I didn’t think that was fair that Darren had to know what that felt like. Especially since we were here with me as his girlfriend, when he should be able to proudly introduce me as his boyfriend. That he didn’t have to hide the person he cared for, that he could be proud of the relationship he had and have his father be excited for him. That he’d be—

Except.

Except even if his father was here for him, happy for him, loving him in the way that every parent should, I wouldn’t be here as his anything.

In fact, if his dad cared about him, the real him, we wouldn’t even need to be doing this.

Because this whole thing was faked.

And for a second there, I’d forgotten that.

And that hurt a little more than I thought it would.

That… was not good. Apparently I wasn’t as Meryl Streep as I thought I was. That was disappointing. The real Meryl would be crushed if she knew. I hoped she’d never find out.

“Maybe we should just drop it,” Darren suggested. “That might be better for everyone.”

“I apologize,” I said before Taylor could speak again. “Obviously we’re not here to talk politics. We’re here because I care about your son and….” And I didn’t know how to finish that. I was stuck on that last part. Because I wasn’t lying. And if I wasn’t lying, then that meant I was telling the truth. And if I was telling the truth, then that meant—

Oh dear god.

No.

No, no, no.

When the fuck had that happened?

Absolutely not.

Taylor was waiting for me to finish. But it soon became obvious I’d swallowed a mouthful of crazy and wasn’t planning on saying anything more given that I was having an internal meltdown. He said, “It can be difficult when one of us is almost entirely political. But such is life, I suppose. We can always agree to disagree.”

“Of course!” I said, my voice much higher than it should have been. My skin felt clammy and hot, and I thought there was a very high chance I was about to get sort of shriekish, which, given that I wasn’t the most masculine person to begin with, tended to be high-pitched. “No more gay talk! In fact, let’s just pray the gay away right now.” Oh, fuck me sideways. “Er. Not what I meant. I think I need to use the room. The big room. The ladies room. Because that’s what I am right now.” I needed to call Paul and I needed to call him right the fuck now because this wasn’t supposed to happen. This was supposed to be an entirely mutual arrangement where I got what I wanted and Darren got… well, he never told me what he got out of this, but I was sure it was something that he’d lord over me later and that was fine. That was perfectly fine. I could deal with that, because that’s what we did. We gave each other shit, we snarked and clawed and annoyed each other and that was it.

But here I was sitting next to him in a skirt, meeting his father, for fuck’s sake, a known goddamn homophobe, dressed like a fucking woman, like I was his son’s girlfriend and what the fuck had I been thinking? I liked him? That was not okay. That was not acceptable. Darren Mayne was a fucking asshole and I hated him. I hated everything about him. Somehow, he’d tricked me into this whole thing, and it was probably part of some elaborate ruse in order to exact a revenge against me for some perceived slight. I was the victim here. I was the wronged. Not Darren. And I despised him. Everyone knew I did. It wasn’t even a secret. I made my disdain known as clear as anything.

I hated him.

Except for the way he was looking at me now, his eyes crinkled in concern, a small frown on his face like he was worried about me, for fuck’s sake. He still held my hand, thumb rubbing over the back, comforting and sweet and—holy Jesus shit. He was either out–Daniel-Day Lewising Daniel Day-Lewis or he was legitimately worried. But that couldn’t be true. Because I remembered the look on his face all those years before. That contempt. That disdain. The sheer disgust at having to talk to someone as beneath him as I was. It wasn’t anything like what it was now, but I knew he was capable of such a thing. I’d seen the pointed snarl to his lips as he looked down upon me. It didn’t matter what he was doing now.

Or, rather, that’s what I tried to tell myself.

“You okay?” Darren asked, and I had to bite my tongue to avoid demanding he feel me up right then and there, regardless of location and present company. I didn’t care that his dad was watching us with increasingly suspicious eyes. In fact, Helena liked the thought of making his dad watch (I never claimed Helena was in her right mind, remember). I tried to remind myself that I was a respectable fucking lady who didn’t need no man, especially not Darren.

“I’m fine,” I managed to say, trying to force myself to pull my hand away from his, but not having the strength to do so (because it felt so damn good). “Just… remembering some stuff. Like. Cake. That I made. In the oven. For church.” Good. Good job. That was good.

“Your church cake,” Darren repeated flatly because he knew I was full of shit. “That’s in the oven.”

“What church do you attend?” Taylor asked.

“The one with Jesus,” I said distractedly. “I need to use the restroom. I’ll be just a moment.” I grabbed my purse and fled the table, probably looking like I was slightly crazy. I asked a waiter where the restrooms were, and he pointed me down a hallway. There was a moment of dread when I realized I couldn’t really go into either set of restrooms without fear of someone seeing something they shouldn’t, but there was a single family restroom on the opposite wall that was unoccupied. I locked the door behind me and leaned against it, trying to take deep, even breaths.

The worst possible thing had happened.

I had… feelings… for the Homo Jock King.

I was an abject failure at faking a relationship.

And what was even more terrible was the thought that Darren might find out.

I was calling Paul even before I realized I’d pulled the phone out of my purse. It rang once, twice, and then, “Please tell me you’re not calling me midcoitus, Sandy. I swear to god I don’t think I’d be able to handle hearing you sucking on Darren’s balls. There are lines that even we shouldn’t cross. Unless we should. Should we? I don’t know if I can do a group thing. Where would everybody’s feet go? Not near me, that’s for damn sure. In fact, everyone’s feet should stay as far away from me as possible. I’m not one to kink shame, but if your kink is feet, shame on you.”

And just like that, I felt better. Not completely. But a little. Paul had that effect on me. He always had. “Not even remotely close,” I said, trying to sound flip and probably missing by a mile. “And don’t lie. You have a foot fetish. You probably like sucking on his toes and licking between the—”

“Oh my god, shut the fuck up.”

“Yeah, I might have been gagging a little too.”

“Are you okay?” he asked.

“I’m fine,” I said, sure I sounded believable.

“Sandy. You sound like you’re either on your way to freaking out or coming down from one.”

Maybe not so believable. “Bitch, please. You don’t know me.”

He snorted. “Not even a little bit. What’s going on?”

“Um. Nothing?”

“Right. Where are you?”

“Out.”

“Succinct as usual. Is Darren with you?”

“Not at the moment. Are you alone?”

“Yeah. Vince went on a bike ride with Corey before we went to lunch. I thought that sounded like a terrible idea so I’m sitting on the couch eating beef jerky. I don’t know why. I don’t even like beef jerky.”

Ah, the ramblings of my lunatic.

“So, what’s up?” he asked.

“Nothing much. How are you?”

“Sandy.”

“Ugh,” I said. “Sometimes I love you to pieces. Now is not one of those times.”

“Sure you don’t.” Then, “Did Darren do something?” His words were careful, his tone casual, but I knew him too well to not hear the slight coil of anger.

“No,” I said. “Nothing. Um. So. Funny story. I. Might? Have feelings. Ahem. For Darren.”

“Right,” he said slowly. “He’s your boyfriend. You should have feelings for him. That’s kind of how that works. Wait. Do you not know how this works? Don’t you know how to boyfriend? Wow. Seriously. This must be totally embarrassing for you.”

Oh. Right. I’d lied to Paul about everything.

Because I wasn’t supposed to actually feel like this.

And here I was, in drag, clutching a knockoff purse while trying not to hyperventilate in a bathroom where Tim Curry had probably urinated at one point in his life.

I really didn’t understand how I got myself in these situations. It was obviously not my fault.

“Deeper feelings,” I said, trying to salvage the situation. “Like, deeper than I thought.” And that technically wasn’t a lie, because any feelings at all would be deeper than I thought. It made sense in my head. Mostly.

“Do you love him?” Paul demanded.

“What? Gross. No!”

“Oh boy,” Paul said. “Because that’s an age-appropriate response to have. And what the hell is causing you to freak out about this? Did he slow-bone you? Oh my god, he did, didn’t he? I bet that’s it. I bet he slow-boned you and now you’re freaking. Was it good? Was it a good slow-bone and now you’re having all these feelings?”

“Do I even want to know what a slow-bone is?”

“You know, looking deep into your eyes while he fucks you all slow like. Like your two souls are becoming one, your hearts beating at the same time, your breaths mingling as he thrusts his penis into your fluttering hole and makes your skin come alive with the fire of a thousand suns and you just know at that moment that he’ll hold you forever in his arms and everything will be just fine. And then you both orgasm at the same time because your bodies know what you need from each other and you’re just so in sync and in love and everything is wonderful. And afterwards, you lie in each other’s juices and just bask in the scents of your lovemaking until it’s dried into your skin and then you go and giggle in the shower before you go make bacon or go out for fro-yo. You know. Slow-bone.”

“That’s not even a real fucking thing!” I snapped at him.

“It’s a thing,” he insisted. “Everyone knows that. There are reputable articles on it and everything in Cosmo and on BuzzFeed. I’ve read them. It helps you achieve a higher state of being when you slow your bone.”

“I hate to break it to you, but BuzzFeed should not have the word reputable coming before it unless it’s sarcastic. They have lists on there where they try and guess your age based upon the type of music you listen to. It’s fucking stupid.”

“Yeah, I took that quiz. It said I was one hundred and forty years old. I think I did it wrong.”

“Maybe you should stop listening to music played by topshuurs. You are not Mongolian, no matter what Nana says.”

“We saw a monk play a topshuur in Asia,” Paul said. “Vince said it was life changing. And then we got drunk and accidentally insulted someone’s grandma. It was awkward. White people are terrible. It’s cool. We still have the slow-bone.”

“Please tell me you and Vince don’t do that,” I begged. “And also, please find out a way to send me back in time so I never have to hear you describe the term slow-bone to me ever again. If I had to list the top five traumatizing things that have ever happened to me, that would be number four. At least.”

“Oh please,” Paul said with a sniff. “You mock because it’s never happened to you. Trust me, once you feel the power of the slow-bone, you won’t ever feel the same way again.”

“Stop saying slow-bone,” I hissed at him.

“It’s a magical thing,” Paul said. “One day, you’re going to call me and say, ‘Hey, Paul. You were right. Darren just slow-boned my butthole and I never should have doubted you. I’m so in touch with my feelings, you don’t even know.’ And I’ll say, ‘Of course I know, dear friend. I too am in touch with my slow-bone feelings. Let us have feelings together.’ And then we will. And probably also eat some pie. Pecan, preferably. No whip cream, though, because people that put whip cream on pecan pie should be dragged out into the streets and shot.”

“Paul.”

“Right. Sorry. I got distracted again. There was a commercial on TV for a cheese grater and that led me to think about mice and that led to chipmunks who store nuts for the winter and pecans are nuts and there you go.”

“Sometimes, I don’t think people quite understand the depths that you go to to find some way to confound me.”

“Slow-bone depths,” he whispered into the phone.

“Paul!”

“I really don’t understand what the big deal is,” he said. “So you like him. More than you thought. That’s what supposed to happen in relationships. The longer you’re together, the more the feelings grow.”

“I’m not ready for him to know,” I said, trying to find some sliver of truth to give him.

“Okay. Well shit.”

“What?”

“Uh, you’re not exactly good at hiding feelings when you have them. In fact, you get downright awkward. I was wondering when that was going to happen with Darren. I was surprised it hadn’t happened already.”

“Says you,” I retorted. “I’m the Meryl Streep of masking feelings, you motherfucker. And I don’t have an awkward bone in my body.”

“Okay. Tenth grade. Sam Haversford. You had a crush on him and every time he tried to talk to you afterward, you would squeak, turn red, and then laugh that really high-pitched fake laugh before running away.”

“Okay. So. One time.”

“Eleventh grade. Kang Yoo Taek, that foreign exchange student. He didn’t understand English, so you tried to learn Korean. When he said hi to you, you told him, in Korean, that his grandfather’s spirit had been sacrificed to a monkey god.”

“Hey! Korean is a hard language to learn!”

“You were trying to ask him to sit with us at lunch!”

“There may have been something lost in the translation,” I said. “Also, did he really need to react like I’d just shit on his entire familial legacy? Talk about a drama queen.”

“The point is, Sandy, you can’t Meryl Streep your way out of this,” Paul said, sounding amused. “You’re going to become the most uncomfortable-looking person in the history of the world until you spill your guts. Trust me on that.”

“I’ll show you a slow-bone, you scandalous bitch,” I snarled into the phone.

“Will you look into my eyes, then come on my chest with love?” he asked.

I screamed into the phone and disconnected the call quite savagely. It felt good. I felt good. I could do this.

I would do this.




Chapter 14: Raising Holy Homo Hell

 

 

OF COURSE, as soon as I approached the table, I heard a topic of conversation I hadn’t expected and didn’t know whether to throttle Darren or kiss him.

And then I thought even more about kissing him and I swear my ass crack was instantly sweating.

“—know Vince likes to go there,” Darren was saying. “And he takes his boyfriend. They have other friends there too.”

Taylor looked annoyed. “Be that as it may, I’m not in any position to discuss that with you. Whether or not some club of disrepute stays open or not has no bearing on you and me or this conversation. Honestly, Darren. You know that I get enough of this from your brother. I don’t know that I need to hear it from you.”

“Funny,” Darren said, “I didn’t know you got anything from Vince, seeing as how he won’t speak to you.”

“Sorry about that,” I said, pretending I hadn’t heard a single word they’d said.

“I ordered you the sea bass,” Darren said. “Hope that’s okay.”

I coughed and tried not to blush when I looked at him. “Thank you,” I said, cursing inwardly how breathless I sounded, like someone ordering me fish was the greatest thing that had ever happened to me. I cleared my throat and tried again. Much to my horror, my mouth didn’t get the message my brain was sending. “You make me want to speak Korean and tell stories about monkey gods.”

It was pretty silent after that for a while.

Then Darren squinted at me. “Um. What?”

“Ha-ha!” I said, trying not to sound hysterical. “A quote. From a movie. Just this… thing. I was thinking about. In the bathroom. A lot of people do that. It’s not weird, to think in the bathroom. Or whatever. Anyway. Sea bass! That’s… that’s just swell.”

I sat down in the chair next to him and tried not to think about how awesome it would be to give Darren Mayne a blow job within the next twenty minutes. Because that was just ridiculous. And also, we were out in public with his father, so now was not the time to realize that my feelings toward Darren had become less about anger and more about wanting to suck his balls. It was quite the quandary to be in. But then, that was the story of my life.

I was never going to get out of this lunch alive, much less this fake relationship. Chances were I’d probably have a guilty jerk-off session tonight (and possibly for weeks to follow) and would never be able to look Darren in the eyes again. His pretty, pretty eyes that were like stars in the sky—

Oh dear god.

No. I was stronger than this. I was more than this. I was the protégé of the legendary Vaguyna Muffman. I was the Queen known as Helena Handbasket. I ate men like him for breakfast and then threw them up because I had to watch my figure. I was the Meryl Streep of drag queens in the performance of my career in front of a powerful douchebag and his son whose cock I wanted to gargle at the back of my throat and—

Whoa.

That was me getting distracted.

Which was not a good thing right now.

And they were both still staring at me, waiting for more.

So I said the stupidest possible thing I could have said, just to get the attention off me and my impure thoughts about my fake boyfriend.

“What were you guys talking about just now?”

Darren sighed.

Taylor said, “That… place. Downtown. The homosexual bar.”

Helena wanted to gnash her teeth. “Jack It.”

Taylor grimaced. “Yes. Darren had heard a rumor that the city might not renew the contract. He asked me about it and I told him I don’t comment on rumors.”

Well, that certainly wasn’t true. He commented on them all the time. It was sort of his job to respond to rumors. “Understandable,” I said. “Besides, it’s obviously a false rumor, so no need to worry about spreading it.”

“Why false?” Taylor asked me.

I shrugged. “Because closing one of the few gay clubs in Tucson would undoubtedly lead to the reasons being made public, which would cause the gay population of Tucson to starting raising holy homo hell.”

Darren snorted unattractively.

Okay, that was a lie.

Even his snort was attractive.

I was doomed.

“Holy homo hell?” Taylor repeated with a frown.

“It’s a thing,” I said. “Usually involving peaceable, yet sarcastic protest and glitter. Maybe someone makes quiche. I don’t know.”

“And you think this will happen.”

I shrugged. “Well, yeah. The city closes it, the gays will head straight to the media, and allegations will be made. The ACLU will get involved to represent the owner for free, maybe Lambda Legal. National media will descend on Tucson, fingers pointed at why any of the college bars up and down 4th Avenue were never closed even though they were under the same contracts. Especially if someone were stupid enough to bring up the reason for closing it as making the downtown area a more family-friendly place, given the drugs, the homeless, the fact that you can walk down there at midnight and see people throwing up on the side of the road, or working girls in the underpasses trying to make a few bucks. People say that the LGBTQ community bitches about everything. I say they have to bitch until there’s no reason not to anymore.”

“Do I even need to mention the rumors of what happens in the back rooms of that place?” Taylor asked, wrinkling his nose in distaste. And no, he really didn’t, since I’d been in those back rooms myself. As had Darren. As had a shit-ton of other people over the years. But in the last decade, there’d been no fines, no citations, no charges of lewd and lascivious conduct. People were carded with scanners that even the best fake IDs couldn’t bust. “Not exactly what we want Tucson to be known for. We want families to be able to walk down the street without having—”

“Remind me, again,” I said. “Which bar was it that got shut down for a week because of allegations of people getting drugged and raped? Surely it wasn’t Jack It. It was O’Donnell’s, that frat-boy bar. I assume it’s going on the chopping block too. You know. Because of the raping.”

“I can’t speak to that,” Taylor said. “Honestly, I really shouldn’t even be speaking about any of this. It’s all just speculation and hearsay. But, I understand your points. I really do. But I don’t see any redeeming quality that a place such as… as Jack It, has to offer. I mean, it’s not as if they—”

“But what about the children?” Darren blurted out.

I choked on my tongue and almost knocked over my water glass because what the hell was he going on about now?

“The children?” Taylor asked.

“Yes,” Darren said, glancing quickly over at me before squaring his jaw. “Those poor, defenseless children.”

“Right,” I said, praying that Darren knew where he was going with this. “The babies. The homeless babies. Addicted to crack. Needles in their arms, just wanting to chase that ever elusive high—”

He squeezed my hand really hard at that, and I knew I was going too far, but his hand felt nice and warm and big and then I couldn’t stop thinking about how they’d feel wrapped around my—

“The children are whom I’m trying to protect,” Taylor said, looking at both of us like we’d lost it. Which, to be fair, we just might have. “Though, I don’t know anything about the ones addicted to crack.”

“Right,” Darren said. “But you’re a big supporter of Casa de los Niños, right? And Angel Wings. Both of which are nonprofits geared toward low-income families. It just so happens that Jack It is also a supporter of the same nonprofits. Well, they will be. It was decided this year to do a fund drive.”

“Do what now?” I asked Darren in a low voice.

“You know, boo”—Darren looked as if he was trying very hard not to grind his teeth—“that stuff we talked about. With the thing.”

“Right. The stuff and things.” I had no idea where he was going with this. And I didn’t like it one bit because we’d never had a fundraiser for either of those places, nor did we plan to. Any money that was raised went to Wingspan or some other nonprofit with a LGBTQ focus.

“Really,” Taylor said, obviously not believing a word we were saying. “And what kind of fund drive are you planning on holding? We raise tens of thousands of dollars just by holding a gala dinner. You really think you can top that? How?”

And there I was, thinking about how I’d like to top Darren, because my mind was a stupid, stupid thing.

“It’s not a contest,” Darren said. “I just thought you should know you’d be taking money away from at-risk children by closing the club. Just another angle to think about.”

“Okay,” Taylor said. “But that still doesn’t answer my question on how you plan to do that. It’s not like you can hold your own dinner. So, enlighten me. What kind of fundraiser would you have?”

Since my life wasn’t really an eighties movie, I made the firm and swift resolution not to say the very first idea that popped into my head, because it was absolutely ridiculous. I mean, come one. Did we really need to have a drag bachelor auction where I could be the MC and peddle man flesh while wearing something fabulously erotic? Of course not. We didn’t need that at all.

But how I wanted it. How it tantalized me.

Sandy, it whispered. Say me out loud. Just do it. I know it sounds preposterous, but do it. Come on, you know you want to. Everyone wants you to say it. It’ll feel so good. Say it. Just a little. Just a little bit.

And I did.

I did.

Because I wanted it.

I wanted to wear that costume with the green feathers off the shoulders that was absolutely skintight and left nothing to the imagination. How amazing would I look in that? Why, I bet I could raise at least a million dollars off my look alone. And not to mention how perky my ass looked in it. That was another five hundred thousand right there.

You know. For the children.

I had to think of the children.

So while Darren opened his mouth to probably say something extraordinarily boring like having a bake sale (and there was never anything sexy about having a bake sale, even if the cakes were shaped like penises or balls or something), I made the firm and swift resolution to not let him embarrass himself (and by extension, myself) and said three words I never thought I’d get to say in my life out loud and not immediately be hit with a wave of groans.

“Drag bachelor auction,” I said.

Darren groaned.

Since it was only him that groaned, it did not constitute as a wave and therefore, I was still in the clear.

“Drag bachelor auction,” Taylor repeated dubiously.

“Drag bachelor auction,” I said again, because I couldn’t not say it now. It sounded glorious.

“And what is… that.”

I had to hand it to the mayor. I’d never really heard someone talk while at the same time sounding like they were going to vomit without actually vomiting. It was quite an accomplishment.

But it mattered not. Because drag bachelor auction. “We dress up men who don’t usually do drag and then auction them off as eligible bachelors. Whoever bids the highest wins a date with said drag bachelor. One hundred percent of the profits go to saving the children from Ebola or scurvy whatever it is those charities do. Mad cow disease? Oh. Right. Drug babies. The money will go to save little Cracky Crackerson.”

Darren was starting to look like he wished he could be anywhere than where he was. Which, you know.

Rude.

“You dress up men as women and then pimp them out, is what you’re saying,” Taylor said. Which was also rude, but entirely accurate.

“Of course not,” I said. “There is no pimping.” So much pimping. “It’s not about anything sexual.” There would probably be a lot of sex, if the people on the date were so inclined. “We just want everyone to have a good time and donate what they can.” Give money and you can have sex with a man in a dress was probably not the best slogan to have for a children’s charity fundraiser. I’d have to work on that. “It’s not that big of a deal.” It was a super big deal that I was going to have to do regardless. Mike was not going to be pleased. “Darren here is even participating.”

I really shouldn’t have said that.

“I’m sorry,” Taylor said, sounding aggrieved. “Can you repeat that?”

“Yes, Helena,” Darren said. “I think I’d like to hear that again too.” He also sounded aggrieved, but his was more from a place of violence than his father’s. It was a good thing I’d decided I had feelings for him, otherwise I might actually be scared. But I couldn’t see the fear past the stars in my eyes.

It also probably helped that I didn’t have any sense of self-preservation. “Darren’s going to dress up in drag and then I’m going to sell him.” I couldn’t help the glee that trickled into my voice at such a notion. It was going to be amazing.

The dressing him in drag part.

Not the auctioning him off part.

Because that didn’t sound good at all.

In fact, I rather hated that idea.

Not because of jealousy or anything.

Obviously.

“Yeah,” Darren said with a sigh. “I thought that’s what you said.”

“Why in God’s name would he do that?” Taylor asked incredulously. “Darren has a tad bit more self-respect than that.”

“Apparently I don’t,” Darren muttered.

I bristled. “There’s nothing wrong with drag.”

“Besides everything, you mean,” Taylor said. “It’s not natural.”

Darren moved my silverware away from me. It was disconcerting that he knew me well enough to remove forks from my reach when his father was insulting me. I was feeling very stabby again.

“There’s nothing unnatural about it,” I said. “Drag performers have been around for centuries. When performing Shakespeare’s plays, all the roles, including those of women, were played by men. It’s not a sexual thing, or a gender-identity thing. It’s about performance.”

“Those men weren’t homosexual,” Taylor said.

“Right,” I said. “Because there are never any gay men in theater. What was I thinking?”

“It has nothing to do with self-respect,” Darren told his father. “If it helps raise some money for people who might not otherwise have it, then I have no problem with it.”

“But you’re not a bachelor,” Taylor pointed out. “Nor are you gay. Why would you let yourself be whored out like that?”

“I’m not being whored out,” Darren said with a growl. “It’s a friendly thing with absolutely none of the lasciviousness that you’ve apparently got stuck in your head. I do it because I want to, not because I’m forced to.”

I was surprised he was going along with this. And, of course, I couldn’t stop thinking about what he’d look like in drag. It would either be amazing or a train wreck. Most likely an amazing train wreck. With sequins and lipstick.

“And you’d let this happen?” Taylor said, looking at me.

I narrowed my eyes. “Darren does what he wants. I don’t own him.”

“He’s your boyfriend.”

“And?”

“He’d be going on a romantic rendezvous with another… man.”

“Yes, well. He knows what side his bread is buttered on. My side. In case you didn’t infer what I meant.”

Darren rolled his eyes. “And it’s not romantic. These dates are just meant to be conversation, a thank-you for the donation. I’m with Helena. I wouldn’t do anything with anyone else.”

Ow. That hit me right in my imaginary uterus. I wanted to have his babies.

That was an odd feeling to have.

Taylor shook his head. “I just don’t understand.”

“Oh. Well, it means his bread is buttered on my—”

“The homosexual thing.”

“Why would you have to get it?” I asked, honestly curious. “I mean, I get that you don’t agree with homosexuality, like it’s some kind of decision. I get that you’re conservative, and that’s your right to be. But something I’ve never understood about the argument against gay rights is how it has any effect on a straight person. Sanctity of marriage? Don’t get gay married. Disgusted by gay sex? Don’t have gay sex. Gay people having children? They’re not your children, so why does it matter? How do gay people with equal rights affect your life in any way, shape, or form?”

“The Bible is pretty clear on—”

“False,” I said. “The Bible also says women should be treated as an object and that it’s okay to have slaves. So. Unless you agree with that, you don’t get to pick and choose. And what you choose to believe in doesn’t mean you should be able to force that belief on others. Next.”

“Biology dictates—”

“The world is overpopulated as it is. Reproduction isn’t the necessary end goal for unions. What happens when a couple in their seventies want to get married? They can’t reproduce. So how is that couple getting married any different than allowing a gay couple to marry?”

Boom, motherfucker.

“Look,” Taylor said with a sigh. “It’s not as if I don’t see your points. I do. I really do. But the will of the people is what it is. I can’t argue against that.”

“You could,” I pointed out. “You just choose not to to maintain your office. But maybe you could try and show them a different way. People look up to you. You’re in a position of power and blah, blah, blah.”

“Elected position of power,” he reminded me. “Helena, you’re a very sweet girl, but I don’t think you understand how all of this works.”

“Wow,” Darren said. “I don’t think you could have been more condescending if you’d tried. Way to go. And for the record, she’s smarter than both of us combined.”

I tried desperately not to flush at that. I don’t know that I succeeded very well. I couldn’t tell if he was being serious or playing his part. Either way, it shouldn’t have set me off like it did.

“That’s never been my intention,” Taylor said, that politician’s smile coming back out. I thought it might have been charming if I didn’t already know it was tempered by evil. “I simply wanted to enjoy lunch on a nice day with family. Is that so much to ask for?”

“Apparently,” Darren said. “I was talking to you about supporting charities and you asked Helena why she whored me out. So forgive me if I’m not enjoying lunch on a nice day with family.”

“Poor choice of words,” Taylor said. “Obviously, I was misconstrued. Or spoke out of turn, at the very least. Any support the charities can get is obviously a good thing. I only wish it could be under a different set of circumstances. I feel like we could be friends.”

Oh, that motherfucker was good. The right amount of pseudo-sincerity, and just a smidgen of oozing charm and—

Wait a minute.

What was it Mike had said?

Everyone knows Taylor is a betting man. He likes to make wagers. Got him into a lot of trouble years ago….

I was about to make this so much more ridiculous. I wondered if I could somehow parlay this entire experience into my own reality TV show on Bravo. I even already had the title picked out: I’ll See You in Helena. Cheeky, that. Also slightly dirty.

“Care to make it interesting?” I asked, sounding purposefully bored.

“And how’s that?” Taylor asked.

I shrugged and tapped my fingernails on the tabletop. “A friendly wager.”

His smile was all teeth. It would have been more intimidating if I was just sitting here as Sandy Stewart. But I wasn’t. And he didn’t know who he was fucking with. He would soon enough. And by then, it’d be too late.

Notice how I had no fucks left to give.

I said, “I bet you we can raise more money than you can from one of your fundraisers.”

I wished for a moment that we had an audience so they could gasp at my audacity. When I got my TV show, I’d probably have to travel with an entourage wherever I went to make sure I had dramatic gaspers at the ready. Life wasn’t worth living unless you had dramatic gaspers.

“Interesting,” he said. “A fool’s bet, then. I know people with very deep pockets. Are you sure you want to go there, sweetheart?”

“Darren,” I asked, voice sugary-sweet. “Can I borrow your fork?”

“Maybe now’s not a good time.” Darren reached up through my hair and squeezed the back of my neck. “You don’t really need it at the moment.”

“I just want to hold it. For a little bit.”

“Maybe later,” he said.

Taylor was confused.

“If we win,” I told him, “you push to have the contract with Jack It renewed. Nonnegotiable. Until 2026.”

He narrowed his eyes. “And just how did you know there was a contract?”

I shrugged and didn’t speak.

He looked between the two of us. “Is that what this was about?”

Darren snorted. “You brought it up. All I wanted to do was introduce my father to my girlfriend.”

“It’s just a noticed opportunity,” I said.

“Have many of those, do you?” Taylor glanced at his son.

I didn’t like what he was implying, even if he was technically correct. I was using Darren, but Taylor didn’t get to know that. Besides, Darren had his own motive that I wasn’t privy to, so I thought we might have been even.

“A few,” I said, letting him fill in whatever blanks he had.

“And if I win?” he asked after a pause.

Mike wasn’t going to be happy with me. “You can close the club. With as little resistance as possible.”

“You act like you can speak for everyone in their entirety.”

“There’s a lot you don’t know about me. One is that I have a very big mouth. Isn’t that right, Darren?”

“Jesus Christ,” Darren muttered as he flushed horribly. It was amazing.

“That means he agrees with me,” I told his father. “I know it doesn’t sound like it, but that’s just how we roll.”

“I think I like you,” Taylor said. “Very… ruthless. But why would I possibly agree to something like that? Surely you realize you can’t win. And even if you had a chance, all I have to do is say no and you have nothing.”

“Except the attention of the national media,” I said. “I’ve always wanted to meet Anderson Cooper so I can ask him if he considers himself a daddy. I’m sure he would be sympathetic to the local gay bar crushed under the unfashionable fascist boot of tyranny.”

“The unfashionable what of what?” Darren asked.

“You can’t really threaten me,” Taylor said. “And you’re treading a very thin line between speculation and extortion.”

“Not really treading as much as I’m straddling,” I said. “I’m better at that. Darren—”

“Don’t even bring me into that one,” Darren said.

“You’re no fun,” I accused him.

“Maybe she can’t threaten you,” Darren said to his father. “But, hey. Do you think people would be interested in hearing that their mayor cheated on his dead spouse with another woman and produced a child out of wedlock almost thirty years ago? Especially since said mayor is so keen on family values that he’s willing to close down a local business.”

If my dick hadn’t been taped between my legs, I would have popped a boner right then, I swear to god. As it was, I grunted quietly, choking back the TAKE ME NOW that I almost screamed out loud. I didn’t think the other patrons would have enjoyed me flipping up my skirt and presenting myself to Darren while demanding he stick it in me before I punched him in the mouth. Well, unless Tim Curry was here. He’d have probably enjoyed it just fine, the kinky fucker. And I would have been fine with him watching.

Taylor tapped his fingers on the table. “Blackmail,” he said finally.

“Eh,” Darren said. “I prefer to think of it as talking business over lunch. Besides, Dad. It’s not like you haven’t done worse than that. And we all know you haven’t met a bet you didn’t like. And if you’re so sure you’d win, what’s the harm in having a little fun? And I’m comfortable in my job security, so I don’t think I have anything to worry about there, do I? I mean, even as something as minute as changes to my current position would be noticed. Plus, there’s the whole potential for wrongful termination. And obviously there couldn’t be any claims of nepotism, given my educational background. I worked hard without any help from you to get where I’m at. And there’s a paper trail to prove it.”

Taylor sighed. “This is what you blackmail me for? A gay bar? I’m a little depressed at the thought. I would have expected you to dream… bigger. I don’t know. Why not just make it simple and ask for money like most other people? I honestly expected that by now given your parentage. Hush money changing hands to keep rumors of my tawdry indiscretions out of the public eye.”

I was mad on Darren’s behalf. Taylor was talking about his mother like she was nothing. “We’ll take your money,” I said. “If you want to place a bid on one of our fine bachelors. You’ve got that whole power kink thing going on. Or even better, maybe you’d like to be in the auction itself. You’d make us some good money, I think. Just wear that suit or one like it. I’m sure you have a closet full of them.”

“I still like you,” Taylor said to me. “I’ll crush you where you stand, but just know that I still like you. It’s quite a position to be in, if I must say.”

“Thanks,” I said. “I don’t know that the feeling is mutual. So. You know. There’s that.”

He grinned at Darren. “You better hold on to this one. She’s a spitfire.”

I rolled my eyes as Darren glanced at me, expression unreadable.

“When is your fundraiser?” Taylor asked. “The one you apparently already had planned before today’s lunch ever occurred.” He wasn’t as stupid as he looked. Which was very stupid.

“The second Saturday in December,” I said promptly.

He nodded as he pulled out his iPhone. “Then I suppose we can set ours for the following weekend,” he said after a moment. “The weekend after that is Christmas, so I expect people to be in a festive and giving mood.” He typed something into the calendar on his phone (I imagined it was something like DESTROY THE HOMOSEXUALS DINNER AND CASH GRAB!!!) and then stuck his phone back into his inner jacket pocket. “What more can I say?” He folded his hands in front of him on the table. “May the best man win.”

I got the dig.

Of course, little did he know that I had the balls to go up against him.

Literally.

And figuratively, but literally also.

“And who had the sea bass?” the waitress asked with a simpering smile, unaware of the Mexican soap opera that had unfolded right in front of her nose.

“Oh, right,” I said. “I don’t like fish. Give me Darren’s steak that he obviously ordered like a douche and he can have the seafood. That will teach him to order me dainty food. You eat it if you like it so much. I’m a lady, and I deserve to eat like a queen.”

Darren sighed while his evil father chuckled.

 

 

IT WASN’T until we were back in Darren’s SUV that I freaked out.

“How could you let me say those things to him?” I shrieked at Darren. “I basically threatened a government official! Are you out of your damn mind? Those are felony charges.”

“Oh boy,” Darren said, not even glancing at me.

“Do you know what he could do to me? Do you know the type of people he probably knows? I bet all it takes is a single phone call before he has his secret service taking a hit out on me! Do you know what hitmen do, Darren? Do you? They kill. Your father is going to use his powers to hire hitmen and they’re going to kill me and I’m going to be on the local news and they’re going to say something like middle-aged man found dead in his home, the victim of his own idiocy.”

“In what world are you middle—”

“And even if he doesn’t try and put a hit out on me, he’ll probably have the NSA tap into my phone and computers and they’re going to see my web browser. Darren, do you know how curious I am about fisting? Do you? Only a little bit. But that won’t matter, because I logged on to that fisting site three times, and that’s all they’re going to focus on. Pretty soon, everyone in the world will think Sanford Stewart wants to be some beefy bear’s meat puppet. I don’t. Most of the time. That’s beside the point. The point is… okay, the point is… goddammit. What were we talking about?”

“Honestly,” Darren said faintly, “I have no idea. I’m still stuck on the whole beefy bear meat puppet thing—”

“And okay,” I said. “So I tried cybersex. Like, one time. And maybe I used a pickup line to start it. Hey, I wish you were like a winter storm. That way, you’d give me your eight to twelve inches so I won’t be able to leave my house for days. I regret it, okay? I didn’t even like cybersex and I was nineteen years old.”

“It’s like Christmas,” Darren breathed. “And these are all my presents.”

“So, yes. This is all your fault. Your father is going to NSA me and then kill me and I’ll have to make a run for it and go into hiding. Do you know what happens to people like me when they have to go into hiding, Darren? I’m not Jason fucking Bourne, okay? I have a beauty regimen that I must adhere to nightly. Do you think all of this happens by accident? No! It doesn’t. I work hard for this, Darren. Hard. Do you think I’ll be able to exfoliate when I’m on the run from your father’s goons? No. No, I won’t. You’ll be able to see my pores. My pores, Darren. From space. Or, at the very least, I’ll go to prison. Do you know what happens to men like me in prison, Darren? Let me tell you. Men like me go to prison and get passed around like a church collection plate at Christmas mass. Everyone is going to have a finger in it, Darren. Everyone. And that’s at minimum. Because your father is, like, the president of Tucson. The president. And what if he—okay. Wait. Now that I think about it, I still don’t think I understand how local government works. Does your dad have secret service? I didn’t see any secret service. Huh. Okay. And I don’t have any more dick pics saved, so. That’s good. Okay. You know what, this will be fine. We’ll be fine. We just have to plan an entire fundraiser in about four weeks and pull it off flawlessly, all the while making more money than your father and his rich old white-guy friends and we’ll be good. Better than good. We’ll be great. We’ll make a billion dollars for crack babies by selling off men in dresses and it’ll be fine. Chances are I’ll probably need to make a second plan to somehow sabotage your father’s gala dinner, but I can worry about that down the road.”

I took a deep breath and let it out slowly.

I felt much better.

Every now and then, it was good to just let your crazy go all out without caring about how people might judge you.

I looked out the SUV window. At some point, we’d pulled over into a strip mall parking lot. “Huh. Why are we stopped?” I turned back to Darren. He sat next to me, slack-jawed and staring at me with wide eyes. “Everything okay?” I asked him, quirking my eyebrow.

“How are you a real person?” he asked, sounding awed.

I frowned. “Is that some kind of trick question?”

He shook his head, like he was clearing the cobwebs. “Should we even talk about the part where you volunteered me to dress in drag and pimp me out?”

“Oh. Right. Um. So. Hey. Do you want to do me a favor?”

“Whatever could that be,” he sighed.

“You are going to need to let me dress you up and then sell you to the highest bidder.”

“Which is what I just said.”

“Sort of. I used euphemisms. Made it sound a bit better, so.”

“And why is this going to be a drag bachelor auction and not a normal bachelor auction? And, as an aside, I should probably think about the direction my life is headed when sentences like that come out of my mouth and I really don’t bat an eye.”

“Everyone knows that drag bachelor auctions are more fun than regular bachelor auctions,” I said.

“Dare I ask why?”

“Dare you?”

“Why, Sandy.”

“Because it’s more fun that way.” Wow. And here I was thinking it was obvious. Maybe Darren didn’t understand what fun was. He was a homo jock, after all. If he couldn’t lift it, eat it, or fuck it, he probably didn’t quite understand what the concept of fun was. “Everyone thinks so.”

“Everyone,” he said flatly.

“Right. So. Darren. Notice how you’re talking about drag queen things and their level of entertainment with the Drag Queen? Yeah, who do you think out of the two of us knows what they’re talking about? I’ll give you a hint. It’s not you.”

“You really don’t want me to answer that question.”

“Asshole.”

“Bitch.”

“Rude,” I said with a gasp. “I am a lady and I demand you treat me as such.”

He snorted. “Yeah, that’s probably not going to happen.”

“It was nice while it lasted.”

“Was it?”

I decided he’d been through enough today and decided to say something nice. “Your dad was… fun.”

“Shut up, Sandy.”

“No, really. You should be proud. I can see where you get your whole… existence from.”

“I don’t know why I thought this would be any other way than it was,” he muttered, flexing his fingers on the steering wheel.

I opened my mouth to say something sarcastic, something biting given I was still running on adrenaline and I didn’t need to be that nice, but I stopped myself when I saw the tightness around his eyes, his mouth stretching into a thin line. “How did you think it would be?” I asked, curious.

He laughed bitterly and shook his head. “Not like that.”

I thought about pushing more, but thought it better to back off and see if he would say whatever it was on his own.

Surprisingly, he did after a few seconds. “I just… I don’t know. Anytime I think that maybe there’s a decent human being buried in there somewhere, I get piles of evidence to the contrary. I’m just tired of expecting one thing and getting another, though it’s my fault for having any expectations to begin with, I guess.” He started the SUV and pulled back out onto the road again.

What was it Mike had said weeks ago when he’d first floated this awesomely terrible idea at me? Don’t you think it’s odd that for all the shit he’s talked about his dad, he still works for him? Maybe not him directly, but still. You know what that says to me, princess? It tells me that Darren still cares about what Daddy thinks about him. That he’s still searching for some kind of approval.

And that sucked, if it was true. Which it seemed to be more and more. Because here was a perfectly… acceptable boy who had the unsanitary habit of attempting to fuck everything in sight. Sure, he was obnoxious and annoying and I really did despise him partly (though, maybe not as much as I did, say, four hours ago), but he didn’t deserve to be born into the family he had. Maybe his mother was the nicest person in the world, which I hoped she would be to counteract Taylor’s evil and her son’s idiocy. I hoped he’d had at least one good parent growing up.

But even I could understand the need for acceptance. I’d craved it after the indifference I’d gotten from my own parents before they’d died. I was taken in by a family who only cared about making me smile again rather than the makeup I wore. For all I knew, Darren didn’t have that. Or, at the very least, he didn’t have it from the one person he wanted it from.

I thought hard about what to say, because it seemed important that I say the right thing. “Sometimes we hope for things to be a certain way, even though we know most likely it will never be. I think it’s better to temper expectations toward something realistic rather than something fantastical. It makes things easier when people let you down.”

He glanced over at me, lips twitching. “Did you read that out of a fortune cookie?”

I glared at him. “No. I just made that up on the spot. You should be writing this stuff down. It’s life changing. Do you know how many people would kill to be in your position right now and be on the receiving end of a Helena Handbasket’s Lovely Life Lesson For Loving Yourself Lovingly For a Long Time™? Like, at least four people.”

“Nana, Paul, Larry and Matty?” he asked.

“Nana, Paul, Larry, and Johnny Depp,” I corrected. “Larry listened to my advice one time and grew this killer mustache that made him look like a Tom of Finland drawing. Matty finally went crazy and shaved it while he was sleeping and told me I’m never allowed to give facial-hair advice ever again, especially to her susceptible husband who thought Tom of Finland was a friend of ours from school. I thought Larry looked like a sexy daddy. Matty thought he looked like a police-sanctioned sketch drawing on a wanted poster for a man accused of accosting teenage girls in a park.”

“You know,” Darren said. “I don’t even question the things you say anymore.”

“That’s good,” I said, reaching over and patting his hand on the gearshift. “It’ll make your life easier in the long run.”

“Oh?” he said, sounding amused. “You’re thinking long-term already. Sandy, please. We’ve only been fake together for a few weeks.”

No matter what he would say later, the sound I made then was completely masculine and I didn’t flush horribly. “That’s… you don’t… oh my god.”

He decided to go easy on me. “I guess I should just let it go, huh?” he said. “My father. The fewer expectations I have, the less it’ll hurt after a little while.”

“Why do you want this?” I asked, trying to recover from my latest bout of embarrassment.

“What?”

“Him.”

Darren shrugged, but it spoke volumes when he resolutely kept his eyes forward. “He’s my dad.”

“Has he ever really been?”

He knew what I meant. “He never instigated anything. It was always my mom calling him. And we could never call his house. Or his office. He owned a construction company back then. Made good money. Mom liked him, even after she found out he was married, but I think it was more because he paid her money to keep quiet. Not that she ever asked for it. And she only took what she needed for me, nothing more. That’s just the kind of person she is, I guess. Not that I wanted anything to do with it, not after I found out where it came from. I always thought it was dirty.”

“She sounds like a good woman,” I said quietly.

“She is.” He laughed, but it sounded forced. “Which doesn’t really explain how she got involved with the likes of him, but something we do when we’re younger may not reflect who we are when we’re older.” He glanced over at me before looking away again. “We make stupid choices, you know? Maybe even do something we regret doing and wish there were ways to go back and change it.”

It was only then that I realized my hand was still on his. I pulled it back like he’d burned me. All my bravado fell by the wayside when I remembered my bathroom freak-out and the reasons behind why I’d needed to call Paul.

Because I had undeniable, disgustingly fond feelings for Darren Mayne.

I might have even been in like with him.

Which was awful. Because I didn’t like him at all.

Except for the parts I did.

Which were a lot of parts.

What a terrible thing to happen to me.

And here he was, saying the mistakes of the past were changed by the reflections of the future. Or something. I didn’t know. I was too busy wondering if movies were realistic in that people who threw themselves from moving vehicles were able to get up and run with hardly any injuries at all. I would have to tuck and roll, but I was used to tucking as it was, so it was no skin off my penis.

I reached for the door handle. Of course, that’s when we crossed onto a bridge with a long drop below to a dry riverbed.

“Fuck my life,” I groaned without even meaning to.

“What’s going on?” He glanced at me.

“Nothing!” I said, and my voice absolutely did not squeak. “Nothing. Everything is… just fine. I’m fine. You’re fine.” I coughed in horror. I hoped it looked like a normal cough to Darren and not a horror cough. “I mean, you know, not like fine, but like, good. We’re both good and everything is fine. We’re just two people driving on a Saturday. A Saturday drive because it’s a nice autumn day with no water below to break my fall should I jump out of a moving car.”

He eyed me warily. “Did you smoke crack in the bathroom and it’s just starting to hit you now? Because that’s really the only explanation I can come up with for why you’re sweaty and your eyes are bugging out of your head.”

“Do I look like I’d do bathroom crack?” I snapped at him. Then, “Wait. Don’t answer that. Also, you never tell a lady she looks sweaty. Even if said lady is sweating her balls off. It’s rude and I will fucking cut you if you say that again. And I don’t have buggy eyes, you overgrown meatsack.”

He laughed, and his shoulders lost some of the tension they’d carried since he’d picked me up. It should have put me at ease, to hear that sound from him, but it just made things worse. I was in over my head and I didn’t know how I was going to get out of this without it blowing up in my face.

“Are we really going to do this?” he asked, and for a moment, I thought he could see into my head where I was currently stuck in a vision of where I was sitting on his face while he licked my taint on a beach somewhere in Los Cabos while I sipped a margarita out of a glass the size of a goldfish bowl. It was all very detailed and I might have had no idea how I’d gotten there in the first place.

“If you’re flexible,” I said, my voice sex-deep, Helena purring.

“For the drag show?” he asked, tongue darting out and wetting his lips.

“Exactly.” I cleared my throat, trying to shove Helena as far away as I could. If she had her way, we’d be pulled over on the side of the road showing Darren what a lack of a gag reflex looks like. I didn’t think this was the time nor the place for it.

I really needed to get home and untape my penis.

“Nothing too overboard.” He narrowed his eyes at me.

“Baby doll,” I said. “I’m a drag queen. There’s no possible way it won’t be too overboard. How do you feel about sequins?”

“Against.”

“Feathers?”

“Apathetic.”

“Assless chaps and then we bedazzle your butt cheeks?”

He groaned again. “Do you see what I do for you? Anyone else, and I’d have left you high and dry a long time ago.”

There was a strange buzzing in my ears and my breath caught in my chest. “And why is that?” I managed to ask.

“What?”

“Why are you doing this for me? Anyone else, you wouldn’t. Why this?” I didn’t even try to hide how breathless I sounded.

“Rule ten,” he said, not looking over at me. “You agreed.”

You don’t get to ask me that.

I nodded, somewhat flustered.

We rode in silence for a while.

Then, “You’ve never called me that before.”

“What?”

He shrugged, attempting indifference but somehow landing on endearingly nervous instead, almost like he was shy, for fuck’s sake. “Baby doll.” He coughed, and I saw the blush on his cheeks. “You call Paul that. And Corey. And Vince sometimes. But never me.”

“Oh,” I said awkwardly. “I guess. I just… I mean, we’re friends. Sort of.”

“Sort of friends,” he repeated.

I looked down at my hands, wondering the best way to salvage this without giving away the raging figurative hard-on I apparently had for him. “Yeah, I mean. Right? When we have our fake breakup, maybe we could still be friends. Or something.”

“Fake breakup?” He gripped the steering wheel again, knuckles turning white.

“That’s how this ends,” I reminded him, suddenly very unsure about a lot of things.

“Right,” he said.

“But we could be friends.” Because the thought of us going back to the way things had been before wasn’t sitting right with me.

“Maybe,” he said and nothing else. Like a douche.

I snorted. “Great validation there. Thanks for using your words. Would you rather I go back to hating you? Because I can. If that’s what you want.”

“Shut up, Sandy,” he grumbled. “You never hated me.”

“Maybe,” I mocked.

He rolled his eyes, and the silence that followed wasn’t that bad.

It was almost… comfortable. Like two people who’d spent time together and enjoyed each other’s company without the need to fill the quiet. I’d never really had that with a person before. It was… nice. If I closed my eyes, I could pretend that we weren’t pretending and this was just a normal Saturday for us.

Too bad none of it was real.




Chapter 15: Super Gays and Running Away to Bismarck, North Dakota

 

 

WHEN ENACTING a plot from an eighties movie, there always comes the point where Someone Finds Out That Everything is a Lie. It’s usually done to move the plot forward while creating hysterical drama for all involved and causing the hero(ine) of the story to flail in an attempt to Keep Things Secret Because of Reasons.

Since my life was cinematically idiotic, the ridiculous thing Darren and I were doing couldn’t be kept secret forever. We lasted quite a bit longer than I thought we would, and while that made me question the intelligence of the people around us (while simultaneously patting myself on the back for Meryl Streeping the shit out of them), I was slightly disappointed that it was me that accidentally spilled the truth.

To Charlie, of all people.

Sweet, loveable, elderly Charlie.

And not really spilled, per se, but more like he caught me in a compromising position where I was forced to reveal the truth and then threaten (read: beg) for him not to expose me for the faking faker that I was.

 

 

I WALKED into the club early that night, needing to talk to Mike and let him in on our bachelor drag auction plan in such a way that he agreed with me completely and did not try and murder my face. Mike was not a charitable person on a good day, and any time we’d held some kind of fund drive in the past, he’d always taken a larger percentage of the profits than was actually donated in order to cover what he called his operating expenses. In all actuality, Mike was a cheap bastard who did little without finding out how it benefitted him. In this case, I hoped the overhanging threat of the bar closing could make him see it my way. If not, then there was no hope for him and I was going to be so done with his shit.

Luckily for him, I dispensed with any pleasantries as soon as I walked into his trailer and let it all spill out in a stream of pleadings and extortions.

“…and now we have to do a drag bachelor auction otherwise the mayor will win the bet and the bar will close and isn’t that just awesome because no one can put on a drag bachelor auction like Helena Handbasket, no one,” I finished, panting slightly.

Mike’s face was in his hands. That was probably not a good sign.

“So,” I said awkwardly, trying to defuse the situation. “How are you?”

“You met with the mayor face to face,” he said, voice muffled against his fingers.

“Yes.”

“As Darren’s girlfriend.”

“As Darren’s lovely girlfriend, I think you meant to say.”

“You said your name was Helena Van Der Beek.”

“Of the Dawson’s Creek Van Der Beeks,” I said. “James would be so lucky.”

“And he fell for it.”

“He did. I was very convincing. If there was an award for best he-she performance in front of a government official, I would have won it hands down.”

“And now I have to allow you to put on a drag bachelor show with one hundred percent of the proceeds benefitting charities I couldn’t give two shits about.”

“For the children, yes.” I was pleased he’d gotten all of that out of my hysterical rambling. “You speak Sandy. How wonderful for you. The joy you feel must be greater than anything you’ve ever felt before.”

He dropped his hands on his desk and glared at me. “I asked you for one simple thing.”

“Simple? In what world is me seducing the son of the homophobic mayor to save a gay club simple?”

He rolled his eyes. “Well, when you say it like that, no. But now you’ve just made things more convoluted.”

“I really don’t think you appreciate the enormity of what you asked me to do in the first place,” I said. “Maybe you should reexamine this entire situation.”

“Oh, I would,” he said, jiggling the computer mouse so the monitor flashed back on. “Except I don’t have time for that now, seeing as how I have to check the scheduling to make sure we have enough time to do whatever it is you said we have to do.”

“Drag bachelor auction,” I said. “Why is everyone acting like this isn’t a thing? Everyone knows this is a thing. And this doesn’t make things more convoluted. If anything, it makes it crystal clear in the sheer amount of enjoyment this will bring us all.”

“You mean the joy it will bring you,” Mike said, clicking angrily at his computer.

“Well, yes,” I said. “This will bring me happiness like I’ve never known. Especially since Darren has agreed to participate.”

“Agreed? I think you mean conscripted.”

“Same thing,” I said with a wave of my hand. “He would do it because I am the light of his life and he has no other choice.”

