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Introduction

“Be the opposite of who you are. Dress up like a girl, and you’ll be happy.”
This is an illustrated romance novel, complete with beautiful images inside. Enjoy!

∞∞∞

I thought my life was over.

Not dramatically. Not beautifully. Just quietly.

I was twenty-six, working evening shifts at Morrow & Finch Books, smiling at customers, recommending novels, closing the register, and going home to an apartment that felt as gray as I did. I wasn’t really living. I was just staying alive in the most ordinary way possible.

Then I found a strange self-help book in the backroom.

Truly Madly Happy: Small Experiments for People Who Forgot How to Live.

One chapter told me to become the opposite of who I was for one night. I thought it was ridiculous. I thought it was desperate. I thought it was exactly the kind of thing a lonely person should never take seriously.

But after closing, surrounded by dusty boxes and old event costumes, I put on a blouse, a skirt, a cardigan, and a wig.

And for the first time in months, I felt awake.

I called myself Evie.

She was supposed to be private. A secret little experiment. A girl who only existed after hours, between the shelves, where no one could see me wanting to be soft, pretty, and alive.

Then Professor Jules Porter knocked on the bookstore door.

He thought I was a woman. He asked my name. I panicked and said Evie.

And somehow, that one lie became the most beautiful part of my life.

Jules was gentle, intelligent, and dangerously observant. He came back for books, then conversations, then me. He invited Evie to poetry readings, took her to diners, held her hand, and looked at her like she was someone worth finding.

The more he wanted Evie, the more terrified I became.

Because I was still Evan underneath the lipstick, the skirts, the perfume, and the soft curls. I was still the sad bookstore clerk who had found a doorway in a yellow book and walked through it in borrowed clothes.

Clutch your Pearl Necklace Tight and

Prepare for a Transgender Romance Ride!

Note: Crossdressing in The Backroom is a tender, emotional, slow-burn romance about secret selves, ordinary happiness, soft femininity, depression, desire, and the terrifying miracle of being truly seen.

I’m Lilly Lustwood and I’m a transgender woman. I’m a senior editor by day and I recall and write my romantic rendezvous by night.

Most of my titles deal with feminization. A fragment of what makes me find happiness in my gender identity, amidst the discrimination against women like me, is my transformation.

When I look in the mirror and I gaze at my authentic self, I know that no matter what happens, I’m living my life and not somebody else’s idea of how I should.

The clothes I wear, my long black hair, the fruity bath products that I use, the hormone medications I take before I go to bed, the sillage of my floral perfume, the surgeries I’ve undergone, and every step that I take with my size 12 Jimmy Choos, are all proudly from me…

…from my authentic feminine self.

Picture this…

❖   I have long and straight black hair and stand 5ft 6in.

❖   My curvaceous physique enjoys silk dresses

❖   I’m blessed with huge cat eyes and heart-shaped lips

❖   I want to share the rest, but that’s not very lady-like *wink*

Now that you know what your storyteller looks like, let’s get to Crossdressing in The Backroom.


Free Vip Mailing List

∞∞∞

Before we get to the exciting part, I’m cordially inviting you to be a Lilly Lustwood VIP.

IT DOESN’T COST ANYTHING. All you have to do is Join my Mailing List.

I will be sending you FREE Exclusive Romantic Content that you won’t find anywhere else.

My First Gift For You
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Apart from that, I’ll also send you Announcements of my New Releases and Promos.

I won’t send you anything that’s not related to my stories and I won’t share your information with any person or entity.

CLICK TO READ FOR FREE

or Copy this Link -> stats.sender.net/forms/er756a/view

Note: Please check your Spam or Promotions tab
if the confirmation doesn’t arrive in your inbox.

Love Always, Lilly


Chapter 1
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RAIN ALWAYS made Morrow & Finch Books look more romantic than it actually was. From the outside, with water streaking down the front windows and the old brass letters glowing above the door, the store looked like the kind of place where lonely people came to be saved.

Warm lamps. Narrow aisles. Wooden shelves that leaned slightly inward, as if the books were conspiring with one another. A little chalkboard sign out front that said things like Ask us for a book that will ruin your week beautifully because Celes Terra, our owner, believed bookstores should flirt with people before taking their money.

Inside, it smelled like paper, dust, burnt coffee, and whatever lavender cleaning spray Clara kept buying even though it made the back counter smell like a grandmother’s purse.

Customers loved it.

They took pictures of the front table. They whispered about the “vibe.” They said things like, “Oh my God, I could live here,” while holding twelve-dollar oat milk lattes from the café next door and never buying anything except maybe one greeting card with a fox on it.

I understood the fantasy. I really did.

A cozy independent bookstore tucked between a laundromat and a coffee shop sounded like a soft place to exist. It sounded like rain, cardigans, second chances, and falling in love with someone who underlined poetry.

But when a place became your job, the magic got fingerprints on it.

The front table wasn’t charming. It was something I had to straighten six times a shift because people picked up hardcovers, sighed over the price, and put them back sideways. The rain wasn’t romantic. It meant wet footprints on the floor and damp umbrellas dripping near the local author display. The old wooden shelves weren’t quaint. They gave splinters. The lamps were beautiful until one flickered for three weeks and made me wonder whether it was possible to develop a personal grudge against a lightbulb.

And me?

I was Evan Lipton, twenty-six years old, evening clerk, professional recommender of books I no longer had the energy to read.

I could still do the job. That was the annoying part. Depression had not been courteous enough to make me visibly incompetent.

I knew where everything went. I knew which new releases were actually good and which ones were just wearing expensive covers. I knew how to smile at customers without showing too much of my teeth. I knew how to say, “That’s a great choice,” even when someone bought a thriller with a plot twist I guessed from the blurb.

I knew how to exist in a way that did not alarm people.

That was, honestly, my main adult skill.

“Do you have anything sad, but not, like, devastating?” a woman asked me that night, shaking rain from her coat near the staff picks.

I stood behind the counter with one hand on the register and the other wrapped around a mug of coffee that had gone cold forty minutes ago.

“Emotionally bruising, but still safe to read in public?” I asked.

Her face brightened. “Exactly.”

I nodded like this was a serious medical consultation. “You want quiet literary sadness. Not ugly-cry sadness. Not dead-dog sadness. More like staring-out-a-window-while-your-life-quietly-disappoints-you sadness.”

She laughed. “Yes. Wow. That’s exactly it.”

Lucky her, I thought. She got to laugh at that description.

I walked her two aisles over and pulled out a slim paperback with a pale blue cover. “This one hurts politely.”

She held it to her chest like I had handed her a bird. “That’s such a good way to put it.”

“Bookstores are mostly just emotional triage,” I said.

She laughed again.

I smiled because that was the correct shape for my face to make.

After she paid, she tucked the book under her arm and rushed back into the rain, already looking more hopeful than when she came in. That was the part that always irritated me in a small, ugly way I tried not to acknowledge. People entered Morrow & Finch looking lost, and I helped them leave with something.

A novel.

A poem.

A cookbook.

A little square of meaning wrapped in a paper bag.

Then I stayed behind with the receipt paper, the return cart, and the exact same hollow feeling I had brought in with me.

By eight-thirty, the store had thinned to three customers.

One man in the history section kept sighing like every war had personally disappointed him. A college girl sat cross-legged by the poetry shelf with a stack of books she was absolutely not going to buy. Near the front, an older woman flipped through a gardening book with the grave expression of someone preparing to negotiate with God over tomatoes.

I leaned against the counter and looked at the clock.

Thirty minutes until closing.

Thirty minutes until I could lock the door, count the drawer, shelve the returns, vacuum the rug, take the trash through the back alley, and walk home under the thin black umbrella I had bought from a gas station after my real one broke last month.

Thirty minutes until my apartment.

My apartment was not bad enough to justify how much I hated going back to it. That made me feel guilty, which was one of my brain’s favorite seasonings.

It was a studio over a pharmacy, with a radiator that knocked at night like someone trapped in the wall and a refrigerator that hummed with the confidence of a small aircraft. I had a bed, a table, three mugs, too many unread books, and a laundry chair that had slowly become less of a chair and more of a textile-based landmark.

There was nothing tragic about it.

That was the problem.

My life was not tragic. It was just… gray.

Not black. Not ruined. Not dramatic enough to become a memoir. Just gray, all the way through. Gray mornings. Gray socks. Gray meals eaten standing up because sitting down made dinner feel too intentional. Gray shifts. Gray walks home. Gray sleep that never felt like rest.

Sometimes I wished something enormous would happen. Something clean and undeniable. A meteor. A fire. A phone call. A diagnosis. A reason.

Instead, life kept handing me more Tuesdays.

The bell above the door chimed as the last customer left at eight fifty-six.

I locked the front door at nine, turned the sign to CLOSED, and stood there for a second with my hand on the deadbolt.

Outside, the street shone under the rain. Cars hissed past. The laundromat sign buzzed blue and white. Through its fogged windows, dryers spun other people’s clothes in circles, warm and golden, like even socks had somewhere to go.

I switched off the front display lights one by one.

The store settled around me.

A bookstore after closing had a different personality. During the day, it performed. It welcomed, suggested, charmed, and sold. At night, it seemed to exhale. The shelves went quiet. The lamps grew softer. The aisles stretched longer than they should have. The books stopped pretending they were products and became, for a while, themselves.

I liked the store best after closing.

That was the part I never told anyone.

