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  Chapter one








The Wrong Fit


Jordan’s baseball cap was the kind of thing that should’ve been thrown out years ago — the brim was frayed like a dog had been at it, and the logo had faded into a ghost of itself. He wore it everywhere anyway, like it was a crown. Kyle was no better: his hoodie sleeves were chewed into strings, damp at the ends because he gnawed on them when he got nervous. Between the two of them, they looked like they’d been raised by wolves, but nobody cared. That was the magic of being a boy: you could look like you’d slept in a ditch and people still called you normal. 
I tugged at my shoelaces, pretending they needed another knot. Out on the field, the smell of cut grass and sweat hung thick as syrup. The guys shouted and shoved each other around like it was the funniest thing in the world. When Jordan jogged off with his hair plastered to his forehead, he grinned at me and gave a nod like we were teammates, even though we both knew I hadn’t touched the ball all game.
“You were wide open, man,” Jordan said, grabbing his water bottle. “Shoulda called for it.”
“Yeah,” I said. “Next time.”
Kyle dropped onto the bleacher beside me, hoodie hood yanked half over his face. “Bro, did you see me nail that header? Total beast mode.” He grinned like a little kid waiting for applause.
“Yeah, you killed it,” I said, trying to match his energy.
They laughed and shoved each other, water spraying from Jordan’s bottle, hoodie strings whipping around. I smiled, but it sat on my face like a sticker peeling at the edges.
That’s what people notice. Not the score, not the sweat. They notice who fits and who doesn’t. Kyle fit, sleeves and all. Jordan fit, with his battered cap. Me? I was the shoelaces kid. Always busy tying and retying, trying to hide the empty space where belonging should’ve been.
What I wanted was the thing between them — the ease, the shorthand, the unspoken rules that made them laugh before the joke even landed. I laughed too, but always a second late, like I was waiting for permission.
"Winters! What are you doing out there?"
Coach's voice cut across the field like a referee's whistle. I jerked my head up, realizing I'd been watching a cloud drift past instead of tracking the ball. The other guys had surged toward the goal while I stood frozen in the grass, useless as a scarecrow.
"Sorry, Coach," I called back, jogging toward where the action had moved without me.
Kyle shot me a look that wasn't mean, just confused. Like he couldn't figure out how someone could zone out in the middle of a scrimmage. The ball came my way — a perfect pass from Jordan that should've been easy to control. Instead, I mistimed the kick completely. My foot connected with air while the ball rolled past like it was embarrassed for me.
"Dude," Kyle said, jogging over. "You good? You look like you're lagging hard."
I forced a laugh. "Yeah, just... tired, I guess."
But tired wasn't it. Tired was something you could fix with a nap or an energy drink. This was different — like watching a movie where everyone else had the script and I was improvising badly. The guys around me moved with this casual violence, throwing elbows and shoulders like their bodies were weapons they'd been born knowing how to use. When they collided, they bounced off each other and kept running. When I got bumped, I stumbled like a house of cards.
Jordan scored and whooped, pumping his fist in the air. The others mobbed him, slapping his back and shouting things that sounded like battle cries. I clapped along from the edge of the celebration, feeling like a tourist taking pictures of a culture I'd never understand.
Coach blew the whistle. "Alright, bring it in!"
The guys clustered around him. Sweat dripped from their chins, grass stains decorated their knees, and they looked exactly like what they were supposed to be. I hung back, picking at a loose thread on my jersey.
"Good hustle today," Coach said, scanning the group. His eyes paused on me for half a second — not angry, just noting something that didn't quite fit. "Winters, see me after practice."
My stomach dropped. The other guys started drifting toward the locker room, and Kyle bumped my shoulder as he passed.
"Don't stress it, man. Coach probably just wants to talk strategy or whatever."
Deke's voice cut through the noise like nails on a chalkboard. I looked up to find him, arms crossed, wearing that smirk that meant trouble.
"You even play out there, or you just tie shoes?"
A few of the guys around him snickered. Not mean laughter exactly, just the automatic response when someone throws out a joke in boy-speak. The kind of casual cruelty that boys learned to trade like currency.
"Leave him alone," Kyle muttered from the next row over, but his voice was flat. Going through the motions.
Jordan didn't even look up from digging through his bag. "Ignore him."
But my cheeks were already burning. That familiar heat crawling up my neck, the feeling of being stripped bare even though I was fully dressed. Like everyone could see through my clothes, through my skin, straight to whatever was wrong with me.
"I'm just saying," Deke continued, enjoying his audience, "maybe stick to chess club or whatever. Leave the real sports to people who actually want to be here."
The whistle blew one last time, sharp as a screen going dark. Everyone dropped where they stood, breathing hard, jerseys stuck to their backs. I bent forward, hands on my knees, pretending I needed the same break they did, though I might as well have been a spectator who’d wandered onto the field. My legs felt heavy from running circles that never mattered.
Jordan clapped me on the shoulder, hard enough to tilt me forward. His grin was wide, teeth flashing under that battered cap.  
“Dude, you straight-up whiffed it. Like, clean air. Never seen a miss that pure.”  
Kyle jogged up beside him, hoodie half over his head even though he was sweating buckets. He snorted and shook his sleeves into my face. “Lag spike, man. Total input delay. Don’t worry, it happens.”  
Their laughter bounced between them, quick and easy, landing soft enough not to sting. It wasn’t cruel — just the kind where you knew they’d already moved on to the next joke. I stretched my shoelaces again, fussing with a knot that didn’t need fixing, and pasted on a grin.  
“Guess I’m keeping the blooper reel alive,” I muttered.  
Jordan gave my back another slap. “Hey, it’s all good. You showed up. That counts.” He downed the last of his water and sprayed the grass with what he didn’t finish. He always acted like every movement deserved an audience.  
“Dude, did you see Jessie in math? That skirt was, like, against dress code, but no one’s gonna complain.” Kyle slurped soda loudly enough to echo. “Total OP buff right there.”  
Jordan smirked. “She knows what she’s doing. Probably fishing for Bri, that guy checks her out every class.”  
I twisted my lock, pretending the dial needed extra turns. The cold metal pressed into my fingertips.  
Kyle jabbed his can toward me. “Right, Winters? Jessie’s basically advertising. You’d roll on that drop, huh?”  
I barked out something shaped like a laugh. “Yeah, guess so.” My voice snagged in my throat.  
They grinned, satisfied, and kept volleying back and forth — easy jokes, names of girls tossed out like trading cards. Who’d “level up,” who’d “carry,” who was “trash.” I copied Jordan and chuckled when the gaps made it obvious I should, but the sound came late, forced.  
Out in the hall, the girls they’d been cataloguing leaned against lockers of their own. Elena shoved her math book into the metal slot and nudged her friend Maya with her hip. Maya squealed and shoved back, shoulders colliding. They laughed so hard their ponytails slipped loose, strands catching the yellow light from the windows. It wasn’t the skirt that caught my eye. It was that — the way they touched without hesitation, the shared grin like the whole hallway had stopped to watch just them.  
“Seriously,” Jordan kept on, brushing sweat-dark hair off his forehead, “Tasha’s basically free points. Bri scored already and he barely even—”  
Another cough of laughter clawed its way out of me. Shut up, go with it. Just sound normal.  
Kyle tossed his empty can into the mud like he was planting it there. The sleeves dangled from his mouth as he talked through the fabric. “Yo, Friday night — my place. Smash tourney, Code Red, Doritos buffet. You in?”  
Jordan elbowed me. “Better bring your A-game. Or at least, like, a B-minus.”  
I nodded, the way you nod when you’re grateful not to be invisible. “Yeah. I’ll come.”  
The words felt like clicking “accept” on a side quest you weren’t sure you cared about, just because saying no would leave you standing alone in the main menu.  
We drifted off the field like leaves caught in the same current, nobody deciding where to go but all heading the same direction, anyway. Kyle kicked at gravel, sending rocks skittering ahead. Jordan adjusted his cap for the hundredth time, like the perfect angle would unlock some secret achievement.
"Dude, I finally hit Diamond rank last night," Kyle said, chewing his sleeve between words. "Absolute grind. Like twelve hours straight. My eyes were bleeding, but worth it."
"Diamond's nothing," Jordan shot back. "My cousin hit Master last week. Says Diamond's basically silver with extra steps."
Kyle spat out his sleeve to protest. "Your cousin plays on PC. That's like comparing apples to, I dunno, superior apples with RGB lighting."
They volleyed game stats back and forth — kill ratios, frame rates, which streamer was overrated. I walked between them, watching their hands slice the air as they argued about things that didn't matter. Kyle's voice pitched up when he got excited, cracking on the high notes. Jordan kept his low and steady, like he was narrating a documentary about how wrong Kyle was.
"Steven, back me up here," Kyle said, turning those expectant eyes on me. "Mouse and keyboard or controller?"
"Controller," I said, because it was safer than admitting I barely played anymore.
"See?" Kyle punched Jordan's arm. "Democracy wins."
Jordan rubbed the spot, grinning. "Democracy elected idiots."
They kept at it, their words bouncing off each other in perfect rhythm. I laughed when they laughed, added "yeah" and "totally" at the right beats. But underneath, something false opened up in my chest, expanding like a bruise.
I'd seen movies where friends sprawled across beds, sharing secrets that changed everything. Where they grabbed each other's shoulders during hard moments, where silence meant understanding instead of running out of things to say. Those friends knew each other's middle names, their worst fears, the songs that made them cry.
Kyle and Jordan knew my gamertag. They knew I sucked at sports. They knew I'd show up when invited. That was the complete file.
We passed the corner store where kids from school clustered in groups, their voices layering into white noise. A trio of girls sat on the curb, heads bent together over someone's phone. One grabbed another's wrist, gasping at whatever she saw on the screen. They leaned into each other like they were sharing the same bloodstream.
"Oh man," Kyle said, pulling me back. "Did you see that clip where the guy no-scopes from across the map? Insane. Pure RNG, but still."
I watched the girls over his shoulder. One murmured something that made the others collapse into giggles, hands covering mouths, shoulders shaking with the weight of their secret. They touched so easily — a hand on a knee, fingers braiding hair, arms linked like they'd float away if they let go.
"Steven?" Jordan's voice cut through. "You good?"
"Yeah," I said, turning back to them. "Just thinking."
I peeled away from Kyle and Jordan at the corner, waving it off with the excuse of homework. They barely argued, already tangling themselves in another debate about gun loadouts. Their laughter trailed behind me, loud and sure, while I slipped into the quieter streets.  
The walk home stretched long, every house the same copy of beige siding and trimmed hedges. My shoes scuffed the cracks in the sidewalk, the sound not quite syncing with the hum in my head. I pulled at a loose shoelace, knotting it tighter even though it never stayed.  
When I stepped through the front door, the house sat hushed, like it had exhaled and forgotten to breathe in again. The faint scent of lavender from Mom’s cleaning spray lingered in the air. The TV sat dark, the mail stacked neatly on the coffee table where she always staged it for when Dad got home.  
And there it was. Draped casually over the back of the plaid sofa, one of Mom’s scarves. Patterned in muted greens and cream, her favorite palette, tiny whorls of vines etched across the fabric. She must’ve tossed it there after fussing with her flowers on the porch.  
I closed the door behind me soft, like noise might wake someone. My eyes kept returning to that spill of fabric. It looked alive against the beige room, brighter than it had a right to be.  
My hand reached before I gave it permission. The fabric slid between my fingers, smoother than anything I owned. I lifted it, careful, as if scarves could bruise.  
At first I draped it across my shoulders, the way I’d seen Mom do before heading to work. It settled there with weight that wasn’t weight, more like a reminder. The threads clung to the ridges of my T-shirt, warming where they touched. I held still, half afraid the air might rip it away.  
Then I tugged it higher. Over my hair, across my head, and down the sides of my face. The patterned vines framed me like ivy climbing a wall. In the dark glass of the TV screen, I caught the outline — narrow shoulders blurred, jaw softened by shadow and cloth.  
It startled me, the gentleness of it. For a second, so quick I nearly missed it, someone else stared from the reflection. Not Steven, not exactly. Someone possible.  
I tilted my head, testing how far the illusion reached. In one angle, the scarf hid the sharpness I loathed. The curve of my cheek looked different. Changed enough that my chest tensed with something sharp but sweet, like the first breath after swimming underwater too long.  
I touched the edge of the scarf, traced the threads where green bled into cream. My fingers trembled, not from weight but from the risk of it. The risk of seeing myself — or her — flicker into being in the glass.  
Stephanie. The name brushed my mind, quiet as a whisper not yet spoken out loud. The girl in the scarf met my gaze, and for a heartbeat, she was real.
The front door's lock clicked, sharp as breaking glass. Grocery bags rustled against each other, paper and plastic announcing Mom's return like an alarm. My hands moved faster than thought, yanking the scarf away from my face. The fabric caught on my ear, pulling wrong, and I fumbled it back onto the sofa where it belonged. My heart hammered against my ribs, each beat loud enough to give me away.
"Steven?" Mom's voice floated from the entryway. "Could you help me with these?"
I smoothed down my hair where the scarf had mussed it, checked the TV's dark screen one more time to make sure I looked like myself again. Like Steven. The name sat heavy in my mouth.
"Coming," I called back, voice cracking on the single word.
She stood surrounded by bags, purse sliding off her shoulder, keys still dangling from one finger. Her neat bun had loosened during the day, wisps of chestnut hair framing her face. She looked tired in that specific way she got after dealing with crowds at the store — shoulders pulled down, smile a little forced at the edges.
I grabbed the heaviest bags first, the ones cutting red lines into her wrists. Our fingers brushed in the handoff, hers cool from the frozen section. She smelled like her hand lotion, vanilla and something floral, mixed with the faint chemical tang of receipt paper.
"Traffic was awful," she said, leading the way to the kitchen. "Everyone shopping for the weekend. You'd think people had never seen a grocery store before."
I set the bags on the counter, started pulling out milk and eggs while she arranged canned goods in the pantry. Her movements were precise, every label facing forward, organized by some system only she understood. The scarves on the coat rack by the door caught my eye — a whole collection of them, draped there like possibilities.
Mom turned from the pantry and reached up, pressing a kiss to the top of my head. Her lips were gentle against my hair, and her hand squeezed my shoulder.
"You're such a good boy," she murmured, the words automatic as breathing. "Always helping without being asked."
The phrase landed like ice water in my veins. Good boy. The words that were supposed to feel like praise but instead felt like being stuffed into a box two sizes too small. I stood there, frozen between the counter and her touch, warmth and wrongness twisting together until I couldn't tell which was which.
I stacked the cereal boxes into the cabinet while Mom lined up cans of beans with the precision of a drill sergeant. She hummed under her breath, some tune from church maybe, each note clipped short like she didn't want to get caught enjoying it. A bag of apples rolled against my hip, thudding to the counter.  
"You'll never guess who came into the office today," she said, still turned toward the pantry. "Mrs. Reed’s daughter. You remember her from Scouts? Lanky girl, blond ponytail?"  
I dug eggs out from under the loaf of bread. "Uh… yeah, I think so."  
"Showed up in a suit." Mom shook her head as if the words themselves were off-key. "Tie, slacks, the whole thing. Honestly, such a shame — she’s a pretty girl underneath all that." She sighed through her nose, clinking a can into place. "I don’t understand why some of them choose to make things harder on themselves."  
The fridge door hung open in front of me, cold air spilling onto my arms. I stared at the rows of condiments, letting the mustard bottle blur. Words gathered but wouldn’t come out. Say something. Anything.  
Instead, I nodded. The eggs balanced in my grip like a fragile excuse.  
Mom closed the pantry with a snap, wiping her hands on a dish towel. "Hand me the milk, sweetheart?"  
I passed it over, careful not to look at her. My tongue tasted dry, like paper.  
The rest of the bags came empty in a kind of silence — rustle of plastic, thump of boxes, refrigerator swallow. I gave short answers when she spoke, each one lighter than the last, until I wasn’t really in the kitchen anymore. Not Steven, not anyone. Just hands moving cans.  
By the time she reached for the receipt to tuck with the others in her tidy binder, I’d already edged toward the stairs.  
"Homework," I muttered.  
She nodded absently, eyes on the crumpled paper. "Don’t stay up too late."  
In the living room, the scarf lay sprawled on the sofa where I’d left it, vines curling across the fabric. It looked almost smug, like it knew what we’d just overheard together. Like it had been waiting.  
I passed it quick, keeping my eyes on the carpet, but the brush of fabric against the corner of my vision punched harder than Mom’s words. Pretty girl underneath all that. The phrase looped around my skull, twisting it each time. Pretty girl inside. Shame to let anyone see.  
At the base of the stairs I hesitated. The house was quiet except for Mom flipping through her binder pages. I could still go back, grab the scarf, claim it again before it vanished into laundry and cedar drawers. My legs twitched with the thought.  
But cowardice felt safer tonight.  
I climbed two steps at a time, heart heavy with the weight of fabric that wasn’t wrapped around me anymore.  
In my room, the walls glowed faint blue under the desk lamp. Posters I never cared about watched from peeling corners. I dropped into the chair, hands limp in my lap, and stared at nothing.  
Downstairs the scarf stayed draped across plaid cushions, abandoned proof that for one flicker of a moment, the girl wasn’t just underneath. She was out. And she was mine.







  
  Chapter two








Testing the Waters


Mom had the cutting board out, onions waiting to be diced. I grabbed the wooden spoon from the drawer without being asked—we'd done this dance a hundred times before. She smiled when I appeared at her elbow, the kind of smile that made the kitchen feel smaller, warmer. 
"Thought we'd try that chicken recipe from the magazine," she said, sliding the onions toward me. "The one with the lemon and herbs."
I nodded and started peeling, letting the papery skin fall into the compost bowl. The repetitive motion settled something in my chest. This was our thing—no Kyle rolling his eyes, no Jordan making jokes I didn't get. Just me and Mom and the quiet rhythm of chopping vegetables.
She hummed while she seasoned the chicken, that tuneless little melody she always did when she was content. I diced the onions smaller than necessary, watching the pieces pile up like tiny white cubes. The smell made my eyes water, but I didn't mind. It gave me an excuse for the tautness building in my throat.
"Mom?" The word came out shakier than I meant.
"Hmm?" She glanced over, eyebrows raised expectantly.
I stirred the onions around the cutting board with the tip of my knife, not looking at her. "Sometimes I don't feel like other boys."
The humming stopped. I could feel her watching me, but I kept my eyes on the onions.
"What do you mean, sweetheart?" Her voice had that careful quality again, like she was handling something breakable.
My mouth felt dry. "Like... like I'm supposed to be different. Not like Kyle and Jordan, you know? They fit. They make sense. And I—" I swallowed hard. "I don't know. Maybe something's wrong with me."
The words hung in the air between us, heavier than the smell of raw chicken and herbs. I finally looked up. Mom had put down her fork and was studying my face with those thoughtful green eyes, the ones that always seemed to see too much.
"Steven," she said gently, "there's nothing wrong with you. Boys your age... you're all figuring things out. It's normal to feel different sometimes."
I nodded because I was supposed to, but it didn't feel normal. It felt like wearing clothes that belonged to someone else, pretending they fit when the sleeves were too long and the shoulders too wide.
"Maybe you just need to find your thing," she continued, reaching over to squeeze my hand. "Not everyone's meant for sports. You could try art classes, or—"
"Yeah," I said quickly, cutting her off before she could list more boy activities I'd fail at. "Maybe."
But that wasn't it either. It wasn't about finding the right hobby or the right group of friends. It was deeper than that, sitting in my chest like a stone I couldn't cough up.
I went back to the onions, chopping them into even smaller pieces until they were practically minced.
The silence stretched between us, filled only by the sizzle of oil heating in the pan. I kept chopping, even though the onions were already microscopic. My heart hammered against my ribs.
"Mom?" I tried again, my voice barely above a whisper.
"Yes, sweetheart?"
The words sat on my tongue like lead weights. I'd practiced them in my head a dozen times, but now they felt impossible. Too big. Too real.
"I think sometimes..." I stopped, swallowed. Started over. "I think sometimes I should have been a girl."
The knife in her hand stopped mid-chop through a lemon. She went completely still, like someone had pressed pause on her. I watched her knuckles whiten around the handle.
Slowly, so slowly it felt like watching a movie in slow motion, she set the knife down and turned to face me. Her eyes were soft, the same green that crinkled when she smiled, but there was something else there now. Something that made my stomach clench.
"Oh, Steven." She reached for my hands, covering them with hers. They were warm and smelled like lemon zest. "You know I'll always love you, but..."
The 'but' hung in the air like a blade.
"People won't understand. The world can be cruel. It's not simple."
Each word landed like a small punch to my chest. She was still holding my hands, still looking at me with love, but underneath it was something that felt like fear. Not fear of me—fear for me. Or maybe both.
"I just—" I started.
"These feelings," she interrupted gently, "they might pass. You're young, and there's so much pressure these days. Sometimes we think we want things that would only make our lives harder."
The kitchen felt smaller now, the walls pressing in. The chicken sat forgotten on the counter, herbs scattered around it like confetti from a celebration that had ended too soon.
"But what if they don't pass?" The question slipped out before I could stop it.
Mom's face crumpled slightly, just for a second, before she smoothed it back into that careful expression. "Let's not worry about that right now. You're my good boy, and that's enough."
Good boy. The words hit like cold water, washing away whatever courage I'd managed to scrape together.
I nodded because she needed me to, because the fear in her voice told me this conversation was over before it had really begun.
* * *
I nodded and forced my mouth into something that might have looked like a smile. "Yeah. You're right. Thanks, Mom."
The words tasted like ash, but they were what she needed to hear. What we both needed, apparently, to pretend this conversation could just fold itself up and disappear.
"I'm gonna go work on homework," I mumbled, already backing toward the doorway.
"Steven—"
I was already halfway to the stairs. "It's fine, Mom. Really."
I took the steps two at a time, my feet heavy on the carpet runner. Behind me, I could hear her moving around the kitchen again, the soft thunk of the knife against the cutting board resuming its rhythm. Like nothing had happened. Like I hadn't just cracked myself open and shown her the messy, complicated thing living inside my chest.
My bedroom door clicked shut behind me, and suddenly the air felt too thin. I pressed my back against it, sliding down until I was sitting on the floor, knees pulled up to my chin.
The pillow from my bed was within reach. I grabbed it and hugged it tight against my stomach, burying my face in the worn cotton. It smelled like fabric softener and that particular staleness that came from too many nights of restless sleep.
People won't understand.
The words echoed in my head, bouncing around like a pinball. But what she really meant was I don't understand. I can't handle this. You're asking too much.
She'd said she loved me, but there had been conditions wrapped around those words. Invisible asterisks. I love you, but not this part. I love you, but please keep this buried. I love you, but only if you stay my good boy.
Good boy. Good boy. Good boy.
The phrase made my skin crawl. Made me want to scrape it off with my fingernails.
I squeezed the pillow, feeling my chest constrict like someone was pulling a drawstring around my lungs. Everything felt wrong—my voice when I'd spoken downstairs, too flat and monotone. My hands, too big and clumsy. The way my shoulders filled out this stupid hoodie, broad where they should be narrow.
Even sitting here, hunched over this pillow, I could feel the wrongness of my body. The space between my legs that shouldn't be there. The flat chest that felt empty. The shadow of stubble I'd scraped away this morning but could already feel threatening to return.
Was this what Mom was protecting me from? This feeling of being trapped inside something that didn't fit, like wearing a costume that was three sizes too big?
Or was she protecting herself from having to explain to her friends that her son wanted to be her daughter? From having to field questions at work about why Steven was suddenly wearing dresses? From the shame of admitting she didn't understand her own child?
The thought hit like a punch to the gut. Maybe I was shameful. Maybe this thing inside me really was too much, too complicated, too hard.
Going up the stairs to his room, he lay down and pressed his face into the pillow, the fabric dampening his breath, wishing it could muffle the words still echoing in his ears: people won’t understand.
Not “I don’t understand.” Not even “I don’t accept this.” Just that other, shapeless army out there — neighbors, classmates, teachers, the town itself. It should have been a comfort, but somehow it felt worse. As if his mother had already chosen their side, her fear outweighing her love.
The pillow smelled faintly of laundry detergent, too bright and sharp, making my eyes sting. I rolled onto my back, staring at the ceiling where a faint crack split the plaster like a river on a map. If I squinted, I could almost trace it into a pattern, something meaningful. My room was full of those almosts: the guitar leaning untouched in the corner, the stack of sketchbooks with doodles never finished, the soccer ball shoved under the desk. Things a boy was supposed to want, supposed to fill himself up with.
I pushed myself upright and crossed to the window. The backyard was slipping into evening, the last orange light striping the grass. On the clothesline, two of my mom’s blouses swayed in the breeze. One white, one soft blue. They looked delicate, alive, almost like they were dancing with each other. I pictured myself wearing the blue one, sleeves brushing my wrists, the neckline loose enough to skim my collarbones. The image sharpened until it hurt, like staring at a star too long.
I let the curtain drop and sat back at my desk. My math homework lay half-finished, equations marching across the page like soldiers I couldn’t command. I turned the notebook over and flipped to a blank sheet. My pencil hovered, then began sketching without plan: a pretty rose-colored top. Not the stiff, square-cut kind of t-shirt Kyle always had on, plastered with graphics and edges, but something more graceful, with gentle folds and cuffs that tucked neatly around the forearms. I filled it in with a soft lilac hue. A shade I didn't know I'd been yearning for until it blossomed under my lead tip.
I paused, the tip trembling. Beneath the sketch, in small letters, I wrote Stephanie. Then I scribbled it out so hard the paper tore.
The sound of a car pulling into the driveway drifted through the open window. My dad, home from work. I quickly shut the notebook, sliding it under a textbook. My pulse thudded in my ears. I imagined the lavender hoodie not on paper but in my closet, folded between my T-shirts, waiting for me. Just the thought filled me with something equal parts terror and hope.
I went back to the bed and hugged the pillow again, harder this time, as if it could hold together all the loose pieces inside me. My mother’s words still ached, but in my mind the blouses still swayed, the name still shimmered under the torn paper.
The engine turned over outside, tires crunching on gravel as Dad backed out and drove away. I barely registered it through the fog of exhaustion that had settled over me like a heavy blanket. My eyelids felt weighted with lead, and I let them fall shut, clutching the pillow against my chest.
Sleep was the only place where none of this mattered. Where I didn't have to think about torn sketches or the word Stephanie scratched out in angry graphite. Where I didn't have to replay Mom's voice saying inappropriate like it was a curse word. In sleep, there were no mirrors to avoid, no names that didn't fit, no careful performance of being someone I wasn't sure I was anymore.
I pulled the covers up over my head, creating a cocoon of darkness and warmth. The notebook lay hidden beneath my textbook like a secret I wasn't brave enough to keep but couldn't bring myself to throw away. My breathing slowed, and I let myself sink into the gray space between waking and dreaming, where lavender hoodies could exist without explanation and where maybe, just maybe, I could exist too.
I must have dozed off, because the soft knock on my door pulled me up from somewhere deep and dreamless. The room had gone dark except for the streetlight bleeding through my curtains, casting everything in amber shadows.
"Steven?" Dad's voice, quieter than usual. "Can I come in?"
I sat up, blinking away the fog of sleep. "Yeah."
The door opened just wide enough for him to slip through, and he stood there for a moment, backlit by the hallway light. He had a shopping bag in his hand—one of those generic white plastic ones from the mall—and he was holding it like it might explode.
"I, uh..." He cleared his throat, that familiar sound he made when words weren't coming easy. "I got you something."
He set the bag on the foot of my bed, then immediately took a step back, hands shoved deep in his pockets. I stared at the bag like it was some kind of puzzle I needed to solve.
"Go ahead," he said. "Open it."
My fingers felt clumsy as I reached for the handles, the plastic crinkling loud in the quiet room. Inside was fabric—soft, folded fabric in a color that made my breath catch.
Lavender. Not purple, not pink, but that perfect in-between shade that looked like spring rain and sunset clouds mixed together. I lifted it out, and it unfolded into a hoodie. Simple cut, nothing fancy, but the fabric was impossibly soft against my palms.
"Didn't know if it's your style," Dad said, his voice rough around the edges. "Thought you might like it."
I held it up to my chest, feeling the weight of it, the way it seemed to breathe against my skin. It wasn't perfect—the sleeves might be a little long, and the color wasn't exactly what I'd sketched in my notebook—but it was real. Tangible proof that someone had heard me, even when I could barely hear myself.
"Dad..." My voice came out smaller than I meant it to.
He shrugged, that awkward rise and fall of his shoulders that meant he was trying not to make a big deal out of something that felt enormous. "Your mom... she's scared, you know? Doesn't mean she doesn't love you."
I nodded, not trusting my voice to work properly. The hoodie was warm in my hands, like it had been waiting for me.
"Thank you," I breathed
He smiled—crooked and shy, but real. "Sleep well, kiddo."
The door clicked shut behind Dad, leaving me alone with the hoodie and the weight of what had just happened. I sat there for a long moment, running my fingers over the soft fabric, feeling the careful way it had been folded, like someone at the store had taken time to make it perfect.
Outside, the neighborhood settled into its nighttime rhythm. A dog barked somewhere down the street, and a car hummed past, its headlights sweeping across my wall before disappearing. The house creaked around me, those familiar settling sounds that meant everyone was winding down, getting ready for sleep.
I stood up slowly, the hoodie still clutched in my hands. The mirror on my dresser caught the streetlight from outside, reflecting back a stranger I barely recognized—hair mussed from the pillow, eyes still puffy from earlier tears. But there was something else there too. Something expectant, like the person in the glass was waiting for me to do something brave.
I pulled my old T-shirt over my head and let it drop to the floor. The lavender hoodie slipped over my arms like water, the fabric so soft it felt like wearing a cloud. The sleeves were a little long, just like Dad had worried, but they covered my hands in a way that felt protective rather than awkward. The color caught the amber light and transformed it into something warmer, gentler.
I turned to face the mirror fully.
The person looking back wasn't Steven anymore. Not quite. The hoodie's gentle drape softened my shoulders, made them look narrower somehow. The color brought out something in my face that had been hiding—a delicacy around my eyes, a softness in my cheeks that the harsh lines of boy clothes had always masked.
I lifted my hands to frame my face, letting the sleeves fall back slightly. My hair, sleep-tousled and longer than Mom kept telling me to cut, fell across my forehead in a way that looked almost feminine. The stranger in the mirror tilted her head, and I tilted mine, matching her movement.
"Stephanie," I whispered.
The word hung in the air like a soap bubble, fragile and iridescent. I held my breath, waiting for it to pop, waiting for the spell to break. But it didn't. The name settled into the quiet room, finding a place to rest.
"Stephanie," I said again, a little louder this time.
The girl in the mirror smiled—tentative, hopeful, real. For the first time in my life, my reflection looked like someone I wanted to know.