“Really?” Mike looked away from the computer. I didn’t like the gleam I saw in his eyes. “Light of his life, you say. Tell me, princess. Just how is that going for you? It sounds as if you’re playing your part well if Darren doesn’t suspect anything. And he must be smitten if he agreed to dress in drag for you. Poor boy doesn’t have the shoulders to pull a strapless dress off. Too meaty, if you ask me, though I suppose there’s a market for that.”

“Yes,” I said. “About that. There was a… slight change in plans.”

“Really,” Mike said. “A slight change. Enlighten me.”

“Well,” I said, resolutely not showing fear because Mike would be able to smell it on me and I’d never been afraid of him in my life. Mostly. “So. Funny story. I was going to go through with your plan just as you said, but there was a… oh blast. What’s the word? Hmm. Hitch. Yes. There was a hitch.”

“A hitch,” he said, voice low.

“A small one.”

“And what was this small… hitch.”

“I might have accidentally told Darren about everything. Immediately.”

Mike sighed.

“But,” I said, “he was totally okay with it!”

“Really.” Mike sounded extraordinarily amused for reasons I didn’t quite understand. “Imagine that.”

“I don’t get it,” I said.

“Of course you don’t,” Mike said. “It doesn’t matter. So you told Darren you were seducing him to get to his father—”

“Seducing? There’s been no seducing—”

“—and what should have been a relatively simple plan has turned into a drag bachelor auction. Which Darren has agreed to.”

“Yeah, see? I still don’t think you understand what simple means. Because nothing about this was simple.”

“It was simpler than it is now,” he pointed out.

“Okay,” I said. “But just think about it. Where something was once devious and underhanded is now devious and underhanded with a drag bachelor auction. I really feel like everyone is missing that point. I can repeat, if need be. Drag—”

“I got it,” Mike said. “And where are you going to get these bachelors?”

“Um,” I said.

“Sandy.”

“I can find them! People owe me favors.”

“You are going to call in favors to get single men to dress up in drag and have people buy them.”

“Yes. Though, I don’t know that they need to be single, per se—”

“My doctor told me that I needed to watch my stress levels.”

“As well you should,” I said. “A man your age. Your valves are probably sticky with twink semen and fried foods. And since you haven’t yet sold your black soul to the devil, it’s good advice.”

“You are my stress level.”

“I am going to choose to take that as an endearment,” I decided. “It will help me sleep better tonight. And I’ll forget it by tomorrow, so it’s a win for both of us.”

“I’ll remind myself of winning when I’m taking the hypertension medication,” Mike said dryly. “Princess, if you don’t have bachelors to auction off, then you don’t have an auction. It’s kind of how that works.”

It really shouldn’t have been so easy to think of who I could get. “The homo jocks,” I said, taking my phone out again. “They’re muscular and dumb enough to do this, right? Piece of cake.”

“Maybe not describe them like that when you ask them,” Mike said. “Even if it’s true. It might make them sad. And we don’t want sad homo jocks in drag. You won’t raise any money at all.”

“Won’t have to,” I said as I dialed Darren. “I’ll get their king to do it. He owes me. I think. Or I owe him. I don’t know. I’m still kind of confused by what’s going on.”

Mike looked rather pleased at that.

“What have you done now?” Darren asked as soon as he answered the phone. “It’s literally been three hours since I dropped you off. Please tell me you haven’t done something illegal already. I don’t know that I’d bail you out.”

“Aww,” I said, feeling irrationally fond. “Miss me, bae? And you lie. You’d come running for me. Maybe even screaming my name and demanding I be set free. Probably in the pouring rain and would fall to your knees outside the prison walls and raise your fists to the thunderous sky—”

He sighed. “Sandy.”

I noticed how he didn’t deny it. It made my balls tingle, oddly enough. “So, look. I need a favor.”

He snorted. “Another one?”

“Just add it to my tab.”

“It’s a pretty big tab.”

“That’s what he said. Also, you know I’m good for it.”

“Uh-huh. And just what am I going to get when I collect this tab of yours? Because you know when it comes due, I’m going to want payment.”

My mouth went instantly dry because I immediately made that dirty. Like, a dirty payment. “Uhh,” I said, brain misfiring.

“Sandy?”

“Uhhh,” I said like a champ.

“Did I break you?”

“No,” I said, coming back online. “I got distracted by something.”

“Really,” he said and I knew he was smirking. “And what were you distracted by?”

I latched on to the first thing I saw. “Uh, Mike. You know. Mike? My boss? Yeah, he’s getting his testicles and taint waxed.” I mouthed an apology at Mike, who was glaring at me quite severely. “So, that’s what I was distracted by. Testicular and taint waxing.”

“Testicular and taint waxing.”

“Why does everyone repeat what I say in that same tone of voice?” I wondered aloud.

“Seems as if there’s a common denominator.”

“I don’t have time for math! Are you going to help me or not?”

“What? It’s not—fine. Sandy. What is it that I can do for you?”

“Much better,” I said, because I learned that positive reinforcement is needed when placating an irate homo jock. “Though maybe work on your tone a bit. But since you’re being sort of helpful, when we’re done talking, you should go do some bench presses or squats or whatever it is you do when you feel you deserve a reward. Do a pull-up or drink a protein shake. You’ve earned it.”

“I don’t always work out,” he said with a sigh.

“Yeah, okay. Tell that to your thighs.”

“My thighs?” he asked innocently. “What is it exactly you want to tell my thighs, Sandy?”

I could not get an erection in front of an aging man with a copious amount of chest hair who was also my slimy boss who’d coerced me into this position to begin with. I just couldn’t. It was against the Jack It employer-employee handbook that I’m sure Mike had thought of making at least once or twice in the past. “Uhh,” I said eloquently. Because Darren’s thighs were nice, as far as thighs went, large and beefy and probably really fantastic to touch, if one was so inclined. And apparently I was one who felt inclined because I had this really gnarly image of said thighs wrapped around my neck.

“You know,” Darren said, as if he wasn’t fully aware I had no blood left in my brain. “You’re right. I seem to do a lot of squats, don’t I? My thighs are pretty hard. I think they deserve a break today. You do squats, Sandy? There’s that burn you get right when you’ve squatted as low as you can get, and if you hold it just right, then rise up slow, it spreads all over. I like it when it burns all over, Sandy. Don’t you?”

“Uhh.”

“Man, Mike’s balls must be hairy. You’re so distracted again.”

“I do yoga!” I blurted out because I really didn’t want to be talking about Mike’s hairy balls.

“Yoga?” he said. “Really.”

“Yes. Like. Bending. And stuff.”

“Bending,” he said. “And stuff. Wow. I squat. You bend. No wonder we’re fake dating. It’s like a match made in fake heaven.”

“This is the weirdest conversation I’ve ever had,” I said to no one in particular.

“I bet you get that a lot,” Darren said.

“Focus! We were discussing important things!”

“You’re the one that called me to talk about my thighs, Sandy.”

“That’s… I didn’t… you’re impossible.”

“I’ve been called worse things by scarier people,” he said. “It’s probably not helping your cause that you sound like you’ve been running a marathon. Why are you breathing so hard?”

“I’m not breathing hard!”

“It’s like you’re panting right in my ear. I might have to start charging you for this phone call if you’re trying to make it go that direction.”

“Stop trying to distract me,” I hissed at him, trying desperately to ignore the idea of phone sex with Darren Mayne, what the fuck. “Or I swear to god, I’m going to make you up like a dime-store floozy come drag bachelor auction night.”

“You don’t have to keep saying drag bachelor auction,” he retorted. “It’s not that great of an idea. And a floozy? I didn’t know you were an eighty-year-old grandmother of seven.”

“Fuck you sideways, it’s the best idea.”

“Best being the operative word.”

“Darren!”

“Sandy!”

“I’m not a grandma!”

“Sort of.”

“You infuriate me.”

“The feeling is more than mutual.”

“Good!”

“Fine!”

“I don’t even remember why I called you!”

“Why are you yelling at me, then?”

“Because you deserve to be yelled at. You’ve done something, oh my god. No. You know what? Just. No. I will not allow you to get me riled up so close to a show. I need to be the best that I can be. I’ve had a very trying day today and I will be calm and cool and collected and you will do nothing to make it worse.”

“My day was trying because you’re trying.”

“Yeah, trying to get you to shut the fuck up and listen to me!”

“Oh, real mature.”

“Do you really think you need to do this flirting right in front of me?” Mike said, quite loudly. Which, to be honest, startled the shit out of me because I’d forgotten he was even there.

“Flirting?” I sputtered, sufficiently outraged. “This isn’t flirting. This is me on my way to a goddamn murderous rage where Darren will be my first and only victim and he will suffer.”

“You probably weigh a hundred and fifty pounds soaking wet,” Darren said. “I highly doubt you can murder anything. Well, except for that steak you ate today. Jesus, that went down fast.”

“Try me,” I growled, Helena pushing through.

“I guess we’ll see, won’t we?”

“We will,” I snarled into the phone. “By the time I’m done with you, you won’t—”

“I really wish this wasn’t happening right in front of me.” Mike grimaced. “Or in my trailer. Or within hearing distance. It’s really rather disgusting how shameless the two of you are. The UST is really just rather revolting.”

“Two things,” I snapped at him. “You should never say UST again. You are middle-aged and you need to learn to act like it. And secondly, are you fucking serious? UST. Mike. Shut the fuck up before I decide to up my kill count.”

“Jesus,” Mike said. “Your denial is almost endearing.”

I sputtered for a little bit longer after that one.

“This has been fun,” Darren said, sounding rather pleased with himself, the bastard. “But you called me for a reason. Yet another favor, was it?”

In my head, I swore to him that his death would not come easy. Outwardly, I said, “Yes. You are the king of the homo jocks. It’s time to extend your authority over your people. I will need at least nine of them to participate in the drag bachelor auction. Since the homo jocks have a propensity to have sex with most things that catch their eye, I assume you know plenty of single homo jocks. If anything, you can invite your Ultimate Frisbee team to participate.”

“I haven’t played Ultimate Frisbee in a long time,” he said. I could tell he was annoyed and that made me happy.

And he was a liar and fat mouth, so I waited.

Finally, “The league hasn’t even started this year yet,” he grumbled.

“How fascinating,” I said. “I’m sure the games are filled with testosterone and homoeroticism and a lot of inappropriate touching and now that I say that out loud, I should probably go to them because it sounds like porn. Do you grope each other’s asses when you score a basket or field goal or whatever ridiculous point system you use?”

Both Mike and Darren sighed. It’s always a good sign for a conversation when you hear exasperation in surround sound.

“I’ll take that as a yes. I might film it and put it on the Internet, FYI.”

“Uh-huh. And why nine?”

“Because you’ll be the tenth. I think ten is a nice round number to have for drag bachelor auctions. And Mike will reach out to the Super Gays who I know will just love to donate funds.”

“The who?”

“The Super Gays. You know, the wealthy middle-aged gays who fling money at everything but also like looking at man flesh. They’re quite a large group, in case you haven’t noticed. Not that you probably had, now that I think about it. They’re probably a bit out of your age range. And out of high school.”

“Har, har.”

“And you know what?” I said. “I’ll even make it easier. You only need to recruit eight. I can get the last one.”

“Who?” he asked suspiciously.

“Why, Brian, of course. I’m sure my one-night-stand-and-almost-more-but-I-set-him-free-for-his-own-good would be more than willing to participate. After all, he owes me.”

“Brian,” Darren repeated flatly. “You’re going to call Brian.”

“Sure,” I said.

“You still talk to him?” Darren sounded awfully put out at the thought.

I grinned. “Every now and then.” I didn’t really, but Darren didn’t need to know that. I didn’t know if he was jealous or just annoyed that I’d fucked one of his minions. Either way, I was in control again and it was amazing and I was going to extort it for all it was worth.

“Rule six,” he snapped. “No fucking homo jocks.”

“I haven’t. You’re my one and only, bae.” And there I was, losing control again already, because why the fuck did that sound so nice? He wasn’t my one and only anything.

“I’ll call him,” he said. “You just focus on the logistics. You don’t need to worry about the homo jocks.”

“Oh, I wouldn’t want to overburden you. I can do it. Besides, I’ve been meaning to give him a call. You know, just to touch base.”

“That better be the only touching there is,” he growled. “There are rules, Sandy.”

“I’m well aware of the damn rules,” I said. “I made up most of them.”

“Half. You made up half.”

“The better half,” I muttered under my breath.

“What?”

“Nothing.” Then, “I’ll see you tonight?” I tried to make it sound like fact, but it came out a question against my will.

“Yeah,” he said, sounding softer. “I’ll be there.”

“Good,” I said, feeling awkward. “Okay. Um. So. Bye.”

“Bye, Sandy.” And the line disconnected.

Mike was staring back at his computer. “The second Saturday in December?”

I nodded.

“And are we sure it has to be one hundred percent of the proceeds?” he lamented. “Maybe we could do a split. Seventy-thirty?”

“Jesus Christ, Mike. Let it go for once. We need all the funds we can get. One hundred percent of the door charge, the liquor sales, the money from the auction, the Super Gays donation. All of it.”

“You’re going to bankrupt me, princess.”

“Bullshit. It’s one fucking night. You’ll live. And in case you forgot, I’m doing this for you.”

“You sure about that?”

“What the hell is that supposed to mean?”

“It’s strange.” He looked back at me. “For someone who claims to hate him, you do seem awfully affectionate with Darren Mayne. The flirting alone was out of control.”

“You know that whole smug thing you’re doing?” I asked. “Stow it before I scratch your fucking eyes out. I wasn’t flirting.” I was totally flirting. And Darren was totally flirting back, what the hell. Today had been the weirdest day of my life.

His grin only widened. “So defensive. One might think you’re hiding something, princess. Care to share something with a dear old friend?”

I glared at him. “One, we’re not friends. Two, there’s nothing to share. Three, Darren and I are not together, we’ve never been together, and we’ll never be together. I’m only agreeing to fake date him so we can take down his father and save this bar. That’s it. Nothing more.”

And didn’t I just feel shitty saying that out loud. Even though it was the truth. Because that’s really all this was. Maybe Darren was flirting with me, but that didn’t mean anything. He was Daniel Day-Lewising me just as much as I was Meryl Streeping him. I couldn’t let myself forget that.

But before I could respond any further, the jig, as they say, was up.

“Of course it wasn’t that easy,” a voice sighed behind me.

I whirled around.

Charlie stood in the doorway to the trailer, looking strangely saddened as he watched me.

“Well shit,” I said.

 

 

HAVE YOU ever had an old leather daddy stare at you in such a way that you know he’s extremely disappointed in you and if he thought he could get away with it, he’d have you spread bare ass over his knee and would give you the spanking of your life in a nonsexy way?

Yeah. Me too.

Mike took the reins, filling in the blanks after I started blabbering at Charlie, trying to salvage the situation, because if there was one thing I hated more than almost anything else, it was to see Charlie looking upset over something I’d done. It might not have affected him, not directly, but he still felt responsible for me, a years old promise he’d made to Vaguyna about watching over me after she was gone.

After Mike had finished and threatened Charlie (“This is going to stay quiet, Charlie, so help me god. I know people and can have you taken out.”) and Charlie gave the appropriate response (“Boy, you don’t know shit, and I’d be careful if I was you before you find yourself tied to a sawhorse and get the strapping of your life, you understand me?”), Mike kicked us out of his office with a meek “Yes, sir,” leaving me on my own with Charlie. As soon as we were out the door, I heard it lock behind us, the traitor.

“Charlie—” I started, but he held up a hand to cut me off.

“Not here,” he muttered. “You get your butt up to the Queen’s Lair. No dawdling. Don’t make me tell you twice. Step to it.”

And when Charlie told you to do something in that tone of voice, you did it.

I didn’t dawdle.

Well, a little dawdling. But only because I tried to beg Izaac silently with my eyes to save me from the ass chewing I surely faced.

He frowned when he saw me.

Then he saw the look on Charlie’s face and smiled sympathetically at me.

That bitch. I would see him fired before night’s end for crossing me.

I thought about making a break for it out the door and then fleeing the county to some mystical faraway land like Toronto or Bismarck, North Dakota. But then I remembered I was a queen and a queen always held her head high, even upon facing her execution by an aging leather daddy. I had my pride.

I walked up the stairs resolutely.

Charlie followed me.

I entered the Lair.

He closed the door behind us.

I turned to let him know I wasn’t afraid, that I would always be a queen. I squared my shoulders and jutted my chin defiantly. I said, “I will be remembered for sparking a revolution. You may silence me today, but my words shall rise tomorrow in the cries of a million voices saying, no, no, we won’t stand down and take this tyranny any longer!”

Charlie sighed and rubbed his hand over his face. “What in the holy hell are you talking about, boy?”

“You know, I don’t really know,” I said. “It just sounded good at the time.”

“Uh-huh.” Charlie moved slowly toward his stool. “I have a feeling your life is directed by ideas that sound good in your head but maybe not so much in reality.”

“Hey! That’s not even… remotely… false. Huh. This… is probably not the best time to be having that realization. I should think on this some more. By myself. Not here. I’ll just leave you to it.”

“You take a step toward that door and you’ll have my handprints on your ass.”

“Stop flirting, you old charmer.” But I didn’t leave.

Charlie grunted as he sat down, spinning until he was facing me. I tried to maintain eye contact, but couldn’t quite keep it up.

He said, “What are you doing?”

I shrugged, going for casual and missing by a mile. “You heard. Trying to save the gay bar.”

“By pretending to be in a relationship with Darren to convince his father to somehow come over to your side but now you’ve somehow found yourself lying to all of your friends except Darren and are now on the losing side of a bet that I don’t think you ever had a chance of winning.”

“Wow,” I said. “Someone doesn’t believe in the power of positive thinking.”

“Probably because I’m too busy being rational,” he said. “Who am I speaking to right now?”

“Huh?” I looked back up at him.

“Is this Sandy or Helena? Because depending on what frame of mind you’re in right now, I’ll have to take this one of two ways.”

“Because that doesn’t make me sound bipolar at all.”

“If the straitjacket fits,” he said.

“Funny man,” I said, lips quirking into a smile. “Sandy. Just… Sandy.”

“Okay,” he said. “Sandy.”

“Yes.”

“You’re a fucking idiot.”

“Hey!”

“No, seriously,” he said, narrowing his eyes. “What the hell were you thinking? Playing with someone like that. You’re not a cruel person, Sandy. I know you’re not. But now I see this in front of me and I don’t know what the hell to think.”

“I didn’t play with anyone. He knew what this was before anything happened.”

“Only because you blurted it out to him. You agreed to it beforehand without his consent. Why would you even agree to do this?”

“Because,” I said. “It wasn’t about me. It wasn’t about Darren. It was about the bar. Okay? It was about this place. Yeah, maybe we went about this the wrong way. But I would do anything for Jack It. This place belonged to Vaguyna and now it’s mine, and she would have done the same.”

“Maybe,” he said. “But Vaguyna wasn’t always the nicest person, Sandy. You never really got to see that. She could be mean when she wanted to. Never to you, of course. You were her baby and she wanted to impart as much of herself on you as she could. But I saw it. She could cut people down with that knife she called a mouth. She didn’t care who she stepped on to get where she did. I loved her. Understand that. I don’t know if anyone loved her more than I did, aside from maybe you. But even I could admit she wasn’t a very nice person. And I don’t want that for you.”

Charlie very rarely ever talked about Vaguyna, and when he did, it was usually done in a vague sort of way. And I wondered at them. These pseudo-parents. I thought maybe I could ask. “Did you…?”

He waited.

“You and Vaguyna. Were you…?”

He shrugged. “Most of the time. She thought I should find someone my own age. Someone less flighty. ‘You’ll be happier that way, Charlie,’ she used to say. ‘I’m a queen, no man can tame me. It’s useless to even try.’ But I didn’t want to tame her. I just wanted to be by her side. Be happy with her. And have her be happy with me.”

“Were you?” I asked hoarsely. “The both of you?”

“Most of the time,” he said again and that hurt, a little. To know that maybe some of the times they weren’t happy together. And that I was so caught up in myself that I never noticed. “But that’s not what’s important right now. What’s important is that you are in a very precarious position.”

“I’m handling it just fine.”

Charlie snorted out a laugh. “Are you?”

“Darren knows what this is.”

“Do you?”

I took a step back. “I know it’s not real.”

“That’s not what I meant and you know it.”

“Apparently I don’t.”

“So you’re asking me to enlighten you,” he said.

And no, I really wasn’t. In fact, Toronto was starting to sound really good right now. I looked around surreptitiously for something to throw at him, not wanting it to be too heavy, because he was older and I didn’t want to break a bone. Just needed something to distract him so I could become Canadian.

“You throw something at me and I’ll tan your hide,” he warned.

“Dammit,” I muttered.

“I’ve been around queens for thirty years, Sandy. I know how you all think.”

“That’s kind of sweet, in a creepy sort of—”

“You like him,” he said bluntly.

“That’s stupid. Of course I don’t.”

“Boy, you can’t bullshit me any more than Vaguyna could. I don’t know why you think you can pull the wool over my eyes. You know that makes you stupider than you obviously think I am.”

“I don’t think you’re stupid.”

“You must if you think you can bullshit your way out of this one.”

I glared at him. “Old people are supposed to be jolly and say things like ‘Do you remember when we went to that sock hop and ate penny candy? Those sure were the days.’”

“I won’t have no problem popping you in the mouth if you sass me,” Charlie said. “You would do well to remember that.”

“My old person is broken,” I mumbled. “I demand a new old person.”

“You like him,” he said again.

I was annoyed. “Okay. Fine. What if I do? Nothing’s going to come of it.”

“And why not?”

“Because I’m not going to be a notch on his bedpost. I’m not some fucking twink he can screw and discard. I think I have a bit more self-respect than that. And there’s also the fact that I might like him, but I still hate him too.”

“Boy, you haven’t hated him in a long time.” Charlie shook his head. “You talk a big game. Queens always do. But in the end, you’re just like the rest of us. The others might not see it. But I’ve been around for a long time, okay? I know how you are. I know how you act, how you move. How you get when you’re nervous or upset. Or happy, even. You may think you hate him, but you don’t.”

“Really?” I asked. “Or maybe I’m just that good. Maybe I’m Meryl Streeping the shit out of this, and you don’t even know.”

“Sometimes I don’t think even you hear the bullshit that flops from your mouth.”

“You don’t know what he did,” I hissed at him, starting to pace back and forth. “You don’t know how he—”

“Made you think you were something to be treasured, then treated you like shit just when you thought you were getting somewhere?” Charlie asked lightly.

I stopped and stared at him. “How the fuck do you know that?” I demanded.

He shrugged. “I know everything that happens here. You think crap like that can happen inside this place without me finding out?”

“You never said anything!”

“Neither did you,” he said. “I waited for it, or at the very least, I expected you to say something to Paul. But you didn’t, so I let it go. But here we are, bringing it up like it matters to you.”

“Because it does!”

“Why now?” It was maddening how calm he was.

“Why not now? People like that don’t change. They’re always going to be assholes.”

“Then why did you agree to this?”

“For the bar,” I said. “I already told you that.”

“The bar,” he said. “That’s it?”

“Yes.”

“And people don’t change, do they?”

“No. They don’t.”

“Well, then. Let me tell you a story. Once upon a time, there was a loud and persistent little gay boy who wouldn’t take no for an answer. He was annoying and fearless and an asshole of the highest order. He was a teenager, so it was to be expected, because most teenagers are assholes. But you know what? It worked for him at the time. Because it got his foot in the door and people to take notice of him. And you know what? Maybe he continued to be an asshole for a little while, but eventually he grew up into this person that I could be proud of, this person that I love almost more than anything else in the world. That little boy is not the same person that I see now, so don’t you tell me people can’t change, Sandy. Don’t you tell me that at all, because they can. I was the asshole stuck in a marriage even though I knew I didn’t love her. I was the asshole that agreed to bring kids in this world. I was the asshole that finally told the truth and had it all taken away from me. And you know what? I changed too. And some days, even, I like to think that maybe it was for the better. I know you’re hurt. I know he hurt you. But don’t you tell me that people can’t change. Because you did. Because I did.”

I was in awe of him.

I said, “You’re pretty much my most favorite thing in the world.”

The harsh look on his face melted a little. “Likewise, boy.”

I went to stand beside him and held his hand, pretending it was because he needed the comfort, but both of us knowing it was what I needed even more.

He waited for me to gather my thoughts.

“Maybe…,” I started, then stopped. Because I wasn’t sure what to say.

“I’ll make you a deal,” he said gruffly.

“What?”

He squeezed my hand. “I’ll let you go on as you are. I’ll even help you with this foolish plan of yours. Lord knows part of me wants to see how this turns out. But when this is all said and done, you sit down with him. You tell him how you feel. You can even tell him how he hurt you. But you have to remember that people can change. Who we once were isn’t who we’re always going to be.”

And if that wasn’t the most terrifying thing I’d ever heard, I didn’t know what was.

But what choice did I have?

I said, “Sure, Charlie,” and I meant it.

And maybe we didn’t say any more after that. And maybe he let me hold his hand for a while longer.

Good man, that Charlie.




Chapter 16: The Dark Twink Rises

 

 

I LOVED Charlie.

I really, really did.

So of course I took his words to heart.

I did feel something for Darren. And maybe it was possible that he felt something for me too.

But the fact remained that I was still a drag queen.

And drag queens were assholes.

We have to be in order to put up with some of the shit we get.

So while Charlie was absolutely correct that I’d grown and was different than I’d been at seventeen, I was still an asshole and would most likely always be an asshole. At least partly.

Which explained how a twink named Caleb came into our lives, creating havoc unlike anything the world had ever seen.

And in the process, became my most mortal of enemies.

Even more so than Darren had ever been.

One might say it started with some text messages.

Which, in retrospect, was most likely my fault.

Because people could change, yes.

But they were still dicks.

 

 

ME: DARREN

Me: Darren

Me: DARREN

Darren: What!!!

Me: Hi =D

Darren: Hi

Me: What are you doing?

Darren: I’m at work. Like you should be

Me: Oh. I’m at work too. Bored :/

Darren: And you thought you would bug me

Me: Rude. I don’t bug. I bless with my presence. Get it right

Darren: Right. Sorry. Thank you for blessing me with your presence

Me: Was that sarcastic? I can’t tell through text

Darren: No

Me: Good

Darren: OR WAS IT

Me: —-^—-\o/——

Darren: What the hell is that?

Me: A shark coming to eat you while you’re swimming for being text sarcastic

Darren: You know, it’s my fault for even asking

Me: I’m glad you understand that already. It’ll make things easier

Darren: What things?

Me: Nm. Anyway. I have news!

Darren: I am quivering in anticipation

Me: Gross. That sounds like a serious medical condition

Darren: I don’t have a serious medical condition!

Me: But you’re QUIVERING

Me: That sounds serious

Me: Are you sweating too?

Me: Blurry vision?

Me: Explosive bowel movements?

Darren: Jesus Christ

Me: Anyway. We have our second drag bachelor!

Me: Brian agreed. Said he’d be more than happy to help.

Me: Didn’t even have to persuade him or bribe him at all

Me: I think maybe he just really wants to dress in drag

Me: I don’t judge. Because. You know

Me: <--drag queen

Me: So that’s good news!

Me: Hello

Me: ?

Me: Darren

Darren: Yeah, that’s good

Me: Right? It’ll be a good time had by all

Darren: You guys talk a lot?

Me: Who?

Darren: You and Brian

Me: Some

Darren: You going to bid on him at the auction?

Me: ????

Me: Of course not

Darren: Okay

Me: I’ll be the MC. I don’t bid on anyone

Darren: Ah. And what about me?

Me: What about you?

Darren: People will bid on me?

Me: Yeah. That’s kind of the point

Darren: And no one will have a problem with that?

Me: Why would they?

Darren: Because we’re dating

Darren: FAKE

Darren: FAKE DATING

Me: Oh

Me: Right

Me: No, no problems

Me: It’ll be like we told your dad

Me: Just for the money

Me: Vince won’t care

Darren: I was more worried about Paul and Corey

Me: They are vicious little things, aren’t they?

Darren: That’s probably an understatement

Darren: Did I tell you Paul called me?

Me: What? When?

Darren: The day after they caught us in the Lair

Me: He did?!?! What did he say????

Darren: He threatened me

Me: HE WHAT

Darren: Said if I ever hurt you, he’d come after me

Darren: and murder me. Then use acid to melt the remains

Darren: and that he would laugh while doing it.

Darren: He said he wouldn’t feel bad at all

Darren: And that he probably wouldn’t even get caught

Me: WHAT

Darren: I’ll admit. I was almost scared

Darren: And then Johnny Depp started screaming that Paul was raping him

Darren: And that someone needed to save him from Paul’s pencil dick

Darren: I told him I wasn’t scared of him anymore

Darren: So he hung up on me

Me: WHAT THE HELL

Darren: So. That’s your best friend

Darren: Murderer and bird rapist

Me: Isn’t he amazing?!?! I love him

Darren: He’s all right

Me: HEY

Darren: Sorry. He’s amazing

Me: That’s better

Darren: There’s also something wrong with that bird

Me: Yeah, Johnny Depp is mentally deficient

Me: Anyway, I just wanted to tell you I got Brian

Me: I’ll let you get back to your work

Darren: It’s okay. I don’t mind

Darren: I probably shouldn’t have said that

Me: YOU DON’T MIND????

Me: I am going to text you ALL THE TIME NOW

Me: Hey Darren

Darren: What

Me: What do you call it when a gay guy texts you?

Darren: What

Me: Homotextual

Me: GET IT

Darren: Oh dear god

Me: You laughed. Don’t lie

Darren: Against my will

Me: You love me

Me: IT. You love IT. Stupid autocorrect. Sorry

Me: Anyway

Me: You coming to the show tomorrow?

Darren: Yeah. I’ll be there.

Unsent Message: I like it when you’re there

Unsent Message: It makes me happy

Unsent Message: I don’t know why

Unsent Message: Why are you always there?

Unsent Message: What’s rule 10?

Unsent Message: You’re always there

Unsent Message: And I think I want you to be

Messages saved to draft

Delete unsent messages?

Messages deleted

Me: Okay. I’ll see you tomorrow then. Bye =P

Darren: Later

 

 

WHICH LED to Caleb.

 

 

THE NEXT night, Wednesday, was packed, the bar almost overflowing. A line had started to form outside the door once we’d filled to capacity. News had started to spread of our drag bachelor auction, with Mike taking to the bar’s social media pages and blasting the hell out of it. A flier had been designed, me as Helena at the center of it and two seminude men were photoshopped on either side of me, muscles prominent and pulled taut as they leaned toward me, the curves of their thighs hiding their junk. I suppose I had to give Mike some credit for the photo he used of me, a long straight platinum blonde wig, smoky eyes, and bright red lipstick, a perfectly manicured fingernail barely pulling against my bottom lip. It was a seductive pose, one of my better ones. It looked good, and not like the usual cheap trashy fliers he had made that I detested. He knew he needed to move fast and had done good work since the weekend. Not that I would ever tell him that, however. I needed to keep his ego in check.

The trickle effect usually meant the bar would be more crowded, as the buildup toward the bachelor auction began to spread. Events like these were far and few between outside of Pride month, and it helped that the event was taking place between the end of classes and finals and everyone was going to need to take a break from studying that night. We’d be having nothing but drunk, horny college students ready to descend on the bar to see musclemen in drag.

Paul and Vince were downstairs, nursing a beer or two. They’d told me they were leaving early, probably right after my show. Which was fine, of course. Not everyone can stay out late on a Wednesday night, especially when we had to work in the morning. We weren’t getting any younger, to be sure. I remember thinking in my twenties how nothing would change in my thirties, but it did. I couldn’t stay out all night like I could before and be fresh for work the next morning. No, if I tried that now, I’d look like the Crypt Keeper from Tales from the Crypt crawling into the office come Thursday morning. I tended to mingle for only a little bit these days after I’d finished and would duck out quickly, as it always took me a while to come down from Helena. I needed at least five hours of sleep to be a semifunctioning human being, especially since I had to sit in a cubicle all day and watch my dreams die minute by minute. And the drinking was kept to a minimum, given that I couldn’t recover from hangovers as quickly as I used to. It used to be that I could get shitfaced, then wake up and eat a breakfast burrito from Los Betos and feel fine the rest of the day. Now, if I make the mistake of getting plastered, I tend not to move from the couch the following day, staring at the TV with glazed eyes while watching real housewives doing fake things.

And Corey had his class, so he was out, not that he was the type to come out during the week anyway. He was focused on his schoolwork, as he should be. He would have time to do stupid things like the rest of us when he became a mature, responsible adult after graduation.

I hadn’t seen Darren yet, but I’d gotten a text (On my way) almost an hour ago, so I assumed he was downstairs somewhere doing homo jock things like standing against a wall, posing with his arms across his chest and a glower on his face. Or talking about whatever game had been on TV before they’d come to the bar and chuckling heartily about their players kicking touchdowns or other such nonsense.

I was putting the finishing touches on my costume (Stevie Nicks meets Rihanna—probably not one of my better mashups) when Vince came stomping up the stairs, brow furrowed, a frown on his pretty mug.

I was Helena-gone, so every word I spoke was husky and at a purr. “Why the long face, baby doll?” I asked as Paul finished tightening the corset. I grunted and glared at Paul over my shoulder, but he just rolled his eyes.

“Darren’s here,” he said.

I arched an eyebrow at him in the vanity mirror, waiting for the rest.

“Downstairs, with some friends of his.”

“And?” I asked.

“There’s some guy with them too.”

“What guy?” Paul muttered, apparently thinking it was okay for the corset to be so tight that my falsies threatened to pop out.

“I don’t know.” Vince seemed to hesitate for a moment. Then, “I’ve never seen him before. He was all over Darren, though.”

And that brought things to a screeching halt.

“Say again?” My jaw twitched.

“This guy,” Vince said. “His name is Caleb, I think? I don’t know. It just reminded me of how things used to be before you and Darren got together. You know. With how Darren was.”

“How so?” I asked, voice sticky-sweet.

Paul stiffened, because he knew that voice.

That was not a nice Helena Handbasket voice.

That voice usually meant someone was getting their balls ripped off.

Apparently Vince knew it well enough by now too, because he paled slightly and said, “No, no. Not like that. Darren’s not like that.”

I turned slowly. Paul took a step back, but I only had eyes for Vince. “And what is Darren like, exactly?” I asked, cocking my head at him.

“Um,” Vince said.

“Vince,” Paul hissed. “Tell her before she murders your face!”

“He’s just… standing there?” Vince said.

“Standing there,” I repeated.

“Oh boy,” Charlie said from behind me.

He too knew that voice. He was wise not to step in front of me when I was stalking my prey.

“He’s not doing anything,” Vince rushed out. “Nothing bad. In fact, he’s not really doing anything at all.”

“Nothing at all,” I said slowly. “So, he’s not reciprocating?”

“No!”

“But he’s not pushing him away, either.”

“Well. Um. The thing is—”

“Vince.”

“No.”

“Is that right,” I said. “How lovely for him. Vince, tell me. Is this boy a twink?”

“Yes,” Vince said with a manly whimper. “Please don’t take my penis.”

I smiled at him. It must not have been a very nice smile, because he winced and took a step back. The problem was that he hadn’t come very far into the room, so his back was already against the door. He was cornered and he knew it, the poor little lamb.

“Say good-bye to your boyfriend,” Charlie said to Paul.

“Bye, boyfriend,” Paul said morosely.

Vince looked scandalized, which, for someone as beefy as him, looked appropriately hilarious. Well, it would have if I wasn’t ready to unleash my inner beast all over him. He grimaced as I approached, hips rolling, slinking along like I had all the time in the world.

I stood in front of him, the heels on my boots causing me to tower over him. His eyes were wide and he swallowed thickly. I reached up and dragged a nail along his cheek, lightly dimpling the skin. He shuddered, but didn’t look away. “And what did he say when you pointed this out?” I asked.

“Say?” he asked.

“Yes, baby doll. What did he say?”

“Uh. Nothing?”

“Nothing.”

“Um. Nothing. Because. I didn’t. Say anything? To him.”

“Is that so.”

“Yes,” he said. “I came up here instead.”

“And told me like a good boy.”

He nodded furiously. “Yes. Exactly. That’s exactly what I did.”

I gripped his chin in my hand. “And I love you for it.”

He breathed a sigh of relief, echoing Charlie and Paul behind me. “He wouldn’t do anything, Helena,” Vince said seriously. “Not like that. Not to you.”

And I could almost believe that. Except Darren and I weren’t together, not for real, anyway. But Paul and Vince didn’t know that and I was sure Charlie was probably berating me silently, wondering how it was I could lie to my best friends so easily. I didn’t know if they could understand that sometimes you had to do impossible things for love.

My love of this bar.

Not my love of Darren.

Because I didn’t love him.

“Helena?” Vince asked, and I realized I was still standing far too close to my best friend’s boyfriend, his face in my hand.

“Sorry.” I smiled at him and stepped away. “I was just plotting things.”

“Uh-oh,” Paul said. “That’s never good.”

He looked remarkably contrite when I fixed my glare on him.

“I trust Darren,” I said. “He’s going to have groupies wherever he goes, I’m sure. It’s what happens when you have a chest like his.”

“Amen,” Charlie said.

“That’s it?” Paul asked dubiously.

“Of course,” I said. “What else could there be?”

“Um, bloodshed, for one. Sandy, you once threatened to light a guy on fire when he spilled his drink on your shoes.”

“They were Manolo Blahnik pumps,” I retorted. “That sniveling cretin should have burned.”

“Exactly,” Paul said. “So forgive me if I don’t quite believe you that you’re ending it with I trust Darren because of his moobs.”

“I don’t sound like that!”

He rolled his eyes. “You’re missing the point.”

“And what is your point exactly?”

Charlie stepped in, probably because he saw that we were getting bitchy with each other. And that was never a good thing. “I think what he’s trying to say is that bail is set really high for murder.”

I grinned at them. “Only if you get caught.” And then I was out the door and down the stairs much faster than a man dressed in a unitard and wearing thigh-high boots over fishnets had any right to. Paul and Vince were scrambling behind me, probably sure I was going to serve smashed twink to the rest of the club, but honestly. I had much more class than that.

Pureed twink sounded better. It would most likely go down smoother, anyway.

The club was loud when I opened the door at the bottom of the stairs. To my right was the entrance, two bouncers—Greg and Mojo—glaring menacingly as they checked the IDs of everyone that came through the door. Mojo winked at me when he heard the door open before returning to his usual scowl that was supposed to intimidate anyone and everyone who tried to enter Jack It. I would have been impressed if I didn’t know that he was a power bottom who liked to knit scarves that Greg always wore, even though they were hideous. They’d been together for just over a decade, having met here out on the dance floor. It was really rather sweet, despite the scarves.

People clamored for my attention and I smiled at them, not really stopping to chat, eyes darting as I looked for the homo jocks. It was early still, and I wasn’t scheduled to start the show for another half hour. Plenty of time to decide if Darren needed to be taken down a notch or two. Surely he wasn’t stupid enough to try something while I was full-on Helena. No one would be that stupid.

Izaac saw me coming and poured two shots, sliding them across the bar.

“The homo jocks?” I asked him in between downing the tequila.

He nodded toward the back patio.

“Darren?”

“Yeah.”

“Tell me, baby doll,” I said, leaning forward on the bar. “Do you know this twink that’s with them?”

He shrugged uncomfortably. “Seen him in here a few times.”

“Caleb was his name?”

“Think so.”

“So you don’t know him well, then. At least not well enough to know his greatest fears so I can extort them.”

Izaac huffed a laugh. “No, ma’am. If I did, you’d be the first to know.”

“Did they arrive together?”

“Not that I saw.”

“This is why you’re my favorite,” I said. “Your nipples look lovely today.”

He preened. God, did I love straight boys at gay bars. Such wonderful creatures.

Paul and Vince caught up to me by the time I stepped away from the bar.

“Maybe keep the bloodshed down to a minimum,” Paul said, panting lightly. Stairs and Paul Auster didn’t really mix.

“Bloodshed?” I said, sounding as innocent as possible. “Darling, I have a show coming up. I can’t afford to get blood on my costume. Why, that would ruin my entire Stevie Rihannanicks performance, and where would we all be then? The thought alone is chilling.”

“I don’t know what a Stevie Rihannanicks is,” Vince said.

“No one does,” I replied, pushing my way through the throngs of men. “It’s part of the mystique.”

“It’s a drag queen thing,” I heard Paul tell Vince behind me. “They can pretty much make anything up and say it’s part of their mystique. Everyone else just has to go with it.”

“Can you have mystique without being a drag queen?” Vince asked.

“No,” Paul said.

“I never get to have anything.” Vince pouted.

“That’s a flat-out lie,” I said over my shoulder. “You get to have that ass.”

“It is a pretty good ass,” Paul agreed. “Also, stop staring at my fiancé’s ass.”

“Fiancé,” Vince sighed dreamily.

“Gross,” I muttered as we made it to the patio relatively unmolested.

There had to be close to a hundred people in front of us, but it was easy to spot the homo jocks standing at the top of the raised patio near the back, like royalty above their subjects. Darren stood there with Biff and Chet and Xerxes (I still hadn’t learned their names, what an awful fake boyfriend I was) flanking him. Brian was there too, standing slightly off to the side, drinking a beer, eyeing the crowd below them. I knew the exact moment he spotted me, his eyes brightening and a wide grin forming on his handsome face. He nudged Darren and pointed over at me.

And yes, there was Darren. Standing there like he didn’t have a care in the world.

And next to him, was a twink.

He wasn’t the most twinkish of twinks I’d ever seen, though I am sure he would have been right at home talking into a camera about how he hadn’t really tried anything with a guy before, but he was willing to give it the ol’ college try, and then somehow deep-throating the cock the minute he takes it out of his scene partner’s cargo shorts.

He wore tight black jeans and an even tighter white button-up, the buttons of which were undone, revealing a tanned and toned chest. Even from across the patio, I could see the flash of perfect teeth, the perfect cheekbones, the perfect head of dark hair that was messy on purpose. He had the beginnings of a beard and thick glasses that were probably just for show, not prescription. He was lean, but there was strength in his arms. He had a bit of a wicked smile and it was directed right at Darren.

It was even worse than I’d thought.

Because it wasn’t just a normal twink.

No.

It was the dreaded hipster twink.

He probably recycled his own poop to make compost.

That asshole.

Darren, for his part, wasn’t even looking at his admirer, who didn’t really seem to understand the concept of personal space, given that the twink might as well have been climbing him like a fucking tree. No, Darren wasn’t looking at said twink, though he wasn’t doing anything to push him away, either.

Darren was looking directly at me. Normally his look would have been nothing but a blank mask, vague and cool disinterest, but I’d spent too much time with him over the past weeks to be fooled by that anymore. I could see right through his cocky bullshit to know that he was doing this to get a rise out of me. He was challenging me, for fuck’s sake. Trying to see what I’d do. Whether it was planned or not didn’t really matter. Whether or not he’d fucked the twink didn’t really matter (or, at least, that’s what I tried to tell myself and my jack-rabbiting heart).

The only thing that mattered was that Darren Mayne had made a fucking egregious mistake thinking he could come in here, to my club, and challenge me.

That poor, naïve little boy.

(And, if I’m being honest, my reaction was motivated, in part, by the roaring jealousy that crawled through me, infecting every nook and cranny it could find. There was a moment when everything was razor sharp on that little boy who thought he could touch what belonged to Helena, his fingers that for some reason trailed along Darren’s bicep like he had permission to do so, like they were familiar enough to do that. It hadn’t been like that with that stupid little waiter who flirted blatantly with Darren in front of me. I hadn’t cared then. But you can sure as shit bet I fucking cared now.)

There was a problem, though.

I felt slighted.

It was one thing if I’d been knocked down while I was Sandy.

I would have closed off, forced a smile on my face, and licked my wounds when no one was looking. Because that’s just what I did.

But that wasn’t the problem.

The problem was that I wasn’t Sandy.

I was Helena.

Darren had decided to fuck with a queen.

And Helena was going give back just as good as she got.

Darren must have seen something cross my face because his eyes narrowed.

I wiggled my fingers at him in a little wave.

“Oh no,” Paul said.

“What?” Vince asked, confused.

“Helena,” Paul said simply, because it explained everything.

“Oh no,” Vince breathed.

I began to move toward the homo jocks.

“Charlie said to not be stupid,” Paul said.

“Are you texting him a play-by-play?” Vince asked.

“He told me to,” Paul said. “Because he couldn’t move up and down the stairs like he used to.”

“I would also like to go back upstairs,” Vince said.

“We can’t,” Paul said. “We’re Helena’s entourage.”

“Ooh,” Vince said. “I’ve never been in one of those before.”

“We might even have to rumble,” Paul said.

“Throw down,” Vince said.

“Get jiggy with it,” Paul said.

“Hammer time,” Vince said.

“Go ninja, go ninja, go,” Paul said.

“Oh my fucking god,” I hissed, whirling on the both of them. “Would you two fucking focus?”

“Meep,” Paul and Vince said.

I turned back around.

Darren’s eyes had never left me from the moment I came onto the patio, not even for a second. I was close enough now that I could hear the hipster twink by his side, “…and I don’t suppose he meant anything by it, but you know how those things get…” and it was a nice voice, a pleasant voice, one that suited him just fine, if I cared about such things.

But I didn’t.

I walked up the three steps to the higher patio.

“Helena,” Darren said, sounding amused and aggrieved all at one, which was quite the feat.

“Darren,” I said in that sticky-sweet voice.

The skin under his left eye twitched.

It seemed even he knew what that tone meant.

I wondered if alarms were ringing in that tiny little brain of his, screaming ABORT ABORT ABORT.

It was far too late for that.

The twink stopped talking and eyed me curiously.

I ignored him. For now.

“Biff, Chet, Xerxes,” I greeted the other homo jocks, nodding at each of them in turn.

They smiled, but it was in confusion, the poor dears. Xerxes even looked behind him to see if I was talking to someone else. Such a gentle soul.

Darren sighed. “It’s James, Nico, and Scott.”

“That’s what I said.” I smiled at them. Their own smiles got bigger. I liked them. I would auction the shit out of them. They would be so pretty by the time I was done with them. Well, in a manly way. Handsome women, they’d make. “Has Darren here spoken to you of what I will require?”

Biff (James, whatever) nodded. “Sounds like fun.”

Chet (Nico, seriously, what the hell) winked at me. “I don’t want to look easy.”

Xerxes (Scott, how boring) laughed. “There better be some hot guys bidding.”

“Lovely,” I said, clapping my hands together.

Biff, Chet, and Xerxes laughed. Brian smiled. Darren didn’t do either.

He just stared at me.

“The boys,” Paul said. “As in…?”

“Everyone you see here,” I said. I looked at the twink. “Except for you. I don’t know you.”

He frowned. “My name is—”

“Darren’s doing this too?” Vince said, sounding offended.

“He practically begged,” I said.

Paul’s eyes narrowed. “Really.”

“Oh boy,” Darren said. “No, not really. Helena asked. I said okay. It’s not a thing. We’re not making this a thing.” Whatever. It was totally a thing.

Paul said, “Of course it’s a thing, you—”

“Brian,” I purred, moving like liquid smoke toward him. “How lovely it is to see you again. You’re looking delicious as always.”

He had that same goofy grin on his face that initially drew me to him that night at the bar. Well, that and the fact that I was already halfway drunk and slightly angry. Not even the memory of him eating all my brunch bacon stopped me from rubbing up against him. It was close, though.

“Hi, Helena,” he said, sounding a little nervous now. He kept darting glances over at Darren, which meant the Homo Jock King had opened his fat mouth and blabbed to the homo jocks about us. Which, to be fair, wasn’t that big of an issue, seeing as how everyone else knew something that wasn’t quite true.

“Paul, Vince,” I said. “You remember Brian, right? From brunch. And the night before.”

Darren had a sour look on his face that I resolutely ignored.

“I really wish I was somewhere else right now,” Paul moaned.

“Go to your happy place,” Vince said. “Go there and think of happy things and you’ll be free of this.” He looked back at me. “You can’t sell me to men. Paul would murder them.”

I grinned, razor sharp. “Of course, baby doll. I would never ask you to do that.”

“But you’d let Darren?” He looked at his brother.

I wrapped an arm around Brian’s shoulder, tugging him as close as the twink was to Darren. “Darren does what he wants,” I said loftily. “He always has. Why should this be any different?”

Brian said, “I think that I want to leave—”

“What are you doing?” Darren asked me.

“Just chatting.” I looked over at the twink and my eyes widened in great surprise. “Oh, I’m sorry. Forgive my rudeness. I didn’t even see that you existed. Hello. Aren’t you just adorable.”

The twink, as adorable as he was, didn’t seem too thrilled with me, which, oh no, my broken heart. But neither was he too intimidated, as he didn’t move away from Darren. That was his first mistake. He obviously didn’t know who I was or he would have been running in the opposite direction. Or, if he were really smart, he wouldn’t have even been here to begin with.

“Caleb,” he said.

“Caleb,” I exclaimed. “That’s so… fitting. Isn’t that fitting, Brian?”

“Um,” Brian said. “Yes?”

“I can’t find my happy place,” Paul hissed at Vince.

“Do you want me to touch your wiener?” Vince whispered back.

“No!” Paul said, sounding scandalized. Then, “Maybe. I’ll think about it.”

“I haven’t seen you here before,” I told Caleb, tightening my grip on Brian when he tried to escape.

“Maybe you just weren’t looking for me,” Caleb said.

“Ooh,” I said, baring my teeth. “Feisty. I like this one, Dare. No wonder you’re being you.”

“Helena,” Darren said. “It’s not—”

“So I haven’t noticed you,” I said. “That’s on me. But I see you now. You can trust me on that one.”

“Okay?” Caleb said, sounding annoyed. “It’s not that big of a deal.”

“You really aren’t,” I said. “Oh. Sorry. I mean it really isn’t. My bad. You know what they say about the slip of the tongue. Brian? You remember the slip of the tongue?”

Brian flushed almost as if on cue.

“As interesting as this is,” Caleb said, “Darren and I were—”

“—not doing anything,” Darren said quickly, starting to look slightly panicked.

Caleb frowned. “We were talking.”

“And that’s it,” Darren said.

“Talking,” I said. “You look awfully cozy for talking.”

“Kind of like you and Brian?” Darren asked.

I squeezed Brian closer. “Brian and I are just friends. Who had sex that one time.”

“Actually, we had sex three times that night,” Brian said. Then he grimaced. “Also, I wish I hadn’t just said that out loud.”

“Three times,” I cackled, because I was a sex goddess.

“Brian,” Darren growled. “Maybe you should take a step back.”

“He’s okay right where he is,” I said, never looking away from Darren. “Aren’t you, Brian.”

“I… don’t. Know?”

“Nana’s telenovelas,” Vince breathed.

“I still can’t believe you watch those with her,” Paul said.

“Don’t be jealous because she loves me more,” Vince said.

“Well, good for you, I guess,” Caleb said. “Darren, do you want to go get a drink? Or, we could just get out of here if you wanted. Either way, I’m good.” He smiled up at Darren, a simpering thing that said he wouldn’t mind if Darren came on his face, the little skank.

“¡Ay dios mio!” Vince said.

Biff, bless his muscular heart, said, “That’s Darren’s boyfriend.” He looked over at me, eyes widening slightly. “Is it okay that I called you a boy when you’re Helena? I don’t want to offend you or anything. I think you’re pretty.”

I wanted to keep him in my pocket forever. “Darling, that was just fine. I think you’re pretty as well.”

He grinned at me. I would need to make sure the person who bid on him treated him right. He deserved it. I was going to be such a good pimp—er, hostess.

“Boyfriend,” Caleb said dubiously. “Really. You don’t seem like his type.”

“And you do?” I asked.

He shrugged. “I’m everyone’s type. And before you got here, it seemed like I was his too.”

“You’re not my type,” I said.

“That’s fine,” he said. “Because I wasn’t going for you.”

I saw red. Bloody, murderous red.

“Look,” Darren said hastily. “You seem nice and everything, but—”

“You’re in this auction?” Caleb interrupted.

Darren glanced at me. Then, “Yeah. Uh. Yes, I am.”

“Good,” Caleb said, squeezing his arm. “I’ll just have to make sure I bid, then.”

“Uh, Helena?” Paul asked.

“Paul,” I said, voice low and dangerous.

“Your show? It’s um. It’s about to start.”

“Is it.”

“Yes?”

“Then I guess I should head over there. Brian, be a dear, would you? Escort me to the stage. I would be so appreciative, baby doll.”

“Are you sure?” Brian asked, looking between Darren and me.

“Positive,” I said.

Darren’s jaw tensed, but he didn’t say anything. He also didn’t push the twink away, either. He hadn’t since I’d come out here. But that was okay. That was fine. Because he and I weren’t anything and Caleb was right. I wasn’t Darren’s type. He was. And maybe types were sort of an archaic notion, but they still held some truth. Darren liked what he liked. That’s just who he was. Maybe when this was all over, he’d fuck Caleb. Or maybe he’d do that later tonight.

Whatever. I didn’t care.

“As eye-opening as this has been,” I said, “I’ve got a show to perform. Isn’t that right, Darren? Because those are the rules. Kiss kiss.”