Not Clara, because she would say, “That’s poetic and concerning.”

Not Celes, because she would look at me for too long with those dark, knowing eyes and then ask if I was sleeping enough.

I was not sleeping enough.

But everyone was not sleeping enough. America ran on iced coffee, denial, and lower back pain. I was not special.

I took the returns cart from behind the counter and pushed it toward fiction.

The wheels squeaked.

“Same,” I muttered.

I shelved two romance novels, three thrillers, one memoir by a man who looked too young to have learned that much, and a cookbook called Root to Table that had been returned with a receipt tucked inside like a confession.

By the time I finished, it was nine forty.

I still had inventory.

Inventory was technically Clara’s job on Thursdays, but Clara had switched shifts with me because her cousin was in town, and apparently her cousin’s emotional support required margaritas. So I was alone with a scanner, a clipboard, and the section of the back shelves where books went to be forgotten by both customers and God.

The backroom sat behind a half-door near the staff bathroom. It had once been a storage office, then an event prep area, then a general graveyard for things nobody wanted to make decisions about. Boxes of unsold hardcovers. Folded chairs. A broken lectern from an author event. Fake ivy from the fantasy release party. A plastic bin labeled HOLIDAY DECOR / MAYBE. A standing mirror with a crack across one corner. Old tablecloths. Dust. Receipts. Shame.

I dragged in a stool, opened the inventory app on the store tablet, and began scanning.

Beep.

Beep.

Beep.

My body knew the rhythm. My mind floated somewhere above it, bored and tired, like a ghost assigned to retail.

Beep.

A memoir about grief.

Beep.

A book of essays on happiness.

I snorted.

Beep.

A guide to sourdough.

Beep.

A self-help book with a yellow spine.

The scanner rejected it.

I frowned and tried again.

Nothing.

The title read: Truly Madly Happy: Small Experiments for People Who Forgot How to Live.

I stared at it.

The cover was aggressively cheerful. Yellow, but not a dignified mustard yellow. More like sunshine had been weaponized. The words were printed in rounded white letters, and beneath them was an illustration of a person opening a door into a field of flowers.

I hated it immediately.

“Absolutely not,” I said to the empty room.

The book, being a book, did not defend itself.

I typed the ISBN into the inventory system. No result.

I tried again. Still nothing.

That happened sometimes. Advanced reader copies. Old event stock. Weird donations Celes accepted because she had the spiritual boundaries of a Victorian widow feeding birds.

I flipped open the front cover.

No price sticker. No store label. No note.

Just a blank first page and then the title again, sitting there with its unbearable confidence.

Truly Madly Happy.

It sounded like the name of a wellness podcast hosted by a woman who owned matching ceramic jars.

I should have tossed it into the donation pile.

Instead, I opened to the table of contents.

The chapter titles were ridiculous.

Eat Breakfast Somewhere You’ve Never Been.
Write a Letter You’ll Never Send.
Spend One Day Saying Yes to Small Things.
Wear a Color That Embarrasses You.
Become the Opposite of Who You Are for One Night.

My thumb stopped.

The backroom went very quiet.

I stared at that line longer than I wanted to.

Become the opposite of who you are for one night.

There was something insulting about it. Something childish and easy. As if sadness were a sweater you could take off if only you tried a different one. As if a person could step outside the shape of himself for an evening and come back repaired.

I turned to the chapter anyway.

Not because I believed in it.

Obviously not.

I was simply confirming that it was stupid.

The chapter began with a paragraph in large italic type:

When you have lived as one version of yourself for too long, life may begin to feel finished. Not because it is finished, but because your senses have stopped reporting new information. To become the opposite of who you are is not to lie. It is to interrupt the pattern. Change your clothes. Change your name. Change your scent. Change your posture. Give your nervous system a new doorway. Walk through it, even if you feel foolish.

I read it once.

Then again.

Then I closed the book with unnecessary force.

“Give your nervous system a new doorway,” I said, because sometimes repeating something aloud made it less powerful.

It did not.

I set the book aside and scanned three more titles.

Beep.

Beep.

Beep.

My eyes kept going back to the yellow cover.

I hated that.

I hated when something found the soft, rotten place inside me without permission.

I picked it up again.

The chapter had a list.

For one night, choose a self who is unlike your usual self. If you are rigid, become playful. If you are invisible, become noticeable. If you are loud, become quiet. If you are hard, become soft. Do not choose what is impressive. Choose what feels impossible.

I laughed under my breath.

Hard?

I was not hard.

I was barely a person.

Soft, maybe. But not in a beautiful way. More like bread left in the sink.

My usual self was a twenty-six-year-old man in black jeans, an old navy sweater, and sneakers with one lace that never stayed tied. My usual self had grown his hair out only because haircuts required making appointments. My usual self shaved when the mirror became too honest. My usual self bought the same frozen dinners because choice exhausted him. My usual self smiled when spoken to and disappeared when not.

What was the opposite of that?

Alive, maybe.

No. Too ambitious.

Happy?

Ridiculous.

Pretty?

The word arrived so suddenly I almost looked over my shoulder, as if someone else had said it.

Pretty.

I frowned at the page.

I did not want to be pretty.

That was not a thought I had.

That was not a category I belonged to. Pretty was for women with glossy hair at the coffee shop, for girls in floral dresses who held tote bags like they had opinions about linen, for Clara on days she wore red lipstick and made customers forget what they came in for.

Pretty was not for Evan Lipton, who knew how to unjam the receipt printer by hitting it in the emotionally correct place.

And yet—

The backroom had a bin.

I knew it had a bin because I had tripped over it two weeks earlier while looking for extra tote bags. A plastic storage bin labeled EVENT COSTUMES / FABRIC / MISC in Clara’s handwriting. It held the remains of bookstore theme nights: capes from a fantasy launch, hats from a mystery event, scarves from a poetry fundraiser, and old display clothes Celes used to style mannequins before she decided mannequins were “too emotionally vacant.”

I looked toward the corner.

The bin sat beneath a folded table, half covered by a sheet.

“No,” I said.

The word sounded small.

I looked at the book again.

Choose what feels impossible.

My pulse gave a strange little knock.

It was not excitement. Not exactly. It felt more like standing too close to the edge of a train platform. Fear, but with movement inside it.

I stood up.

Then sat down.

Then stood again, irritated with my own body.

“This is insane,” I told the backroom.

The backroom, having seen author events, poetry slams, and one children’s magician who cried in the staff bathroom, had no right to judge me.

I pulled the bin out.

Dust rose in a soft gray cloud.

Inside, there were indeed capes, scarves, a feathered mask, two plastic swords, a stack of table runners, and several pieces of clothing folded badly. I lifted them out one by one.

A black velvet jacket.

A ruffled white shirt from some Dracula-themed event.

A long green skirt.

A cream blouse.

A soft cardigan the color of oatmeal.

At the bottom was a wig in a netted bag, tangled but not hopeless. Light brown, shoulder-length, with a slight wave. There was also a pair of ballet flats with the price tag still stuck to one sole.

I stared down at everything.

It looked harmless.

That made it worse.

If the clothes had looked ridiculous, I could have laughed and stopped. If the wig had been neon pink or the skirt had been sequined, I could have dismissed the whole thing as absurd.

But the clothes were quiet.

Simple.

Almost believable.

A cream blouse. A long skirt. A cardigan.

Things someone might wear while browsing poetry on a rainy night.

My mouth went dry.

I checked the time.

Ten twelve.

No one was coming. The store was locked. Clara was probably three margaritas deep. Celes had gone home at six and would not return until morning. The street outside was half asleep.

I told myself I was only going to hold the clothes up.

That was all.

Research, basically.

The kind of harmless stupidity a person did alone and never mentioned.

I lifted the blouse.

It was softer than my sweater. Thin, but not cheap. The buttons were small and pearly. The collar had a delicate curve to it that made my throat feel suddenly obvious.

I held it against my chest and looked toward the cracked mirror.

No.

Absolutely not.

I lowered it.

Then, because apparently humiliation had a gravitational pull, I took off my sweater.

The backroom air touched my arms. I stood there in my T-shirt, feeling stupidly vulnerable, as if the books were watching from their boxes.

I put on the blouse.

It took me three tries to get the buttons right because they were on the other side.

“Of course,” I whispered, fumbling. “Even the buttons are judging me.”

When it was finally closed, I looked down.

The blouse hung loosely on me. The sleeves were a little short. My chest looked flat beneath it in a way that made the garment seem confused. But the fabric changed something. It softened my outline. It made my hands look rougher and my wrists thinner. It made me aware of my body not as a problem exactly, but as material. Something that could be arranged.

I removed my jeans next, almost angry now. Angry at the book. Angry at myself. Angry that some small, curious part of me had started moving faster than shame could stop it.

The skirt had a side zipper. I stepped into it and pulled it up.

It settled around my waist with a weight I did not expect. The fabric fell past my knees and brushed my calves when I moved.

I froze.

That was the first real moment.

Not the blouse. Not the buttons. The skirt.

The movement of it.

I shifted my weight, and the fabric answered. A soft swing. A whisper against my legs. A different physics. My own body made unfamiliar by cloth.

My heart began to beat too quickly.

I grabbed the cardigan and put it on because suddenly the blouse alone felt too exposed. The cardigan was warm and loose, the sleeves long enough to cover half my hands.

I looked at the mirror.