  
  Chapter three








Grandma’s Story



Sunday arrived with the doorbell ringing at eleven sharp, followed by Grandma June's voice carrying through the front door before anyone could answer it.
"Don't tell me you're still in your pajamas!" she called, already letting herself in with the spare key she'd had since forever.
Mom shot up from the couch like she'd been electrocuted, hands flying to smooth her hair, then to straighten the throw pillows, then back to her hair. "Mark, the coffee—"
"Already on it," Dad called from the kitchen, his voice muffled by cabinets opening and closing.
I pressed myself against the wall at the top of the stairs, watching the familiar chaos unfold. Grandma June swept into the living room wearing a lime-green cardigan that clashed magnificently with her purple scarf, carrying a tin that probably held those butterscotch cookies she made every week without fail.
"This place looks fine, Carol, stop fussing," Grandma said, setting the tin on the coffee table with a decisive thunk. "Where's my grandson?"
My stomach twisted at the word, but I forced myself down the stairs, feet heavy on each step.
"There he is!" Grandma's face lit up, and she pulled me into a hug that smelled like peppermint and hairspray. Her chunky beaded necklace pressed cold against my cheek.
"Hi, Grandma."
She held me at arm's length, studying me with those sharp blue eyes that never missed anything. "You are so cute now - but need to eat more. And that hair—Lord, when did it get so long?"  I'd been deliberately avoiding the barber for months; I liked how it felt longer, the way it framed my face. But Grandma never meant anything cruel by it—observations just spilled out of her like water, her way of taking in the world around her.
Mom appeared with a dust cloth she definitely hadn't been using two seconds ago. "I keep telling him to get it cut."
"Looks fine to me," Grandma said, winking at me before settling into Dad's armchair like it had always been hers. "Now Mark, when are you going to fix that faucet? I could hear it dripping from the porch."
Dad emerged from the kitchen, coffee mug in hand, that familiar sheepish look crossing his face. "It's on my list."
"Your list must be longer than Route 66 by now," Grandma said, but her voice was warm, teasing. She'd been making the same joke about Dad's fix-it list since I was five.
Mom laughed—that rigid, controlled sound she made when she wanted everything to seem normal and pleasant. She perched on the edge of the sofa, back straight, like she might need to spring into action at any moment. "Would anyone like coffee? I can make a fresh pot."
"What you just made is fine," Dad said, settling into his spot on the couch.
I sank into the corner of the loveseat, tucking my legs under me in a way that earned a quick glance from Mom. The living room felt smaller with everyone in it, the air thick with unspoken things. Grandma's presence always did this—made the house feel both more alive and more precarious, like anything might spill out if we weren't careful.
The afternoon sun slanted through the blinds, striping everything gold and shadow. I picked at a loose thread on my jeans, listening to the familiar rhythm of Sunday visit conversation starting up around me, feeling like an actor who'd forgotten which play we were performing.
Ten minutes into the usual Sunday choreography—Mom straightening magazines that were already straight, Dad clearing his throat every time the conversation hit a pause—Grandma stood and stretched like a cat.
"Steven, honey, come help me find where your mother hides the good napkins."
Mom looked up from the coinnamon tin she'd been arranging. "They're in the—"
"Oh, I'm sure we can manage," Grandma said, already heading toward the kitchen. She caught my eye and tilted her head in that way that meant follow me.
The kitchen felt like stepping into a different house. Smaller, warmer, with late afternoon light pooling gold on the countertops. The coffee maker gurgled softly in the corner, and the lingering smell of Dad's morning toast mixed with the cinnamon from Grandma's cookies.
"Napkins are in the third drawer," I said, but Grandma was already pulling the lid off her tin.
"Never mind the napkins." She held out a cookie, still warm somehow despite the drive over. "These turned out perfect. Taste."
The cookie crumbled between my fingers, buttery and sweet with just enough cinnamon to make my tongue tingle. Real butter, real sugar—nothing like the low-fat everything Mom stocked the pantry with.
"Good?" Grandma asked, watching my face.
"Really good." I licked crumbs off my thumb, suddenly hungry for the first time all day.
She leaned against the counter, that penetrating blue gaze settling on me like she was reading something written just under my skin. "You've been quiet today. Quieter than usual, even."
I shrugged, reaching for another cookie. "Just tired."
"Mmm." She made that sound that meant she didn't believe me but wouldn't push. Yet. "Your hair's getting so pretty. Frames your face nice."
The word pretty hit different when Grandma said it. Not like an accident or a mistake, but like she meant it. Like she saw something in me that wasn't wrong.
From the living room came Mom's laugh, high and careful, followed by Dad's rumbling response to something on the TV. Their voices felt distant here, muffled by walls and the comfortable hum of the refrigerator.
Grandma reached over and tucked a strand of hair behind my ear, her fingers gentle. "You know you can tell me anything, right? Anything at all."
The cookie turned to paste in my mouth. I nodded, not trusting my voice, wondering if she could see all the secrets I'd been carrying around like stones in my pockets.
"You know," Grandma said, settling against the counter with another cookie, "when I was about your age, I showed up to the church dance wearing trousers."
I blinked at her. "Trousers?"
"Pants, honey. Women didn't wear pants to dances back then. Barely wore them anywhere, really." She bit into her cookie, eyes twinkling with mischief. "Your grandfather—Lord rest his soul—he was so mortified. Kept trying to hide behind the punch bowl."
The kitchen suddenly felt warmer, like we'd stepped into one of those old movies where everything was black and white except for one important detail. I tried to picture Grandma at my age, scandalizing church ladies in forbidden pants.
"What happened?"
"Oh, the usual." She waved her hand, dismissive. "Mrs. Perro whispered to Mrs. Clarke, who whispered to Mrs. Patterson. By the end of the night, half the town was convinced I'd lost my mind." She laughed, that wheeze that always turned into a slight cough. "The other half was secretly jealous. Turns out dancing in pants is a lot easier than dancing in a dress that weighs more than you do."
I found myself smiling, really smiling, for the first time all day. "Did you get in trouble?"
"With who? My mother had given up trying to make me behave by then." Grandma's eyes grew distant, like she was seeing through the kitchen wall into some long-ago dance hall. "She used to say I was 'spirited.' That was the polite word for it."
The refrigerator hummed. From the living room came the distant sound of a commercial jingle, Dad probably channel-surfing during the boring parts of whatever game was on.
"Then there was the job." Grandma reached for another cookie, offering me the tin. "Everyone expected girls to get married straight out of high school. Maybe work for a year or two, just until the right boy came along. But I marched myself down to the insurance office and asked for a real position. Not secretary work—selling policies."
"Did they hire you?"
"Eventually." Her grin turned wicked. "After I sat in their waiting room for three days straight, reading magazines and making pleasant conversation with every customer who walked through the door. Turns out I was better at selling insurance than half the men they had working there."
I bit into another cookie, watching Grandma's face as she talked. There was something in the way she told these stories—not just nostalgia, but purpose. Like each memory had weight, meaning beyond the words.
"And the lipstick?"
"Ah, the lipstick." She touched her lips reflexively, though today she wore only the faintest hint of pink. "Bright red. Fire-engine red. Wore it to church on Easter Sunday, 1962." Her laugh bubbled up, genuine and delighted. "You should have seen the faces. Mrs. Henderson nearly choked on her communion wafer."
"Why did you do it?"
Grandma paused, cookie halfway to her mouth. Her blue eyes focused on me with that intensity that made me feel seen all the way through. "Because it made me feel like myself. The real me, not the me everyone expected to see."
The words hung in the kitchen air between us, heavy with meaning I wasn't quite ready to name. My throat felt like I'd swallowed something too big.
"Sometimes," she said softly, "being yourself means disappointing other people. But honey, the alternative—living your whole life as someone else's idea of who you should be—that's no life at all."
"It wasn't about rebellion, dear," Grandma said, brushing cookie crumbs from her cardigan. "It was about finding the life that fit. Clothes, jobs, love—whatever it was. Shoes that don't pinch."
Her words settled over me like a blanket I didn't know I'd been shivering without. I found myself picking at the edge of Mom's carefully ironed tablecloth, my fingers working the hem while my heart hammered against my ribs.
Shoes that don't pinch.
Every pair of sneakers I owned felt too big, too clunky, like I was playing dress-up in someone else's life. But here was Grandma, talking about fire-engine lipstick and insurance jobs like they were the most natural things in the world. Like wanting something different wasn't a character flaw.
"Did you ever..." I started, then stopped, the question tangling in my throat.
"Did I ever what, honey?"
"Regret it? Any of it?"
Grandma set down her cookie and really looked at me. Not the quick once-over adults usually gave kids, but the kind of looking that felt like being read. "Oh, sweetie. No. Never once."
The kitchen felt impossibly quiet. Even the refrigerator seemed to hold its breath.
"You know what I regret?" she continued, voice soft as butter. "All the times I didn't listen to that little voice inside. The times I played it safe when I should've been brave."
Something loosened in my chest, like a knot I'd been carrying around for months had finally started to unravel. For the first time in forever, an adult wasn't telling me to be careful, be practical, think about what other people would say. She was telling me to listen to myself.
"The world's full of people who'll try to squeeze you into shapes you were never meant to fit," Grandma said, reaching over to still my nervous fingers. "But you—you're the only one who knows what shape you really are."
I nodded, not trusting my voice. Through the kitchen doorway, I could hear Mom laughing at something Dad said, their voices mixing with the television's drone. Normal Sunday sounds from a normal Sunday afternoon. But in here, with Grandma's hand warm over mine and the smell of cinnamon hanging in the air, everything felt different.
Possible, somehow. Like maybe there was room in the world for someone like me—whoever that turned out to be.
"Thank you," I said quietly.
Grandma squeezed my hand once, gentle but firm. "Anytime, dear. Anytime at all."
The kitchen door swung open with a soft creak, and Mom stepped in carrying an armload of coffee cups from the living room. She moved with that brisk efficiency she always had when Grandma visited, like she was trying to keep everything tidy and under control.
"You and your stories, June," Mom said, her voice carrying that particular tone she used when she was trying to sound fond but really meant something else entirely.
The warmth in the kitchen shifted, like someone had opened a window and let in cold air. I felt my shoulders tense automatically, the easy comfort of the last few minutes evaporating as Mom set the cups in the sink with small, precise clinks.
Grandma's hand was still covering mine on the table, but now it felt less like comfort and more like protection. She looked at Mom with those sharp blue eyes, a wry smile playing at the corners of her mouth.
"Well, it's true, isn't it?" Grandma said, her voice light but with steel underneath. "Life's no good if you're squeezed into the wrong shape."
Mom turned on the faucet, the rush of water filling the sudden quiet. She scrubbed at a cup that was already clean, her movements quick and efficient. "Everyone has to fit in somewhere, June. That's just how the world works."
"Fitting in and being squeezed are two different things," Grandma replied, her thumb stroking across my knuckles in a way that felt deliberate, grounding.
I sat frozen between them, caught in the crossfire of whatever this really was. Mom's back was rigid as she worked at the sink, and I could see the tension in the line of her shoulders, the way she held her head just a little too high.
"Steven, honey, why don't you go see if your father needs anything?" Mom said without turning around.
It wasn't a request. The dismissal hit like a slap, sudden and stinging. I started to stand, but Grandma's hand tightened over mine, just barely.
"He's fine where he is," Grandma said, and there was something in her voice I'd never heard before. Not harsh, exactly, but unmovable. "We were having a nice conversation."
The silence stretched between them, broken only by the sound of running water and the distant murmur of the television from the living room. I felt caught in the middle of something bigger than Sunday afternoon small talk, something that had been building for longer than just today.
Mom finally turned off the faucet, her movements sharp and controlled. "Of course you were."
The kitchen felt like a battlefield where nobody wanted to fire the first shot. Mom stood with her back to us, dish towel twisted between her hands, and I could practically feel the argument hanging in the air like smoke.
Then Grandma's voice cut through the tension, gentle but firm. "It's hard enough being young without everyone telling you how to be. Sometimes we have to listen closer."
Mom's shoulders sagged just a fraction. The dish towel went still in her hands.
I felt caught between them like a wishbone about to snap. Mom turned around slowly, her green eyes finding mine across the small kitchen. For a second, she just looked at me—really looked, not the quick once-over she usually did to check if my shirt was clean or my hair was combed.
Something flickered across her face. Confusion, maybe, or recognition of something she hadn't noticed before. Like she was seeing me through new eyes, trying to figure out what Grandma had spotted that she'd missed.
"Steven," she said, and my name sounded different in her mouth. Less automatic, more careful.
She crossed the kitchen in three quick steps and pulled me into a hug that smelled like her lavender lotion and the faint chemical tang of dish soap. Her arms pulled around me, and for a moment I let myself melt into it, pretending this warmth meant understanding instead of just love.
"You know I want what's best for you, right?" she murmered against my hair.
I nodded against her shoulder, not trusting my voice. What's best and what I need felt like two different countries with no bridge between them, but maybe—maybe Mom was starting to see the distance too.
She kissed the top of my head, that familiar gesture that usually made me feel like her good little boy. Today it felt different. Less like a period at the end of a sentence and more like a question mark.
"I should check on your father," she said, pulling back but keeping her hands on my shoulders for an extra beat. "He's probably fallen asleep in front of the game again."
She squeezed my arms once more, then headed for the living room, leaving me and Grandma alone with the lingering smell of cinnamon and possibility.
* * *
The afternoon wound down in the slow, predictable way Sunday visits always did. Dad emerged from the living room with pillow creases on his cheek, blinking like he'd been transported from another world. Mom bustled around collecting Grandma's things—her cardigan, her purse, the Tupperware container she'd brought filled with cookies that were already gone.
"Time to get you home before dark," Dad said, jingling his keys in that absent way he had when he was ready to move but didn't want to seem rude about it.
Grandma stood slowly, her joints protesting in the way that made me remember she was eighty-three, even when her voice made her sound ageless. She smoothed down her skirt and looked around the kitchen like she was memorizing it.
"Come here, sweetheart," she said, opening her arms.
I stepped into her hug, and she pulled me close with surprising strength. Her cardigan was soft against my cheek, smelling like peppermint and that faint powdery scent that clung to everything in her house. She held me longer than usual, her hand stroking the back of my head in a way that felt like blessing.
"Don't let anyone tell you what doesn't fit, sweetheart," she whispered, so quiet I almost thought I'd imagined it.
The words settled into my chest like seeds, warm and secret. I squeezed her tighter, trying to pour everything I couldn't say into that embrace—all my gratitude, all my confusion, all the hope I barely dared to feel.
When I finally pulled back, Mom was standing in the doorway watching us. Her expression was unreadable, caught somewhere between concern and something softer I couldn't name. Dad had stopped jingling his keys and was staring at his shoes, but the set of his shoulders told me he'd heard.
"Ready, June?" Dad asked, his voice gentler than usual.
"Ready," she said, but her eyes stayed on me for another long moment before she gathered her things.
They left in a flurry of kisses and promises to call, Mom hovering by the passenger door until Grandma was safely buckled in. I watched from the front window as Dad's truck pulled away, Grandma's small hand waving through the back window until they turned the corner.
The house felt different in their absence. Quieter, but also fuller somehow, like Grandma's words had taken up residence in the walls. I wandered back to the kitchen where crumbs still dotted the table and her coffee cup sat empty by the sink.
Don't let anyone tell you what doesn't fit.
The words echoed in the quiet, a secret blessing I carried like a promise.






  
  Chapter four








Shopping Trip


Monday morning arrived with the kind of gray light that made everything look washed out and tentative. I shuffled downstairs to find Mom already at the kitchen table, buttering toast with the kind of focused precision she usually reserved for balancing her checkbook. Each stroke of the knife was deliberate, measured, like she was trying to solve a problem through breakfast preparation. 
"Morning," I mumbled, sliding into my usual chair.
She glanced up, offering a smile that didn't quite reach her eyes. "Morning, sweetheart. There's orange juice in the fridge."
I poured myself a glass and settled back at the table, watching her work. The silence stretched between us, thick with something unspoken. Mom finished the first slice of toast, set it aside, and started on the second with the same mechanical precision.
"Steven," she said finally, not looking up from her task. "I've been thinking about what your grandmother said yesterday."
My hand froze halfway to my glass. The orange juice suddenly tasted too sweet, coating my throat.
"About finding what fits," she continued, her voice carefully neutral. She set down the knife and finally met my eyes. "I can't pretend I understand what you're going through. But I also can't pretend it's going away."
I held my breath, afraid that speaking might shatter whatever moment this was.
Mom folded her hands in her lap, her wedding ring catching the weak morning light. "Maybe you need to try some things out. Figure out what feels right to you." She paused, her jaw working like the words were difficult to swallow. "If it's just a phase, better you explore it with me than behind my back."
The air in the kitchen felt suddenly thin. I gripped the edge of the table, hardly daring to believe what I was hearing.
"You mean—" My voice cracked, betraying me.
"I mean clothes," she said quickly, like she needed to set boundaries before I could get carried away. "We could go shopping. See what feels... different." She picked up a piece of toast and tore it into small pieces, not eating any of it. "I'd rather know what you're doing than wonder."
My heart hammered against my ribs. This wasn't the enthusiastic acceptance I'd dreamed of in my most optimistic moments, but it wasn't rejection either. It was something careful and conditional, but it was something.
"Really?" The word came out smaller than I intended.
Mom's smile was strained but genuine. "Really. We'll start small. See how it goes." She glanced at the clock above the stove. "You'll be late for school if you don't hurry."
I nodded, scrambling to my feet. The toast sat forgotten on my plate as I grabbed my backpack, my mind already racing ahead to possibilities I'd never allowed myself to fully imagine.
"Steven?" Mom called as I headed for the door.
I turned back, hope and terror warring in my chest.
"We're taking this slow. Understood?"
"Okay," I whispered, and fled toward school before she could change her mind.
* * *
The car ride to the mall stretched like a held breath. Mom gripped the steering wheel with both hands, her knuckles white against the black leather. I slouched in the passenger seat, alternating between picking at my cuticles and staring out the window at the suburban landscape sliding past.
"We're being practical about this," Mom said suddenly, her voice too bright. "Nothing too flashy. Just... casual things. Something you can blend in with."
I nodded, not trusting my voice. My stomach churned with a mixture of anticipation and nausea, like standing at the edge of a diving board knowing you have to jump but terrified of the water below.
"This is compromise," she continued, and I could hear her convincing herself as much as me. "That's all this is. Compromise."
The word hung between us, heavy and loaded. For her, compromise meant giving ground on something she didn't understand, making concessions to keep peace. For me, it felt like the first real breath I'd taken in years.
"I know," I managed, though my throat felt dry.
Mom turned on the radio, filling the silence with some bland pop song that neither of us really listened to. She drummed her fingers against the steering wheel in time with the beat, a nervous habit I'd inherited but never noticed until now.
"Just remember," she said as we pulled into the mall parking lot, her voice softer now but still edged with warning, "people are going to stare. They're going to have opinions. I can't protect you from that."
"I know," I repeated, though knowing and being ready were two different things entirely.
She parked the car and sat for a moment, hands still on the wheel, staring at the sprawling building ahead of us. The mall looked ordinary from the outside—beige brick and glass, teenagers clustered around the entrance, the kind of place I'd been a thousand times before. But today it felt like a threshold, a doorway into something I couldn't take back.
"Okay," Mom said finally, unbuckling her seatbelt with decisive click. "Let's go see what fits."
I followed her toward the entrance, my legs feeling unsteady beneath me. Each step forward felt monumental, like I was walking toward a version of myself I'd only glimpsed in mirrors and dreams.
Inside the store, the air smelled like new cotton and the faint vanilla of whatever they pumped through the vents. Racks stretched in every direction—jeans folded in perfect stacks, blouses hanging like soft promises, sneakers lined up in rainbow rows. I stopped beside a mannequin wearing a cream-colored blouse with tiny pearl buttons and a denim jacket that looked like it had been worn by someone who actually lived in it, not just posed.
My heart hammered against my ribs. The blouse had three-quarter sleeves that would hug forearms instead of drowning them. The neckline dipped just enough to suggest a collarbone, delicate and purposeful. I reached out without thinking, my fingers brushing the fabric—cotton so soft it felt like touching a cloud.
For the first time in my life, I wasn't looking at clothes as disguises or impossible dreams. These were possibilities. Real, tangible things I could actually wear.
A rack of blouses caught my eye next—florals in dusty rose and sage green, stripes that ran horizontal instead of the harsh vertical lines of boys' shirts. One had sleeves that gathered at the wrists with tiny elastic bands, creating these perfect little puffs of fabric. Another was covered in a pattern of small birds, their wings spread mid-flight across the chest and shoulders.
I glanced toward the dresses hanging a few racks away—those felt like a bridge too far, especially with Mom hovering beside me. Even from here I could see the way they moved on their hangers, fabric that would swish and flow instead of hang straight and stiff. But one look at Mom's carefully controlled expression told me that territory was off-limits for today. Still, I couldn't help drinking them in as distant possibilities, filed away for someday.
The jeans weren't the stiff, straight-legged things from the boys' section. These curved. They had shape, designed for hips and thighs that moved differently, sat differently. Some were high-waisted, others sat low on the mannequins' plastic frames. The denim looked softer somehow, like it would bend with your body instead of fighting it.
And the shoes—God, the shoes. Canvas sneakers in mint green and coral pink, leather ones with tiny holes punched in decorative patterns, slip-ons covered in glittery stars. They were smaller, more delicate, without the chunky soles and aggressive treads that made every step feel like stomping.
"Steven." Mom's voice cut through my trance. She appeared at my elbow, her face taut with the kind of smile people wear when they're trying not to look nervous. "Maybe we should start with basics."
She steered me toward a display of plain white and navy blouses, the kind that looked like they belonged in a school uniform catalog. When a sales clerk with purple-streaked hair started walking our way, Mom intercepted her with a wave and a quick, "We're just looking, thanks."
But I couldn't stop staring at everything else. A cardigan the color of spring grass hung nearby, its buttons shaped like tiny flowers. Next to it, a blouse with cap sleeves and a peter pan collar that would frame the neck like flower petals. Each piece seemed to promise the same thing: you could be different. You could be soft. You could be you.
"These are nice," Mom said, holding up a beige blouse that looked like something a bank teller would wear. "Simple. Classic."
I nodded but drifted toward a pale pink blouse with sleeves that would hit just below the elbow. The fabric had the tiniest texture, like running your finger over fine sandpaper. Next to it hung one with a small floral print—navy background scattered with white and yellow flowers the size of buttons.
"These," I said quietly, my voice barely audible over the store's background music.
Mom followed my gaze and her shoulders sagged slightly. "Steven..."
"Please."
The word came out smaller than I intended, but it carried everything I couldn't say. She looked at the blouses, then at me, then at the plain beige thing still clutched in her hands.
"And these," I added, pointing to a pair of canvas sneakers in soft gray with white rubber soles—nothing flashy, but unmistakably feminine in their sleek proportions.
Mom sighed through her nose, the sound she made when she was giving up a fight she'd never really wanted to have. "Okay," she said finally. "These."
The dressing room felt like a confessional booth—small, private, with harsh fluorescent lighting that should have been unflattering but somehow wasn't. I hung the two blouses on the hook and stared at them for a moment, these ordinary pieces of fabric that felt anything but ordinary to me.
The pale pink one went on first. The fabric whispered against my skin as I pulled it over my head, settling against my shoulders with a weight that was somehow both lighter and more substantial than anything from the boys' section. The sleeves hit exactly where I'd hoped—just below my elbows, creating a line that made my arms look less gangly, more purposeful.
I turned toward the mirror and froze.
The person looking back at me wasn't a stranger, exactly, but they weren't quite Steven either. The blouse's soft neckline drew attention away from the sharpness of my jaw, and the color—God, the color—made my skin look less sallow, less like I'd been living under fluorescent lights my whole life. The fabric skimmed my torso without clinging, creating the suggestion of curves that weren't quite there but weren't entirely absent either.
My hair hung in its usual messy flop, and suddenly that bothered me. Without thinking, I reached up and ran my fingers through it, pushing it back from my forehead and letting it fall differently. Softer. Less deliberately unkempt and more naturally tousled.
The change was subtle but electric. My hair framed my face instead of hiding it, and for the first time I could see what people meant when they said I had "delicate features." Not delicate like breakable, but delicate like carefully made. Like someone had taken time with the details.
I fluffed it a little more, watching how the light caught the brown strands differently when they weren't deliberately mussed into masculine disorder. The face in the mirror looked... right. Not perfect, not completely transformed, but right in a way that made my chest feel something that might have been hope.
A grin tugged at the corners of my mouth before I could stop it. Wide and goofy and completely unguarded, the kind of smile that reached my eyes and made them crinkle at the corners. For exactly three seconds, I let myself have it—let myself feel the pure, uncomplicated joy of seeing myself and liking what I saw.
Then I heard Mom's shoes shifting outside the dressing room door, and panic shot through me like ice water.
I raked my hands through my hair, deliberately messing it back into its usual boyish chaos. The careful waves I'd created collapsed into familiar disorder, and the person in the mirror shifted back toward Steven—still softer in the pink blouse, but safely within the bounds of what Mom could handle.
"How's it going in there?" Mom's voice carried that careful neutrality she'd been using all day.
"Fine," I called back, my voice higher than usual. I cleared my throat and tried again, lower. "Good. They fit."
I switched to the floral blouse—navy scattered with tiny white and yellow flowers that reminded me of something Elena might wear. This one had a slightly different cut, a little more fitted through the waist, and it transformed me in a different way. Less soft, more purposeful. Like someone who knew exactly who they were and wasn't apologizing for it.
I wanted to play with my hair again, to see what I'd look like with it swept to one side or tucked behind my ears. But Mom was right outside, and I could feel her anxiety radiating through the thin dressing room wall. Instead, I smoothed the blouse down and studied myself from different angles, memorizing the way the fabric moved with me, the way the colors played against my skin.
Both blouses made me look like someone I wanted to know. Someone I wanted to be.
* * *
When we walked through the front door, bags rustling with our purchases, Dad looked up from the kitchen table where he'd been sorting through a pile of mail. His eyes did a quick sweep—first over Mom's face, reading her expression like he always did, then down to the shopping bags in our hands.
"How'd it go?" he asked, setting down what looked like a bill from the electric company.
Mom set her purse on the counter with deliberate care. "Fine. We found some things."
Dad's gaze landed on me, taking in the pink blouse I was still wearing. I'd been so caught up in the euphoria of actually buying clothes that felt right, I'd forgotten to change back into my old shirt. Now, standing in our kitchen under the familiar yellow glow of the overhead light, I felt suddenly exposed.
His eyebrows climbed toward his hairline—not in horror or confusion, just mild surprise, like he'd walked into the kitchen expecting to find leftover pizza and discovered homemade soup instead. Pleasant, but unexpected.
I braced myself for questions, for that careful tone adults used when they were trying not to say the wrong thing. Instead, Dad just nodded once, the same way he'd nod if I'd gotten a haircut or started wearing glasses.
"Looks good," he said simply.
That was it. No big speech about growing up or finding yourself. No awkward attempt to ask how I was feeling or whether this was a phase. Just two words delivered in the same tone he'd use to compliment Mom's cooking or comment on a decent parallel parking job.
He stood up, walked over to Mom, and kissed her cheek—a quick, affectionate peck that somehow managed to convey pride and support without making a production of it. Like he was proud of her for stepping outside her comfort zone, for taking me shopping even when it clearly made her nervous.
"Thanks," he said to her quietly, then ruffled my hair as he passed. "Dinner in an hour?"
The casualness of it hit me like a warm wave. No drama, no ceremony, no treating me like a fragile experimental art project. Just Dad being Dad—practical, steady, accepting this new development the same way he'd accepted my terrible soccer skills and my habit of leaving dishes in the sink.
For the first time all day, my shoulders relaxed completely. The pink blouse didn't feel like a getup anymore. It felt like Tuesday clothes, worn by someone who belonged exactly where they were standing.