And I left him there as I dragged Brian away, Paul and Vince trailing behind us.

 

 

I WAS off most of that night. Even while performing a mashup of “Leather and Lace” and “Umbrella” (don’t ask and just trust me that it works) as Stevie Rihannanicks, I couldn’t get the image of Caleb’s hands on Darren’s arms out of my head. It probably didn’t help that Caleb had followed Darren into the club, surrounded by the other homo jocks who glared at him every time he leaned over and whispered something in Darren’s ear. Darren, for his part, barely cracked a smile, didn’t even really look at him, but still didn’t push the damn hipster twink away.

So I ignored the both of them as best I could.

In fact, I bypassed them completely.

When the break in the lyrics came and I was dancing around, collecting tips from the fans, I skipped right over Darren completely, even though he held out another twenty. Childish, maybe. Petty, definitely. But I was annoyed and hurt, even though I didn’t think I had any right to be. He wasn’t mine. He could do what he wanted. After our arrangement had finished, of course. And did it really even need to be going on in the first place? Everything was out in the open. Almost. We didn’t need to do anything more. We didn’t need to keep up this charade when it was obvious his affections were elsewhere. He might have been acting disinterested toward Caleb, but that’s how he acted with all the twinks he fucked. That wasn’t speculation. That was fact.

Brian was there, though, holding out a five-dollar bill, and I gave him a bit of a grind just this side of dirty. I didn’t even glance at Darren when I’d finished and moved on. I didn’t have time for him at the moment.

I introduced the other queens and stood behind the curtain, breathing heavily as they performed, waiting for my turn to go back up.

I wondered if we should call this whole thing off.

I wondered if we should have started this at all.

I fixed the smile on my face as the DJ called me back out for the finale, all the queens smiling and laughing as we performed Sister Sledge’s “We Are Family.” We danced and lip-synched and the liquor flowed and everything was fine, everything was going to be just fine.

The song ended and everyone cheered as the lights flashed. I told myself I would get past this just like I’d gotten past every other disappointment in my life. With grace, tact, and a healthy serving of bitchiness.

 

 

“ARE YOU sure you’re okay?” Paul asked as I sat in front of my vanity, sliding the wig off and placing it on the mannequin head. The music was blaring downstairs as the dance floor filled. The bass reverberated up the walls and made my skin crawl.

The smile was still fixed on my face as I said, “I’m fine, baby doll. Where’s your better half?”

Paul frowned. “Downstairs, talking to Darren.”

“Ah. Brotherly bonding.”

“More like brotherly fighting.”

I arched a perfectly shaped eyebrow at Paul. “Fighting?”

“Darren’s being a dick.”

“Well, yes. But that’s who he is. We’ve known that for years.”

“But you’re being one too.”

“Well, yes. But that’s who I am. We’ve known that for years.”

“I don’t understand the two of you,” Paul admitted. “I don’t know that it’s possible for anyone to understand you both.”

“We are confusing creatures,” I agreed.

“Bullshit,” Charlie said, sliding his camera back into his bag. “You’re stupid, is what you are. Both of you. And until you realize that, you’re just going to keep being stupid and nothing will ever change. And God knows the rest of us are going to be the ones to suffer for it.”

I rolled my eyes. “No one is doing any suffering.”

Charlie snorted. “Keep telling yourself that, sweetheart. Because obviously you still don’t think I know queens. You still don’t think I know you. Even after all this time, you think that. And if you think that, then I don’t know what I can do to help you.”

“I don’t need help,” I said, trying to keep from sounding snappish. I didn’t know how successful I was. “I’ve got everything under control. I always have everything under control.”

“I don’t think even you believe that,” Charlie said. “But what do I know? I’m just an old man with almost eight decades of life experience. I’ll see you on Saturday.” And then he was gone. I was almost proud of Charlie for making a bitchy-diva dramatic exit complete with the last word, but I was a little heart-stung that Charlie of all people was upset with me.

“What the hell was that about?” Paul demanded as soon as Charlie had closed the door behind him.

“Just the dispensing of advice,” I muttered.

“For what?”

“It doesn’t matter, baby doll.”

“What are you doing?” he asked, catching my gaze in the mirror.

I sighed, but didn’t look away. “I wish I knew.”

“You care about him. I know you do. I see the way you look at him.”

“Yes.”

“And he cares about you.”

I said nothing.

Paul looked frustrated. “Helena—Sandy, he wouldn’t be with you if he didn’t. You guys wouldn’t be together if there wasn’t something there. I don’t know why you can’t see that. Or even believe it. He wants to be with you. He wants you to be happy. Sure, he’s a fucking dick, and I don’t know what you did, if anything, but he wants you. He’s yours. And you’re his.”

And god, if that didn’t make it worse, that Paul of all people didn’t know what was going on. He was my best friend and he didn’t fucking know. I didn’t think I could take it anymore. Not from him. I said, “There’s something I have to tell you. Darren’s not—”

“I’ll take it from here,” a voice said from the doorway.

Darren stood at the entrance to the Lair. I hadn’t even heard the door open. Vince was crowding in behind him, peering over his shoulder. Darren only had eyes for me.

I looked away.

“I need to help him get out of costume,” Paul said.

“I can do it,” Darren said as if it was the most natural thing in the world.

That motherfucker. “I don’t know.” I took out a packet of wipes from my makeup case. “There are zippers and clasps. Might get a little complicated. Especially for someone like you. There are complexities that I’m sure you couldn’t even begin to understand.”

“I’m pretty sure I can handle it,” Darren said, dry as dust.

Paul looked to me. I sighed and nodded at him in the mirror. “It’s fine, baby doll. You wanted an early night with Vince as it is. Take it. I’ll be okay.”

“If you’re sure,” he said, sounding hesitant.

I nodded and he leaned over, kissing my cheek.

Vince pushed past his brother and came over to me too. He bent over, his lips near my ear. “I told him to stop being an asshole,” he whispered.

“Might be easier said than done,” I murmured back.

“Maybe. But I think he’d do it for you.”

I didn’t believe that, but he was sweet for saying so.

I patted his hand as he kissed my ear, a noisy smack before he stepped away.

Before they left, Paul stood in front of Darren and said, “Don’t be a fucking idiot. Or go ahead and be one, and I’ll stab you. Right in your fucking duodenum. Which, okay. I don’t know exactly where that is, but I’ll fucking do it, don’t think I won’t.”

“You tell him, baby,” Vince said, glaring at his brother.

Then they were gone too.

Darren closed the door behind them and leaned against it.

I ignored him as I pulled out one of the makeup remover wipes and began removing all signs of Helena from my face. It was grueling work, not just the makeup I used, but also coming down from the Helena high. For every smear of lipstick or mascara that I took off, the less powerful I felt, less confident. Helena was a shield of armor that I wore that allowed me to give as good as I got. Take that armor away and there was not a lot I felt I could stand for.

And it didn’t help that I was just tired. It’d been a very long day.

Darren still didn’t speak.

But I knew he was watching. If everyone else was to be believed, apparently he was always watching.

The makeup was done, and I scooped up the soiled wipes and threw them in the trash. Charlie had left a bottle of water on the vanity and I used it to wet a clean cloth, and washed it gently over my face, not wanting to irritate my skin. By the time I’d finished, Helena was there in costume only. Normally, Paul would have unzipped me by now, but I hadn’t been ready for Darren to put his hands on me.

I really didn’t have a choice now.

“I need your help,” I said softly, not quite able to meet his gaze in the mirror.

He nodded and moved toward me slowly, like one would toward a spooked animal. I wanted to scoff at him, to tell him to stop being so stupid, but I kept my mouth shut. He was lucky that he’d caught me when he did. If I was still Helena, I’d be thinking of ways to eviscerate him. As it was, I had ratcheted it down to a good maiming, if anything at all. It was odd, being caught between the mentalities of a fierce drag queen and a more demure gay man. Most people couldn’t understand the wear and tear it took on my mind and body to continually go between the two. It was harder and harder to get Helena to go to sleep. There were times when she burst out inappropriately, either at work or home. I was trying to get it under control, but sometimes, I just didn’t care.

Now was not one of those times. Helena had already proven her point earlier.

He was behind me then, and since I was sitting and since I was Sandy, he seemed so much bigger than me. I could feel his heat behind me, not quite pressing against me, but close enough it almost made no difference. The mirror on the vanity was almost as tall as he was, so I could see his every movement, eyes tracking as he raised his hands to my shoulders, fingers stretched around the side of my throat, clasping over my Adam’s apple. His thumbs brushed over the back of my neck until they reached the base of my skull. He applied pressure there, blunt and firm, tipping my head forward until I was staring at the top of the vanity. His fingers trailed along the skin of my throat until he reached the top of the clasp at my back. I was having trouble breathing because this was intimate, far more intimate than we ever allowed ourselves to be. Aside from that one ill-advised kiss at the restaurant to ward off the evil waiter, there’d been no real physical contact between Darren and me. Not like this. This felt real, different. I thought maybe my skin was electrified. I didn’t know what he was doing and I didn’t think I wanted it to stop.

“You know,” he said, voice filled with gravel, “if you think about it, I wasn’t doing anything wrong.”

I scoffed, but didn’t say anything.

He unfastened the clasp, letting his fingers rest for a moment before moving toward the zipper. “Sure he was there, but I didn’t do anything to him. I wouldn’t have.”

“You didn’t do anything to stop him either,” I reminded him, hating how breathless I sounded.

He tugged once, twice on the zipper until the metal teeth separated, and he pulled it down slowly, my sweaty skin finally breathing as the cool air hit it. The zipper track ended halfway down my back, and even though it only took seconds, it still felt like days. “Should I have?” he asked.

Before I could answer, his hand was back around my neck, just the one this time. His fingers curled around one side of my jaw, the thumb against the other, his palm resting against my throat. He lifted my head until I was looking back into the mirror again. His eyes were hidden in shadow, illuminated by brief flashes from the laser and strobe lights out over the dance floor. The back of my head rested against his stomach and he didn’t let me go. “We had rules,” I managed to say. “You agreed.”

“I didn’t fuck him,” he said, the word low and dirty, “if that’s what you’re asking. And I wasn’t going to.”

I sneered at him in the mirror. “Did he know that?”

His hand tightened against my jaw, fingers dimpling the skin. It didn’t hurt. I knew he wouldn’t hurt me. Not physically at least. His other hand came to my shoulder, fingers scraping along the material until it hooked underneath, nail scraping against my skin. He peeled off the shoulder of the black unitard, stretching it out until it hooked over and fell down to my bicep, clinging against the skin. I was partially exposed to him, the long stretch of my neck, the curve of my shoulder. “I shouldn’t have to tell anyone that,” he said. “If I don’t want to do something, then I don’t have to do it.”

“You did it on purpose,” I said. “I know you did.”

“Did I?” His smile was all teeth. “And how would you know that?”

“Because I know you.”

“Do you?” He averted his eyes, looking down at me. He trailed his fingers along my exposed shoulder. “Funny how that works.”

“You could have told him to step away,” I said. “To back off. You didn’t do that.”

“That right.” He let go of my face and moved to my other arm, pulling the other sleeve until my shoulder slid free. I reached up and took the rubber falsies out from the front of the costume, setting them on the vanity. He waited until I finished before he took my right arm in his big hand, pulling the sleeve, stretching it tightly against my skin. He tugged it over my hand. Then he moved onto the other arm. And I let him. For some reason, I let him. If I were capable of getting an erection, I probably would have. But I was still tucked, and it was only painful. A good pain, but pain nonetheless.

The unitard fell around my chest, my nipples pebbled and hard. I didn’t know what he was doing, and I wanted him to leave. I wanted him to stay. I wanted him to stop and to keep going. I wanted to shout at him, but I kept silent.

“You should turn around,” he said.

“Why,” I said, just to be contrary. He needed to know that he couldn’t control me.

“Because I asked you to.”

“You told me to.”

He chuckled. “If I was telling you to do something, you’d know. You should turn around.”

I didn’t know if I should.

I did anyway.

He hadn’t backed away from me. I was eye level with his stomach. He wore a tight black V-neck, the material stretched over his arms and chest. His jeans were dark, though I didn’t let my eyes stray any farther down because that would have just been creepy. Here he was helping me get out of costume and I was—

He kneeled in front of me, resting back on the heels of his boots. I was looking down at him now, so close to my legs, which had spread slightly of their own accord. This was not how I saw my evening going, especially with the drama it had started with. And, if I was being honest with myself, this wasn’t the first time I’d pictured Darren on his knees before me.

“You seemed like you didn’t have a problem with the rules,” Darren said, and I was totally confused with what he was talking about, until I remembered that we were in the middle of an argument of sorts. Or something.

“I didn’t do anything,” I said.

“Really.” He reached up and grasped my leg, bringing the heel of my boot into his lap. If I were so inclined, I could have probably dug into his crotch, but I wasn’t that big of a bitch. At least not yet. “Does Brian know that? You were friendly.”

“I’m not going to fuck him,” I snapped. I tried to pull my foot away, but he held on tight. Then, just to be nasty, “Well, not again, at least.”

Darren tightened his grip further before he relaxed. He left my foot in his lap and ran his hands up the red leather of the boot along the length of my leg. They went to midthigh, ridiculously ostentatious things that I rarely wore, but adored almost more than anything I owned. Even though I couldn’t feel his fingers through the leather, the muscles in my thigh still jumped as he reached the inseam where the silver zipper lay. It only made it worse when I saw just how close his hands were to my dick. More good pain came from that.

“Have you fucked him before?” I asked, trying to get things back under control.

“No,” Darren said, pulling the zipper down slowly. He was careful not to let the zipper catch on the fishnets I wore underneath. Even though the music was loud and the people were loud, I thought it possible the sound of that zipper going down was the loudest thing of all. The bass from the electro-candy pop caused my skin to buzz and vibrate every time it hit and crawled up the walls. His fingers against the red leather, silver zipper, and black fishnets threatened to short out any rational thought I had. “I haven’t fucked him before.”

“Oh really,” I said, because when I was nervous, I was an asshole. “Suppose there’s a first time for everything.”

He snorted as he slid the boot off. “I don’t fuck everything that moves.”

“Almost,” I said. “And if you think about it, is there really that big of a difference?”

He slid the boot off and I bit back the groan when his fingers squeezed my ankle. “There’s a difference,” he said. Then, “He’s going to bid on me.”

“So I heard.” I watched as he carefully placed my foot on the floor before he reached up and took my other leg in hand, pulling the heel to his lap. “Lucky you.”

“And you can’t bid on Brian.”

“Are you asking me or telling me?”

“You’re the MC,” he said, smiling wickedly. “You said it yourself. You’re there to host. Nothing else.”

“You don’t get to—” And then his hands found the other zipper, but there was intent this time, because the press of his fingers against my thigh wasn’t the faint scrape it’d been before. This was pressing harder into my thigh, like he was trying to get me to shut up. It shouldn’t have worked, because even though I was Sandy, there was always going to be a little Helena in me, and she refused to let anyone shut her up.

The problem was that it did work.

Because I was entranced by the weight of his hand. There was a persistent push to it now, my foot trapped between his thighs as he pressed them together, the grip he had on the back of my knee as he peeled the zipper down, fingers entwining in the fishnet, pulling at it, the smooth skin of my leg damp with sweat, and he grunted like he was punched in the stomach.

“I get to,” he said. “I get to because those are the rules. Do you remember?”

“I remember rule one,” I said hoarsely. “Where I said you didn’t get to touch me unless I invited you.”

“And you did,” he said, lip curling. “You asked for my help. Rule two. The first rule was stupid.”

He lifted my foot from between his thighs and, in one smooth motion, pulled the boot off and let it fall to the floor beside us.

I thought it strange that there were a few hundred people below us and none of them knew about the way he touched me.

He stared down at my foot in his hand, his thumb brushing along the side.

“Rule ten,” I said.

He laughed and finally, finally looked up at me. His eyes were dark and hooded, that familiar smirk on his face that I knew so well, that I sometimes despised and sometimes adored. I didn’t know which it was right now that I felt, because I thought it a very real possibility I was in shock. “That’s the one we don’t talk about,” he said, and his eyes darted down my chest, my nipples harder than they’d ever been. I felt his gaze crawl along my skin, goose bumps rising in the wake.

“Why?” I asked.

“Why,” he repeated.

“Why don’t we talk about it?”

He pushed my foot off his lap. He rocked back on his heels. “Stand up.”

“Darren.”

“Sandy. Stand up.”

I did. His face was near my groin. I could have put my hands in his hair, if I was so inclined. I didn’t.

He said, “I’m not ready to talk about it yet,” his breath hot against my legs, and I thought maybe I felt the scrape of a kiss on my thigh. I didn’t look down.

“Why are you doing this?”

He shook his head.

“Why do you always come to my shows?”

“Not yet.”

“Why do you keep doing this to me? What the fuck do you want?”

“Not yet,” he snarled and pushed himself to stand. He rose before me, and I was no longer Helena, so I didn’t tower above him. If anything, we were almost the same height, but the width he had over me more than made up for that and he was so much bigger. He might as well have been twice my size, and it wasn’t helping that I thought about curling into myself.

He said, “Finish changing.”

And he didn’t move.

I said, “I’m not doing this in front of you.” Paul was fine. Charlie was fine. Corey and Vince were fine. Darren was not fine and I wasn’t comfortable being fully nude in front of him, especially not knowing what the fuck this was.

“I can turn around,” he said.

“Or you can leave. I don’t need your help anymore.” I crossed my arms over my chest, feeling uncomfortably bare.

He shook his head. “You can’t carry all this shit down to your car by yourself.”

“That’s what the bouncers are for,” I said. “They’ll help me. I don’t need you.”

“Finish changing,” he said through gritted teeth.

There was an old folding screen in the corner. It’d been Vaguyna’s, and like most of her stuff related to queendom, it’d passed to me after she’d died. She’d said it was from the Orient, the cherry blossoms adorning the screen handwoven by elderly Asian women, passed down for generations until she’d been given it by a queen in New York. Part of that was right, because the tag did say made in China, but it also said Bed Bath & Beyond, because at her heart, Vaguyna was a drag queen and drag queens could be full of shit. But I had allowed myself to believe her just because she believed, even if it wasn’t necessarily the truth.

And it was mine now, these little remnants of her.

Darren didn’t turn around.

I didn’t think he would.

I was taller than the screen, but barely, and I could stand on my tiptoes to see him. He hadn’t moved away from the vanity, but he didn’t look away, either. I knew he couldn’t see through the screen, but it was unnerving.

I peeled my way out of the unitard, flipping it up and over the top of the screen. The air conditioning above was cool on my heated skin. I stood there for a moment in nothing but thin, perfunctory underwear, trying to gather my thoughts.

Well, I tried anyway. It’s hard to gather your thoughts when you’re untaping your scrotum that has your penis wrapped in it and allowing your balls to descend again. Most people don’t understand how hard it is to be a queen. Most see a man in a dress. They don’t see the hours spent making sure the illusion is impeccable. The makeup. The shaving. Shoving your balls up inside you so there’s no hint of a bulge. Coupled with the hours spent rehearsing, it can be hell on a body.

We don’t do it for the money. Most of us don’t do it for any fame, because unless you’re nationally known, chances are you’ll always be one in a made-up face of thousands.

I rolled my shoulders and reached for a pair of sweats, pulling them up and over my hips. There was an old silk robe hanging behind the curtain that I wrapped around myself.

I peeked over the top of the screen.

Darren was still watching me like a fucking creeper.

I sighed. There was no harm in trying again. “You can go now.”

“Come out here.”

“Fuck you.”

“Sandy.”

I stepped out from around the screen. Because I wanted to, not because he told me to. In fact—

He took a step toward me and then another. He said, “I don’t want you to see Brian.” Like he had any right to say anything.

I glared at him. “You don’t get to tell me what to do.”

“I know,” he said. “But I’m telling you anyway.”

“Why?”

“Because.”

“Not good enough,” I snapped at him and then he was standing right in front of me. “Especially not because of your fucking double standard. You don’t want Brian to touch me yet you let that fucking twink rub up on your shit like it’s going out of style. You don’t get to be that person, Darren. Not when you’re a fucking hypocrite. Fuck him, don’t fuck him, I don’t give a shit.”

“Really,” he said. “Funny how you not caring looks exactly like someone who cares too fucking much. Did you ever stop and think about that?”

And didn’t that just irk me. What was it he’d said weeks ago with that smug look on his face? That he’d known I found him attractive, like it was a fucking given I’d want him, because how could I not. And of course, I did, even though it was bullshit. It was all fucking bullshit and I fell for it again. This wasn’t about him being jealous. No, this was about him being fucking butt hurt because I wasn’t collapsing onto him like everyone else did.

I stepped around him and made my way to the door, the silk robe trailing behind me. I reached the door and threw it open, turning and scowling at Darren. I nodded toward the open doorway. “Go.”

“Sandy,” he growled. “Why the hell do you insist on making things so fucking difficult?”

“Because that’s just who I am,” I said. “Now get out.”

“No.”

“I’ll call security up here, don’t think I won’t. I’ve had enough of your—”

“You won’t.”

“Try me, asshole. See what happens.”

He took a step toward me, hands raised like he was talking to a spooked animal. “I didn’t do anything wrong,” he said slowly.

I snorted derisively. “Well that’s certainly not true. There’s not enough time in the world to list all the things you’ve done wrong.”

“I don’t want him.” Another step.

“Not my business.”

“You don’t want Brian.” Another step.

“Not your business.” I was getting agitated and pissed off with myself that I wasn’t being more assertive. But the cockiness had faded quite drastically from his face, and he was looking slightly panicked again. Like he knew he’d done something. That I was getting fed up.

He said, “Sandy,” and he was standing right in front of me, our knees knocking together, both of us breathing heavily, my robe open, the sweats slung low on my hips. And I liked it. I liked him so close that he could reach out and touch me if he wanted to, the fucking bastard.

And just when I thought he was going to, his arm raised, hand reaching for me, he instead pressed against the door, the knob slipping in my fingers as he pushed it shut. He crowded me up against the wall and his chest was against mine, the door at my back, the knob digging into my ass. He brought his arms up, placing his hands against the wall, bracketing my face. I felt the long line of his body radiating heat against mine. His face was near mine, eyes wide and bright and searching for something. I looked away, unable to take the closeness. He leaned forward and trailed his nose along my cheek. I sighed a low sound, unable to bite it back before it spilled out.

“We’re not together,” he said, breath hot against me. “Not really.”

“I know,” I ground out. “I despise you.”

“No you don’t.”

“I do. I have. For the longest time. Everyone knows that.”

He chuckled near my ear. “The longest time.”

“We fight.”

“We flirt.” The bass shook the door at my back.

“I can’t stand you.”

“It’s funny how you still think that.” His lips pressed against my jaw.

“We want nothing to do with each other,” and I absolutely did not groan.

“The list of the things I want would astound you.” He pressed up against me, and he was hard.

I refused to look at him. “This is how you do it, isn’t it?” The sound that poured from me when he started grinding against me was filthy and I thought I would vibrate out of my skin.

“Do what?” he asked as he pushed harder.

“This is how you get them. Your fucks. You press them against walls and breathe shit in their ears and they just do whatever the hell you want.”

“No, I don’t do this.” He knocked my feet apart gently, spreading my legs, and pressed his thigh up against my dick. I was still looking away from him, my ear flat against the door, hands curled into fists at my sides. “I don’t do this,” he said. And he pushed into me, teeth scraping along my neck, a whine pouring from my throat. His hips rolled and I was fucking riding his goddamn thigh and the friction was good, so damn good and—

“Bullshit,” I panted. “Even I’ve seen it. Seen you with a different fucking guy, doing—”

“You don’t get it, do you? I want—”

“I don’t fucking care what you want,” I snarled at him, turning to look at him. My nose hit his, and I felt the blatant scratch of barely there stubble on his chin. His pupils were dilated, and I knew he was turned on, and I knew I was turned on, and this could go one of two ways. I could close the minute gap between us and taste him, lick into his mouth, and just fucking take like I’d wanted to for years. Or I could remember my place, remember this wasn’t real, remember that not an hour ago, Darren had himself some fucking hipster twink pressed up against his side like it was old times, like these past weeks that had somehow meant the world to me meant absolutely nothing to him.

He pressed harder and his mouth drifted to mine.

I said, “Stop.”

He stilled. Whatever he was, he wouldn’t take something that wasn’t being offered. I knew that about him. Regardless of whatever else he was, he wasn’t that.

And I owed this to him, maybe. But more so, I owed it to myself.

I said, “Years ago, you made me feel like I was something beautiful. You made me think I was something special. And then you turned around minutes later and treated me like trash, like I was beneath you. I thought you were different, that you weren’t some meathead jock, the same ones that had been cruel. The ones that had called me a faggot and a queer and had laughed when they pushed me around. You didn’t hit me. You didn’t touch me. But you fucking cut me with your goddamn disdain, with your disgust at my hope that someone like me could ever stand a chance with someone like you. And you and your friends had a nice little laugh about it right in my face. So I turned and walked away. You fucking asshole.”

He had gone rigid against me, his breath ragged, shoulders tensed and drawn up.

“I’m doing this,” I said, “because I need you to save the bar. Nothing else. You don’t deserve anything more from me after the way you treated me. Because no one should ever be treated like they’re nothing when everyone is something.”

He took a step back.

I felt like I could finally breathe again.

He didn’t look at me, gaze resolutely downward.

It hurt to finally say this all out loud.

Especially to him.

After all that we’d gone through these past weeks, it fucking sucked. But I was nothing if not protective of my heart. And I couldn’t trust him to hold on to it. He was attracted to me. That much was obvious. And that was fine, because maybe I’d proven my point. It was the rest I worried about. And it was easier to push him away rather than pull him close.

When he spoke, his voice was hoarse. “I’m sorry. I never meant—”

“That’s good,” I said. “And thank you for saying so. You should probably leave. It’s late, and I have to get home.”

“Sandy,” he said.

“Please.”

And with that one word, he looked up at me. I don’t know what he saw, but he flinched, barely. He nodded at me and his hands twitched like he wanted to reach out to me, but was able to stop it.

I said, “We’ll finish this up. We’ll do the auction. We’ll save the club. And then we’ll go our separate ways. We stick with the plan like we should have and we’ll both get what we wanted out of this. Mostly. Okay?”

I thought that’d do it. I thought he’d hear those words and be out the door and gone and I would collapse against it dramatically as the music swelled upon my realization that I was alone and I would always be alone.

Darren, though.

Darren Mayne was a stubborn motherfucker.

He said, “No.”

“No,” I repeated.

He shook his head. “No, that’s not okay.”

“I don’t think you—”

He looked up at me. “It’s not okay because I don’t want that.”

“I don’t care what you—”

“Yes, you do.” He looked far more determined than I expected someone in his position to be. “But you have every right to not want me. And that’s fine. You have every right to tell me no. And you should, if that’s what you truly want. But I swear to god, Sandy, I’m going to show you every reason why you should say yes.”

I gaped at him because what the hell was going on?

“I was an asshole,” he said, reaching out and taking my hand in his. “I probably still am, to be honest. I can’t change the past. But I will apologize for it every day if that’s what’s needed. Because I know what I want. And I’m going to do everything I can to get it. I’m tired of this. I’m tired of not having what I want.”

“What the fuck are you talking about?” I demanded.

“Rule ten.” His lips quirked into that cocky grin that I both liked and hated at the same time. “The best rule out of all of them for this little game we’re playing. I’m going to make sure you know exactly what I want from you.”

“And what’s that?”

“You’ll see.”

And then he leaned forward and kissed me, swift and dirty, and I had no time to react one way or another. Somehow, he’d been able to spin us around, me with my back to the room, him at the door. He opened it, turned, and had the audacity to say “Besides, you still have to meet my mother at Thanksgiving” before winking and slamming the door behind him as he walked down the stairs.

“You overdramatic son of a bitch,” I breathed, rather impressed.

And still horribly, horribly aroused.

Goddammit.




Chapter 17: We Decimated the Native Americans. Happy Thanksgiving!

 

 

THANKSGIVING PROMISED to be loud and raucous, given that we were having it at Paul’s parents’ house. I was almost dreading meeting Darren’s mother, going further along with this charade, even though it now smacked of something completely different. I’d seen Darren a handful of times since then, but always around people that knew us, so he doted on me beautifully, his hand in mine, his kiss against my cheek.

I saw Caleb at the club a couple more times when I was performing, always standing with the homo jocks, eyeing Darren appreciatively. Darren, for his part, didn’t do anything as blatant as he’d done that first night. He always maintained a careful distance from Caleb, even while Caleb kept trying to insinuate himself into Darren’s social circle. I’d asked around a bit more about Caleb, but all anyone was able to tell me was that he was some kind of web developer and that he seemed to have a taste for large, muscular men. Which, okay. That was fine. Because I wouldn’t knock him for his taste. However, I would knock him into next fucking week if he didn’t stop his goddamned Pavlovian response anytime Darren was near.

Paul said he thought Darren had been trying to make me jealous and that I then tried to make him jealous by using Brian, which was completely ridiculous. And also was exactly what happened, though I didn’t understand why Darren was jealous in the first place. Paul said it probably had something to do with Brian, seeing as how I was a douchebag and using Brian in some kind of revenge plot. Paul was of the mind that Darren and I deserved each other, but redeemed himself when he accidentally tripped and spilled his entire vodka cranberry down the front of Caleb’s white dress shirt. He apologized profusely, saying he’d always been awkward and he would totally pay for the dry cleaning and maybe Caleb should just go clean up because cranberry juice could be so sticky. But then he’d caught my eye and winked at me and I knew I’d picked him as a best friend for a reason. Because he was a bitch. Just like me.

And he seemed so fucking earnest while doing so, like there was nothing more in the world he wanted more than making sure the twinky sharks stopped circling Darren’s chum. And that killed me, because I knew the moment he found out that this was all fake was going to hurt him. Or, rather, it would hurt me because he’d probably come after me with a baseball bat, accusing me of perpetrating the largest mass Freddie Prinze Junioring event in the known world.

Whatever that meant. I still wasn’t clear what Paul’s obsession with Freddie Prinze Junior was.

But since I was still Meryl Streeping the shit out of this, I was able to keep it hidden from him, waiting for the inevitable day when it would all blow up in my face in an explosion of glitter and angst, just like the perfect gay storm finally coming down overhead.

 

 

THE BEGINNING of the end started with a group of texts.

Mom’s in town and excited to meet you

I told her you said that I’m the light of your life

And that you can’t imagine a world without me

Showed her a photo of you as Helena

She thinks you’re very pretty either way

She wants to bake something for Thanksgiving

I told her not to, that Matty and Larry had everything planned

She told me I was ridiculous

Because apparently you ALWAYS have to bring something

It’s only polite

Then she smacked me upside the head and made me go buy pies

I’m bringing pie

I told her about the drag bachelor auction

She laughed until she cried

So thanks for that

It was odd. My parents were dead, but I had my surrogates, thanks to Paul. Kori’s parents were only God knows where, but she had us. Vince had already been adopted by Larry and Matty because he belonged to them just as much as Paul and I did.

And Darren. Darren, whose mother thought I was very pretty as either Sandy or Helena. His mother who’d met a man named Andrew Taylor and gotten involved, not knowing he was married and had a kid out of it.

But Darren still had her. And he seemed to love her very much.

So I was going to make it my mission to impress the hell out of her. Granted, I’d have the safety net of being surrounded by everyone else, so I wouldn’t have to worry about any one-on-one time, at least not right away.

Me: Tell her thank you for me.

Darren: Already did. After I told her not to stroke your ego.

Me: Rude

Darren: Truth. But she’s going to love you. BTW, we’re coming to pick you up

Me: What?

Darren: She wants to meet you without everyone else around

Me: WHAT?

Darren: We’ll be there at one

Me: WHAT?!?!? DARREN!!!

Darren: I agree. It’ll be… quieter, that’s for sure

Me: ARE YOU TRYING TO KILL ME!!!!!

Darren: You’ll be fine. Good night ;-)

Me: WINKIE FACE?????

Me: YOU THINK YOU CAN MAKE THIS BETTER WITH WINKIE FACE????

Me: DARREN!!!!!!!!

Me: I’M CALLING YOU. YOU BETTER ANSWER

Me: WHY IS YOUR FUCKING PHONE TURNED OFF

Me: DARREN

Me: DARREN!!!!!!!!!!!!!

Me: YOU MOTHERFUCKER

 

 

“REMEMBER LAST night when I held you in my arms and told you everything was going to be all right?” I asked Corey as he continued to laugh at me. “I take it all back. Stop fucking laughing!”

“This is amazing,” he said, wiping his eyes. “You’re nervous.”

“Bullshit! I don’t get nervous!”

Which, sure. That was a lie. Because here I stood, in my closet, getting slightly shrieky as I riffled through everything I owned, trying to find something to wear that said to Darren’s mother that I was respectable, that I had never thought of her son naked, and that Darren and I were completely and one hundred percent in love with each other, so much so that we had stars in our eyes and rainbows falling out of our asses. I couldn’t do that in paisley and why the fucking hell did I own so much paisley?

“Maybe you should just—”

“If the next words out of your mouth are anything but how to fix this, I swear to god I’ll punch you in the dick.”

Corey rolled his eyes and pushed his way into the closet. “Black dress slacks.” He pointed at a pair on a hanger. “Light blue dress shirt. Dark blue tie.”

I gaped at him. “You perform miracles.”

“I’ve been known to,” he said. “Now, hurry up. They’ll be here soon. I’m going to head out and pick up Charlie before heading over. Do you need anything before I go?”

“No,” I said with a sniff. “I’m fine. I’m perfectly capable of acting like a functional adult.”

“I wouldn’t go that far.” He patted me on the shoulder. “I’ll see you over there, yeah?”

“Tell everyone they need to be on their best behavior,” I called after him as he left the room. “I’m serious. They can’t do anything to embarrass me!”

“Yeah,” he said with a laugh. “I’ll make sure I get right on that. Best behavior and all that.”

“This is going to be a disaster,” I muttered as I pulled the slacks off the hanger.

I’d barely finished tying my tie when the doorbell rang at a quarter till one. I glared up at the ceiling, because Darren was a fucking liar who showed up early, and no self-respecting gay man ever showed up early. Which meant either he was not a self-respecting gay man, or (and more likely) he was trying to fuck with me and throw me off because he was an asshole.

I frantically gave myself a once-over in the hallway mirror, sure his mom was going to see my wide eyes and flushed appearance and assume I was hooked on the bathroom crack, just like Darren had asked me after meeting his father. When one sees they look like they do bathroom crack, it’s hard for one to think of anything else.

“I don’t look like I do bathroom crack,” I muttered to myself as I approached the door. “I don’t look like I do bathroom crack. I don’t look like I do—” I opened the door with the most perfectly fixed smile on my face that showed I was absolutely not a bathroom crack addict. “Hiiiii. It’s so nice to see you. Welcome to my home. Please, come in! Come in. How lovely all this is. Wonderful. Just wonderful.”

Darren, that motherfucker, knew exactly what my bathroom crack face meant, and I glared at him for a split second, making sure he understood that his death was imminent. Either I wasn’t as intimidating as I thought I was or he’d gotten used to being threatened by me; neither scenario boded well for our future. There would need to be a course correction, and soon.

Which, of course, led to thoughts of Darren bare-assed and spread over my knee as I administered one heck of a spanking. I don’t know why I automatically went there when thinking corporal punishment. It was unfortunate, given that apparently the idea of such a thing was very amenable to me, seeing as how I found myself dry-mouthed and on the verge of getting hard.

It didn’t help that Darren, in his tight dress pants and green button-down with the sleeves rolled up, finished off with a black silk tie that I thought would look great wrapped around his wrists and tied to my bedposts, looked like pretty much every fantasy I’d ever begrudgingly had about him. He looked strong and sexy as fuck, and I hated every single goddamn inch of him for making me think so. And I resolutely didn’t focus on his thighs, no matter what kind of a kink he supposedly thought I had for them.

“Hey,” he said, grin widening like he knew exactly what was going through my head. He stepped right in front of me, slightly crowding me against the door like he had any right to. He leaned in and placed a lingering kiss at the corner of my mouth that I might or might not have reciprocated (for science! Or keeping up with the charade! I had no fucking clue anymore!). He broke the kiss and dragged his nose along my cheek. “You look… good,” he breathed in my ear, bringing with it the reminder this was the closest we’d been to each other since he’d undressed me in the Queen’s Lair and then had followed it up with stupid and confusing words that I found were easier to ignore rather than dissect.

“Thanks,” I squeaked. I cleared my throat and tried again, dropping my voice. “Thanks.” That came out sounding like I’d smoked six packs a day for forty years.

That smirk only grew.

But before I could get any kind of revenge (a knee to the balls came to mind), he stepped away from me and said, “Sandy. This is my mom, Sherry. Mom, this is Sandy.”

I apparently didn’t know what to expect, and it was only when I saw her for the first time that I realized I’d never seen so much as a picture of her before.

Sherry Mayne was a diminutive woman, barely above five feet, which was slightly hysterical given the size of her son. Like Darren, she was lightly colored, with beautiful shots of gray lined through her hair. She was wonderfully curved, to the point where she could be considered plump, but looked as strong as anything. I knew she was a nurse, so it was probably a safe bet she could kick my ass any day of the week.

She was really rather beautiful, despite her age. Maybe even because of it. Her bright eyes were on me and I knew this was the only chance I had to make a first impression, so I steeled myself, got ready to gush and compliment her on everything. But then, of course, I got distracted by what she was wearing and instead said, “Oh my god, I have that same skirt. I wear it when I do my naughty schoolgirl routine at Jack It. It brings all the boys to my yard.”

Darren turned slowly to stare at me.

“Wow,” I said, immediately regretting my existence. “That was really awkward. I’m not saying you’re a naughty schoolgirl who dances for money from adoring men like I do. Oh shit, did that make me sound like a stripper? I think that made me sound like a stripper. Holy fuck, I swear to god I’m not a stripper. Not that there’s anything wrong with that! It’s just not for me. I don’t even know any strippers. Okay. That was a lie. There’s a gay strip club in Phoenix called Dick’s that I’ve been to. Multiple times. I know, like, everyone there. But I haven’t stripped. No. I don’t see the point in full nudity on stage. I’m okay with partial nudity, though. I mean, you have to be, right? When you’re performing on stage for money. But not for stripping! I’m a drag queen! I believe Darren might have mentioned that?” I glanced at Darren to save me, but he was still staring at me, jaw dropped, offering nothing in the way of rescue, that asshole. I looked back at his mother. “Well, I am! So. That’s… why I dance for men and money. God, I really wish I would stop saying it like that. I don’t just dance. I lip-synch too. For men. And money. But your skirt! I have that one. Except mine is shorter. Like, shorter. Like, any shorter and it’d probably be considered full frontal. Not that that’s legal at Jack It, ha-ha-ha. Which, I mean, usually isn’t a problem.” My eyes went wide. “Not that we do anything illegal at Jack It! No. No, no, no. Nothing illegal at all. Why, that would just be crazy.” To show her how crazy it would be, I laughed. Crazily. “Darren here would never allow any illegality. He’s such an upstanding citizen. So… pure and innocent and upstanding. You did good, so. You know. Good job. On that. And in case you’re wondering, no, I absolutely do not do bathroom crack, no matter what Darren might say. Because he’s a liar and fat mouth. But I assume he got that from his father. Not from you. And I really wish I hadn’t brought up his father right now. Because awkward. So. To recap. No bathroom crack, we don’t do anything illegal, I’m not a stripper even though I dance and men give me money, and we have very similar tastes, even though mine tend to be a bit more… slutty.”

Sherry turned to her son and said, “Okay. You weren’t kidding.”

“Kidding about what?” I asked, glaring at Darren.

“Just about how you’re the light of my life,” Darren said easily, pushing me out of the way and letting his mother into the house like he lived there, what the hell. “And also that you would be nervous and would probably ramble a little bit. I just didn’t think it would go that far that quickly.”

“I’m not nervous,” I retorted. “And I don’t ramble.”

“Oh, so you always sound half-crazed?” Sherry asked me.

I gaped at her because now I knew where Darren got his attitude from. It was apparently genetic, which meant there was no hope for him.

“It’s okay,” she said, reaching up and patting me on the shoulder. “I was prepared for it. It was really rather breathtaking.” She then moved around me, walking around the living room, looking at anything and everything she could lay her eyes on. I couldn’t tell if she was liking what she saw or judging me completely. I prayed for the former and expected the latter.

As she moved through my house, I stepped closer to Darren. “You told her I ramble?” I hissed at him.

He arched an unfairly attractive eyebrow at me. “Of course. Because you do. I blame Paul. Or, I blame you for doing it to him. It’s kind of your thing, the both of you. If you’re not prepared for it, it can be kind of scary.”

“I’ll have you know that every word I say is well thought out and on point.”

“You basically told my mother she dresses like a drag queen stripper.”

“I’m not a stripper.”

“I never would have guessed,” he whispered back, bumping his shoulder against mine, and there it went again, that fucking flutter in my heart like I was swooning. “But you also told her you didn’t do bathroom crack. Like she needed to know that.”

“I don’t do bathroom crack! And you said it first! I wouldn’t have even thought about that if you hadn’t said it in the first place. So technically, this is all your fault. As usual. Why don’t you think before you speak?”

“Aw, boo,” he said, voice dripping with sarcasm. “If I’d known you hung on to every single word I say, I’d have censored myself a little bit more.”

I sputtered brilliantly at him.

“Look at you,” Sherry called from the other side of the room. “Whispering quietly to each other like you’re the only ones in the room. Ah, young love. It’s adorable. Also, Sandy—can I call you Sandy?—I must admit to being slightly disappointed. I thought the house of a drag queen would be decorated a bit more… loudly.”

“Yes, sorry,” I said, unable to stop the snark. “I just got rid of the bedazzled couch and shag carpet last week. I also sent the go-go dancers on vacation for the holidays. Bummer on the timing. Usually it’s feather boas and unnecessary nudity in Casa de Sandy.”

She waved me off. “That’s all right. I suppose that one’s on me for having unrealistic expectations. After all, I’m not here to see the couch. I’m here to see you. And also maybe the go-go dancers.”

“By here to see me, you mean judge me, right? Just to clarify, I’m not hip to the mom lingo. Not that I would ever be a mother. Or if I were, I’d be the booze-soaked kind who drank wine out of boxes at the kid’s lacrosse games.” I frowned. “How the hell do I know what lacrosse is? I’ve never even seen lacrosse before. And now you’re judging me.”

She grinned. “Maybe. But if you’re anything like Darren’s been describing for years, then I don’t think you have too much to worry about. In fact, you’re probably even better than he described. One of those you have to see it to believe it.”

“Mom,” Darren growled.

“Aww,” I said, rather pleased at the turn of events. “That’s so adorab—did you say years?”

“Oh no,” Darren said, tugging on my arm. “Look at the time. We don’t want to be late. We should leave now.” He grabbed my arm and tried to pull me toward the door.

The nine times I’d done yoga in my life paid off, and I was able to bend and twist out of his grasp with only the barest of twinges to my back. I landed the dismount (though, why there was a dismount, I had no idea), and turned back to Sherry. “Years?” I repeated in such a way to portray my incredulity and also to encourage her to tell me everything.

“Years,” she agreed. “It was always Sandy this, Helena that with him. For a while there, I was a little concerned at how creepy it was getting. I was waiting for the day that I’d get a call from the police because he’d kidnapped you and put you in a hole in his basement.”

“Mom,” Darren said, sounding wounded. “Why the hell would you even say—”

“You wanted to kidnap me and put me in your hole?” I demanded. Then, “Wait. That didn’t come out like I wanted it to.”

He buried his face in his hands.

“I told him it was about time he grew a pair and asked you out,” Sherry said. “Because either he needed to nut up or shut up.”

Nut up or shut up, I mouthed rather aggressively at Darren, who responded with another of his dying moose sounds.

“And apparently he did and here you are,” Sherry said. “I never would have thought he had it in him.”

“Oh,” I said. “Oh really. Is that what he told you happened? Because if he did, then he didn’t nut up at all. Maybe nutted up with his lies.”

“I knew he was lying,” Sherry crowed. “I’ve told him to get over himself for years and just ask you out already. But he was always like, ‘Mom, you don’t understand.’” Her voice had dropped in an approximation of her son and it was glorious. “Sandy’s not like everyone else. He’s too perfect. You just don’t get it. God. Just let me sit here and stew in my man pain.’” She rolled her eyes fondly. “Always the drama queen, that one. One time, when he was nine—maybe ten?—he came home from school crying that his life was over because the girl he liked in his class told him she thought his nose was too big. I told him he’d just have to grow into it. And look! He did. Mostly. And now he has a boyfriend. It’s like all his dreams came true.”

“Oh my god,” Darren moaned from behind me. By the tone of his voice, I thought it was possible he was dying. “This can’t be happening.”

“This is seriously the greatest day of my life,” I said rather breathlessly. Because even though I knew maybe things weren’t quite the way they’d been when we’d started, I didn’t know it’d apparently been years that he’d been—“He was pining over me!”

“Pretty much,” Sherry said. “Trust me when I say I pretty much know every detail of your routines at the club. Excruciating detail. Especially when you apparently did this backward crabwalk thing? According to Darren, it was amazing to watch, but I think that was just a euphemism for things no mother should ever hear from her son. Sexual things.”

“Maybe we should just—” Darren tried (and failed miserably).

“I asked him out,” I said, because it was sort of true. And also sort of not, but still. Mostly true.

“Did you? Because see, that makes more sense.” She looked over my shoulder at her son and said, “I knew you couldn’t do it, but like any good mother, I kept my mouth shut. Even though you lied.” She looked back at me. “How did it happen?”

I was enjoying this far more than I probably should have. “Well, once upon a time, there was the most beautiful of drag queens—”

“Oh Jesus,” Darren snapped as he came up beside me, his face redder than I’d ever seen it before. He wouldn’t even look at me, the poor man, though I suppose if all my secrets were being revealed, I’d feel the same. “We are not listening to that story again. Yes, fine. He asked me out, I said yes because I had nothing better to do—”

“Ahem,” I said. “Oh, sorry. I just had something in my throat.”

“I said yes because it looked like Sandy was going to cry if I said—”

“Ahem. Gosh. I am so sorry. The pollen today is really quite bad. In the fall, even. Who would have thought? Damn you, global warning. Argh.”

“Because he kept pushing—”

“A-hem.”

“Because I felt sorry for—”

I sneezed, quite pleased with the timing of it. Darren was not pleased if the look he shot me was any indication. “Excuse me,” I said pleasantly. “I have loud sneezes. Like a man.”

“Bless you,” Sherry said.

“I said yes,” Darren bit out, “because I was just so overjoyed.”

“Much better, bae,” I said. “Doesn’t the truth feel good? I bet it feels good. Your truth telling.”

He muttered something under his breath that I was sure was essentially confessing his undying admiration for my wit and my body.

“I like you,” Sherry said, eyeing me up and down. “Even if you don’t have a bedazzled couch.”

That shouldn’t have made me feel as happy as it did. “I like you as well. I blame Darren for not introducing us sooner.”

Darren said, “I don’t think this was a good—”

“It’s like he was trying to keep us apart or something.” Sherry pulled out her phone and handed it to me. “Put your number in there so we can talk about Darren behind his back. Matty already gives me updates, but I think they’d be better if they came directly from you. Then I can send you embarrassing photos of when he was younger. Do you know he went through a phase where he liked New Kids on the Block? And when I say liked, I mean obsessed. He had NKOTB lunch boxes and pajamas and posters and underwear. Though, in hindsight, it makes so much more sense now. He was gay for NKOTB.”

“Mom!”

She ignored him, nodding at her phone.

“Sandy!”

“Hush, bae. I’m doing something.” Once the number was programmed, I found the camera app, snapped a selfie that caught the edge of Darren’s glower, and made it the contact photo under my phone number. I sent a text to myself from her phone. “There,” I said, handing it back to her. “Now I can tell you about everything Darren does. Step by step. Ooh baby.”

Darren looked very pale at that.

“Maybe not everything,” I amended.

He looked less pale.

“But most things.”

His level of paleness did not change that I could see. I felt better about that.

She excused herself, briefly, to the restroom, leaving Darren and I alone for the first time since we were in the Queen’s Lair.

And he wouldn’t even look at me, the coward. His neck was still red, and apparently, he’d found something interesting on the wall to stare at.

“So,” I said.

He sighed, as if resigned to his fate.

I decided to go easy on him, because honestly, I was reeling just as much as he was. I was sure he hadn’t wanted it known that he’d basically wanted all up in my junk for years. Granted, I was going to give him so much crap later on, but still. His wounds were still fresh. I didn’t need to rub salt on them. At least not until they’d healed more. “I wasn’t nervous,” I said instead.

He snorted but still didn’t look at me. “Whatever.”

“I wasn’t,” I said. “You can ask anyone. I was the epitome of calm.”

“I went into the wrong doorway,” Sherry called from down the hall. “Why does your bedroom look like a tornado hit it? Did you literally try on everything you owned before we got here? And I can see where all the bedazzling went. It’s like walking inside a disco ball. I feel better about this now.”

Now Darren looked at me, a bit of the cockiness returning. I refused to be intimidated by it. “Really,” he said. “You tried on everything you owned.”

“Of course not,” I said. “That would just be ridiculous. I didn’t wear anything of Helena’s.”

That smirk he wore so well softened slightly. He let his gaze crawl up and down, and I struggled to not let my breath hitch in my chest. “You chose good,” he said finally, eyes meeting mine again.

“Thanks,” I said. “You did too.”

“Yeah?”

I shrugged, trying not to show I was having dirty thoughts about his forearms. “Yeah.”

“You’re really going to text my mom?”

“Sure,” I said. “She’s great. She’ll fit right in, I think. I mean, unless you don’t want me to.”

He shook his head. “No you can—I mean, you can do what you want. You always do.”

“Which means….”

Darren sighed. “It’s just—I don’t know. I like it? Maybe.”

“Okay,” I said slowly, because I wasn’t sure we were talking about the same thing.

He opened and closed his mouth a few times, like he couldn’t get the words to come out. Finally, he blurted, “I’m nervous too.”

I blinked. “What? Why?”

“It’s my mom, you know?”

“Yeah, I know.”

He looked embarrassed, like he wasn’t going to say any more. Then, in a rush, “And it’s your family too.”

“What?”

He flushed even more and looked down at his hands. “Your family. I’ve met them before, but not… like this. Okay? They think I’m your…. I know I’m not the best….” He huffed out an angry breath. “I’m just nervous too,” he finished quietly.

And instead of thinking about it too much, I reached out and took his hand in mine. His fingers entwined with my own like we did it every day. It was… nice. Good, even. Possibly great. Well, greater than it had any right to be. And I didn’t know what was happening and I—

“What are we doing?” I asked, because maybe I was tired of this weird little game.

I thought he might try and deflect with his stupid Rule Ten bullshit, but instead, he said, “I don’t know.”

I nodded, swallowing around the lump in my throat because it was something. Years, his mother had said. He’d been talking about me for years. I wondered if she knew how terrible he’d been. At the beginning. The things he’d said. The way he’d laughed at me.

And then Darren looked at me, and there was something in that look, some sort of resolve that hadn’t been there before. I shivered at the sight of it because—

He said, “But I know I want—”

“All ready to go?” Sherry asked, coming back into the room with what was possibly the worst timing ever. “Those pies won’t keep much longer in the car.”

Neither of us looked at her.

I screamed at Darren in my head to finish what he was saying.

Instead, Darren smiled tightly at me, squeezing my hand once before letting it drop. He turned toward his mother and led her toward the door.

 

 

“PAUL FORCES his gayness on me!” the parrot known as Johnny Depp screeched at Sherry as he watched her from his wooden perch.

“Oh my,” Sherry said. “That’s certainly illuminating.”

“It is,” Nana said, who’d said she was going to give Sherry a tour, but instead had led her directly to Johnny Depp. They’d spent the last ten minutes hearing all the phrases that Nana had taught him recently. “If only Paul wasn’t so mean to Johnny Depp.”

“I heard that!” Paul shouted from the kitchen, where he’d been suckered into making mashed potatoes. “I don’t do anything to that stupid asshole!”

“Language,” Larry scolded from his spot on the couch. There was a football game on the TV and Vince and Darren sat on either side of him, and I ignored the way my heart stuttered a little at the sight of them.

“You guys hate football,” I said. “Why are you watching it?”

Larry shrugged. “It’s what men do. We drink beer and watch football on Thanksgiving while the women cook in the kitchen.”

Matty walked by the back of the couch and smacked him on top of his head. “You’re drinking a white zinfandel and I will give you a million dollars if you can tell me the name of one of the teams you’re watching.”

“The Yakima Yaks,” he said promptly. Then he sighed. “I really could have used that million dollars. Darn my lack of caring for organized sports. Also, Charlie is making us.”

“Darn indeed,” Matty said.

“Oh come on, ref,” Charlie growled from his spot on the recliner, feet propped up, beer in hand. “Are you blind?”

“So much testosterone,” Larry breathed. “I should be in the kitchen with the women.”

“Maybe if you asked politely,” Matty said, “I’d consider it.”