The cracked mirror stood behind a leaning stack of event posters. Dust blurred the glass, and the fluorescent backroom light did no favors to anyone. My hair was a mess. My face was my face. My jaw too visible. My stubble not terrible, but present. My sneakers were still on.

I looked like a man in a blouse and skirt.

There it was.

The sentence I feared.

A man in a blouse and skirt.

The shame arrived hot and immediate. It climbed my neck. I almost tore everything off.

Then the book’s words surfaced again, smug and gentle.

Not as a lie, but as a doorway.

I hated that book.

I took off my sneakers.

The ballet flats were slightly too small but not unwearable. I slipped them on and stood very still.

My feet looked strange. Delicate, almost, which was a word I did not know what to do with.

The wig remained in the bin.

I stared at it like it was a dare.

“No,” I said.

Then I picked it up.

It smelled faintly of plastic and old perfume. I shook it out, combed through it with my fingers, and found a brush in the bin from some forgotten event. It took several minutes to make it less tragic. I pulled my own hair back as well as I could, then fit the wig over it.

For one second, I could not look.

I stood facing the mirror with my eyes lowered, my breathing too loud in the backroom.

This was the line.

I knew that without anyone telling me. Clothes could be explained as a joke, a dare, a costume, an accident if I was desperate enough. But the wig made it intentional. The wig meant I was trying to see someone.

I lifted my eyes.

And there—

Not fully.

Not magically.

Not like movies where lighting and music transformed a person into someone impossible.

There was still me. My nose. My mouth. My nervous eyes. The jaw I suddenly wished I had shaved closer. The shoulders I could not hide. The awkwardness I carried like a second skeleton.

But there was also someone else.

Someone softer.

Someone who looked less braced against the world.

The hair framed my face in a way my own never did. The cardigan made my shoulders seem smaller. The skirt gave my body a line that felt gentle instead of tired. My hands, half hidden by the sleeves, did not look like they belonged to a clerk waiting for life to end one shift at a time.

I stepped closer to the mirror.

The person stepped closer too.

I touched the wig near my cheek.

My reflection did the same.

My throat tightened.

It was not happiness. Not yet.

People used that word too carelessly, like it was a room anyone could enter if they found the correct door. What I felt was smaller and stranger than happiness.

Recognition, maybe.

Or relief.

Or the first breath after realizing I had been holding one for years.

“You look ridiculous,” I whispered.

The person in the mirror looked back with frightened eyes and did not entirely agree.

That was when the name came.

Not chosen. Not planned. Not dramatic.

Just there, like a book sliding off a shelf.

“Evie,” I said.

The sound of it startled me.

I pressed my fingers to my mouth.

Evie.

It was close enough to Evan to feel connected, but soft enough to feel like a secret. A nickname I had never been given. A version of me that might have existed in another life if someone had turned the lights on earlier.

I said it again, barely audible.

“Evie.”

My eyes burned.

I laughed once, but it broke in the middle.

How stupid, I thought.

How unbelievably stupid, to almost cry because of a skirt and an old wig in a bookstore backroom.

But maybe that was what frightened me most.

Not that it was stupid.

That it worked.

For the first time in months, I was not thinking about going home. I was not thinking about the laundry chair or the frozen dinner or the gray stretch of tomorrow waiting to repeat today. I was thinking about the angle of the cardigan. The fall of the skirt. The way the wig would look if I brushed it properly. Whether I could make my face softer somehow. Whether I had lip balm in my bag.

I was thinking forward.

A tiny, fragile forward.

Then the front door rattled.

My whole body turned to ice.

For one stunned second, I could not understand the sound. The store was locked. The sign was turned. No one was supposed to be there.

The rattling came again, followed by a muffled voice.

“Evan?”

Clara.

Panic did not arrive like a wave. It arrived like a trapdoor opening beneath me.

I grabbed the skirt with both hands, as if holding the fabric still could erase it.

“Evan?” Clara called again, louder. “Are you dead? Because if you died on my shift trade, that’s legally rude.”

I moved.

Badly.

The flats slipped against the floor as I stumbled toward the backroom door, then stopped because going out meant being seen. My clothes—my real clothes—were scattered on the chair. My jeans looked impossibly far away. My sweater might as well have been in another country.

Keys jingled at the front.

Clara had a key.

Of course Clara had a key.

I looked around wildly and did the only logical thing available to a grown man in a skirt hiding from his coworker.

I ducked behind a shelf.

Not even a good shelf. A rolling shelf stacked with overstock romance novels and a box labeled UNSORTED SADNESS, which was supposed to mean grief memoirs but suddenly felt personal.

The front door opened.

Rain noise rushed in, then cut off.

“Evan?” Clara’s voice echoed through the store. “Don’t be weird. I forgot my charger.”

I pressed myself behind the shelf and tried not to breathe.

The skirt pooled around my legs. The wig hair fell into my mouth. One ballet flat pinched my toe. My heart slammed so hard I thought the shelf might start moving from the force of it.

Footsteps crossed the front.

Clara had a very specific walk. Fast, impatient, heel-heavy, like she was always approaching a person who had disappointed her but might still become useful.

“Why is it so creepy in here after closing?” she muttered. “This is how white women get haunted.”

I almost laughed, which would have killed me.

She came closer.

The backroom light fell across the floor.

I could see her boots beneath the shelf. Black ankle boots, wet at the toes. She stopped near the counter.

“What the hell is this?” she said.

Silence.

Then paper rustled.

The book.

She had seen the book.

My stomach dropped.

“Truly Madly Happy,” Clara read aloud. Her tone changed immediately, becoming delighted in the cruel way only a friend’s tone could. “Oh, Evan. Babe.”

I closed my eyes.

“Small Experiments for People Who Forgot How to Live,” she continued. “Jesus. That title walked into therapy and asked for a receipt.”

I bit the inside of my cheek.

She flipped pages.

“Become the Opposite of Who You Are for One Night,” she read.

I felt every word land on me like a spotlight.

“Well,” she said, “that sounds like either healing or tax fraud.”

I gripped the edge of the shelf.

Please leave.

Please leave.

Please do not come into the backroom.

Please do not find me dressed like a nervous Victorian assistant librarian who lost a fight with a clearance bin.

Clara’s phone buzzed.

She sighed. “Yes, I found it,” she said into the phone. “No, I’m not stealing books. I work here, you goblin.”

A pause.

“No, Evan’s probably in the bathroom or communing with a ghost. I don’t know.”

Another pause.

“Fine. I’m coming.”

Her footsteps moved away, then stopped.

“Evan?” she called.

I held my breath.

“If you’re here and ignoring me, rude. Also, I’m taking this book emotionally hostage until tomorrow.”

My eyes flew open.

No.

No, no, no.

But then she laughed and set it back down—I heard the soft slap of cover against counter.

“Kidding. It looks contagious.”

The front door opened again.

“Lock up properly,” Clara called into the store. “And stop reading sad people homework!”

The door shut.

The lock clicked.

I stayed frozen for another full minute.

Maybe two.

My muscles had forgotten how to be muscles.

Finally, I crawled out from behind the shelf, which was not graceful in a skirt. Nothing about panic was graceful. The romance novels shifted behind me as if gossiping.

I stood in the backroom doorway and listened.

Nothing.

The store was empty again.

I should have been relieved.

I was relieved.

But beneath that relief was something else.

A thrill.

Not because I wanted Clara to see me. God, no. The thought made my skin feel too tight.

But because she almost had.

The secret had existed near another person for a moment. It had almost touched the world.

And I had survived.

I walked back to the mirror on unsteady legs.

Evie looked terrified.

Evie also looked more real than she had ten minutes ago.

I should have changed back immediately. I knew that. The experiment had gone far enough. Too far, probably. I had a shift to finish, inventory to complete, dignity to recover from wherever I had dropped it.

Instead, I picked up the brush and fixed the wig where it had slipped.

My hands shook.

“Okay,” I whispered to my reflection. “Okay. We’re fine.”

We.

That should have scared me more.

I found a tube of tinted lip balm in my bag. It was old, something I had bought in winter because my lips had cracked so badly they bled. Cherry, technically, though it had barely any color.

I applied it carefully.

My mouth changed.

Not much. Just enough.

I stared.

The difference was tiny, but I felt it everywhere.

It was embarrassing how little it took to make me want more.

A cleaner shave. Better hair. A blouse that actually fit. Something for my eyes. Maybe earrings. Maybe—

No.

I set the lip balm down as if it had become dangerous.

Inventory, I reminded myself.

I had inventory.

I kept the clothes on.

That was the first decision I could not explain away.

I told myself changing back would take too long, which was a lie. I told myself no one would come, which was probably true. I told myself I was just finishing the shift, which sounded practical enough to hide the real reason beneath it.

I wanted to know what it felt like to work as Evie.

So I did.

I scanned books in a skirt.

Beep.

Beep.

Beep.

I pushed the cart through the back aisle and felt the fabric move around my legs.

I shelved a book of essays and watched my cardigan sleeve fall over my hand.

I bent to pick up a dropped paperback and learned the first practical lesson of skirts, which was that bending like a man who had given up on life was no longer an option.

“Noted,” I muttered, adjusting myself.

The store looked different from inside Evie.

That was insane, obviously. The shelves had not moved. The lamps had not changed. The rain still streaked down the front windows. But my attention had shifted. I noticed reflections more. In the dark glass. In the brass of the old reading lamp. In the black screen of the register.

Small glimpses.

A soft shape passing between shelves.