  
  Chapter five








First Day in New Clothes


The next morning, I stood in front of my bedroom mirror for what felt like an hour, smoothing down the pink blouse for the hundredth time. The fabric felt different against my skin—softer, lighter, like it was made of something that actually wanted to touch me. But now that I had to wear it to school, to walk through those hallways where every murmur and snicker echoed and every glance felt like a spotlight, my hands wouldn't stop shaking. 
I'd barely slept. Every time I closed my eyes, I imagined the moment I'd walk through the front doors. Would people stare? Would they laugh? 
"Just breathe," I ordered my reflection. The girl—because that's who I saw looking back at me even if I didn't yet feel it was me —nodded encouragingly. She looked nervous too, but determined. Like she was ready to fight for her right to exist.
The walk to school stretched ahead of me like a gauntlet. Each block brought a fresh wave of second-guessing. A jogger passed me on the sidewalk, and I was sure she was staring. A car slowed at the intersection, and I convinced myself the driver was gawking. By the time I reached the corner where the school buses dropped off kids, my heart was hammering so hard I could hear it in my ears.
Groups of students clustered near the entrance, their voices carrying across the morning air. Normal Tuesday morning chatter—complaints about homework, excited gossip about who said what to whom at the mall yesterday. But as I got closer, I swore the conversations quieted. Heads turned. Eyes tracked my movement across the parking lot.
Maybe I was imagining it. Maybe paranoia was making me hyperaware of every glance, every pause in conversation. Or maybe everyone really was noticing that Steven Winters had shown up to school wearing a pink blouse and white sneakers that actually fit his feet instead of clomping around like he was wearing boats.
The school entrance loomed ahead, those heavy double doors that led to seven hours of classes, hallways, and cafeteria tables. Seven hours of being seen. Of existing as this new version of myself in a place that had known the old version for years.
I took one last deep breath, tasting the crisp October air, and walked through the doors.
The hallway hit me like a wall of sound—locker doors slamming, sneakers squeaking against linoleum, the rise and fall of a hundred conversations. I kept my eyes forward, focusing on the familiar path to my locker, but I could feel the shift in the air around me. Conversations didn't stop exactly, but they... paused. Like someone had pressed a slow-motion button on the morning rush.
I spotted Jordan's ratty baseball cap first, then Kyle's chewed-up hoodie sleeves. They were standing by Kyle's locker, probably trading insults about last night's gaming session like always. Normal Tuesday morning stuff. When they saw me approaching, Jordan's face went through this weird progression—recognition, confusion, then something that looked almost like he was solving a math problem in his head.
"Hey," I said, trying to sound casual as I spun my combination lock.
Jordan glanced at me, then immediately looked away, suddenly very interested in the motivational poster about teamwork hanging above the water fountain. Kyle's reaction was different—a smirk tugged at the corner of his mouth, like he'd just figured out the punchline to a joke I hadn't told yet.
"Dude," Kyle said, drawing the word out slow and deliberate. "That's... different."
The way he said it wasn't cruel, but it wasn't kind either. It was the tone you'd use to point out that someone had shown up to school wearing their pajamas—amused, confused, maybe a little embarrassed for them.
Neither of them said anything after that. The silence stretched between us, thick and awkward, filled with all the things they weren't saying. I fumbled with my textbooks, pretending to be busy while they stood there not looking at me.
That's when I heard Deke's voice cut through the morning noise like a rusty knife.
"Nice shirt, princess."
He was leaning against a row of lockers about ten feet away, toothpick rolling from one corner of his mouth to the other. A few guys clustered around him—the kind who always laughed at whatever Deke said, whether it was funny or not. They snickered right on cue, like a pack of hyenas responding to their leader's call.
My cheeks burned. My hands froze on my locker door. In my peripheral vision, I saw Jordan shift uncomfortably, his baseball cap tilted down like he was trying to disappear under the brim. Kyle just stared at his shoes.
The word "princess" echoed in my head, bouncing around like a pinball. It should have stung—it was meant to sting—but underneath the humiliation, something else flickered. Something that felt almost like recognition.
I stumbled through the rest of the morning in a haze of sideways glances and half-whispered conversations that stopped when I got too close. Most people seemed to look away. About the only person who even acknowledged my existence was Ethan Morales, the relatively popular senior known for his guitar skills. He glanced at my shirt, nodded to me like it was nothing out of the ordinary, and moved on. By the time sixth period rolled around—cooking lab—my nerves felt frayed at the edges, like fabric that had been pulled too tight.
The cooking lab had always been my sanctuary. Taking it as a once-a-week elective had been one of my small rebellions, and Mom, who loved cooking, had actually let it slide. "At least you'll know how to feed yourself," she'd said with a shrug. Most of the guys in my grade thought it was weird, but I didn't care. The warm smells of vanilla and garlic, the careful measuring and stirring—it all felt right in a way that gym class and shop never did.
Today, walking into the lab felt like stepping into a different world. The usual cluster of girls was already gathered around the center worktable, chatting about weekend plans while they tied on their aprons. For the first time, I didn't feel like an intruder in their space. I felt like I belonged here, surrounded by other girls.
Other girls. The thought hit me so suddenly I almost dropped my notebook.
I found an empty spot at Elena's station, trying to look casual as I pulled out my ingredients for today's recipe—some kind of soup that required endless chopping. Elena was already attacking an onion with surgical precision, her dark curls pinned back with a bright red clip shaped like a protest sign. Even her hair accessories had attitude.
The familiar rhythm of cooking began to settle my nerves. Chop, measure, stir. The simple tasks that let my mind quiet down and just exist in the moment. Around me, conversations flowed about weekend plans, drama from other classes, someone's annoying little brother. Normal stuff. Girl stuff.
I was concentrating so hard on dicing my vegetables that I almost missed it when Elena looked up from her cutting board, wiping her eyes with the back of her hand.
"Nice top, Steph," she said, nodding toward my pink blouse before diving back into her onions. She said it so casually, like it was the most normal thing in the world. Like she'd been calling me Steph forever.
The name hit me like sunlight breaking through clouds after a storm. Steph. Not Steven, not "dude," not "princess" dripping with mockery. Just Steph, spoken in Elena's matter-of-fact voice like it belonged to me.
My hands stilled on the knife. Something warm and bright bloomed in my chest, spreading outward like honey in tea.
For the first time all day, I relaxed.
* * *
The cafeteria hummed with its usual chaos—plastic trays clattering, chairs scraping against linoleum, voices bouncing off the high ceiling in a constant hum. I stood at the edge of it all, holding my lunch tray like a shield, scanning for somewhere to sit.
Kyle and Jordan were nowhere to be seen. They'd mumbled something about eating in the computer lab during fourth period, avoiding eye contact when they said it. The message was clear enough: they didn't want to be seen with me today. Not when I looked like this.
I found an empty table near the windows and set my tray down with more force than necessary. The chocolate milk carton wobbled, threatening to topple. I grabbed it before it could spill, my hands shaking slightly.
Two tables over, Elena sat with Maya, Tasha, and a few other girls from our grade. They'd pushed their chairs close together, creating an intimate circle of conspiracy and laughter. Maya was telling some story, her hands gesturing wildly, and every few seconds one of them would dissolve into giggles. Tasha leaned over to steal a french fry from Elena's tray, and Elena swatted her hand away playfully before offering the whole container.
I envied the way they shared food without asking, the way they listened to each other with their whole bodies, heads tilted and eyes bright. When one of them laughed, the others leaned in like they were sharing the same breath.
I picked at my sandwich, watching them over the rim of my milk carton. The bread tasted like cardboard, but I kept chewing mechanically. Each bite felt heavier than the last, settling in my stomach like stones.
Elena caught my eye for a second and smiled—just a quick flash of acknowledgment—before turning back to whatever Maya was saying. It was a kind gesture, but it only made the distance between us feel wider. I was close enough to see their world, but not brave enough to cross the invisible line that separated their table from mine.
The minutes crawled by. My tray grew cold while I sat there, paralyzed by wanting something I couldn't name. Or maybe I could name it—I wanted to belong somewhere. I wanted friends who saw me, really saw me, instead of tolerating me out of habit.
But wanting and having were two different things entirely.
* * *
The bell rang, cutting through the cafeteria noise like a blade. I gathered my barely touched lunch and dumped it in the trash, the sandwich still wrapped, the apple unbitten. My stomach twisted with hunger, but eating felt impossible when every swallow required concentration.
Walking to sixth period, I caught fragments of conversation that felt aimed at me, though I couldn't be sure. Two girls by the water fountain glanced my way and one snickered something that made the other cover her mouth. A group of guys near the lockers went quiet as I passed, then erupted in laughter once I was safely out of range.
Maybe I was being paranoid. Maybe they weren't talking about me at all. But my skin prickled with the certainty that I'd become visible in all the wrong ways.
In English class, I slumped into my usual seat and pulled out my notebook. The blouse felt different now—still soft against my skin, but heavier somehow. Like it was broadcasting something I wasn't ready for everyone to hear. The fabric that had felt like freedom this morning now felt like a target painted on my back.
Mrs. Chen started talking about symbolism in To Kill a Mockingbird, but her words blurred together. I stared at the page, pretending to take notes while my mind spiraled. Elena's casual "Nice top, Steph" played on repeat, a bright spot in an otherwise gray day. But even that felt fragile now, like holding soap with wet hands.
What if this was a mistake? What if I'd misread everything—Elena's kindness, my own feelings, the whole mess of wanting that had led me to this moment? The thought made my heart pound. I could go back tomorrow in my old clothes, pretend this had never happened. Kyle and Jordan might forget, eventually. The whispers would die down.
But even as I thought it, I knew I couldn't. Because for those few seconds in cooking lab, when Elena had looked at me and seen something worth complimenting, I'd felt more real than I had in months. The loneliness was crushing, but the alternative—going back to being invisible Steven, the shadow friend, the boy who never quite fit—felt worse.
I pressed my pen to the paper and drew small circles in the margin, each one overlapping the last until they formed a chain. Outside the window, clouds gathered thick and gray, promising rain.
The walk home stretched longer than usual, every step echoing against the empty sidewalk. I'd survived. The thought hit me in waves—relief mixed with something that might have been pride. I'd worn the blouse to school, sat through seven periods, eaten lunch (sort of), and made it to the end without running to the bathroom to change back into something safe.
But the victory felt pyrrhic when I was the only one celebrating it. Kyle and Jordan had barely looked at me today, let alone texted. Elena's compliment glowed like a distant star—real, but too far away to warm me. I pulled my backpack straps tighter, hunching against the wind that cut through the thin fabric of my sleeves.
The house came into view, windows golden with lamplight. Mom's car sat in the driveway, which meant she was home early. My stomach clenched. She'd want to know about today, and I wasn't sure I had the energy to navigate that conversation.
I pushed through the front door, dropping my bag by the stairs with its usual thud.
"Steven?" Mom's voice drifted from the kitchen, careful and expectant.
"Yeah, I'm home."
She appeared in the doorway, dish towel in her hands, eyes scanning me from head to toe like she was looking for damage. The blouse had wrinkled some during the day, and I resisted the urge to smooth it down.
"How was school today?" The question carried weight, loaded with all the things she couldn't quite bring herself to ask directly.
"Alright." I kept my voice neutral, not giving her room to dig deeper. "Just the usual stuff."
Her face flickered—relief warring with worry, like she wanted to know more but was afraid of what she might hear. She looked almost scared, her fingers twisting the towel into knots.
"Okay," she said finally. "Well. Dinner in an hour."
I nodded and headed upstairs, each step feeling heavier than the last. In my room, I closed the door and leaned against it. The blouse still clung to me, soft cotton that had somehow become armor. It had carried me through the day, this small piece of who I wanted to be.






  
  Chapter six








Finding the Group


The navy blouse with its scattered flowers felt softer this morning, but the barrette clipped above my left ear might as well have been a flashing neon sign. I'd found it in Mom's bathroom drawer—a simple silver thing she probably forgot she owned—and spent ten minutes in front of the mirror working up the courage to clip it in place. 
Walking through the front doors of school, I felt every eye in the hallway laser onto that tiny piece of metal. Or maybe I was imagining it. Hard to tell when your skin felt like it was made of raw nerves.
"Oh my God, look," someone whispered behind me. Footsteps paused, then quickened past. I kept my eyes straight ahead, focused on my locker combination like it was the most important thing in the world.
Kyle appeared beside me, shoving books into his locker with unnecessary force. He glanced at me sideways, taking in the blouse, the barrette. His mouth opened like he wanted to say something, then snapped shut.
"Morning," I said, testing the waters.
"Yeah. Morning." He slammed his locker door. "See you later, I guess."
He walked away without looking back, leaving me standing there with my combination lock still spinning uselessly in my hand. Kyle had been my friend since third grade. We'd built snow forts together, shared Pokemon cards, spent countless afternoons arguing over which video game to play. And now he couldn't even look at me.
The hallway stretched ahead like a gauntlet. Groups of students clustered by classroom doors, their conversations dropping to murmurs as I passed. A girl from my history class pointed not-so-subtly, murmuring something to her friend that made them both giggle.
The barrette felt heavy against my skull, a small weight that somehow made me feel both more visible and more myself. Like a flag I wasn't sure I was ready to wave but couldn't bring myself to lower. Each step forward felt like a choice—keep going or retreat. Keep being Stephanie or go back to being safe, invisible Steven.
* * *
Between classes, I was shoving my algebra book into my locker when I caught sight of Jordan's ratty baseball cap in my peripheral vision. He stood at his own locker three doors down, but kept glancing over like he was trying to work up courage for something.
Finally, he shuffled over, hands jammed deep in his pockets. His usual easy grin was nowhere to be found.
"Hey," he said, not quite meeting my eyes.
"Hey."
Jordan shifted his weight, chewing his gum with more intensity than usual. The hallway noise swirled around us—locker doors slamming, sneakers squeaking against linoleum, the distant sound of someone's phone popping  with notifications.
"So, uh." He pulled one hand out of his pocket, scratched the back of his neck. "I was kind of a dick the other day. Because you are dressing, you know." He gestured vaguely at my blouse, my barrette. "Different."
The word 'different' hung between us like a bridge neither of us knew how to cross.
"It's fine," I said automatically, though my throat felt dry.
"No, it's not." His voice got firmer, more like the Jordan I remembered from middle school sleepovers. "I was just... I don't know, man. Weirded out, I guess. But that's my problem, not yours."
He finally looked at me directly. Behind his brown eyes, I could see him working through something, like he was translating my face into a language he was still learning.
"We're still cool, right? I mean, we could hang out later this week. Play some Call of Duty or whatever." He brightened slightly. "I finally beat that level I was stuck on for like three weeks."
Relief flooded through me so fast it made me dizzy. "Yeah, that sounds great."
"Cool. Cool." He nodded too many times, backing toward his locker. "I'll text you."
I watched him go, my heart doing something complicated in my chest. Jordan had apologized. He'd used words like 'dick' and 'my problem,' which in teenage boy speak might as well have been a heartfelt speech. He still wanted to hang out.
But as he grabbed his stuff and headed toward the gym, I noticed what he didn't say. No mention of basketball after school. No casual "wanna shoot some hoops?" No assumption that I'd be joining him and Kyle for their usual pickup games.
The omission sat in my stomach like a stone. He was trying, but some doors had quietly closed, even if they were doors I wasn't sure I still wanted to go through.  
* * *
The final bell echoed down the hallway like a gunshot, releasing the usual flood of students toward lockers, buses, and freedom. I watched Kyle disappear into a cluster of guys heading for the parking lot, their voices already rising with plans for video games and fast food. Jordan caught my eye from across the hall and threw up a quick wave before getting swept along with his own crowd.
I stood there clutching my backpack straps, suddenly adrift in the emptying corridor. The invitation to hang out later felt genuine, but right now felt like a different story. Everyone had somewhere to be, someone to text, plans that didn't include me.
The thought of going home made me squirm. Mom would be folding laundry or prepping dinner, asking about my day in that careful way she'd developed since our conversation. Dad wouldn't be back from work for another hour. The house would be full of that particular silence that came from people walking on eggshells around each other.
I drifted toward the main exit, then stopped. From somewhere down the hall came the sound of laughter—bright, unguarded—mixing with the clatter of pans and running water. The cooking lab.
My feet carried me toward the noise before my brain caught up. Through the doorway, I could see figures moving around the kitchen stations, hear voices layering over each other in the kind of easy chatter that made my chest ache with wanting.
"—told you not to put that much salt—"
"—anime marathon this weekend, you have to come—"
"—Susan, your noodles look like abstract art—"
I hovered in the doorway, backpack still weighing down my shoulders. Inside, Maya was gesticulating wildly with a spoon while Tasha tried to rescue something from a smoking pan. Elena leaned against a counter, scrolling through her phone and occasionally calling out commentary. And Susan—Susan was sketching in a notebook while simultaneously stirring dough for noodles that seemed to aimlessly swirl in the bowl.
I took a half-step backward, suddenly aware I was staring. But Maya's voice cut through my retreat.
"Hey! Stop lurking." She waved the wooden spoon in my direction. "Get in here before Susan burns down the entire school."
"I'm not lurking," I said, but my feet were already carrying me through the doorway. "I was just—"
"—being weird in the hallway," Elena finished without looking up from her phone. "Classic move."
Maya bounced on her toes, spoon still dripping. "Okay, but seriously, you have to settle this. Tasha says magical girl transformations are unrealistic because the costumes are too complicated, but like—" She struck a dramatic pose, one hand on her hip. "—Cardcaptor Sakura pulled full outfits out of thin air. Anime logic makes sewing machines look like amateurs!"
"Your noodles are going to be mush if you don’t stop cosplaying," Tasha called from her station...
"If Deku from My Hero Academia can break his arm every fight and still win, then my soup can survive a little extra boiling." Maya spun back to her pot. 
Tasha broke in, "I don't think our new friend is ready for your level of anime nerdom, Maya."
“Don’t listen to her, you’re fine,” Maya piped up, pushing her glasses back up the bridge of her nose with the heel of her hand. Her voice ran quick, like she was trying to outrun her own shyness. “We’re still deciding if we’re making ramen from scratch or, give up and just go with ramen-but-cheating-with-instant noodles. Which is not a crime. Anime characters do it all the time.”
Elena straightened up, clearing her throat with mock solemnity. "Actually, the real issue here is the systemic oppression of home cooking by the instant food industrial complex." She gestured broadly with her free hand. "When we make noodles from scratch, we're not just feeding ourselves—we're reclaiming our autonomy from corporate flavor packets that have been engineered to keep us dependent on them."
“Instant noodles are corporate poison,” Elena added, folding her arms across her chest and pinning the group with a look. Her water bottle, covered in stickers about saving the planet and smashing patriarchy, glared just as fiercely from the counter. “If we’re doing this, we’re doing it right. Flour, eggs, kneading. Actual food, not cardboard in a cup.”
Susan glanced up from her page, where a half-finished sketch of a dragon coiled between the ingredient list. “Integrity’s overrated,” she said dryly. “Just don’t burn the place down.”
"Especially noodles," Maya added solemnly, then immediately giggled and ruined the effect.
I found myself smiling—not the careful, calculated smile I wore around Kyle and Jordan, but something looser. "Well, if we're overthrowing the system one carb at a time, someone should probably rescue Susan's before they achieve sentience."
Susan finally looked up, eyebrow raised. "They're fine. It's called texture."
"It's called disaster," Tasha said, abandoning her perfect vegetable dice to peer into Susan's pot. "Here, let me—"
"Don't touch my noodles."
"Then stop making them into modern art."
“And don't worry when you try it," Tasha interjected, looking at me. "My first broth looked like swamp water. Honestly, like Swamp Thing was about to crawl out of it.” Her eyes crinkled behind the smudged lenses, a tiny conspiratorial smile that made Stephanie’s shoulders loosen.
Elena jabbed a carrot stick toward them like a pointer. “See, that’s the problem. If you’re fine with swamp broth, standards collapse. And if standards collapse, society collapses.”
Susan, still doodling, smirked without looking up. “Relax, Che Guevara. It’s soup, not socialism.”
Even Elena cracked a reluctant grin as the others laughed. 
Somewhere between the teasing and the laughter, between the ginger-scented steam and the friendly chaos, a small warmth bloomed in my chest. For the first time in months, I didn’t feel like I was sneaking into someone else’s world. It felt like maybe, just maybe, I belonged at this table.
I drifted toward the prep station where a pile of onions sat untouched. "Want me to get started on these?" The question came out easier than expected, like I belonged here enough to offer help.
"Yes, please," Tasha said, shooting Susan one more exasperated look. "Someone who actually knows what they're doing."
"I know what I'm doing," Susan protested.
"Drawing and cooking are not the same skill set," Elena pointed out.
Maya gasped dramatically. "But what if they were? What if every dish was like—like a magical circle, and the ingredients were the runes, and cooking was actually just kitchen witchcraft—"
"Maya," Tasha said patiently, "please don't turn dinner into a fantasy novel."
"Too late," I said, picking up a knife and testing its weight. "I'm already imagining the onions as crystal components in a spell for ultimate flavor enhancement."
The laughter that bubbled up around me was warm and inclusive, like I'd just passed some invisible test. Maya clapped her hands together. "See? They get it."
For the first time in weeks, my shoulders relaxed.
* * *
I was halfway through dicing the second onion when footsteps echoed in the hallway. Heavy, deliberate—the kind that announced their owner before he even appeared.
"There's my girl," a voice called from the doorway.
Tasha's knife paused mid-chop. "Bri? What are you doing here?"
I glanced up to see a guy in a soccer jersey leaning against the doorframe, arms crossed like he was posing for a sports magazine. His hair was still damp with sweat, and he had that particular brand of confidence that came from never doubting you belonged exactly where you were.
"Practice ended early." He grinned, eyes scanning the room with the lazy interest of someone surveying his territory. "Thought I'd swing by and see what my favorite chef was cooking up."
Maya made a gagging sound that she tried to disguise as a cough. Elena didn't bother hiding her eye roll.
"We're making noodles," Tasha said, her voice carefully neutral. "From scratch."
"Nice." Bri's gaze landed on me, and I felt myself tense. "Cool hobby, bro."
The word hit like a slap. Bro. Not casual, not friendly—dismissive. Like he'd looked at me and filed me away under "boys who cook," some lesser category that didn't merit real attention. My knife slipped slightly, and I had to grip the handle tighter to keep my hands steady.
"Tasha, you picking up strays again?" 
"Actually," Elena said, her voice sharp enough to cut glass, "Stephanie's been helping us perfect our technique. Unlike some people who think instant ramen counts as cooking."
"Hey, I make a mean protein shake," Bri protested, but his attention had already shifted back to Tasha. "You about done here? Thought we could grab dinner."
"We are having dinner," Susan said without looking up from her notebook. "That's kind of the point of cooking."
Maya snorted. "Plus, Tasha's noodles are going to be way better than whatever greasy thing you had in mind."
"No offense to your... art project," Bri said, waving vaguely at our various stations, "but I was thinking actual food. You know, from a place with health codes."
The casual cruelty of it—reducing hours of careful work to an "art project"—irritated me. But before I could process the hurt fully, Tasha set down her knife with the kind of precision that meant business.
"These are my friends," she said, her voice carrying a warning. "And this is actual cooking. If you can't appreciate either of those things, maybe you should wait outside."
"Whoa, okay." Bri held up his hands in mock surrender. "Didn't mean to interrupt the... whatever this is."
"Goodbye, Brian," Elena said sweetly, emphasis on his full name like it was an insult.
Maya waggled her fingers in an exaggerated wave. "Don't let the door hit you on the way out!"
Even Susan looked up long enough to give him a withering stare that could have frozen his protein shake solid.
Bri's easy confidence faltered for just a moment—long enough for me to see the flash of irritation cross his face. But he recovered quickly, shooting Tasha a look that said we'll talk about this later before backing out of the room.
"I'll text you," he called, already retreating.
The silence that followed felt charged, like the air after lightning. Then Maya let out a theatrical sigh.
"Well, that was awkward."
"Sorry," Tasha muttered, returning to her vegetables with renewed aggression. "He's not usually..."
"That much of a tool?" Elena supplied helpfully.
"Elena," Tasha warned, but there was no real heat in it.
I focused on the onions, blinking against the sting in my eyes that had nothing to do with the cutting. The word bro still echoed in my head, but something else was drowning it out—the memory of Elena saying my name like it mattered, of the girls closing ranks without hesitation.
"Your noodles are definitely going to be better than whatever he had in mind," I said quietly, testing the words.
Tasha glanced over, her expression softening. "Thanks."
The conversations resumed, a symphony of laughter and clattering utensils filling the room. As I sliced through the onion's layers, I felt a strange, comforting warmth spread through me—one that had nothing to do with the steam rising from the stove.
"Hey, Steph." Elena's voice cut through, inviting and solid. "Pass the soy sauce?"
I handed it over, meeting her eyes; the smile she gave me made something inside settle, just a little.
* * *
"Mom, you should have seen Elena's jacket today—it had these amazing patches all over it, and Maya had on this vintage band tee that looked like it came straight from the eighties, and Susan's jeans were perfectly ripped in all the right places, not like those fake pre-distressed ones from the mall—"
I was pacing around the kitchen while Mom stirred something that smelled like heaven on the stove, words tumbling out faster than I could catch them. The whole walk home, I'd been replaying every moment from cooking club, every laugh, every casual compliment about my knife work.
"—and Tasha knows how to make pasta from scratch, Mom. Like, actual flour and eggs, not from a box. She said she'd teach me next week if I want, and—"
"Sweetheart," Mom interrupted gently, turning from the stove with a smile that reached her eyes. "I haven't seen you this excited about school in... well, ever."
I stopped pacing, suddenly self-conscious. "They're just really cool people."
"I can tell." She studied my face, and I could see her taking in my flushed cheeks, the way I couldn't seem to stand still. "You look happy."
"I am." The words slipped out before I could second-guess them. "But Mom, I need more clothes. These girls are actually cool and stylish, and I can't keep wearing the same two blouses over and over. They'll notice."
Mom's smile faltered slightly, and she sighed, turning back to the stove. "I hadn't realized having a boy was so much cheaper."
The past tense hit me like a warm wave. Was. Not is—was cheaper. The casual acknowledgment, probably unconscious, that something had shifted, that the boy she'd been raising was becoming something else entirely.
I felt my face break into a grin I couldn't control.
Mom caught my expression and paused, wooden spoon halfway to her mouth for a taste. She blinked, processing what she'd just said, then let out a laugh that started small and grew until it filled the kitchen.
"Well," she said, still chuckling, "I suppose that settles that."
"Does it?"
"We'll make a run at the thrift shop tomorrow for a first try," she said, wiping her eyes with the back of her hand. "Then maybe add some others at the department store."
I threw my arms around her before she could change her mind, breathing in her familiar scent of lavender and cooking spices. For the first time in months, the future felt less like a question mark and more like a promise.