“You think you could take me, Mrs. Auster?” he teased, pushing himself up from the couch.

“I could take you anytime, anyplace, Mr. Auster.” She winked before turning back toward the kitchen.

“So gross,” Paul moaned from the kitchen. “Why do they always have to do that?”

“Paul ruins all good feelings!” Johnny Depp screamed.

“Not all of them.” Vince stood and followed Larry into the kitchen.

“Pretty,” Johnny Depp called after Vince. “Pretty, pretty!”

“My parrot is in love with Vince,” Nana told Sherry. “It’s a romance for the ages. I’m trying to convince Paul to share Vince, but so far, it’s a no-go, so now the plan is to get rid of Paul. Do you want to see my leather paddle? Charlie got it for my birthday. I haven’t had a chance to use it on anybody yet, but I hope to someday soon.”

Charlie snorted without looking away from the TV. “We’re still working up to that part. First, you need to stop apologizing before you even use it.”

“It’s only the polite thing to do,” Nana insisted. She turned back to Sherry. “I’m probably not cut out for the BDSM lifestyle, though.” Her disappointment was tangible. “I’d feel bad anytime I had to whip someone or put their penis in cage. And don’t even get me started on sounding.” She took Sherry by the arm and led her down the hallway toward her bedroom. “Do you know what sounding is? It’s when they insert a metal rod into a urethra and—”

“Sandy!” Paul called from the kitchen. “Can you get Wheels out of here? I swear to god he’s going to start presenting himself for a piece of turkey. I don’t need my dog to be a whore for meat. I raised him to be much classier than that.”

“Language,” Larry said. “And on the Lord’s day, of all days.”

“Dad, Thanksgiving is not the Lord’s day.”

“Oh. Then what is it?”

“Pilgrims and Indians.”

“Right. Because nothing says giving thanks than how we’ve taken their land and corralled them into reservations that don’t always have the proper health and educational facilities to—”

I didn’t even want to be involved in that conversation, because knowing Larry, it’d go on for at least the next hour. I swooped in and found Wheels giving anyone who would look puppy eyes. I picked him up, blew a kiss at Corey, who was doing something with asparagus, and fled the kitchen before I felt even more guilty about Native Americans and/or got put to work cooking.

Darren hadn’t moved from the couch, and I didn’t really think when I sat down next to him, closer than was probably necessary. I took Wheels’s cart off his butt and laid him on his back in my lap, then reached down and scratched his belly. He instantly went limp, head back against Darren’s thigh, tongue lolling out of his mouth as he grunted in contentment.

“Please tell me my mom isn’t learning about kinky sex from an elderly lady,” Darren said.

“Yeah,” I said. “See? I can’t do that. Because I think that’s what’s happening.”

“Gays are taking over the world!” Johnny Depp proclaimed. “We’re doomed! Dooomed.”

“It’s scary how easily she fell into Nana’s clutches,” Darren said. He reached down and scratched along the dog’s chin. If he were able, I’m sure Wheels would have popped a boner because it apparently felt that good. Thank god he didn’t have balls anymore.

“She fits,” I said. “I don’t know if I should be offended that you were so worried about introducing her to the rest of us.”

“I wasn’t worried.”

“Kind of worried.”

“Not worried at all.”

“There was a little bit of worry.”

“Oh look,” Charlie said. “The football game is on. Let’s watch that instead of doing whatever it is you’re doing.”

Properly chastened, we were quiet.

For a few minutes.

“But seriously,” I said. “You don’t have anything to worry about.”

“No, don’t touch that!” Nana shouted from her room. “You’re not ready for how much it vibrates.”

“Okay,” I said. “Maybe just a little bit of worry. I hope your mom is not easily offended. But then, she did raise you, so I’m sure that’s not the case.”

Darren narrowed his eyes at me. “Was that a compliment or an insult?”

“Huh,” I said. “I guess it could be either or. Take it how you will.”

“That was nice of you.”

“I meant it the other way.”

“Fuck you.”

“Seriously,” Charlie said. “Still trying to watch football here. If you’re going to flirt, go do it outside where it belongs. Because honestly, it’s sweet, but it’s also rather disgusting to hear.”

We both flushed and avoided looking at each other. Which, you know, was hard, given that I was all but plastered to his side while we both rubbed a dog.

That sounded weird.

But I supposed the truth often did.

We lasted four more minutes.

“What if your mom and Nana fall in love?” I asked, because they still hadn’t come out of her room.

Darren snorted. “I don’t think we’ll have to worry about that.”

“You don’t know,” I said. “We might. Then there will be yet another wedding I have to plan. I just don’t know if I have time for it, given my jet-set lifestyle.”

“I don’t think you understand what that means.”

“Bullshit I don’t. I’m worldly. I just haven’t traveled the world yet.”

“Then how can you be—”

“I read, okay? You can—”

“Cosmo doesn’t count,” he said, and I didn’t even mind when he stretched his arm back on the couch, his fingers pressing lightly on my shoulder. And if I lay against his shoulder a little bit, well. It was just because my head was heavy and I needed to rest my neck.

“It does. Did you know that there are fifty-seven places you can touch a man to make him have toe-curling orgasms?”

He rolled his eyes. “Really. Name three that don’t involve my dick.”

“Uhh,” I said, mouth suddenly dry because Darren’s dick.

“Jesus. Christ,” Charlie said.

We both looked over at him, startled.

He was glaring. And not the normal, old-man get off my lawn glare. No, this was the old leather Dom someone’s about to get fisted glare.

“Eep,” I squeaked.

“Sorry, sir,” Darren said nervously.

“Please don’t fist us,” I begged.

“Well, let’s not get ahead of ourselves,” Darren said.

I gaped at him. “You want to get fisted?”

He shrugged. “I wouldn’t rule it out, per se—”

“Quiet,” Charlie snapped.

I don’t think we’d ever shut up so quickly in our lives.

Charlie glanced behind us toward the kitchen. Apparently satisfied, he returned the glare to us. “Now you listen here,” he growled quietly. “I don’t care if you’re still faking this… whatever this is. I don’t care if you haven’t pulled your heads out of your asses. I don’t care if you finally realized that you two are perfect for each other if only you’d stop being such ridiculous bitches. I am trying to watch a football game and drink a beer. Maybe two beers, if I can get away with it. Tomorrow, I will go back to caring because, Sandy, I love you dearly, and Darren, you’re growing on me for the most part. But right now, if you’re staying here, you will shut up and let me have this moment.”

“I am so weirdly turned on right now,” I said.

“You should be,” Charlie retorted. “Anybody else I’ve ever used that voice on usually ended up on their knees licking my boots while I shoved a plug up their ass.”

Darren grimaced. “Please don’t do that to me.”

“Are you weirdly turned on right now?”

Darren looked over at me, then at the dog in his lap, then back at Charlie. “I don’t know,” he admitted.

“Then shut up and think about it. I expect an answer by halftime.” Charlie turned back to the TV.

“Is he serious?” Darren whispered.

I stared at him in horror. “Stop talking or you’re going to get us both in trouble, not just you!” I whispered furiously.

Darren scowled at me. But he didn’t move his hand away from my shoulder.

And maybe I laid my head back against his arm.

And maybe we stayed like that for a while, neither of us saying anything.

Just maybe.

And maybe, at halftime, Charlie glared at Darren until Darren sputtered and said yes, maybe he was just a little turned on.

 

 

DINNER WAS as loud as I thought it’d be. Thankfully, Nana had covered Johnny Depp’s cage with a blanket, quieting him down so he would stop screaming homophobic slurs at Paul, all the while begging Vince to come back into the room to be his pretty. Thankfully, Johnny Depp was slightly stupid and automatically assumed it was dark out and went to sleep.

Last year, it’d just been Paul, his parents, Vince, Nana, and myself. A good group, but nowhere near as loud as we were now. It wasn’t necessarily that the new additions were any louder than the rest of us (especially since Charlie kept shooting frowns at Darren and me, causing us to barely speak above a whisper for fear of being fisted or something), but it was just more. More people, more food, more conversations rising and rolling over each other.

It was something I thought on often, the idea of family being what you make it to be, not necessarily what you were born into. Granted, there was a chance that I’d be in the same place I was now if my parents hadn’t died, but what if I wasn’t? I was of the firm belief that everything happened for a reason, and while some reasons could be extraordinarily shitty, they’d still led me to the place I was right now.

Surrounded by people that I cared about.

Including my fake boyfriend.

Who I had real feelings for.

And who might feel the same way about me.

Even though we were technically lying to everyone in the room.

Except for Charlie.

And it was made slightly worse by Charlie, the bastard. Especially when he said (in a rather innocent tone of voice), “Did you see on the news about the mayor?”

Conversation pretty much came to a halt then.

I vowed to find the nearest nursing home with the poorest rating as soon as I could get my hands on a computer.

Larry and Matty gave slightly nervous glances toward Sherry, but she waved them away. “It’s fine,” she said with a wine-tinged grin. “I haven’t talked to him in years. It doesn’t bother me to hear about him. I’ve moved on. Repeatedly.”

“Mom,” Darren said, sounding horrified.

“Well maybe it bothers other people,” I said, eyes never leaving Charlie.

“Vince?” Charlie asked. “Does it bother you?”

“Nah,” Vince said. “I have stuffing and Paul, so I’m good.”

“Aww, babe,” Paul said. “Next time, don’t list me after stuffing.”

“But I can eat the stuffing now,” Vince said. “I can’t eat you until later.”

Pretty much everyone at the table made gagging sounds, even Sherry. Because that was gross. She was fitting right in.

“Darren, are you bothered?” Charlie asked, and I knew what he was doing.

“Um,” Darren said, looking between Charlie and me. “No?”

Charlie grinned. I did not. Darren figured out it was the wrong answer when I tried to stab him with my fork, but by then, it was too late. And also because he stole my fork.

“What news would that be, Charlie?” Matty asked. “Is it that he’s resigning and apologizing for ever opening his mouth?” She set down her wineglass. “Oh my, that was slightly vindictive of me. Darren, Vince, I apologize. I should have never said that in front of you. At the very least, I should have waited until you left the room, then said it. I feel terrible.”

Vince shrugged. “I don’t care. I don’t really talk to him at all.”

“That’s because you have other parents now.” Larry reached over and patted his hand. He looked at Darren. “And keep it up, young man. I could be your daddy too.”

I choked on my wine.

Matty leaned over and whispered in his ear.

“Uh-huh,” Larry said. “Uh-huh. You don’t say. Right. Oh. I can see how someone might get confused at that. Right. Right. Okay.” Matty leaned back as Larry spoke to Darren. “It has come to my attention that I should not refer to myself as your daddy. If that is your kink you share with Sandy, then that’s okay, because I am not one to kink shame. But I was not hitting on you and asking you to be my baby boy. For one, I’m in a monogamous relationship with a beautiful woman. And two, you are committed to Sandy, who is my drag son.”

“Glad we cleared that up,” Darren said.

“I’m the only daddy here.” Charlie crossed his arms over his chest.

No one disagreed with him.

“And three,” Paul said to his father with a laugh, “you’re straight.”

“What?” Larry said.

“You can’t be his daddy because you’re straight,” Paul said.

“Oh,” Larry said. “Well. I suppose.”

“You suppose?” Paul wasn’t laughing.

“I wouldn’t know,” Larry said. “I’ve never tested it out.”

“Tested it out?” Paul looked rather green.

“Not everything is black and white, dear,” Matty said. “Just because your father can talk about Tom Hardy’s lips doesn’t mean he’s going to leave me for a man. He knows I would hunt him down if he ever tried to divorce me.”

“She is terrifying and I adore her.” Larry smiled lovingly at his wife.

“Tom Hardy’s lips?” Paul squeaked.

“They’re very… masculine,” Larry said. “Did you know he used to have a nudity-filled Myspace account? My word, those pictures.”

“You have fine taste in men,” Corey said.

“Thank you, Corey,” Larry said, beaming. “If you were twenty years older and I wasn’t married, I’d probably hit that. But since that’s not the case, let’s just be friends.”

“Oh my god,” Paul moaned, banging his head on the table.

“Oh dear,” Matty said. “We got distracted yet again. Charlie, I apologize. What was it the mayor seems to be doing? Did he club baby seals and then wear their coats while fracking the earth?”

“It seems he’s pushing a big holiday fundraiser to benefit some local charities,” Charlie said.

“Doesn’t he do that every year?” Nana asked. “I always thought he did it because he was trying to atone for all the evil he’d accomplished the year before.”

“Right,” Charlie said. “Usually it’s a public event, but this year, it’s apparently only for the wealthy. A thousand dollars a plate.”

I sprayed wine all over the table.

“Sorry!” I choked. “Sorry. Went down the wrong tube, oh my god, a thousand dollars a what?”

Matty was frowning at me. “I think you just spit all over the green bean casserole that no one ever eats.”

“That’s because no one likes green bean casserole,” Nana said.

“Then why do I make it?”

Nana shrugged. “Beats the heck out of me.”

“This is slightly shocking,” Matty said, raising a hand to her breast. “I feel like part of my life has been a lie.”

“How can he charge a thousand dollars a plate?” I demanded. “Isn’t that, like… unethical? Or something? It seems unethical. And maybe illegal.”

“For charity?” Charlie asked, arching an eyebrow.

“Why do we care again?” Corey asked Paul.

“I haven’t figured that out yet,” Paul said. “But, to be honest, I’m still stuck on the fact that my mother never noticed that no one ate her green bean casserole. Her powers of observation really explain a lot about me as a person.”

“A lot,” Matty agreed. “You’re welcome. Also, maybe if some just tried the green bean casserole, they would see that it was good and then brainwa—I mean, convince the others to eat it as well.”

“Not it,” Larry said.

“What charities is he doing this for?” Sherry asked.

“Casa de los Niños and Angel Wings,” Charlie said. Like a jerk.

“Aren’t those the same charities you’re having the drag bachelor auction for?” Corey asked me, scrunching up his face.

“What a coincidence,” I ground out.

“Should have let me watch football,” Charlie whispered with a grin.

“You have to try it,” Matty said. “You promised in your vows to eat whatever I made for you.”

“No,” Larry said. “I vowed that I’d consider eating whatever you made. It didn’t mean I would actually do it.”

“Maybe we shouldn’t have written our own vows,” Matty said, forehead scrunched up. “Or I should have written both of ours.”

“There’s no such thing as too much charity,” Darren said, and for some reason, he had an arm behind me on my chair, rubbing slow circles on my back. And for some reason, it was doing a lot to calm me down. So I leaned back into it, just a little. “It’s not like there’s a competition about it or anything.”

I barely restrained the look of horror that I was sure was about to burst on my face. Because that was exactly what it was. And if it was a thousand bucks a plate and he had two hundred attendees, then we were completely screwed, unless Mike was able to perform a miracle with the Super Gays. And, while amazing, there weren’t many of the Super Gays out there, especially those who were willing to part with their money. I should have known that Andrew Taylor would bring out the big heterosexual guns to the gay gunfight. Well, that was fine. Because we’d bring the motherfucking glitter cannons to the gunfight, and everyone knew that glitter cannons trumped heterosexual guns any day of the week. I’d figure something out. I always did. Especially since the future of Jack It was on the table.

I glared at Darren because he thought he was being funny, if that little smirk on his face meant anything. Like we had an inside joke about this. Any affection I might have been feeling for him was pretty much gone by the wayside. Mostly. There might have been a little bit left.

“Let’s talk about something else,” I said, trying hard not to grit my teeth.

“Like green bean casserole,” Matty said. “And how everyone loves it.”

“We decided on a venue,” Vince said. “For the wedding.”

“So no one is going to talk about the green bean casserole.” Matty frowned. “Awkward.”

“Uh-oh,” Paul said.

“Why uh-oh?” I asked.

Paul sighed. “Because I agreed to have it at the horse farm. We already booked the date and put down the deposit.”

“It’s not a horse farm.” Vince rolled his eyes. “It’s a ranch.”

“Is there a difference?” Corey asked.

“No,” I said. “Not even in the slightest. And I thought you said you didn’t want that!”

“I didn’t at first,” Paul said. “But Vince was able to change my mind.”

“How did you do that?” Nana asked him.

Vince grinned. It was slightly evil. “I promised him we’d do that one thing we always wanted to do.”

“Ew,” said most everyone at the table.

“Jesus Christ,” Paul muttered. “He’s talking about dressing up in costume for when the next Star Wars movie comes out.”

“That’s why you caved on the horse farm?” I demanded. “Why are you so damn easy? Paul, you can’t wear white and ride a horse.”

“Oh boy,” Paul said. “Sandy, I have something to tell you. I probably should have told you this a long time ago.”

“What is it?” I asked, suddenly nervous. “Are you dying? That’s it, isn’t it? That’s why you have a weird-shaped head. You consumed your brothers in the womb and now they’re tumors in your brain.”

“Weird-shaped head!” Paul snapped. “I don’t have a weird-shaped head!”

“Sure felt like it when it was coming out of me,” Matty said. “Sherry, would you like to try some green bean casserole? I made it. With green beans. And love.”

“I’m allergic to green beans,” Sherry said apologetically.

“Really?” Matty asked.

“No,” Sherry said. “But no one else wants to eat it, so I think it must be for a reason.”

“Do I make bad green bean casserole?” she wondered aloud. “That just doesn’t seem possible.”

“I’m not wearing white at the wedding,” Paul said.

“Why not?” I asked. “It’s beautiful and pristine and goes with everything—”

“Because I’m not a virgin.”

“I didn’t do it,” Vince said earnestly.

“I know you’re not a virgin,” I said, rolling my eyes. “Tommy De Milo absolutely destroyed your virginity when you were sixteen—”

Larry, Matty, and Nana frowned at him.

“—eighteen,” I corrected. “Eighteen and perfectly legal and everyone was sober.”

“Who is Tommy De Milo?” Vince asked with scowl.

“No one you have to worry about,” Paul said. “And thanks for that, Sandy. Because that’s exactly what my parents need to hear.”

“I bet I’m bigger than he is,” Vince said.

“Can we not talk about size at the dinner table?” Paul hissed.

“I meant my arms.”

“Oh. Right. Uh. That’s what I meant too. Your arms. Nothing else.” He looked shifty-eyed. He totally wasn’t talking about Vince’s arms. Which I did have a mild curiosity about, especially since I’d blown Vince in my dream.

“Fine,” I muttered. “No white, and we’ll have the small wedding at a horse farm. Crush all my dreams, why don’t you.”

“Oh, no worries, boy,” Charlie said. “You can have the big white extravagant wedding of your dreams when Darren here makes an honest man out of you.”

Darren and I slunk lower in our seats.

“Knowing Darren,” Sherry said, “he’ll want everyone to dress up like Thundercats. He got pretend married when he was seven and all his Thundercat toys were in attendance to wish the happy couple a prosperous life together.”

“Who was he marrying?” Nana asked.

It was clear by the look on his face that Darren wished he was anywhere but where he was.

“Leonardo,” Sherry said.

“Da Vinci?” Corey asked.

“Da Ninja Turtle,” Sherry said.

“That’s adorable,” Paul said, grinning maliciously. “I am so down with cosplay weddings.”

“Oh my god,” I said. “We are not having anyone dress up like Thundercats at our wedding. Are you out of your mind? First and foremost, it’s supposed to be an elegant and sophisticated ceremony, for fuck’s sake. Secondly, everyone will be dressed appropriately for such an event, which does not include cosplay.”

“What about the drag queens?” Paul asked. He looked far too happy for some reason. “Surely, that wouldn’t apply to drag queens.”

I frowned at him. “Drag queens can be classy too, Paul. You know that. Just because we’re gaudy by nature doesn’t mean we don’t know how to tone it down. If my sisters want to come in drag, they may, just as long as they don’t try to upstage me. You don’t want to know what kind of unholy hell I will rain down upon them if they try and upstage me.”

“And where would this wedding occur?” Sherry asked.

“Definitely not at a church,” I said with a laugh. “I mean, can you imagine? We’re not religious at all, and I know Dare won’t mind.” I took another sip of wine. “Not a destination wedding, though. That’s too gimmicky. Maybe in the mountains? I don’t know. We’ll figure it out. We have time.”

“Right,” Paul said. “The wedding you’re going to have with Darren.”

“Right,” I said absently. “The wedding I’m going to have with D—”

Wait. What.

I looked back up. Everyone, and I mean everyone, was staring at me with slightly surprised looks on their faces. Well, aside from Paul. Paul looked extraordinarily smug.

And Darren. Darren was gaping at me, hands gripping the edges of the table like he’d just heard something so shocking, he hadn’t quite been able to comprehend it.

Because I’d just been arguing about where the wedding would take place.

Our wedding.

The one I would have with Darren. And me. Together. Again.

“Oh sweat balls,” I managed to say.

“Well,” Matty said. “I know what I’m making for the weddings. Green bean casserole, for the win!”

 

 

IN AN effort to avoid Darren as much as possible, I volunteered for dishwashing duties. It seemed like an appropriate plan and would give me time to figure out how to fake my own death in order to not have to deal with Darren directly, seeing as how I’d spent a good part of Thanksgiving dinner describing our perfect wedding ceremony.

Darren, for his part, seemed shell-shocked and didn’t even try to follow me from the table. It probably didn’t help that I’d gone slightly shrill and once again looked like I’d fallen into an exceptionally large pile of bathroom crack.

I expected Corey or Paul to be the one to follow me in. To my surprise, however, it turned out to be Sherry.

“I offered,” she said with a shrug as I stared at her.

“You’re a guest,” I said, rather scandalized. Even if I was in the throes of an epic meltdown, I was still a gay man; therefore, my sense of propriety took center stage over my hysterics. Guests were never allowed to do the dishes. It was almost considered insulting to have them even try.

And even more than that, she was Darren’s mother and I’d just forced an engagement on her son when this whole thing was a big fat lie. Part of me wondered hysterically if she was coming in to negotiate his dowry. I didn’t know if I had any goats to exchange for Darren’s hand in marriage.

Goddamned bathroom crack.

I didn’t know what to say to her because I obviously hadn’t made the best first impression. I thought maybe it was better if I didn’t say anything at all. I told myself that silence was my friend and that I couldn’t make things worse if I didn’t speak.

But it was like she knew what I was doing because she didn’t say anything either. She just stood by my side, humming quietly to herself as I handed her the dishes, some to put in the dishwasher, others to dry by hand. And if she knew, that meant that she was aware that it was only a matter of time before I cracked.

She continued to hum. I think it was “Oops!… I Did It Again.”

She fought dirty.

Everyone knew that song was my big gay weakness.

I handed her a fork.

She smiled at me.

Sweat trickled down my neck into the collar of my shirt.

She put the fork in the dishwasher.

I scrubbed a plate until it was spotless.

I handed her the plate.

She smiled wider.

“I’m not playing with his heart,” I blurted out. “And I’m not getting lost in the game, oh baby, baby.”

She stared at me.

“I feel better,” I said.

“Because you’re not that innocent?” she asked.

“Can I be honest?”

“Sure.”

“I’m pretty sure this was the gayest moment of my life.”

“Wow,” she said. “Coming from a drag queen, that’s impressive.”

“Well, we did just use Britney lyrics to have the beginning of a conversation.”

“You should have seen when she first came out,” Sherry said. “Darren listened to that album over and over again. I thought he had a crush on her. I should have known better.”

“You have to tell me everything,” I demanded. “Every embarrassing thing you can about him.”

“That could take days.”

“I have all the time in the world,” I said.

“Do you?” she asked. “For Darren.”

“Uhh,” I said.

She snorted as she took a plate from my hand. “You two are idiots.”

“That’s something I’ve heard before.”

“Often?”

“More than I would have thought,” I admitted.

She watched me for a moment, before glancing out toward the living room. We heard a loud burst of laughter, followed by Darren and Vince trying to speak over each other about something, and I tried not to focus on how nice it sounded, having him here. How perfectly he fit with the rest of us.

She looked back at me. “Can I tell you a secret?”

“Sure,” I said. “As long as it embarrasses Darren, I’m down.”

“When he was little, I used to worry about him,” she said, looking down at the sink. “He never really seemed to need anyone, least of all me. And it was just the two of us, you know. I learned very quickly that Andrew Taylor wasn’t going to be a part of our lives, at least not physically. Financially, sure. It was hush money. I wasn’t fooled by it at all. But I was a single mother raising a son, so I had no qualms in taking it.”

She sighed and gave me a sardonic smile. “Darren never really asked questions about him. Not even when he was younger. It was always understood that he had a father, that his father was alive, but that his father wasn’t there. I didn’t talk shit about him to Darren. I didn’t force my own opinion of Andrew on him. I always told myself that if he asked me, I would answer any question he had honestly. But he never really did. It was like there was an understanding there, like he knew Andrew was never going to be a real part of his life, at least nothing more than a distant figure who fed us cash to keep us quiet.”

That… explained a lot. Probably more than it should have. The Darren I knew didn’t ask questions, at least not before this whole thing started. He either did something, or he didn’t. There was never really an explanation required. It made him seem cold, sure, and certainly unapproachable. At least, that’s what it seemed like from the outside.

I thought of telling her as much, but didn’t want to interrupt.

She said, “Maybe I let him have too much freedom.” She looked down at her hands. “I worked a lot because I wanted one day to be able to sever ties with Andrew, to be able to support the both of us on my own. But I never really had to worry about Darren. He didn’t cause trouble. He went to school. He got good grades. He made his own dinners on the nights I worked late, and did the laundry and cleaned the apartment we lived in and… just. He was a better son to me than I was ever a mother to him, I think.”

“He doesn’t see it that way,” I said lightly. “You have to know that by now.”

She laughed. “Oh, I know. I figured that out a long time ago when he told me to stop feeling so guilty all the time. He said he’d already had an absent father, he didn’t need a martyr mother. He was thirteen when he said that.”

“Snarky even then,” I said, sounding terribly fond.

“Even then,” she agreed. She looked back up at me, studying me with a fierce determination. I don’t know what she saw, but it must have been enough, because she said, “There’s only two times in his life that I ever really saw beyond that, though. Beyond the little boy who could take care of himself. Beyond my kid who was so independent, he probably could have been on his own as a teenager and come out just fine.

“The first was when he met Vince. He called me one day when he was in college and told me he’d found him. He’d always known Vince was out there. I didn’t hide that fact from him, nor did I hide who his father was. He knew Andrew was married to someone else, that I didn’t know it at the time. He’d never really seemed interested in finding out anything more. Or so I thought. Apparently, they were both at the University of Arizona. Apparently, they’d just run into each other one day and got to talking. Apparently, they’d figured out on their own who they were to each other. And when he called me, there was such light in his voice, such warmth, because he’d found his big brother, he’d found Vince. Vince was amazing, he said. Vince was so cool. Vince wasn’t the smartest, but that was okay. Vince liked the same things Darren did, and wasn’t that awesome?” She shook her head, a small smile on her face. The dishes were all but forgotten. “I don’t know that I’d ever heard him like that before. Certainly not years later when he told me he’d spoken to Andrew. And most certainly not when he told me he was taking a job with the city after he graduated. My sweetly indifferent little boy sounded alive, and it was something wonderful to hear.”

I didn’t want to ask, for fear of the answer. But I had to. Because I didn’t know if my heart could take not knowing. “And the second time?” I asked, hoarse.

“The second time….” She coughed and cleared her throat. “I didn’t know if it would happen again. I didn’t think there would really be a reason for it to. There were differences, sure. Now that Vince was in his life. He smiled more. He laughed more. I remember him coming up to Phoenix on his break from class and just hugging me for a while. That wasn’t something he normally did and I remember thinking I never wanted this to go away. He didn’t change completely, mind you. It wasn’t the way things worked. He was still reserved and aloof about most things, but there was just something more to him after. And that was good, you know? It was great. And I hoped it could become something bigger, that he’d finally let people in rather than keeping them at arm’s length. He never really had friends growing up, more like people who worshipped the ground he walked on because he was handsome, or good at sports. Got the good grades and the wicked smile. He had those things now, so I told myself it would be enough. And it was. Until you.”

And even though I knew it was coming, it still knocked the breath from my chest. My heart was tripping all over itself and all I could do was stare at her, slack-jawed and bug-eyed. It was probably not one of my more attractive moments, but I didn’t think I could be blamed. After all, she’d just said I was responsible in some major way for her son’s happiness. Or something. Maybe. Actually, I was probably thinking way too hard about those two words.

Until you.

But she was obviously waiting for some response, so I tried to force together some kind of coherent thought and form it into tangible speech. I failed, and rather miserably, as the sound that came out of my mouth then would probably not be out of place in a nature documentary about the orgiastic mating habits of macaques (why I knew those monkeys had orgies to begin with, I’d probably never know). It was really rather unfortunate, that sound, because the Austers had a big kitchen with great acoustics, and it echoed quite loudly. Echoing monkey orgies is not the best sound to make when the mother of the man you are kind of hung up on tells you that you’re a big reason for said man’s happiness.

I clapped my hand over my mouth so that no sound like macaque sex could ever fall from it again.

“Um,” Sherry said. “Are you okay?”

I nodded furiously, not trusting myself to speak.

“Should I continue?”

I shook my head. Stopped. Then nodded. Stopped. Then did both at the same time.

“Are you having a seizure?” she asked, eyes wide. “It’s okay! I’m a nurse. Don’t choke on your tongue!” She tried to knock my hands away, most likely to hold on to my tongue so I didn’t choke on it.

“I’m fine,” I gasped, pushing her hands away. “I just didn’t want to sound like monkey orgies when talking to you!”

“What,” she said, lips twitching.

“It doesn’t matter,” I hissed at her. “Why would you say something like that!”

Her brow furrowed. “The truth?”

“Oh my god.”

“Sandy, you’re—”

“Oh my god.”

“It’s going to be okay—”

“How is this going to be okay!”

“Wow,” she said. “This kitchen really echoes. Great design choice.”

The TV muted in the living room.

Silence.

Then, “Everything okay in there?” Darren called, sounding like he was about to get up and come galloping in to save one of us from the other.

“We’re fine!” Sherry shouted back.

“Everything is super okay!” I yelled.

“Super okay?” she whispered. “Because that sounds like you mean it.”

“Monkey orgies,” I growled at her.

“I don’t even know what that means!”

“You sure?” Darren asked. He didn’t sound any closer.

“She’s telling me more about your lovely wedding to a ninja turtle,” I said. “Summer wedding, Dare, really? You’re so precious.”

“Jesus Christ,” Darren said as laughter began to spill in from the living room. It was only another moment before the TV was unmuted and turned up louder than it had been before.

“Well played,” Sherry said.

“I am a drag queen,” I said, as if that explained everything.

“It was you,” she said, looking determined. “Only the second time I’d ever seen it happen with him.” I wondered if Darren would forgive me if I knocked his mother down and made a break for it out the back door. I thought maybe he’d even approve, given what she was saying to me. “He called me and told me that he’d met someone, someone unlike anyone he’d ever met before. He said this person was good and kind and seemed to walk on water, if Darren was to be believed.”

My skin felt hot, and my feet wouldn’t work. All I could do was stand there and listen.

“He told me he thought he’d messed things up, though,” she said. “Because if there’s one thing that Darren inherited from his father, one thing that can almost always be counted on, is that at some point, Darren Mayne will be an asshole. And he said that he hadn’t meant to be, but that he’d panicked.”

“Did he tell you what he said?” I asked, unable to keep my words from sounding harsh.

She shook her head. “I didn’t want to know. Because I couldn’t bear the thought of him finding someone that could make him happy, only to have him ruin it because he had to preen in front of his little idiot friends. Was it bad?”

I nodded.

She narrowed her eyes. “But you seem to have gotten over it.”

Right. Because she thought we were together. “I guess,” I said slowly.

“He didn’t mean it, you know. Whatever he said.”

I laughed bitterly. “It sure sounded like it at the time.”

“He was what, twenty-one? Twenty-two?”

I shrugged.

“Not to give him an out, but we all do stupid things when we’re that age.”

And apparently we do stupid things when we’re thirty-one too, but I didn’t think she needed to know that. “So forgive and forget?”

“Haven’t you done that already?” she asked. “Why would you be with someone who you couldn’t forgive?”

“Right,” I said. Because right.

“Look, Sandy,” she said as she stepped forward, taking my hands in hers. “I’ve seen it now. With my own eyes. The way he looks at you. I’ve never seen him look that way at anyone else. I don’t know why you agreed to be in a relationship with him if you can’t trust that, but it’s real, okay? I’ve heard the way he’s spoken about you for years. I don’t know the courage it must have taken for you to admit how you felt, or whatever Darren had to overcome to finally allow himself to have this, but it’s real. If you need him to tell you, ask him. He will tell you it’s real.”

“You can’t make me cry on Thanksgiving,” I told her, blinking away the burn. “It’s against the law. If you cry on Thanksgiving, Native Americans come to your house and take away your pie and then give you blankets filled with smallpox as ironic revenge.”

“I don’t think that’s quite how it goes,” she said.

“You don’t know that,” I said. “You’ve never cried on Thanksgiving.”

“Maybe I have.”

“Have you ever had smallpox?”

“No.”

“Then you haven’t.”

She rolled her eyes. “You can’t tell Darren I made you cry. He’ll never let me come back to Thanksgiving. Or ever. He’s very protective of you.”

“Don’t say stuff like that!” I snapped. “You’re making it worse!” As if to prove my point, a big, fat Disney Princess tear fell down my cheek.

“Oh my god,” she moaned. “That was like the most perfect tear I’ve ever seen. I’m in so much trouble.”

“You don’t have to—”

“What’s going on?” Darren asked from the doorway. He was frowning and looking between the two of us. His phone was in his hand. “Are you crying?”

“Of course not,” I said, my voice watery. I sniffed. “That would just be ridiculous.”

He stalked over to me, glaring at his mother. He pushed between us and stood facing me, setting his phone on the counter. His brow was furrowed as he reached up and took my face in his hands. His thumbs brushed my cheeks as he studied me, as if he could figure out all that had occurred just from the look on my face.

“I’m okay,” I said.

He rolled his eyes. “You’re getting snot on my hands. You’re not okay.”

“Gross,” I said, not moving at all.

“Tell me about it,” he said. “The things I do for you. Why are you crying?”

“That would be my fault,” Sherry said, sounding guilty. Darren’s hands tensed slightly on my face. “We were talking about—”

“Family stuff,” I said. “You know. Holidays and family stuff. It just gets to me, every now and then.”

He sighed and before I knew what was happening, he wrapped me in a hug, chin hooked over my shoulder, my face pressing against his neck. His arms were tight around me, holding me close, and it might have been the nicest thing that had ever happened to me. I felt safe and warm and I didn’t want this to be fake anymore. Not after everything.

His breath was on my neck as I looked over his shoulder. His mom stood behind him, and when she caught my gaze, she grinned widely and gave me a thumbs-up. I rolled my eyes at her, but didn’t let go.

I wanted this.

And maybe, just maybe, I could have this.

 

 

AND THEN it all came crumbling down.

We were in the living room, drinking wine and laughing at Charlie, who growled at the TV every few minutes or so.

I was sitting next to Darren on the couch, curled up at his side, his arm around my shoulder. I felt loose and happy.

“I’ll get the dessert set out,” Matty said after a while. “In case anyone wants some.”

“I’ll help,” I said. Feeling rather daring, I leaned over and kissed Darren on the cheek. He turned his face as I started to pull away and his lips grazed mine, and for a moment, we sat there, grinning stupidly at each other.

“Ugh,” Charlie said. “You two are going to be worse than Paul and Vince.”

“Hey!” Paul said. “No one is worse than us!” Then, “Wait.”

I laughed and Darren squeezed my shoulder before letting me go.

I followed Matty into the kitchen. She was at the fridge, pulling out whipped cream and setting it on the counter.

I began to unwrap the pies when she said, “You guys look happy together.”

I shrugged, trying to play it off. “Maybe.”

But she knew me too well to allow my bullshit. “You’re allowed to be.”

I looked up at her. “I think I’m starting to see that.”

“Good,” she said. “Can you get the knife out of the—whose phone is that? Can you move it?”

There was a cell phone on the counter. It was Darren’s. He’d forgotten it when he’d come to save me from his mother’s smallpox love. I picked it up, meaning to pocket it until we went back out into the living room.

It vibrated in my hand. The screen lit up.

1 New Text Message, it said.

I didn’t expect to see the name it’d come from, however.

Caleb.

I stopped.

It was wrong. It was wrong to look through someone else’s phone. It was wrong to invade someone else’s privacy. There was a perfectly logical reason why Darren would have Caleb’s phone number. Why they would be texting back and forth. Why they would be talking to each other at all.

And I trusted him.

Right?

I swiped the screen.

The message history pulled up.

It was rather short.

And Darren initiated it.

Darren: When can you meet up?

Caleb: It’ll have to be after the holiday. Family coming to town

Darren: That’s fine. Just make sure no one knows

Caleb: So secretive. I like it!

Then, from tonight:

Caleb: Family is staying a few days longer. Can’t meet yet

Darren: That’s fine. Just let me know when. I’ll make time for this

Caleb: And what are you going to tell your boyfriend?

Darren: Nothing. He doesn’t need to know. This is between you and me

And the last message, the one just received.

Caleb: You sure know how to make a boy feel special ;)




Chapter 18: Continental Airport Breakfasts and Piss-Pigs

 

 

THE DAYS leading up to the drag bachelor auction were busier than I’d been in a long while. Between helping Paul pick out flowers for the wedding (“You have to have flowers, Paul! We’re not some kind of uncultured swine who can’t fucking class up a joint!” “But Sandy, what if the horses eat them?”), meeting with my ten bachelors while studiously ignoring the strange looks Darren kept shooting me (“Yes, I understand you’re all men, but for one night, you are all going to be men dressed like ladies, so you will learn to walk in heels, so help me god!”), and making sure Darren understood I was far too busy to even sit still and have a conversation with him (“Sandy—” “Not right now!” “I need to—” “So busy!” “Can you just—” “Doing things!”).

I led a hard life, full of trials and tribulations.

Given that I was obviously not making any baseless assumptions about anything (there were texts that could not be misconstrued) and that Darren was planning on fucking the hipster twink, it seemed wise that I go back to the start, where Darren Mayne was an asshole and I was using him solely to save Jack It without the detriment of feelings being involved. (If I was being honest with myself, I no longer really understood why the fake relationship thing still needed to happen. Who exactly were we trying to fool? Wasn’t the whole point of this to try and trick the mayor? Or Darren. Or someone. I wasn’t really sure anymore, if I’d ever been at all. While I was good at pretty much everything else, I was certain the evidence pointed to the fact that I was the worst fake boyfriend to ever fake boyfriend. It can be disheartening to find your life can’t be an eighties movie, no matter how hard you try. And since I no longer understood why I was doing what I was doing, I decided to just let it fall as it may. It seemed easier that way.)

And since feelings were no longer involved (it was preposterous that they’d even been there to begin with!), my life became extraordinarily simplified now that I had a specific goal in mind. Jack It would be saved, and I, Helena Handbasket, would be its savior. There would be parades in my honor with fireworks and hunky firemen, and in his concession speech to my victory, Andrew Taylor would announce that December would forever be known as Helena Handbasket Appreciation month and everyone would be required to buy me something and lay it at my feet while nearly nude musclemen cooled me with palm fronds and fed me peeled frozen grapes while occasionally begging to choke on my dick. And really, what else would the month of December need to be known for other than me?

I kept up appearances as best I could. Whenever we were surrounded by people at Jack It on Wednesdays or Saturdays, I smiled and stood close to Darren. His arm would go around my waist and he would cling to me more so than usual, muttering that I wasn’t fooling him and what the hell was wrong with me? We were going to talk about this, he said, even if he had to force it out of me. I laughed and told him I was busy.

Caleb was there, usually, having successfully insinuated himself into the homo jocks. Biff, Chet, and Xerxes often looked confused, the poor boys, at whether or not the hipster twink was one of them or if he was trying to become their queen. Brian, for his part, just smiled goofily and made sure he didn’t stand too close to me lest I grab him to make him a pawn in my evil scheme yet again.

I also made sure to give Caleb and Darren plenty of space whenever they were near each other so that their blossoming love could stoke the flames of passion. Darren looked confused anytime I made myself scarce without a word, but I couldn’t stand in the way of what was obviously a fated romance. It helped that I didn’t have a single fuck left to give, otherwise, that might have hurt just a little. But if Meryl Streep could smile even when she lost twelve straight Academy Awards to underserving mediocrity, then I could certainly Meryl Streep my way through Darren Mayne.

“Haven’t seen Darren around,” Corey said one evening as he poured over notes for his finals.

“Holidays,” I said. “Drag shows. Work. Schedules.”

Corey frowned at me. “Are you just… listing… things?”

“I love you,” I said.

“I… love you too?”

“Thanks. You should finish up there and I’ll bake you muffins.”

“What.”

“Exactly. I bought you your Christmas present. I hope you like fuzzy mittens.”

I pretended to ignore the whispered phone conversation Corey had with Paul later that night when words like “going crazy” and “twitchy meltdown” were used. Obviously they didn’t know that I was in the performance of my career, one that people would refer to as revelatory (if anyone could ever know about it, that was). I thought about bending him over my knee to spank the shit out of him for the twitchy meltdown comment, but abstained. Barely.

And since Paul and Corey were attempting to break me down, they could no longer be trusted in the Queen’s Lair. In fact, I refused to allow anyone at all to come up, aside from Charlie. I would have banned him too, but we needed him to record the shows so the queens could critique themselves later. Paul wasn’t too suspicious, as I sometimes wanted to be alone before my shows, but I knew he was getting there and I wouldn’t be able to keep this up much longer.

“Do I even want to know what’s going on in that head of yours?” Charlie asked as he set up the tripod for the camera.

“Probably not,” I said. “I’m in a dark and mysterious place right now. The queen’s journey is often a lonely one. One foot in front of the other. Hold your head up high. Make love, not war. I want to take a ride on your discostick.”

“Yeah,” Charlie said. “I didn’t get any of that, except for the part at the end where you quoted Lady Gaga.”

“You’re so gay for knowing that,” I said.

 

 

THE DAY of the drag bachelor auction came quicker than I thought it would. My alarm went off at 5:00 a.m. I shot up out of bed, opened the door, and bellowed for Corey to fucking rise and shine, because we had work to do. There was a low groan from somewhere in his room that I took as assent, given that he knew as well as I did what would happen if he didn’t get his ass out of bed. He’d tried to use the argument that he was a college student and deserved to sleep in. I’d laughed in his face and told him he shouldn’t have moved into a house with a drag queen when she was putting on a drag bachelor auction. He’d retorted and said that he wasn’t even aware there were such things as drag bachelor auctions, much less that I would have one. I’d reminded him that as a drag queen, I was spontaneous and that I might have him do things he never thought he’d do at the drop of a hat, up to and including midget fisting and watersports if the situation called for it. He’d mused out loud that he never wanted to know what situation called for midget fisting and watersports. I told him it was probably more common than he thought. We then had to go look it up on the Internet. Neither of us were ever going to be the same after that.

So it was with threats of peeing on fisted little people that he didn’t fight me and made his way to the kitchen to start the coffee. Paul and Vince were scheduled to be at my house no later than five thirty (Paul, at the very least, knowing he couldn’t fuck with me on the time, given that he’d had years of my demands to be conditioned to just say Yes, Sandy, of course, Sandy). And since Vince did whatever Paul did, we were golden there.

By the time Corey was out of the shower, I was dressed and sitting in the living room, a color-coded spreadsheet pulled up on my laptop and on a conference call with Mike, who was still struggling to wake up. Across the spreadsheet, there were the names of ten homo jocks, including Darren and Brian. I had four other queens to assist me, each of us taking two homo jocks to dress and apply the makeup. Each of the homo jocks had been told to come as they were, no need to shave their faces or anywhere else. If Conchita could win Eurovision in a dress and a beard, then I could pimp out a homo jock in a leotard. And I meant that lovingly.

“Mike,” I snapped at the phone as I heard him start to snore again.

“Hrmph,” he said.

“You wake up this instant!”

He groaned. “Must you nag me this early in the morning?”

“I must. It is the way of my people.”

“Bitches?”

“Performance artists.”

“Same thing. You’re lucky Clyde’s in Vancouver for work. He would not have been amused by this.”

“I’m quaking in my boots at the thought of your partner coming after me for doing something you put me up to. I’m sure he’d try his hardest to punch me in the face with his comb-over. Now, less complaining, more listening.”

“It is way too goddamned early for this shit,” he muttered. “I should have just let the club close. Then at least I could sleep in and not have to listen to performance artists.”

“Aww,” I said. “Did you stay up too late jacking off a go-go boy and calling it an audition?”

“Hey,” Mike said. “If Clyde’s eating Canadian, then I get to sample too.”

“Gross,” I said. “And irrelevant. I won’t shame you for your unorthodox relationship, because that would be wrong of me. Now, hit me with it.”

“With what.”

I tried to not let my aggravation show through. After all, not everyone could be on point like I could this early in the morning. Us type As are awesome like that. “Super Gay money.”

“Uh-huh.”

“How much?”

“Well—”

“Wait,” I said. I took a deep breath and let it out slowly. “I feel sort of tingly.”

“Why is that?”

“It’s not often I get to associate with the Super Gays.”

“Should I point out that you didn’t really associate with—”

“And to have them give me money? I feel like a high-class call girl. I don’t work the streets. No. To get to me, you have to know people.”

“They’re not really giving you the money—”

“Mike. Are you trying to ruin this moment for me?”

“Uh. No?”

“Because it seems like you’re trying to ruin this moment.”

“I’m not.”

“Okay. Let me have it.”

“I think it’s probably a good idea to not get expectations set so high.”

“Too late. They’re sky-high. Anything less than four billion dollars will seem like a letdown and will probably crush me.”

“Oh boy,” Mike sighed.

“Lay it on me, boss man.”

“I’m about to ruin the moment.”

“It can’t be that bad—”

“Fifty grand. Well, a little less.”

“Fifty grand,” I repeated.

“Yeah.”

“From the Super Gays.”

“Well, some of the Super Gays.”

“Not all of the Super Gays.”

“In this economy? People tend to be a bit more frugal. They can still be wary even this long after the market crash. It’s the curse of the rich.”

“So,” I said. “Let me get this right.”

“Uh-oh. You have that one tone of voice on. The one that means death. Or maiming. Or both.”

“The Super Gays, in their infinite wisdom, chose this particular moment to be frugal. Because of something that happened in 2008.”

“Um. Yes?”

“Mike.”

“Yeah?”

“Are you fucking with me on this?”

He sighed. “No, Sandy. Trust me on that. I do have self-preservation, after all.”

“We’re going to lose the bar.”

“Yeah, about that. I think we should—”

“If you can’t count on the Super Gays, who can you count on?”

“That makes them sound like a team of superheroes—”

“Now you think you have a sense of humor?” I asked incredulously. “Now is the time you try and be funny for the first time in your life?”

“Hey! There are at least three and a half people that think I’m hysterical—”

“I don’t even want to know what that means,” I snapped. “Mike, how the hell are we going to beat Darth Taylor and the might of the Republic with fifty thousand dollars?”

“Did you fall asleep watching Star Wars again?”

“It helps me to relax!”

“You don’t sound very relaxed,” he pointed out. Like a douche.

“Mike!”

“We’ll be fine.” If anything, he sounded amused. Like this situation amused him. I didn’t understand how he could be so flip over something so serious. “You’ll just need to work extra hard to pimp out the homo jocks. I can always open up the back room so people can try them out if necessary. Well. Excluding Darren, of course. Tell me, Sandy. How is Darren doing these days?”

“Fine,” I said stiffly, sure I’d just sustained whiplash at the sudden flip in the conversation.

“Really.”

“Yes.”

“Huh. Because word on the gay street is that you two seem awfully cozy.”

“Are you spying on me?”

He laughed. “Just protecting my investment. And spying has such ugly connotations. I’m…. Okay. I’m spying.”

“You’re not protecting anything. Andrew Taylor is going to host his Fox and Friends dinner and make more money than we ever will. Mike, we have to beat him. If we don’t, where am I going to queen? A straight bar? A retirement home? McDonald’s? Mike, do you want me to be queening at McDonald’s? Is that what you want? To see me in my wig and expensive boots while some fat four-year-old drips his motherfucking McFlurry all over me? Is that what you’re trying to tell me?”

“O ye of little faith,” he said. “We just need to put on a good show. The rest will sort itself out. Though, I suppose if you did perform at McDonald’s, it wouldn’t be that different than Jack It. Seeing as how you could get into a ball pit at both places.”

“Gross,” I said with a grimace. “And hysterical. But still gross. Stop trying to be funny. You’re not good at it.”

“We’ll be fine,” he said. “You just worry about the show.”

Corey stumbled into the room, grumbling about coffee and the best way to murder me without getting caught. Paul and Vince were due to arrive in the next few moments, and I was rather sick of talking to Mike. So I told him so and that I would probably find a way to remove his testicles with a spoon later.

“Sure, princess,” he said easily. “Love you too. Izaac will be at the bar by eight to open it up for you and whatever entertainment company we hired to put on the event. They need to get in to set up their lighting for the show. Izaac will oversee them. Let him know if you need anything.”

“You need to keep him,” I said. “Make him the bar manager. Pay him more money than is considered fair. If you lose him, I will feed your spoon-removed testicles to Wheels and Johnny Depp.”

He sighed. “The fact that you can say something like that and I understand and believe you speaks volumes about our relationship.”

“I’m done talking to you,” I said. “You came up short with the Super Gays. You have failed me for the last time.”

“Stop quoting Star Wars, for fuck’s sake—”

“I am your father!” I screamed at him before disconnecting the phone call quite savagely. It made me feel better.

Corey stood in the entryway to the kitchen, hands curled around a mug of coffee, watching me with bleary amusement. “Sounds like that went well.”

“I will show you what true pain is,” I muttered, trying to keep Helena back. She was gnashing and trying to claw her way to the surface. It would have been so easy just to sink into her and let her take over, but I couldn’t promise there wouldn’t be bloodshed in the process. And I didn’t want to have to scratch anyone’s eyes out, given that people were just trying to help. It wasn’t their fault Mike and the Super Gays were apparently incompetent.

“Anything I can do to help?”

“Do you have four billion dollars?”

“Do I have—no.”

“Then you’ll just have to look pretty for me.”

He gave me a sleepy smile. “That I can do.” He came over and sat on the couch next to me, yawning as he lay his head on my shoulder. It was nice. For a moment. Then, “Sandy?”

“Yeah?”

“Why did you say that Mike was going to lose the bar?”

Oh shit.

“Uhh,” I said. “I think you misheard.”

“Really.”

“Yes?” I said, cursing myself that it came out as a question rather than a statement of fact.

“So, Mike isn’t going to lose the bar.”

“Of course not. Why, even such a notion is ridiculous.”

“Then why bring up Andrew Taylor?”

“Were you eavesdropping on me?” I asked, jostling his head from my shoulder.

He rolled his eyes. “You were bellowing.”

“I don’t bellow. I get my point across.”

“You bellow all the time.”

“Rude.”

“What are you doing?” he asked curiously. “What’s all this for?”

I sighed. “It’s nothing for you to worry about. And I mean that. I’ve got this all taken care of, okay?”

He frowned at me. “But—”

“Corey.”

“Fine,” he said, clearly annoyed. “But you do have friends, you know. People you can depend on. You can tell us anything. It’s kind of why we’re here.”

“I know,” I said, rather touched, but trying to keep it from my face. I didn’t have time to sit around a campfire and sing songs about love and friendship and braid each other’s hair and talk about feelings.

“And you have Darren,” he added.

The doorbell rang before I could even begin to formulate a response to that pile of bullshit. Corey looked annoyed for a second at the interruption. He stood to answer the door and I grabbed his hand. He looked down at me.

“Keep this to yourself,” I said. “Just for now. I don’t need Paul or Vince on my ass about this.”

“Sandy—”

“Please.”

He nodded slowly. “But when this is finished, you’re telling us everything.”

I grimaced. “Fine.”

“This had better be good, Sandy.” He pulled away and moved toward the door.

“You have no idea,” I muttered.

 

 

“NOW,” I said, eyeing the queens in front of me as we stood in the Queen’s Lair. “The homo jocks will be on their way up here shortly. I don’t think I have to tell you that you aren’t allowed to make them feel more uncomfortable than they already are, but since Summer Zeeve is here and tends to fall on whatever cock is around, it needs to be said. There will be no inappropriate handling of the homo jocks. If you do, I’ll shove a flashlight so far up your ass, your tonsils will be able to perform shadow puppets.”

“I’m not scared of you,” Summer said with a sniff. “You asked me to be here. You need me.”

“I think you’ll find your necessity is something greatly exaggerated,” Sofonda Cox said, her voice light and melodious. She was an old friend of mine who performed up in Phoenix. I’d asked her to come down, because her abilities with makeup were almost unparalleled. If anyone could turn the homo jocks into respectable queens for the night, it’d be her. She’d learned the queendom under one of Vaguyna’s best friends. She was Arabic, with the most beautiful skin and eyelashes. She worked as a concierge at a resort in Scottsdale during the day under her given name Tariq al-Fulan and performed as Sofonda four times a week, the resident queen at two separate clubs. And in all of Arizona, she probably would be my biggest competition should she choose to enter Miss Gay America. Of course, she’d been coy about it so far, fluttering her eyes at me whenever asked. I loved her dearly, but she wouldn’t know what hit her if she tried to go up against me. Keep your drag sisters close, but keep your drag competitors closer.