A woman-shaped shadow, if one was generous and the lighting forgiving.

Each glimpse startled me.

Each one fed something.

By ten forty-five, the inventory was done. I returned the scanner, gathered the receipts, and started the closing checklist. My movements were slower because I kept catching myself being careful. Careful with the skirt. Careful with the wig. Careful with my hands.

Evan moved through life like a person trying not to leave evidence.

Evie, apparently, wanted to be arranged.

I did not know what to do with that.

At eleven, I stood behind the counter and counted the drawer.

The rain had softened outside. The laundromat had closed. The coffee shop was dark except for one light near the pastry case. The whole block looked rinsed and tired.

I placed the cash in the envelope, wrote the total, and sealed it.

That was when someone knocked on the front door.

Not Clara this time.

A man stood outside beneath a dark umbrella, shoulders hunched against the rain. He wore a long coat, the kind professors wore in movies when they were about to ruin someone’s life with a sentence about truth. His hair was dark and damp at the edges, and he held a leather satchel close to his side.

I stared at him.

He lifted one hand in apology and pointed at the door.

I did not move.

He mouthed something through the glass.

Please?

My brain split into several unhelpful pieces.

One piece said: The store is closed. Ignore him.

Another said: You are dressed like this.

Another, more deranged piece, noticed that he was handsome.

Not glossy handsome. Not gym-commercial handsome. He had a quieter face than that. Sharp in places, tired in others. A thoughtful mouth. Eyes that looked like they had read too much and slept too little. There was a gentleness to him, but not softness exactly. More like restraint.

He knocked again, lightly, not demanding.

I should have shaken my head.

I should have pointed to the closed sign.

I should have remembered that I was wearing a wig from a plastic bin and a skirt that did not belong to me.

Instead, I walked to the door.

Each step felt unreal.

The ballet flats whispered against the floor.

I turned the deadbolt and opened the door just enough for rain-cooled air to slip in.

“I’m so sorry,” he said immediately. His voice was warm, slightly breathless. “I know you’re closed. I’m being that person, and I hate that I’m being that person.”

I had not prepared a voice.

This felt like an oversight.

My normal voice sat in my throat like a brick.

“We are closed,” I said, softer than usual.

Not high. Not fake exactly. Just careful.

He winced. “Completely fair. I deserve that.”

The answer surprised me enough that I blinked.

He looked past me into the store, then back to my face. Not my body. My face.

“I’m looking for a copy of The Selected Poems of Edna St. Vincent Millay,” he said. “I teach at Briarwell, and I somehow managed to assign a poem for tomorrow that I do not physically own because apparently I enjoy professional humiliation.”

I knew the book.

A slim blue paperback. Poetry, second aisle, third shelf, left side.

I also knew I should not let him in.

“I can check if we have it,” I said.

His expression brightened, but he did not push the door. “Only if it won’t get you in trouble.”

I almost laughed.

In trouble with whom? The bookstore police? The ghost of Edna St. Vincent Millay? My own sanity?

“It’s fine,” I said.

I opened the door wider.

He stepped inside, closing his umbrella with awkward care so he would not drip all over the rug. That tiny consideration did something to me. Most customers entered like the weather was my fault.

“Thank you,” he said. “Really.”

“It’s okay.”

The bell above the door gave a small, traitorous chime.

I locked the door behind him out of habit, then realized locking myself inside with a strange man while dressed as a woman from a storage bin was perhaps not the height of strategic thinking.

He noticed the lock and smiled faintly.

“Promise I’m not here to rob you,” he said. “Unless you have rare poetry editions, in which case I’ll struggle morally.”

I turned away before my face could react too much.

“Poetry is this way.”

As I led him down the aisle, I became aware of everything at once.

The skirt moving.

The wig against my neck.

The cardigan sleeves.

The lip balm on my mouth.

The fact that I had not shaved closely enough.

The fact that he walked behind me, close enough to see whatever was wrong with me if he looked carefully.

My pulse beat in my ears.

Please don’t know.

Please don’t look too hard.

Please leave quickly.

Please stay.

The poetry section waited under a warm lamp. I scanned the shelf and found the Millay collection exactly where I remembered.

I pulled it down and handed it to him.

His fingers brushed mine.

Barely.

My body reacted as if the contact had been underlined.

“This is the one,” he said, relief softening his face. “You just saved me from reading off my laptop in front of twenty undergraduates who already suspect I’m held together by coffee and fraud.”

“That’s most adults,” I said before I could stop myself.

He looked at me.

Then he smiled.

A real smile. Not customer polite. Not rainy-night apologetic. Something amused and immediate.

“You’re not wrong.”

The smile changed his face completely. It made him younger for half a second. Less professor, more person.

I looked away first.

“Do you teach poetry?” I asked because silence felt dangerous.

“Literature,” he said. “Mostly nineteenth and twentieth century, with occasional detours into whatever I can convince the department counts as necessary.”

“Briarwell University?”

He nodded. “Jules Porter.”

He said it like an introduction after realizing he had skipped that part. Then he shifted the book to his other hand and offered me his.

I stared at it.

His hand was nice. Long fingers. Ink smudge near the thumb. No ring.

I took it.

His grip was warm, firm, brief.

“And you are?” he asked.

The obvious answer rose automatically.

Evan.

I almost said it.

It pressed against my teeth.

But he was looking at me in the blouse, the skirt, the wig. He had called me “you” in that open way people used when they had accepted what they saw. His eyes held no suspicion, no joke. Just simple attention.

If I said Evan, the whole room would shatter.

“Evie,” I said.

It came out soft.

My heart stopped after saying it, as if waiting to see whether the world would reject the word.

“Evie,” he repeated.

Not mockingly.

Not with surprise.

He said it like a name could be pretty without needing permission.

“It’s nice to meet you, Evie.”

Something inside me folded.

I had been called sir, man, buddy, dude, bro, Evan, Mr. Lipton by utility companies, and once “boss” by a delivery guy who was younger than me and somehow made it sound sarcastic.

No one had ever said Evie before.

Not to me.

Not like that.

“You too,” I managed.

He glanced around the store. “I’ve been meaning to come in here for months. I pass it constantly and then fail to enter, which is unfortunately how I handle most opportunities.”

“That sounds like literature professor behavior.”

“It is. We turn hesitation into credentials.”

I smiled.

I actually smiled.

It felt strange on my face, less like a service expression and more like an accident.

He noticed. I could tell he noticed because his own smile softened in response, and then I got terrified all over again.

I walked back to the counter too quickly.

“Do you need anything else?” I asked.

He followed, still holding the Millay collection. “I should say no because you’ve already been kind enough to reopen the store for my academic crisis.”

“I didn’t reopen it. I just… temporarily failed to keep it closed.”

“That’s more poetic anyway.”

I scanned the book.

The register beeped, ordinary and grounding.

“Seven ninety-five,” I said.

He pulled out his wallet. “A bargain for dignity.”

“You’re assuming one paperback can save that.”

“True. Dignity may require hardcover.”

I huffed a laugh.

God, I was in trouble.

Not romantic trouble. That would be absurd. I had met him three minutes ago while dressed in a wig that had previously lived with fake ivy.

But trouble because I felt myself responding.

To his voice. His humor. The way he looked at me like he expected me to have thoughts. Not useful thoughts, not customer-service thoughts, but my own.

He handed me a ten.

Our fingers did not touch that time, and I was disappointed, which was unacceptable.

I counted change with too much concentration.

“Keep it,” he said.

“We’re not supposed to accept tips.”

“It’s not a tip. It’s a donation to the cause of temporarily failing to keep the store closed.”

“That sounds illegal.”

“Most noble things do.”

I put the change in the little literacy donation jar by the register. It had a sticker of an owl wearing glasses.

“There,” I said. “Now your questionable money helps children read.”

“I feel redeemed.”

I placed the book in a paper bag even though he had not asked.

My hands moved carefully. Fold the top. Crease the edge. Slide receipt inside.

When I handed it to him, he did not immediately leave.

Instead, he looked toward the front table where Clara had arranged staff picks under the chalkboard sign.

“Do you have a favorite?” he asked.

“A favorite what?”

“Book that ruined your week beautifully.”

I glanced at the sign and almost smiled again.

“That depends. Do you want emotional damage, moral confusion, or the kind of ending where you stare at a wall and reconsider every choice you’ve ever made?”

His eyes lit with interest.

“That last one.”

I should have said the store was closed.

I should have guided him to the door.

Instead, I walked to the staff picks and picked up a novel I had loved two years ago, back when loving things had come easier.

“This one,” I said. “It starts quiet, and you think you know what kind of sadness it’s going to be. Then it turns out you were underestimating it.”

He accepted the book and read the back cover.

“You recommend suffering very elegantly,” he said.

“I work retail. It’s either that or scream.”

He laughed.

The sound warmed the space between us.

“What about you?” I asked before I could think better of it. “What’s your favorite book that ruins people?”

He tilted his head. “That’s intimate.”

“It’s a bookstore. We ask invasive questions alphabetically.”

“Fair.” He thought for a moment. “Mrs. Dalloway, probably.”

“Of course.”

His brows lifted. “That sounded judgmental.”

“It was.”

“Brutal.”

“No, it makes sense. Literature professor. Interiority. Time. Flowers. Repression. A party that’s secretly an existential crisis.”

He looked delighted.

I wanted to hide.

“You’ve read it?” he asked.

“A few times.”