  
  Chapter seven








First Bonds


Afew days later, I pulled the blue tunic top over my head, feeling the soft fabric settle against my skin like water. Mom and I had spent Wednesday afternoon at the thrift shop, navigating racks of clothes with the careful diplomacy of two people pretending this was normal. She'd steered us away from the skirts section without a word, and I'd let her, understanding the unspoken boundary. But when we'd wandered past the sleepwear, she'd quietly added a pale green nightgown to our basket, eyes focused anywhere but on me. 
"For sleeping," she'd murmured, as if I might not understand.
The underwear had been easier somehow—just practical white cotton panties mixed in with tank tops and camisoles, like we were shopping for any teenage girl. Mom had handled the checkout while I'd lingered by the jewelry display, snatching up a tiny tube of clear lip gloss when she wasn't looking.
Now the nightgown waited folded in my drawer like a secret waiting to bloom, and the lip gloss sat heavy in my pocket. I'd dabbed just the smallest amount on my lips before leaving the bathroom, and I could taste it now—sweet and slightly waxy, a flavor that felt like possibility.
The tunic swayed as I walked, brushing against my thighs in a way that made my chest flutter. It was longer than any shirt I'd ever worn, the hem hitting mid-thigh, and every step sent the fabric dancing around me. A thrill. A risk. A little victory wrapped in secondhand cotton.
I caught my reflection in the hallway mirror and paused. The blue brought out something softer in my eyes, and with my hair falling across my forehead, I looked... different. Not quite like a girl, but not like the boy who'd stood in this same spot a week ago either. Something in between, something new.
My phone popped with a text from Maya: Cooking club after school! Susan's bringing her sketches to show us.
I typed back quickly: Can't wait!
The lip gloss caught the light as I smiled, and I tasted sweetness again. For the first time in my life, walking to school felt like walking toward something instead of away from it. The tunic shimmered against my legs with each step, a quiet promise that maybe, just maybe, I was becoming exactly who I was supposed to be.
* * *
Mrs. Patterson's voice cut through the classroom chatter like a blade. "Mr. Winters, can you solve for x in equation seven?"
The words hit me square in the chest. Mr. Winters. I'd heard it a thousand times before, but today it felt different—wrong in a way that made my stomach clench. I looked down at my blue tunic, at the way it draped softly over my frame, and the disconnect between what I was wearing and what she'd called me felt like a slap.
"Um, yeah," I managed, standing awkwardly. The tunic swayed as I moved to the board, and I caught Deke's smirk from the corner of my eye. He was probably storing this up for later, another piece of ammunition.
I scribbled through the equation mechanically, my mind elsewhere. When I finished, Mrs. Patterson nodded. "Thank you, Mr. Winters. Please take your seat."
There it was again. That title that felt like a prison jumpsuit I couldn't take off.
I slumped back into my chair and stared at my notebook, where I'd been doodling in the margins. Without thinking, I wrote "Mr." in tiny letters, then immediately scratched it out with heavy black lines. The pen tore through the paper a little, leaving "Mr." as a ghost beneath the scribbles.
What did I want her to call me? I drew a question mark next to the crossed-out word, then another. The page looked confused, uncertain—exactly how I felt.
Ms.? Miss? Just my name with nothing attached? 
The questions felt too big for a Tuesday morning algebra class, but they pressed against my ribs anyway, demanding answers I didn't have yet. I traced the question marks over and over, making them darker, bolder, until they looked like tiny storms on the page.
The bell rang, and I shoved my notebook into my backpack, still thinking about those question marks bleeding through the paper. The hallway swallowed me up in its usual chaos—slamming lockers, squeaking sneakers, the rise and fall of a hundred conversations.
I was three steps from my locker when Deke's voice slithered up behind me.
"Is it Mrs. Winters now, Stevie?"
The words hit like ice water down my spine. My hands went still on my backpack zipper. Of course he'd noticed my reaction in class. Deke might be a mouth-breathing waste of space, but he had radar for weakness like a shark sensing blood.
I turned around slowly, trying to think of something clever to say back, something that would shut him up without making things worse. But my brain felt like static, and Deke's smirk was already spreading across his face like a stain.
"I mean, with that cute little shirt and all," he continued, loud enough that kids nearby started glancing over. "Just wondering what we should call you."
Heat flooded my cheeks. The tunic that had felt soft and right this morning suddenly felt like a target painted on my chest. I opened my mouth, though I had no idea what was going to come out.
"Knock it off."
The voice came from somewhere to my left—calm, firm, with zero room for argument. I turned to see Ethan Morales walking past us, guitar case slung over his shoulder, not even breaking stride.
Deke's mouth snapped shut like a trap. Ethan was the kind of popular that didn't need to prove anything—the quiet kind that came from being genuinely liked instead of feared. Even Deke wasn't stupid enough to mess with that.
"Whatever," Deke muttered, but his swagger had deflated. He slouched away, probably looking for easier prey.
Ethan didn't even look back. Just kept walking, mismatched socks visible above his beat-up Converse, like nothing had happened. Like defending random kids in hallways was just something he did on Tuesdays.
I stood there frozen, backpack half-open, watching his retreating figure disappear into the crowd. My heart was still hammering from the confrontation, but underneath that was something else—a warm, confused flutter in my chest.
Why had he done that? We'd never even spoken before. Did he just not like bullies, or had he noticed something else? Something about the way I'd flinched at Deke's words?
The warning bell rang, snapping me back to reality. I hurried to my locker, but that moment kept replaying in my head.
Knock it off.
Simple words, but they'd felt like armor.
"So you and Ethan are friends now?"
I spun around to find Maya standing behind me, glasses slightly fogged from the hallway's stuffy air. Her backpack jingled softly as she shifted from foot to foot, anime keychains dancing.
"What? No, we're not—I don't even know him." The words tumbled out too fast, defensive. "Why would you think that?"
Maya tilted her head, studying me with those dark eyes that seemed to catch everything. "I saw what happened back there. With Deke being his usual charming self." She pushed her glasses up her nose, leaving a smudge. "Ethan totally shut him down for you."
"He was just being decent. People do that sometimes."
"Do they?" Maya's voice carried that upward lilt, like she was genuinely asking. "I mean, most people just walk past when Deke's being a jerk. But Ethan actually stopped."
The flutter in my chest returned, unwelcome and confusing. I slammed my locker harder than necessary. "It doesn't mean anything."
"Maybe not," Maya said, but her tone suggested she thought otherwise. "Still kind of sweet though, right? Like when anime protagonists get mysterious protectors who—sorry, I'm rambling again."
She wasn't wrong though. The question lingered as we headed to class: why had Ethan stepped in?
* * *
The cooking lab smelled like soy sauce and possibility when I pushed through the door after school. Tasha was already at the long metal counter, sleeves rolled up, hair twisted into a messy bun that somehow looked intentional. Maya sat cross-legged on a stool nearby, sorting through a pile of chopsticks like they were precious artifacts.
"Steph!" Elena called from the supply closet, emerging with an armload of bamboo mats. "Perfect timing. We're attempting sushi today."
"Attempting being the key word," Susan muttered from her spot by the rice cooker, sketching something in the margins of a recipe card. "This is going to be a disaster."
But they shifted anyway—Tasha scooting down the counter, Maya hopping off her stool to make room—until there was a space that felt like it had been waiting for me. Elena pressed a knife into my hand without ceremony, the handle still warm from the dishwasher.
"You're on cucumber duty," she announced. "Thin slices, not chunks. We're going for elegant, not rustic."
The knife felt solid in my palm. Real. I positioned myself between Maya and Tasha, close enough that our elbows bumped when we moved, and started slicing. The cucumbers fell away in neat green discs, satisfying and precise.
"So the tuna's questionable," Tasha was saying, poking at the package with suspicious fingers. "Like, it's probably fine, but if we all get food poisoning, don't blame me."
"That's what makes it an adventure," Maya chirped, unwrapping a sheet of nori with the reverence of someone handling ancient scrolls. "Like that episode where Senku has to make sushi with literally just seaweed and—"
"Maya, no anime references until we actually have edible food," Elena interrupted, but she was smiling.
Susan looked up from her sketching. "What if we die? Will they put 'death by discount sushi' on our tombstones?"
"Don't include me in that," I said, keeping my eyes on my cucumbers. "These slices are flawless. If this ends me, at least I'll die looking skilled."
Tasha laughed. "Check you out, getting all cocky with that blade."
The warmth spread through my chest like honey in tea. Not the sharp validation of Elena calling me 'Steph' in class, but something gentler. Steadier. They'd made space for me without thinking twice, handed me a role like I'd always belonged here.
Maya's phone appeared next to my elbow like magic, the screen bright with sketches of flowing fabric and intricate details. Her fingers fluttered over the glass, zooming in on different sections with the kind of reverence other people reserved for family photos.
"So this is what I'm thinking for the spring convention," she said, words tumbling out fast. "It's Yuki from Fruits Basket—not the boring school uniform version, but the formal kimono from the New Year episode. See the embroidery here? And the way the sleeves cascade?"
I leaned closer, genuinely mesmerized. The drawing was meticulous—every fold of fabric mapped out, color notes scribbled in the margins, even tiny arrows showing how the obi should tie. Maya had planned this thing like a military operation.
"The wig alone is going to cost me three weeks of babysitting money," she continued, swiping to another sketch. "But look at this hair ornament—I found a tutorial that uses actual silk flowers and wire. It'll take forever, but—"
"Maya." Susan's voice cut through the excitement. "You say this every year."
Maya's fingers stilled on the phone. "What do you mean?"
"I mean you design these amazing costumes, plan everything down to the last detail, then chicken out and wear cat ears instead."
The silence stretched like taffy. Maya's cheeks flushed pink, and she tucked a strand of hair behind her ear with the hand not holding the phone. Elena and Tasha suddenly found their sushi prep very interesting.
"I don't chicken out," Maya said finally, but her voice had lost its excited edge. "I just... it's a lot of work for something nobody might even notice."
"Are you kidding?" I said, surprised by how fierce I sounded. "This is incredible. Like, museum-quality incredible."
Maya's eyes flicked to mine, uncertain.
"You want to walk into that convention and have people stop dead in their tracks," I continued. "You want them to see Yuki and think how did she make that and I wish I was that brave."
Maya nodded slowly, like I'd just translated something she'd been trying to say in a foreign language.
"But what if I look ridiculous?" she asked quietly. "What if the wig slides off, or the sleeves trip me, or people laugh?"
I understood that fear so completely it made my chest ache. The terror of being seen, really seen, and found wanting.
"Then at least you'll look ridiculous doing something you love," I said.
Elena set down her bamboo mat and leaned against the counter, arms crossed. Her dark eyes fixed on me with the intensity of a documentary filmmaker who'd just spotted the perfect subject.
"So," she said, cutting through Maya's costume anxiety like a knife through butter. "How does it feel? Being out like this?"
The question landed with a thud. Maya's phone slipped in her hands, Tasha's knife paused mid-chop, and Susan's pencil went still. Even the rice cooker seemed to hold its breath.
"I—what do you mean?" I managed, though we both knew exactly what she meant.
Elena's eyebrows lifted, the expression that made teachers fidget during class discussions. "I mean walking around school in girl clothes. Using a different name. The whole thing."
My hands tightened around the cucumber I was holding. "It's not really... I mean, I'm not exactly out. I just—these are just clothes."
"Right." Elena's tone suggested she wasn't buying that for a second. "Just clothes that happen to make you look happier than I've ever seen you look in the two years we've been in classes together."
Heat crept up my neck. Was I that obvious? Had everyone been watching me fumble through boyhood like some kind of nature documentary?
"Elena," Susan warned quietly, not looking up from her sketch.
But Elena pressed on, leaning forward like she'd caught the scent of something important. "Because there's this whole conversation happening about bathroom access, and gender-neutral spaces, and honestly the administration is being completely ridiculous about basic human dignity—"
"Elena." This time Susan's voice had teeth.
Elena blinked, seeming to remember where she was. "I'm just saying, if you wanted to talk about it. Or if you needed someone to advocate with you. I've been researching the policies, and there's actually a precedent—"
"I'm fine," I said quickly, the words automatic as breathing. "Really. Everything's fine."
The silence that followed felt like stepping into a minefield. Elena's expression shifted from activist-eager to something softer, more careful. Maya clutched her phone like a lifeline.
"Okay," Elena said finally. "But if that changes..."
I nodded, not trusting my voice. Part of me wanted to grab onto her certainty, let her turn my messy feelings into a clean cause with clear demands. But another part—the bigger part—just wanted to keep slicing cucumbers in peace, surrounded by friends who made space for me without asking for explanations.
Susan's pencil scratched against her recipe card, the sound sharp in the quiet kitchen. When she looked up, her brown eyes held that careful expression I'd seen her use on substitute teachers and overeager group project partners.
"He's a boy who likes girl stuff," she said, addressing Elena like I wasn't standing right there. "What's wrong with that?"
The words hit like a bucket of cold water. He. After Elena had been calling me Steph for weeks, after the space they'd made for me at this counter felt so natural I'd almost forgotten to be grateful for it.
"Susan," Elena started, but Susan was already shaking her head.
"Look, I'm not trying to be mean. But we don't have to make everything into a political statement." She gestured vaguely at my lavender blouse, the one I'd picked because it made my shoulders look softer. "Maybe he just likes pretty clothes. Maybe he's gay. That's fine too."
"I'm not—" I began, then stopped. What was I going to say? I'm not gay, I'm just a girl? The words felt too big, too dangerous to say out loud in a room that suddenly felt smaller.
Elena's jaw tightened. "You don't get to decide what someone else's identity means."
"And you don't get to decide it for them either," Susan shot back. "Maybe not everything needs to be about bathrooms and policy changes. Maybe some people just want to wear what makes them comfortable without turning it into a whole thing."
"It's already a whole thing," Elena said, her voice rising. "When kids get beaten up for being different, when they can't use the bathroom without getting harassed—"
"I'm standing right here," I said quietly.
Both of them turned to look at me. Maya had gone very still, her phone forgotten in her lap. Tasha kept chopping vegetables with mechanical precision, like she could disappear into the rhythm of the knife.
"Sorry," Susan said, but she didn't sound sorry exactly. More like she was sorry I'd made things awkward. "I just think people should be able to figure things out for themselves. Without pressure."
Elena opened her mouth, probably to launch into a speech about silence equaling violence or the importance of allyship. But I was already stepping back from the counter, setting down my knife with careful precision.
"I should probably get going," I said. "My mom's expecting me."
"Steph, wait—" Elena started.
But Susan was right, wasn't she? I was just a boy who liked girl stuff. Maybe that was all this was. Maybe that was enough.
The club dissolved around us like sugar in water. Elena packed up her bamboo mats with sharp, efficient movements, while Maya tucked her phone away with the careful reverence of someone storing precious artifacts. 
Susan appeared at my elbow as I gathered my backpack, her sketch pad tucked under one arm.
"That was fun," she said, like we hadn't just had the most awkward conversation in cooking lab history. "Even if the fish was questionable."
I managed a smile. "Your California rolls weren't terrible."
"High praise." She fell into step beside me as we headed for the door. "Did you finish the binomials homework? Because I'm completely lost on problem seven."
Just like that, we were back to normal—or whatever passed for normal between us. Susan had this way of compartmentalizing that I envied. Uncomfortable conversation? File it away. Move on to derivatives and asymptotes.
We walked through the emptying hallways, past trophy cases and motivational posters about character and excellence. The fluorescent lights hummed overhead, casting everything in that particular shade of institutional beige that made even good days feel slightly depressing.
"The trick is substitution," I said, because talking about math was safer than thinking about pronouns. "If you change variables first—"
"Steven!"
Jordan's voice echoed off the lockers. He was jogging toward us, baseball cap slightly askew, backpack bouncing against his shoulders. My stomach clenched reflexively—old habit from months of avoiding my former friends.
But when he reached us, he just nodded. A small, quick gesture that somehow managed to be both casual and deliberate. No words, no questions about my blouse or why I was walking with Susan Martinez instead of hanging out at Kyle's house. Just acknowledgment.
"See you tomorrow," he said, and continued past us toward the main exit.
Such a tiny thing. But it settled in my chest like a warm stone, unexpected and precious. Jordan had seen me—really seen me, lavender blouse and all—and hadn't flinched.
Susan bumped my shoulder. "That was nice of him."
"Yeah," I said softly. "It was."
We pushed through the school doors into the afternoon sunlight. Susan peeled off toward the bike racks, calling something about derivatives over her shoulder that I barely heard.
I walked home alone, feet finding their familiar rhythm on the cracked sidewalk. The blue fabric brushed against my arms with each step, soft and reassuring. Under my breath, so quiet I could barely hear myself, I whispered, "Ms. Stephanie Winters."
The name tasted like possibility. Like hope. Like something I might be brave enough to claim.
I thought about the new nightgown hanging in my closet. Tonight, I would slip into that and the anticipation of that moment, if journaling or reading like that, made my steps lighter on the sidewalk.
It was just a tiny act of defiance, honestly. Me, silky fabric, and the sanctuary of my closed bedroom door. But it seemed like another enormous leap forward.






  
  Chapter eight








Locker Room Crisis



The next day, PE came around like a scheduled execution. I'd gotten good at the locker room shuffle—arrive late, change fast, keep my head down. Most days I could slip through like a ghost, invisible between the rows of metal lockers and teenage bravado.
Today wasn't most days.
I'd just finished rinsing off, towel wrapped around my waist, when I heard the rustle of fabric from my corner. My stomach dropped before I even turned around.
Deke stood there, my gym bag open at his feet, holding something pale yellow between his thumb and forefinger like evidence at a crime scene. The cotton caught the fluorescent light, unmistakably delicate against his thick fingers.
"Well look at this!" His voice boomed off the tile walls. "Pretty boy's a fag in panties!"
The locker room went silent. That particular silence that comes right before everything goes wrong—heavy and electric, like the air before lightning strikes.
Then the laughter started. Not everyone. Some boys turned away, suddenly fascinated by their shoelaces or the pattern of rust on the shower pipes. But enough laughed. Enough pointed. Enough made sounds that would echo in my head for days.
Deke waved the underwear overhead like a flag of surrender I hadn't agreed to. My pale yellow underwear—chosen this morning because I'd hoped maybe, just maybe, having that hidden comfort against my skin would make gym class tolerable.
"What else you got in here?" Deke dumped my bag, clothes spilling across the wet floor. My jeans. My lavender blouse from yesterday. A padded bra I'd been too scared to wear but couldn't leave at home.
Each item felt like skin being peeled back, layer by layer, until I stood there more naked than if I'd dropped the towel. The fluorescent lights felt like interrogation lamps. The laughter felt like fists.
Jordan was there, near the back. He didn't laugh, but he didn't stop it either. Just stood frozen, water dripping from his hair, that same conflicted look from yesterday when he'd nodded at me in the hall. Like he wanted to help but couldn't figure out how without painting a target on his own back.
"Give them back." My voice came out smaller than intended, barely audible over the chaos.
"What's that?" Deke cupped his ear theatrically. "Princess wants her pretty things back?"
Kyle emerged from behind a row of lockers, took one look at the scene, and immediately backed away. Smart. Self-preserving. Exactly what I would have done in his place, probably.
Coach Ramirez's whistle shrieked from somewhere outside. "Two minutes! Anyone not dressed is running laps!"
The spell broke. Boys scattered, grabbing clothes, slamming lockers. Deke tossed my things at my feet, the yellow cotton landing in a puddle of shower water.
"Careful, princess," he said, voice low enough that only I could hear. "This shit's contagious."
I grabbed my wet clothes from the floor, stuffing them into my bag without looking. The yellow underwear went in last, soaked and twisted. My hands shook as I pulled on yesterday's jeans not caring that they were wrinkled, not caring about anything except getting out. The coarse fabric scraped against my groin, a brutal reminder of everything I wasn't.
"Winters! Where you going?" Coach's voice followed me through the gym doors, but I didn't stop. Couldn't stop. My sneakers squeaked against the polished floor as I half-ran toward the main hallway.
The bell for sixth period was still ten minutes away. Students clustered by lockers, chatting about weekend plans and pop quizzes. Normal teenage problems. I pushed past them, my bag bouncing against my hip, damp clothes bleeding through the canvas.
Nobody tried to stop me. Maybe they didn't notice one more kid in a hurry. Maybe the panic radiating off me created its own invisible barrier. I didn't care which.
The parking lot stretched before me like salvation. Buses lined up in perfect yellow rows, engines idling, drivers checking their watches. I walked past them all, through the gap in the chain-link fence, onto the sidewalk that led away from school.
My phone buzzed. A text from Jordan: Dude where'd you go? Ramirez is pissed.
I turned the phone off.
The residential streets gave way to strip malls and vacant lots as I walked. My legs moved without conscious direction, following sidewalks that cracked and buckled around the roots of old oak trees. The November air bit through my thin shirt, but the cold felt clean after the humid stench of the locker room.
What else you got in here? Deke's voice played on repeat in my skull. The sound of fabric hitting wet concrete. The ripple of laughter that had started small and spread like spilled water across the room.
I found myself at the edge of town, where the last gas station sat like a tired sentry before the highway stretched toward other places. Places where nobody knew about yellow underwear or gym bags dumped on shower floors. Places where I could walk into a store and buy a Coke without wondering if the cashier could smell the humiliation on me.
The gas station's neon sign flickered: Pump-N-Go. Half the letters were dark.
I sat on the curb, pulling my knees to my chest. Cars whispered past on the highway, carrying people to places I'd never been. Each set of headlights felt like an invitation to disappear, to become someone else somewhere else.
My bag sat beside me, still damp, still carrying evidence of who I was failing at trying to be.
* * *
The next morning, I pulled on jeans and a gray hoodie like armor plating. The fabric felt thick and shapeless, erasing the lines of my body until I looked like every other boy shuffling through the hallways. Anonymous. Safe.
Kyle spotted me at my locker and clapped my shoulder hard enough to rattle my teeth.
"Good to have you back, man."
The words hit differently than he intended. Back. As if the past few weeks had been a detour, a temporary malfunction that was now corrected. I forced a smile and nodded, unsure what else to do.
"Yeah, well. You know."
"I don't, actually." Kyle's grin faltered slightly. "But whatever. You good?"
"I'm good."
Jordan appeared beside us, fidgeting with his baseball cap. The brim was even more frayed than usual, like he'd been picking at it. He glanced between Kyle and me, something uncertain flickering across his face.
"Hey, uh." Jordan cleared his throat. "You want to come over after school? Mom got me that new racing game."
The invitation landed like a small electric shock. For weeks, Jordan had been making vague noises about hanging out – we should game sometime, totally, maybe this weekend – but somehow it never materialized. Plans that dissolved before they formed. Now here he was, actually asking, and I could see the discomfort in the way he wouldn't quite meet my eyes.
He'd been avoiding me. Not cruelly, not obviously, but in that careful way people step around puddles. And now that I was back in jeans and hoodies, suddenly there was room for me in his world again.  I valued his effort to reach out after yesterday's catastrophe, but it only emphasized how he'd been deliberately keeping his distance before.
"Sure," I said, because what else could I say? "Sounds cool."
Jordan's shoulders relaxed. "Sweet. Meet at my locker after seventh?"
I nodded, and they drifted toward their first period, Kyle already launching into some story about his older brother's car troubles. Their voices faded into the hallway noise, leaving me alone with the strange feeling of getting exactly what I'd wanted and hating how it felt.
At lunch, I found a corner table near the windows, as far from the cooking club's usual spot as possible. From here I could see them without being obvious about it. Maya was gesticulating wildly about something, probably anime-related. Elena had her petition clipboard out, adding signatures with the determination of a door-to-door missionary. Tasha picked at her sandwich while listening to whatever story Susan was telling, her hands dancing through the air.
Maya looked my way once. Our eyes met across the cafeteria, and I saw her mouth my name to the others. Four heads turned in my direction.
I looked down at my untouched turkey sandwich, suddenly fascinated by the way the mayo had soaked into the bread.
When I looked up again, they'd gone back to their conversation, but something had shifted. The easy laughter from before seemed forced now, like they were all trying too hard to pretend everything was normal.
The strangest part was Deke. He'd been at his usual table when I walked in, holding court with his crew of admirers. I'd braced for some new humiliation, some follow-up performance to yesterday's show. But when our paths crossed near the lunch line, he looked right through me.
Not the pointed ignorance of someone pretending you don't exist. Actual avoidance. He muttered something to the kid next to him and they veered away, like I was carrying something contagious.
I should have felt relieved. Instead, I felt like I was disappearing piece by piece, becoming invisible even to my enemies. Maybe that was the point of the gray hoodie, the neutral jeans. Maybe this was what safety looked like: being nothing enough that no one bothered to hate you.
The cafeteria hummed around me, full of kids who belonged somewhere, who knew which table was theirs and which conversations they were welcome in. I took a bite of sandwich and tasted cardboard.
* * *
Jordan's basement smelled like stale popcorn and the musty carpet his mom kept threatening to replace. He handed me a controller and flopped onto the couch, already queuing up the racing game with the practiced efficiency of someone who'd spent entire weekends down here.
"Okay, so this track is insane," he said, navigating through menus. "Like, there's this hairpin turn that'll wreck you if you don't brake at exactly the right second."
I nodded and settled into the familiar weight of the controller, muscle memory guiding my thumbs to the buttons. This was safe territory. Cars and courses and the comfortable trash talk that filled the spaces between races.
"You're going down, Patel."
"In your dreams, Winters."
The first race loaded, engines revving in digital harmony. Jordan hunched forward, tongue poking out slightly in concentration. I'd forgotten that habit of his, how he looked like a little kid when he was really focused. It should have been endearing. Instead, it made something twist in my chest.
We raced through neon-lit cityscapes and mountain passes, controllers clicking in our hands. Jordan whooped when he took first place, groaned dramatically when I passed him on a straightaway. The banter came easily enough – years of practice had worn smooth grooves in our conversation.
"Dude, that blue shell came out of nowhere."
"That's what you get for thinking you're hot stuff."
"I am hot stuff. I'm the hottest stuff."
But underneath the familiar rhythm, I kept thinking about yesterday's lunch with the girls. How Maya had spent ten minutes explaining the difference between shoujo and josei manga, her hands moving constantly as she talked. How Elena had gotten genuinely upset about the cafeteria's new recycling policy. How even Tasha's quiet observations about flavor profiles felt substantial, like she was sharing pieces of herself with each word.
Jordan scored another victory and pumped his fist. "Did you see that? Pure skill, baby."
"Pure luck," I shot back automatically.
He laughed, but it echoed strangely in the basement. I watched him reset for another round and wondered when our friendship had become this – reflexive jokes and surface-level competition. I'd seen other guys at school who seemed to have something deeper. Kyle and his cousin talked about real stuff sometimes, family drama and college plans. Even Deke, awful as he was, had his core group who seemed to actually know each other beyond shared interests.
Jordan and I had gaming and soccer and twelve years of proximity. Take away the activities, and what was left?
The question sat heavy in my stomach as I selected my car for the next race.
* * *
The walk home from Jordan's felt longer than usual, my feet dragging against the sidewalk like they were fighting each step. The late afternoon sun cast everything in that golden light that was supposed to make the world look magical, but mostly just made me squint.
Mom was in the kitchen when I pushed through the front door, stirring something that smelled like onions and garlic. She looked up when she heard me, and her face did this thing – relief flooding across it so fast I almost missed it.
"There's my boy," she said, wiping her hands on a dish towel. "How was Jordan's?"
"Fine. We played some games."
Her eyes swept over me, taking in the jeans and plain t-shirt, the sneakers Kyle would have called "normal person shoes." The corner of her mouth lifted in what might have been a smile.
"See? Much easier when you don't draw attention to yourself."
She reached out and squeezed my arm, her fingers warm through the cotton. The touch was gentle, affectionate even, but something flickered behind her eyes. Like she was seeing two different versions of me and couldn't decide which one was real.
"People notice less," she continued, still holding my arm. "They just see a regular teenage boy having fun with his friends. No complications."
The word hung in the air between us. Complications. As if the blouses Elena had complimented, the name that felt right when she said it, the way I'd felt sitting with the girls – as if all of that was just unnecessary drama I'd invented.
"Mom—"
"I know it's confusing, sweetheart." Her voice softened, but her grip constricted slightly. "But sometimes the easiest path is the right one. Sometimes we make things harder than they need to be."
Dad appeared in the doorway like he'd been summoned, still wearing his work shirt with the sleeves rolled up. His hair stuck up at an odd angle, probably from running his hands through it while troubleshooting some problem at the office.
"Everything okay in here?"
Mom's hand dropped from my arm. "Just talking about Steven's day."
Dad nodded, but his eyes stayed on me, studying my face with that careful attention he usually reserved for broken appliances. Like he was trying to diagnose what was wrong and figure out which tool would fix it.
"You know," he said, clearing his throat, "whatever you want, kiddo. Whatever makes you happy. I'm here for you, okay? We both are."
The words should have been comforting. Instead, they felt like standing in front of a menu written in a language I didn't speak. Whatever you want. But what if I didn't know what I wanted? What if every option felt simultaneously right and wrong, safe and terrifying?
"Thanks, Dad."
He smiled that crooked smile of his, the one that never quite reached his eyes when he was worried. "Just remember that, all right? No matter what."
Mom busied herself with the pot on the stove, wooden spoon clattering against the sides. The sound filled the kitchen, covering the silence that stretched between the three of us.
I escaped upstairs, leaving them to whatever conversation would happen once I was gone. In my room, I caught sight of myself in the mirror – regular teenage boy, just like Mom had said. No complications.
But standing there in my safe, normal clothes, I couldn't shake the memory of Elena's casual "Nice top, Steph." How it had felt like recognition rather than mistake.
My phone's screen lighted up with a text notification. Then another. Then two more in quick succession.
I let them sit there for a minute, staring at the glowing rectangle like it might explode if I touched it. Through the thin walls, I could hear Mom and Dad's voices in the kitchen – not the words, just the careful rhythm of a conversation neither of them wanted to have.
Finally, I picked up the phone.
Elena: We miss you.
Just four words, but they hit like a punch to the chest. I scrolled down.
Maya: [Image attached] Sailor Moon pointing with text: "In the name of the moon, come back to us!"
The meme was ridiculous and sweet and so perfectly Maya that I almost smiled despite everything. Almost.
Tasha: Making experimental chocolate chip cookies tomorrow after school. Need someone with good taste buds. Interested?
Susan: We are here for you when you are ready.
I read them all twice, then a third time. Each message felt like a lifeline thrown across an ocean I'd somehow ended up swimming in. But every time I started to type a response, my fingers froze over the keyboard.
What was I supposed to say? Thanks for missing the girl version of me while I'm stuck being the boy version? Sorry I can't handle Deke being a jerk so now I'm hiding? I want to come back but my mom thinks you're all a complication?
Elena's text burned the brightest. We miss you. Not "we miss Steven" or "we miss having you around." Just you. Like there was only one version of me worth missing, and it wasn't the one sitting in this room wearing Kyle's idea of normal clothes.
Maya's meme was the perfect ridiculous image to say come home without actually saying it. Because that's what it felt like – like I'd had a home for exactly one week, and now I was locked out of it.
Tasha's invitation was pure kindness, wrapped up in the promise of chocolate and the kind of easy friendship that made everything else fade into background noise.
And Susan – blunt, honest Susan – offering exactly what I needed without pushing for more than I could give.
I typed and deleted a dozen responses. Thanks. Maybe tomorrow. I miss you too. None of them felt right. None of them captured the weight of wanting to run back to them while also wanting to disappear entirely.
In the end, I set the phone down without sending anything at all.
That night, I sat on my bed with the closet door open, staring at the small collection of clothes that had felt like possibility just days ago. The two blouses hung next to my regular shirts like secrets I wasn't brave enough to keep.
I pulled them down first – the soft blue one Elena had complimented, the cream-colored one that made my shoulders look less square. The fabric felt different now, heavier somehow, like they'd absorbed all the snickers and stares from that awful week.
The sneakers came next, those stupid perfect sneakers that had made me feel like I was gliding instead of stomping. I shoved them into the back corner behind old textbooks and outgrown winter coats.
Each piece got buried deeper, until you'd have to excavate half my closet to find any trace of Stephanie. 
I zipped my hoodie all the way up to my chin and pulled the hood over my head, cocooning myself in shapeless gray fabric. The mirror across the room showed exactly what Mom wanted to see – a regular teenage boy, no complications.
This was safer, smarter.
So why did it feel like I'd just erased myself completely?