“People adore me,” Summer said, batting her eyelashes. “They say, ‘Summer, you are just divine and one day, you’ll rise above the squalor of your beginnings that is Tucson to make yourself a star—’”

“That’s quite enough,” I said, Helena-deep. “I suggest you keep that trap shut before I shut it for you.”

Summer squeaked and sat back down. She might have been stupid, but even she knew better than to cross me as Helena. Summer was mouthy and she was stupid, but she wasn’t completely idiotic to think that I’d let her continue as she’d been. She averted her eyes, attempting to feign distraction by digging through her makeup case. She thought if she made herself smaller, I’d forget.

I never forget.

The others were all in various stages of makeup and costumes, half queen, half man. I had asked them to get partially ready in order to make the homo jocks get more comfortable, so they could see all that it would entail. We weren’t going to make them tuck or anything, because while it didn’t necessarily hurt, most men weren’t keen on pushing their balls back up into their body, then wrapping their dicks in the loose scrotum. I also thought that there might be something sexy about seeing the bulges of their cocks through the costumes while they were done up in makeup and wearing tight, revealing fabrics. A sort of mixture between the world of drag and the world of the homo jocks, muscle and makeup. It was sex I was going for.

And we were doing it for the children.

And to save the gay bar.

But mostly for the children.

And it would go off swimmingly, even if I had to rely on someone like Summer Zeeve. I hadn’t asked her to do shit, but she’d overheard Mike talking about the auction and had all but begged him to be a part of it. I wasn’t clear on whether or not a messy blow job had been given in exchange for a spot on my team, but I wouldn’t put it past Mike. He usually wasn’t a queen chaser but when Summer was her usual self, he was a twink named Tristan and Mike liked twinks almost as much as he liked his partner.

(And no, Darren hadn’t fucked Tristan, much to Tristan’s dismay. In fact, now that I thought about it, I didn’t think Darren had done anything with any queen of mine. Or any other queen, for that matter, twink or not. Granted, I didn’t know (or care!) about his complete sexual history, but I assumed it probably resembled a graduating class from an all-boys Catholic school, but still. I didn’t know how to feel about that.)

(Not good. Definitely not good.)

Summer looked sufficiently cowed when I said, “Now. Where was I?”

“The men,” Georgia said. “How Summer wasn’t going to molest them and we were going to make them beautiful.”

“Right,” I said. “They are doing this out of the goodness of their hearts, and the art of drag is a glorious thing. Combining the two should be nothing short of miraculous.”

“Unless they’re not doing this out of the goodness of their hearts and just want an excuse to put on makeup,” Sofonda said.

“There is that,” I said. “And we will cater to their secret makeup kink and not shame them because we, as drag queens, do not shame anyone unless we are performing. Then, everyone in the audience is fair game, but that’s expected.”

“One time,” Crystal said, “I made fun of a man in the audience so much so that I thought he was going to cry. I felt bad.”

“Bless your heart,” Georgia said. “Of course you did. What happened to him?”

“He turned out to have a humiliation kink and wasn’t about to cry. He was about to come. So I fucked him in the bathroom of the hotel I was performing at. You know that Holiday Inn by the airport? The one where that cult mass suicide happened when they were trying to get to Mars or Venus or something?”

“They have a really fantastic continental breakfast,” Sofonda said. “Eggs and butter and cereal and bagels.”

“Exactly,” Crystal said. “So I fucked him in the bathroom while calling him an asshole because he liked it.”

“What happened then?” Summer asked, voice low as if she thought she’d spook me into railing at her again. “Did you leave him there in a pile of his own come and never see him again?”

Crystal shrugged. “I took the little piss-pig home with me and now we’ve been together for fifteen years.”

Sofonda, Summer, and Georgia all sighed.

“That’s true love right there,” Georgia said. “Continental airport breakfasts and piss-pigs. They should make more movies like that. That’s realism. I swear to god if I have to see another romantic comedy with Kate Hudson, I’ll fucking choke her with my weave.”

“Speaking of love,” Sofonda said, a gleam I didn’t like in her eye, “I feel like we should be addressing the pink elephant in the room.”

Summer looked around the Lair. “What pink elephant? I don’t get it.”

Georgia and Crystal did, though, if their matching grins meant anything.

“Helena,” Sofonda said. “Should we address it?”

“There’s nothing to discuss,” I said, sure my tone of voice would end that line of conversation.

Alas, I was wrong.

“Oh, I don’t know about that,” Georgia said. “After all, the tension between you and the Homo Jock King was practically legendary. Everyone knew about it.”

That… I didn’t know that. “What? There was no tension.”

Sofonda tittered quietly. “Helena, surely you must be joking.”

“Why, pretty much every queer person in Tucson knew about it,” Georgia said.

“And Phoenix too,” Sofonda added. “And if it got all the way to the glorious mecca that is Phoenix, then you know it must be important.”

“Phoenix is a cesspool,” I said automatically.

“Be that as it may,” Georgia said before Sofonda could rise to the bait of Tucson versus Phoenix, “the fact remains is that the two of you are well-known for your UST.”

“I’ll admit,” Crystal said, “whenever I’ve been near the two of you, the tension is always so tangible, I’ve gone home to my vibrator and turned it up to eight. I never turn it up to eight for anything else. Anything. But after seeing you and Darren around each other, I felt my asshole deserved an eight.”

“Now that I’m sufficiently scarred,” I said, “can we please move on to more important matters? Ones specifically that don’t involve my personal life.”

“Aren’t you going to get jealous?” Summer asked.

I sighed heavily. “About?”

“Whoever bids on him.”

“Of course not,” I scoffed.

“But what if some brute of a man tries to take him away from you?” Summer asked, sounding scandalized. Then, “Also, as a side note, are we able to bid on homo jocks as well? Not that Darren and my wanting to bid have anything to do with each other.” She shifted her eyes back and forth. Shiftily.

“No, you can’t bid,” Georgia said. “But, since you’re apparently so kind-hearted, you could just give your money to the cause.” She paused, then looked at Sofonda. “What was the cause again?”

“Crack babies,” Sofonda said.

I rolled my eyes. “That’s not—”

“I can’t just give my money away,” Summer said. “Especially without getting something in return. That’s not how charity works.”

“I think that might be the actual definition of charity,” Crystal said.

“I think that’s enough,” I said. “We have more important things to discuss rather than my perceived relationship with the Homo Jock King. Like saving the crack babies and—”

“Does he have a big dick?” Summer asked.

I almost punched her in the mouth.

“Summer!” Crystal scolded. “What an inappropriate thing to ask of someone like that. But it’s a good thing I don’t care about propriety. Dish, Helena. Does the Homo Jock King have a monster cock? He seems like he should. Like he’s one of those unfair people who are beautiful and intelligent and so of course his cock would be big too.”

“I bet he’s not even circumcised,” Summer said dreamily. “All that foreskin just begging to be tugged on. With my teeth.”

“Jesus Christ,” I muttered. “Look, we don’t have time for—”

“Helena,” Sofonda said. “Just give us a little bit. A hint. Just the tip of a hint.

“We can take it,” Georgia said. “We’re ready. Give it to us. Just the tip.”

I sighed. “Fine. He has a gargantuan penis that’s uncut and right before he comes, I pull on his hairy balls and twist them until he wails like he’s singing an aria. And when he finally does come, it’s with the force of a cannon shot, a copious amount that I make sure gets on my face because I have a Krispy Kreme fetish and want to feel like a glazed donut. And when he’s finished, he rubs it into my skin and leaves it to dry and an hour later, I look like I’m suffering from a severe case of eczema. Any questions?”

They all stared at me.

“No questions,” I said. “Good. Moving on. Now, I’m so happy you’re all giving your precious time to help me, and I love each and every one of you. Summer, if you touch any one of the homo jocks in a way that makes him uncomfortable, I’ll fucking gut you. And you’ll never work in this town again. But that won’t matter, because you’ll be gutted. Now, let’s bring in the homo jocks and make them into the most beautiful homo jock drag queens the world has ever seen before we sell them for money like the concubines they are to help save the crack babies.”

 

 

I DEALT with Brian first, because I figured it’d be easier. I thought briefly about assigning Darren out to one of the other queens, but decided I wasn’t that petty. It was better that I’d handle him myself, even if it meant I’d be getting right up into his face.

It probably didn’t help that the homo jocks arrived in the Lair wearing nothing but thin pairs of black briefs, as previously ordered. While we weren’t going to make them tuck, we still needed them as nude as possible while still preserving their modesty.

Granted, homo jocks weren’t necessarily known for their modesty, and this group in particular didn’t seem to give two shits about being practically naked. In fact, it was actually quite the opposite, especially with the other queens cooing at them. I thought it was possible that Summer was going to devour them whole with the way her eyes were raking over all of the exposed man flesh. It didn’t help that the majority of the homo jocks (including Biff, Chet, and Xerxes, what the hell) were posing, delighted by the attention they were receiving.

Darren didn’t look delighted.

In fact, Darren looked slightly pissed off.

And it was directed toward me.

It was about that time, however, that I realized that in addition to all the other homo jocks being in their underwear, that Darren was also wearing just his underwear, standing in what could arguably have been the smallest pair of briefs known to mankind. Either that, or the rumors about his monster cock were true and it was dwarfing all other cocks in the room. His body was all hard lines, cut muscle. His chest and stomach were hairy, something I hadn’t necessarily thought about before, but now realized I felt the desperate need to rub my face against. And his nipples, for fuck’s sake. How was it possible that a man already physically perfect also was graced with the most beautiful of nipples? Dusky and dark, they had perfect whorls of hair around them. It was like God had decided to up his game the day he made Darren Mayne’s nipples, glory be. Even Izaac, my wonderfully straight Izaac, could not compete with these nips. In fact, Izaac might as well have leprosy of the nipples, for all that it mattered.

Only then did I realize I’d probably been staring at his chest for a solid thirty seconds, which explained why his face had once again been infected by a smug smirk, even if it was still tinged with anger. I coughed rather harshly, and it must have sounded like I was hacking up my lung because Summer grimaced at me, but still attempted to smack me on the back.

“Are you choking on something? Maybe try and chew before you swallow.” She smacked me on the back again, her ridiculously long manicured nails scraping against my skin. “Or maybe just work on your swallowing technique.”

“I thought her swallowing technique was just fine,” Brian said.

The conversations in the room pretty much ceased.

“Oh my god,” I moaned.

“What?” Summer said, eyes wide.

“We had sex.” Brian shrugged.

“Now I know why she didn’t want us to touch them,” Sofonda said to Crystal and Georgia. “Because they’re all hers.”

“Like a harem?” Georgia sounded impressed.

Darren, for his part, had decided the best possible thing to do in the face of Brian’s statement was to crowd into me as much as possible. And since I was more Helena than Sandy at the moment, I thought it was probably one of his better ideas, especially since all that skin he was displaying was pressed up against my side, his chest hair brushing against my arm.

I allowed it to go on for a minute or so, before reality set back in. As much as him pressing against me was literally the stuff my fantasies were made of, Darren was a bastard and a two-timing whore who was cheating on his fake relationship with a hipster twink. That did not endear him to me, no matter how amazing it felt when his bulge brushed up against my hip inadvertently. And I told myself that the strangled noise that crawled out of my throat at that moment had nothing to do with my current state of arousal, but more with the fact that Darren’s audacity was overwhelming.

“I want to punch him,” he growled in my ear, glaring at Brian. “Just a little.”

“I need him,” I said, and he growled some more. “Shut up. Not like that, you idiot. I need him for the auction, for fuck’s sake. You can’t mark his face because I can’t sell a homo jock with a broken nose, no matter how pretty he might be.”

“I’m prettier,” Darren said, scowling.

“Oh my god.” Because what.

He winced. “I didn’t mean it like—”

“What the fuck.”

Darren sighed. “What am I going to have to do to make sure you never bring that up ever again?”

“Nothing,” I said through choked out laughter. “There is nothing you can do because I will always bring that up. You just tried to argue that you’re prettier. This is amazing.”

He looked grumpy at that. And that’s when I found out that his being nearly naked made his grumpy look all the more unbearable. There was a very real chance I was about to knock him off his feet and mount him in front of everyone.

This was bad.

Very, very bad.

Because there were feelings trying to break through.

“Brian!” I all but shouted. “I need to do you!”

And that was the second time conversation died all around us.

Brian blushed horribly.

“Not like that,” I snapped at all of them even as Darren’s nipples pressed against my arm. “I meant his makeup. God. Get your minds out of the gutter.”

“How many people have you slept with in this room?” Summer asked.

I was going to murder that little queen.

Sofonda must have seen Helena rage in my eyes, because she grabbed Summer by the arm and yanked her toward the other side of the room. “You seem like you got a death wish,” she hissed at Summer.

“What?” Summer said. “It was just a question. So she drops her panties for the homo jocks. I want to drop my panties for the homo jocks.”

“I’m going to drop your face with my foot,” I snarled after her. Once I was sure she was far enough away that I couldn’t reach for her to wring her fucking neck, I looked back at Georgia and Crystal. “I want her dead by sunrise.”

“We’ll get right on that,” Crystal said, patting my hand.

“They won’t ever find her remains,” Georgia said.

“Um,” Brian said as he came to stand next to us. “Are you being serious right now?”

“Mostly.” Crystal’s smile was all teeth.

Darren was still plastered against my side. He was eyeing Brian with barely disguised contempt. Brian, bless his heart, noticed this almost right away and was trying to maintain a safe amount of distance between us.

Since I had a job to do that didn’t include having a hot man-leech stuck to my side, I shoved Darren away, making sure to not let my touch linger on his skin, even though I was pretty sure he moisturized and felt amazing. “Go stand against the wall with your subjects. I’m busy and I can’t have you distracting me.”

He turned off the glare and smirked at me. “And why am I distracting you?”

“It has nothing to do with your nipples,” I said, even though I meant to say something completely different.

“You say that, but I think you mean the opposite,” he said, and without any hint of shame whatsoever, rubbed his hands up his stomach to his chest slooowly. And just when I thought he couldn’t be any more of an asshole, he tweaked his own fucking nipple, a savage twist that caused his breath to hitch in his chest.

The squeak I made was a terrible thing.

I didn’t know what the fuck he thought he was doing, but if his plan was for me to simultaneously pop a boner and wish for his death, then he succeeded admirably. I turned away from him and grabbed Brian, dragging him toward my vanity. Darren was chuckling behind us, a heady sound that did nothing to help my current situation. I tried to think of gross things like Mike and dead goats, because I was going to have to tuck at some point in the near future. It almost worked.

Brian looked adorably confused as I shoved him down on a chair in front of the vanity. I switched on the vanity light and tried to regain my focus. I had a job to do, and no one, not even Darren Mayne and his Nipples of Doom, would distract me from it.

“Okay,” I said, clapping my hands together. “Time to make you look like a sexy geisha.”

Brian frowned. “I don’t know what that is. Well, I know what sexy is. But I don’t know the geisha part. Is that a Transformer? Are you making me a sexy Transformer?”

“No, Brian. I’m not making you a sexy Transformer.”

“Oh.” His face scrunched up. “That would have been cool.”

“Brian,” I said, struggling to maintain my composure. “Transformers aren’t sexy.”

“Bumblebee is,” he said.

“Brian,” I said, struggling to not slam his head into the vanity. “Transformers aren’t drag.”

“Right.” His eyes lit up and he grinned at me in the mirror. “My bad. What’s a geisha?”

“A geisha is a traditional Japanese female entertainer.”

“Oh,” he said. Then, “Oh. But. Like.”

“Spit it out.” Because we didn’t have time for this.

He looked around, making sure no one was listening in. Darren was watching us and his scowl deepened when Brian leaned in close. “Those are the chicks with the white faces?” he asked in a low voice.

“Right,” I said, patting him on the shoulder. “Good boy.”

“But. Isn’t that like… racist?”

“The geisha costume?” I asked, somewhat impressed that he would think that far ahead. “No, I don’t see how any different it would be than someone dressing up the same at Halloween. You’re not denouncing the culture by wearing the costume. We’re not mocking anyone.”

“Not that. The whiteface. That could be racist.”

“What,” I said flatly.

“It’s like blackface,” he said, sounding nervous. “You don’t do that because it’s a douchebag thing to do. But, like, what if white people get pissed off because I’m wearing whiteface?”

I looked toward the ceiling, praying to whatever deity was listening to give me strength. “Brian.”

“Yes, Helena,” he replied promptly like the good boy that he was.

“You’re white.”

“German,” he agreed. “And maybe some Finnish.”

“You can’t racially offend white people by having whiteface.”

“But black people get offended by blackface,” he said.

“Right, but… it’s not… you can’t—”

“And what about the Japanese? Won’t they get offended by whiteface?” Then he frowned. “But are they considered white? Or are they making fun of white people when they have whiteface? And how come black guys can do whiteface and make an entire movie out of it that’s terrible where they pretend to be women but when white people do blackface, it’s offensive and racist?”

“I’ll be honest,” I said. “I have no idea how to answer any of your questions. I’m just here to dress you up in drag.”

“Oh,” Brian said. “Maybe we could ask Corey?”

“Corey,” I repeated.

“He’s black,” Brian said. Then, “And Mexican, I think he said.”

“I promise you that whiteface makeup is probably the least offensive thing about the drag bachelor auction to save crack babies. You can trust me on that one.” In fact, this whole thing lacked any kind of moral direction, so I thought I’d be forgiven if anyone was offended by drag geisha.

“Crack babies?” Brian said. “That’s terrible. Why would anyone give them crack?”

I sighed. “Brian, I need to put on your makeup.”

“Right,” he said. “Okay, I’ve thought about it long and hard, and I am okay with this. If it’s for crack babies, then I don’t think white people will get angry with whiteface. Because it’s not about racism. It’s about babies addicted to crack.”

“Atta boy,” I said. “That’s a very mature and thoughtful decision.”

He grinned up at me.

I winked at him.

Darren glared at us.

“I shaved my balls,” Brian said, apropos of nothing. “That should probably help too.”

I almost dropped my makeup sponge. “No one is going to see your balls,” I reminded him. “Because we could get fined. Or shut down. Or arrested.”

“Better to be prepared for every eventuality,” he said.

“How nice.” I got to work.

It was when I was halfway done that Brian spoke again. I’d plucked his eyebrows and nose hairs, much to both our dismay. I was applying the white cream foundation when he said, “Darren really likes you.”

I stopped for a moment and took a breath. When I thought I wouldn’t do something stupid, I continued. “Is that right?”

“Yeah. He gets mad at me whenever I’m near you.”

“And what does that have to do with me?”

Brian looked at me as if I was stupid. Which, to be fair, I’d asked a stupid question. “He’s jealous. Not that there’s really anything to be jealous about.”

That should not have made me feel as good as it did. “Not your fault, baby doll. He’s just a butt hurt little boy sometimes.”

“No, I know,” he said. “But still. He’s a good guy.”

“Some of the time,” I said, spreading the cream on his forehead.

“You’re beautiful,” he said seriously. “As either Helena or Sandy.”

I rolled my eyes, but it did nothing to stop me from flushing. “Flattery now, hmm?”

“But I wouldn’t do anything with you again.”

“Not flattery, then.”

“Not because I wouldn’t want to,” he said. “If I ever decided to do a relationship, I’d want it to be with someone just like you.”

“That’s… that’s very sweet.”

“But not you specifically, because you and Darren belong to each other. You remind me of my parents.”

I made a face. “Not the best thing to say to someone you’ve fucked.”

He laughed. “Yeah, but it’s sort of true. And I mean because my mom and dad just fit together, you know? They bicker all the time, and they never seem to agree on anything, but I can’t ever see them with anyone else. They work, because that’s the way it’s supposed to be. It reminds me of you and Darren. You make sense, because you’re supposed to.”

“Sometimes things don’t always work.” I kept my voice even. “It’s not anyone’s fault. It doesn’t happen, no matter how hard you try.”

He shrugged. “Maybe. But then you have to ask yourself if you really tried at all, you know? One day, when I’m ready, I’m going to make sure I try my hardest. Because if you don’t give it your all, you might as well not be doing anything.”

“Wow,” I said. “You are like my own personal daily affirmation calendar. I hate it.”

“Lie.” He grinned at me. “You don’t hate anything about me. In fact, if I remember right, you actually think I’m… how did you put it… a hot piece of ass, come on and fuck me harder, motherfucker, before I flip you and ride you like a bull in a china shop.” And of course, when he said this last part, he raised his voice and did some weird effeminate accent that almost sounded like an Australian by way of Russia.

Everyone was staring at us.

Except for Darren.

Darren was staring murderously.

“Oh my god,” I said, horrified. “My dirty talk is terrible and makes absolutely no sense. Darren said it first, but you just confirmed it. My life is over.”

“To be fair,” Brian said, “we were both drunk and it sounded hot at the time.”

“That does nothing to help me,” I said. “How can you even look at me after I said that, much less have sex with me? What kind of masochist are you?”

“What did you and Darren dirty talk about?” he asked, just throwing that out there as if it didn’t have the force of a fucking grenade.

“I told him I wanted to put my spunk in his trunk,” I admitted.

“And you were sober?”

“Mostly.”

“Wow,” Brian said. “You really are terrible at it.”

“Shut the fuck up,” I grumbled, absolutely refusing to look over at Darren.

 

 

I FINISHED with Brian about a half hour later and sent him down to Paul, Vince, and Kori to get into his geisha costume and wig. Paul had been my right-hand drag man for years and was one of the only people I trusted to know how to complete the costume, which is why I put him and the others in charge of dressing the homo jocks so we could focus on the makeup. The homo jocks were in various stages of makeup, some more intricate than others to go along with the costumes. I’d decided to leave the full drag costume idea to each of the individual queens assigned (except for Summer because Summer didn’t get to have ideas on her own as of yet). Sofonda was going with some kind of Xena/steampunk fusion. Crystal was going full-on Moulin Rouge, big hair and sexy colors. Georgia was going for two different decades of Cher. Summer had wanted to do something grandiose and ridiculous (“Gay Star Wars meets Jennifer Lopez! In space!”), but was shot down in favor of something a bit more simplistic having to do with butterflies and unicorns and Lady Gaga. Or something. I tried not to think about it anymore because I probably would have torn my wig hair out before lighting her on fire.

And then there was Darren.

Trust me when I say I’d thought long and hard about what to do with Darren. There were so many ideas that I had, some sensual and absurd, others more of a traditional route. The idea of drag is playing with gender roles, and there was something erotic about the size and masculinity of Darren Mayne turned into something with a female bent to it. Drag queens didn’t always need to be slim or slender. Granted, it helped the illusion more, but it didn’t always have to be that way.

The other homo jocks had known what their roles were going to be before they sat down in the makeup chair because they’d been paired with queens that weren’t me.

Brian and Darren hadn’t known a thing.

Just the way I liked it.

But Brian was on his way downstairs knowing what he was walking into or, at the very least, having an idea. He’d grinned delightedly in the mirror at his reflection, lips red and face white, eyes smoky and dark. “It’s only a little racist,” he assured me.

Darren still didn’t know what I had planned for him.

It was going to be amazing.

I beckoned him with a finger. He pushed his way off the wall and stalked toward me, muscles tensing and flexing as he moved. His thighs were hairy and thick and I studiously avoided the image of them wrapped around my waist. He wasn’t going to make the prettiest drag queen there ever was, but if I could pull off what I’d planned, it’d be more epic than not.

I was probably doomed.

“Sit down,” I said.

He looked as if he was going to speak but, instead, shook his head and did what he was told. I dug through my makeup case, looking for the eyeliner and mascara I needed. His makeup wouldn’t be as complex as Brian’s, but I felt the need to take extra care of him. Brian seemed to be going with the flow on this whole thing. I didn’t know how far out of Darren’s comfort zone this was. Regardless of the confusion that was my feelings toward him, I didn’t want to make things awkward for him.

Well. Any more awkward.

Because when he heard what his costume was….

“You’ve been avoiding me.” He sounded grumpy.

“I’ve been busy,” I countered. “Drag bachelor auctions to save gay bars disguised as helping crack babies don’t plan themselves.”

“And I chose to be here,” he said, rolling his eyes.

“Sure,” I said. “You’ve made good choices. Mostly.”

“Really.” He sounded skeptical.

I shrugged. “You’ve gotten this far, haven’t you?”

He tried to catch my gaze. “With you, you mean.”

“No,” I said slowly. “Okay, not completely. I meant in the cosmic sense. You’re here. You’re alive. You’re healthy and wealthy and wise. Well, somewhat wise.”

He snorted. “That’s the first time anyone has ever said that to me.”

That startled me a bit. “That’s not okay.”

“I’m not asking for your pity,” he said. “Just a statement of fact.”

“And I’m not giving you my pity.” Even though I sort of was.

“So, avoidance,” he said, deflecting smoothly.

“Busy,” I insisted, and not wanting to get behind schedule, I pushed him back gently in the chair, his skin hot under my fingers. He went with little resistance, eyes never leaving my face. He arched his back a little, whether showing off or unconscious movement, I didn’t know. Regardless, it put his full body on display, the cut lines of his chest and stomach, the V of his waist, the trail of hair that disappeared into the black briefs. I pressed my leg in between his, wriggling it back and forth until he got the picture and spread his legs farther, allowing me to step between them and stand above him. Helena, that crazy fucking bitch, loved the position we were in. I was above him, towering and dominant. He was spread out below me, body pliant and willing. Waiting for me to do what I wanted with him, like he was my own personal fucktoy. To anyone watching us, they would have seen what amounted to ease and familiarity between two people who they thought to be together. But from the inside, between just him and me, there was a tenseness, a crackling that I didn’t know if I wanted any part of.

I didn’t think attraction had ever been our problem. At least it hadn’t been for me. Some part of me had always known Darren was attracted to me, but it was a peripheral thing, something I didn’t allow myself to focus on.

Not until this ridiculous fucking scheme Mike had come up with that I’d barely hesitated in agreeing to and then fucked up completely so that Darren and I were stuck in this weird push-and-pull where it felt like I was both pushing and pulling.

Whatever.

I could stand between the legs of a nearly naked Darren Mayne and be perfectly fine. It wouldn’t affect me in the slightest.

I bent over in front of him until our faces were inches from each other. Strictly to see the canvas I’d be working on and nothing more. I barely even saw him as anything more than that.

His tongue darted out, wetting his lips.

Okay.

You can sure as shit bet I saw the fuck out of that.

My breath caught in my chest and he knew.

“Sandy,” he said, and it was like he was growling.

I glared.

“Helena,” he corrected.

“Yes?” I frowned, running a finger over his eyebrows, wondering if I needed to pluck them at all.

“Are we going to talk about this?”

“About what?”

His thighs brushed against my leg, applying the barest bit of pressure, like he was thinking of trapping me against him. That was a bad idea in a long history of bad ideas.

“You know what.”

I sighed and looked up, making sure no one was listening to us. “There’s nothing to talk about.” I considered taking a step back. I settled for standing straight up. “And even if there was, now certainly wouldn’t be the time to do so. In two hours, the doors are going to open and I’ll have to pimp you bitches out so we can raise enough money to save Jack It, so anything we would need to talk about can surely wait until that is over.”

He arched an eyebrow up at me, and I decided yes, I very much liked being above him, Helena or not. “Pimp you bitches,” he repeated.

“Oops,” I said. “I mean auction you for a good cause.”

“That’s better.”

“Like cattle.”

“That’s… not better.”

“You haven’t even asked me who you’re going to be. Surely you must be wondering what I have up my sleeve.”

He frowned up at me. “I don’t care who I’m going to be. I care about why all of a sudden you completely shut me down like I’m nothing to you.”

“You’re not nothing,” I said, because it was the truth.

“Then—”

“What are you to me?” I asked sharply before I could stop myself.

“As far as everyone else is concerned, I’m your boyfriend.”

What a safe answer that was. “And you and I both know that’s not—look. I don’t have time for this right now. I’m serious, Darren. I need to get you done up so you can finish downstairs so I can get ready for tonight.”

“This isn’t over.” His hands were on my hips, pulling me toward him, so much so that my knees were pressed right near his crotch, the outline of his dick and balls evident as he slid slightly down in the chair, his underwear pulling up against him. His fingers dug into my sides and I wondered what it would look like to be bruised by him, the outline of his fingers against me. To be marked. Owned, in a way.

He sat up in the chair and curled his hands around to my back, his fingers resting on my ass, using me to sit up straight, his biceps flexing against my sides. He looked up at me, his chin pressing against my stomach. “I don’t know what happened,” he said quietly and I could feel every word he spoke. “I don’t know what I did or what you think I did. But this isn’t over, Helena. Not by a long shot.” With his eyes never leaving mine, he pressed a gentle kiss to my stomach before sitting back in the chair, all that skin on display.

He smirked up at me.

I scowled down at him because how dare he.

He asked, “So, what are you making me up as?” and sounded smugger than I’d ever heard him before.

He seemed to have forgotten who he was fucking with.

The Homo Jock King needed to be put in his place.

I was all Helena when I slowly reached out and gripped his chin in my hand, rubbing my thumb just under his bottom lip.

I was all Helena when I grinned at him and pressed my knee none too lightly up against his balls, causing him to gasp.

I was all Helena when I leaned over and brushed my lips over his forehead, sticky and sweet while he squirmed in my grasp.

His smirk was fading.

His pupils dilated as I pressed my knee just a tad bit harder, enough to feel the weight of his cock and balls pressing against me.

Goose bumps broke out along his shoulders, prickling his skin.

His fingers twitched in his lap, like he wanted to reach for me but decided against it.

What a good boy he was. Keeping his hands to himself.

He deserved a reward.

When I spoke, Helena Handbasket was in control, just the way she liked it. Him too, if the way he was trembling in my grip meant anything.

He wouldn’t get something like this from fucking a hipster twink, that was for sure.

Interesting.

“Tell me, baby doll,” I purred, digging my nails into his cheeks just to watch him blush. It was a wondrous thing. I leaned over, and when I spoke again, my lips were brushing against his ear and how he shuddered. “Just how familiar are you with late nineties seminal classic songs that changed the pop landscape forever?”

“Um,” Darren said, voice scratchy and weak. “Not very?”

“For shame,” I said, sighing directly into his ear.

He made a slightly strangled noise that I probably wasn’t supposed to hear. “Yeah,” he managed to say. “So shameful.”

“I have six words for you then, baby doll,” I said. “Just to give you an idea of what you can… expect.”

He nodded and my bottom lip caught briefly on the lobe of his ear. Without giving it much thought, I scraped my teeth against him. “Six words,” he panted. He was hard against my knee, his cock straining, and I pushed against it. It seemed the rumors of his… physique weren’t unsubstantiated. He groaned, low and guttural, and I gave serious thought to getting him off right then and there, just to say I did.

“Six words,” I agreed. “Are you ready for them?”

“Yes,” he said hoarsely.

“Good,” I said. “Here they are.” I pulled away and saw his eyes were blown, face red, a bead of sweat dripping down his forehead. I gripped his hair, snapping his head back, keeping his chin in my other hand. I leaned forward until our noses bumped, until his breath was on my lips. I sneered at him and hissed, “Hit Me Baby One More Time.”

And Darren Mayne swallowed thickly.




Chapter 19: With Heartfelt Apologies to Britney Spears

 

 

THERE IS something kinetic about the moments before a show. It’s a visceral feeling, almost primal. There’s excitement in the air, but it goes beyond that. In those moments, I wasn’t the humdrum Sanford Stewart that I sometimes thought I was. That Sanford was trapped in a dead-end job as a claims representative for an insurance company. That Sanford Stewart was uncomfortable with people he didn’t know. That Sanford Stewart liked to pretend he wasn’t affected by everyone else around him falling in love and being happy while he stayed behind, smiling and nodding and saying things like congrats and you two are meant to be.

Helena didn’t have a single fuck left to give about Sanford Stewart.

Because when I was Helena, I was powerful. I was revered. I was feared. People came from far away just to see me perform, to shake my perky ass on the dance floor, to sweat and bleed in heels that defied gravity. I had been trained by the great Vaguyna Muffman, and I was good at what I did. Sure, maybe that was mostly ego talking, but you had to have ego if you were going to be a queen. You couldn’t get away with being humble and being a queen. You’d be eaten alive.

Possibly even by me.

Tonight I was dressed like a circus ringmaster by way of Cruella De Vil. The wig was long, the hair curling at my clavicles, one side white, the other black. I had a tight black suit jacket with tailored coattails that fell against the black thigh-high boots. Under the jacket was a white unitard that proclaimed me as MADAM in sequined letters across my chest. My makeup was dark and smoky, smeared just the barest amounts.

This morning I had woken as Sandy, meek and mild Sandy.

Tonight, I was a star.

It was a duality I was used to, even if it was getting harder and harder these days to shake Helena. She was me and I was her, but sometimes, it felt like she just took over and something I would say as her would come through when I was Sandy and it would be almost shocking.

Yes, it’s essentially Sybil.

But I had no problem with it.

Mostly.

Especially on drag bachelor auction night, the most fired up I’d felt in a long while.

It felt good.

It felt right.

“Whatever you do, don’t fuck this up,” Mike said, coming behind the stage as I took breaths to focus on my inner queen. “Pretty much everything is depending on you. So. No pressure.”

It felt like rage.

I turned slowly to fix him with the most horrible expression I could muster, one that usually sent others running in the opposite direction. If anyone saw this look on my face, they knew death was to follow.

The other queens standing with me scattered like cockroaches, fleeing from my unholy light. I thought Summer might have even hissed trying to escape, cowering against the wall.

They were smart. Well, most of them.

Mike, though.

Mike was fucking stupid.

Or he didn’t give a shit.

Which was pretty much the same thing.

He didn’t even flinch.

“Mike, now is the time you walk away unless you want to see what your blood looks like on my hands.”

“Easy, princess.” He patted me on the arm. If I’d have been the type of drag queen that carried a sword, he would have had one less limb to worry about. Luckily for him, I was not that type of drag queen.

Yet.

“I know what’s at stake,” I said coolly. “If you’d done your job with the Super Gays, we wouldn’t even have to be worrying about this right now.”

He rolled his eyes. “You can’t always depend on the Super Gays, Helena, no matter how much you believe in them. They can be kind and giving, but they can also be cheap-ass motherfuckers, just like everyone else.”

“Maybe if you’d sucked on their cocks a little more—”

“I have standards, princess. I don’t just swallow down every Tom, Dick, and hairy-chested man that comes around.”

“That wasn’t witty,” I said. “Also, you should get out of my sight. I’m preparing. Leave, before I have you thrown out. Tonight I will not be slighted by one such as you.”

His eyes narrowed. “It’s my club and you might do well to remember that.”

I patted him on the cheek. “It’s funny how you still think that. Move along, Mike. I don’t have time for you anymore.”

He leaned over and kissed me on the cheek and murmured “good luck” in my ear. Because regardless of how antagonistic our relationship was, we did care about each other, even if we didn’t really show it. I knew that moment I’d laid eyes on him the first time that one day either he or I would end up murdering each other. It was inevitable.

 

 

THE IDEA was that each queen would present their own homo jocks. I was in charge of overseeing the entire show, but each queen would get at least a few minutes in the spotlight to present their charges. We’d thought about letting each of the homo jocks do their own little performance, but nixed that because it would have probably taken too long. And also, I wanted people to actually bid on them and not be frightened away when the homo jocks tried to lip-synch and dance at the same time. I didn’t think the world was ready for such horrors.

The roar of the crowd was almost deafening when I took the stage. The room was packed wall-to-wall, with barely any room to move, the most crowded I’d ever seen it. I thought it was possible we were over capacity, but knowing Mike, he’d probably greased a few palms to have the fire marshal look the other way for the night in exchange for a go-go boy or two.

The spotlights were blinding as the crowd screamed my name. I glanced toward the balcony briefly, seeing the silhouette of Kori and Charlie. Kori waggled her fingers down at me and I winked back up at her as I let my people worship me.

One of the barbacks, clad only in a tiny pair of shorts that were apparently designed to show off his balls, handed me a microphone and a shot of tequila, courtesy of my straight bartender dream. I knocked it back, much to the delight of the crowd. I never really understood why they enjoyed seeing a queen drink so much, but I wasn’t one to deny them whatever they wanted.

Within reason, of course.

Also, tequila was delicious and made me feel happy.

I handed the shot glass back to the barback and smacked his ass as he walked away. He grinned at me over his shoulder and I thought he’d probably graduated high school within the last year or so, and that made me feel old as fuck.

“Helena,” Charlie said into a mic of his own, sounding like God speaking from above. Well, if God was an elderly leather Dom.

“Shh,” I said to the crowd. “Shh, shh, shh. Daddy’s talking. And you know when Daddy talks, we must listen.”

They quieted down, most of them turning toward the balcony. Most regulars knew who Daddy Charlie was, that he was a goddamned treasure and deserved to be treated as such.

The DJ lowered the music.

“Yes, Daddy?” I asked.

“I hear there’s a big to-do going on tonight.”

“Did you, Daddy. Is that what you heard?” I breathed heavily into the microphone. “Tell me more.”

“I also heard you have some men backstage.”

“Some men,” I moaned. “You heard that too? Silly Daddy, when do I not have men backstage? I have… needs. I am a handful after all.”

People screamed in agreement as I rolled my hips, thrusting toward the audience.

“Not those kinds of needs,” Daddy said dryly. “Besides, I also heard that that you were tied down now. The old ball and chain. How’s that going for you?”

And that was not in the script, the old bastard. I could almost hear the geriatric glee in his voice at such a pronouncement, and I hoped he’d completed his last will and testament before tonight because he wasn’t going to get another chance to do so later.

And since I wasn’t prepared for it, I blushed.

The entire crowd ate it up and said, “Awww,” like it was something edible and sweet. And since I was in front of everyone, I obviously couldn’t stab Charlie with my eyes. I had a reputation to maintain, after all. One that showed how much I loved the elderly, even if said elderly was going to taste the back of my hand before the night ended.

“Well, yes,” I said, trying to save face. “There is that.”

“And you two look so perfect together,” Charlie said, and the mic picked up Kori snickering to herself, the Benebitch Arnold. “Why, it’s Jack It’s own personal fairy tale. The Queen and the Homo Jock King, finally together. At last.”

The crowd cheered.

“Tell me,” Charlie said, sounding positively devious. “Is there a royal wedding in the near future?”

“Oh my fucking god!” That sounded like Paul, shouting from somewhere behind the stage. “You better not get married before me, Helena, or I’ll punch you in the fucking taint!”

“Jesus Christ,” I muttered, wondering when my life had gotten so completely ridiculous.

“But enough about that,” Charlie said. “We’re here tonight for another reason, aren’t we?”

Back on script, then. The bastard. “We are,” I said, recovering enough to purr into the microphone. “Tonight isn’t just about fun and dancing and gratuitous nudity and overindulgence in top-shelf tequila and bartenders with amazing nipples.” Izaac winked at me from over by the bar. “No. It’s not just about that. Because we’re here to show that we care about our community. It’s why tonight exists at all. Mike, our dear beloved owner Mike, came up with the most wondrous idea to give back to the community. Which is why tonight is the first annual Helena Handbasket’s Wet and Wild Drag Bachelor Auction Super Fun Time for Charity and Good Feelings!” I grinned wickedly, seeing him leaning back behind the bar, glaring at me. “He even came up with the title, isn’t it wonderful?”

Rapturous applause at Mike’s stunning ingenuity.

Mike drew a single finger from one side of his neck to the other, his eyes never leaving mine.

I ignored him, because that is how one deals with petty threats by balding middle-aged men at an overcrowded gay bar when performing on a stage as a drag queen.

“But it’s for the children,” I continued. “The money raised tonight will go toward Casa de los Niños and Angel Wings, benefitting those less fortunate than ourselves. And especially given that we’re smack dab in the middle of the holiday season, we’re guilting—I mean asking—you to open your hearts, but mostly your wallets and buy alcohol and men dressed in drag in the name of the children. I wouldn’t ask this of you if it wasn’t desperately important. You wouldn’t want to let Helena down, now would you?” I pouted prettily, lower lip trembling, eyes surely glistening in the spotlight.

The audience screamed a resounding NO! in response.

I thought it possible that I’d just passed Meryl Streep altogether and entered my own upper echelon of amazingness. I thought she’d forgive me. Probably even praise me.

“Now, boys and girls, I will be your hostess with the mostest this evening, but I will be joined by some friends of mine you’ll undoubtedly recognize, including Sofonda Cox, who crawled out of the cesspool known as Phoenix to spend time in the glory that is Tucson. You make them feel welcome, am I clear?”

They were clear.

“Each of us queens had two beautiful men to doll up tonight. While we did their makeup and picked out their costumes, none of us have seen the finished product as of yet. The first time we see them will be along with you, so I expect there to be plenty of tears, either of pride or horror, I haven’t yet decided.”

The crowd laughed. From the back, someone screamed, “We love you, Helena!”

“Oh, baby dolls,” I said. “I love you too.” I fisted the microphone and began rubbing up and down the handle. “I love every… single… inch of you.”

Hoots and hollers and requests for follow-through.

I grinned rapaciously at them, all red lipstick and white teeth.

“Now,” I said. “I will be handling the bidding. Remember, if you should have the highest bid on the homo jock of your choice, you are winning not only the right to sleep soundly tonight knowing you helped out the Tucson community, but also the satisfaction in knowing that you’ve got yourself a date with said homo jock. But I need to get real with you for a moment. While we joke and have fun here, like we should with all the Republican and Tea Party evil outside these walls, this is a very real matter. One that you probably don’t want to fuck with me on.” That got their attention because of the sharpness of my voice. “If you’re bidding, you’re good for it. If I find out you’re reneging on a bid at the end of the night, if you were stupidly drunk and thought it’d be funny to try and buy what you obviously couldn’t afford, I will find you. I will come to your house. I will spank you until your ass is red and permanently tattooed with my handprints. And then I will burn you to the ground.”

The audience shivered.

“These boys of mine, my homo jocks, have graciously agreed to donate their time and energy for a good cause. They have agreed to go on a date with all expenses paid.” I lowered my voice and coughed into the microphone. “By you of course.” I coughed again. “Oh, sorry about that.”

“Got some homo jock stuck in your throat, did you?” Charlie asked, and I could tell that fucker was smiling.

The audience laughed.

“Maybe,” I said, winking salaciously.

“Wouldn’t be the first time,” Charlie said.

“Oh, Daddy,” I breathed. “Remind me to talk about your punishment later.”

“I can hardly wait,” Charlie said.

“As I was saying, the homo jocks are here of their own free will, and they are precious to me, each and every single one of them. You will treat them with the kindness and respect they deserve. If I should hear of something… untoward… happening on one of these dates, something where the homo jock was made to feel uncomfortable in any way, shape, or form, there will be consequences.” My smile was razor sharp. “And you don’t want to know what happens when there are Helena Handbasket consequences, now do you?”

“NO!” they bellowed at me.

“Good,” I said. “I think that covers all the threats I need to make tonight. Shall we begin?”

 

 

IT WAS going well, if I did say so myself. At least as well as a sequined train wreck could possibly go. There was a script of sorts to follow, but like most drag shows, it was abandoned partway through and we were all essentially heading off the rails while cackling gleefully. If someone had walked in on the middle of this and had no knowledge of what the event had been about, I was pretty sure they’d think they had walked into some kind of underground sex trafficking ring where a very tall woman was selling beefy men in female period costumes. Not that that wasn’t an aura I wouldn’t have minded cultivating (because the mystique that must go with a woman in charge of selling beefy men in female clothing for sex trafficking purposes must be through the fucking roof), but I knew that when I watched the video the next day, there would probably just be a lot of screaming and drinking and secondhand embarrassment for all parties involved.

I was completely aware that any chance we had at raising money to beat Andrew Taylor wasn’t necessarily going to come from the auction itself, but more so from the sale of liquor and what the Super Gays had provided.

That being said, I was shocked when the cheapest a homo jock went for was a couple of grand. Biff, Chet, and Xerxes (who didn’t even try to correct me on their real names, which, good for them for learning so quickly) all went for more, with Xerxes fetching just over five thousand dollars by a gaggle of lesbians, a sale I didn’t quite understand but didn’t complain about at all, because if there was one group of people good for the money, it’d be lesbians. I just hoped that Xerxes would survive whatever date they took him on. I wasn’t sure what lesbians did on first dates, whether it’d be a trip to Home Depot or trying to find the nearest wedding chapel.

There were a few (read: more than I cared to see) skeevy people bidding, those that rubbed me the wrong way as soon as they shouted out a number for the homo jocks. But they were quickly and quietly dealt with, either by being outbid or escorted out by security when they started to salivate just a tad too much.

It probably didn’t help that the homo jocks looked fucking amazing.

The queens and I had really outdone ourselves, and that dissonance I was looking for, that clash between femininity and masculinity, was on full display. The severe jawlines and bulging arms, chests, and thighs combined with eyeshadow and perfectly stylized wigs to create a hyperrealized version of a drag queen. Drag queens didn’t need to be effeminate to be a good queen.

And that wasn’t to say that they were completely successful. This was the first and most likely only time they’d do drag. They were clumsy and awkward in their heels, like little baby deer trying to stand and walk for the first time.

But they were so goddamned endearing about it, not a single one playing it completely for laughs. I was impressed that they carried the right amount of sass and sex even as they stumbled about on stage. They weren’t good, but they were trying to be, and I thought that was all that mattered.

The queens themselves were, for the most part, regal and exemplary. Well, three of them were. Summer decided she would grind up on each of her homo jocks, bringing them both on stage with her at the same time, and making what she called a Summer Sandwich. I tried to keep the distaste off my face, vowing to research to see if there was a call for drag queens in Alaska so I could ship her out of here once and for all. Then I realized how awful that would be for the people of Alaska, who’d already had to suffer Sarah Palin, so I thought maybe Russia was better.

The audience loved every minute of it.

Even Summer, though I supposed there was no accounting for taste.

And as the liquor flowed, their wallets opened up even more. They bid more. They drank more. ’Twas a vicious circle that played on repeat, and I didn’t want it to stop.

Things were going good.

Things were going great.

And then eight homo jocks had been sold to highest bidder.

Only two were left.

The crowd hushed when I took center stage again, the remaining queens taking their places in the audience. The homo jocks stood off to the side, Biff scratching himself obscenely in such a way that I hope seventies Cher never did. I frowned at him and he shrugged, mouthing that his balls didn’t like Lycra, which was more than I ever really wanted to know about Biff.

“Well, would you look at that,” I said to the audience, my voice filled with regret. “It looks like we’re out of time.”

The crowd screamed in dismay, playing along with me.

“Yes, yes,” I cooed at them. “I’m sad about this too. Maybe next year we could—”

“Helena,” Charlie said into the mic.

“Yes, Daddy?”

“I think you’re forgetting something.”

“Am I?” I said, eyes wide. “How unlike me. And what, pray tell, am I forgetting?”

“The guy you had a one-night stand with,” Charlie said, smooth as silk. “And also your boyfriend. Who happen to be two different people.”

“You bitch,” I growled into the microphone as the audience laughed uproariously. There was going to be no end to his suffering, I would see to that.

“Oops,” Charlie said, not repentant in the slightest. I wondered where I’d gone so wrong that Charlie wasn’t scared of me like most everyone else was. I think it probably stemmed back to Lulu Deerdancer, and I cursed not taking him down and asserting my dominance the first day I’d met him.

Who was I kidding? He would have beaten the shit out of my ass, scolded me for even trying, put me in my place, then sent me home with instructions to return when I could show respect.

“How could I possibly forget about them?” I said.

“I don’t know,” Charlie said. “You would think they’d be a handful, wouldn’t you? I mean, from personal experience.”

“Oh for fuck’s sake,” I said.

“Indeed,” Charlie said. “Kori wants to say something.”

I sighed heavily, aware that my sequined train wreck was going to have many, many victims.

“Hi, Helena!”

“Kori,” I said.

“You’re doing a good job.”

“Thanks.”

“And I think you’re pretty.”

“Noted.”

“Also, how does that work if we’re bidding on your boyfriend? You know, Darren. The Homo Jock King. Who you love. With your heart. Lovingly. He’s not exactly a bachelor.”

I felt relief then that I thought working out was an awful thing, so I didn’t have the strength to crush my microphone into powder. “Right. All that love.” It was possible I was just heartless enough to kick one of my best friends out of my house onto the streets. I really wished I had a time machine so I could go back to the day Mike pulled me into his office and murder myself so I would never be in this position. How odd that the idea of time travel and murder seemed easier than admitting feelings, for fuck’s sake.

“All that love,” Kori whispered into the microphone.

“Well, obviously it’s not going to be a romantic date,” I said, trying to play the part. “Seeing as how Darren Mayne barely managed to lock all this down.” And, of course, since my life was a bit of a divine tragedy, that’s when I saw Caleb in the crowd, grinning up at me like he didn’t have a care in the world. My gaze skittered over him, and I tried to not make anyone aware that I was four seconds away from scratching his eyes out. “Why would he go looking somewhere else when he can have a piece of this whenever he wants?”

The audience laughed.

Caleb did too.

I didn’t think it was funny.

I hoped he did something stupid or potentially rapey so I could get him kicked out of the club. Then I realized wanting someone to do something potentially rapey made me a bad person, so I considered trying to plant drugs on him. But I didn’t even know where one could buy drugs, much less how to plant them, so I had to rest my hopes on his stupidity or that he was just here as a spectator.

I could get through this.

I would get through this.

I was Helena fucking Handbasket.

I could do anything.

“So, yes,” I said, my voice evening out, becoming dark and sultry again. “I am putting Darren out on loan for an evening of platonic merriment. He is a rather pretty thing, after all. But he’ll be returned to me with nary a mark upon his rock-hard body. I would absolutely hate to think of what would happen if that wasn’t the case.”

“Because you love him,” Kori said. “Like, a lot. Maybe more than anyone else.”

I glared up at her. “Probably more than you right now,” I said through gritted teeth.

“Awww,” the crowd said again.

I hated them. And their faces.

But specifically Caleb. Because he was smirking and awwing with the rest of them.

I wondered if it could be considered self-defense if I attacked first.

“We love you, Helena!” someone shouted.

“Thanks,” I said, trying to sound chipper.

“And we also love you with the Homo Jock King!”

“Thanks,” I said, sounding far less chipper. “But enough about me.” Which was the first time I’d ever said that as a drag queen. “Let’s see your remaining two drag bachelors up for auction, shall we? Ladies and gentlemen, please give your eyes a feast! Our resident geisha from the East! It’s… Brian!”

I tried not to die from laughter as the DJ played egregiously stereotypical Asian music as Brian shuffled out the curtains onto the stage, wooden sandals over white socks scraping along the floor. He was wearing a bright green kimono, a relic of Paul and Vince’s trip. He had an ornate folding fan that he fluttered in front of his face. A black wig sat tight in a bun on his head, the bamboo chopsticks poking out of the top. He really did look stunning, even if he had to be the most awkward wannabe queen that I’d ever seen. He was sweating profusely, the white makeup caked on his face dripping slightly down onto his neck.

But still he played it up as the audience screamed for him, shuffling back and forth on the stage, fluttering the fan, eyeing everyone flirtatiously.

And because it needed to be said, I raised the mic. “And please, if you find this offensive in any way, shape, or form, please remember that we aren’t trying to knock on anyone’s cultural background. If you still find it offensive even after my heartfelt apology, the exits are clearly marked and I suggest you make use of them.”

Two people left, but they hadn’t bid on anything all night, so I wasn’t too concerned.

“Our geisha here is truly one of a kind,” I said. “He likes long walks on the beach, eating all of my bacon in an awkward brunch-type setting, and has his heart set on one day finding true love.” Brian glared at me briefly, so I took that as a sign to continue. “Anyone that bids on the geisha could have the realistic expectation to receive a massage with his feet. He will stand on top of you and walk on your back.”

“That sounds… stimulating,” Charlie said.

“It is! Of course, Brian is a lady and demands to be treated as such.”

Brian broke character and grabbed my microphone. “I’m not actually a lady and I’m sorry about the white face,” he said in a rush. “Also, I probably won’t walk on you, because I think feet are gross and I’m muscular and muscle weighs a lot. Again, sorry about the white face.”

“Just lovely,” I said, after I’d yanked the mic back. “Now, given his pedigree and the fact that I know we’ve got some people out there who don’t quite seem to understand the meaning of the word charity, the opening bid will start at one thousand dollars. Do I have one thousand dollars for this lovely beauty?”

I did.

In fact, I had several thousand dollars rather quickly.

Brian looked as surprised as I did as the number kept going higher and higher. Eventually, the highest bid went to what looked like a group of men with killer handlebar mustaches and wearing biker’s leathers. The patch on their jackets was a stitched cow with rainbow spots holding onto a large serrated knife and a dark glare on its face. I knew who they were, and apparently Brian did too, if the look on his face meant anything.