“And?”

“And I liked it, obviously. I’m not a monster.”

“Obviously.”

“But it’s such a professor answer.”

“I walked into that.”

“You did.”

He held the Millay bag against his chest and studied me with an expression I could not name. Not suspicion. Not exactly curiosity either. Something quieter. Like he had found a passage he wanted to reread.

I became intensely aware of the wig again.

The room tilted slightly toward danger.

“I should let you finish closing,” he said.

“Yes,” I said, too quickly.

His smile faded just a little, not hurt, but adjusted. “Thank you again, Evie.”

There it was again.

Evie.

I walked him to the door.

The rain had picked up. It tapped against the windows, blurring the streetlights into soft gold streaks.

I unlocked the door and opened it.

Cold air rushed over my legs beneath the skirt. I shivered.

He noticed.

“You’ll be all right getting home?” he asked.

The question was ordinary. Polite. Something anyone might ask someone after closing.

Still, it landed strangely.

“I live close,” I said.

“Good.”

He opened his umbrella outside, then paused beneath it.

For a second, I thought he was going to say something else.

Instead, he said, “I hope I see you here again.”

My hand tightened around the door.

I did not know how to answer as Evie. I barely knew how to answer as Evan.

So I said, “Maybe.”

His smile returned, small and warm.

“Maybe is better than no.”

Then he stepped into the rain.

I watched him walk down the sidewalk, the paper bag tucked carefully inside his coat.

Halfway past the laundromat, he looked back.

Just once.

Through the wet glass, across the warm bookstore light, his eyes found me.

Not Evan.

Not exactly.

Evie.

I stood there in the doorway of Morrow & Finch Books, wearing a cream blouse from a storage bin, a skirt that moved when I breathed, and a name that had not existed yesterday.

For one dangerous second, I felt seen.

And worse than that—

I wanted it to happen again.


Chapter 2
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I WOKE UP the next morning with the exact emotional condition of a man who had committed a crime against his own sense of normalcy.

For a few seconds, I did not remember.

That was the mercy of sleep. It reset the room before it reset the mind. I opened my eyes to the familiar crack in the ceiling above my bed, the radiator clanking like an elderly ghost with unresolved boundaries, the weak morning light pressing through my blinds, and the pile of laundry on the chair across from me that had somehow grown more judgmental overnight.

Normal things.

Gray things.

Then memory returned.

The cream blouse.

The long skirt.

The cardigan sleeves covering half my hands.

The wig brushing my cheeks.

Jules Porter saying, It’s nice to meet you, Evie.

I sat up so fast my head spun.

“Oh my God,” I said to my apartment.

My apartment, which had witnessed many low points and several meals eaten straight from the pan, offered no comment.

The clothes were not there, obviously. I had changed back at the bookstore. I had folded everything badly and shoved it into the event bin with the frantic tenderness of someone burying evidence and a body at the same time. Then I had walked home in my normal clothes under my gas station umbrella, my face burning the entire way even though no one knew anything.

No one knew.

That was the important part.

Clara did not know. Celes did not know. The man at the laundromat who had been smoking under the awning did not know. The woman walking her dog in a tiny yellow raincoat did not know. The entire city had continued functioning without realizing Evan Lipton, age twenty-six, bookstore clerk, had spent part of his evening as a woman named Evie.

Except Jules.

Jules knew Evie.

That thought made something in my stomach twist.

Not badly.

That was the problem.

If it had felt purely bad, I could have rejected the whole night as a mental emergency. I could have called it sleep deprivation. Retail psychosis. The kind of incident that happened when someone spent too many hours alone with remaindered poetry and fluorescent lighting.

But the memory was not only shame.

It had warmth in it.

That was unforgivable.

I dragged myself out of bed and went to the bathroom. The mirror over the sink was small, cruel, and mounted slightly too high, as if my landlord wanted me to assess myself from the neck up and then pay rent quietly.

My face looked the same.

Of course it did.

Dark hair flattened on one side. Tired eyes. A shadow of stubble along my jaw because I had shaved the day before and apparently my face had taken that as a suggestion, not an instruction. Mouth dry. Skin dull. A faint line on my cheek from sleeping on my pillowcase wrong.

Evan.

Just Evan.

I stared at him.

He stared back with the exhausted suspicion of someone who had recently lost an argument with a self-help book.

“You’re done,” I told him.

He looked unconvinced.

“No, really,” I said. “That was… whatever that was. A one-time thing.”

The phrase sounded official. Strong. The kind of thing people said before immediately doing the thing again.

I brushed my teeth too hard, splashed water on my face, and went back to the bedroom. My jeans from yesterday lay on the floor. My sweater hung over the chair. My bag sat near the door, half open.

I saw the corner of yellow inside it.

My whole body paused.

Truly Madly Happy.

I had taken the book home.

I did not remember deciding to do that. I remembered putting the cash envelope in the safe. I remembered checking the back door. I remembered walking through the store once more before turning out the lamps. I remembered slipping the yellow book into my tote as if it had become private property by emotional blackmail.

But I did not remember choosing.

That felt worse than choosing.

I pulled it out and held it between two fingers like it was damp.

The cover looked even more offensive in daylight. Bright. Hopeful. Cheerfully uninvited.

“Small experiments,” I muttered. “Small lawsuit.”

I opened to the chapter again because apparently I enjoyed suffering in loops.

Do not confuse embarrassment with danger. Embarrassment is often the body’s alarm system reacting to a door it has never opened.

I closed the book.

“Nope.”

I walked to the bed, got down on my knees, and shoved the book underneath. It scraped against the floorboards and disappeared into the dark, taking its yellow smugness with it.

There.

Done.

I stood, wiped dust off my hands, and felt exactly zero percent better.

My shift started at noon.

Day shifts were worse than evenings because daylight made customers more confident. They came in with lists, questions, opinions, and strollers the approximate size of farm equipment. Evening customers drifted. Daytime customers arrived.

By eleven forty-five, I was at Morrow & Finch, unlocking the staff entrance with a coffee in one hand and my keys in the other. The rain had stopped, leaving the city damp and bright in that unpleasant way where everything reflected too much light. The laundromat was already humming. The café next door smelled like burnt espresso and cinnamon. A man in a yellow jacket was taping a flyer to the telephone pole outside our door, advertising guitar lessons with the phrase NO JUDGMENT, JUST CHORDS, which sounded like a better philosophy than most religions.

Inside, Clara was behind the counter, eating a croissant over the shipping labels.

“You look haunted,” she said without greeting me.

“I work in a bookstore.”

“No. That’s baseline haunted. You look specialty haunted.”

I hung my jacket on the hook and tried to look like a person who had not spent the morning arguing with his reflection. “I didn’t sleep well.”

“That’s not a personality. That’s just being twenty-six.”

“You’re twenty-seven.”

“And therefore wise enough to know when someone is being evasive.”

I stepped behind the counter and washed my hands in the tiny staff sink.

Clara leaned closer.

She had short dark hair, winged eyeliner sharp enough to open mail, and the specific resting expression of someone who had once been called intimidating and then decided to lean into it as a lifestyle. Today she wore a black dress over a striped turtleneck and silver earrings shaped like little knives.

“What were you doing here so late last night?” she asked.

“Inventory.”

“Inventory does not usually make people hide in the bathroom.”

“I wasn’t hiding in the bathroom.”

“So you heard me?”

I dried my hands too carefully.

“No,” I said.

Clara narrowed her eyes. “That was the least convincing syllable ever produced in this building.”

“I was in the back.”

“Communing with a ghost?”

“Something like that.”

Her gaze stayed on me for another second. Then she shrugged and took another bite of croissant.

“Well, if the ghost helps with returns, I support it.”

I exhaled silently.

The day began.

For the first hour, I was fine. Functioning, at least. I rang up a stack of children’s books for a grandmother. I explained to a man that literary fiction was not a location in the store so much as a marketing decision and a spiritual affliction. I helped a teenager find a copy of The Bell Jar for class and resisted the urge to ask whether anyone had warned her.

I was Evan. Normal, dry, useful Evan.

Then a woman came in wearing a long cream cardigan.

That was all.

Just a cardigan.

It was softer than mine had been. Hers fell to mid-thigh, the knit loose and expensive-looking, with deep pockets and sleeves that covered her wrists. She wore it over a blue dress with boots and carried a tote bag printed with a museum logo.

I watched the cardigan move as she turned toward the fiction shelf.

The memory of fabric around my own body rose so sharply that I had to look away.

I was back in the storage room.

Back in the skirt.

Back in the mirror.

I could feel it again, the odd swing of the fabric against my legs, the warmth of the cardigan, the wig touching my cheek. The little embarrassing tug of wanting to fix the sleeve prettily. The way my reflection had softened. The way the name Evie had arrived like it had been waiting near the door.

“Evan?”

I flinched.

Clara stood beside me, holding a stack of receipts. “You okay?”

“Yes.”

“You were staring at that woman like she owed you money.”

“No, I wasn’t.”

“You were staring like her cardigan contained classified documents.”

I took the receipts from her. “Maybe I like knitwear.”

“Tragic, but believable.”

She walked away.

I tried to return to the register, but my mind had already slipped.

That was how the memory followed me all day. Not constantly. Not loudly. It came in flashes, triggered by ordinary things that had no right to become dangerous.

A woman applying lip gloss in the reflection of the front window.

A customer’s pearl hair clip.

The neat shape of a manicured hand tapping a credit card against the counter.