  
  Chapter nine








The Return


The next week crawled by like footage played at half speed. Every morning I pulled on the same uniform – jeans, hoodie, sneakers that clunked instead of whispered. Kyle grinned when he saw me at lunch Monday, like I'd finally gotten the joke. 
"Steven's back," he announced, chomping his gum with the satisfaction of someone who'd called it all along.
Jordan nodded along, adjusting that ratty baseball cap. "Good to see you, dude. You seemed kinda... I dunno. Off."
Off. Like I'd been a radio station with bad reception, and now I was tuned back to the right frequency. They meant it kindly, but the word sat in my stomach like a stone.
We fell back into old patterns. Kyle's endless chatter about game stats and achievement unlocks. Jordan sketching cars in the margins of his notebook, occasionally looking up to add "totally" or "no way" to whatever Kyle was saying. Me nodding along, laughing at the right moments, feeling like I was watching it all happen from behind thick glass.
Gaming at Kyle's house Thursday felt like performing in a play I'd forgotten I'd auditioned for. The three of us sprawled across his basement couch, controllers sticky with Mountain Dew residue and chip grease. Kyle whooped every time he got a kill. Jordan made car engine noises during the racing segments. I pressed buttons and watched my character move across the screen, but it felt mechanical, empty.
"Bro, you're playing like you're asleep," Kyle said, pausing the game to stare at me. "What's your deal?"
"Just tired," I mumbled.
At home, Mom's smiles came easier now. She'd catch me in the hallway and ruffle my hair like I was ten again. When I helped with groceries, she'd hum while we unpacked, the tension that had lived in her shoulders for weeks finally dissolved.
"You look great," she said Saturday morning when I came down for breakfast in my usual hoodie. Just a throwaway comment, but it landed like a slap.
The only mercy was that Deke seemed to be steering clear. I caught glimpses of him in the hallways, that permanent slouch and dangling backpack strap unchanged, but he kept his distance. Maybe he'd gotten bored once the target disappeared. Maybe he'd moved on to easier prey.
My phone buzzed occasionally with messages from the girls, but they were softer now. Less frequent. Maya sent fewer memes. Tasha stopped mentioning cooking experiments. Even Elena's texts shifted from "we miss you" to "hope you're okay" – the kind of thing you send when someone's already drifting away and you're just being polite about watching them go.
I answered with thumbs-up emojis and "thanks" messages that said nothing at all.
* * *
Monday morning, I pulled the gray hoodie over my head for the seventh day in a row. The fabric felt scratchy against my skin, like it had developed an attitude over the weekend. I caught my reflection in the dresser mirror and stopped cold.
The boy staring back looked... wrong. Not just tired or messy-haired wrong, but fundamentally off, like someone wearing a Halloween costume in February. His shoulders hunched forward, his face blank and forgettable. The hoodie hung on him like a deflated balloon, all the air sucked out.
My stomach lurched. I pressed my hand against my mouth, swallowing hard against the sudden wave of nausea. This was supposed to be me. The real me. The safe me.
Safe sucked.
I slammed the closet door shut so hard the hangers rattled. The sound echoed through my room like a gunshot, making me wince. Mom called from downstairs about breakfast, her voice cheerful and oblivious.
My phone beeped on the nightstand. Then again. And again.
Elena: "We miss you. Come back."
Maya had sent a drawing—one of her chibi sketches, all round heads and oversized eyes. The cooking club gathered around a table, tiny anime versions of Tasha stirring a pot, Elena waving a protest sign, Susan sketching in a corner. And there, scribbled in the edge like an afterthought, was a hoodie-wearing figure with sad dot eyes and a frown.
"club isn't the same without our honorary taste-tester," Maya had written underneath.
Tasha: "Taste-tester needed, seriously, you can't leave me with these amateurs. Maya tried to add vanilla to ramen yesterday. VANILLA. I'm dying here."
I stared at the messages, thumb hovering over the keyboard. Part of me wanted to type back immediately, to apologize and explain and beg them to let me back in. But the words stuck in my throat like peanut butter.
What would I even say? Sorry I disappeared after someone called me out for wearing panties? Sorry I'm too chicken to be the person you actually liked?
The messages felt like small lifelines thrown from a boat I could see but couldn't quite reach. They wanted me back—but which me? The me in the blouse who laughed at Maya's anime references and helped Tasha measure ingredients? Or this gray-hoodie ghost who couldn't even look at himself in the mirror without wanting to puke?
Mom called again about breakfast. I shoved the phone in my pocket and was about to head downstairs.
Then my phone buzzed one more time.
Susan: "You're still a boy, right? Then act like it. Boys are supposed to be brave enough to ignore idiot boys like Deke. Do what you want."
I stared at the message until the words blurred. My chest felt like someone had wrapped rubber bands around my ribs and kept twisting. The sting hit first—sharp and immediate, like stepping on glass barefoot. You're still a boy. 
But underneath the sting, something else flickered to life. Something hot and stubborn that had been dormant all week.
Susan wasn't wrong. Not technically. She saw me as a boy who liked girl things, not a girl trapped in boy skin. But even from that angle, her logic was brutal and perfect: if I was going to claim any identity at all, I had to stop cowering from jerks like Deke.
Do what you want.
Four words that hit like a slap and a pep talk rolled into one.
I read the message again, then scrolled back through the others. Elena's fierce loyalty. Maya's ridiculous drawings. Tasha's mock desperation about vanilla ramen. And Susan's blunt challenge, wrapped in the kind of tough love that felt like a dare.
They wanted me back. Not the hollow version of Steven who sat with Kyle and Jordan, laughing at jokes that made my skin crawl. They wanted the me who existed in that golden hour of cooking club, the me who felt real and present and alive. The me who wore blouses and helped taste-test Tasha's experiments and actually had opinions about things.
I yanked the gray hoodie over my head so fast static electricity made my hair stand up. It hit the floor in a wrinkled heap, and I kicked it under the bed for good measure.
In my closet, the blue blouse hung exactly where I'd left it a week ago. I pulled it off the hanger from the back of the closet, and the fabric felt like cool water against my palms. Soft. Right.
I slipped it on and caught my reflection again. This time, the person in the mirror didn't look wrong. She looked tired, maybe a little scared, but real. Like someone with actual thoughts and feelings instead of a cardboard cutout going through the motions. I fluffed my hair to give it a more feminine framing of my face, smiling at the almost-girl I saw looking back.
Susan was right about one thing: I needed to be brave enough to ignore idiots like Deke.
But she was wrong about everything else.
* * *
The sneakers sat on my closet floor like a dare. Red rhinestones caught the morning light, winking up at me with all the subtlety of a disco ball. I'd worn them exactly once before—the day Deke had made his crack about princesses. 
I slipped them on, heart hammering so hard I was sure the neighbors could hear it. The laces felt slippery between my fingers, and I had to tie them twice because my hands wouldn't stop shaking.
Downstairs, Mom stood at the kitchen counter with her back to me, buttering toast with mechanical precision. I cleared my throat.
She turned around, and for just a second, her face went completely blank. Her eyes swept from the blouse to the sneakers, lingering on the rhinestones like they might bite her. Something flickered across her expression—fear, maybe, or the kind of worry that keeps mothers awake at night calculating all the ways the world can hurt their kids.
But then she pulled it together the way she always did, shoulders straightening like she was putting on invisible armor of her own. She stepped forward and kissed the top of my head, her lips warm against my hair.
"Have a good day, sweetheart," she said, and the word felt deliberate, chosen.
The walk to school stretched longer than usual. Every step in those rhinestone sneakers sent tiny flashes of light across the sidewalk, announcing my presence like a glitter bomb. By the time I reached the main hallway, comments followed me like smoke.
"Is that—?"
"Why is he—?"
"Look at those shoes."
But this time, I kept my chin up. This time, I walked like I belonged here, like the hallway was mine to claim. The whispers couldn't touch me if I didn't let them.
Near my locker, Jordan appeared in my peripheral vision, baseball cap askew, gum snapping between his teeth. He was sketching something in the margin of his math notebook, probably another car. For a second, I thought he might ignore me completely, pretend he hadn't seen the blouse or the sparkling shoes.
Instead, he glanced up as our paths crossed. His eyes met mine, and he gave a small nod—nothing dramatic, just the kind of acknowledgment you'd give a classmate you'd known forever.
"Hi Stephanie," he murmured, voice casual as anything.
The word hit me like a gulp of fresh air after holding my breath underwater. Stephanie. Not Steven. Not dude or bro or any of the other words that felt like ill-fitting clothes. Just my name, spoken like it was normal, like it belonged to me.
I managed a smile back, a bit lost for words but grateful.

      ***The cafeteria stretched out like a map of social territories, each table its own little kingdom. Kyle and Jordan had claimed their usual spot near the windows, already deep in debate about some video game boss fight. I could see them from across the room, Kyle gesticulating wildly with a french fry, Jordan sketching combos on a napkin.
I stood there with my tray, frozen between worlds. The girls sat three tables over, a cluster of mismatched energy around their usual corner spot. Maya had spread anime stickers across the surface like she was marking territory. Elena hunched over what looked like petition papers, red pen moving in sharp, decisive strokes. Tasha picked at her sandwich while Susan doodled in the margins of her chemistry notes.
My feet carried me toward them before my brain caught up.
As I approached, something wordless passed between them. Maya slid her backpack off the bench. Elena gathered her papers into a neater stack. Susan shifted sideways, creating just enough space for one more person. No one looked up, no one made a production of it. They just... opened up.
I sat down without announcing myself, setting my tray next to Maya's collection of stickers.
"So we're doing chicken, rice and beans today- basic but good,  But I'm thinking we try something more challenging, say miso glazed salmon for next week's club day," Tasha said, picking up whatever conversation I'd interrupted. "My mom made it last weekend for the restaurant and it was awesome."
"Your mom makes cardboard taste good," Susan said without looking up from her doodles. "Do you think you can pull it off?"
Elena snorted. "Says the girl who burned water last semester."
"That was once."
"Twice."
"Okay, twice, but—"
Maya launched into a story about her latest cosplay disaster, something involving purple hair dye and her bathroom ceiling. The conversation flowed around me like warm water, casual and easy. They argued about whether adding honey to the miso would be too sweet, debated the merits of various anime hair colors, complained about Elena's latest campaign to get gender-neutral bathrooms installed.
When Tasha did a dead-on impression of our cooking teacher's horrified expression during last week's soufflé catastrophe, I laughed—a bright, sharp sound that surprised me with its loudness. The kind of laugh that bubbled up from somewhere deep and unguarded.
No one stared. No one went quiet. Maya just grinned and launched into her own impression, and the laughter kept rolling.
For the first time in weeks, I wasn't performing or pretending or calculating every word. I was just there, eating lunch with my friends, laughing too loud and not caring who heard.
* * *
The comments followed me through chemistry like background static. Two girls near the window kept stealing glances, heads bent together in that particular way that screamed gossip in progress. Behind me, someone's pencil tapped against their desk in a rhythm that felt pointed, deliberate.
Let them look.
The thought surprised me with its sharpness. Six months ago—hell, six days ago—I would've slouched lower in my seat, pulled my hoodie up, tried to disappear into the plastic chair. Now I sat straighter, shoulders back, letting the afternoon light catch the small rhinestones on my sneakers.
In history, Mr. Cromwell called on me twice. Both times, I answered clearly, voice pitched higher and softer, instead of forcing it down into that gravelly register that never felt like mine. When he nodded approvingly at my response about the Industrial Revolution, pride flickered warm in my chest.
This is me. This is how I sound.
During the transition between classes, Deke materialized near my locker like a bad smell. He still didn't say anything but no doubt, he would humiliate me again in the future. My stomach clenched. 
But then I remembered Maya's laugh at lunch. Elena sliding over to make room. Tasha asking my opinion about the salmon recipe like my thoughts actually mattered. Susan's grudging nod when I'd made a joke about her chemistry notes.
They like me like this.
More than that—I liked me like this. The blouse felt soft against my skin, comfortable in a way my old clothes never had. The sneakers made me want to walk with purpose instead of shuffling. Even my voice sounded right when I wasn't strangling it into submission.
I looked at Zeke.  Sure, he'd probably corner me tomorrow. Or next week. There would be more snickers, more stares, more moments when courage felt as fragile as tissue paper. But I'd been humiliated plenty of times as Steven—awkward, invisible Steven who couldn't kick a soccer ball or laugh at the right jokes.
At least now the humiliation came with a side of belonging, of feeling right in who I wanted to be.
* * *
The cooking lab smelled like cinnamon and garlic from whatever Tasha had been experimenting with during lunch. She shoved a spoon at me the second I walked in.
"Try this. Tell me if it needs more paprika."
The sauce was rich and smoky, coating my tongue with warmth. "It's perfect," I said, and meant it.
"See?" Tasha grinned at Elena. "I told you the smoked paprika in the beans would work."
I settled into the familiar rhythm of it—Tasha's excited food chatter, Elena's strategic ranting, Maya's quiet commentary punctuated by the scratch of her pencil. The warmth in my chest was real this time, not the echo of heat I'd felt with Kyle and Jordan.
Susan sat at the far end of the table, taking notes for what I assumed was actual homework. She'd said maybe three words since I'd arrived, but that wasn't unusual. Susan observed more than she participated.
"Stephanie." She looked up suddenly. "Can I talk to you for a second?"
My stomach dropped. Elena and the others kept chattering, oblivious, as Susan led me to the corner by the industrial-sized mixer.
"So are you staying?" Her voice was quiet, matter-of-fact. "Cause I don't want to invest in someone who's going to flake."
For a split second, anger flared hot in my chest. I'd been expecting praise for being brave—See? I came back, just like you wanted—not another challenge.
But then the feeling faded. It was a fair question. Not for Susan to ask, but for me to answer.
Was I staying? Through more whispers, more sneers from Deke, more moments when my courage felt tissue-thin? Through the awkward family dinners and the mirror moments that still sometimes made me want to disappear?
Today, the answer felt solid. Yes.
"I'm staying," I said.
Susan's smile was small but genuine. "Good. I don't care what you wear—that's your choice. I just want you around."
Her words echoed as we rejoined the group. Skeptical, always, but appreciating that she thought I could be braver than I felt. 
Maybe that was enough for now.






  
  Chapter ten








Dating Talk


The skirt hung differently than I'd expected. Not loose like the blouses that hid my angles, but fitted around my waist in a way that made me stand straighter. The green fabric swished when I turned, catching the morning light streaming through my bedroom window. 
I'd fought Mom for this skirt for three weeks. Not fought, exactly—more like worn her down with careful persistence. "It's just clothing, Mom. It's not like I'm asking for surgery." The words had come out sharper than I'd intended, but they'd worked. She'd driven me to the mall last weekend with the resigned expression of someone attending a funeral.
Now, smoothing the fabric over my hips, I understood why she'd hesitated. The skirt didn't just cover me—it really emphasized the difference I was making. The beige peasant top tucked neatly into the waistband, creating a silhouette that looked intentional instead of experimental.
I fumbled with the barrettes, pinning my hair back from my face. Mom had bought them without comment, tiny silver butterflies that caught the light when I moved. They were probably meant for someone younger, but I didn't care. They made my hair look purposeful instead of just long.
In the mirror, someone unfamiliar stared back. Not Steven with girl clothes draped over him, but someone who belonged in this outfit. The skirt moved with my body instead of against it. The barrettes held my hair in place without the self-conscious tucking behind my ears I'd been doing.
I grabbed my backpack, checking the mirror one last time. The girl looking back smiled, and for once, it didn't feel like pretending.
Ready, I texted back, and headed downstairs.
First period meant chaos—backpacks slamming into lockers, sneakers squeaking on linoleum, everyone rushing to beat the bell. I clutched my books against my chest and tried to navigate the current of bodies without getting trampled.
"That's a really nice look, Stephanie."
The voice came from my left. Ethan fell into step beside me, guitar case slung over his shoulder, mismatched socks visible beneath jeans that had seen better days. His tone was casual, like commenting on the weather, but the way he said my name—no hesitation, no question mark—made my heart skip.
"Oh." I touched the collar of my blouse self-consciously. "Thanks."
"Oooh, look at you two."
Maya appeared on my other side, grinning like she'd discovered buried treasure. Her backpack jingled with every step, anime keychains dancing. She waggled her eyebrows at me in a way that made my cheeks burn.
"Maya," I warned, but she was already bouncing ahead of us, clearly delighted by whatever drama she thought she'd witnessed.
Ethan laughed, a warm sound that cut through the hallway noise. "She's subtle."
"As a brick through a window," I agreed, still flustered.
We reached the intersection where our paths split—him toward AP History, me toward English. He shifted his guitar case to his other shoulder and gave me that easy smile again.
"See you around, Stephanie."
There it was again. My name, spoken like it belonged to me, like he'd never known me as anyone else. No awkward pause, no slip into "Steven," no careful pronunciation like he was testing out a foreign word.
I watched him disappear into the crowd, then hurried toward my classroom before the bell could make me late. But even as I slid into my seat, I couldn't shake the warmth spreading through my chest.
It wasn't just that Ethan had complimented my outfit—though that was nice. It was how ordinary he'd made it seem. Like calling me Stephanie was the most natural thing in the world, like there had never been any question about who I was.
Maya caught my eye from across the room and mouthed, "Tell me everything," which only made me blush harder.
But for once, the attention didn't make me want to hide.
* * *
Elena was already mid-speech when I tuned in, her voice cutting through the cafeteria noise like a blade.
"—and the fact that you're still using the boys' room is ridiculous," she was saying, pointing her fork at me for emphasis. A piece of lettuce dangled from the tines. "It's degrading."
"I mean, it's fine," I started, but Elena steamrolled right over me.
"It's not fine. You're a girl, you should use the girls' bathroom." She leaned forward, dark eyes blazing with the kind of righteous fury that could probably power a small city. "I'll help you fight this. Petition, signatures, the works. We'll make them see reason."
The words hit me like a splash of cold water. Around us, trays were clattering, voices rising and falling, someone's phone playing music too loud—but our table suddenly felt like a spotlight had been aimed directly at it.
"Elena," I said carefully, "I don't think—"
"Think about it," she continued, hair flipping back in that decisive way that meant she'd already planned our entire campaign. "You shouldn't have to sneak around or hold it all day. That's not dignity, that's survival."
Maya nodded enthusiastically around a mouthful of sandwich. "Elena's right. It's totally unfair."
Tasha looked up from where she was sketching recipe modifications in her notebook margins. "The administration would probably listen if enough people signed something."
"Exactly!" Elena's water bottle—the one covered in protest stickers—hit the table with a decisive thunk. "We make noise. We make it impossible to ignore."
The fizzy warmth from Ethan's compliment had completely evaporated. In its place sat something cold and squirmy, like I'd swallowed a handful of worms.
"I don't know if I'm ready for that kind of attention," I mumbled, picking at my turkey sandwich.
Elena's expression softened slightly, but her voice stayed firm. "Sometimes you have to be ready, Steph. Otherwise nothing changes."
The way she said it—like my comfort was a luxury we couldn't afford, like I was being selfish for wanting to ease into this instead of charging in with banners flying—made my stomach twist.
"Can I just... think about it?"
Elena nodded, but I could see the frustration flickering across her features. "Sure. But don't think too long. Every day you wait is another day they get away with treating you like you don't matter."
"But enough about bathroom politics," Tasha said, closing her recipe notebook and leaning back in her chair. Her fruit-shaped earrings—tiny cherries today—caught the fluorescent light. "Can we talk about something actually fun for once?"
Elena raised an eyebrow. "Fighting for basic human dignity isn't fun?"
"I mean like..." Tasha's cheeks flushed pink. "Bri took me to that new pasta place downtown yesterday. He ordered for both of us without asking what I wanted, which was weird, but then he made this joke about the waiter's mustache that had me laughing so hard I snorted marinara sauce."
Maya's eyes lit up behind her smudged glasses. "That's so cute! Tell us everything."
"Well, he wore his soccer jersey to dinner—"
"Of course he did," Susan muttered, not looking up from her sketching.
"—and kept checking his phone for game scores, but when I mentioned wanting to try their tiramisu, he flagged down the waiter immediately." Tasha's smile faltered for just a second. "Even though I'd asked him twice earlier to get us more bread and he kept saying 'in a minute.'"
The moment passed so quickly I almost missed it, but then Tasha was grinning again, launching into details about how Bri had walked her to her car and kissed her goodnight against the driver's side door.
“Ugh, you’re so lucky,” Maya groaned, propping her chin on her hands. “Every time I try to talk to a boy about anime, his eyes glaze like I’m speaking ancient Greek. Last week I told one I wanted to cosplay Homura from Madoka Magica — you know, tragic magical girl with a time-traveling gun arsenal — and he literally backed away like I was armed.”
Elena snorted. "Good. If he can't handle your interests, he's not worth your time anyway."
"Easy for you to say," Maya shot back. "You think all boys are inherently evil."
"Not evil. Just... limited." Elena shrugged. "Most of them, anyway."
Susan's pencil scratched against her notebook margin, adding details to what looked like a dragon breathing flowers instead of fire. She hadn't said a word about crushes or dating, just kept drawing while the rest of us talked.
Maya's grin turned wicked as she swiveled toward me. "What about you, Steph? What about Ethan? He was totally checking you out in the hall earlier."
Embarrassment exploded across my cheeks. "He was not—"
"Oh, he absolutely was," Tasha interrupted, pointing her fork at me. "Funny you should mention him, actually. Bri told me something interesting yesterday."
My stomach dropped. "What kind of something?"
"Apparently, Ethan beat the hell out of Deke after that whole locker room thing. Like, actually punched him. In the face."
The table erupted.
Maya squealed so loud the kids at the next table turned to stare. "That's straight out of an anime! The gentle musician standing up for his love interest!"
"See?" Elena's eyes blazed with satisfaction. "Sometimes violence is the only language bullies understand. Though I still say the administration should have handled it properly instead of making Ethan do their job."
"This is so romantic," Maya continued, practically bouncing in her seat. "He defended your honor!"
"It wasn't about honor," I protested weakly, but the pieces were clicking together in my head. Deke had been avoiding me lately—not just his usual sneering from across the hallway, but actually changing direction when he saw me coming. I'd assumed he'd gotten bored with tormenting me, but if Ethan had actually hit him...
"You should totally make a move," Tasha said, grinning. "Ask him to hang out or something."
"I can't just—" I started, then stopped. The question that had been lurking in the back of my mind pushed forward, impossible to ignore anymore. Did I even like boys that way? When I pictured Ethan's gentle smile or the way he'd complimented my skirt, was that attraction or just gratitude for basic kindness?
Three of them were looking at me with knowing smirks, like they'd already decided my romantic fate.
"He clearly likes you," Maya pressed. "And you're blushing like crazy right now."
"I am not—"
"You totally are," Tasha confirmed. "Your face is the same color as my marinara sauce disaster."
Susan's pencil had stopped moving. She was still looking down at her notebook, but I could feel her attention shift toward our conversation, like she was listening more carefully now.
"I don't know," I mumbled, picking at my sandwich crust. "Maybe I'm not ready for... that kind of thing yet."
"When is anyone ever ready?" Maya asked philosophically. "Love just happens. Like in all the best stories."
Elena rolled her eyes. "Love doesn't 'just happen.' That's Disney propaganda designed to make girls think they need romance to be complete."
"You're such a buzzkill," Maya complained.
"I'm a realist."
But I wasn't really listening to their banter anymore. My mind was stuck on the image of Ethan—soft-spoken, guitar-playing Ethan—actually punching someone. For me. The thought made something warm and confused flutter in my chest, mixed with a deeper uncertainty about what I was supposed to want from boys, from anyone.
Susan's pencil finally stopped moving entirely. She looked up from her notebook, brown eyes steady and matter-of-fact.
"You know, you can be a boy who likes girl stuff and not be into dating boys," she said, cutting through Maya's romantic fantasizing like a knife through butter. "Doesn't mean you have to chase Ethan just because he's nice to you."
The table went quiet. Maya's mouth fell open slightly, Elena raised an eyebrow, and Tasha's fork paused halfway to her mouth.
"Susan," Elena said slowly, "that's not—"
"I'm just saying." Susan shrugged, already turning back to her dragon sketch. "Being kind doesn't equal romantic interest. And you don't have to perform attraction just because everyone expects it."
Her words hit me like a splash of cold water, but not in a bad way. More like stepping out of a stuffy room into fresh air. The pressure I hadn't even realized was building in my chest—the expectation that I should know what I wanted, should be blushing and giggling about Ethan like the others expected—suddenly lifted.
But then I thought about the way Ethan had looked at me in the hallway, the genuine warmth in his voice when he'd complimented my skirt. And knowing that he'd actually hit Deke—gentle, guitar-playing Ethan throwing an actual punch—sent a weird thrill through me that I couldn't quite name.
"Maybe," I said carefully, "but what if... what if I do like him? Is that okay too?"
Susan glanced up again, and for just a second, something flickered across her face. Too quick to read, gone before I could puzzle it out.
"Of course it's okay," she said, voice flat. "Like whatever you like."
Maya clapped her hands together. "See? That's the spirit! You should totally—"
"Or don't," Susan interrupted. "You've got time to figure it out. No rush."
Elena was studying Susan with a curious expression, like she was trying to solve a particularly complicated equation. Tasha just looked confused by the sudden shift in mood.
I stared down at my half-eaten sandwich, trying to untangle the knot in my chest. Susan made it sound so simple—just Steven in a skirt, trying on different feelings like trying on different clothes. But it didn't feel simple at all. Everything about this—the way I moved through the world now, the way people looked at me, the way my own thoughts had started shifting—felt big and complicated and impossible to reduce to neat categories.
For the first time, though, the idea that I might actually like Ethan—not just appreciate his kindness, but genuinely like him the way Tasha liked Bri—didn't feel impossible. It felt like maybe, just maybe, it might be perfectly okay.