“Oh my god,” Brian whispered to me. “I just got bought by the Dairy Queens.”

“And they just paid ten thousand dollars for you,” I whispered back, just as fervently.

“What if they take me to their clubhouse and gang bang me?” he demanded.

I gaped at him because what.

“I mean, like, what if all of them just want to take turns with me?” He looked slightly feverish.

I arched an eyebrow and took a not-so-wild guess. “Would that be such a bad thing?”

“Whoa,” he breathed. “I’m going to a biker gang bang with the Dairy Queens. That’s another one I could check off my list along with mustache rides and bovine-based groups.”

“What the fuck kind of list do you have?” I asked him.

The bikers leered up at him, and I had no doubt that Brian would have a good time riding their hogs. He hopped off the stage as well as someone dressed up as a geisha could, and hobbled his way over to the biker gang. They swallowed him up almost instantly into their fold, but not before I saw the blissful look on his white face.

I felt like a pimp whose first working girl found love.

It almost brought a tear to my eye.

But since I didn’t cry for whores, the tear never fell.

Besides, I had something else to focus on.

“Now,” I said into the microphone as the crowd fell into a hush before me. “I may be a tad biased when it comes to this last drag bachelor, though bachelor might be a bit of a misnomer.” More like asshole, but they didn’t need to know that. He knew it, I knew it, and really, who else mattered? The crowd chuckled, though, like they were in on the joke. Caleb too, but I tried not to look at him at all. “It was quite difficult to decide what to dress the Homo Jock King in for his drag debut. Did I go something fierce like Beyoncé? Or did I go old school and make him Barbra? So many, many choices I had for him. In the end, though, there really was no contest.”

Britney started singing overhead about how her loneliness was killing her, a remix I had the DJ put together that raised the bass and made it crawl along the walls and floor. Upon hearing the song, the audience started going nuts as the lights flashed.

“She was my first.” I grinned wickedly. “Fitting, since he’s going to be my last.” And they took that how they wanted to, sexy and romantic. And maybe I meant it like that, or at least wished to mean it like that. That little secret part of me that still hoped I could get my happy ending with the Homo Jock King.

The problem with that little part, however, was that it was attached to the bigger part of me, the one entrenched in the morbid cynicism that came with being Helena Handbasket. That part looked upon the little part with scorn and disdain, wondering how it had led me to believe I could have anything with Darren at all.

That was the part that was pushing for control at the moment. That was the part I used as a shield, maybe more so than makeup and a sharp tongue.

But it all pretty much went by the wayside when Darren stepped on the stage.

Because, honestly?

Darren Mayne did not make an attractive woman.

And it wasn’t for lack of trying, god no.

He was trying.

It was just terrible.

“Oh my god,” I choked into the microphone.

Darren—excuse me, Ms. Spears—rolled his eyes at me out from under the blonde wig, two pigtails expertly braided on either side of his head. Little pink pom-poms were attached to the top of the braids. The white button-up shirt was open all the way to the bottom, where it had been tied off across his flat stomach. Underneath he wore a black bra, stretched tight against his chest. The top was completed with a gray sweater that looked like it was about to tear at the shoulders, the fabric clinging to his biceps.

The rest of the outfit was just as ludicrous. The dark pleated schoolgirl skirt wrapped around his waist, stopping midthigh. How Paul had found a skirt that fit him like that, I didn’t know. Darren also wore black stockings that came up just above his knees. The outfit finished off with patent loafers, shiny and black, little pink bows on the top of each. Luckily, he hadn’t been forced to wear heels, otherwise, he would have been towering over everyone in the room like a muscular giraffe.

I was right, in that the contrast between the masculinity that was his normalcy meshed wonderfully with the femininity of the costume, especially his legs and thighs. The skirt was just long enough to cover his ass, but not by much, hinting at the small briefs I knew he wore underneath. However, he looked so jacked up, like he’d been bench pressing a few hundred pounds for a couple of hours before the show, that it was almost uncomfortable.

The audience didn’t give two shits about that, though.

All they cared about was the Homo Jock King in drag.

They roared their approval.

He came up to stand beside me. He covered the microphone with that big hand of his to block out the sound. He leaned over, lips near my ear, and to anyone watching, it probably looked like he was kissing me.

He wasn’t kissing me.

“I am going to kick your fucking ass for this,” he growled at me.

“Oh, bae,” I said, not even trying to stifle my delight. “Don’t lie. We both know you wouldn’t even get close enough to touch me before I took you down. Also, don’t stand with your legs bent like that. You look like you’re about to take a shit on my stage. You are supposed to be a lady, for fuck’s sake. And not just any lady, but an icon. Treat it as such.”

“Out of everything you could have chosen, you picked this?”

“Could have been worse,” I said. “You could have had to wear the ‘Oops!… I Did It Again’ red catsuit.”

“That would have been better than this!”

I grinned. “Subjective.”

He scowled at me. “These fucking stockings are cutting off the circulation in my legs.”

“If it makes you feel better,” I said, “flex your thighs and see if they tear. I’m sure we’ll get even more money because of it. Britney Hulk Smash!”

He pulled back slightly until our faces were only inches away, eyes searching mine. “You’re enjoying this too fucking much.”

“You have no idea,” I said. “Now, attempt to look like you just got out of class and for no reason that makes any sense, you have to dance in the school hallway while you sing about how you’re sad that you’re alone because you want to be with him.”

“With who?”

“I don’t know,” I said. “It was never defined. It didn’t need to be because it’s fucking Britney Spears and just her mere existence is enough for you to shut the fuck up and just be Britney.”

“Nothing you just said makes any sense. And it never does.”

“And yet, you’re the one in a skirt and pigtails.”

If his glare could have been harnessed, it could have been used as a weapon of mass mortification.

It was literally one of the greatest moments of my life.

I stepped away from him, making sure he was center stage and in the spotlight. I didn’t want to humiliate him (well, not too much) but I still had a job to do. He looked slightly panicked as I took that step back, but relaxed when he saw I wasn’t going far.

“As you can see,” I said into the microphone, “Darren’s loneliness is killing him.”

“No it’s not!” he said, loud enough for the microphone to pick it up.

“And he must confess that he still believes.”

“Believe that I’m going to smack your ass for this later,” he growled.

I choked on my tongue, but recovered gracefully. And by gracefully, I meant that I wiped the drool off my chin before it could drip onto the floor. Because he had really big hands that probably would make the most awesome of sounds as they struck my ass and—

Nope. Nope, nope, nope.

There were catcalls pouring in from around us, which, really. That’s what did it for them? Hearing a large man in a skirt wanting to spank the statuesque drag queen known for her poise and grace? I wasn’t one to judge. Okay. That was a lie. Because I was totally judging them. Sure, it sounded fucking hot, but my fans seemed to be a bunch of kinky weirdos.

“If he’s not with you,” Kori said from the balcony, having stolen the microphone from Charlie, “he loses his mind. Helena, all he wants is a sign.”

I flipped Kori off.

“Not that sign,” she said before Charlie yanked the microphone from her.

“Helena,” he said.

“Yes, Daddy.”

“Question.”

“Of course.”

“Is it wrong that I want to hit him, baby, one more time? Like a smack on that ass? The skirt might do things for me. I mean, I knew it was a nice ass, but this. Good job on that.”

“Wow,” I said. “That is not something I ever needed to know.”

“Thank you, Charlie!” Darren yelled.

I couldn’t even see Charlie clearly, but I could still feel the smugness radiating off him.

“Anyway,” I said, trying to steer this sequined train wreck before it derailed completely and exploded in flames and falsies. “The Homo Jock King is… stunning. Stunning? Is that the word I want to use?” I grimaced slightly. “I don’t really know.”

Darren glared at me.

“Don’t do that,” I scolded him. “You’re ruining Britney Spears for me with your angry eyebrows.”

“I don’t have angry eyebrows—”

“Unique,” I said to the audience. “That’s the word I was looking for. The Homo Jock King certainly looks… unique. But he’s trying, you know? Which is all I could have asked for. And really, he didn’t have to do any of this, but. He did.”

Huh. That was a strange realization to have, especially here in front of everyone. Why did he agree to do this? Sure, there was his stupid rule ten that he still wouldn’t tell me about, but I didn’t think it could be that big of a deal. What exactly did he hope to gain from this? He was obviously going to fuck that twink (if he hadn’t already), and he hadn’t done jack shit with his father since we’d had that lunch all those weeks ago, so why was he here, on this stage, wearing what he was wearing?

It couldn’t have been out of the goodness of his heart. The Darren Maynes of the world didn’t work that way. There was always an ulterior motive, something else that was kept hidden until they revealed it like some egomaniacal villain in a superfluous monologue that usually was so over the top that it made little sense.

Sort of like a drag bachelor auction to save a gay bar against an evil Republican.

And if that wasn’t a damning thought, I didn’t know what was.

But Darren….

I wanted to know why.

Why he’d done all of this. Why he seemed so different than I actually thought he was. Why he could smile at me like I was the greatest thing in the world and then send text messages planning his next hookup.

“He helped me,” I said slowly, wondering where this new awareness was going to go. “Even though most other people would have told me to fuck off, because, really, wouldn’t you have? It’s not the standing on stage that’s the most important. It’s not even the act of drag itself. No, it’s the moment he decided he was going to help me, even if it meant stepping out of his comfort zone.”

And gross, I sounded so fucking mushy, but for the life of me, I couldn’t even find a way to stop. I blamed Darren for making me aware of my feelings, even if he was going to fuck a hipster twink. But, I supposed he couldn’t be faulted for being who he was. That’s what he did. That didn’t mean that I still couldn’t be his friend. The thought of things going back the way they’d been caused my stomach to turn. We were better as a team than we’d ever been as adversaries, and even though we were close to our probable ending (because in the real world, fake boyfriends didn’t turn into more), I thought maybe it could be the beginning of something else.

I’d get over everything else.

Eventually.

“And he did it, without complaint,” I continued. “Well. Mostly without complaint.”

The audience laughed.

Darren didn’t. Darren was just watching me with wide eyes.

While standing in a schoolgirl outfit, which obviously completely ruined whatever expression was on his face.

“So, yeah,” I said, feeling awkward. “He’s a good guy, and while I ask that you return him in one piece, just know that whoever gets the winning bid is very lucky. He’s rough and cocky and smug, and sometimes, I want to fucking punch him in the dick, but he’s a good guy. Who is a math nerd.” I needed to end this fast before I started waxing poetically about the heart boner I apparently had for Darren.

The crowd cheered.

Darren didn’t even seem to notice they were there, his gaze never leaving me. So I broke it and looked away, forcing a smile back on my face. “And for this prime piece of real estate, let’s start with an opening bid of fifteen hundred.” Caleb grinned, eyeing Darren up and down, and I hoped that Jack It was sitting on top of a sinkhole. “Does anyone out there want—”

“Four thousand!” a voice cried out.

The crowed parted slightly, people turning to see who’d called out first and raised the bid.

And I really should have expected it.

Nana stood in the middle of the crowd, next to Matty and Larry. I hadn’t even seen them arrive, but here they were. Nana was wearing a muumuu that had pictures of Harrison Ford’s face on it, a word bubble coming out of his mouth saying I WANT YOU TO HAN MY SOLO. The regulars here knew who she was. The nonregulars looked horrifyingly fascinated as they stared at her. I didn’t blame them. Our Nana was the most special of all the snowflakes.

The level of relief on Darren’s face at getting bid on by an elderly lady in a Star Wars muumuu should not have been as obvious as it was.

(And it probably matched my own.)

“Four thousand,” I managed to say. “To Nana. Because why the fuck not.”

“I like men in skirts,” Nana said to everyone around her. “I have this paddle at home that I’ll probably use on him. Make him my boy for the night. Helena would understand. She knows what’s up.”

Darren started coughing explosively.

I waited until he stopped being such a drama drag queen before continuing. “Four thousand,” I said. “Do we have five thousand?”

“Five thousand!” someone called from the back, an older man who looked like he’d probably be better off driving an ice cream truck through a neighborhood at ten o’clock at night. I hoped he wouldn’t win with his creepy ice cream money.

Nana glared at him. It would have been intimidating, except she was barely over five feet and was instead adorable.

“Six thousand!” another person shouted and that voice I recognized.

“Paul,” I hissed into the microphone. “What are you doing?”

He shrugged as he pushed his way through the crowd, Vince trailing after him. “Bidding,” Paul said as if it were the most obvious thing in the world.

So, naturally, I had to take it one step further because it wasn’t obvious to me. “Are you trying to reenact my sex dream I had about all of you?” I blurted out. “I told you, I didn’t mean to suck Vince’s dick! That doesn’t mean you can promote incest and then have them both suck on your nipples.”

Now, the funny thing about blurting is that it’s almost an involuntary action. You’re not necessarily controlling the sound of your voice, nor the words that come out, given your mouth tends to move ahead of your brain.

And sometimes, you’re standing on a stage, holding a microphone, and you blurt into it, causing a proclamation about nipple-sucking brother sex to just echo around a rather large room you happen to be standing in with hundreds of people, some of which are your friends and family and that one guy whose heart you wanted to hold and butthole you wanted to lick.

All noise inside Jack It pretty much just died after that. Even the DJ stopped the remix with a stereotypical screech of the song, like I was trapped in that eighties movie my life had become.

“Um,” Nana said into the silence that followed. “What?”

“Wow,” Matty said to Larry. “Just when you think this place can’t get any kinkier, incest happens.”

“Well, it shouldn’t be surprising, given everything else that goes on here,” Larry said, eyeing a couple who partook of the furry lifestyle. One was a fox. I thought the other one was supposed to be a poodle or a duck-billed platypus. I couldn’t be sure of which. “We might as well be squirrels because we’re surrounded by a bunch of nuts.”

“Oh my god,” Paul moaned. “I can’t believe he said that.”

“Was he talking about balls?” Vince asked Paul. “Or people.”

“Double entendre, for the win,” Matty said, high-fiving her husband. “Well played, Mr. Auster. Maybe you should squirrel me away for the winter.”

“How perfect, Mrs. Auster.” He kissed the back of her hand. “Because I’m already nuts about you. And if you’re lucky, maybe I’ll be nuts on you—”

“Seven thousand!” Nana shouted. “I won’t let my grandson beat me on winning Darren Mayne for some incestual freaky-deaky. Not when I can have my own piece of that pie.”

“I’m not trying to win him for incest,” Paul cried, sounding scandalized. “I don’t even like him like that.”

“You better not,” Vince said with a growl. “I don’t want to share you with anyone. And I don’t think I can fuck my own brother.”

“I bid ten thousand for the brothers!” creepy ice cream truck guy bellowed. “I have no problem with incest! I’m going to be the meat on that hot brother lover sandwich!”

“This escalated rather quickly,” Kori said, holding the microphone between her and Charlie.

“Twelve thousand dollars!” Nana bellowed. “Twelve thousand dollars for the Homo Jock King!”

“Do you even have that kind of money?” Kori asked.

“I used to do things when I was younger,” Nana said.

“What kind of things?” Vince asked, carrying on as if we weren’t standing in the middle of a gay bar on a Saturday night while I was trying to pimp my fake boyfriend.

“Things that make your toes curl in horror and pleasure,” Nana said, going shifty-eyed. “I can’t say anything other than that because then I’d have to kill you. And trust me when I say, you wouldn’t be my first.”

“Everyone,” Matty called out. “Everyone! Yoo-hoo! My mother is just kidding. She never actually killed anyone. You don’t need to back away from her slowly like you’re doing right now.”

“Crazy Eyes, they called me,” Nana said. “Back in the war. ‘Here comes Crazy Eyes,’ they’d say. ‘Everyone cover your urethra before she steals it.’ So go ahead, try and bid. See what happens.”

“I don’t know if I want her to win,” Darren whispered to me, and I don’t know when we got to standing so close to each other again, but my hand accidentally scraped against his exposed thigh and I had to keep from being a pervert about it.

“Just cover your urethra,” I hissed at him. “You know you need it.”

“I don’t even know if I know what that is,” Darren said.

“How can you know math and not know what the urethra is?”

“Those aren’t even remotely the same things!”

“How would you know? You don’t even know what it is!”

“Twelve thousand going once!” Nana cackled. “Do you like bingo, Darren? Because I go to my friend’s house the third Saturday of every month and play the strip version.”

“Strip bingo?” Darren said with a gulp.

“Yes,” Nana said. “But when Wilma asks you to touch her G37, you best run in the opposite direction. Because that’s nasty. Twelve thousand going twice!”

“I thought I was supposed to be calling out the bidding,” I said.

“You were too busy talking about how Darren makes your mouth happy,” Kori said.

And then it all came to a crashing halt.

“I bid thirty thousand dollars for the Homo Jock King.”

The air got sucked from the room.

Everyone turned slowly to the voice that had just offered the most outrageous sum of money for the awkwardness that was standing damn near pressed against me.

My first thought was that we’d done it. That if that bid was legit, if it was real, then there was no way Andrew Taylor would make more money than us, not combined with all the other cash brought in. For the briefest of moments, I was absolutely convinced that we had just won and that everything was going to be okay.

My second thought, though.

The second thought came as I saw who the voice belonged to. My jaw tensed and I almost wished it was a joke, because if it wasn’t, it meant that I was pretty much fucked on everything.

“Are you full of shit?” Nana asked, eyes narrowed.

And Caleb the hipster twink said, “Of course not. Thirty thousand dollars for Darren Mayne.”

The second thought came as I looked over at Darren then, only to see a pleased smile on his face, like he was happy about this turn of events. Happy that no one would probably beat that bid.

Happy that it’d been Caleb.

And really.

Who was I to stand in the way of that?

“Thirty thousand dollars,” I said.

And Darren must have heard something in my voice because he looked toward me, that smile fading. Possibly edging toward the pity I never wanted from him.

But I was Helena fucking Handbasket.

I was a motherfucking queen.

And as a queen, I didn’t let anyone get to me.

So I smirked for that audience, pulling myself out of a hunch. I stood tall in front of them, in front of him, and when I spoke again, I Meryl Streeped the shit out of it. And everything was good. There’d been a momentary slip of the mask, but that was behind me. I had a job to do, after all.

And who knew? Maybe one day, far off into the future, I’d look back on this and laugh.

“Thirty thousand dollars,” I repeated, sounding far more jubilant. “Now that’s what I call a bid! Do I even need to ask if there’s anyone that can beat that?” I didn’t, but it still felt like it should be said. It was all part of the show, after all. Like the homo jocks in drag. Like the reason we were here.

Like Darren and me.

All for show.

No one said a word, not even Nana. Paul was looking between Darren and me, eyes calculating. And I should have remembered that out of everyone in this room, he knew me the best. He knew when I was acting and when I was being real. He knew the tones and cadences to my voice, the fake cheer that I could pour out in waves, the biting snark that came with being a queen.

But he also knew the opposite of that. Which meant he’d seen that slipup. That crack that I’d rushed to fill back in. I didn’t know if he could even remotely understand what had just happened, but knowing Paul Auster like I did, he was probably already spinning theories in that scary brain of his.

This was not good.

“Thirty thousand going once,” I said.

Darren took a step toward me. “Sandy,” he said quietly.

I ignored him. “Going twice!”

Caleb winked at me.

“Sold!”

Streamers and balloons fell from above.

The crowd roared and advanced on the stage.

In the chaos, I managed to avoid everyone I knew.

Especially when I saw Caleb grab Darren by the hand and pull him close. He whispered something in Darren’s ear and Darren laughed and shook his head.

The music blared to life and everything was fine.

I slipped away.




Chapter 20: Good Cop, Bad Cop, Corrupt Cop

 

 

THE PERSON that was pounding on my front door at seven thirty on a Sunday morning deserved to face my fiery wrath and stand there while I peeled the skin from their bones. I pulled myself from where I’d been cocooned in the covers on my bed and scowled as I stalked down the hall toward the door.

Corey was sitting in the kitchen wearing a pair of ratty sweats and a Dartmouth T-shirt, typing something on his laptop, sipping a cup of coffee.

“You couldn’t answer the door?” I asked.

He didn’t even look up at me. “You know I don’t do things for anyone other than myself before eight. And besides, I don’t think they’re here for me. Especially since I wasn’t the one that sent out a mass text canceling brunch for today.”

“Who?”

Corey just hummed and took another sip of his coffee.

“Sandy! I know you’re in there! Open the damn door!”

I groaned. “It is far too fucking early for this.”

“Right?” Corey said. “Why do you think I’m ignoring it? I’m trying to be Zen before the shit hits the fan.”

“What shit?” I asked while debating if I should just leave Paul outside. Then I remembered he had a key. Which didn’t explain why he wasn’t using it. He was a mystery wrapped in a candy-coated shell, my Paul was.

“Sandy! I will break this door down, I swear to god! Okay, now your neighbor across the street is staring at me funny. Let me in before she calls the cops! You know she’s hated me ever since Wheels accidentally threw up on her feet that one time. She’ll do anything to get revenge! Wheels! Stop barking at the somewhat nice lady!”

“What shit indeed,” Corey said. “I’m surprised he didn’t charge in here last night after we left the bar. You know. When you conveniently disappeared and then ignored all phone calls and pretended to be asleep when I got home.”

“I was tired,” I said stiffly.

“Really,” Corey said. “That’s what we’re going with.”

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

“Funny,” Corey said. “Because Mike and Charlie seemed to think otherwise.”

Uh-oh.

Corey picked up his phone from the table, pointed it at me, and took my picture. “There we go,” he said, looking down at the phone. “I’ve always wanted to have a photo of someone in the middle of a dawning realization tinged with horror. I must admit, it’s sweatier than I thought it’d be.”

“Wheels! You can’t poop there! Vince, grab him before more comes out!”

“You grab him before more comes out!”

“Oh my god,” I moaned, covering my face with my hands. “This is not happening.”

“Oh but it is,” Corey said. “But then, you probably should have expected this to blow up in your face.”

“Wheels! Oh my Christ, what did you eat? An entire bowl of gravy? Vince! Call an exorcist! That has to be the result of demonic possession.”

“You’re pretty much fucked,” Corey said. “I didn’t get to see the intervention you had for Paul back in the day, but you can sure as shit bet I’m going to be a part of this one.”

“You wouldn’t dare,” I hissed at him.

“Watch me.”

“Holy shit,” Paul said. “Vince! I have a key.”

“Uh, yeah,” Vince said through the door. “I know. I just thought you were trying to be overdramatic like you normally are.”

“I’m not overdram—you know what? Never mind. We’re doing this now.”

And the key slid into the lock.

I admit: I gave very serious consideration to running back to my room and escaping through my window. I’d have to go into hiding and probably change my name. I wondered if I could pull off being a Preston Babcock. By the time the front door opened, I’d forgotten to run because I’d been distracted by my new alter ego who would be a mystery writer and pen a series of semisuccessful novels about an elderly woman who solved white-collar crimes like tax fraud and the occasional murder with the help of her pet raccoon Mr. Florida. Preston Babcock would like to drink Earl Grey on cool foggy mornings before he sat down at his typewriter to finish Mrs. Havisham and Mr. Florida and the Mystery of the Corrupted Zoning Board.

So it was a surprise when the door sprang open and Paul Auster stood there, magnificently posed with Wheels in his arms and Vince rolling his eyes behind him, like he was some divine god seeking to hand down judgment upon me. He was also slightly sweaty and wearing a pink Hello Kitty bicycle helmet I’d bought him after Vince had convinced Paul that riding bikes saved lives by protecting the ozone from nocturnal emissions.

“Sanford Stewart!” he bellowed.

“So loud,” Corey murmured, taking another sip of his coffee.

“Look,” I started. “It’s not what you think—” and Vince stood behind him, waving his arms frantically at me, as if trying to tell me that probably wasn’t the best thing to say.

Paul narrowed his eyes at me. “Not what I think? Not what I think? So is it or is it not true that you and Darren Mayne were never really together to begin with?”

“Oh,” I said. “Okay. It’s exactly what you think.”

“You were Freddie Prinze Junioring us the whole time!”

I frowned. “No, I was Meryl Streeping you.”

“That’s not even a real thing!”

“And Freddie Prinze Junioring is?”

“Is there any more coffee?” Vince asked Corey. “I feel like this is going to go on for a long time.”

“I’m Zen,” Corey said.

“I know what that means because of Asia,” Vince said.

“To the couch!” Paul cried.

 

 

PAUL, VINCE, and Corey sat on the couch. I sat opposite them in a kitchen chair Paul had dragged to the living room. All three of them had stern looks on their faces. Well, Paul did. Vince and Corey tried to have stern looks, but Corey was Zen and Vince didn’t really understand how to be stern. So he arched an eyebrow and frowned, but then he grinned at me and winked. To say I was confused would be an understatement.

“You know why we’re here,” Paul said.

“If I say no, can you go away?” I asked.

“That won’t ever happen,” Paul said. “We’re all together. For life.”

“Don’t you threaten me,” I said. “I know my rights. I don’t have to sit here and—”

“It’s after eight,” Corey said, sighing as he pulled his hair back and tied it off with a rubber band from his wrist. “I’m done being Zen. Shit’s about to get real.”

“I’m just here because I love you,” Vince said to me. “Are you comfortable? Would you like a granola bar or a glass of water?”

“I’m good,” I said. “Also, Paul, you’re still wearing your bike helmet. You look ridiculous. I can’t believe you wore that willingly and there is no possible way I can take you seriously now.”

“The chin strap on my other one broke,” Paul muttered, pulling the Hello Kitty helmet off. “And Vince made us ride bikes over this morning because he said that it would help me cool down.”

“It didn’t,” Vince said, wincing. “I’ve never seen someone bicycle angry before.”

“I didn’t bicycle angry.”

“You were glaring and pumping your thighs really hard.”

“So, like, a normal weekend for you two, then?” Corey asked them.

I snorted and tried to cover it up as Paul shot a glare at me. I felt remarkably chastised over it, and I wondered just how much trouble I was in. I tried to think about how I’d feel if Paul kept such a monumental thing from me and realized I’d probably cut off his balls.

This was not good.

“Where are the others?” I asked, somewhat nervously.

“We didn’t tell them,” Paul snapped. “Do you know what this would do to my parents? To Nana? Sandy, she’s already got one foot in the grave. This would kill her.” He huffed out a breath. “Okay, it probably wouldn’t because she’ll most likely outlive us all and she and Johnny Depp will spend an eternity sitting on my grave and hurling insults at my corpse, but the point remains the same.”

“Um,” Vince said. “What was the point again?”

“The point was—” Paul stopped. “Shit. The point was that… huh. I don’t know if I had a point.”

“You don’t need points,” Vince said, patting Paul’s knee. “You can just talk. That’s what you normally do.”

“I don’t think that was a compliment like you think it was,” Paul said.

“Oh, I know,” Vince said.

“Zing.” Corey high-fived Vince behind Paul’s head.

“Bunch of dicks,” Paul grumbled. “What were we talking about?”

“Your parents and Nana,” Corey said, picking up Wheels. He unlatched the cart from his butt and started rubbing his stomach. Wheels, the slut, let his tongue loll out and his eyes rolled back in his head.

“Right,” Paul said. “That was the point. They love you. And you lied to them. You lied to all of us.”

“To be fair,” I said, “it wasn’t all of you. Charlie knew. And Darren. And Mike. And I think Corey almost figured it out.”

Corey nodded. “I did.” Then he shook his head. “Okay, that was a lie. I didn’t figure it out at all. I just wanted to sound cool like the rest of you.”

“Oh my god,” Paul groaned. “You guys, we have to stick with the plan!”

I arched an eyebrow at the three of them. “There was a plan?”

“I get to be Good Cop,” Vince said proudly. “And Paul is Bad Cop.”

“Vince!” Paul said. “You weren’t supposed to tell him!”

“What’s Corey?” I asked.

“Corrupt Cop,” Corey said. “I side with whichever person benefits me and the situation the most.”

“I wanted to be Corrupt Cop,” Vince said with a pout. “But Paul said I couldn’t because I’d always side with him. And yeah, I would have because he is my most favorite person in the world, but I still could have done it.”

“We discussed this,” Paul told him. “You’re so in love with me that choosing any side other than mine causes you physical pain.”

“No, you said that you would cause me physical pain,” Vince reminded him.

“Same difference,” Paul said.

“Paul beats me,” Vince announced solemnly. “But I can’t leave him because he’s my baby’s daddy and I love him and I swear he’s gonna change.”

Corey grimaced. “You guys have really weird sex games.”

“You should see his sex face when I do this one thing with my thumb,” Vince said. “It’s like Super Mega Sex Face and—”

“Intervention!” Paul growled.

“I thought you said this was actually supposed to be an interrogation instead.”

“I know,” Paul whispered back, as if I couldn’t hear the both of them. “But we’re telling him it’s an intervention just so he’s more willing to believe us.”

“What they said,” Corrupt Cop agreed.

Paul elbowed Vince.

“Should I start now?” Vince asked, looking suddenly nervous.

Paul sighed.

Vince looked at me and coughed. He winced slightly, did this weird thing with his eyes where he sort of squinted at me, and then I was suddenly hit by the amazing power that was his full-on smile, wide and bright and beautiful. He looked so soft and warm and kind and I just loved him.

“Hi, Sandy,” he said smoothly.

“Hi, Vince,” I said.

“We’re all here today because we love you,” he said.

“So much love,” Corey said. “Listen to Vince. He knows what he’s talking about.”

“Are you okay?” Vince asked. “Can I get you anything?”

“No,” I said honestly. “I feel really good.”

“Good,” Vince said. “Can we talk about—”

“How could you possibly think you’d get away with this?” Paul snarled at me, slamming his hands on the coffee table.

“Meep,” I said, because it was terrifying.

“Yeah,” Corey said. “Is that what you thought? That you’d get away with this? How could you have thought that? Are you insane?”

“It wasn’t about getting away with anything—”

“Did I say you could talk?” Paul asked.

“Yeah,” Corey said. “Did he say that? I didn’t hear it, and last time I checked, I had perfect hearing.”

“Hey, guys,” Vince said, voice calm and even. “Maybe we should just cool down a little bit. There’s obviously a good explanation for everything. It’s not going to do any of us good to yell.”

“Good idea, Vince,” Corey said. “I bet there’s a perfectly good reason.”

“Or he’s just full of shit,” Paul muttered.

“So full,” Corey said, shaking his head at me.

I gaped at them. “What the fuck is wrong with the three of you?”

“Says the guy that decided to tell everyone he was in a relationship with another guy so he could somehow keep a gay bar open at the request of a skeevy owner who has no scruples whatsoever,” Paul said. “Does that sound about right?”

“Ooh,” Corey said. “What you got now, pretty man? Anything? I don’t think you have anything.”

“Don’t talk like you know what this is about,” I snapped at Paul. “Because honestly? You don’t know shit about this.”

“Really,” Paul said, sounding dubious. “I don’t know shit.”

“It wasn’t like this hurt anyone,” I said, glaring at him. “Everyone knew exactly what this was. I didn’t lie to anyone involved in this.”

“That’s right,” Paul said. “So you just thought you’d drag Darren in on this, knowing how he felt about you. I know you, Sandy. Probably better than everyone. And I know that you’re not that cruel.”

“What the fuck are you talking about?” I asked. “Darren couldn’t get involved in this any quicker than he did. He didn’t even fucking hesitate. And how he felt about me? Are you out of your—”

“And why do you think that is?” Paul asked. “Why do you think he didn’t fucking hesitate?”

“No hesitation,” Corey said. “Not even a smidge.”

“Because he saw a chance to use me just like I was using him.”

“Jesus Christ.” Paul sounded shocked. “You actually believe that. You’re so goddamned stupid.”

“Hey,” Vince said. “There’s no need for name-calling. We’re all on the same side in this interro—I mean, intervention.”

“I have told you,” Paul said to me, “for years how Darren felt about you.”

“It’s not like that—”

“Have I ever lied to you? When it counted.”

Goddammit. “No.”

“Would I ever do anything to hurt you intentionally?”

Feelings suck ass. “No.”

“Then why the fuck would you not believe this?” he asked, outraged.

“Yeah,” Corey said. “Why the fuck?”

“You know what?” Vince said. “I’m with them. Why the heck?”

And that was the crux of it, really. I was not a stupid man. I knew things. I knew many things (granted, most of it was useless information, but whatever). But even I could see that I was being an idiot about this whole thing. It wasn’t necessarily a Come-To-Jesus moment, as it’d been building far too long for a lightning-struck epiphany out of nowhere, but it was close. Darren as I saw him now could say whatever he wanted until he was blue in the face, and I probably wouldn’t have trusted it. Corey and Vince could try and convince me of his good intentions for hours on end, and I might not have believed them.

But Paul?

Paul was different. Vince and Corey were part of my family, but Paul was more than that. He was the one I trusted the most, the one I knew would never steer me wrong, even if we somehow found ourselves far off course (which, honestly, we often were). That’s just who he was. Even when Vince came into our lives and Paul was worrying about how someone could actually fall in love with him, he never left me behind in the dust. In fact, he even went as far to make sure I wasn’t jealous of his newfound hot piece of ass.

Paul was loud. He was obnoxious. He was crass and rude and self-deprecating to the point it made you want to pull your hair out.

But he was also one of the greatest people I knew.

He was my family.

My bottom lip wobbled.

Paul’s breath hitched in his chest.

“Oh no,” Vince breathed.

“What’s happening?” Corey asked, eyes wide.

“They’re getting emotional,” Vince said, sounding scared. “It happens every now and then. You need to run. Save yourself.”

“What about you?” Corey asked.

“It’s too late for me,” Vince said, resigned to his fate. “Paul will never let me go. You have to get out of here, Corey. Jesus Christ, go!”

A big tear slid down Paul’s cheek right as he snapped his hand out and grabbed Corey by the arm, holding him in place.

“What’s happening!” Corey squeaked, struggling in Paul’s grip.

“We would really appreciate if you were here with us for emotional support,” Paul said, voice cracking.

Vince sighed. “You should have left when I told you. It’s too late now. All you can do is let it happen.”

Corey tried to pull his arm away, but Paul held fast. “That sounds like something someone would say after they’ve roofied me.”

“It’s pretty much the same,” Vince said. “It’s extremely uncomfortable, there are a lot of bodily fluids, and it’s easier when you don’t try and fight it. It’ll be over soon.”

“I do trust you,” I said roughly.

“Do you?” Paul tried to wipe his face, but didn’t want to let go of Vince or Corey, so he brought up Corey’s hand and used that instead.

“Is that your snot?” Corey shrieked.

We ignored him. “You know I do,” I said. “I promise. I trust you.”

“Then why did you do this? Why did you keep this from me?”

“I… just. I thought maybe I could do this. This one thing. Okay? I thought that I could help Mike out. I thought I could help save Jack It.”

“But with Darren of all people.”

“It was Mike’s idea,” I said weakly.

“That you went along with,” Paul pointed out. “Sandy, I have never been disappointed in you. Ever. Until this moment.”

“I’m sorry!” I wailed.

“You should be!” Paul wailed back.

“Vince!” Corey cried. “We have to get out of here!”

“I’ve already accepted that I won’t,” Vince said serenely. “It’s best if you just do the same.”

“I don’t understand how this even happened,” Paul sniffed. “How are you a real person?”

And it spilled from me then. The entire sordid tale. Going back to my first encounter with Darren and his assholish ways, all through our tumultuous relationship. I delved into the fake-dating scheme to save Jack It, how close Darren and I seemed to get, the way I thought I was changing my mind about him. Then the fallout after Thanksgiving and seeing those text messages from Caleb on his phone, ending with the twink bidding an egregious amount of money and how Darren had looked so pleased by that fact. By the time I finished, I was wrung out, my voice hoarse and face wet.

Silence fell as everyone absorbed the tragedy that was my life.

Then:

“Okay, but, wait,” Vince said, scrunching up his face adorably. “So why were you fake-dating again?”

I fought the urge to roll my eyes. “Didn’t you hear anything I just said? We had to do it to save Jack It!”

“No, I got that part. And the part where Mike asked you to seduce Darren to get to my dad. But then you told Darren about it right away.”

“Like a little bitch,” Corey muttered.

“What?” I asked sharply.

“What?” he asked, batting his eyelashes at me. Wheels was fast asleep, snoring, his remaining paws twitching.

“So, if Darren knew about it,” Vince said slowly, “and there was no need to fake it for any reason, why did you?”

I was getting slightly irritated. “Vince, you’re not listening. We did it obviously because….” I paused, frowning. “We needed to make sure that… we needed the… it was because there was the…. Andrew Taylor… gay bar… the crack babies. I mean, it was to help the… huh.”

They all stared at me.

“There was no point in you fake dating Darren?” Paul asked incredulously.

“There was,” I said, trying to keep control of the conversation. “He made me.”

“Made you,” Paul repeated. “Made you how?”

“By saying he wouldn’t help me get to his father!” I frowned. “Wow. Now that I take a step back and think on it, I don’t know which one of us was the bigger douchehole.”

“You are,” Paul said immediately. “You’re the biggest douchehole.”

I glared at him.

He rolled his eyes. “And since when can anyone make you do anything you don’t want to do?”

“Oh, that’s easy,” Vince said. “Sandy really did want to date Darren.”

“I didn’t! I didn’t even like him when this whole thing started.”

“Sure you did,” Vince said. “Subconsciously.”

“Are you teaching him new words again?” I snapped at Paul. “That’s not—okay. Wait. What if I subconsciously wanted to date Darren and the real reason I agreed was because I wanted to get all up in that shit?”

“Oh my god,” Paul said. “That’s genius. How did you think of that?”

“That is literally what I just—” Vince started to say.

“It just came to me,” I said.

“Dawning realizations are my favorite realizations,” Corey said.

Vince sighed. “So you agreed because you wanted him. And he wanted you too. You were really dating. Sort of.”

And if that wasn’t just a punch in the gut, because what.

“Boom,” Corey said. “Dirty truth bomb just exploded up in your shit.”

“Holy fuck,” I breathed.

“Holy fuck,” Paul squealed. “You were dating him? For real?”

“Um,” Corey said. “That’s what we thought to begin with. Right?”

“I know that,” Paul said. “But it’s really for real.”

“What the hell,” I said to Paul, starting to hyperventilate. “I was dating the Homo Jock King? For real? Paul! Darren was sort of my boyfriend!”

“I know! You were kind of really dating him!”

“You’re right,” Corey said to Vince. “It’s easier just to let it wash over you.”

“You’ll do just fine here,” Vince said.

“But what about the twink?” I asked Paul.

“I don’t know,” Paul said. “But obviously there’s something going on there that we don’t know about.”

“Yeah,” I said. “Like fucking.”

“No,” Paul said. “I don’t think that’s it. Darren has wanted you for years, even if he was a fucking dickbag about it, especially at the beginning. And you can sure as shit bet he and I are going to have words about that, let me tell you. But now that he was finally in the position to get what he wanted, he wouldn’t screw it up by banging the hipster twink.”

I grinned at him. “That’s what I’ve been calling him in my head.”

Paul rolled his eyes. “He probably Instagrams everything like food and his feelings.”

“And buys ironic print T-shirts from thrift stores.”

“And wears chunky black glasses, even though he probably has perfect eyesight.”

“As fun as this is,” Corey said, “if he’s not fucking the twink, then what’s he doing?”

“What did the text messages say?” Vince asked me.

“Like what I said,” I told him. “How much Caleb loved Darren and Darren wanted to munch his butt or something.”

“Okay,” Vince said. “But now what did they really say?”

“Just that they couldn’t meet until after Thanksgiving and Darren didn’t want me to know about it.”

“So, naturally, you assumed it was for fucking,” Corey said.

“What else would it be for?” I asked. “Darren doesn’t associate with twinks unless it’s to nail them.”

“Rule ten,” Paul said suddenly.

“What?”

“Rule ten,” he said. “Darren wouldn’t tell you why he was doing this because of this supposed rule ten.”

“I know,” I said. “And I still don’t understand what that was supposed to be about.”

“Seriously?” Vince asked. “You don’t know? That was the easiest part to figure out.”

We all turned slowly to gape at him.

“What?” he asked. “I knew that right away. It’s obvious. And I know I’m right, because you can’t spell convinced without Vince.”

“Hold out your hand, palm down,” I demanded.

He did.

I smacked the back of it. “Never say something like that again! Now you tell me what it means. You tell me right now.”

“You seriously don’t know?” Vince looked at each of us in turn as he shook away the sting on his hand, the big baby. “Any of you?”

We shook our heads.

Vince grinned. “I never get to know things first. Ha! How does it feel to be kept in the dark, motherfuckers! I’ve got the brains now!”

“Paul!” I barked. “Tighten your leash!”

“Vince, if you tell us, I’ll make sure we do that one thing tonight you always wanted to do to me.”

Vince flushed horribly. He coughed and said, “Are… seriously?”

“Seriously.”

“I almost want to know what that one thing is,” Corey said.

“You really, really don’t,” Paul said.

“It’s where Paul lets me lick his—”

Paul slapped a hand over Vince’s mouth. Vince waggled his eyebrows at him.

I grimaced. “Okay, let’s not get distracted here. What’s rule ten? Why did he agree to do this?”

Paul dropped his hand carefully, as if he still expected Vince to announce what he was going to lick.

He didn’t.

Instead, he said something else entirely.

Vince shrugged. “It’s because he’s in love with you.”

I fell off the chair.

“Oh sweat balls,” Paul said. “That actually makes a shitload of sense.”

“Today is the greatest day ever,” Corey said to no one in particular.

I blinked up at the ceiling.

Moments later, three faces came into view.

“You okay down there?” Paul asked.

“Is he twitching?” Corey whispered to Vince.

“Maybe he’s just gassy,” Vince whispered back.

“System… crash… imminent,” I breathed. “Restoring… to… factory settings.”

“Oh boy,” Paul said.

Wheels, having woken up but not yet had his cart attached, pulled himself along the ground until he could reach me. He grinned that doggy grin and then proceeded to sneeze in my face. He made up for it by licking it back up off my cheeks.

Eventually, Paul helped me sit back up on the chair. “You okay?”

“I don’t know that I am,” I said, sounding slightly hysterical.

“You’re allowed not to be.” He squeezed my shoulder. “It’s not every day that you find out you’re in love with someone.”

“What?” I wheezed. “I thought we were talking about him!”

“Uh,” Paul said. “Sure. That’s what I meant.”

“We can’t talk about me!”

“Of course not.”

“We’re not even close to talking about me!”

“Wow,” Corey said. “I didn’t know a man could go up that many octaves in the space of a single breath. Color me impressed.”

“He sounds like a kangaroo trying to sing an opera,” Vince said.

“How is rule ten that he loves me!” I bellowed. “That motherfucking asshole. How dare he love me and not even tell me!”

“Yeah,” Corey said. “If this is the reaction he was going to get, I totally can’t see why he didn’t tell you.”

“I brought you into this world,” I threatened. “And I can sure as shit take you out of it.”

Corey snorted. “You’re too white to be my mom.”

“Oh snap,” Vince said as he fist-bumped Corey.

In a last ditch effort to save my sanity, I asked, “Then why is Darren all up on that twink?”

“Do we know that that’s the case?” Paul asked. “It sounds to me like there’s just a bunch of assumptions going on here. This whole thing might not be what you think it is.”

“You’re right,” I said. “You’re absolutely right. And there is only one way to clear this up.”

Vince looked relieved. “You’re going to talk to him about this like a mature and responsible adult.”

“What?” I said. “Of course not. Don’t be ridiculous. We’re going to find out where he’s going on his date with Caleb, and we’re going to follow and spy on them.”

“Oh my god,” Corey said. “We’ll need disguises.”

“Obviously,” I said. “You can’t go undercover without disguises. It’s, like, the law.”

“This probably isn’t going to end well,” Paul said.

“Of course it will,” I said. “We’ll either see that Darren is a fucking slut and deserves to be hit by a bus, or that he’s pining for me and I will need to sit on his face.”

“Gross,” Corey said. “And also romantic.”

“Or,” Vince said, “we could go with my idea and just talk to—”

“We already voted,” I said.

“We did?” he asked.

“Yes. And you lost.”

“Sorry, babe,” Paul said. “Because disguises.”

“I still think it’d be easier if you just asked—”

“Vince! I have a job for you!”

“Of course you do, Sandy,” he said with a sigh.

“You need to call your brother and find out where they’re going on their date. And you need to do it in such a way that doesn’t invite suspicion.”

“You should probably do it now,” Paul agreed.

“Because what if the date is today?” Corey said.

“And that would just be bad if we didn’t know,” I said.

Vince looked grumpy. “My disguise had better be something really cool.”

“The coolest thing you’ve ever seen,” I promised him.

He took his phone off the strap on his sleeve (bicyclists are so ridiculous) and pulled up his brother’s number, grumbling about how we always did things the hard way.

“Put it on speaker,” Corey hissed before he could raise it to his ear.

“And don’t let him know we’re listening in,” I said.

Vince sighed again, but complied.

It rang three times before—

“Vince. It’s really early.”

And yep. There were still feelings there. Because the sound of his gravelly morning voice did things to my penis.

“Sorry,” Vince said, sounding very awkward. “I just wanted to talk to my bro.”

Bro, I mouthed at Paul.

Homo jocks, Paul mouthed back, because that explained everything.

“You heard from Sandy?” Darren asked, and we all held our breaths. “He disappeared last night and his phone was turned off.”

“Uh,” Vince said. “No. No I haven’t. Why would I have heard from him? I don’t even know him.”

Paul put his face in his hands.

“Huh?” Darren said. “What are you talking about? Are you okay?”

“Fine,” Vince said, looking like he was starting to panic. “I’ve never been so fine. Why are you asking? Are you okay?”

“Sure,” Darren said slowly, and I had the random thought that I could probably jerk off successfully to the sound of his voice alone. Which was a terrible thing to be thinking right at the moment, but there it was. “You know Sandy, Vince. You know him very well.”

“Oh, that Sandy,” Vince cried. “I thought you meant that other Sandy.”

“The other Sandy. Who you don’t know.”

“Right.”

“But you know this Sandy.”

“Sure,” Vince said. “So well. But not too well. Because I already have Paul. And I wouldn’t want to step on anyone’s toes. You know. Since you’re in love.”

I wanted to strangle him.

“Right,” Darren sighed. “I think he’s avoiding me.”

“Oh?” Vince said.

I started waving my hands at him with the universal sign for shut the fuck up or I’ll murder you with my stilettos.

Vince squinted at me. “Tell… me… more?”

NO! I silently screamed at him.

“I don’t know, man,” Darren said. “Just this feeling I’m getting. Sometimes I feel like I’m getting somewhere with him, and then it’s like it used to be when he hated me. I don’t know what I did, but it’s getting worse.”

I mimed to Vince to just hang up the fucking phone, extending my thumb and pinky and putting my fist into my other fist.

He nodded like he understood but then proved once and for all that we could never be charade partners by saying, “Uh-huh, so how’s the sex?”

Paul started choking rather loudly as I paled.

Corey, for some reason, looked like he was having the time of his life. That bastard.

That’s not what I said! I mouthed at Vince.

I thought you meant sex! he mouthed back at me frantically.

“Uh, I love you, bro, but I’m not talking about sex with you,” Darren said. “Especially since I found out that apparently Sandy wants to have an incestuous four-way with us.”

I banged my head on the table.

“Is there someone there with you?” Darren asked.

“Nope!” Vince said. “No one at all. Just me and Wheels and that’s all there is.”

“Where’s Paul?”

Paul did this complex motion with his hands that almost looked like sign language. It lasted for approximately ten seconds and I wanted to warn Paul that Vince couldn’t possibly understand something so complex and was going to make things worse.

“He’s at his parents’ house,” Vince said. “He needed to go help Nana put together a bookcase and then he was going to take her to the flea market.”

Paul gave him a thumbs-up.

I glared at both of them, because he could get all of that, but he couldn’t understand hanging up the fucking phone?

“Ah,” Darren said. “And you thought to call me because….”

“Just to say hi.”

“Really.”

“Sure.” Then his eyes lit up. “And to ask you where you’re going on your date. With the hipster twink.”

“The hipster twink? Jesus, you’ve been hanging out with Paul and Sandy too much.”

“Well, I am engaged to one of them.”

“Right. And he makes you happy, so knock yourself out, bro.”

“Thanks, bro. That’s rad of you to say.”

“Now observe,” Corey whispered in my ear, “the elusive homo jocks in their natural habitat. Their communication skills are somewhat primitive, but their social structure is fascinatingly complex.”

I clapped my hand over my mouth to keep from braying unattractively.

“We’re going out this afternoon,” Darren said. “To that one place we went near Jack It?”

“Poco’s?”

“Yeah, it’s where he wanted to go. His choice, anyway, since he’s the one that paid for me and everything.”

“Uh-huh, and what time will that be?”

“Why?”

Vince’s eyes went wide. “Um. Because?”

“Right,” Darren said. “You sure you’re okay, bro?”

“Yeah, bro. I’m totally cool.”

“If you say so. We’re meeting there at two. And then maybe after, we’ll see how it goes with—”

“Oh no,” Vince said manically. “Look at the time. I have to go to that thing. At the place. With all those people and the Jesus. Church! I have to go to church.”

“What? Since when do you go to—”

“Bye!” And he disconnected the phone. He let out a long breath, cracked his neck, and said, “I think that went well.”

Paul had to hold me back from launching myself at him.




Chapter 21: Slim Trim and the Mystery of the Public Rimjob

 

 

“YES, HI, we have a reservation for four?” I told the hostess at Poco’s.

She looked up, a smile forming on her face.

It froze when she saw us.

Not that I really blamed her.

Because of our amazingness.

I, of course, was wearing my Sunday best in the form of a red skirt, black blouse, faux-fur coat, and a hat large enough to rival even the most extravagant at the Kentucky Derby. I’d had to fold it on the sides before trying to walk in through the door. I had on a pair of oversized sunglasses, which covered the top half of my face. I stood and posed in front of the hostess, letting her bask in my glory, as I bunched the fur coat up around my throat, letting my thigh become slowly exposed through the slit in the skirt.

Corey stood next to me, wearing a bright peach suit I’d found in the back closet of the Lair from when the drag kings came to perform. He too had sunglasses that covered his face, mirror shades that showed just how cool of a cat he was. His hair was slicked back into a tight ponytail, the end of which curled around his neck onto his shoulder. I’d found a fake goatee that the lesbians used in their drag king performances to complete his outfit. He made finger guns at the hostess and somehow was able to pull it off. He was so money, and he knew it.

Vince was next to Corey. The moment he’d seen the chaps in the dressing closet in the Lair, he’d been sold on the idea of disguises. Apparently it reminded him of Tierra de Reyes, the telenovela he watched with Nana and Corey. He wore the chaps over jeans, and dusty boots with spurs on the back. His belt had a large buckle on it that proclaimed him the QUEEN OF TEXAS. He also had a traditional serape over it, a Mexican poncho made up of greens, blues, reds, and yellows. He topped it off with an oversized sombrero and the largest fake mustache we could find in the drag king’s makeup kit, the handlebars of which curved in spirals almost four inches on either side of his face.

And last, but certainly not least, was Paul, who decided he had wanted to go full-on drag along with me, just for shits and giggles. Unfortunately for him, nothing I had fit him enough for him to be comfortable, so we’d made a pit stop at his parent’s house and he now proudly wore one of Nana’s muumuus, a great and brightly gaudy thing that Nana hadn’t even batted an eye over when we’d asked for it. It was a floral pattern, green flowers on an orange background. I’d found a wig that Vaguyna had used back when she’d been younger, a large brunette bouffant with butterfly clips on either side. The makeup we used on him was done sparingly, but still enough to feminize his face.

“O-okay,” the hostess stammered. “And what is the name the reservation is under?”

“Esteban Raymundo Moreno,” Vince said in an absolutely appalling (and most likely extraordinarily offensive) Hispanic accent. “It was the name of mi padre.”

“Right,” she said. “That’s good. I can take—you guys are so colorful.”

“No dice,” Corey said, smooth as silk. “Kriss Kross will make you jump.”

“I hate you guys so much,” Paul mumbled.

“I don’t know what’s happening,” she said, sounding even more nervous. “I’ll just show you to your table.”

“Un momento,” Vince said. “We have a… pregunta.”

I really hoped no one was around that understood Spanish to hear him massacring the language.

“You have a what?” the hostess asked.

“A question,” I said, stepping in, clutching my fur coat even tighter because I was glamorous, dammit. “There is a reservation that follows ours at two. A dear friend is coming here on a first date and has asked us to watch out for him. We would appreciate it dearly if you could seat them at a table near ours, but not too close as to cause a… distraction. The reservation is under Darren Mayne.”

She blanched. “I don’t know that I can—”

“What is your name, baby doll?” I asked.

“Tracey.”

“Tracey,” I purred. “What a lovely name. Tracey. Just… rolls right of the tongue. Now, Tracey. This is very, very important to me.”

“I can see that,” Tracey said. “Because you’re breathing right on my face.”

“Exactly,” I said. “I can also make it worth your while.”

I snapped once.

“God, I really fucking hate you guys so fucking much,” Paul muttered as he shuffled forward. He reached into a pocket on the muumuu and pulled out a wad of bills before handing it to Tracey.