The word “pretty” on the back of a romance novel.

By three, I hated myself for remembering.

By four, I hated myself for wanting.

By five, when Clara went on break, I found myself standing in the self-help aisle even though I had hidden the book under my bed and therefore could not possibly be looking for it.

A man browsed the business section nearby, muttering titles under his breath like he was trying to summon profit.

I pretended to straighten the shelves.

My fingers brushed a book on habits. Another on grief. One on mindfulness. A workbook for anxiety. A guide to self-compassion with a cover so soft-looking it seemed designed to make people cry in airports.

I wondered who bought these books.

Sad people, obviously. Hopeful people. People trying not to text their exes. People who had reached some private edge and decided paper was cheaper than therapy. People like the woman from last night who wanted sadness, but not devastation.

People like me, though I deeply resented being included.

At six, my shift ended.

I should have gone home.

Instead, I went to a drugstore.

I did not plan it. That became a recurring defense in my life, unfortunately. I just walked out of Morrow & Finch, turned left instead of right, and entered a fluorescent building where music from 2009 played above aisles of shampoo, vitamins, seasonal candy, and emotional vulnerability disguised as personal care.

I walked past the makeup aisle first.

Too obvious.

I went to dental hygiene, stood there pretending to consider floss, then circled back with the fake casualness of a spy who had never trained.

The makeup aisle was empty except for a teenage girl comparing concealers with the intense despair of someone preparing for battle. I immediately became fascinated by lip balm at the endcap.

This was stupid.

No one cared.

People bought things. That was what stores were for. The cashier did not receive a silent alert when a man purchased mascara. There was no siren. No manager emerging from the office to say, “Excuse me, sir, but are you about to discover something emotionally inconvenient?”

I picked up a clear lip gloss.

Put it down.

Picked up a tinted one.

Put it down.

Picked up mascara.

Held it too long.

A woman pushed a cart behind me, and I practically levitated out of her way.

“Sorry,” I said.

She did not look at me.

Of course she did not. She had a toddler sitting in the cart eating something that might once have been a cracker. She had no room in her life to care about a nervous man holding mascara like contraband.

I forced myself to choose.

Cleanser.

Moisturizer.

A nail buffer.

Tweezers.

Shaving cream.

A pack of disposable razors.

Mascara in a brown-black shade because black felt like it would announce itself to the government.

Clear lip gloss.

A soft pink tinted balm.

A tiny bottle of body lotion that said cashmere vanilla, which seemed both impossible and exactly what I wanted to smell like.

Then perfume.

The perfume section was mostly locked, because apparently America trusted me with razors but not fragrance. A small shelf near the makeup aisle had little body sprays and sample vials. I picked up one called Pear & Peony, sniffed the nozzle, and felt ridiculous for liking it.

It smelled clean and sweet, like someone who remembered to wash their sheets and had not cried into cereal recently.

I put it in the basket.

The basket looked incriminating.

I added toothpaste on top.

Then chips, for masculinity.

At the register, the cashier scanned everything without interest.

Beep.

Beep.

Beep.

I stood there sweating through my jacket.

The mascara rolled toward her hand.

She scanned it.

Nothing happened.

The world did not split.

The cashier popped her gum. “You have rewards?”

“No.”

“You want a bag?”

“Yes.”

My voice cracked slightly.

She did not react.

I carried the plastic bag home like it contained evidence.

My apartment seemed smaller than usual when I entered. Or maybe I had become too aware of how little space I had given myself to exist. Bed. Table. Chair. Sink. Books stacked against the wall because I kept promising myself I would buy another shelf and then spending the money on rent, groceries, and other boring mechanisms of survival.

I placed the drugstore bag on the table.

Then I made dinner because apparently I had to continue being a mammal through all of this.

Frozen rice bowl. Microwave. Three minutes. Stir. Another minute. Eat standing at the counter because sitting down would turn the meal into a scene.

After dinner, I showered.

Not a normal shower.

Normally, I showered like someone deleting the day. Efficient. Functional. Shampoo, soap, rinse, out.

This time, I brought the new items into the bathroom and lined them along the sink.

Cleanser.

Razor.

Shaving cream.

Moisturizer.

Lotion.

The objects looked too clean for my life.

I took my time.

That was the first strange thing.

I washed my face carefully instead of aggressively. I rubbed cleanser into my skin with my fingertips and watched my expression in the mirror as if I expected Evan to object. I shaved slowly, stretching the skin along my jaw the way a tutorial told me to after I searched how to shave face smooth for makeup and then immediately cleared my browser history like I was evading federal charges.

The razor glided over foam.

I rinsed.

Shaved again in the stubborn places.

Rinsed.

Touched my jaw.

Better.

Not perfect. But better.

I stood there with my towel around my waist and my hand on my own face, startled by the idea that care could be physical. That I could do something to my body that was not just maintenance, but kindness.

Then came moisturizer.

It felt cool and faintly expensive, though it had cost nine dollars and was probably made of water plus promises.

I used the lotion on my arms and legs.

The cashmere vanilla scent rose around me.

I closed my eyes.

For a second, I saw Evie in the mirror again. Not clearly. Not even dressed. Just the possibility of her, hovering beneath the skin of the room.

“Don’t get weird,” I whispered.

But it was already weird.

The makeup was worse.

I brought my laptop to the table and searched beginner makeup tutorials. The internet, sensing fresh prey, offered me twenty-seven women with perfect skin telling me everything was easy as long as I used fourteen brushes, color theory, and confidence.

I owned none of those things.

I clicked on a video titled Everyday Makeup for Absolute Beginners.

The woman on screen smiled like she had never once wanted to disappear from her own life. “Remember, makeup is supposed to be fun,” she said.

“Bold assumption,” I told her.

I tried the mascara first.

The wand looked harmless.

It was not.

I poked myself in the eye almost immediately.

“Jesus.”

My eye watered. Black-brown pigment smudged near the corner. I blinked rapidly, which made it worse. The woman in the video said, “Just wiggle from the root to the tip,” as if she were not asking me to place a tiny spiked brush near my eyeball and trust society.

After three attempts, my lashes did look darker.

They also clumped together slightly, giving me the expression of someone recovering from a Victorian illness.

The lip gloss was easier.

Too easy.

I applied it, pressed my lips together, and froze.

My mouth caught the light.

That was all. It became visible in a new way. Not dramatic. Not red. Just soft and shiny enough that my face shifted around it.

I wiped it off.

Then put it back on.

Then wiped off a little.

The tinted balm made me look like I had bitten my lips. I liked that more, which made me suspicious of myself.

The tweezers were a disaster.

I watched three minutes of a brow tutorial and decided I understood enough, which was how many tragedies began. I plucked one hair beneath my brow and instantly reconsidered existence.

“Absolutely not.”

Then I did another.

And another.

Ten minutes later, I had not transformed my brows. I had simply made them slightly cleaner and myself slightly afraid. Still, my face looked less neglected.

The nail buffer was almost soothing.

File. Smooth. Buff. Shine.

My nails had always been practical, which was a nice way of saying ignored. I cleaned them, shaped the edges, and buffed them until they caught the light faintly. Not polished. Not obvious. Just neat.

I held my hands out.

They looked like hands that belonged to someone who had somewhere to be.

That hurt.

I did not expect it to hurt.

I sat at the table in sweatpants and an old T-shirt, smelling like vanilla, with damp hair and shiny lips, and felt the absurd urge to cry again.

I did not.

Crying would have made the mascara situation worse.

Instead, I opened my laptop and watched another video. Then another. Then one on “soft natural makeup” where the woman said the goal was to look like yourself but rested.

“Can it make me look like someone else but alive?” I asked.

She did not answer.

By midnight, I had smudged mascara on two towels, over-plucked one tiny section of brow no one else would notice but I would remember until death, and learned that lip gloss transferred onto mugs with humiliating intimacy.

Still, when I went to bed, my skin felt soft.

That was new.

I lay in the dark with my face turned toward the wall.

The yellow book was still under the bed.

I could feel it there like a second heartbeat.

“I’m not doing it again,” I whispered.

But I did not sound convincing even to myself.

The next afternoon, Jules Porter came back to the bookstore while I was dressed as Evan.

Naturally, this happened on a day when I looked like a before photo.

I had slept badly, woken late, and left the apartment in the same navy sweater from two days ago because it was on the chair and therefore emotionally available. I had not put on lip balm. I had not done anything to my hair except flatten the worst parts with water. My skin did look slightly better, which annoyed me because apparently self-care worked even when one participated resentfully.

The store was busy enough to keep me moving.

A mother and daughter argued softly in young adult. A man asked Clara if we carried “books for people who don’t like reading,” and Clara said, “Yes, but we shelve them under podcasts.” Celes drifted through the front table rearranging hardcovers with the mysterious authority of a woman who could make a display look expensive using three books, a pinecone, and judgment.

I was checking in an order behind the counter when the bell chimed.

I looked up.

Jules stepped inside.

The room did not stop, because rooms were not dramatic.

My body did, because my body had no dignity.

He shook rain from his umbrella even though it was barely raining, then glanced around the store with a subtle brightness that made my stomach drop.

He was looking for Evie.

Of course he was looking for Evie.

He wore a brown coat over a gray sweater and dark trousers. There was a satchel over one shoulder and a book tucked under his arm. His hair was slightly disordered, like he had run one hand through it on the way there and lost the argument.