  
  Chapter eleven








Family Gathering Setback


Saturday morning, Mom knocked on my door at eight sharp. 
"Get dressed. Something nice. We're leaving for Grandpa's in an hour."
I rolled over, still groggy. "What should I—"
"The blue collared shirt. The khakis. You know." Her voice had that careful, measured tone she used when she was trying not to start a fight.
I sat up slowly, understanding hitting me like cold water. "Mom—"
"You know how my father is, Steven. We're not having a scene today. Please."
She said my old name like an apology, but also like a command. The door clicked shut before I could argue.
I stared at the clothes laid out on my dresser—the same blue button-down I'd worn to the eighth-grade awards ceremony, back when it fit properly. The khakis with the crease down the front that Mom insisted on ironing. They looked like costumes from a play I'd forgotten how to perform.
Getting dressed felt like putting on someone else's skin. The collar scratched against my neck, too stiff and high. The shirt hung loose across my chest where it used to fit snug, making me look even skinnier than usual. The khakis were too long and bunched at my ankles, even with the belt pulled tight.
In the bathroom mirror, a stranger stared back. Not Steven, not Stephanie—just some awkward kid playing dress-up in clothes that didn't belong to him. My face looked pale and thin above the collar, like I was wearing a uniform for a job I'd been fired from.
I tried tucking the shirt different ways, rolling the sleeves, anything to make it feel less wrong. But every adjustment just made it worse. The fabric felt heavy and scratchy, like armor made of cardboard.
Maya had texted me a picture of her new cosplay wig that morning—bright purple with perfect curls. Elena had sent a photo of her latest protest sign. Both messages felt like they were coming from a different planet now, somewhere I wasn't allowed to visit today.
"Steven! Car!" Mom's voice echoed up the stairs.
I grabbed my phone and headed downstairs, each step making the pants swish against my legs in a way that felt completely foreign. Mom smiled when she saw me, but it was the kind of smile you give someone who's doing you a difficult favor.
"You look handsome," she said, straightening my collar. "Grandpa will be so happy to see his grandson."
The words landed like stones in my stomach, each one sinking deeper than the last.
* * *
The house smelled like coffee and my great-aunt's perfume—something floral and heavy that stuck in your throat. The moment we walked through the door, it started.
"Look at this handsome young man!" Aunt Linda swooped in first, her hands cold against my cheeks as she pinched them. "Steven, you've gotten so tall!"
Uncle Pete clapped me on the back hard enough to make me stumble forward. "There's my nephew! Looking sharp, buddy."
"Such a good-looking boy," Great-Aunt Margaret chimed in, adjusting her glasses to get a better look at me. "Carol, you must be so proud."
Mom's smile stretched wide and bright, the kind that hurt to look at directly. "Oh, we are. Steven's doing wonderfully in school."
More relatives circled around, a parade of compliments that felt like being pelted with cotton balls—soft but relentless. Cousin Rebecca ruffled my hair. Cousin Mike punched my shoulder in that way boys were supposed to like. Everyone kept saying variations of the same thing: handsome, young man, growing up so fast, such a fine boy.
Each word felt like putting on another layer of that scratchy shirt, piling on until I could barely breathe.
Dad stayed near the doorway, hands shoved deep in his pockets. When Uncle Pete tried to pull him into the conversation about "raising a good son," Dad just nodded and made a noise that could've been agreement. His eyes kept finding mine across the room, quick glances that looked almost apologetic.
"Steven's always been such a polite child," Grandma Rose was saying, patting my hand. "Not like some of these wild kids these days."
I tried to smile back, tried to play the part they all wanted to see. But my face felt frozen, muscles refusing to cooperate.
That's when little Emma, Cousin Mike's five-year-old, tugged on her mom's dress and pointed at me.
"Why does Steven look so sad?" Her voice cut through all the adult chatter like a bell. "His eyes look like when my goldfish died."
The room went quiet for half a second. Cousin Sarah quickly shushed Emma, scooping her up with nervous laughter.
"Kids say the silliest things," Sarah said, shooting an apologetic look around the room.
But Emma kept staring at me with those big, curious eyes that saw everything adults pretended not to notice. The truth of what she'd said hung in the air like smoke, impossible to ignore even as everyone rushed to cover it up with more forced cheerfulness.
* * *
"Steven! Get over here, man!" Cousin Derek waved me toward the corner of the living room where he stood with Mike and Trevor, all three of them holding beers and grinning like they'd just discovered fire.
I walked over on legs that felt like they belonged to someone else, the khakis making that awful swishing sound with every step.
"So," Derek said, lowering his voice and leaning in conspiratorially, "how's the girl situation at your school? You getting any action yet?"
Mike snorted. "Dude's probably too shy. Look at him—he's blushing already."
"Nothing wrong with being selective," Trevor added, taking a long swig of his beer. "But seriously, Steven, you gotta start somewhere. Just pick one of the easy ones to practice on."
My stomach lurched. The easy ones. I knew exactly which girls they meant—the quiet ones, the ones who got whispered about in hallways, the ones who deserved so much better than being someone's practice round.
"I mean," Derek continued, "it's not like it matters what they think anyway. Girls our age are all emotional trainwrecks. They cry about everything, change their minds every five seconds. You just gotta learn to handle them, you know?"
"Exactly," Mike nodded sagely. "They're like... I don't know, puppies or something. Cute, but you can't expect them to understand complex stuff. My girlfriend spent two hours yesterday crying because her jeans felt tight. Two hours, bro."
Trevor laughed. "At least she's worried about her appearance. You should see some of the girls in my class—they show up looking like they got dressed in the dark. And don't even get me started on their hobbies. This one chick in my chemistry class spends all her time drawing cartoon characters and reading romance novels. Like, get a real interest, you know?"
The words hit me like physical blows. Susan's ink-stained fingers as she sketched in the margins of her notebook. Maya's careful research into anime costumes. Tasha's excited rambling about new recipes she wanted to try. All the things that made them brilliant, reduced to jokes by these boys who couldn't see past their own reflection.
"I don't know," I said quietly, my voice barely audible over their laughter. "Some of those hobbies seem pretty cool, actually."
Derek raised an eyebrow. "Cool? Dude, drawing cartoons isn't cool. It's kid stuff. And cooking? That's mom stuff. Girls just waste time on silly things because they don't have the drive to focus on what actually matters."
"Like what?" The question slipped out before I could stop it.
"Like sports, obviously. Competition. Building something real instead of playing dress-up and having feelings about everything." Mike gestured broadly with his beer. "Girls get all wrapped up in their emotions and their little hobbies because they can't handle the big picture stuff."
Trevor nodded enthusiastically. "Exactly! They're wired differently, you know? More emotional, less logical. It's just biology, man. That's why they need guys to take charge, make the real decisions."
I felt myself shrinking inward, the collar of the dress shirt suddenly too tight around my neck. These were the boys I was supposed to relate to, supposed to bond with. This was the team I'd been assigned to by accident of birth.
Sitting there, listening to them tear apart everything genuine and lovely about the girls I actually cared about, something crystallized in my chest. Every dismissive word they threw around—about creativity being "kid stuff," about emotions being weakness, about the careful attention Maya put into her sketches or the way Tasha could transform simple ingredients into something magical—felt like they were talking about me too.
I thought about Maya's anime keychains jingling as she walked, how she'd light up explaining the symbolism in some obscure manga, her eyes bright behind smudged glasses. I thought about Tasha humming off-key while she kneaded dough, flour dusting her sleeves, the way she could make even a simple sandwich taste like home. These weren't silly hobbies or emotional weaknesses—they were the things that made life worth living, the small acts of creation and care that actually mattered.
But here were these boys, the ones I was supposed to see myself in, reducing all of it to nothing. Every insult they hurled at "girls and their feelings" landed on me like a stone, because weren't those my feelings too? Wasn't I the one who got excited about small beautiful things, who noticed textures and flavors and the way people's faces changed when they talked about something they loved?
I felt erased and insulted at once—like they were not only dismissing the girls I admired, but dismissing the parts of myself I was only just beginning to understand.
* * *
The living room had filled up while we'd been outside—aunts settling into the good chairs, uncles clustering around the coffee table with their beers, younger cousins sprawled on the carpet with their phones. The air was thick with competing perfumes and the smell of Grandpa's pipe tobacco, everyone talking over each other in that particular way large families do.
I found myself perched on the arm of the sofa, trying to blend into the floral upholstery while Derek continued holding court about his latest baseball stats. Mom bustled around offering coffee refills, her movements sharp and efficient, that fake brightness still plastered across her face.
"Steven, come here," Grandpa's voice cut through the chatter like a blade. He was settled in his usual throne—the massive leather recliner that nobody else was allowed to touch—pipe clenched between his teeth, eyes fixed on me with laser precision.
The room didn't exactly go quiet, but conversations dimmed as I made my way over. Great-Aunt Helen paused mid-sentence about her bridge club, Uncle Paul looked up from his phone, and I felt that familiar sensation of being a bug under a microscope.
"I hope you're over that sissy phase," Grandpa said, loud enough for everyone to hear. The words hit the air like a slap.
Derek's face lit up with malicious glee. "Yeah, I heard you got humiliated wearing girls' clothes at school." His voice carried that sing-song quality bullies perfect in middle school, the tone that turns everything into a joke at someone else's expense.
Laughter rippled through the room—not everyone, but enough. Uncle Paul snorted into his beer, Derek's dad shook his head with an indulgent smile, and even some of the aunts tittered behind their hands like this was all terribly amusing.
The humiliation crashed over me in waves. Every snicker felt like a fresh bruise, every knowing glance between the adults like confirmation that I was exactly the freak they thought I was. But worse than the laughter was the sudden, sickening realization that Derek's earlier comments hadn't been random cruelty—they'd been calculated. Every dismissive word about girls being emotional, every joke about feminine hobbies being worthless, had been aimed directly at me. He'd been setting up this moment, sharpening his knives while I sat there like an idiot, thinking we were just having a conversation.
"Men have to be men," Grandpa continued, warming to his theme, pipe jabbing the air for emphasis. "All this diversity nonsense, telling boys they can be whatever they want—it's confusing children. Making them think there's something wrong with being male."
His gaze shifted to Mom, who had gone very still by the coffee table, pot frozen mid-pour. "Not the boy's fault, of course. Children believe what they're taught. But when parents don't provide proper guidance, when they indulge these fantasies instead of correcting them..."
Mom's face had gone pale except for two bright spots of color high on her cheekbones. She stood there holding that coffee pot like a shield, and I waited for the familiar pattern—her eyes dropping, her voice going soft and apologetic, the way she always became small around her father.
The silence stretched for three heartbeats. Four. Mom's knuckles had gone white around the coffee pot handle, and I could see her chest rising and falling in quick, shallow breaths.
Then her voice cut through the room like a blade.
"That's enough."
Every conversation died. Great-Aunt Helen's mouth actually fell open, Uncle Paul's beer can paused halfway to his lips, and Derek looked like someone had just told him Santa wasn't real. In thirty-seven years of family gatherings, Mom had never—not once—contradicted Grandpa in front of everyone.
"Carol—" Grandpa started, his voice carrying that warning tone that usually sent her scurrying.
"No." The word came out sharp and final. Mom set the coffee pot down with deliberate precision, her movements controlled in that way that meant she was furious but trying not to break anything. "You don't get to talk about my child that way. Not anymore."
The air in the room felt electric, like those moments before a thunderstorm when all the hair on your arms stands up. Derek's dad shifted uncomfortably, Uncle Paul actually put his phone down, and even the little cousins on the carpet had gone still, sensing the shift in atmospheric pressure.
"This is my child," Mom continued, her voice getting stronger with each word. "And if you can't show respect, then we're leaving. If my child isn't welcome as they are, neither am I."
Grandpa's face had turned an alarming shade of purple. "You're being ridiculous, Carol. The boy needs firm guidance, not—"
"The boy?" Mom's laugh was sharp and humorless. "You want to talk about boys and men? Let's talk about how you spent forty years telling me I was too emotional, too sensitive, that my feelings didn't matter because I was 'just a girl.' How you made me believe that being small and quiet and agreeable was the only way to be loved."
Great-Aunt Helen made a small gasping sound. This was family dirty laundry being aired in the most public way possible, and everyone knew it.
"I let you do that to me," Mom said, her voice shaking now but not with fear—with rage. "I let you make me small because I thought that's what love looked like. But I will not let you poison my child with that same sickness. I won't let you teach them that who they are is wrong."
"Carol, that's quite enough," Grandpa snapped, trying to regain control of his kingdom.
"You're right," Mom said, and for a second I thought she was backing down, falling into the old pattern. "It is enough. We're done here."
She turned to look at me, and her eyes were bright with unshed tears but steady as steel. "Get your jacket, sweetheart. We're going home."
Dad appeared at my shoulder like he'd been waiting for this moment his whole life. His hand settled warm and solid on my back, and when I looked up at him, he gave me the smallest nod—not apologetic or embarrassed, just quietly proud.
"Come on, kiddo," he said softly. "Let's go."
The walk to the front door felt like crossing a battlefield. Nobody tried to stop us, but I could feel eyes boring into my back, could hear the shocked whispers starting up behind us. Derek's voice rose above the rest: "Aunt Carol's totally lost it—"
Mom whirled around so fast her heels scraped on the hardwood. "Don't say one more word about my family. If that’s what you call manhood, Derek, then it’s nothing worth bragging about.” 
Derek's mouth snapped shut.
We made it to the car in silence.
* * *
The front door clicked shut behind us, and suddenly the whole afternoon felt like something that had happened to someone else. Dad's keys jingled as he tossed them on the hall table, Mom kicked off her heels with more force than necessary, and I just stood there in the entryway, still wearing Grandpa's idea of what I should look like.
"Well," Dad said, running a hand through his hair. "That was something."
Mom let out a shaky breath that turned into a laugh—not a happy one, but not bitter either. More like the sound air makes when it finally escapes from a balloon that's been squeezed too tight.
"Stephanie," she said, and my breath caught in my throat like a fish hook. She'd never—not once—said that name out loud. "Come here, sweetheart."
I took a step toward her, then another, and suddenly she was pulling me into a hug that felt different from every other hug she'd ever given me. Fiercer. More desperate. Like she was holding onto something precious that she'd almost let slip away.
"You wear what you want and be who you want," she said into my hair, her voice muffled but steady. "Don't listen to anyone saying otherwise—not them, not kids at school, not even your scaredy-cat Mom."
She didn't seem like a scaredy cat at the moment. She seemed like someone who'd just fought a dragon and won. I hugged her back, pressing my face against her shoulder, breathing in the familiar smell of her perfume mixed with something new—the sharp, clean scent of someone who'd finally stopped apologizing for taking up space.
"You called me Stephanie," I asked, almost incredulous.
"It's your name, isn't it?" Her voice was soft now, but sure. "I should have been using it all along."
The house felt different around us. The same beige walls, the same family photos, the same furniture—but something fundamental had shifted. Like the air itself had changed composition. Dad appeared beside us, wrapping his arms around both of us without saying a word.
Standing there in our front hallway, still dressed in Grandpa's version of who I should be, I felt something unfurling in my chest. Not relief, exactly, but something bigger. Like a door I'd never noticed before had suddenly swung wide open, and beyond it lay a world where anything was possible.
Where I was possible.






  
  Chapter twelve








First Rebellion


Monday at lunch, I was still burning from yesterday. Every time I thought about Grandpa's smirk, about sitting there in those stiff boy clothes like some kind of trained seal, my hands clenched into fists under the cafeteria table. 
"You're stabbing that sandwich like it personally wronged you," Maya observed, pushing her glasses up her nose.
I looked down at my turkey and cheese, now reduced to shredded pieces. "Sorry. Just—yesterday was awful."
"Family thing?" Tasha asked, unwrapping what looked like a homemade burrito. Her mom always packed the most elaborate lunches.
"My grandfather." The words came out sharper than I meant them to. "Made me dress like a boy, called me—" I couldn't repeat the word. It sat in my throat like a chunk of glass.
Elena's fork stopped halfway to her mouth. "What did he call you?"
"It doesn't matter." I stabbed a piece of turkey again. "Just the usual stuff people like him say."
"No." Elena set down her fork with a precise click. "It does matter. That's exactly why it matters."
Susan looked up from her sketchbook, pencil hovering over whatever she was drawing. "Here we go."
"What do you mean, 'here we go'?" Elena's voice had that edge it got when she was gearing up for a speech. "This is exactly what I'm talking about. People think they can just—"
"Elena," Susan said, not unkindly. "Maybe let Stephanie finish first?"
But Elena was already reaching into her bag, pulling out that water bottle covered in protest stickers. The one with the cracked "EQUALITY NOW" decal that she'd been carrying since seventh grade.
"We need to do something," she said, unscrewing the cap. "Flyers. A petition. Something that shows people like your grandfather that they can't just—"
"A petition?" I blinked at her. "For what?"
"For you." She took a swig of water, eyes bright with the kind of righteous fire that made teachers nervous. "For all of us. Gender-neutral bathrooms would be a start, but we could push for more. Inclusive language in the handbook. Training for teachers."
Part of me wanted to shrink back, to tell her it wasn't that big a deal. But the other part—the part that was still seeing red from yesterday—leaned forward.
"You really think that would work?"
Elena grinned. "Only one way to find out."
I felt a little like Elena's latest cause, her newest project to champion. But maybe that was okay. Maybe I needed someone with her fire to help me figure out how to use my own.
"Let's do it," I said before I could stop myself.
The words hung in the air like I'd just volunteered to jump off a cliff. Maya's eyes went wide behind her smudged glasses. Tasha paused mid-chew on her burrito. Even Susan looked up from her sketchbook, eyebrows raised.
"Really?" Elena's grin stretched wider. "You're in?"
My stomach flipped, but I nodded. The rage from yesterday was still burning in my chest, and Elena's fire felt like gasoline on it. "Yeah. I'm tired of pretending it doesn't matter."
Elena was already pulling out a notebook, flipping to a fresh page with the efficiency of someone who'd planned revolutions before. "Okay, so we start with the bathroom petition. Then we can expand to—"
"Should we maybe talk to Principal Hofstra first?" Maya interrupted, voice small. "You know, before we go full activist mode?"
Elena paused, pen hovering over paper. For a second I thought she'd dismiss the idea, but then she shrugged. "Fine. Let's see what he says."
Twenty minutes later, we sat in Principal Hofstra's office while he read Elena's hastily scribbled proposal. His desk was cluttered with coffee-stained papers and a motivational calendar that still showed February even though it was March.
"This is..." He set the paper down carefully, like it might explode. "Well, it's certainly thorough."
Elena sat ramrod straight in her chair. "So you'll support it?"
"Miss Chu, I appreciate your passion. I really do." Hofstra's voice had that gentle-but-firm tone adults used when they were about to disappoint you. "But this isn't the way to handle sensitive matters like these."
"Sensitive?" Elena's voice pitched higher. "What's sensitive about treating students with basic respect?"
"There are proper channels. Committees. The school board would need to—"
"While students like Stephanie suffer?" Elena shot to her feet. "How long are those proper channels supposed to take?"
My face burned hearing my name thrown around like ammunition, but something fierce and bright was unfurling in my chest. Elena was fighting for me. Actually fighting.
"Miss Chu, please sit—"
"No." Elena grabbed her backpack. "Come on, Stephanie. We're not begging for crumbs."
I scrambled after her, heart hammering against my ribs. Behind us, Hofstra called something about scheduling another meeting, but Elena was already pushing through the office door.
In the hallway, she spun around, eyes blazing. "We're doing this ourselves."
I nodded, breathless and terrified and more alive than I'd felt in weeks.
By Thursday, Elena had turned her bedroom into a war room. Her walls were covered with poster board drafts, and her printer had been working overtime spitting out flyers. The petition itself was simple—just asking for gender-neutral bathrooms and inclusive policies—but Elena's enthusiasm made it feel like we were planning to storm the Capitol.
"Start small," she coached me in the hallway before first period. "Don't corner anyone. Just ask if they'd like to support student equality."
The stack of flyers felt heavy in my hands, heavier than paper should. My palms were already sweating, leaving damp fingerprints on the edges.
"You've got this," Elena said, giving my shoulder a squeeze before disappearing toward her locker.
I took a breath and approached Sarah Mitchell, who was fumbling with her combination lock. "Hey, Sarah? Would you be willing to sign a petition for—"
She looked at the flyer, looked at me, then shook her head quickly. "Sorry, I'm late for class." She grabbed her books and hurried off, leaving me standing there with my mouth half-open.
The next three attempts went about the same. Ashley pretended she didn't hear me. Marcus actually laughed—not mean, just uncomfortable—and mumbled something about needing to think about it. By the time I reached the sophomore hallway, my confidence had crumbled to dust.
Then I spotted Jordan at his locker, that ratty baseball cap sitting crooked on his head like always. My stomach twisted. Jordan had been decent to me, but asking him to sign this felt like crossing a line we'd never uncrossed from.
"Hey, Jordan?"
He turned, and when he saw the flyer in my hand, something shifted in his expression. Not dismissal—more like recognition.
"What's this about?"
I handed him the paper, watching his eyes scan the text. "It's just about making school better for everyone. More inclusive."
Jordan nodded slowly, then pulled a pen from his pocket without a word. His signature was messy but definite, right there under Elena's careful block letters.
"Thanks," I managed.
"No problem, Stephanie."
Coming from Jordan—steady, uncomplicated Jordan—the signature and acknowledgement felt like something solid I could lean against.
Two minutes later, Kyle wandered by, saw the flyer, and shook his head before I could even ask.
"Sorry, man. Not my thing."
The casual dismissal stung, but Jordan's quiet signature was still there on the page, proof that someone saw me as worth standing up for.
I was still processing Kyle's casual rejection when Ethan appeared beside me, acoustic guitar case slung over his shoulder like always. His forearms were covered in fresh Sharpie lyrics—something about bridges and burning.
"Got a pen?"
I blinked at him. "What?"
"For the petition." He nodded at the flyer in my hands. "Elena mentioned you guys were doing this. Smart move."
My brain scrambled to catch up. "You want to sign?"
"Obviously." He dug a pen from his jeans pocket—mismatched purple and green today—and scrawled his name under Jordan's. His handwriting was surprisingly neat for someone who lived in perpetual bedhead. "Mind if I help?"
Before I could answer, he was already moving toward his usual crowd by the water fountains. Three guys from the music program looked up as he approached, and within thirty seconds all of them had signed. Just like that. No hemming, no awkward excuses.
"How did you—" I started.
"Easy," Ethan said, handing the flyer back to me. "You just have to ask the right people."
He surveyed the hallway with the same focus he brought to tuning his guitar. Then his eyes locked on Jennifer Li, who was holding court near the trophy case with half the softball team.
"Follow my lead," he murmured, and strode over before I could protest.
"Hey, Jennifer. Mind if Stephanie tells you about something cool she's working on?"
Jennifer's gaze flicked from Ethan to me, her expression shifting from friendly to wary in about half a second. "What kind of something?"
I held out the flyer with trembling fingers. "It's just a petition for gender-neutral bathrooms and—"
"Absolutely not." Her voice cut sharp across the hallway chatter. "I'm not signing anything that lets boys into our spaces. We don't need them ogling our tits."
The girls behind Jennifer snickered, and I wanted to disappear into the floor tiles.
But Ethan just laughed—not mocking, just genuinely amused. "I'm sure they're magnificent, but do you really think Stephanie's gone through all this hell for a glimpse?"
The words hit the air like a slap. Jennifer's mouth fell open. The snickering stopped.
Ethan's voice stayed light, conversational. "Think about it. You really believe someone would deal with all the crap she gets just to creep on people in bathrooms? That's a pretty elaborate plan for something you could accomplish way easier as a guy."
Jennifer's eyes narrowed, but I could see her actually considering it. The wheels turning.
"Plus," Ethan continued, "gender-neutral bathrooms help everyone. Ever been stuck waiting in a long line while the guys' room sits empty? Problem solved."
Jennifer looked at the flyer again, then at me. Really looked, like she was seeing me for the first time instead of just seeing a problem.
"Give me the pen," she said finally.
Her signature was bold, confident. The other girls watched her sign, then one by one stepped forward to add their names. Sarah Roberts, Mika Rodriguez. Even quiet Beth Nakamura, who never spoke up about anything.
I stared at the growing list of signatures, hardly believing it was real.
Ethan leaned over as the girls dispersed, his grin crooked and warm. "You should be able to be where you want. Belonging here shouldn't be something you have to fight for."
The words hit me like a perfect chord, resonating somewhere deep in my chest. Belonging here. Such simple words, but they felt revolutionary coming from him. Like he'd just handed me permission I didn't know I needed.
"Stephanie!" Maya's voice rang out across the hallway, pitched high with excitement. She bounded over, backpack jingling with all those anime keychains, glasses sliding down her nose. "You did it! Our magical girl wins again!"
Elena waves the petition like a banner. Maya snorts and says, ‘I feel like I just walked out of Revolutionary Girl Utena—rebelling against stuffy rules, just through staying true to yourself.’”
She threw her arms around me in a quick, fierce hug that smelled like strawberry lip gloss and vanilla shampoo. For a second I was too stunned to hug back—Maya wasn't usually the touchy type—but then I squeezed her, laughing despite myself.
"It's just signatures," I protested, but I was grinning too wide for the words to sound convincing.
"Just signatures?" Tasha appeared beside us, already digging into her messenger bag. "Girl, you just got Jennifer Li to publicly support you. That's like getting the queen bee to endorse your revolution."
She pulled out a ziplock bag filled with what looked like homemade energy bars, pressed together with nuts and chocolate chips. "Victory snacks. Made them last night when Elena texted about today."
I stared at the bar she pressed into my hand, still warm and slightly crumbly. "You made these for me?"
"For us," Tasha corrected, passing bars to Maya and Ethan too. "Team effort deserves team celebration."
Elena materialized like she'd been summoned by the word 'celebration,' her notebook clutched against her chest. Her eyes were bright with that fierce joy she got when a plan actually worked.
"Fifty-seven signatures," she announced, practically vibrating with triumph. "In one morning. Do you know what this means?"
She grabbed my free hand, squeezing it. "This means people see you, Stephanie. They see you and they're choosing to stand with you."
The hallway was starting to empty as first period approached, but I felt rooted to this spot, surrounded by these people who'd turned what felt like an impossible task into something real. Ethan's quiet confidence, Maya's anime-fueled enthusiasm, Tasha's practical support, Elena's blazing determination.
The energy bar was sweet and nutty on my tongue, but sweeter still was the way they'd all gathered around me like I was someone worth celebrating.
The celebration was still whirring around me when I caught sight of Susan leaning against the far wall, arms crossed over her chest. She wasn't holding an energy bar or signing anything—just watching us with that careful, guarded expression she got when she was thinking too hard about something.
Our eyes met across the hallway noise, and for a second I thought she might smile. Maybe even come over and add her name to the petition. But instead she looked away, studying the trophy case like it held the secrets of the universe.
"Susan!" Maya called out, waving her over with a chocolate-chip-covered hand. "Come celebrate with us!"
Susan shook her head, pushing off from the wall. "I've got to get to class."
She walked past us without another word, her steps quick and purposeful. Not fleeing, exactly, but not lingering either. Just Susan, keeping her distance like she always did when things got too intense or too real.
Elena barely noticed—she was too busy planning our next move, already talking about posting the petition online. But I watched Susan disappear around the corner, that familiar knot of confusion tightening in my stomach.
Fifty-seven signatures, and somehow the one person who hadn't signed felt like the only one that mattered.
* * *
The coffee shop smell hit me first—roasted beans and cinnamon, that cozy warmth that made everything feel softer around the edges. Ethan had caught up with me after school, guitar case slung over his shoulder, asking if I wanted to grab something to eat before he headed to band practice.
Now he sat across from me, stirring sugar into his coffee with the same careful attention he gave his guitar strings. His forearms were covered in fresh Sharpie lyrics, black ink crawling up to his rolled sleeves.
"So we've got this gig next Friday," he said, not looking up from his cup. "Nothing fancy—just the open mic at Harper's Books. But it's the first time we're doing original stuff instead of covers."
I picked at my blueberry muffin, watching him talk. There was something different about Ethan when he mentioned music—his whole face lit up, like he'd found the frequency he was meant to broadcast on.
"That's amazing. Are you nervous?"
"Terrified," he admitted with a laugh. "But the good kind, you know? Like standing at the edge of a cliff, knowing you're about to jump."
He finally looked up then, catching my eyes with that direct gaze that always made me feel like I was the only person in the room. "Speaking of jumping off cliffs..."
My stomach fluttered. "Yeah?"
"What was it like today? Walking around with that petition, putting yourself out there like that?" He leaned forward slightly, elbows on the table. "How did you get here, Stephanie? This whole... becoming yourself thing."
The question hit deeper than I expected. Nobody had ever asked me that before—not directly, not like they actually wanted to understand the messy, complicated path that had led me to this coffee shop, this name, this version of myself.
"I don't know," I said quietly, then immediately felt stupid for such a non-answer.
But Ethan just waited, patient as a tuning fork, giving me space to find the real words.
"I guess... I spent so long feeling like I was wearing the wrong clothes," I tried again. "Like everyone else got the script for how to be themselves, and I was just improvising badly."
He nodded, fingers drumming a soft rhythm against his coffee cup. "And now?"
"Now I'm still improvising," I said, surprising myself with how true it felt. "But at least I'm playing the right part."
Ethan smiled then, warm and genuine. "That makes sense. Sometimes the best music happens when you stop trying to play what you think people want to hear."
"You want to come?" he asked suddenly. "To the gig, I mean. You could bring the others—Maya would probably love it. She seems like the type who'd cheer for terrible garage band music."
The invitation caught me off guard. I could picture it: sitting in some dim bookstore corner, watching Ethan pour his heart into a microphone while his fingers found magic on guitar strings. 
"I'd like that," I said, then felt warmth creep up my neck. "We'd like that. The group, I mean."
He grinned, pulling out his phone to show me a photo of his band—three guys with mismatched hair and earnest expressions, guitars propped against milk crates. "That's Danny on bass, and Marcus on drums. We call ourselves Static Frequency, which sounds way cooler than we actually are."
"I bet you're better than you think."
"Careful," he said, eyes twinkling. "Keep saying nice things and I might start believing them."
Something in his voice made my stomach flutter again—like he was saying more than just words about music. But when I looked closer, searching his face for hidden meaning, all I found was kindness. Warm, genuine, uncomplicated kindness.
Still, I let myself enjoy the feeling, anyway.
* * *
I was sprawled on my bed, still recovering from the coffee shop, when Mom's voice drifted up the stairs.
"Stephanie? Can you come down here?"
The careful way she said my name made my stomach drop. I found her in the kitchen, holding one of Elena's flyers—bright yellow paper with bold black letters demanding "EQUAL BATHROOM ACCESS FOR ALL STUDENTS."
"This fell out of your backpack," she said, her voice taut as piano wire.
I waited for the lecture, the worried sighs, the gentle steering away from "making waves." Instead, she stared at the flyer like it might bite her.
"I don't want you getting hurt," she said finally, and her voice cracked on the last word.
But then she looked up at me, really looked, and something shifted in her expression. Her shoulders dropped an inch.
"But I see why you're doing it."
The words hung between us, fragile as spun glass. Mom folded the flyer carefully, creasing each edge with precision.
"Your grandfather called," she said quietly. "He's... not happy about yesterday. But you know what? I don't care anymore."
She handed the flyer back to me. "Just... be careful, sweetheart. Promise me that."