“This is for you,” I said. “Recompense for your cooperation.”

“Wow,” Tracey said. “There’s, like, six dollars here. And a… button? No, never mind. It’s a Lifesaver.”

“No one carries cash anymore, Tracey,” I said. “Do we have a deal?”

“Sure,” she said, though I thought it was probably to get us to stop talking to her. That was fine with me.

She led us to a table in the back, near some fake plants that provided a bit of camouflage from the rest of the restaurant. I pointed at a table about ten feet away, and Tracey agreed to seat Darren and Caleb there upon arrival, while maintaining her silence. I didn’t even have to threaten her, which was nice. Six dollars and an old lady’s Lifesaver can apparently go a long way. I’d have to remember that for the future.

My phone buzzed again with yet another message as we were handed the menus. I thought about ignoring it, but curiosity got the better of me. I scrolled through the messages from last night and this morning.

Where did you go?

Did you leave?

What the hell

Sandy, you better not be gone, I swear to god

Paul said you left

What do you mean brunch is canceled?

Sandy

Seriously, stop being an asshole

I DIDN’T DO ANYTHING

Okay, I’ve slept on it. I still didn’t do anything

I’m coming over later and I’m not leaving until you let me in

I have to do that thing with Caleb today

Why did Vince call me sounding weird?

You’re up to something

I know it

I’m going to figure it out

And finally, the one I just received:

You can’t ignore me forever

Bullshit I couldn’t.

Okay, I probably couldn’t, but no one told me what to do.

Not especially since Vince was convinced (goddammit, I was never going to be able to use that word again!) that Darren was in love with me, for fuck’s sake. That was the part I couldn’t quite grasp, no matter how hard I tried. Because I wasn’t sure I wanted to understand it. I didn’t think that could ever be real and—

“Ladies and gentleman, welcome to Poco’s,” a sultry voice said.

“Oh for fuck’s sake,” Paul muttered. “He’s like a fucking cockroach.”

But the waiter must not have heard him, eyes running up and down Vince and Corey. “My name is Santiago,” he said, cocking his hip. “And I will be here to service you.” He winked at Vince. “Oops. I meant serve you.”

“My names is Esteban Raymundo Moreno,” Vince said, rolling his r’s so hard, I thought he was going to lose his tongue. “I am named after mi padre.”

“How fascinating,” Santiago said. “I like your mustache. It’s very… large.”

“¡Gracias!” Vince said, beaming.

I wasn’t going to put up with his shit today, especially since Paul already looked like someone’s spinster great-aunt from the fifties. “Santiago, was it?”

He glanced away from Vince, sizing me up before nodding.

“Good. Here’s what’s going to happen. You are going to bring us our drinks. I’ll have a margarita, salt on the rim. Esteban will have a Dos Equis. My other two friends will have a vodka cranberry and a hard lemonade. After you bring us these drinks, you will not come back to this table until I signal you. Is that understood?”

He narrowed his eyes at me. “Do I know you from somewhere—”

“Is that understood?”

He nodded stiffly.

“Good. I’ll be watching you. If you make anyone else uncomfortable, say, perhaps, someone you’ve known intimately in the past, I will take that little twig you call a pecker and shove it so far up your nose, you’ll be tasting your own cock at the back of your throat.”

“Eep,” Santiago said.

“I love this,” Paul whispered fervently.

“Drinks,” I barked at Santiago, and he departed.

“God,” Corey said. “You make my heart happy.”

This pleased me greatly.

It was good that we didn’t have to wait long. With every minute that went by, I was getting more and more anxious, not really sure if I was ready to see what was about to happen. Because what if Darren was there and he was happy to be? What if it was an actual date? What if he and Caleb started fucking right there on the table on top of the complimentary chips and salsa?

I didn’t think my heart could take it.

“They’re here,” Corey whispered.

We all stiffened and I kicked Corey under the table. “You have to say it like we practiced!”

Corey rolled his eyes. “Red leader, red leader: the whale has breached.”

“We really need to get a better code for things,” Paul told me.

I glanced surreptitiously toward the front of the restaurant. Sure enough, Darren was there, with Caleb at his side. They weren’t touching and weren’t even necessarily standing close to each other. Darren looked good, wearing a pair of sinfully tight jeans and a button-down shirt, the sleeves rolled up over his forearms.

Caleb looked like a whore, but that was fine. I’m sure he just had to work with what he was given.

“Okay,” I said, turning back to the table. “This is no longer a drill. We are a go. Now, tell me the name you will be referred to for the rest of the time we’re here.”

“Esteban Raymundo Moreno,” Vince said, cocking an eyebrow.

“Slim Trim Colvin,” Corey said. “Jazz flautist.”

We all looked at Paul.

He shook his head. “Fuck all of you. I won’t say it.”

“You will,” I snapped. “You will say it right now and you will be happy about it.”

“You can’t make me!”

“Paul, don’t make me come over there, I swear to god. I will give you such a spanking.”

“Say it,” Slim Trim whispered. “Say it out loud and embrace it.”

“You can do it,” Esteban said. “I believe in you.”

“Agnes Beaverton,” Paul said morosely.

“And I will be Helen Von Trapp,” I finished. “We’re live. Don’t fuck this up.”

The hostess glanced at our table as she turned to lead Darren and Caleb. The answering grin I gave her was all teeth, and she stumbled slightly but recovered before anyone else noticed. Darren and Caleb followed her, Caleb bringing up the rear, his hand pressing against the small of Darren’s back. I glared at that touch over my menu, planning for Caleb’s hand to be the first thing to go should it become necessary. I only had a butter knife to use, but I could be patient enough to get through the bone.

They had to pass by our table to get to the one Tracey was leading them to. I was the only one facing them directly. Agnes had her back to them, with Esteban and Slim Trim on either side in profile. I peeked over the menu, sure my sunglasses would allow for discretion. Darren had a blank look on his face as he followed Tracey, which I didn’t know how to interpret. There was a moment when they neared our table that I thought he stiffened slightly, a small hitch to his step, but I told myself I was seeing things. He walked by, Caleb following, and Tracey sat them at their table.

The lunch crowd had already come and gone, but there were still enough people in the restaurant that I couldn’t quite make out what they were saying with any regularity. I could hear bits and pieces, little fragments taken out of context that really didn’t make much sense. Caleb did most of the talking, with Darren appearing to grunt in response.

I thought about telling the tables around me to shut the fuck up, but I thought that would probably draw too much attention to us.

Also, it would be rude.

Santiago approached their table, his eyes gleaming as soon as he saw Darren. But before he could get to the table, he paused, glancing over at me.

Anticipating this would happen, I already had picked up my fork and held it in such a way that could only be construed as I will stab you with this until there is more of your blood outside of you than in you. Santiago gulped, glancing between Darren and me, before putting a more neutral expression on his face, free of flirtation.

He stayed only for a moment, giving a perfunctory greeting and taking the drink order. He left and whatever conversation Darren and Caleb were having resumed.

“They don’t look like they’re on a date,” Slim Trim said.

“They’re not even touching,” Esteban said.

“I can’t believe I’m wearing something that belongs to my nana,” Agnes said.

“Looks can be deceiving,” I said. “They could just be nervous and are waiting for the right moment to confess their animalistic lust for each other before they have the butt sex.”

Slim Trim rolled his eyes. “Or they could just be here because Caleb bid the most, thinks Darren is your boyfriend, and nothing will happen.”

“That’s probably true,” Esteban said. “But we should stay here as long as possible so that everyone can see how awesome I look with my mustache—I mean, so we can make sure Darren and Sandy can be together forever because of love.”

“She even tried to give me her underwear,” Agnes said. “She said she had a pair with Justin Bieber’s face on them. Who does that? I don’t want to sit on Justin Bieber’s face.”

Santiago appeared at the table with our drinks on a tray. His hands shook as he divvied out the drinks. I dismissed him with a wave of my hand once he’d finished. I took a long sip of my margarita, eyes never leaving Darren.

He was sitting facing me, Caleb’s back to us. Caleb was gesticulating wildly with his hands, and all Darren did was nod and give a tight smile. At one point, Caleb reached out to touch the back of Darren’s hand. Darren seemed to allow it only for a split second before he pulled away. Caleb took it in stride and kept right on talking.

Every now and then, Darren would glance around the restaurant, eyes trailing over everyone, including us. He never showed recognition, and I congratulated myself on being a master of disguise. We weren’t exactly being subtle, but I thought we probably blended in with the other eccentricities that were found on 4th Avenue.

I was starting to have some very serious doubts about the nature of Caleb and Darren’s relationship, if there was even one there. Darren certainly didn’t look like someone who was about to get laid. In fact, if anything, he looked almost annoyed at having to be there with Caleb, continuing his monosyllabic caveman responses. I didn’t even see a hint of a smile at any point. It was a stunning thought, to know that I might have been wrong, given that I was rarely wrong about anything ever. It was my gift; it was also my curse.

“Guys,” I breathed. “I don’t know if they’re on a date.”

Agnes snorted. “No shit, you think? Can we leave now? I never knew that muumuus could be so drafty. No wonder Nana sits with her legs spread all the time. Oh god, I just grossed myself out.”

“He wouldn’t do that to you,” Esteban said, twirling his mustache. “He wouldn’t try to do anything to mess this up.”

“I think I might keep this suit,” Slim Trim said. “Because of reasons.”

“But if they’re not fucking, what are they doing?” I asked.

“Are you sure you didn’t read those texts out of context?” Agnes asked.

“Of course not,” I said. “I had the perfect context.”

“You thought they were fucking.”

“Yes, well. Contextually, that’s what it looked like.”

“Why don’t you just ask him?” Esteban asked. “I don’t get why people just don’t say what they want.”

“If we’d said what we wanted, you wouldn’t be wearing that mustache,” I reminded him.

“Good point,” Esteban said. “You may continue as is.”

“He’s leaning in,” Slim Trim hissed.

I looked back at Darren and Caleb, only to see that Slim was right. Darren was resting his elbows on the table, head bowed slightly as Caleb leaned forward. He reached down and touched Darren’s hand again, and for a moment, I thought Darren was going to allow it. But then Darren pulled his hand away and sat back, crossing his arms over his considerable chest. I couldn’t hear what Caleb said in response, but Darren didn’t seem to be wanting any of it.

That should not have made me as giddy as it did.

Darren then pulled his phone from his pocket, looked down, and starting typing on it.

A second later, my phone buzzed.

“He texted me,” I whispered, picking up my phone.

“What does it say?” Agnes asked as the others leaned in.

“What are you doing right now?” I read off.

“He’s on a date right now and he’s asking what you’re doing?” Slim Trim asked. “Yeah, he wants to eat your butt.”

“Whoa,” I said. “Let’s keep it classy. Also, I am totally okay with that.”

“So, we’re admitting feelings now?” Agnes asked.

“Yes,” I said. “So many feelings. Some of them are throbbing.”

“Ew,” Agnes said. “And also, aww.”

“Good,” Esteban said. “Can we just go tell him we’re here now?”

“Of course not,” I said. “That would be too easy. Have you learned nothing from me? We have to play it cool.”

Esteban groaned.

So, in an effort to play it cool, I wrote back Nothing.

I was so cool.

The response was almost instant. Really. Where are you?

Me: At home. Watching TV and knitting.

“You don’t know how to knit,” Agnes said.

“He doesn’t know that.”

Darren: Knitting, you say

Me: Yes

Darren: At home

Me: Yes

Darren: Why did you leave last night?

Me: I was tired

Darren: And you didn’t say anything?

Me: You looked busy

Darren: That’s how you’re going to play it, then

I frowned at that. I don’t know what you mean

Darren: You know what? I’m done playing games now

And then the messages started coming faster, not giving me a chance to respond.

Here’s what you’re going to do

You’re going to get up from the table you’re sitting at ten feet away

You’re going to excuse yourself

Say you need to use the restroom

You’re going to walk toward the back

There is a door that leads to the alley by the kitchen

Use it

Do it now

And don’t make me tell you twice

“Meep,” I said.

“What did he say?” Agnes asked.

“Nothing,” I said, coughing roughly. “Oh no! I have to use the little girl’s room.”

“Are you okay?” Slim Trim asked. “You look flushed all of a sudden.”

“It’s just hot in here,” I said, going for calm and missing by a mile.

“We’re sitting right under a ceiling fan and an air conditioning vent,” Esteban said.

“How about that?” I said. “Be right back.”

And without another word, I rose from the table, the chair scraping loudly on the tile floor. I couldn’t bring myself to look in Darren’s direction, not sure I wanted to see the expression on his face. I didn’t know if he was pissed off that we’d been spying on his date (and since when was someone able to see through my amazing disguises?) or if it was something else.

I hoped it was something else.

The kitchen was loud and bustling off to the right, and I saw the door Darren had referred to. It had a flickering Exit sign above it. I glanced around quickly to make sure that no one was watching before I pushed my way out the door and into the cool fall sun.

I was in an alleyway that ran behind all the businesses on 4th Avenue. If I looked to the left hard enough, I could just make out the rear of Jack It, where Mike’s office sat. There was no one else out here and I shivered at the thought.

The door banged open.

“How did you know?” I demanded as soon as Darren walked out into the alley. “I am a queen for fuck’s sake, you shouldn’t be able to—”

He kissed me.

It took me a second to catch up with the proceedings, to realize that Darren had brought both his hands up to cup my face and pull me to him. His lips were moving over mine and I couldn’t help but kiss him back. He let out a low growl once he felt my tongue brushing against his, crowding me back against the building, grip tightening on my face to the point that it almost hurt. He used his foot to kick my feet apart, pressing his thigh up against me, allowing me to rest on his leg as he fucked my mouth with his tongue. My sunglasses were knocked off my face and onto the ground, but I couldn’t be bothered by it, given I had an armful of the Homo Jock King. His mouth left mine, and I gasped as he started trailing kisses along my jawline, grinding against me. It was dirty, and I felt filthy, wanting to drop to my knees and suck him off right here in the alley where anyone could see.

I had so many things I wanted to say to him (First of all what? And second, WHAT?), but since I was me, the first thing I managed to say also happened to be the most ridiculous. “You’re going to ruin my lipstick,” I managed to say as he nipped at my ear.

He snorted against my neck and pulled away slightly. “Too late for that.”

And it was, if his face was anything to go by, lips smeared with stripes of red, pupils blown out, and chest heaving with every breath he took, each exhalation warm on my face. He looked debauched, almost ruined, and I knew I probably looked worse.

“We’re making out,” I said as he leaned forward and kissed me again, biting my lower lip and tugging on it until I moaned.

“We are,” he said, hiking his thigh up against me even harder.

“Next to an industrial-sized trash bin,” I said, because I thought it should be known.

“Right,” he said, forehead against mine, hands rubbing against my hips, raising the skirt I wore just a little bit more.

“That smells of rotting Mexican food,” I said.

“You’re welcome,” he said.

“Consider me wooed.” I tilted my head back as he kissed down my neck. “How’s your date going?”

“Great,” he said, trying to pull the skirt up higher. “He never shuts up.”

“I never shut up,” I said, running my fingers through his hair.

“I like it when you never shut up.” Before I could even comprehend what was happening, he’d spun me around, my face against the brick. He grunted as he pressed up against me, breath hot on my neck. “I like all the noises you make,” he growled in my ear, and I couldn’t stop the strangled noise that fell from my lips even if I’d wanted to.

It was wrong, what we were doing. Not because it was with each other, but because of where we were doing it. Anyone could walk down the alley at any point. Someone from inside the restaurant could come outside for a smoke break. Our friends and his brother were sitting just inside, waiting for us to come back, not to mention the hipster twink who’d paid an exorbitant amount of money just to be here with Darren.

But I didn’t tell him to stop.

And that didn’t stop him from pushing up my skirt until my ass was exposed, the black lace panties I wore underneath stretching as he ran his big hands over it. He didn’t try to remove my underwear, but that didn’t stop him from pressing his face against me, his nose in the crack of my ass, his hands gripping my hips, pulling me until I arched against him. I felt the scrape of his teeth against my skin, the wet heat of his tongue as he pressed against the lace. I pressed my fist to my mouth as he spread my cheeks apart, trying to get at my asshole through the panties. I was tucked, so I couldn’t get hard, but the pressure in my dick was bordering on painful. And yet I wanted more.

He mouthed at my ass, fingers gripping tight enough that I was sure there’d be bruises there the next day. The thought of his marks on my skin should not have been as hot as it was. I tried to press against his face even harder, wanted the friction of the stubble on his chin to rub my skin raw. He felt my urgency and gripped me tighter, his tongue not quite breaching my asshole through the lace.

Someone laughed, startling us both. It was probably from the street on the other side of the restaurant, but it slowed us down. Even though I wanted nothing more than to have him strip me and fuck me right there (or maybe I could fuck him just to see what noises he’d make), I knew we couldn’t do this here. Even if I was desperate to find out just how far my newfound public sex kink really went.

He stood up behind me, skirt still raised as he pressed against me again. I could feel how hard he was through his jeans.

“Here’s what’s going to happen,” he said in my ear. “You’re going to go back inside with the others. I’m going to go sit with Caleb. We’re both going to finish as quickly as we can. Then you’re going to go back to the Queen’s Lair and you will wait for me. I’m not fucking around on this, Sandy. Whatever the fuck you were thinking about Caleb and me is wrong. There was never anything between us and there never will be. Because now I’ve finally gotten a taste of you, and I am never letting you go.”

He tugged my skirt down gently, smoothing out the wrinkles. Once I was at least somewhat presentable again, I turned around, only to be faced with one of the most beautiful smiles I’d ever seen. He was full-on grinning at me, the remnants of my lipstick still upon his lips (the rest of it was probably on the ass of my underwear and I had to quickly banish that thought before we got started all over again). I brought my hand up and licked my thumb, his eyes tracking every movement. I brushed my thumb over his lips, wiping away the evidence. He popped my thumb into his mouth and sucked, cheeks hollowing and I bit back a groan because he looked so fucking good like that.

He let go of my thumb and brought his own hands up and started rubbing against my face, probably making it worse, but I couldn’t be bothered to tell him to stop. He leaned forward and pressed a chaste kiss to my lips, and knowing where his mouth had just been sent a nasty thrill through me.

“Presentable?” I asked.

“Just barely,” he said, handing me my sunglasses. He sounded rather pleased with himself at that, the asshole. “Keep those on and you’ll be fine.” He backed away from me slowly toward the door, eyes never leaving mine.

“How did you know?” I asked, suddenly curious. “That it was us. That it was me here?”

He smirked, that old familiar cocky thing that I both despised and adored. “I’ve been watching you for years,” he said, unbearably smug. “I would know you anywhere.”

He was through the door before I could say anything more.

 

 

“WHAT THE hell took you so long?” Agnes asked as I sat back down at the table. My skin was buzzing and I hazarded a glance over at Darren, only to see him staring directly at me even as Caleb continued to talk. “I was about to send a fucking search party.”

“Sorry about that,” I said. “Unavoidably detained.”

“In the bathroom?” Slim Trim asked.

“Some things a lady never discusses,” I said primly.

“I’ve heard you fart,” Agnes said. “You’re not a lady, trust me.”

“Yes, well, be that as it may, I am here now and everything is fine.” I picked up my margarita and took an I was pretty much just rimmed drink of pure satisfaction.

But leave it to Esteban Raymundo Moreno to point out what the others had missed. “What happened to your lipstick?” he asked.

I choked on my margarita.

“What?” I managed to say, recovering with as much grace and dignity as one can when tequila is coming out one’s nose.

Esteban frowned. “You were wearing lipstick when you left. And now you don’t have any on.”

Agnes narrowed her eyes at me. “He’s right.”

“He could have just wiped it off when he went to the restroom,” Slim Trim said.

“Thank you, Slim—”

“Or,” Slim Trim said, “he could have gotten it sucked off his mouth!”

Agnes, Esteban, and Slim Trim all gasped dramatically.

“I did nothing of the sort!” I said.

“Then how do you explain that hickey on your neck?” Slim Trim asked.

“That motherfucker,” I hissed. “He couldn’t just leave it at rimming me in the alley through my underwear, he also had to mark me too? I’ll kill him.”

“He did what to your where!” Agnes shrieked, causing everyone in the restaurant to stop what they were doing and stare at us.

Darren, of course, still looked smug.

“I was just kidding about the hickey,” Slim Trim said faintly.

Esteban made the sign of the cross over his chest and raised his eyes skyward.

“There’s no hickey?” I demanded.

“None whatsoever,” Slim Trim said.

“Well played,” I said, suitably impressed. “That was almost drag queen levels of deviousness. Way to go, baby doll.”

“Thank you,” Slim Trim said. “Also, you were fucking rimmed in the alley?”

There comes a time in every gay man’s life where he’s asked if he got rimmed in an alley behind a Mexican restaurant. It’s almost a rite of passage. When faced with such an overwhelming question, the instinct is to lie about it and say no, of course not, I would never do such a thing. But it’s a trap, because the whole point of being asked that question is to allow for a moment of honesty, especially when your best friends are dressed as a colorful pimp, an elderly woman, and a Hispanic cowboy.

I owed it to them to be honest.

“Yes,” I said. “I was rimmed in the back alley next to a dumpster. And I liked it.”

“But,” Esteban whimpered, “that’s my brother.”

“Today has turned out to be a very eye-opening experience,” Slim Trim said.

“He licked your butthole where Esteban and I had our first date?” Agnes growled. “How the fuck am I ever supposed to come back here again with him and not think about you getting your fucking ass licked by the Homo Jock King?”

“Huh,” I said. “I didn’t even think of that.”

“I didn’t even think of that,” he mocked, high-pitched and bitchy. It was really rather remarkable, especially given the bouffant. “Here I’m going to be, trying to eat my carne asada burrito and be with my fiancé, and all I’ll be able to think is how Darren put his tongue in your butt!”

“Please stop saying that!” Esteban groaned.

“We’ve had some complaints,” Santiago said, sliding up to the table. “This is a family restaurant and you are infecting the children with your sexy words.”

“I will stab you in the uvula if you don’t walk away right this second,” Agnes snarled at him.

“Walking away,” Santiago squeaked and did just that.

“Agnes,” I said, reaching for his hand, “I’m sorry I ruined your date spot with public rimming.”

“You should be.” Agnes sniffed. “It’s really unfair. You could have been rimmed anywhere you chose.”

“I didn’t ask for it.”

“Yes he did!” Darren called over. “Just not with words.”

“I might have asked for it with my body. You know how my body is.” I frowned. “Wait, that didn’t sound right. Esteban, Agnes doesn’t know how my body is. Not in that way. I would never do anything with him like that. Only your brother.”

Esteban’s mustache drooped. “That didn’t help like you think it did.”

“Great!” I said, clapping my hands in front of my chest. “This has just been swell. Who’s hungry?”




Chapter 22: The Queen & the Homo Jock King

 

 

I WAS sitting at the vanity in the Lair, nervously trying not to check my phone as I waited. Paul, Vince, and Corey had already divested themselves of their alter egos and left me be. Paul had hugged me before he departed, whispering in my ear that he was happy for me and that I should allow myself to be happy too. He’d told me it was real, and that if needed, all I had to do was ask Darren and I’d see.

And I wanted to.

Very, very badly.

Because removed from the situation, that random fever-dream of Darren eating me out in public, those old familiar doubts tried to make themselves known. That Darren didn’t actually want me. That this whole thing was a game. That he was going to be cruel to me again. That he only wanted the Helena part of me and not the Sandy. Helena was brash and fun and loud and didn’t give two shits about anything. Sandy wasn’t like that, not really. There was a clear division between my normal life and my queen life. And the one time I’d tried to present my normal life without any animosity toward Darren, he’d lashed out with harsh words that had set us against each other for years.

I had questions, and I needed them answered.

It wasn’t long before the door to the Lair opened again. The music in the club was prerecorded for this Sunday afternoon, the bar open downstairs and outside for the karaoke that Georgia O’Queef was covering for me. Day drinkers sang loudly and I could hear the bursts of laughter as they butchered their way through the song catalog.

I didn’t turn when Darren walked in, staying where I was, facing the mirror on the vanity, my makeup wipes left unopened on the tabletop.

He said, “Hey.”

“Hi,” I murmured back, unable to meet his eyes in the mirror.

I heard the door shut behind him and the telltale click of a lock sliding into place. I swallowed thickly but otherwise remained outwardly unaffected. Inside, I was pretty sure I was on my way to a meltdown and didn’t know how to stop it.

“I figured it out,” he said, staying by the door. Which was probably for the best. For now.

“Figured what out?”

“Why you disappeared. Why you changed. Why you started acting like you didn’t give two shits about me. Right after Thanksgiving too.”

“Oh,” I said, because apparently we were getting right into it.

“There’s nothing between Caleb and I.”

“So you’ve said.”

“There never was.”

“Does he know that?”

“He does. Almost from the very beginning.”

“The texts. On your phone.”

He let out a slow breath. “So that’s what it was. I should have known it—”

“I didn’t mean to snoop,” I admitted. “I was picking up your phone to move it and I saw his name come up on the screen and before I knew what I was doing, I was reading the messages.”

“So instead of asking me about them you… what. Assumed something and tried to push me away?” I could tell he was frustrated, and while I could admit that was mostly my doing, he wasn’t completely blameless, either.

“You’d never given me a reason to trust you,” I said stiffly. “In fact, you did quite the opposite.”

He laughed, but the edges were bitter, rough. “And that’s on me. I know that. I was stupid. I was young and cocky and so goddamned immature. I fucked up. I’m sorry. No one should ever be made to feel less than they are, and I’ve hated myself every day since that moment.”

“Why?”

“Did I do it?”

“Yeah.” I finally looked up at him in the mirror, only to see him looking sad, arms crossed protectively over his chest. He was staring down at the floor, shoulders slumped.

“Because I was an asshole,” he finally said. “Still am, if we’re being honest.”

“We are,” I said. “Because that’s all that will be acceptable from here on out.”

He nodded, but still didn’t look up. “I thought I was better than everyone else. I thought I was the motherfucking shit. I thought I could get away with doing whatever I wanted to whoever I wanted. I liked you, but the only way I knew how to show that was to be a dick. That, and the fact I was with the other homo jocks, it just snowballed from there. I thought I was being funny.”

“You weren’t.”

“I know that,” he said. “The moment the words left my mouth, I knew that.”

“You made me feel like I was worthless.”

His arms tightened around him.

“You made me feel like I was nothing.”

His shoulders tensed.

“I accept your apology.”

He looked up, eyes wide and shocked. “What?”

I shrugged. “I forgive you for being a dickbag.” I was surprised how easy it was.

“Why?”

“Would you prefer I didn’t?”

“No,” he said hastily. “No, that’s perfectly fine. That’s better than fine. That’s… that’s good.”

I snorted, trying to ignore my happily fluttering heart because as much as I wanted to believe, I was not a Disney Princess, for fuck’s sake. If anything, I was the evil queen, but even evil queens should get their happily-ever-after butt sex.

“The texts?”

He took a step toward me now, slowly and cautiously, which, honestly, was slightly ridiculous, given the fact that he licked my asshole an hour before in public. I almost laughed at him, unable to keep down this giddy feeling that was burning through me. There was still much I had to say to him, things I needed to know. And I thought there was a very real chance I might get to hear it, if I could simply get over my hang-ups and just ask.

“The money,” Darren said. “It was all about the money. Caleb invented this app for iPhones that stores burrito recipes or solves world hunger. Or something. I don’t really know. All that mattered was that he is rich and wanted me to fuck him. I corrected the second thing while asking for the first. I know that there’s a very real chance that my dad will beat us, but I wanted to make sure I did what I could to help you save this place. I know what it means to you. I know it belongs to you just as much as it did Vaguyna, and I didn’t want to see you lose that.”

I took in a sharp breath.

“And I told him to bid on me,” he continued. “For as much as he could. I agreed to go on a date with him, and yes, he tried to make it more, but I shut that down. Quickly. He knows where I belong. And who I belong with.”

It made sense. It was an easy explanation. And as much as I wanted to push him on it, I didn’t have the strength to do so anymore. I was tired of fighting against what I wanted. I was tired of lying. Telling myself I didn’t feel the way I did about him. Telling him I hated him. And worse, acting like I did.

“Mike said something to me,” I said, and Darren was right behind me. I could see his hands twitching at his sides, like he wanted to reach out and touch me but couldn’t quite get himself to do so.

“What did he say?”

“He said you were always here. At every one of my shows.”

He blushed, and it was probably the most adorable thing I’d ever seen. “I was. I am.” He coughed and scratched the back of his neck. “I will be.”

“I’m not her,” I said quietly, watching his reaction in the mirror. “Not all the time. Not even most of the time. I can’t be Helena. It takes too much out of me.”

He finally met my gaze, looking confused. “Why would I….” He shook his head. “You’re a fucking idiot.”

“Hey!” I said, glaring at him. “What the fuck! You’re supposed to be wooing me.”

He rolled his eyes. “You already said you were wooed when I ate you out behind Poco’s.”

“Wow, that’s not a sentence I ever expected to hear anyone say to me,” I marveled.

Darren grinned. “I aim to please.”

“There has to be continuous wooing,” I said. “You should know right now that I am high-maintenance, and I have absolutely no plans in changing that.”

“Really,” he said dryly. “I couldn’t have guessed that just by looking at you.”

“Rude,” I said. “But true. Now, let’s go back to the part where you were trying to get into my pants and you thought it was a good idea to insult me. And then we’ll talk about how there will be an unexpected fisting in your future if you try that again.”

“Unexpected fisting?” he asked, eyebrows climbing almost to his hairline. “What the hell is that?”

“Um, it’s pretty self-explanatory. One day you’re going to get fisted. Unexpectedly. Get with the program, Mayne.”

“How are you even going to pull off unexpect—you know what? I don’t even want to know.”

I smiled sweetly at him. “That’s a good boy. Now tell me more how I’m a fucking idiot.”

He reached down and rested his hands on my shoulders, squeezing lightly before he turned me around on the stool slowly until I was eye level with his crotch. I really wasn’t complaining. I thought about pressing my face against him, just to see what would happen, but I was more curious as to what he intended to do. He stood above me, looking down, a strange expression on his face before he reached behind me and grabbed the makeup wipes. He pulled another stool over and set it in front of me. He sat on it so we were face to face.

I was nervous, unsure what was happening, and I opened my mouth to say something sarcastic or biting, but I swallowed it away at the intensity on his face. He was focused, but on what I couldn’t yet say.

He put the package of wipes in his mouth, holding them in place with his teeth. Our knees knocked together, my bare skin against his denim-clad. It was rough, but it grounded me, making the moment less surreal.

Because here was a man, for all intents and purposes a selfish man, watching me like I might be the greatest thing in the world.

He reached for me, and I didn’t even think to flinch. He grabbed the edges of my stool and pulled me slowly toward him, spreading his legs wide to accommodate both of mine between. We were close now, almost unbearably so.

He took the wipes from his mouth and set them in his lap.

He said, “You think that I would only want you when you’re Helena.”

My skin felt hot and stretched too thin, like I was brittle. I didn’t agree or disagree with him, merely breathed shallowly, wondering where this was heading.

But yes. Part of me thought that.

He didn’t seem to need a response. He brought his hands to either side of my face again, thumbs brushing against my cheeks. Then, just as carefully, he reached up, fingers between the wig and my scalp, tugging on it gently. He unfastened the pins that held it in place, setting them on the vanity behind me. Once it was loose, he pulled it from my head, carefully setting it back behind us. I wanted to admonish him and make sure it was put on the mannequin head I kept for my wigs, but I couldn’t seem to find my voice to say so. He studied me for a moment, eyes searching for something that I wasn’t privy to. It should have been more uncomfortable than it was, being so closely watched. Those blue eyes I knew so well flickered across my face.

He must have found what he was looking for, because he nodded to himself and reached for me again, this time going for the wig cap. He slid it off my head and it fell behind me, almost immediately forgotten.

His hands were in my matted-down hair, fingers rubbing gently over my scalp. I closed my eyes at the sensation, his fingernails dragging deliciously along my skin.

“You think that I want you to be this,” he said quietly. “All the time.”

I chose to believe it was rhetorical, because I didn’t trust myself to speak, unsure of what words would come out or if my voice would break. Because yes. That’s what I thought.

His hands fell away and it took me a moment to open my eyes. His legs pressed against mine and all the other sounds of the club were muted and soft. Someone was warbling along to an old Paula Abdul song and there was the clink of bottles in the bar, but it felt far away from where we were.

Darren opened the packet of wipes, taking one out and setting the rest back on his lap. He gripped my chin with one hand and brought the wipe up with the other, starting at my eyebrows. He used a firm hand, almost like he knew what he was doing, like he’d been doing this for years.

“I remember,” he said as he began to wipe away Helena, “the first time I saw you.”

I did too, something seared into my memory, but it wasn’t about me, right then.

“You were this… fierce thing,” he said, moving the wipe to my left eye, pressing carefully to the eyelid. “Tall and gorgeous and fucking bitchy as all hell.” He set the wipe down behind me and then pulled out another. He started in on the other eye. “And I didn’t think I’d ever seen anything as amazing as you before.”

My throat clicked audibly as I wondered where this was leading to. Because he was talking about Helena, not me.

“You were with Paul,” he continued. “Though I didn’t know who he was at the time. All I wanted to do was find out who you were.”

He finished with my eyes and used another wipe on my cheeks. My lips, though, there wasn’t much lipstick left.

He didn’t say much more until he’d finished. By the time he sat back, my skin felt raw and my heart was tripping all over itself in my chest.

“And then you disappeared,” he said. “But you came back. As her.”

I froze.

He sighed and took my hands in his. “You were Sandy when I first saw you,” he said, squeezing my fingers. “You were Helena when I saw you again.” His eyes darted away. “And you were Sandy when I was an asshole. That was on me, and I don’t know that I’ll ever forgive myself for that.” He took a deep breath and let it out slow. “I don’t care if you’re Helena. I don’t care if you never put on a wig again. I will take anything you’re willing to give me. But just know that it was you I saw first, Sandy. Not her. I don’t need her or whatever division you think exists. I don’t want just part of you. I want all of you.”

“Holy fucking balls,” I breathed. “Who the fuck are you?”

That cocky smirk reappeared. “I’m just a boy, standing in front of another boy, asking you—”

“Oh my god, shut the fuck up.”

“It sounded good, right?”

“You don’t want just part of me, you want all of me. How is it possible to get a boner from words?”

“What?” he choked out. “I don’t—”

“That shouldn’t even be a real thing, yet here we are. You with your fucking words and me with a goddamned boner. It’s a good thing I untucked before you got here.”

His eyes bulged attractively. In fact, I was finding pretty much everything attractive about him at that moment. Apparently, I had a weakness for men who wiped away my makeup and then told me they wanted me for me. Who would have thought? Surely not I. Especially with those words coming from the Homo Jock King.

“What’s rule ten?” I asked.

He let out a burst of shaky laughter. “Rule ten.”

Feeling more confident, I said, “Vince told me what he thought it was.”

Darren rolled his eyes. “Of course he did.” Then, “Wait. What? What do you mean Vince told you about rule—”

“Oh yeah, they know all about this,” I said rather gleefully. “Apparently Charlie and Mike spilled the beans last night after your twink bid millions of dollars to try and sleep with you.”

“Nothing about that sentence is even remotely accurate.”

“The Mike and Charlie part is.”

Darren buried his face in his hands and groaned. “Of course they know.”

“Yeah, they came to my house this morning and staged an interrogation while role-playing Good Cop, Bad Cop, Corrupt Cop.”

“Role-playing what? I don’t even want to know what the fuck that—”

“And then they yelled at me for a while, because Paul thought I was stringing you along, but he didn’t know that you could give me a word boner. Hell, I didn’t know you could give me a word boner.”

“Seriously, stop saying word boner—”

“But then Vince asked why we were fake dating, and I couldn’t really figure it out, because why were we fake dating again? And then I remembered you never would give me a reason. You said I couldn’t ask you. That it was your rule ten.”

He blushed furiously.

“Oh my god,” I said, voice slightly strangled. “How can you make blushing erotic? That’s unfair!”

“Jesus Christ,” he muttered. “How the hell did we even get here? And what the hell was with the following me in Halloween costumes today?”

“Halloween costumes?” I said, scandalized. “Those were motherfucking disguises that were well thought out and appropriate for the situation.”

He arched an eyebrow at me.

“Okay. Maybe not completely appropriate,” I said. “But who am I to say no when Vince wanted a mustache and Corey wanted to wear a peach-colored suit?”

“And Paul?”

I snickered. “Yeah, that was pretty funny. He’s going to be mad at me for at least a week. Totally worth it.”

“And you followed me because you were jealous.”

“Right,” I said. “I was completely—oh no. No, no, no. You don’t get to put that back on me!”

But that smirk was already coming back. “You liar.” He looked like he was crawling his way back to even ground. “You want me. You thought I was fucking around with Caleb and you followed me.”

“Nope,” I said. “We just wanted to go out and eat and happened to choose the same place as you did. Nothing more than coincidence.”

“You threatened the waiter and the hostess.”

I scoffed. “That doesn’t sound like something I’d do.”

“It really does,” he said, amused. “I thought they were acting weird, and if I hadn’t already seen you as soon as we were being seated, I would have thought it weirder than it was.”

“The fact that you think I’d threaten waitstaff to do my bidding shows exactly what you think of me.”

His grin only got bigger. “Yeah, because a person stalking another person would draw the line at threatening the waitstaff.”

“Stalking? There was no stalking!”

He shrugged. “I didn’t say I minded. Not that there was anything you had to worry about.”

“Yeah, I kind of figured when you kissed my butt in the alley.”

“Oh, for fuck’s sake—”

“I don’t even remember what we were talking about,” I said. “How did we even get here?”

“I feel like that’s a common question in your life.”

“Better get used to it,” I said, suddenly rather nervous.

His smile softened and became more genuine than I’d ever seen it before. “Yeah?”

“Rule ten,” I said. “Can I ask you now?”

He nodded and took my hands in his again.

“Why did you agree to do this?” I asked him. “Why would you do this for me?”

“Because,” he said. “I thought it would be the only chance I’d get to be near you. To be with you the way I wanted to. I’d wanted you for so long that I didn’t really know anything else anymore. But you hated me and any time I even got close, you’d lash out and I’d fight back and I didn’t want that anymore. I was willing to take anything you’d give me. And if it was this… fake thing, then I’d take it. I thought maybe I could show you I wasn’t like you thought I was. That I wasn’t a fucking asshole. That I wasn’t like my father. I needed to prove it to you as much as I needed to prove it to myself.”

“And was any of this about your father?”

He snorted. “Absolutely not. I learned a long time ago that nothing good would ever come from him for me. Andrew Taylor may be my father, but he’s not my family.” He looked me straight in the eye and said, “This was always about you. I was going to take what I could get, because I thought having you like this was better than not having you at all. And that was one thing I could not stand. The thought of not having you at all.”

And it was about that time that I learned that there was only so much boner-making words a person could take without recourse. My limit came with this was always about you and went over the edge with not having you at all. Add in the fact that it was said with such a level of earnestness that only Darren and Vince seemed to be capable of… well. It was really more than I could take.

So I don’t know that I could be blamed, then, when instead of acting as a normal person would to a strange and somewhat scary confession of feelings (say by announcing said feelings in return), I launched myself at him instead.

He let out a squawk unbefitting of someone his size and stature as he fell back off the stool, landing on his back on the floor with me on top of him, the skirt hiked up around my thighs as I lay flush against his chest, ear over his heart.

“Ow,” he said.

“Yeah.” I grimaced. “That was my bad.”

His body shook slightly underneath me, and it took me a moment to realize he was laughing at me.

“It’s not funny,” I pouted.

“You just tackled me. I tell you I have feelings for you and you tackle me? Sandy, what the hell.”

“Maybe you deserved to be tackled,” I muttered, and then his hands were on my hips and I completely forgot about anything else I wanted to say.

I lifted my head slowly to look down at him. His eyes were open and his gaze was soft, almost like he was fond of me. I’d never seen him look at me like that before, and it did things to me.

“Um,” I said.

“Yeah,” he said when he could feel the things it did to me.

“I’m usually not this easy,” I said with a frown. “It actually takes quite a bit more—”

He gripped my hips, holding me down as he began to push up, grinding into me gently. “I guess I should take all the credit for that, then.” And before I could come up with a suitably witty and devastating retort that would have left him emotionally eviscerated, he surged up and kissed me.

It wasn’t like the times before. It wasn’t because of necessity. It wasn’t because of desperation. It felt almost like relief, like sweet, giddy relief that maybe we could finally have this. That it could be ours. That it could be real. There was no deception behind it. No half truths. He wanted it, and given by the way I was clambering all over him, I definitely wanted it.

The problem with making out with a man with big hands and who seemed to like sucking on your tongue is that eventually, clothes become horrendous obstacles that should be destroyed at all costs (and you wonder, really, in some far reach of your lust-addled brain, why they are even necessary to begin with). I didn’t even know how it happened, though by the look on his face, it must have happened quickly. One minute I had his tongue down my throat, and the next, I had his shirt rucked up around his armpits while I scraped my teeth against his nipples, his hand pressed to the back of my head, holding me against him, fingers tensing and flexing, digging into my scalp. The groan he let out as I flicked my tongue across one hardened nipple vibrated against my lips. Wanting to hear more of it, I bit down.

I heard a lot more of it.

Also some cursing, but he didn’t let me go.

If anything, he pulled me harder against him.

“Greedy,” I mumbled against his skin.

“You have no idea,” he gasped as I continued my quest south.

“You’re lying on the floor upstairs in a gay bar where I’m about to show you I don’t have a gag reflex,” I told him as I palmed his dick through his jeans. “I have some idea.”

He gaped at me, face flushed.

I grinned at him.

He said, “You don’t… what?”

“At least I’ve found where all your blood has gone,” I teased. With a practiced flip of my wrist, I snapped open the first button on his jeans, pleased to find they were button fly. I didn’t know why that did it for me, but it did.

He grunted as I mouthed the head of his dick through his briefs, wetting the fabric. He lifted his hips as I pulled his jeans down to midthigh. I thought about prolonging this further, really making him work for it, but I didn’t have the patience. I’d told him that I couldn’t be Helena, not all the time, and that was the truth. But she was never far from the surface, always a piece of her raring to break through and take what she wanted.

And right now, Helena Handbasket wanted some cock.

I pulled his briefs up and over his dick, resting them under his balls. I was pleased to see he didn’t shave them. His cock was a pretty thing, not the monster cock one would have expected someone like Darren to have. In fact, it wasn’t much different than my own, maybe a little thicker. It had a wicked curve to it, arching up toward his belly button, the tip flushed red and skin tight.

The noise he made when I wrapped my hand around it and squeezed was almost a sigh, and the muscles in his stomach clenched and contracted. I settled myself between his legs, resting my chest on the floor, my dick aching deliciously. Darren propped himself up on his elbows, staring down at me with wide eyes. He made an appealing picture, mouth slack, tongue wetting his lips, his nipples slick with my spit.

“You know,” I said, almost conversationally, jacking him off slowly with a dry hand, knowing it wasn’t quite enough friction to get anywhere aside from driving him slowly insane. “I’m really very good at cock sucking.”

“That right?” he said hoarsely.

I wasn’t sure where this ego trip was coming from, but I liked it. Maybe it was more Helena than me, but there was something wonderfully dangerous about having the Homo Jock King spread out before me like this, chest heaving and wanting. “That’s right,” I agreed, mouth close to the head of his cock, so much so that I knew he felt my breath on his skin. I jacked him down, making sure my pinkie brushed up against his balls. “And you are so very, very lucky to find out just how good.”

And because life could always stand to be a bit pornier than it actually was, I spit on his dick, a trail of saliva catching on my bottom lip and falling on his cock. I squeezed as I jacked upward, the slide creating a squelch that caused his hips to thrust up.

“You’re going to want to hold on to something.” I grinned up at him.

His eyes were already clouded and sex-stupid, but he still managed to say, “Wait. What? What do you mean hold on to—”

I took him in my mouth and to the back of my throat in one smooth motion, barely feeling the twinge on the back of my tongue. He shouted roughly as my nose hit his pubes. I kept my face pressed down there, breathing shallowly through my nose, swallowing as best I could to work my throat around his dick. It was wet and messy, saliva dripping down his cock and onto his balls. I reached up and fondled them as I slid my mouth up his dick, using the barest hint of teeth.

“Oh fuck,” he groaned as I watched him through my eyelashes. “Jesus fucking Christ, you—”

He cut off in a strangled yelp when I gripped his dick again, one hand on top of the other. I sucked on the head as I jacked him low and hard, swirling my tongue into his slit. My lips felt puffy and my eyes were wet and I loved it. I loved it because of the power I had over him. Most think that sucking dick is a submissive act. That couldn’t be further from the truth. If anything, it’s complete control, even if you’re on your knees.

I pulled off his dick, the taste of him sharp and bitter on my tongue. “I said you should hold on to something,” I said, voice rougher than it’d been before. “I’ll give you a hint. The back of my head. Because you’re gonna want to fuck my mouth.”

“Holy shit,” he breathed.

“Indeed,” I said.

He tentatively brought a hand up to my head as I licked the underside of his dick, tracing that fat vein up his length. His grip was soft. Gentle. I didn’t need soft and gentle. I needed a good fucking grip so he could use my mouth like I wanted him to.

I reached up behind me and covered his hand with my own. Making sure he was watching, I tightened his grip, really making him dig in. “I like it hard.” I felt him shudder beneath me. “You can pull my hair if you want. That’s what it’s there for.”

He rolled his eyes, an action quite daring since I was so close to his dick with my teeth. I nipped at him gently for his insolence and he jumped and narrowed his eyes down at me. As if to show that he thought he still had the upper hand (and just how cute was that?) he really grabbed on, fingers curling in my hair and pulling sharply, enough to cause a jolt of bright, glassy pleasurepain to roll through me.

He pressed me back down to his cock, and I let it rub along my face, my lips as I continued to stare up at him. His pupils were blown, and he was propped up on one arm while using the other to tug on my head.

I licked his flared head before swallowing him down again. He thrust shallowly at first, barely getting half his dick in before pulling back out. He held my hair tightly enough that I couldn’t move my head. He pushed up again and went deeper. And then deeper. And deeper, until he was hitting the back of my throat with each thrust.

I ground against the floor, knowing how fucking dirty this was. People were still singing out on the back patio, and I could hear them laughing in the bar downstairs. We’d done this once, for show, back at the beginning. But that had been fake. This was real, if the litany of curses that fell from his mouth told me anything. There was something about getting my face fucked in a public place where we could get caught at any moment that was doing it for me.

Or maybe it was just Darren.

I growled at him when he started to slow down, pulling my head back and off his dick. “I’m going to come if we keep that up,” he gasped.

“That’s what I want,” I said, scowling up at him. “You can come on my face. I like it. It’s okay.”

“Fuck,” he said, closing his eyes and taking a deep breath. “We can do that. Later. I really want to fuck you.”

That… was okay by me.

But I was an asshole, so I said, “Maybe I want to fuck you.”

He nodded far more quickly than I thought. “Yeah, that too. All of that. Let’s do all of that. Whatever you want.”

I pushed myself to my hands and knees and crawled up him until I straddled his waist, legs resting on either side of him. I was amused to see I was still wearing heels, my skirt hiked up around my thighs. I sat on his lap, and we both groaned as his cock pressed against my lace-covered ass. I rested my weight on him and he pushed himself up until we were chest to chest, resting back on his hands. I leaned in and kissed him, the barest brush of lips as my hands came to his chest, nails dragging lightly across his skin.

I pretended to think on it for a moment as he kissed his way to my neck, mouth at my throat as I rolled my hips into him. “This time, you can fuck me,” I decided, as if there was really any other alternative.

He snorted into my neck. “How generous of you.”

I grabbed the back of his head and pulled his hair until he looked back at me. He was breathing heavily through his nose, and his eyes were dark. And we both knew then that even though he’d be fucking me, he wasn’t the one in charge. And I think he liked it that way. It probably wouldn’t always be like this, but it was now and I planned to make the most of it. I leaned down and kissed him again, harder this time, feeling his teeth press my lips back.

He sat up higher as he returned the kiss, grabbing my legs and bringing them around his waist. His hands came to my ass, getting himself a big handful as he squeezed. I stuttered a bit in my ministrations, feeling the drag of the panties against my cock and balls. I moaned into his mouth, and then his tongue was there again, touching mine as he kissed me deeply.

Keeping one hand on my ass, he brought his other between us, reaching up my skirt, fingertips grazing the lace. The head of my dick poked out the top of the panties, and he took it between his fingers, rubbing the tip of my cock with his thumb.

I rolled my hips again, grinding down onto him. “We gonna do this here?” I asked, sounding rather breathless as he continued to stroke my cock.

“We’re not leaving here until I’ve fucked you,” he said against my lips.

“How do you want it?” I asked, running my fingers through his hair. “Like this? You want me to fuck myself on you?” I rocked myself down again and swallowed the grunt that came from him. “Or,” I said, pulling away, “do you want me up against the wall, taking me from behind?”

He whimpered at that one.

I grinned into his kiss.

“That do it for you?” I asked. “Bent over against the wall. Ass up.”

“Yeah,” he said. “That. Please. Show me.”

I laughed. “I can show you.”

I brought my legs back on either side of him, reaching down to unclasp the heels I wore. But before I could, he stopped me, hand coming to mine, holding it in place. I looked back up at him, arching an eyebrow.

“No,” he said, blushing darkly. He coughed and shook his head. “Can you… uh. Keep those on? I’d like it if you… kept those on.”

“Really.” I was careful not to mock him. It really wasn’t in me to kink shame, especially when it would concern me getting laid or not by the Homo Jock King. And it wasn’t like I’d never thought about it before. But I was in a weird headspace, mind still swirling with just how quickly this had escalated, still trapped between being Helena and being Sandy. I had to be sure we were on the same page. “I can do that. Won’t happen all the time.” Because I thought we could talk about stuff like that now. The future. It made my heart trip all over itself.

He shook his head. “I won’t want you to. Just… this time. And maybe some other times.” He looked like he was embarrassed by such an admission, and I couldn’t have that.

I leaned forward and kissed him again, working his mouth over until he was groaning again, my hands on his chest, pinching his nipples and running my fingers through his chest hair. He was strong beneath me, just like I’d known he’d be. And just when I thought he was going to flip me over and take me right then, I backed off, pulling away and rising to my feet, standing above him.

Erections are ridiculous things. They tend to broadcast more than a man is usually wanting to share.

Now imagine having an erection while in a fitted skirt and lace panties. There’s a reason I tucked when dressed up in Helena-wear. It was uncomfortable to move, my dick aching in the confines of my clothes. And I didn’t think the sexiest thing I could have done in what had to be the sexiest moment of my life was try and adjust my junk over the skirt.

Instead, I turned away from Darren and (sexily!) walked back toward the vanity, making sure my hips swayed, even as I grimaced. I could feel his eyes trailing over me from head to toe, and I wanted to make sure he liked what he saw.

But damn, women were so lucky they didn’t get boners in skirts.

“You know, I can see your reflection in the mirror.” He sounded amused. “Are you in pain? Or are you trying to do an impression of a disgruntled old man?”

I made sure any face he saw then was pure bitch face. “You try having a hard-on in a skirt.”

“I almost did,” he said, pushing himself up off the floor. “You looked good at the auction.”

I flashed a razor-sharp smile over my shoulder. “I always look—” But the witty rejoinder died on my lips at the sight of him. His jeans were still undone, the sharp V of his stomach and waistline just above his briefs, where his dick was still obviously hard, the sight of it almost making me want to drop to my knees and take it into my mouth again.

He moved toward me then as I turned back around, bending over the vanity, opening my makeup case and rooting around until I found a spare condom or two, and a few single-use packets of lube. I was like a Boy Scout in that I was always prepared. The difference here being was that I was always prepared for a good bout of homo jock fucking.

“You were saying?” he asked, sounding smug once again. He pressed up against me, lips at the back of my neck. In the heels, I was taller than he was, giving myself more leverage over him, as if I needed any more. I wasn’t blind to the fact that while I enjoyed fucking someone, I preferred being a power bottom, controlling the pace and position. Topping from the bottom was such a rush and I planned on taking full advantage of it with Darren.

“I was saying,” I said, watching his reflection over my shoulder in the mirror. “That I always look good. And you would do well to remember that.”

I bent over in front of him, arms resting on the top of the vanity. Making sure he didn’t look away, I reached down and lifted the skirt up and over my ass. The cool air blowing down from the vents above felt good on my heated skin. His hands were on my hips as he looked down at my ass. I slid my fingers into the underwear and pulled the panties down, letting them rest just above my knees.

“Always.” Darren ran his hands over the backs of my thighs and up my ass, and while I wouldn’t have minded feeling his tongue again without the barrier of lace, I wanted his cock now.

“Lube and condoms are on top of the makeup case,” I said.

He took the hint and bent over me, reaching for them. His dick slotted between my ass cheeks, and I had to bite back the groan. “Carry these around, do you?”

“I’m a Boy Scout,” I said.

He snorted. “I highly doubt that.”

“I have the uniform,” I said, and I felt his dick twitch.