He looked ordinary.

That made it worse.

It would have been easier if he looked like a fantasy. If he had arrived with the force of a romance hero, all jawline and arrogance and impossible wealth, I could have dismissed him as ridiculous. But Jules looked like a man who forgot to eat lunch because he was arguing with a paragraph. A man who carried too many papers. A man who apologized to chairs when he bumped them.

A man who had said Evie like it was a real name.

I ducked behind the stack of new releases.

This was not strategic. The counter was open on both sides. Also, I worked there.

Clara noticed immediately.

“What are we ducking from?” she asked, delighted.

“No one.”

She followed my line of sight and spotted Jules.

“Oh,” she said. “Academic-looking man at twelve o’clock. Not bad. Sad elbows, but nice coat.”

“Sad elbows?”

“You know what I mean.”

“I really don’t.”

Jules approached the counter.

I considered dropping to the floor.

Too late.

“Good afternoon,” he said.

To me.

Not to Clara.

His voice was the same as last night. Warm, careful, with that faint edge of amusement that made ordinary words feel like they had secret rooms.

“Hi,” I said.

A normal syllable.

A masculine syllable.

My chest tightened.

His gaze moved over my face. Not obviously. Not rudely. Just enough for me to feel inspected down to the bone.

I waited for recognition.

A flicker. A narrowing of eyes. A sudden laugh. Some awful moment where he would say, Wait.

Instead, he smiled.

“I came to return a favor,” he said, setting a book on the counter.

I looked down.

The novel I had recommended to him last night.

“You bought that?”

“I did.”

“You read it already?”

“Not all of it. Enough to realize you were right about the wall-staring.”

Clara leaned subtly closer, which was Clara’s version of leaving us alone.

I swallowed. “I’m glad it’s causing damage.”

“Elegant damage,” he said. “Please tell Evie her taste is dangerous.”

The name hit the counter between us.

Evie.

I gripped the scanner.

Clara’s head tilted a fraction.

My brain emptied completely, then refilled with wet cement.

“She’s not here,” I said.

My voice sounded too fast.

Jules looked at me. “Ah.”

“She only covers some evening shifts.”

“Of course.”

The words were polite. Too polite. His eyes stayed on me a second longer than they should have. I felt that look everywhere. On my unstyled hair. My unglossed mouth. My badly concealed panic.

He knew.

No, he didn’t.

He couldn’t.

The store lighting was different. I was in my own clothes. No wig. No blouse. No cardigan. Evan and Evie did not look that much alike.

Except of course they did, because they were both my face.

“I’m Evan,” I blurted.

Why did I say that?

Jules’s gaze sharpened with interest, but his smile remained gentle.

“Evan,” he repeated. “Jules Porter.”

He extended his hand across the counter.

For the second time in twenty-four hours, I shook it.

His hand was warm.

My body remembered before my mind did.

Last night, his fingers had brushed mine near the poetry shelf. Last night, he had held Evie’s hand for one brief introduction. Now he held Evan’s, and I felt split down the center by the absurdity of it.

Did hands remember names?

Mine seemed to.

“Nice to meet you,” I said, like an idiot, as if we had not already met in another life I had invented between closing tasks.

“You too.”

Clara made a tiny noise beside me. I did not look at her.

Jules released my hand and glanced around the store. “Do you happen to know when Evie works again?”

I nearly died.

Not dramatically. Internally. Like a candle blown out in a damp room.

“Not sure,” I said.

Clara looked at me.

“I mean,” I added, “schedules change.”

“Retail chaos,” Clara said smoothly, saving me with the mercy of a woman who wanted gossip later. “Very tragic. Very underpaid.”

Jules smiled at her. “I teach adjunct courses. Underpaid chaos is familiar.”

“You have our condolences,” Clara said.

“Thank you. I’ll treasure them more than my dental coverage.”

Clara laughed.

I did not like that.

Which was unfair, since Clara laughed at everyone. Clara laughed at spilled coffee, rude customers, tax forms, death, and people who said “utilize” instead of “use.” But hearing her laugh at Jules made me feel briefly and irrationally possessive of a man who had met me twice and only one of those times as the person he was looking for.

“What can we help you find?” I asked, too stiffly.

Jules turned back to me. “I need a novel for class. Something about reinvention, preferably not subtle enough that my students can pretend they missed it.”

“Students can miss anything if motivated.”

“That is painfully true.”

I stepped out from behind the counter because moving felt safer than standing there being observed. “For what level?”

“Second-year undergraduates. Bright, exhausted, allergic to historical context.”

“Relatable.”

He followed me toward fiction.

I felt Clara watching us.

Every step down the aisle became a test. Did he notice the way I walked? Had I walked differently last night? Did Evie move differently or had I only imagined that? Did my voice sound too similar? Was my face giving me away? Was there still some trace of mascara at the base of my lashes?

I had washed it off.

I thought.

We stopped near the W section.

“You could use Orlando,” I said, pulling the book from the shelf before I remembered what it was about.

Jules’s mouth curved.

I immediately hated myself.

“Bold choice,” he said.

“For reinvention,” I said quickly. Too quickly. “And time. Biography as performance. Gender. History. All of that.”

“All of that,” he repeated.

His tone was unreadable.

I shoved the book toward him. “It’s obvious, but in a useful way.”

“Obvious can be useful.”

“I didn’t mean obvious as an insult.”

“I didn’t take it as one.”

“Good.”

“Though now I’m curious what your insults sound like.”

“Mostly tired.”

“That can be devastating.”

I looked at him and regretted it.

His eyes were amused, yes, but not mocking. That was what made him dangerous. He seemed like someone who could notice a person’s panic and not immediately use it.

I glanced away.

“There’s also The Picture of Dorian Gray if you want performance and identity and terrible decisions,” I said.

“Always.”

“Or Passing, but that’s obviously a different context and you’d need to teach it carefully.”

“Of course.”

“Or Shakespeare, if you want disguises and everyone being emotionally incompetent.”

He laughed softly. “That may be my next syllabus title.”

“Please don’t credit me. I have a reputation.”

“As what?”

I froze.

As what?

The question should have been nothing. Small talk. A polite setup.

Instead, my mind supplied answers too quickly.

As normal.

As safe.

As Evan.

As not Evie.

“As someone who alphabetizes correctly,” I said.

“Ah. A sacred reputation.”

“People have built less on more.”

He studied the spines on the shelf, but I felt his attention still partially on me.

“Evie recommended with similar precision,” he said.

My throat tightened. “She’s good at books.”

“So are you.”

That was such a simple statement that I had no defense against it.

I looked down at the book in my hands.

“I work here.”

“That doesn’t always mean the same thing.”

“No,” I said. “It doesn’t.”

For a moment, we stood quietly in the fiction aisle with the rain tapping softly against the front windows and the store moving around us. A customer laughed near the front. Clara said something sarcastic. Celes’s bracelets chimed faintly as she arranged a display.

Jules held Orlando in one hand.

I wondered what he saw when he looked at me.

A clerk. A nervous man. A possible resemblance. A coincidence.

A coward.

“Do you want that one?” I asked.

“Yes,” he said. “I think so.”

I led him back to the counter.

Clara had arranged her face into innocence, which meant she had been listening.

“Find everything?” she asked.

“Yes,” Jules said. “Evan was very helpful.”

The way he said my name was normal.

That almost made it worse.

I rang up the book.

“Please give Evie my thanks too,” Jules said.

My fingers stopped on the receipt.

“For the recommendation,” he added.

“Sure,” I said. “I’ll tell her.”

The lie came out easier this time.

That frightened me.

Jules took the bag, then paused.

“Do you think she’ll be in tonight?”

My pulse jumped.

“I don’t know.”

“Right. Schedules change.”

“Yeah.”

Clara leaned on the counter. “You could always call before coming.”

I shot her a look.

Jules smiled. “I might do that.”

“Or don’t,” Clara said. “Mystery is good for literature people, right?”

“Only professionally,” he said. “Personally, it tends to cause problems.”

His eyes moved briefly to me.

I looked away.

After he left, I stared at the door for too long.

Clara waited exactly four seconds.

“So,” she said.

“No.”

“I haven’t asked anything.”

“You were about to.”

“Yes, because I am alive and have eyes.”

I gathered receipts that did not need gathering.

“He was just a customer.”

“Customers don’t ask about mysterious evening girls with that much cheekbone concern.”

“Cheekbone concern?”

“You know exactly what I mean.”

“I really don’t.”

“Oh, Evan.” Clara sighed. “You are such a poor liar it’s almost ethical.”

I turned to the computer. “Do you need something?”

“Yes. The truth, eventually.”

“There is no truth.”

“That is famously something people say when there is a huge truth wearing a trench coat in the corner.”

I did not answer.

Clara did not push further, which was somehow worse. She just watched me for a moment, then softened slightly.

“Hey,” she said.

I looked up despite myself.

“If there is… something. You know. A thing. You can tell me.”

My throat tightened.

The problem with kindness was that it made locked doors look dramatic.

“There’s no thing,” I said.

Clara nodded slowly. “Okay.”

She let it go.

But as she walked toward the back, she said over her shoulder, “For the record, your skin looks good today.”

I nearly dropped the receipt tape.

“What?”

“Your skin.” She pointed vaguely at my face. “Less Victorian orphan. More hydrated civilian.”

I touched my cheek before I could stop myself.

Clara’s eyes narrowed.

I lowered my hand.