  
  Chapter thirteen








 Maya’s Bold Step


Ispotted Maya before most people did—hard to miss someone in a electric blue wig and a costume that looked like it belonged in an anime opening sequence. She'd promised us she was going all-out for Spirit Day, but seeing her actually do it left me with total admiration and terror. 
The hallway reaction was immediate. A cluster of sophomore boys started snickering, pointing at her elaborate costume with its flowing ribbons and carefully sewn details. Maya's steps faltered, her usual bouncy confidence shrinking under their stares.
"Is that supposed to be a Halloween costume?" one of them called out. "Halloween was last month, weirdo."
Mrs. Patterson, the algebra teacher, paused in her doorway and raised her eyebrows so high they nearly disappeared into her hairline. She didn't say anything, but her expression screamed inappropriate loud enough for half the hall to hear.
Maya's face was turning red behind her blue bangs. She clutched her backpack straps like they were the only things keeping her upright.
I didn't think—just moved. Found myself standing beside her, chin tilted up in what I hoped looked like confidence instead of the panic thrumming in my chest.
"Forget them," I said loud enough for the snickering boys to hear. "You look amazing."
Maya's eyes went wide behind her contacts—colored ones that matched the character perfectly. A wobbly smile broke across her face.
"You really think so? I stayed up until three finishing the trim work—"
"It shows. It's incredible."
The sophomore boys had moved on, probably bored by our lack of cowering. Mrs. Patterson disappeared back into her classroom. Crisis averted, or at least postponed.
"That was brave."
I turned to find Ethan leaning against the lockers, guitar case slung over his shoulder. His smile was warm, proud even, like I'd done something worth noticing.
"She worked really hard on it," I said with surprise as he stepped closer.
"Still. Not everyone would've stepped up like that."
Susan appeared beside him, expression unreadable. "Careful," she said, tone light but with an edge that made my stomach flip. "She'll start thinking you've got a thing for magical girls."
Before I could untangle whether that was teasing or something sharper, Kyle's voice cut across the hallway like a rusty blade.
"Glad I'm not hanging with that freak show anymore."
He was talking to Derek Morrison, but his voice carried—designed to carry. Maya flinched beside me, and I felt my hands curl into fists.
Jordan stood a few feet away, close enough to hear everything. He didn't laugh along like Derek did. Didn't defend us either. Just stood there, silent, his baseball cap pulled low over his eyes.
But somehow that silence felt different from Kyle's cruelty. Protective, maybe. Like he was building a wall between us and the worst of it, even if he couldn't climb over it himself.
Maya was shaking—barely visible tremors that made the ribbons on her costume flutter. She tried to laugh, but it came out thin and brittle.
"It's fine," she said, adjusting her wig with hands that weren't quite steady. "I knew some people wouldn't get it. It's just—I worked so hard on the details, you know? The embroidery alone took me six hours—"
"Screw them," Elena declared, appearing at Maya's other side like a fierce guardian angel. "They mock what they fear. You're being authentic, and that terrifies people who are too cowardly to be anything but beige."
Tasha materialized with perfect timing, pulling a plastic container from her bag. "Food solves everything," she announced, popping the lid to reveal perfect little dumplings. "My mom made extra for lunch. Consider this emergency comfort food."
Maya accepted a dumpling gratefully, taking a careful bite around her elaborate makeup. Some of the color returned to her cheeks—or maybe that was just the costume's built-in blush.
"You know what?" Maya said, straightening her shoulders. The wobble in her voice was fading. "It was totally worth it. I look incredible, and everyone who matters knows it."
She turned to me, eyes bright with something like revelation. "Besides, it's your fault I had the guts to do this."
"Mine?" 
"You've been walking around being yourself for weeks now. Wearing what you want, saying your real name, not caring what Kyle or Deke or anyone thinks." She gestured at my soft pink sweater, the one I'd been nervous to wear but threw on anyway this morning. "If you can be brave enough to be Stephanie, I can be brave enough to cosplay Sailor Mars."
“Maya laughs, lifting her arms. ‘This is just like Puella Magi Madoka Magica—you know, making a scary commitment when you know the cost, but still fighting for what matters.’ Everyone laughs, but there’s awe in her tone.”
Elena beamed. "See? Revolution is contagious."
Tasha passed around more dumplings. "Plus, you've got excellent taste in characters. Sailor Mars has the best transformation sequence."
"Right?" Maya's face lit up completely now. "The way the flames spiral around her—I practiced that pose for hours."
Standing there in our little circle, dumplings warming my hands and Maya's infectious excitement bubbling over, I felt something solid settling in my chest. Not the desperate relief of dodging disaster, but actual strength. The kind that came from knowing these people would show up for each other.
The hallway felt smaller somehow, less threatening. Just a space we moved through together.
Maya's praise echoed in my head as I grabbed the clipboard from Elena's locker between second and third period. The hallway filled with post-Spirit Day energy, everyone still talking about costumes and who'd won the various contests.
Perfect timing.
I spotted Kyle first, hunched over his phone by the water fountains. My stomach clenched, but Maya's words pushed me forward—if I could be brave enough to be Stephanie, I could handle one more rejection from my former friend.
"Hey, Kyle. Want to sign the petition for—"
He didn't even look up. Just waved me off like I was a mosquito. "Already told you, man. Not happening."
The dismissal stung, sharp and familiar. But instead of shrinking back, I felt something crystallize in my chest. Fine. His loss.
I turned toward the cluster of sophomore boys who'd mocked Maya earlier—the same ones who usually snickered when I walked by in anything remotely feminine. They were loitering near their lockers, probably dissecting every "weird" costume they'd seen.
Here goes nothing.
"Bathroom petition," I announced, holding up the clipboard like a shield. "Making things safer for everyone."
The ringleader, some kid named Brett, actually stopped mid-conversation. He looked at me—really looked—for maybe the first time all year.
"What's it about?"
I explained quickly, keeping my voice steady. Expecting the usual eye-rolls or crude jokes.
Instead, Brett shrugged and signed his name. Just like that.
"Makes sense," he said, passing the clipboard to his friend. "My sister goes here too."
Two more signatures. No fanfare, no drama. Like it was the most normal thing in the world.
I moved on, targeting every person who'd given me weird looks or whispered behind my back. The girl who'd snorted when I wore my first blouse. The guy who'd made kissing noises when Ethan talked to me. One by one, they signed.
Not all of them—some still turned away or made excuses. But enough that the clipboard felt heavier in my hands, weighted with small victories.
It was like Maya's ridicule had shifted something in the air. Seeing her get mocked for being brave, then watching our group rally around her—maybe it reminded people what actually mattered. Or maybe they just realized how stupid they'd look opposing basic decency.
Either way, each signature felt like a tiny act of revenge on Maya's behalf. A quiet "screw you" to everyone who thought courage was something to laugh at.
By the time the warning bell rang, I'd collected twelve new signatures. Not bad for fifteen minutes of guerrilla activism.
I tucked the clipboard under my arm and headed to English, feeling lighter than I had all day.
* * *
The coffee shop thrummed with nervous energy, microphones squealing feedback as bands tested their setups. Maya clutched her phone like a lifeline, already recording everything for her Instagram story. Tasha had smuggled in a thermos of hot chocolate that smelled like cinnamon and pure comfort.
"There he is," Elena pointed toward the small stage where Ethan was tuning his guitar, acoustic body gleaming under the warm lights.
We squeezed into a corner table, chairs scraping against the tile floor. The opening act—some guy with aggressive bangs and a ukulele—finished to scattered applause. Then Ethan stepped up to the microphone, fingers finding the opening chords of something soft and melancholic.
His voice filled the room, honey-smooth and confident in a way that made my chest flutter. He sang about distance and belonging, about finding yourself in unexpected places. The lyrics felt deliberate, like he'd written them just for me.
Halfway through his second song, he paused, guitar still humming. "This next one goes out to a brave girl I know," he said, eyes finding mine across the crowded room. "Someone who reminds me that being yourself is the best rebellion there is."
Maya shrieked, waving her phone flashlight in the air like we were at some massive arena show. Elena whooped. Tasha clapped so hard her thermos rattled.
My face burned hot, but the good kind of burning. The kind that came from being seen, being celebrated. Ethan's smile was warm and uncomplicated, like he actually meant every word.
"His rhythm section is sloppy," Susan muttered beside me, arms crossed as she watched the drummer fumble through a fill.
The comment landed like cold water. I glanced at her, confused by the edge in her voice. She wasn't wrong—the drummer did seem off-beat—but her timing felt deliberately cruel.
"What do you mean?" I asked.
"Just that he's trying too hard to be impressive." She shrugged, not taking her eyes off the stage. "The guitar work is fine, but the whole thing feels...performative."
Elena shot her a look. "Let Stephanie enjoy the moment."
Susan's jaw tightened, but she stayed quiet for the rest of the set. I tried to focus on Ethan's voice, on the way he made me feel visible and valuable. But Susan's criticism lingered, making me question whether the warmth in my chest was real or just another performance I'd fallen for.
After Ethan's final song, a college-aged girl with short auburn hair and confident posture approached the stage. She wore a vintage band t-shirt and jeans that looked effortlessly cool, the kind of outfit I always tried to copy but never quite got right. She hugged Ethan like they shared inside jokes, her laugh carrying over the coffee shop's chatter.
My stomach twisted unexpectedly. Of course he had a girlfriend. Of course she was beautiful and self-assured and looked like she belonged in his world of open mics and late-night conversations about art.
"Told you he was performative," Susan said, following my gaze.
Maya bounced in her seat. "She's so pretty! Do you think that's his girlfriend?"
Elena rolled her eyes. "Not everything is about dating, Maya."
But I couldn't stop watching them. The girl touched his arm while they talked, her movements fluid and natural. She belonged in her skin in a way I envied, the way she took up space without apology.
When she finally left, kissing Ethan's cheek goodbye, I felt a confusing mix of relief and disappointment. Relief that maybe I hadn't been completely wrong about his attention. Disappointment that the jealousy had surprised me with its sharpness.
Ethan packed up his guitar and wandered over to our table, still riding the high of his performance.
"Great set," Tasha said, offering him the last of her hot chocolate.
"Thanks." He grinned, then caught my eye. "So, what did you think, Stephanie?"
"It was beautiful," I said, then immediately felt stupid for the word choice. "I mean, really good. The songs were—"
"That girl seemed nice," I blurted, hating myself for fishing.
Ethan laughed, the sound warm and uncomplicated. "Oh, that's my cousin. She drove down from State for the show."
Relief flooded through me so fast I felt dizzy.
He started to say something else, mouth opening like he had more to add, then seemed to catch himself. Instead, he said, "You should meet her sometime. I think you two would have a lot in common."
"Really?" Curiosity replaced the jealousy entirely. "Like what?"
Ethan's smile turned mysterious. "Just...similar journeys, you know? She's figured out some things that might be helpful."
The way he said it felt loaded with meaning I couldn't quite grasp, but something in his tone made me want to know more.
Before I could ask what he meant about his cousin, two guys with instrument cases appeared at Ethan's shoulder.
"Dude, we're loading out," the bassist said, jerking his thumb toward the door. "Jake's double-parked."
Ethan's face fell slightly. "Right, sorry." He turned back to our table, eyes settling on mine. "Thanks for coming tonight, Stephanie. Really. It means a lot."
Then his hands were covering mine, warm and calloused from guitar strings. The squeeze was firm, deliberate, lasting just long enough that I felt the heat of his palms through my skin. My breath caught in my throat.
"See you Monday," he said, voice softer now, meant just for me.
The bandmates were already heading toward the exit, guitar cases bumping against chairs. Ethan gave our table one last smile before jogging after them, leaving me staring at my hands like they might still hold the impression of his touch.
"Earth to Stephanie," Maya giggled, waving her phone in front of my face. "You look like you just got struck by lightning."
"That was definitely flirting," Elena declared with the confidence of someone who'd read every feminist blog on the internet. "Classic romantic gesture. Physical contact, extended eye contact, public dedication."
Tasha packed up her thermos, grinning. "The boy's got it bad."
"Or he's just being nice," Susan said, but her voice carried that same sharp edge from earlier.
I flexed my fingers, still feeling the phantom pressure of Ethan's hands. The coffee shop felt warmer somehow, filled with possibility. Even Susan's skepticism couldn't entirely puncture the bubble of happiness expanding in my chest.
We gathered our things and headed into the cool evening air. Maya chatted about posting clips to her story, Elena planned her next petition strategy, Tasha hummed one of Ethan's melodies. But I walked in a dreamy haze, replaying every second of his performance.
The hand squeeze especially. The way he'd looked right at me when he said it meant a lot. Like I mattered to him beyond just another face in the crowd.
And then there was his cousin—the mysterious girl with similar journeys. What had he meant by that? The way he'd said it felt significant, like he was hinting at something important without quite spelling it out.
By the time I reached my front door, my mind was spinning with questions and possibilities. The porch light cast everything in warm yellow, making even our ordinary suburban house look romantic.
Inside, Mom was reading on the couch, still in her work clothes.
"How was the show, honey?"
"Perfect," I said, and meant it.






  
  Chapter fourteen








Corset and Collapse


The next morning, I stood in front of my closet with Ethan's words echoing in my head. You looked like you belonged. The memory of his hands covering mine sent warmth through my chest, followed immediately by a sharp pang of doubt.
Did I really look like I belonged, or was he just being kind?
My reflection stared back from the closet mirror—soft features, yes, but still too angular in the wrong light. Still not quite right. The blouse and skirt I'd planned to wear hung loose, forgiving, safe. Suddenly they felt like a disguise instead of clothes.
That's when I spotted it, shoved in the back corner behind winter coats: an old corset-style top Mom had bought years ago and never worn. The price tag still dangled from the side. I pulled it out, running my fingers over the structured panels and hidden boning.
This could work.
The garment squeezed everything into place—narrowing my waist, creating curves where there were none, pulling my shoulders back into a more feminine posture. In the mirror, the transformation was striking. The loose blouse now followed actual contours instead of just hanging. I looked..better.  Not perfect, but better.
The walk to school felt different. Each step reminded me of the structured embrace around my torso, like armor made of satin and determination. A few people glanced my way—not mockingly, but with the kind of casual notice that meant I was passing. Really passing.
By third period, the armor had become a cage.
The boning dug into my ribs with every breath. My skin felt clammy under the layers, and when I tried to take a deep breath during Mrs. Patterson's lecture on the difference of squares, the corset pushed back like a fist. The classroom air grew thick as soup.
By the time PE rolled around, black spots danced at the edges of my vision.
"Winters, you okay?" Coach Martinez called as I stumbled during warm-up laps.
I nodded, not trusting my voice, but the track tilted sideways. The last thing I remembered was the asphalt rushing up to meet me.
I woke on the narrow cot in the nurse's office, fluorescent lights stabbing through my eyelids. My chest felt loose, free—someone had loosened the corset while I was unconscious.
"He's coming around," Nurse Peterson said to someone behind her. "He needs water. He overexerted himself."
He. The word hit harder than the fall. After everything—the careful clothes, the passing glances, the hours of practice in the mirror—I was still just he to her. Still Steven in a costume.
"He needs to call his parents," Nurse Peterson continued, reaching for the phone.
"He's—he's transitioning." Susan's voice cut through the sterile air, clumsy and halting. She stood in the doorway, clutching a hall pass, her cheeks flushed pink. "I mean, she uses different pronouns now."
The word transitioning hung in the air like a medical diagnosis. Clinical. Temporary. Like I was a patient recovering from something instead of just being myself.
Nurse Peterson paused, her hand hovering over the phone. "Oh. Well. Still needs to call home." She didn't correct herself, but she didn't use any pronouns at all after that—just pointed and gestured like I'd become a nameless thing on her cot.
Susan perched on the plastic chair beside me, her sketch pad balanced on her knees. She'd drawn something during class—loose, fluid lines that might have been a person dancing or falling. Hard to tell which.
"The corset?" she asked quietly.
I nodded, shame burning hotter than the embarrassment of fainting. Of course she'd figured it out. Susan noticed everything, filed it away behind those careful brown eyes.
"Maya sent me," she said. "Elena wanted to storm down here with the whole anime club, but I told them you'd hate that."
She was right. I would have hated it—all that attention, all those concerned faces crowding around while I lay there defeated by my own clothes.
"Thanks," I said simply.
Susan walked with me, her footsteps quick and nervous on the linoleum.
"They shouldn't treat you like that," she muttered as we reached the exit. The words came out fast, like she'd been holding them back. "Even if..." 
The sentence died there, unfinished. Even if what? Even if I was still really a boy? Even if this was all make-believe? Even if I didn't deserve better?
The even if cut deeper than Nurse Peterson's casual dismissal. At least the nurse was just ignorant. Susan knew me, spent time with me, watched me struggle—and still hedged her bets with conditions and qualifiers.
* * *
The cooking club kitchen murmered with the usual afternoon energy when Bri swaggered through the doorway, soccer cleats squeaking against the linoleum. His hair was still damp with sweat, and he carried that post-practice confidence like a trophy.
"Steph the chef fainted in the nurse's office, huh?" He grinned, eyes scanning our faces for a reaction. "Guess all that dress-up gets exhausting."
The room went silent except for the hum of the refrigerator. Maya's anime keychain stopped jingling. Elena's pen froze mid-signature on her petition. Even Tasha, who'd been stirring something that smelled like heaven, went still.
"Shut up, Bri." Tasha's voice cut through the quiet like a cleaver. She turned from the stove, wooden spoon dripping sauce, and her gray-green eyes stormed over. "Just shut your mouth."
"He's just an insecure jerk," Elena interrupted, her protest stickers rattling as she stood. She flipped her dark hair back like punctuation. "What kind of loser mocks someone for passing out? That's messed up even for you."
Bri held up his hands in mock surrender. "Whoa, calm down. Just checking on my girlfriend's...friend." The pause before friend felt deliberate, loaded with things he didn't quite dare say out loud.
Tasha slammed the spoon down. "Get out of here, Brian. Now."
He shrugged and backed toward the door, but his grin stayed put. "At the end of the day, I'm just saying what everyone's thinking."
The door swung shut behind him, leaving us in thick silence. My chest felt tight again, but not from any corset this time. The girls clustered around me—Maya patting my shoulder, Elena muttering about toxic masculinity, Tasha offering me a taste of her sauce like food could fix everything.
But Susan stayed at her table, sketching in the margins of her notebook. Her pencil moved in sharp, angry strokes.
After cleanup, Susan caught my arm. "Walk with me?"
We ended up outside by the bike racks, October air cutting through my blouse. Susan paced in a small circle, her straight hair catching the afternoon light. She looked restless, like she wanted to help but didn't know how to reach me.
"You can't keep pushing yourself until you pass out," she said finally. "People already stare—you're just giving them more reasons."
Anger flashed through me. "So what, I should hide? Pretend I'm someone I'm not?"
"That's not what I'm saying. I just—" She cut herself off, her round face twisted with frustration. Then the words tumbled out in a rush: "Changing your name doesn't make you a girl, Steph."
The world tilted sideways.
Susan's brown eyes widened, like she'd surprised herself. But she pressed on, voice getting steadier. "I want to help and I will support you, but I believe what I believe and you have to recognize that as well."
The words hung between us in the cold air. Around us, other students called to friends, car doors slammed, engines started. Normal end-of-day sounds that felt miles away.
Susan looked stricken at her own clumsiness, but she didn't take it back. Her freckles stood out sharp against her pale cheeks.
I opened my mouth, then closed it. What was there to say? That her belief felt like a knife? That her support came with conditions that made it worthless? That hearing I believe what I believe from someone I trusted felt like the ground opening up beneath me?
Instead, I just stood there, gutted and silent, while Susan's careful sketches of falling dancers suddenly made perfect sense.
We walked back into the kitchen where the others were packing up. Maya looked up from stuffing her bag with anime keychains, took one look at our faces, and immediately launched into damage control.
"Okay, this is like when Naruto and his team are all arguing because of some jutsu gone wrong, but then they realize they're more powerful united and—"
"Maya." Elena's voice was gentle but firm. She capped her pen and set down her petition clipboard. "Not everything needs an anime reference."
"But it helps!" Maya protested, glasses sliding down her nose. "Right, Steph? Stories make things make sense?"
I managed a weak smile. Maya meant well, even if her timing was terrible.
Elena stood and crossed her arms, fixing Susan with a look that could melt steel. "Look, I get that this is complicated for everyone. But friendship means showing up, not picking and choosing when someone deserves respect."
"That's not what I—" Susan started.
"I'm not done." Elena's activist voice kicked in, the one that made teachers nervous. "Stephanie's been nothing but patient with all of us figuring this out. She shouldn't have to educate everyone while dealing with jerks like Bri."
Tasha wiped her hands on her apron, leaving flour streaks. "Susan, honey, I know you care about Steph. We all do. But sometimes caring means believing people when they tell you who they are." She gathered her recipe notebook against her chest. "It's like baking—you can't substitute half the ingredients and expect the same results."
Susan's jaw tightened. "I never said I didn't care."
"Then act like it," Elena shot back.
The tension crackled between them until Tasha stepped forward. "We all need to cool off. Elena, walk me to my locker? Maya, didn't you say you had to catch the early bus?"
Maya's eyes darted between Susan and me, clearly torn. "But what if you guys need magical girl backup?"
"We'll be fine," I said, though I wasn't sure I believed it.
Elena gathered her things with sharp, efficient movements. "Susan, just...think about what we said, okay?" Her voice softened slightly. "We want you both here."
They filed out in a cluster of backpacks and concerned glances, leaving Susan and me alone with the lingering smell of Tasha's cooking and the weight of everything unsaid. The kitchen felt enormous and claustrophobic all at once.
Susan picked up her pencil and started sketching again, her movements jerky and uncertain.
Susan's pencil scratched against paper for another minute before she looked up. "So if you want to be a girl then let's work on making people see that."
I blinked at her. "I have been doing that."
"Yes, you have." Her voice carried that careful honesty I'd come to expect from her. "And it's made a difference. But you can do better."
Frustration crept up my neck. "Better how?"
Susan set down her pencil and studied me with the same focus she gave her sketches. "You need to be more feminine than other girls." She emphasized the words like an apology. "To force people to see you as a girl."
The words stung, but something in her tone made me listen instead of walk away.
"Three things," she said, holding up fingers. "You walk like you're trying to disappear. Shorter steps, let your hips move. Don't stomp."
I glanced down at my sneakers, suddenly self-conscious.
"You sit like you're taking up as little space as possible, but in the wrong way. Cross your ankles under the chair, not your legs out wide. And—" She gestured at my arms. "Pull everything in closer. Smaller gestures."
"Show me," I said before I could stop myself.
Susan hesitated, then stood. She walked to the other end of the kitchen, and I watched her transform. Her usual hurried stride melted into something fluid. Hips shifting slightly, shoulders back but not stiff, each step deliberate without looking forced. When she reached the counter, she turned and walked back, and I couldn't look away.
She settled into a chair, ankles crossed neatly beneath her, hands folded in her lap. Every movement looked effortless, natural.
"Like that," she said quietly.
I stood on shaky legs and tried to copy what I'd seen. The hip movement felt exaggerated, fake. My arms bumped against my sides awkwardly.
"Slower," Susan said. "You're overthinking it."
I tried again. This time something clicked—the way my weight shifted, how my center of gravity felt different. Not like I was performing femininity, but like I was remembering it.
"Better." Susan's voice carried the faintest approval. "Now sit."
I lowered myself into the chair, focusing on keeping my ankles together. The position felt oddly secure, contained but not cramped.
"Good. But don't fold your hands like you're praying. Just let them rest."
I adjusted, and Susan nodded. "Try walking again."
For the next twenty minutes, we worked in careful silence. Susan corrected my posture with quick, precise observations. "Your shoulders are climbing toward your ears." "Don't look at the ground." "Pretend there's a string pulling you up from the crown of your head."
Each adjustment felt like discovering a new language I'd always been meant to speak. My body began to feel looser and more like the female body I wanted to be.
But watching Susan demonstrate each movement was doing something else entirely. When she showed me how to gesture—smaller movements, wrists soft—her usual guardedness disappeared. She became graceful in a way that made my breath catch. The careful way she held her hands, the elegant line of her neck when she turned to check if I was copying correctly.
She was stunning. Not just pretty, but magnetic in a way I'd never noticed when she was hunched over her notebook, hiding behind her straight hair.
"Why don't you move like this normally?" I asked.
Susan's hands stilled. She'd been adjusting my elbow position, and suddenly the space between us felt charged.
"Because," she said, voice barely above a whisper, "it draws attention."
Our eyes met, and I saw something there I couldn't name. Want, maybe. Or fear. Both.
"From who?" The question slipped out before I could stop it.
Susan's cheeks flushed pink. She stepped back, the teaching moment broken. "From everyone. Boys especially." She gathered her things with sharp, efficient movements. "You should practice at home. In front of a mirror."
"Susan—"
"I have to catch my bus." But she paused at the door, not quite looking at me. "You're getting better at this. At being yourself."
The way she said it—not being a girl but being yourself—hit differently than her earlier words. However she might think about it, she really cared about me in a way that made me both frustrated and completely captivated. There was something in how she'd watched me move, how her fingers had lingered when adjusting my posture, that felt like more than friendship. The careful distance she maintained, the way she'd stepped back when our eyes met—it wasn't disinterest. It was the opposite.
Susan saw me. Really saw me. Not just the girl I wanted to become, but the person I'd always been underneath. And that seemed to terrify her for some reason but she still kept helping me.
Susan hesitated at the door, then turned back. "Actually, wait. One more thing."
She pulled a small makeup bag from her backpack—navy blue with tiny silver stars, worn at the edges like she'd had it forever. I'd never noticed Susan wearing makeup, but as she opened it, I realized that was exactly the point.
"You have good skin," she said, studying my face with that artist's intensity. "But makeup can help with..." She gestured vaguely at my jawline.
"You wear makeup?" 
"Barely." She pulled out a compact and a few brushes. "Just enough to look awake. But I've been thinking about what would work for you."
The casual way she said it—I've been thinking—made my stomach flutter. How long had she been studying my face, planning this?
"Sit still." Her fingers were gentle as she tilted my chin toward the light. "Concealer first, just a tiny bit here and here." She dabbed something cool under my eyes, along my jawline. "Now foundation, but we're not painting a wall. Just evening things out."
Her movements were sure, practiced. This wasn't her first time doing someone else's makeup.
"Blush is your friend—it softens everything. And we'll do just a hint of highlight here," she brushed something shimmery across my cheekbones, "to catch the light."
I watched her work in the reflection of the stainless steel refrigerator, fascinated by her concentration. When had Susan learned all this? When had she been thinking about my face enough to plan it out?
"Mascara makes a huge difference, but don't go crazy. We want definition, not spider legs." She leaned closer, steadying my chin with her other hand. "Look up."
Her breath was warm against my cheek. This close, I could see the faint freckles across her nose, the way her lips pressed together when she focused. My heart hammered so loud I was sure she could hear it.
"There." She stepped back, surveying her work. "Look."
I turned to the window, using the glass as a mirror, and gasped. The face looking back was still mine, but softer somehow. More alive. The harsh edges smoothed away, my eyes brighter, my whole face glowing.
"Susan, this is..." I touched my cheek gently, afraid I'd smudge it. "How did you know?"
Her cheeks flushed pink. "I watch people. I notice things." She packed up her brushes with quick, efficient movements. "And I may have sketched you a few times."
"A few times?"
"More than a few times." She wouldn't meet my eyes. "I wanted to figure out what would help you look more like how you see yourself."
The weight of that hit me. Susan had been studying me, really seeing me, long before today. All those sketches she never showed anyone—how many of them were of me?
"I really have to catch my bus now," she said, but her voice was soft. "Practice the walking. And the makeup. You'll get better at it."
She paused at the door one more time. "You look beautiful, Steph."
Then she was gone, leaving me alone with my transformed reflection and the stunning realization that Susan had been paying attention to me in ways I'd never imagined.
After she left, I stayed in the empty kitchen, practicing the walk she'd shown me. Each step felt like a small victory, a piece of myself I was finally learning to claim. But underneath the triumph was something else—the memory of Susan's flushed cheeks, the way she'd looked at me when she thought I wasn't paying attention.
I was definitely paying attention now.