He kissed my shoulder as he found what he was looking for, taking the packets and the condom and dropping them onto my back. I watched in the mirror as he pulled his briefs down, his cock bouncing up against his stomach, a meaty pop of skin against skin, and I knew if he tried to draw this out, I was going to knock his ass down and just ride the fuck out of him.

“Put the lube on my fingers,” I demanded. “You can get yourself ready while I do myself.”

“I am so on board with that,” he said, stroking himself as he rubbed a hand over my ass. He let go of his dick and reached up for the lube packets, taking two of them and opening them at the same time. I brought my hand back and cupped it for him, letting him drizzle the lube on my fingers. He’d barely finished before I reached backed and breached myself on my fingers, two slipping in with a slight burn, but not enough to cause my erection to flag. I groaned as I worked myself open, resting my head on my arm, pushing my fingers in as far as I could reach. It was good, the burn, but it wasn’t enough.

I looked back up at Darren. He was jacking off, watching my ass with a hungry expression on his face. I spread my fingers, and his hand stuttered on his cock, like he couldn’t believe what he was seeing.

And I couldn’t believe I was doing this. I was usually far more reserved than this, unless I was Helena. She got laid more than I did, and even though I knew part of her was there, I thought I was more me than I’d ever been. And the fact that I was bent over my vanity with my fingers up my ass and my underwear around my knees, well. I’d probably feel some sort of latent embarrassment about this later. But right now, I didn’t give a shit. I wanted to be fucked.

“You better not come before you’re in me,” I warned him as he continued to fuck into his fist.

“I won’t.”

“Still. I’m almost ready. Put on the condom.”

“Of course you’re a bossy bottom.”

“You’re damn fucking right I am.” My breath hitched in my chest as I found a particularly sweet spot that caused my legs to shake.

“Are you sure you don’t need more time to—”

“This isn’t my first rodeo,” I snapped at him, pulling my fingers out of my ass.

He scowled at that but brought his hand up, resting his fingers on the small of my back and rubbing his thumb over my asshole. He pushed in slowly and it was getting to the point where I was going to be begging him. I thought he knew that too with the way he watched me in the mirror.

Thankfully, he didn’t spend much time with his thumb in my ass. He pulled out as I wiped my hands on my skirt, knowing already I’d curse myself later for it. Sex was like drinking: it made you do things you wouldn’t normally do, like sing karaoke or wipe lube on the thrift-store skirt you used for your headmistress routine while waiting for the Homo Jock King to stick his dick in you after you admitted your feelings for each other.

My life was a strange, strange thing.

He rolled the condom on as I chanted, “Come on, come on, come on.”

He barely had spread lube over his sheathed dick before I reached back and grabbed it, positioning it so it nudged my asshole. As soon as I felt it in place, I let go and pushed back slowly. It hurt so good, and I didn’t want it to stop. One of his hands was on my back, the blouse I still wore pushed up so he could get at skin. His other hand was on my hip, holding tight, but not pushing or pulling. He was either letting me fuck myself on his dick or he was so shocked it was happening, he couldn’t move. Either way, it was fine with me. I panted as his hips pressed against my ass.

“So good,” I babbled at him. “God, you feel so fucking big in me. I need to move, oh fuck, I need to move—”

And I did, pulling away and then pushing back on him. He said something above me, something choked out, but I was too delirious with the drag of his dick in my ass, the counterpoint to where my own dick bumped uselessly against the vanity.

I watched him in the mirror, my head resting on my hands. His eyes were hooded, his face and throat red as his hips finally snapped forward when I pushed out. I cried out at that first hit, muffling it into my hands, well aware that people could hear us downstairs. His eyes shot up to mine in the mirror. He held my gaze as he did it again, working another cry out of me.

“Come on,” I said throatily. “Just do it already. Please. Just fucking give it—”

He bunched up my blouse in one hand, pulling it tight against my chest, using it to anchor himself. He started snapping his hips roughly, his balls smacking against my thighs as he thrust into me. I shouted into my hands as he fucked me, no longer sure (or caring) if people could hear us down below. Part of me wanted them to hear us, to let them know that he was mine now, that this was real, and it was good.

These perfect, sweet little noises came from him, high-pitched and almost like a whine. He pulled back on the blouse tightly. It caught at my throat and clung there, digging into my skin. I watched as he reached up and tweaked his own nipple.

There was a pressure building, and even though this was probably as close to porn as I’d ever get in my life, I knew there was no fucking way I’d be able to come without touching my dick. I pushed back against him to give myself room between my dick and the vanity. I reached down to stroke myself off, but he let go of my blouse and batted my hand away.

Before I could tell him off for being such a bastard, he pulled on my shoulders, raising me up until my back was flush against his chest. His thrusts were uneven now, sporadic, the angle just slightly off, but it didn’t matter because one of those big hands came up the front of the skirt and grabbed my dick, jerking me off in time with every movement forward. His breath was hot on my neck as his tongue dragged along my ear.

“I want to watch you come,” he growled.

“And then you have to come on me,” I spat back. “You fucking do it on me, you understand?”

He jerked me off harder.

I didn’t last, after that. He kept nailing my prostate and it didn’t matter if I was Helena or Sandy; there was only so much I could do when being fucked like that. His free hand went over my mouth as I got closer and I screamed into it when I came. My come splattered onto the vanity, onto the mirror. Onto the floor. I gasped into his hand, my head falling back on his shoulder.

It didn’t take him much longer after that. One moment I was getting fucked, the next I was on my knees in front of him, the condom lying on the floor next to me. He jerked off above me, his face screwed up like he was in pain. I tilted my head back and closed my eyes. The first splash landed on my neck. Then my chin. My cheeks. My hair. He made that little whining noise again and I fought against dashing my tongue out and chasing the taste of him. I’d already gone against my normal procedure and blown him without a condom. I knew he’d have told me if he was carrying anything, but I didn’t want to take the chance.

Besides, this was good enough.

Eventually, he dropped to his knees in front of me. I opened my eyes and grinned at the dazed look on his face, seeing me striped with his come. He moved with slow, jerky movements as he shrugged out of his shirt before bringing it up and wiping my face with it. It still felt tacky and warm by the time he was done, but I could worry about that later.

Because he leaned forward then, kissing me long and deep, and I didn’t think I wanted anything else right at that moment.

There was a sound below us as he leaned his forehead against mine. It took us a minute to understand it for what it was.

Applause.

“I’m questioning my sexuality after that!” Izaac shouted up as other people in the bar started laughing.

“Oh for fuck’s sake,” I muttered.

Darren just grinned.




Chapter 23: Freddie Prinze Juniored

 

 

LATER, HE lay on his back on an old blanket I’d found tucked away in one of the corners. I was at his side, my chin resting on his chest, staring up at him as I played with his chest hair. His head was pillowed on his arms, and the smug expression was back. I allowed him to have it because, after what we’d just done, he’d earned it.

Someone had put up Christmas lights in the Lair, probably Charlie. They twinkled above us, and it was almost enough to make up for the fact that we were lying on the floor at a gay bar. Almost, but not quite.

Funnily enough, I wasn’t in the mood to complain. A good dicking will do that for you.

His smirk grew wider as I sighed into his chest.

“Stop that,” I said, trying for irritable, but landing somewhere near tender.

“No,” he said easily.

“It’s not a good look on you.”

“Well, apparently I’m a good look on you if my spunk meant—”

“Don’t you even think about finishing that sentence!”

He rolled his eyes.

“You’re thinking it, aren’t you?”

“So, so much,” he said, running a hand over my bare back. His hands felt good on me. I didn’t know why I was so surprised at that.

I sighed. “Fine. You’re allowed this one time to be this way.”

“What way?”

“You know what way.”

“Blissful?”

“Is that what you call it?”

He shrugged and pulled me tighter against him. We were quiet for a little while then, each of us lost in our own thoughts. For once, that tight feeling I had whenever I was around him wasn’t there. I thought maybe we were on the same page finally, and I couldn’t wait to see where we went.

“I like this,” he said softly.

“What?”

“You and me.”

“We are pretty good together,” I agreed as I kissed his chest.

“So we’re doing this, then?”

“I think it’s a little late to be asking—”

“Sandy.”

I groaned, because there went my afterglow. It was one thing to think about feelings. It was something entirely different to talk about them out loud.

“I’m being serious.” He looked so fucking earnest that I couldn’t even make fun of him for it, what the hell.

“I know,” I said.

“Well?” He shifted so he could get a better look at me. He deposited me next to him, turning over until we were both on our sides facing each other. He let me use his arm as a pillow. His face was so close to mine, and his eyes searched me for something. I wasn’t sure what.

“Well,” I repeated.

He glared at me. That was a look I was used to. “You know what I mean.”

“I do,” I said, reaching out and running a finger over his eyebrows.

“I’m sorry,” he said.

“For what?”

“Everything. The way I acted when we first met. All the shit I put you through after. If only I’d—”

I shushed him with my lips, kissing him sweetly. He sighed into my mouth and took it for what it was. I didn’t need him to apologize anymore.

“You fucked up,” I said as I pulled away. “I fucked up. Then we spent years doing this weird mating dance where you tried to fluff your plumage up to show me your brightly colored feathers while screwing twinks like it was going out of style.”

“That is not what happened,” he said, sounding appropriately outraged. “I don’t have fucking plumage, what the fuck—”

“It was really rather daunting,” I said. “I don’t think anyone’s ever filmed a Homo Jock King in the wild in the throes of his mating dance.”

He groaned and covered his face with one of his hands. “I already regret everything about this.”

I laughed at him. “It’s a little late for that, don’t you think?”

“How do you figure?”

I shrugged. “You came on my face. In some cultures, that’s considered a marriage proposal.”

He looked like he was trying desperately to hide how hysterical I was. His lips barely twitched. “Is that right.”

I nodded and poked his nose, because I thought I could do stuff like that now. And the idea of it made me unnecessarily giddy. “That’s right. My family will arrange a meeting to exchange goats for me.”

“I think I’d rather keep the goats.”

“Bastard,” I said. “Goats won’t let you come on them. Or they will, but you’d have to be really fucked up to do something like that.”

“What the hell are you talking about?” he asked, looking slightly horrified.

“Honestly? I have no idea. I think I’m a little high right now.”

“I did that,” he said.

“Part of it,” I said. “Most of it was me, though. I rocked your world.”

“You’re deflecting.”

“Probably. But I can’t remember what it was I was supposed to be deflecting.”

He took my hand in his, entwining our fingers. He brought my hand up and kissed my knuckles and I didn’t dare open my mouth, sure that I would blurt my feelings all over him. It was a scary prospect, especially since I knew there was really no going back for me at this point.

“Are we doing this?” he asked again.

“This,” I repeated.

He scowled at me. “Yes. This.”

“What is this?” I asked, curious as to what he thought of us.

His eyes darted away, and I saw the flush creeping up his cheeks. He shrugged. “You know. Like. Just. God.”

I kept a straight face when I said, “Dare, are you asking to go steady?”

He blushed furiously. “Shut up. That’s not—just. Don’t make fun of me about this.”

I rolled my eyes. “Like I would even think about it.” Even though I sort of was.

“Uh, yeah. You would.”

“Okay, so I’m an asshole. Whatever. Look. I like you and you like me. We can—”

“Love,” he blurted. “It’s not like, it’s love.” And then he winced. “Ah, fuck.”

I gaped at him.

“Um, let’s forget I said that,” he rushed out, looking extraordinarily panicked. “Let’s go back to the part where you like me and—”

“Holy fucking flaming balls of fire,” I breathed. “You love me.”

“That’s not what I meant to say. I wasn’t even talking about that. I was talking about—”

“Like full-on, star-crossed love me,” I continued on as if he wasn’t speaking at all. Because, in reality, I could barely even hear him. It was one thing to hear it from his brother, but it was something else entirely to hear it from the Homo Jock King. “How is it possible that I get even more amazing than I already am?”

“Oh Jesus Christ,” he muttered, rolling onto his back and covering his face with his hands.

“Who’s the smug one now, bitches!” I crowed.

“I chose this,” he said to no one in particular. “All of my choices have led to this. Why didn’t anyone warn me?”

“When I’m famous and getting interviewed by Ryan Seacrest or Hilary Clinton, they’re going to ask me my thoughts on Syria and the Kardashians, and I’ll tell them you said it first.”

“Why would you be getting interviewed by Hil—you know what? No. I am not even going to ask.”

“When I get my first Academy Award for my portrayal of Meryl Streep in the biographic film Streep Smarts, I’m going to thank God, Meryl Streep, and then my bae who told me he loved me first.”

Darren groaned. But I saw through it now. While one thought that it might have been a sound of disdain and derision, I knew it for what it truly was.

“You don’t need to do your mating call anymore,” I told him. “I already accept.”

“Mating call,” he muttered, and I debated getting my mouth on his nipples again.

“You mounted me in a show of dominance,” I said with a shrug, “after completing your mating dance. If we were yaks, it’d be clear.”

“Yaks,” he said. “Is this a regular occurrence after sex with you? Just so I know for the future.”

“Nah,” I said easily. “This happens after my boyfriend says he loves me.”

“Right,” he said dryly. “And we all know that—wait.”

I waited, but because I wanted to. Not because he told me to.

He turned back over until we were face to face. “You just called me your boyfriend.” He sounded nervous and shy all at the same time. It was a deadly combination that legit made me want to stare into his eyes lovingly or maybe lick his balls.

I tried to play it cool because apparently we were fourteen-year-old girls. “I did.” So cool. Like ice.

“I’m your boyfriend,” he said, and I didn’t think I’d ever heard anyone sound that much in awe of me before. It was a heady feeling.

But, given that I thought it only fair he be warned what he was getting into, I said, “I’m demanding. In that I demand everything go exactly how I want it to.”

“We’re dating,” he said, like he hadn’t heard me at all.

“I have very expensive tastes. And by that, I mean you’ll be buying me whatever I ask for, even if you have to take out a second mortgage to afford it.”

“Hi, everyone. Nice to see you. This is my boyfriend, Sandy. Why yes, we are an attractive couple, thank you for noticing.”

“I tell people I do yoga too so they think I’m cool, but I really don’t do yoga and instead eat sour cream and onion potato chips while watching renovation porn with Corey.”

“Why yes, Sandy and I will be there because we’re boyfriends and we do things together all the time.”

“If you fall into a hippopotamus exhibit at the zoo, chances are I’ll film it and put it on the Internet instead of helping you get out.”

“Sorry, can’t make it. Sandy and I are going away for the weekend to do boyfriend things.”

“What the fuck are you talking about?” I demanded.

He scrunched his face at me. “What the fuck are you talking about?”

I bit his nipple.

It was glorious.

He laughed and pulled me toward him until I sat astride him. The look he gave me was so open and sweet that it made it kind of hard to breathe. I’d never had anyone look at me that way before. It made me think I was worth something to him, and didn’t that just blow my mind. Because this was Darren Mayne and I was… well. I was me. But if he could look at me like that, then maybe I’d done something to deserve it.

“You love me,” I said.

He shrugged and squirmed a little, clearly uncomfortable. But he kept his hands on my thighs, tracing his fingers along my skin. That was good enough for me.

“I’m not going to say it back,” I said slowly. “At least not yet. Not until I can be sure that you know I mean it.”

He grinned. It was wonderful. “I think I can live with that,” he said softly.

“Good,” I said roughly, wondering why the hell I was starting to get choked up, for fuck’s sake. “That’s real good.”

He reached up and tugged me down until he could kiss me thoroughly. I had no complaints with this, sighing happily as I pressed our foreheads together.

“Just think,” he said. “All of this is because of the gay bar.”

“What?” I asked, distracted by him hardening against my ass.

“The gay bar,” he repeated. “You know, how we had to raise that money—”

“Holy fucking shit!” I squealed, pulling away and sitting up quickly.

He grunted painfully as I squashed his balls, but I couldn’t be bothered with that. “Ow.”

“The gay bar!”

“What about it?” he said grumpily.

“We still have to save the fucking gay bar!” I shouted at him. “You’ve been distracting me with your masculine wiles and I didn’t even think to ask Mike how much money we raised.”

“My masculine what?”

I jumped up off him, trying not to be sidetracked by the fact that the Homo Jock King lay spread out before me, knowing I had a hand in how debauched he looked. “I have to talk to Mike. Now that you’ve pumped me full of your love, there are other things we have to focus on.”

“Never say that I pumped you full of my love ever again.”

I cocked my head at him as he pushed himself up. “But that’s what you did. And stop distracting me with your… existence.”

He stood in front of me, fully nude. “And what is that supposed to mean?”

I glared at him. “You know what it means. You’re all muscles and chest hair and awesomeness and there are places on you I still haven’t gotten to suck. Stop trying to distract me!”

He rolled his eyes. “Yeah, okay. I’ll get right on that.”

“Are you flexing?” I hissed at him.

“No, of course not. That would be ridiculous.” Then, “Is it working?”

Yes, but he didn’t need to know that. “Of course not. There are more important things to focus on!”

“Right,” he said. “That explains why you’ve got an erection and you’re drooling a little bit.”

I wiped my mouth while cursing my penis for betraying me. “Whatever. You know what you look like. You’re making this difficult.”

“It’s my boyfriendly duty to make things difficult,” he said, and that made me a little light-headed, especially when he grinned at me.

“You have to think of the children,” I reminded him.

He grimaced. “I really wish you wouldn’t tell me to think of children when we’re both naked and you have my jizz drying on your neck. It’s really wrong and detracts from the moment we just shared. Also, you still have a boner.”

“It’s not my fault you came that much. Who does that? Your balls aren’t even that big!”

“Hey!” he barked. “I have perfectly sized balls. Everyone says so.”

“Everyone?” I growled at him. “Who the fuck is everyone?”

“What? That’s not even—oh my god, how do you even get me involved in conversations like this?”

“Crack babies!” I shouted back at him, and headed for the stairs.

He cursed behind me as I threw open the doors and ran down the stairs. I couldn’t believe that I’d let Darren distract me from the endgame that we’d be working for. Sure, it was a perfectly wonderful distraction, in that I’d just gotten pounded like a nail at a construction site and now had a boyfriend to show for it, but there was still an endgame to focus on. And I needed to make sure we’d done enough to have a fighting chance against Andrew Taylor and his Republican Army of Doom.

I made it downstairs and threw open the bottom door, strolling into the bar, focused on getting to Mike as quickly as possible, knowing it was what Vaguyna would have wanted. She was counting on me to save Jack It and I would do this for her.

I didn’t even really notice that the bar went silent the moment I stepped out from the stairs. I ignored everyone sitting at the bar. Izaac gaped at me and dropped a bottle of vodka on the floor. It didn’t sound like it shattered, so lucky him. And since I knew men on missions got parched, I slapped my hand on the bar as I stood right in front. “Tequila, if you please!”

He nodded, wide-eyed, before he set a shot glass on the bar and proceeded to pour me a shot. I slammed it back and signaled him to pour me another.

It was while I was drinking the second shot that I heard Darren stumbling on the stairs. I looked back as he slammed open the door, fumbling with his jeans and little else.

“I told you this was the best bar,” one of the patrons whispered to his companion.

“Is it always like this?” the companion whispered back.

“Usually there are more sequins, but pretty much.”

“Sandy!” Darren barked at me.

“Stop trying to wile me with your chest hair and your pubes!” I bellowed at him, considering chucking my shot glass at him. But then I realized that he was my boyfriend now and that would be considered domestic violence, and the thought made me grin goofily. The boyfriend part, not the domestic violence part. No one should grin goofily at domestic violence.

“What is it with you and wile?” he said, still trying to button up his jeans but failing admirably as he stalked toward me.

“That’s my boyfriend,” I announced to everyone, because I felt like it should be said. “And I would never commit domestic violence against him.”

“Aww,” Izaac said. “I guess you won’t need to be looking at my nipples anymore.”

“What?” Darren asked, glaring at Izaac. “Why were you staring at his nipples?”

“I wasn’t,” I said. “That was before you, bae. I haven’t even seen them since you.”

“I bet mine are bigger,” Darren said, sticking out his chest and posing.

Izaac squinted at him. “You bet your nipples are bigger than mine? Do you have abnormally large nipples?”

“What’s even happening right now?” the patron whispered.

“Honestly?” his friend said. “I have no idea. But I like it.”

“I don’t have time for your nipple contest!” I yelled at them and turned to head toward Mike’s office behind Jack It.

“Sandy!” Darren growled after me.

I walked through the hallway and out to the back patio, where the Karaoke Sunday BBQ was happening. There was a good-sized crowd outside, and some poor soul was positively destroying a Taylor Swift song (which, ironically, somehow made it sound better). But he stopped screeching into the microphone and the music stopped as soon as I stepped onto the patio.

“Girl,” Georgia O’Queef said from next to the karaoke machine. “I don’t even want to know where you been, but you got spunk on your neck.”

“It’s all Darren’s fault,” I snapped over my shoulder as I pushed my way through the crowd.

“My fault,” he shouted after me. “You were the one that made me come on your face!”

“Oh my word,” Georgia said. “Y’all need Jesus.”

I made my way to the back of the bar and through the gate before Darren could catch up with me. I reached Mike’s trailer and didn’t even bother knocking. I threw open the door and stepped inside.

Mike was sitting behind the desk, hunched over his computer. He looked startled when I stepped in, and then his jaw dropped.

“Did we raise enough?” I demanded, standing before him, my hands on my hips.

“What the fuck are you doing?” he said incredulously.

I frowned at him. “What are you talking about? You listen here, Mike. Just because I didn’t knock doesn’t mean—”

“Did you just come through the bar?” he asked, high-pitched.

“Yeah. Where the fuck else would I have been?”

“We serve alcohol in there,” Mike retorted. “You can’t have full frontal nudity and serve alcohol in the same place in Arizona!”

And it was about that time that I realized I was completely and utterly naked.

And I had just stormed through the bar.

Where there were dozens of people.

Darren burst into the trailer just as I began to screech.

“Stop looking at it!” I screamed at Mike, trying to cover myself.

“I can’t!” Mike cried. “It’s right there!”

“Hey!” Darren snapped. “Stop looking at his dick. Only I can do that. Boyfriend privileges!” Darren stood in front of me, trying to put as much of himself between Mike and me as he could.

“This is your fault,” I said to Darren, smacking him across the back of his head. Then, “Oh shit, I didn’t mean to domestically violence you! Please don’t leave me. I swear I can change. It’ll never happen again. It was the tequila, I promise!”

Darren glared at me over his shoulder. “You just ran through the bar,” he growled. “Naked.”

“I am aware of that now,” I said. “To be honest, I’m not quite sure what just happened there.”

“Is that jizz on your neck?” Mike wheezed.

I scowled at Darren. “Next time you come on my face, you better make sure it’s all off when we’re finished.”

“Yes, dear,” he snarked at me.

And, because I found his sarcasm to be amazing, I leaned forward and kissed him on the cheek. I felt him smile against my lips.

“Wait,” Mike said. “What is this?” He pointed between the two of us.

“What’s what?” I asked, hooking my chin on Darren’s shoulder.

“This,” Mike said. “You two. I thought this was faked. Paul was furious with me.”

“Oh,” I said. “Yes, well. Things change. It turns out that Darren’s been lusting after me for years and has been drowning himself in twinks to try and get the bittersweet taste of Helena out of his mouth.”

“That’s really not what happened,” Darren said. “Okay, it sort of is. But to be fair, Sandy has been pining for me probably for just as long.”

“That’s not even what happened at all,” I said through gritted teeth. “Okay, it pretty much is, but what the fuck! Bae, if you recall, we decided upstairs that you were the one that came crawling after me because you needed to correct your horrible wrongs.”

“That’s not what we agreed to,” Darren said affably. “And if you’ll recall, you’re the one that dressed all our friends like a cracked-out Village People and followed me on a date I didn’t even want to be on, all because you were jealous.”

“And you were the one that ate my ass next to a dumpster because you couldn’t resist finally getting your hands on my jelly!”

“Are you quoting Destiny’s Child right now? Seriously?”

“Oh my god, you’re such a homo. Do you love Destiny’s Child? Do you have their poster hanging above your bed? Do you light a candle and say a prayer every night to Queen B?”

“Both of you need to shut the fuck up!” Mike shouted.

And that got us to stop.

Good thing too, because I was getting hard again. Who knew that bickering with Darren was one of my turn-ons?

Well, I suppose I should have known that. We’d been doing it for years, after all.

“Let me get this straight,” Mike said. “You two are together now. Like seriously, no bullshit together.”

“Yeah,” I said, and the smile that Darren gave was blinding.

“Holy fucking shit,” he said, sounding shocked. “It worked. I am amazing.”

“Yes, well,” I said. “It was about time Darren pulled his head out of his—what do you mean you’re amazing? What worked?” I didn’t like the sound of that.

Mike sat back down in his chair, rubbing his hands over his face, chuckling to himself. I really didn’t like the sound of that.

“Mike,” I said ominously. “What did you do?”

“We raised almost a hundred and fifty thousand dollars,” he said.

I blinked. “Are you serious?”

He sat back in his chair, eyeing us gleefully. “Completely. And all the money will go to the charities, as much as it pains me.”

“You need to think of the crack babies,” I scolded him.

“Every night before I go to sleep,” he said dryly. “I’m sure they’ll have a noncrack Christmas this year.”

“Do you think it’ll be enough to beat your father?” I asked Darren.

“I don’t know,” he admitted. “It depends on how much support he can get. It’s usually a big turnout every year.”

“We need to hit up the Super Gays again,” I said to Mike. “We can’t take the chance that he could pull ahead at the last minute.”

“Yeah,” Mike said. “About that. I don’t think you have to be worried about that.”

I narrowed my eyes at him. “Explain.”

“Are you happy?” he asked me.

“With you? That remains to be seen, but the chances aren’t looking good.”

He rolled his eyes. “With Darren.”

Darren tensed in front of me, like he thought there was a chance I’d say no. What an idiot. “Probably the happiest I’ve been,” I said truthfully.

“When we get out of here, I am going to do so many things to you,” Darren muttered under his breath.

“Yes please,” I whispered back. Then, louder, “What does that have to do with anything?”

Mike smiled that slippery smile of his. “See, funny story, and stick with me here, okay? So, I may have stretched the truth about how much trouble Jack It was in.”

“What,” I said flatly.

“Once upon a time, I saw this—”

“Mike.”

He sighed. “I signed the new contract on Jack It.”

“When?”

“The week after your lunch with Andrew Taylor.”

“What?” I shrieked, immediately feeling guilty when Darren winced.

Mike shrugged. “Do you know how much shit I’ve got on him? On his entire administration? There was never any chance the contract wouldn’t get signed. It probably also didn’t hurt that Lambda Legal sent the city of Tucson a nice inquiry letter, asking why a new contract hadn’t been provided as of yet. That letter, coupled with a few phone calls to remind certain officials of favors that were owed to me for keeping my mouth shut and voila! Jack It is contracted to remain open until sometime in the next decade.” Then he frowned at me. “Though, if you plan on running naked through my bar, that might not always be the case.”

“Darren, you need to move,” I growled.

“Why?” he asked.

“Because I’m about to commit murder.”

“Yeah,” Darren said. “I don’t think I’m going to do that. I just got you and I don’t think I’m the type to go for conjugal visits.”

“Rude,” I said. “And don’t lie. You’d find some way to break me out. And if you couldn’t do that, then I’d expect you to at least commit a crime so that you’d be incarcerated with me. Our love burns bright.”

“Not that brightly,” Darren said, the snarky bastard.

“This is so nice,” Mike said, smiling dreamily at us. “I can’t believe this worked.”

“What worked?” I snarled at him.

“You two,” Mike said, as if it were obvious. “I got you together. That was the whole point of this.”

We both gaped at him.

He rolled his eyes. “You seriously haven’t figured that out?”

“What the fuck,” I said faintly.

“Look,” Mike said. “I knew Darren was in love with you, but wasn’t doing anything about it. And I knew you had feelings for him, but instead of manning up and admitting to yourself what everyone else could see, you decided to act like a bitch toward him. And I told myself, Mike ol’ buddy, you need to find some way to get these two crazy kids together.”

“Is this real life?” I breathed to Darren.

“I can feel your penis poking me,” he said. “So yeah. I think so.”

“My bad,” I said.

“It’s cool.”

He was so awesome. I didn’t know why I couldn’t see it before.

“So I decided to play the role of fairy godfather,” Mike said. “Because if there’s one thing I love in this world, it’s love.”

“You’re seriously out of your fucking mind,” I said.

“Probably,” he agreed. “But it worked, didn’t it? Unbelievably well, if those dead babies on your neck mean anything.”

“But… but… just… the gay bar,” I sputtered.

“I can’t believe you bought that.” He chuckled to himself. “I didn’t think it’d work. Seriously.” His voice turned slightly mocking. “You need to seduce Darren Mayne in order to get to his father to find a way to save a gay bar that’s being threatened with closure by the big, bad homophobes? Jesus, princess. This isn’t some eighties movie. That’s not how real life works.”

“But I did that,” I said, too taken aback to say much else. “I did exactly that!”

“Right,” Mike said. “And I don’t think I can comprehend how it all happened. But you got a boyfriend out of it. So, you’re welcome.”

“Okay,” Darren said. “You can murder him now.”

“You fucking Freddie Prinze Juniored me?” I exclaimed shrilly.

“I don’t know if I know what that means,” Mike said. “Even if you guys say it all the time.”

“It doesn’t fucking matter if you don’t know what that means. You did this. You are a goddamn liar—”

He arched an eyebrow at me. “Why are you mad?”

“Because,” I said. “You lied to me. You made me think that Darren was pining after his father, wanting a relationship with him because he had daddy issues!”

“I have what?” Darren asked, sounding incredulous. “I don’t even like my father. I don’t even talk to him. Why the hell would I be pining after him?”

“Had to tug on the heartstrings,” Mike said as if it were nothing. “Really sell it, you know? And you fell for it hook, line, and sinker, princess. You’re such a bleeding heart sometimes.”

“I will stab your liver, you fucking piece of—”

“You said you were happy,” he pointed out. “You have Darren. Jack It will stay open. We made a shit-ton of money for crack babies, and I’ll get amazing publicity for it. What, exactly, do you have a problem with?”

“You magnificent bastard,” I said because he was right. He was really that damn good.

“Thank you,” he said, looking rather pleased with himself. “There is something rather Machiavellian about this whole thing. I’m like a supervillain who has a heart of gold and did something nice for the holidays.” Then his eyes lit up again. “Oh, and one more thing. Darren, speaking of visits to prison, you may want to reconsider your position, especially if you ever want to try and form a relationship with your father. Though, I wouldn’t blame you if you didn’t.”

And with that, he picked up the TV remote off his desk and, without looking away from us, pointed it over his shoulder to the small flat-screen TV hanging in the corner.

The TV flashed on. It was turned to CNN. BREAKING NEWS was listed dramatically in the corner of the screen, while there was a shot obviously taken from a helicopter.

I recognized downtown Tucson almost immediately. In fact, it was only a few miles from where we were standing right now. I could probably go outside and see the helicopter circling in the distance.

“…just joining us,” the anchor was saying, “breaking news out of Tucson, Arizona, today where the FBI, in conjunction with the Pima County Sheriff’s Department, has raided the offices of Tucson mayor Andrew Taylor. An unnamed spokesperson, citing the ongoing investigation, has stated that Mayor Taylor was arrested in his home earlier today on charges of embezzlement, tax fraud, and misappropriation of moneys earmarked for charities. As you can see from the footage, taken from local affiliate KGUN9, the offices are being emptied, with files and hard drives being removed from the scene. The mayor’s office has yet to release a statement, though it’s expected to have a response sometime this evening. Andrew Taylor has been in the spotlight as of late following the death of his wife last year and then his endorsement of Neo-Nazi presidential candidate Donald Trump. Before Trump’s campaign collapsed, there were rumors of a possible vice-presidential nomination for Taylor, though nothing came of it. Recent polls show Taylor’s popularity has recently taken a nosedive in light of accusations made—”

Mike turned off the TV.

“Oops,” he said, smiling.

“You did this,” I breathed.

“Of course not,” Mike scoffed. “Everyone knows anonymous tips never pan out. I guess his bad luck finally just caught up with him.”

“Oh my god,” Darren said. “I came from those loins.”

“Ew,” I said. “You should never say anything like that again.” Then I frowned. “You didn’t embezzle for your dad, did you? I’m not about to get my face splashed all over the news in a scandal I didn’t create myself. I have standards, after all. It’d have to be a sex tape or pictures of me snorting cocaine off Vin Diesel’s ass.”

Darren rolled his eyes. “Don’t be stupid. You know I had nothing to do with that.”

“Like I would ever let you close to him if I thought he’d done something illegal,” Mike said. Then he eyed us both critically. “Well, more illegal than apparently fucking inside my bar.”

“Which you do all the time,” I pointed out. “And when did you become like the Godfather?”

“Fairy godfather,” he corrected. “And princess, you should never underestimate the power of the Super Gays.”

I stared at him blankly.

“I’m one of the Super Gays,” he clarified.

“Ooh,” I said. “That makes so much more sense. So, just so we’re clear, you basically orchestrated this entire thing as a means to get Darren and I together, right?”

“Exactly,” he said.

I moved around Darren, not giving a damn that I was naked. I stood in front of Mike’s desk and smiled warmly. “Thank you,” I said. “For helping me see what was right in front of me.”

He nodded. “You’re welcome, princess.”

The smile dropped off my face and I bared my teeth at him. I reached out and grabbed him by the chest hair, pulling him up and out of his seat. He squeaked as I brought his face inches from my own, snarling at him. “That being said, if you ever try and meddle in my life again, I will end you so fast, you won’t know what hit you until you’re already burning in the fiery pits of hell. Do you understand me?”

“Meep,” he said, nodding frantically.

“And you’re still paying for my Miss Gay America bid, you dickmonger.”

“Anything,” he gasped.

“Good,” I spat at him. I shoved him back toward his seat. “Now, I don’t want to see you again for at least a week. If you even remotely consider stepping inside my club while I’m here during that week, I’ll get my boyfriend to kick the shit out of you.”

“Wait, what?” Darren said.

“Look intimidating,” I hissed at him.

He crossed his arms over his chest and turned the full might of his death glare at Mike. It was literally one of the hottest things I’d ever seen.

“You know,” Mike said, clearing his throat. “It’s hard feeling threatened when you’ve got half a chub going on from that alone. Seriously, princess. You are so gone on him.”

And what sucked is that he was right. About the feelings.

And the boner.

“Give me your shirt!” Darren barked at him, which did nothing but make things worse for me.

He complied rather quickly, stripping his button-down off, leaving him in an old tank top. He tossed the shirt to Darren, who hooked it around my waist, tying it off so it slung low around my hips.

“Huh,” I said. “I guess I just look good in everything.” I glared back up at Mike. “And you’re not getting it back!”

And with that, I stormed out of the trailer, Darren close on my heels. He slammed the door behind us. We stood in the gravel parking lot, just staring at each other, breathing heavily. He broke first, lips twitching. I followed quickly and soon, we were hanging off each other, laughing so hard that it hurt, because this was literally the stupidest and most wonderful thing that had ever happened to me.

And it seemed he felt the same way.

Which was good.

He wiped the tears from my eyes and then hugged me close.

“You okay?” I asked, laughter still in my voice.

“Why wouldn’t I be?” he asked, holding me tight.

“Your dad.”

“He wasn’t my dad,” Darren said. “Hadn’t been for a very long time. If ever. It’s fine. Trust me. If anything, it’s a burden I no longer have to worry about carrying.”

I pulled back, but only just, his hands on my arms, my own up around his shoulders. He had a smile on his face, his eyes bright. He was looking at me like I was something special, and I was starting to see that I was. At least to him. And I think that was all that mattered. “And everything else?” I asked.

“You mean how we were essentially tricked into being together because we couldn’t figure it out ourselves?”

“Yes. That.”

He leaned forward and kissed me, lingering and sweet. “You know we’re going to have to thank him eventually.”

“Fuck him,” I said with a scowl. “Maybe thirty years from now when he’s cold in the ground and we’re spitting on his grave, I’ll entertain the thought. And then I’ll banish it from my head and we’ll go get tacos or something.”

“That’s pretty much what I expected from you.” He shook his head. “I have no problem with—” He stopped himself, looking back up at me like he’d been shocked.

“What?” I asked.

“You want us to be spitting on his grave together in thirty years?” he asked, voice tentative, almost shy. “And then getting tacos?”

I frowned. “Well, yeah. I don’t—oh. Um. I see what you mean. I mean, we don’t have to be together in thirty years. To spit on anything. If you don’t want to. I didn’t mean to imply that we’d—”

He kissed me again, more desperately this time, his tongue against mine. I squeaked into his mouth as his hands started roaming to more southerly destinations. “Yes,” he said against my lips, breath hot, hands on my ass. “We’re going to spit on his grave in thirty years. And eat tacos. Together.” And then he kissed me again, pressing me up against the trailer.

It was the sweetest thing anyone had ever said to me.




Epilogue: A Raging Case of Sequelitis

 

 

“MERRY CHRISTMAS,” Johnny Depp screamed. “Paul Auster is a bloody poofter!”

“What the hell,” Paul groaned from his spot on the couch next to Vince. Christmas music played low in the background. Wrapping paper lay strewn about the floor, presents piled up at our feet. We’d get it cleaned up, eventually. For now, though, we were content sitting in Matty and Larry’s living room watching Wheels tear through the paper like it had offended him personally. Well, content until Johnny Depp opened his beak and started dropping homophobic rants as he was wont to do.

“Don’t you glare at me, Paul Auster,” Nana said. “He gets that from Downton Abbey. He likes watching BBC.”

“Put his blanket over his cage,” Paul said. “At least he’ll be quiet, then.”

“It’s Christmas,” Nana said. “Family should be together. God bless us, everyone.”

“Johnny Depp’s not my family,” Paul muttered as Vince patted his hand.

“Maybe I’ll put a blanket on you,” Nana said.

“Come at me, bro,” Paul said.

“Fuck your face!” the parrot called.

“Language,” Larry said with a frown. He and Matty were sitting in chairs pulled from the dining room table. They sat hand in hand next to the Christmas tree. He wore the ugliest Christmas sweater I’d ever seen, something he’d stitched himself that was supposed to show the crucifixion of Jesus, but instead looked like Jesus was eating a meatloaf with a rather large goat.

“Be nice, Johnny Depp,” Vince said.

“Pretty. Pretty, pretty!”

“Do you think it’s healthy that a bird has a crush on my brother?” Darren asked me, arm warm and heavy around my shoulders as we sat on the floor, backs against the couch.

“Probably not.” I leaned my head back on his arm. “But then I don’t know if there’s really anything healthy about this family. It’s sort of our gift.”

“What a lovely thing to say,” Matty said, smiling down at me. “Did you hear that, Larry? Sandy thinks we’re gifted.”

“Of course we are,” Larry said. “It also probably helps that we’re a very attractive group of people. We should consider doing a family Christmas card and releasing it to the world like those soul-sucking monsters that I love do on TV.”

“Do I even want to know?” Paul asked.

“Your father likes the Kardashians,” Matty said.

“I want to get collagen injections in my lips,” Larry said.

“And butt implants,” Matty whispered loudly in his ear.

“And butt implants,” Larry said. “Because I like the way they work it.”

“Do it,” Kori said. She sat next to Paul and Vince on the couch. “Do both of those things. Then I will teach you how to twerk.”

“I’m going to get down with my bad self,” Larry announced.

“Jesus Christ,” Paul muttered. “Every Christmas.”

“I once got down with my bad self,” Nana said. “Back in the year 2013. It was a different time then. We could get down and no one would even bat an eye. Now, you can’t even show your nipples in public unless you’re breastfeeding. How unfair is that?”

“Okay, wait a minute,” Sherry Mayne said. She’d driven down from Phoenix at an invitation from Larry and Matty to spend the holidays with us. Darren had been shocked when he’d heard, like he’d still had a hard time believing any of this was real, then shyly pleased. I had wanted to wreck him after seeing that look. “That was only two years ago.”

“Right?” Nana said with a snort. “Thanks Obamacare.”

“I don’t think I understand what that means,” Sherry said, looking perplexed. She was the last person on the couch, next to Kori, squished in tight.

“No one does,” Matty said. “That’s why we just smile and nod.”

Sherry smiled and nodded at Nana.

“Darren,” Nana whispered.

“Yeah?”

“I think your mom is flirting with me. What do I do? Do I smile back? Or do I show her the flogger Charlie got me?”

“Oh my god,” Darren said.

“You can’t use the flogger yet,” Charlie said from his spot in the recliner. His feet were propped up, and he was running his fingers lovingly over the leather jacket Paul and I had gotten him for Christmas. It’d been expensive, probably more so than any other gift I’d bought, but it’d been worth it to see the look on his face when he’d opened it. I swear I even saw a tear or two, even though Charlie said I needed to shut my mouth before he spanked me in front of my boyfriend.

“You’re still building up the arm strength for it.”

“I’ve been practicing,” Nana said.

“On who?” Matty asked. “Mom, you know you can’t go around in public flogging people. Not again.”

“I know that,” Nana said. “I have a mannequin that I use.”

“And where did you get the mannequin?” Larry asked.

“Well, I certainly didn’t steal it from Sears while wearing my pantyhose over my face if that’s what you’re asking,” Nana said. “Also, on a completely unrelated note, I’m not allowed back in Sears anymore. But that’s okay, because it always smelled like old popcorn and cats in there, anyway.”

“Mom,” Darren said. “Don’t flirt with Nana. You’re straight.”

“Ish,” Nana coughed.

“What?” Darren asked, going pale.

Sherry rolled her eyes. “So I experimented in college. Everyone does it. I went through my bra-burning, no armpit shaving, dating women phases just like everyone else.”

“I didn’t get to have one of those phases,” Matty said sadly.

“Do you want to?” Larry asked. “I could probably be okay with it. Except for the dating women thing.”

“You did what?” Darren asked, sitting up and turning to look up at his mother.

“Don’t be such a prude, Dare,” Sherry said.

“I don’t think Darren knows what that word means,” Kori said.

“Hey,” I said. “That’s my boyfriend you’re talking about. But that’s entirely accurate.”

“Thanks for backing me up,” Darren grumbled.

“Anytime, bae.” I kissed his cheek.

“And I also probably want you to keep shaving your armpits,” Larry said to Matty. “Not that I don’t respect you as a woman and an individual, I just don’t think I could find that attractive.”

Matty smiled at him. “That was the nicest way I’ve ever heard anyone try and stifle my gender.”

“If you’re going to try and date me,” Nana said to Sherry, “you should probably know that I get a little weird.”

“I already guessed that part,” Sherry said.

“I don’t think you have any room to talk,” Charlie told me. “Mike told me about what you and Darren—”

“And that’s enough of that story,” I said quite loudly. “Because there are other more important things to talk about.” And I wanted to stay as far away from Darren’s and my relationship being involved in the conversation until quite a long time from now. We hadn’t told the parents or Nana about the whole fake dating fiasco, and had no plans to. It was just easier to let them believe we’d been together all along. I could keep a lid on it. Easy. No worries.

Okay, maybe there was a little bit of worry.

“And you probably shouldn’t burn your bras,” Larry said. “Because you look nice in them, and also, they’re expensive. I should know. I see them on the credit card statement.”

“Maybe I just wouldn’t wear them at all,” Matty said.

“Whoa,” Larry said. “That opens up a whole other avenue of discussion.”

“Of which we probably shouldn’t be having right now,” Paul cut in.

“If you’re going to be Nana’s girlfriend,” Vince told Sherry, “you have to watch telenovelas with her. They’re not like normal shows because they’re not in English and they have, like, four hundred episodes a month.”

“No one is being anyone’s girlfriend.” Darren sounded like he was on the verge of panicking.

“Like she’d be able to resist after she sees me twerk,” Nana said. “I’m hot like burning.”

“You should just let your freak flag fly,” Kori told her.

“I don’t know what I just got myself into,” Sherry said.

“That’s okay,” Matty said. “It’s pretty much a normal feeling around here. Remind me to include you in our group text message chats from here on out. The things you’ll hear in them will put hair on your chest.”

“I don’t think that’s quite how that works,” Larry said.

“Probably,” Matty said. “Because I don’t have a hairy chest yet.”

“Weird,” Larry said. “Apparently, I’m not okay with you having hairy armpits, but I’d be fine with a hairy chest. Why is that? Is that my own freak flag flying?”

“Why were you making out with women?” Darren asked his mom.

“I didn’t make out with them,” Sherry said. “Okay, well I did. And so much more.”

“Boom,” Kori said, high-fiving Sherry.

Darren made a sound like a gazelle getting attacked by a lion.

Everyone stopped talking and stared at him.

Darren clapped his hand over his mouth and blushed brightly.

“What the hell was that?” Charlie finally asked.

“I didn’t know men could make noises like that,” Nana said.

“I didn’t know humans could make noises like that,” Matty said.

“He always did make the strangest sounds when he was a kid,” Sherry said fondly. “Once, for like a whole month, he walked around trying to make dolphin noises because he’d heard it on a show on TV.”

“He must have been so sweet when he was little,” Kori said. “I wonder what changed.”

“Actually, this happened when he was seventeen,” Sherry said.

“There it is,” Paul said. “And actually, that makes so much more sense now.”

“Bro,” Vince said to Darren. “You’ve been holding out? Why didn’t you tell me you could make dolphin noises?”

And naturally, I had to go and ruin it all with feelings.

“Oh my fucking god,” I blurted out. “I love you so goddamn much.”

The room went silent again as everyone started gaping.

Darren dropped his hand. He opened and closed his mouth. Repeatedly.

It stretched on for a good minute or two.

And then he tackled me.

“Ow, you fucking assbag,” I said, staring up at him.

“Did you mean it?” he demanded.

“Oh no,” Paul groaned. “They’re going to be so gross now.”

“Um, yes?” I said, grimacing slightly.

“Say it again.”

“This is even worse than I thought it would be,” Paul wailed.

“Do I have to?”

“Sandy!”

I sighed. “Fine. I love you. God. Satisfied? You are so fucking needy—”

And he kissed me.

“Is that the first time he’s said it?” Matty asked from somewhere in the room.

“Yeah,” Vince said. “I knew those crazy kids would make it.”

“Wow,” Nana said. “So apparently it’s cool these days to kiss like you’re wanting to eat faces. That doesn’t look hygienic. I didn’t know you were supposed to lick people’s back molars.”

“I’m pretty sure I never wanted to see my son doing this with anyone,” Sherry said. “Especially if it involves the back molars.”

“And people don’t believe me when I say I’m the normal one,” Kori said.

“I don’t think any of us can be considered normal,” Charlie said.

“Speak for yourself,” Paul said. “I’m the most normal person here.”

“Paul took me under the bleachers at school and made me touch his privates!” Johnny Depp bellowed.

“Except for that part,” Paul muttered.

Darren stopped eating my face, pulling back slightly. His eyes were bright, and I almost wanted to start spouting pretty words about his eyes.

I was so fucked.

“Again,” he said hoarsely.

And what the hell. I must have been getting soft in my old age because I said, “I love you.”

And meant every damn word.

“I love you too,” he said.

I tried to keep the smile off my face, but for the life of me, I just couldn’t do it. So I settled on saying, “No shit.”

“This is so nice,” Matty said with a sniff. “I don’t know that I’ve ever been happier. We have new friends. Our family is together. Andrew Taylor is probably getting passed around like a bong at Woodstock. Darren and Sandy finally got their heads out of their asses.”

“Language,” Larry said fondly.

“Exactly,” Matty said. “And Paul and Vince are getting married in just over three months. Everything is so wonderful.”

Then she frowned. “Except….”

Darren and I stopped making out and turned to look over at her, as did the rest of the room.

“Except what?” Larry asked his wife.

And Matty looked at Kori. “Except….”

“No,” Kori said. “Absolutely not.”

“Kori,” Matty said, eyes suddenly dry, a small, scary smile on her face. “My sons have all found love with each other—”

“Maybe you should phrase that differently,” Larry whispered.

“—except for you,” Matty finished. “Even if you’re also my daughter. And I don’t want to see you alone. The world is a big and scary place, and you should have someone there aside from us who has your back. Or even your front. You know we don’t judge you here.”

“Help me,” Kori whispered fervently to the rest of us.

But we did nothing. Because Matty was on a mission.

“So,” Matty said. “Kori. Beautiful Kori. Darling, sweet Kori. Is there a special someone in your life that we possibly need to meddle about so that we can be intrusively involved in your courtship process? I do hope that answer is yes, and even if it’s not, you must at least tell me your type so that I can be on the lookout. For all I know, I’ve passed the love of your life on the streets when I could have stopped him and showed him that picture I carry of you on my phone. You know, the one where you fell asleep while studying and was almost drowned in your soup bowl. So precious.”

Kori looked panicked for a moment. Then her features relaxed and her lips curved wickedly.

And I knew what she was going to do. “Get up,” I grunted at Darren. “Oh my god, you have to get up!”

“Why?” Darren asked, frowning down at me.

“We have to stop her! We have to—”

“Darren and Sandy weren’t actually together until two weeks ago because they were faking their relationship the whole time to try and save a gay bar,” Kori rushed out. “And everyone in this room aside from parents and grandparents knew about it.”

“Oh sweat balls,” I sighed.

Matty, Larry, Sherry, and Nana all turned slowly to look at us.

“Um,” I said. “Hey. How are you? You all look good. So good.”

Darren lay his face on my neck, breathing against my throat. “We’re doomed,” he murmured as the parents and one grandparent began to yell over the top of each other at us, each sounding more incredulous than the last.

And you know what?

It was okay.

It was good.

It was better than good, because even as the overdramatic outrage of our family poured over us, even when Paul and Vince jumped in and tried to defend us while also throwing us under the bus, and even when Kori sat back against the couch, a pleased look on her lips in the face of her obvious betrayal, I could feel the smile Darren pressed into my neck, the warm weight of him on top of me, and I knew that regardless of how we’d gotten here, we’d done it together. And would continue to do so for a long, long time, if I had any say in it.

Was it perfect?

No. Of course not.

But I was a queen. And he was the Homo Jock King.

We’d make it work.

We had a grave to spit on, after all.
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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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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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John and Jackie first laid eyes on each other when they were twelve years old. Now, seventy-one years later, Jack prepares to give his beloved husband the ultimate gift. Before he does, they’ll relive five key moments from their younger lives together over the course of a single afternoon. From their first meeting and first kiss to the violence of an abusive father and the heartache of growing up, these moments have defined who they have become. As sunset approaches, John will show the depths of his love for the one man who has made him whole: his Jackie. They’ll soon learn there is no force more powerful than their devotion to one another.
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Once upon a time, in an alleyway in the slums of the City Of Lockes, a young and somewhat lonely boy named Sam Haversford turns a group of teenage douchebags into stone completely by accident.

Of course, this catches the attention of a higher power, and Sam’s pulled from the only world he knows to become an apprentice to the King’s Wizard, Morgan of Shadows.

When Sam’s fourteen, he enters the Dark Woods and returns with Gary, the hornless gay unicorn, and a half-giant named Tiggy, earning the moniker Sam of Wilds.

At fifteen, Sam learns what love truly is when a new knight arrives at the castle—Knight Ryan Foxheart, the dreamiest dream to have ever been dreamed.

Naturally, it all goes to hell when Ryan dates the reprehensible Prince Justin, Sam can’t control his magic, a sexually aggressive dragon kidnaps the prince, and the King sends them on an epic quest to save Ryan’s boyfriend, all while Sam falls more in love with someone he can never have.

Or so he thinks.
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Sequel to Who We Are

 

Tyson Thompson graduated high school at sixteen and left the town of Seafare, Oregon, bound for what he assumed would be bigger and better things. He soon found out the real world has teeth, and he returns to the coast with four years of failure, addiction, and a diagnosis of panic disorder trailing behind him. His brother, Bear, and his brother’s husband, Otter, believe coming home is exactly what Tyson needs to find himself again. Surrounded by family in the Green Monstrosity, Tyson attempts to put the pieces of his broken life back together.

But shortly after he arrives home, Tyson comes face to face with inevitability in the form of his childhood friend and first love, Dominic Miller, who he hasn’t seen since the day he left Seafare. As their paths cross, old wounds reopen, new secrets are revealed, and Tyson discovers there is more to his own story than he was told all those years ago.

In a sea of familiar faces, new friends, and the memories of a mother’s devastating choice, Tyson will learn that in order to have any hope for a future, he must fight the ghosts of his past.
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“FIVE ooey gooey strawberries dipped in chocolate for TJ Klune’s Tell Me It's Real and my pick as the greatest romance of all time… because it was about me you know.”

—Guilty Indulgence Romance Reviews

 

“…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

 

“TJ Klune is awesome wrapped in crazy, regurgitated as spectacular… will most definitely be in my fave books of 2013, I laughed, cried, I laughed while crying, and most of all I fell in love with all the characters.”

—Pants Off Reviews

 

“I loved the mix of humor and tenderness and I really appreciated how it is both sweet and hysterical at once.”

—Joyfully Jay




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, wondering why he has to go to work as a claims examiner for an insurance company during the day when he could just stay home and write.

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.)
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