  
  Chapter fifteen








The Entrance


The next morning, I stood in front of my bedroom mirror practicing Susan's walk—shoulders back, smaller steps, letting my hips move naturally instead of fighting them. It felt like learning a new language, one my body had been trying to speak for years. 
I clipped my hair back the way Susan had shown me, softer around my face instead of the severe part I used to hide behind. Even that small change made a difference.
Instead of just throwing on a blouse and skirt, I experimented with new styling options—more adventurous than I'd ever attempted. I layered Mom's cream cardigan over a lavender top, then added the silver necklace she'd forgotten on my dresser. The skirt I'd been saving for special occasions suddenly felt like Tuesday-appropriate when I paired it with wedge sandals with just enough of a heel to remind me to walk slowly.
I tucked the front of the cardigan into the waistband, creating a shape I'd seen Elena wear. Then I rolled the sleeves to three-quarter length, showing off the bracelet Susan had noticed yesterday.
The girl looking back at me wasn't just wearing different clothes—she was making choices. The result made me smile at my reflection.
Downstairs, Mom was making coffee when I appeared with Susan's makeup bag. I'd expected her usual worried expression, the careful questions about whether I was "sure about this." Instead, she set down her mug and really looked at me.
"Oh, sweetheart." Her voice caught slightly. "You look..."
"Different?"
"Like yourself." She touched my cheek gently, the way she used to when I was little and had nightmares. "Completely like yourself."
She didn't ask permission before taking the foundation from my hands. "May I? I think I can help with the under-eye area."
Her fingers were even gentler than Susan's had been, dabbing concealer under my eyes with the careful precision she used for everything else. When she stepped back to check her work, her smile was soft and proud.
"There's my daughter," she said simply.
The words hit me like warm honey. Not "my child" or careful pronouns. Daughter. Like she'd been practicing the word in private, waiting for the right moment to let it free.
Walking into school felt different too. My steps were lighter, more purposeful. I held my head higher, let my hair catch the fluorescent lights. Students turned to look—I felt their eyes on me like always—but instead of shrinking, I kept walking.
Jennifer Li did a double-take near the lockers. Some sophomore boys stopped their conversation to stare. 
But it wasn't their attention that mattered. It was the way I moved through their gazes without apology, without the desperate need to disappear. Susan's lessons had given me more than walking tips—she'd shown me how to inhabit my own skin.
Maya appeared beside me, bouncing on her toes. "Holy crap, Steph. You look amazing. Like, seriously glowing." She studied my face with professional interest. "Did someone help you with makeup? Because that blending is chef's kiss."
"Susan gave me some tips."
"Susan?" Maya's eyebrows shot up. "Our Susan? Miss I-don't-need-makeup-to-be-pretty Susan?"
Warmth spread across my cheeks. "She was just being helpful."
"Uh-huh." Maya's grin turned knowing. "Very helpful indeed."
* * *
History class always felt like a test of endurance—Mr. Cromwell's monotone voice reading through attendance while half the class dozed off. I slid into my usual seat near the back, notebook already open, trying to look invisible despite the careful attention I'd paid to my appearance that morning.
"Anderson, Kate." Check.
"Briggs, Michael." Present.
The roll call droned on, alphabetical and predictable. I braced myself for the familiar sting of hearing "Steven Winters" echo through the classroom, the automatic flinch that came with being called the wrong name in front of thirty witnesses.
"Chen, David." Here.
My stomach clenched. We were getting closer to the W's. I stared down at my desk, practicing the small smile I'd wear when I quietly corrected him afterward. Actually, it's Stephanie now. The words felt clumsy in my mouth even in rehearsal.
"Martinez, Sofia." Present.
"Smith, Ashley." Here.
Then he paused. The silence stretched long enough for me to look up, wondering if he'd lost his place on the roster. Mr. Cromwell was staring at his attendance sheet, then at me, his bushy eyebrows drawn together in concentration.
"Stephanie Winters."
The name hung in the air like cathedral bells. Not Steven. Not hesitation or question marks. Stephanie Winters, clear and confident, like it had always been my name.
Comments erupted around me—heads turning, voices buzzing with surprise and curiosity. But their noise felt distant, muffled by the roar of blood in my ears. I managed to croak out "Here" while my heart hammered against my ribs.
Two rows over, Tasha caught my eye and grinned like she'd just watched me win a prize. Elena, sitting near the front, practically glowed with pride, shooting me a thumbs up that she tried to hide behind her textbook.
The class settled as Mr. Cromwell moved on to the lesson, but I couldn't focus on the Revolutionary War. My name—my real name—had been spoken aloud in an official capacity. Not by friends or family, but by a teacher during attendance. It felt like the first brick in a foundation I hadn't realized I was building.
After class, I was shoving papers into my backpack when Mr. Cromwell appeared beside my desk.
"Miss Winters." Even hearing it again made me flush with happiness. "Could I speak with you for a moment?"
The classroom had mostly emptied. Elena lingered near the door, pretending to organize her folder while obviously eavesdropping.
"I've been hearing good things about your writing from Ms. Chen." His voice was gentler than his classroom drone. "She thought you might be interested in contributing to the school literary magazine. We're looking for pieces about personal experiences—identity, courage, that sort of thing."  
I blinked at Mr. Cromwell, still processing the whiplash from Miss Winters to being asked to write about my experiences. The literary magazine felt like stepping onto a stage with spotlights blazing.
"I'll definitely think about it," I managed, clutching my backpack straps. "Thank you for asking."
He nodded and gathered his papers. "No pressure. Just something to consider."
Elena practically bounced as I walked toward the door. "Did he just ask you to write for the magazine? That's huge!"
"It's just thinking about it," I said, but her excitement was infectious. We stepped into the hallway chaos—locker slams, sneakers squeaking on linoleum, the usual between-class symphony.
"Stephanie!"
Ethan's voice cut through the noise. He jogged over, guitar case slung across his shoulder, that easy smile that made me forget how to walk normally.
"So," he said, falling into step beside us. "That was quite the grand debut in there."
I felt my cheeks warm with a mix of pride and mortification. "You heard?"
"Hard to miss the reaction." His eyes crinkled with amusement. "You looked comfortable up there. Like you belonged."
The word belonged hit different coming from him. Elena had drifted ahead, pretending not to listen but clearly cataloging every word.
"Thanks," I said, suddenly hyperaware of how I was walking, how my voice sounded.
"Actually," Ethan shifted his guitar case, "I was wondering if you'd want to get together after school later this week? Maybe Thursday after your cooking contest? There's some things I'd love to talk to you about."
My brain short-circuited. "Things?"
Before I could fumble through a response, the warning bell rang. Ethan grinned and stepped backward.
"Think about it. No pressure."
He disappeared into the crowd, leaving me standing there like a deer in headlights.
Elena materialized at my elbow, practically vibrating with curiosity. "Oh my god, what was that?"
"I have no idea."
Maya, Susan and Tasha appeared as if summoned, converging on us like sharks who'd smelled blood in the water.
"Was that Ethan Morales asking you out?" Maya stammered, eyes wide behind her glasses.
"It wasn't—he just said—" I stammered.
Tasha poked my shoulder with her pencil. "Scale of one to ten, how much do you like him?"
"I don't know!" The words came out higher than intended. "Can we not dissect this in the middle of the hallway?"
But they were already exchanging knowing looks, grinning like they'd just witnessed something momentous. Which, considering how empty my romantic life had been, maybe they had.
Susan, however, gazed down the corridor where Ethan had vanished, her expression carrying a distinctly skeptical frown.
* * *
We were halfway to the cafeteria when Deke appeared, slouching against the lockers with that permanent sneer he wore like a badge of honor. His toothpick rolled from one corner of his mouth to the other as his eyes raked over my outfit—a simple blue dress I'd picked out with shaking hands that morning.
"Well, well," he drawled, loud enough for the hallway to hear. He seemed to have gotten over his fear of Ethan.  "Look who's playing dress-up again. That's a real pretty frock. Your mommy pick it out for you?"
The old me would've shrunk, cheeks burning, shoulders hunching inward. The Steven who'd spent months hiding behind baggy hoodies would've mumbled an excuse and fled.
Instead, I smoothed the fabric of my cardigan and looked him straight in the eye.
"Thanks for noticing, Derek. I picked it out myself." My voice came out steady, almost cheerful. "Blue really brings out my eyes, don't you think?"
His face went slack with surprise. A few kids nearby stopped to watch, probably expecting the usual theater of humiliation. But I just smiled—not the  fake smile I used to force, but something genuine and unbothered.
"Have a great day," I added, turning away before he could recover.
Elena grabbed my arm as we walked away, her eyes shining with admiration. "Holy shit, Stephanie. That was perfect."
"Language," Tasha said automatically, but she was grinning too.
Maya practically skipped beside us. "You looked so calm!"
Susan just looked me proudly and squeezed my hand.
The compliments felt nice, but what struck me most was how right the moment had felt. Not brave, exactly—just natural. Like I'd finally figured out how to stand in my own skin.
We claimed our regular table in the cafeteria near the windows, where the afternoon sun made everything feel warmer.
"Okay, but seriously," Maya said, pulling out her phone, "you have to see what I've been working on." She swiped through photos until she found what she was looking for—sketches of an apron covered in tiny embroidered anime characters.
"I want to wear this at the cooking contest," she announced, her voice wavering between excitement and terror. "I know it's ridiculous, but—"
"It's amazing," I interrupted. The apron was covered in carefully drawn magical girls, their flowing hair and determined expressions somehow perfect for a cooking competition. "You have to wear it."
"Really?" Maya's face lit up. "I was worried people would think it was too weird."
"Weird is good," Elena declared, stabbing her salad with unnecessary force. "Weird gets things done. Speaking of which—" She pointed her fork at me. "Mr. Cromwell using your actual name today? That's progress. The patriarchy is finally catching up."
Tasha laughed, unwrapping a sandwich that smelled like herbs and butter. "Elena, not everything is about overthrowing the patriarchy."
"This week it is."
"Speaking of the contest," Tasha said, redirecting before Elena could launch into a speech, "my parents are completely losing it at the restaurant. We're down two servers and the new hostess quit yesterday." She took a bite of her sandwich, chewing thoughtfully. "But this contest—it's my chance to show them I can handle the real cooking. Not just prep work and dishwashing."
"We're going to destroy the competition," I said, meaning it. I'd tasted Tasha's experimental recipes during our club meetings. Her food recipes were going to help us make the judges forget everything else existed.
"We all are," Maya added, then paused. "Well, those of us actually competing. I'm still not sure about the whole cooking part."
"You're doing dessert," Elena reminded her. "You do cake great."
Maya's expression suggested cake still felt challenging, but she nodded gamely.
I looked around the table at these girls—these friends—who'd somehow become the center of my world. Maya with her impossible apron dreams, Tasha carrying the weight of family expectations, Elena treating every small victory like a revolution. Susan not always approving but always having my back.  Each of them stepping into themselves in their own way, just like I was trying to do.
The contest was just two days away, but sitting there in my blue dress, surrounded by their laughter and plans, I felt ready for any challenge.
* * *
Bri was leaning against the lockers when we walked up, looking bored, arms folded like he owned the hallway. His eyes slid right over Tasha and locked on me. “Guess the freak show’s still running,” he said, loud enough for a few people nearby to laugh. Then, as if I wasn’t even there, he added, “Seriously, Tasha, why do you keep hanging out with this? You could do way better.”
I froze, waiting for Tasha’s usual brush-off, the way she’d roll her eyes and tug me past him. But this time she stopped cold, her face hardening.
“Do way better?” she snapped. “You mean what, Bri? Hanging around you while you mock my best friend? You think that’s better?”
Bri shrugged, lazy grin still plastered on his face. “Come on, babe, don’t get all worked up. I’m just messing around. You know I don’t mean anything by it.”
Tasha’s voice sharpened. “That’s the problem. You never mean anything. Not when you talk about me, not when you talk about her. You treat me like I’m supposed to just laugh along, like I’m not supposed to care about anything.”
He held up his hands, chuckling. “Relax. You’re overthinking again. You always do that.”
“No,” Tasha said, loud enough to cut through the hallway chatter. “I’m done. I don’t want to be the girlfriend who keeps pretending your jokes don’t hurt, or that you actually take me seriously when you don’t. You’ve never respected me, Bri. Or her. So we’re finished.”
His smirk wobbled. He forced out a laugh. “Fine. Good luck with your little club of weirdos. See how far that gets you.”
But Tasha had already grabbed my arm, tugging me down the hall. My legs felt shaky, heart still thudding.
We turned the corner, and she stopped, pressing her back against the wall, breathing hard. Then she looked at me, and her expression softened. “I should’ve done that a long time ago,” she said quietly. “If you can stand up to all the crap people throw at you, Steph, then I can demand better than a guy who tears people down just to feel big.”
I didn’t know what to say. My throat ached, but I managed a smile. Tasha hooked her arm through mine, crabbed onto Maya, Elena and Susan. “From now on,” she said, “We all settle for nothing less than respect.”
And just like that, she wasn't Bri's girlfriend anymore — she was just Tasha, standing in the hallway with flour still dusting her sleeve from cooking lab, her storm-colored eyes bright with something that looked like relief. 
The weight of pretending to laugh at his jokes, of shrinking herself to fit his idea of what a girlfriend should be, had lifted off her shoulders all at once. She'd chosen us over him, chosen honesty over convenience, and I could see it in the way she held herself taller, like she'd remembered who she was before she'd started editing herself for someone who never deserved the original version anyway.
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The Winning Recipe


The convention center kitchen was a cacophony of noise from six different high schools, all steel counters and industrial ovens that made our little cooking lab look like a toy set. I gripped my knife case tighter, watching teams unpack their gear with the kind of practiced confidence that made my stomach flip. 
"Breathe," Susan said beside me, her voice steady. She'd been quiet on the bus ride over, but now she was all business, helping me arrange my mise en place with surgical precision. "Miso paste here, ginger there. You've made this broth a hundred times."
"Fifty," I corrected, trying to keep my hands from shaking as I lined up the ingredients.
"Close enough." She handed me the microplane grater, her fingers brushing mine for just a second. "You've got this, Steph."
Maya bounced past us in her new creation — a cosplay apron that looked like something a magical girl chef would wear, complete with ruffles and star-shaped pockets. She'd sewn it herself, pale pink with silver trim, and somehow managed to make it look both ridiculous and completely right on her. "This is like the tournament arc!" she announced to anyone listening. "Except with soup instead of superpowers!"
Elena had claimed a corner of our prep station and turned it into campaign headquarters, arranging flyers about our bathroom petition next to the salt and pepper. "This isn't just about cooking," she declared, loud enough for the team from Riverside High to hear. "This is about representation. About showing everyone that trans kids belong everywhere — kitchens, classrooms, competitions."
"Elena," Tasha said firmly, but not unkindly, "let Stephanie focus. You can change the world after we win this thing."
Tasha had transformed the moment we stepped into the kitchen. Gone was any trace of the girl who'd shrunk herself for Bri's approval. Here, surrounded by whisks and cutting boards, she moved like she owned the place. She'd already charmed two judges during the walkthrough, explaining our menu with the kind of easy confidence that made them lean in and nod along.
The timer started, and suddenly everything narrowed to the rhythm of prep work. I peeled ginger with quick, practiced strokes, the sharp scent clearing my head. Susan worked beside me, dicing vegetables with methodical precision, not talking but somehow still steadying me with her presence.
The miso paste dissolved into the warming dashi like clouds melting into sky. I added the ginger juice drop by drop, tasting constantly, adjusting the balance between sweet and umami and that bright heat that made your sinuses tingle in the best way.
Around us, the other teams crashed through their preparations — someone at the Franklin station had already burned something, filling their corner with smoke and panic. But our little bubble stayed calm, Tasha calling out timing reminders, Maya cheering every small victory, Elena documenting everything like a war correspondent.
When the judges reached our station, my heart hammered so hard I was sure they could hear it over the kitchen noise. The head judge, a stern woman with steel-gray hair, lifted the spoon to her lips and paused.
Her eyebrows shot up. She took another sip, then another, her expression shifting from professional skepticism to genuine surprise.
"The balance here is extraordinary," she announced to her fellow judges. "Complex but clean. This is restaurant-quality work."
Applause rippled through the kitchen — not just from our team, but from the other schools too. I felt my cheeks burn, but this time it wasn't shame. Maya grabbed my arm, bouncing on her toes. Elena pumped her fist like we'd just won the revolution.
But it was Susan's quiet smile, the way she nodded like she'd known all along, that made my chest swell with something bigger than pride.
* * *
Before I could catch my breath, Tasha was already untying my apron strings. "Victory makeover time!" she announced, while Maya appeared with a hairbrush like she'd been planning this ambush all along.
"Wait, what—"
"Ethan texted you the coffee shop address, right?" Maya grinned, attacking my hair with quick, efficient strokes. "Can't have you showing up looking like you've been wrestling with a wok all day."
Tasha smoothed down my blouse while Maya worked on taming the kitchen humidity from my hair. Their hands were gentle but insistent, turning me into their willing mannequin. "There," Maya said, stepping back to admire her work. "Perfect anime heroine hair. Soft and swooshy."
"Got to get you ready for your date with Ethan," they cackled together, like they'd rehearsed it.
Susan appeared beside us with a small smile that didn't quite reach her eyes. "Have a good time. Ethan seems like a really nice guy."
The words hit me sideways. Susan had barely tolerated Ethan before, rolling her eyes whenever he joined our lunch table or made his gentle jokes. Now she was practically endorsing him.
Before I could ask what changed, she pulled me into a fierce hug, her arms tight around my shoulders for just a moment. Then she stepped back, grabbed her bag, and hurried toward the exit without looking back.
* * *
The coffee shop's door felt heavier than it should have as I pushed through, my stomach doing somersaults that had nothing to do with the miso broth I'd been tasting all afternoon. Maya's "perfect anime heroine hair" suddenly felt ridiculous, like I was playing dress-up for a role I wasn't sure I wanted.
Did I even want to date Ethan? The question had been gnawing at me since Tasha and Maya started their victory makeover. Sure, he was kind and funny and played guitar like some indie movie love interest. But when I tried to imagine actually kissing him, my brain just...stalled. Like a computer trying to run software it didn't have.
Maybe Susan was right. Maybe liking cooking and hanging out with girls didn't automatically mean I had to want to kiss boys. Maybe—
I froze in the doorway.
Ethan wasn't alone. He sat across from someone I vaguely recognized from the music club — shoulder-length auburn hair, confident posture, now wearing a red top and black skirt that looked effortlessly cool. My first instinct was to back out before he saw me, but Ethan's face lit up with that easy grin and he waved me over.
"Stephanie! You made it." He stood up as I approached their table, practically bouncing with excitement. "This is my cousin Danielle. Dani, meet Stephanie."
"Hi," I managed, sliding into the empty chair and trying not to look as confused as I felt. Had he...brought a wingwoman? Was this some weird group date situation?
Danielle smiled at me with genuine warmth. "Nice to finally meet you. Ethan's told me a lot about you."
"I said you two had things in common," Ethan said, his words tumbling over each other in his eagerness. "And I had to get Danielle's permission first, but—" He glanced at his cousin, who nodded encouragingly. "She transitioned a few years ago and thought you should meet."
The words hit me like a small explosive. I stared at Danielle, really looking at her for the first time. The confident way she held herself, the casual grace in her movements, the slight defensiveness that flickered behind her smile — waiting to see how I'd react.
"Oh," I breathed, the syllable barely audible over the coffee shop's ambient chatter.
"You look so good," I blurted out, then immediately wanted to crawl under the table. "I mean — sorry, that probably sounds weird, but you just look so..." I gestured helplessly at her, at the way she sat there looking completely at ease in her own skin. "Normal. Like, effortlessly normal."
Danielle threw back her head and laughed, a rich sound that made other customers glance over with smiles. "Five years of hormones and a bit of surgery can do wonders. Trust me, I didn't always look this 'effortlessly normal.'" She made air quotes around the words, still grinning.
Then her expression shifted, eyes narrowing as she studied my face with the kind of shrewd attention that made me squirm. "I think my little cousin" — she emphasized the word like she was talking about a particularly dim child — "was being his clueless self and gave you the impression this was a date, didn't he?"
My cheeks flared hot. "No, I didn't think — I mean, he just said coffee and I assumed—"
"Stephanie." Her voice was gentle but firm. "It's okay. Did you think this was a date?"
I looked at Ethan, who was turning approximately the same shade as a ripe tomato, then back at Danielle's knowing smile. A laugh bubbled up from somewhere deep in my chest, the kind that comes when you realize you've been acting like a complete disaster.
"Yeah," I admitted. "I totally thought this was a date. Maya and Tasha spent an hour doing my hair and giving me pep talks about how to sit and what to order."
Ethan made a strangled noise. "Oh god, Stephanie, I'm so sorry. I should have been clearer. I mean, not that I wouldn't be happy to date you — you're amazing and funny and —" He was babbling now, hands gesturing wildly. "But that's not what I meant when I said coffee. I just thought you should meet someone who's been where you are."
"It's okay," I said, and surprised myself by meaning it. The relief washing over me was bigger than the embarrassment. "Really. I believe you."
Danielle reached across the table and squeezed my hand. "Besides, now we can skip all the awkward first-date small talk and get straight to the good stuff. Like how you knew you were a girl, and what you're planning to do about it."
The knot in my stomach that I'd been carrying all afternoon suddenly loosened. I wasn't disappointed — I was relieved. The thought hit me like a splash of cold water, clarifying everything in an instant. I didn't want to date Ethan. I'd wanted to want to, because that's what girls were supposed to do with nice boys who played guitar and complimented their cooking. But sitting here, watching him fidget with his coffee cup while his cousin smiled at me with understanding eyes, I realized I'd been forcing myself into a script that didn't fit.
"So," Danielle said, leaning forward with the kind of conspiratorial energy Maya used when discussing anime plot twists, "tell me about this journey you're on. When did you know?"
I glanced at Ethan, who nodded encouragingly. "It's okay," he said. "Dani helped me understand a lot of stuff when she was figuring things out. I trust her completely."
"It's weird," I started, surprised by how easy the words came. "I kept waiting for some big moment of revelation, you know? Like in movies where the character suddenly sees themselves clearly. But it was more like..." I paused, searching for the right comparison. "Like slowly realizing I'd been wearing shoes that were the wrong size my entire life."
Danielle laughed. "Oh, that's perfect. I used to tell people it felt like I'd been cast in the wrong play and everyone kept insisting I just needed to memorize my lines better."
"Yes!" The exclamation burst out of me louder than I'd intended. "That's exactly it. Everyone kept saying I just needed to try harder to be a boy, but I didn't want to get better at it. I wanted to quit the show entirely."
Ethan grinned, settling back in his chair like he was watching his favorite movie. His whole posture radiated satisfaction — not the nervous energy of someone on a failed date, but the pleased contentment of someone who'd successfully introduced two people who needed to meet.
"What about school?" Danielle asked. "Are you out there?"
"Sort of. I'm using Stephanie with most of my friends, and some teachers are starting to catch on. But it's..." I shrugged, suddenly feeling younger than my fifteen years. "Complicated."
"It always is," she said softly. "But it gets easier. I promise."
The conversation flowed from there — her stories of awkward teenage years, my tales of Elena's bathroom petition crusade, shared laughter over the ridiculous things people said when they were trying to be supportive.
* * *
The hug with Danielle lingered just long enough to feel real — not the quick, polite squeeze people give when they're being nice, but the kind that says I see you and you're going to be okay. When I pulled back, she squeezed my shoulder once more.
"Text me anytime," she said, pressing a piece of paper with her number into my hand. "Seriously. Three AM existential crisis, random Tuesday celebration, whatever."
I turned to Ethan, who was hovering nearby with his hands shoved deep in his jacket pockets. The afternoon light caught the ink on his forearms — song lyrics in his messy handwriting that I'd always thought made him look mysterious and artistic. Now, after two hours of Danielle's stories about his middle school emo phase and the time he cried during The Notebook, he just looked like what he was: a sweet, slightly awkward guy who wore his heart on his sleeves. Literally.
"Thanks," I said, meaning it. "For today. For introducing us."
He grinned, the same lopsided smile that had made my stomach flutter for weeks. Except now it didn't. Now it just made me feel warm in the way good friends do. "She likes you. I can tell. You're going to be fine, Stephanie."
My phone buzzed as I walked toward the bus stop. Susan: Are you around? Want to meet up?
I texted back quickly: Near Riverside Park. Have lots to tell you.
On my way.

      ***Twenty minutes later, Susan appeared at the edge of the playground, walking with that quick, purposeful stride that always made it seem like she was late for something important. Her hair was messier than usual, like she'd been running her fingers through it, and she wore an oversized cardigan that made her look smaller somehow.
"Hey," I started, settling onto one of the swings. "You're not going to believe what just happened at the coffee shop. So Ethan—"
"I need to say something first." Susan dropped into the swing next to mine but didn't sit back, just perched on the edge like she might bolt at any second. "I've been thinking all afternoon and I'm an idiot. A selfish, stupid idiot."
The words tumbled out of her in a rush, nothing like her usual measured way of speaking. No pauses to think, no careful editing. Just raw honesty that made my heart race.
"I should have been more supportive. From the beginning. But I had this whole fantasy in my head about what this was going to be." She stared at her hands, twisted in her lap. "I thought you were this cute, awkward boy who was exploring his feminine side, and I'd be the cool girlfriend who helped you figure it out. It fit my whole self-image, you know? Susan the put-together one, helping poor confused Steven."
My swing creaked as I turned to face her fully. This wasn't the Susan I knew — the one who sketched in margins and deflected everything with dry jokes. This was someone stripped down to nerve endings.
"But instead you became this confident, amazing girl, and where did that leave me?" Her voice cracked slightly. "If you were the cool one, the assured one, then I was just the awkward girl who didn't even know her own sexuality. And I hate — hate — not being in control."
She finally looked up, eyes bright with unshed tears. "So I wanted you to stay a boy. Which is the most selfish thing I've ever thought. But at least now you have Ethan, and he's not a mess like me."
"But you were the one helping me become a girl," I said, the words spilling out before I could think them through. "You pulled me back into the group when I was hiding. You taught me how to walk differently, how to sit. You—"
"Because that's what you wanted." Susan's voice was fierce now, protective. "And I want you to be happy. Because I—" She hesitated, took a shaky breath. "Because I love you. And it sucks that I'm such a mess about it. But at least you have Ethan."
The world tilted sideways. Susan — controlled, careful Susan — had just cracked herself open and spilled everything at my feet. She loved me. Not past tense, not hypothetical. Present tense, real and raw and terrifying. 
I watched her face — the tear tracks catching lamplight, the way her mouth trembled slightly — and saw her completely. Not just beautiful, but rawly, wildly attractive. And despite everything she'd just confessed, I realized she'd been there for me through this entire process. Whatever doubts she'd had, whatever fear, she'd always shown up.
"Ethan doesn't want to date me," I said quietly. "And I don't want to date him."
Susan's head snapped up, confusion flickering across her face.
I stood up from the swing, took a step closer. "The coffee thing wasn't a date. He wanted me to meet his cousin. She's trans."
"Oh." Susan blinked, processing. "But I thought—"
"You thought wrong." I reached for her hands, pulled her to her feet. "So you might just be stuck with having me as your cool girlfriend."
The word hung between us — girlfriend — and I watched Susan's face cycle through surprise, hope, and something that looked like relief. I leaned in, close enough to see the faint freckles across her nose, close enough to feel her breath catch.
"Is that okay?" I whispered.
Instead of answering, she kissed me.






  
  Chapter seventeen








Hand in Hand


The morning air felt different as we walked toward school, our fingers threaded together like we'd been doing this for years instead of hours. Susan's palm was warm against mine, slightly damp with nerves, and every few steps I felt her grip tighten like she was reminding herself this was real. 
"You sure about this?" she asked for the third time, voice pitched low enough that only I could hear. Her cheeks were already flushed pink, and we weren't even at the building yet.
"Are you?" I squeezed her hand back, watching the way she bit her lower lip — a nervous habit I'd never noticed before yesterday. "Because if you want to let go—"
"Don't." The word came out sharp, almost desperate. "I just — people are going to talk."
She wasn't wrong. The moment we hit the front steps, I felt it — that ripple of attention that follows drama like a wake behind a boat. Conversations paused mid-sentence. Heads turned with the subtlety of compass needles finding north.
But this time felt different from those early days when I'd walked through the halls in my first blouse, shoulders hunched against whispers. Then, I'd been alone, drowning in stares that felt like judgment. Now, with Susan's hand anchored to mine, the attention felt less like a spotlight and more like acknowledgment. We were something worth noticing, not just something worth mocking.
"Holy shit," someone breathed behind us. "Is that really Susan Leeds?"
I glanced at Susan, expecting to see her usual armor of controlled indifference. Instead, she was luminous. Her hair caught the morning light streaming through the entrance windows, and without her usual defensive slouch, she looked taller, more graceful. The flush in her cheeks made her eyes brighter, and there was something about the way she held herself — vulnerable but unashamed — that was magnetic.
"I never realized she was so—" another voice started, then trailed off into awed silence.
Susan's grip on my hand now felt less like panic and more like determination. Like she was choosing to be seen, choosing to be talked about, choosing me over the safety of invisibility.
"They're staring," she murmured, but her voice held wonder instead of fear.
"At both of us," I said, bumping her shoulder with mine. "Good thing we're worth staring at."
A laugh bubbled out of her — not her usual measured chuckle, but something bright and unguarded. The sound made a few more heads turn, and I caught the exact moment when Jake Morrison nearly walked into a locker because he was too busy gawking at Susan's smile.
We made it to my locker before the first real test arrived. Maya's voice carried across the hallway like a battle cry — "Stephanie!" — followed by the rapid-fire click of her boots as she practically sprinted toward us.
I braced myself, but kept Susan's hand firmly in mine. Maya's eyes went wide as dinner plates when she spotted our intertwined fingers, and for a split second I wondered if this was about to get awkward.
Instead, she clasped her hands together against her chest like she was watching the finale of her favorite anime. "It's just like Haruka Tenoh and Michiru Kaioh getting together!"
Susan blinked. "Who?"
"Sailor Uranus and Sailor Neptune," Maya clarified with the forbearance of someone accustomed to explaining her references. "They're this beautiful pair who are completely dedicated to each other and—"
"Maya." Susan whispers "geek" at Maya's anime rapture, but grins and lifts their clasped hands higher like a Sailor Moon victory pose.
Tasha appeared with her usual efficient stride, Elena right behind her. Tasha took one look at our joined hands and broke into the kind of smile that could power the school's lighting system.
"About time," she said, pulling me into a one-armed hug that somehow managed to include Susan too. "I was starting to think you two were going to dance around each other until graduation."
"We weren't dancing around anything," Susan protested, but her cheeks went pinker.
I looked at Tasha, raising an eyebrow. "Wait a minute. Just yesterday you were practically pushing me toward Ethan. You literally asked if we were going to the movies together."
Tasha's grin turned sheepish, but she didn't look the least bit sorry. "Yeah, well, I didn't know how long Susan was going to take to actually do something about her feelings." She shot Susan a pointed look. "Other than sketching you in her notebook margins every chance she got and pretending nobody noticed."
Susan made a strangled noise of protest. "I don't sketch in margins—"
"You absolutely do," Maya chimed in helpfully, adjusting her glasses with the kind of enthusiasm she usually reserved for anime discussions. "There's this really good one from English class where Stephanie's reading aloud and you captured that little smile she gets when she's concentrating. The shading on her—"
"Maya!" Susan's face was now officially the color of a stop sign.
Tasha waved a dismissive hand, clearly enjoying Susan's mortification. "Anyway, I figured Ethan might be good motivation. You know, a little competitive pressure to get our resident artist off the bench and into the game." She looked pleased with herself. "Sometimes people need a nudge to realize what they're about to lose."
"That's terrifying," I said, but I was laughing despite myself. "You were manipulating us."
"I prefer 'strategic friend management,'" Tasha replied with dignity. "And it worked, didn't it?"
Elena pumped her fist in the air like she'd just scored the winning goal. "Finally! And now we can go gossip about it in the girls' bathroom together."
My stomach did a little flip. "Elena—"
"Oh, did I not mention?" She was practically bouncing on her toes, her water bottle covered in protest stickers catching the light as she gestured. "The petition worked. Well, the petition plus some strategic nudging from Mr. Cromwell. Principal Hofstra announced it this morning — students can use the bathroom they identify with. Plus, they're installing gender-neutral stalls by next semester."
The words hit me like a wave. For a moment, I couldn't breathe. All those signatures, all those conversations, all those times Elena had marched into the principal's office with her clipboard and her unwavering conviction — it had actually worked.
"Are you serious?" My voice came out smaller than I intended.
"Dead serious." Elena's grin was fierce with triumph. "No more sneaking around, no more holding it all day, no more—"
She didn't need to finish. We all knew what she meant. No more of the thousand small humiliations that came with not fitting neatly into the boxes other people had built.
Maya let out a whoop that echoed off the lockers.“It’s exactly like Little Witch Academia—where Akko doesn’t have magic, but she’s magic. That's you Stephanie, all the way.”
Tasha pulled out her phone, probably already texting the news to half the school. And Susan — Susan squeezed my hand, her smile soft and proud.
"So," Elena said, eyes twinkling with mischief, "ready to christen the girls' room with some proper gossip about your new girlfriend?"
* * *
The smell of pot roast hit us the moment we walked through the front door, rich and warm and exactly what I needed after Elena's bathroom announcement had left me feeling like I might float away. Susan's hand was still in mine, and I wasn't planning to let go anytime soon.
"Mom, I'm home," I called, then added quickly, "and I brought Susan."
Carol Winters appeared in the doorway to the kitchen, wiping her hands on a dish towel. Her smile was the kind that was trying a little too hard to look natural, but it was genuine underneath. "Susan, how lovely. I hope you like pot roast — I made extra just in case."
"Thank you, Mrs. Winters." Susan's voice had that careful politeness she used with adults she wasn't sure about yet. "It smells amazing."
Dad emerged from the kitchen carrying plates, his sleeves rolled up and his hair doing that cowlick thing it always did when he'd been leaning over the stove. "Susan, right? Good to meet you properly." He set down the plates with the kind of deliberate care that meant he was nervous too but trying not to show it.
The sound of jingling bracelets announced Grandma June before we saw her. She rounded the corner from the living room, wearing a cardigan the color of spring grass and at least four different necklaces that somehow worked together. Her bright blue eyes took me in from head to toe — the blouse Susan had helped me pick out, my hair clipped back the way she'd shown me, the confidence I was still learning to wear.
Her smile bloomed across her whole face. "Look at you, honey. Just look at you."
Heat crept up my neck, but it was the good kind. The kind that came from being seen exactly as you were and having someone light up because of it.
Then her gaze shifted to Susan, still holding my hand, and her expression turned sly. "And who's this?"
"Grandma, this is Susan. My..." I hesitated, the word still new and precious on my tongue.
"Girlfriend," Susan finished quietly, her chin lifting in that stubborn way I'd come to love.
Grandma June's smile turned positively wicked. She reached out and patted both our joined hands with fingers that sparkled with rings. "It's good to find your own path. But it's even better to have the right person walking the path with you."
Under the table, Susan's fingers interlaced with mine  and I felt not just seen — but complete.
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