She smiled like a cat discovering a heating vent.

“Interesting,” she said.

“Don’t make it weird.”

“Too late. Everything is weird. That’s why I come to work.”

The rest of the shift became impossible.

Jules had returned.

Jules had asked about Evie.

Jules had shaken Evan’s hand.

Jules had bought Orlando, because apparently the universe had decided subtlety was for cowards.

By the time I went home, my nerves felt scraped raw.

I told myself I would not go back to the drugstore. I did not. Technically. Instead, I went to a thrift store four blocks away, which was clearly different and therefore not evidence of a pattern.

The shop was narrow and overstuffed, with racks arranged by color rather than size because someone there enjoyed chaos aesthetically. It smelled like dust, detergent, and old perfume. A radio played quietly near the counter. Two women browsed coats. A man in a beanie inspected vinyl records with priestly seriousness.

I went straight to the men’s section.

Stood there.

Touched a flannel shirt.

Felt nothing.

Then I drifted.

Not dramatically. One rack at a time. Men’s sweaters. Scarves. Coats. Women’s jackets. Dresses. Skirts.

I kept my face blank, the way I did at work when customers asked whether a book was “worth reading” and I had to resist saying, “Compared to what, death?”

The women’s clothes were arranged in a long aisle beneath buzzing lights.

I told myself I was looking for Clara.

A gift, maybe.

That was plausible. People bought gifts. Men bought clothes for women. It happened constantly, probably.

Then I realized I did not know Clara’s size and had no reason to buy her a skirt.

I stayed anyway.

My hand found a black pleated skirt.

I pulled it out.

The fabric was simple, light, and swayed when I moved it. Not costume-like. Not dramatic. Something a woman might wear with tights and a sweater to browse bookstores, attend class, buy coffee, exist.

My heart gave that strange little knock again.

I checked the size.

Maybe.

I did not know what “maybe” meant in women’s sizing, which seemed less like a system and more like a vendetta.

I added it to my arm.

A soft blue knit top came next. Long sleeves. Slight scoop neck. Feminine but not loud. It looked like it would make someone seem gentle even if they had unpaid bills and a growing relationship with secrecy.

Then tights.

New, thankfully, still in a package near the counter.

A pearl hair clip from a jar of accessories.

I found a pair of black flats in my size only because some miracle had a cruel sense of humor.

My arms filled.

I should have been terrified.

I was terrified.

But terror had started traveling with anticipation, and the anticipation was winning small battles.

At the register, the cashier was an older woman with silver hair and a sweater covered in embroidered cats. She looked at the clothes, then at me.

I prepared to die.

“These are lovely,” she said.

“Oh,” I said. “Thanks.”

“Blue is a good color. People underestimate it.”

“Yeah.”

She folded the skirt with care and placed it in a paper bag.

No suspicion. No smirk. No lightning strike.

Just a skirt becoming mine.

That night, I did not try anything on.

I told myself that was discipline.

Really, I was afraid of how much I wanted to.

I placed the thrift store bag on the chair. The laundry, displaced from its kingdom, slid onto the floor. For once, I did not move it back.

I lay in bed and stared at the bag until the room went dark.

The next day, Clara noticed my nails.

Not because they were painted. They were not. I was not that reckless yet. But I had buffed them again. Cleaned the edges. Smoothed the shape.

She grabbed my hand across the counter like a detective in a lipstick noir.

“Excuse me.”

“Can you not?”

She turned my hand palm down. “What is this?”

“A hand.”

“No, this is a maintained hand.”

“I washed it. Is that illegal?”

“You buffed.”

“People buff.”

“People with secrets buff.”

I pulled my hand back. “That is not a sentence.”

“It is now.”

She leaned closer, eyes sharp with amusement but not unkind. “Evan Lipton. Are you dating someone?”

“No.”

“Are you trying to date someone?”

“No.”

“Are you secretly married to a moisturizer heiress?”

“What is wrong with you?”

“What is wrong with you? You suddenly have skin, nails, and knowledge of fabric.”

I stiffened. “Knowledge of fabric?”

“Yesterday you told a customer we didn’t have a satin bookmark but we had chiffon ribbon from the gift wrap drawer.”

“That’s not suspicious. That’s vocabulary.”

“You are a man who once called organza ‘crunchy ghost fabric.’”

“It is crunchy ghost fabric.”

“Exactly. Now you’re saying chiffon with confidence.”

“I work in a store that sells bookmarks, Clara.”

“Mhm.”

She crossed her arms and looked me over.

I tried to appear exhausted, which was easy because I was exhausted.

“You’re not in trouble,” she said finally.

“I didn’t think I was.”

“You look like you think existence is a disciplinary hearing.”

I said nothing.

Her expression softened again, and I hated that more than teasing.

“Whatever it is,” she said, “just don’t let it eat you alive alone, okay?”

The sentence landed too close.

I looked away, pretending to straighten the pen cup.

Clara sighed. “Fine. Be mysterious and moisturized.”

“I will.”

“Good. It’s an improvement.”

That evening, I waited until the store emptied.

The day passed with excruciating slowness. Each hour dragged its feet. Customers asked questions, bought books, failed to buy books, knocked over displays, and carried on with their normal lives while mine narrowed around one thought:

Tonight.

Not accidentally.

Not because a book dared me.

Tonight, I would choose it.

That made everything different.

The first time could be called impulse. Emotional weather. A strange reaction to a strange book.

The second time was intention.

At eight forty-five, Clara clocked out.

She lingered near the back, wrapping a scarf around her neck while giving me the kind of look people gave suspicious packages.

“You’re closing alone?” she asked.

“Yes.”

“Inventory again?”

“No.”

“Oh?” Her eyebrows lifted.

“Just closing.”

“Mysterious.”

“Good night, Clara.”

She smiled slowly. “Good night, Evan.”

She left through the front, and I locked the door behind her.

The click of the deadbolt sounded louder than usual.

I stood there with my hand on the lock, heart already racing.

The store settled into its after-hours self. Lamps glowing. Rain starting again outside. Shelves breathing quietly in the dark. The backroom waiting.

I turned the sign to CLOSED.

Then I went to my bag.

Inside were the thrifted clothes, folded carefully now because I had unfolded and refolded them three times that afternoon while pretending to check inventory. I also had my drugstore supplies in a smaller pouch: mascara, tinted balm, lip gloss, tweezers, lotion, perfume, and the pearl clip.

The wig from the event bin was still there.

I took everything into the backroom.

This time, I did not pretend I was only looking.

I set the clothes on the table.

Soft blue knit top.

Black pleated skirt.

Tights.

Flats.

Pearl hair clip.

The sight of them made me nervous in a way that felt almost ceremonial.

I went first to the staff bathroom and locked the door. The bathroom mirror was better than the cracked one in the backroom, which meant it was more dangerous.

I shaved again.

Carefully.

I had brought a fresh razor, shaving cream, and moisturizer. I moved slowly along my jaw, down my neck, over my upper lip. I rinsed and checked. Then checked again. I could not erase everything, but I could soften the evidence.

My skin stung slightly.

I moisturized.

I used lotion on my arms and legs, working it in until my skin caught the light faintly. The vanilla scent mixed with the paper-and-dust smell of the store in a way that felt private. Then I sprayed the little pear-and-peony perfume at my wrists and panicked because it smelled too feminine, too obvious, too much like a person with intentions.

I almost washed it off.

Instead, I pressed my wrists together like the women in commercials did.

“Okay,” I whispered.

Back in the storage room, I undressed quickly before my courage could negotiate.

The tights were first.

They were not intuitive.

I sat on the stool and pulled them up one leg at a time, terrified of tearing them. The fabric hugged my skin, sheer and dark, smoothing the look of my legs in a way that made my throat tighten. I stood, adjusted the waistband, and looked down.

My legs looked different.

Still mine, but edited.

The skirt came next. It fit better than I expected, which felt like permission I had not asked for. The pleats fell neatly from my waist and shifted when I turned. I put on the blue knit top. It was soft against my skin, the neckline low enough to change the shape of my upper body without exposing too much. I tucked it into the skirt, untucked it, tucked it again, then settled for a half-tuck I had seen someone do in a video and did not fully understand.

The flats fit.

The cardigan from the bin went over everything because I needed softness around me like armor.

Then the wig.

This time, I brushed it properly. I found a small elastic in my bag and pinned my own hair flatter beneath it. The wig settled more naturally than before, especially after I clipped one side back with the pearl barrette.

The pearl clip changed everything.

I did not know why.

Maybe because it was not necessary. A blouse and skirt could be called a costume. A wig could be called a disguise. But a pearl clip was decoration. It was care. It was a small, useless, pretty thing chosen only because it looked nice.

I stared at myself in the mirror.

Evie looked back.

Not perfect.

Never perfect.

But closer.

The blue softened my skin. The darker skirt made my waist seem more deliberate. The tights and flats gave me a neatness I had never associated with myself. My face still had too much Evan in it, but my clean brows and smooth shave helped. I applied mascara with the intense focus of someone defusing a bomb. It clumped less this time. The tinted balm gave my mouth a quiet rose color. I touched a little gloss at the center of my lips because a tutorial had said that made them look fuller.

It did.

I stepped back.

Evie was shy tonight.

That was the word.

Not glamorous. Not bold. Not transformed into someone who could walk into a bar and ruin men financially. She was simply shy. Soft. A little bookish. A little nervous. Like a girl who had dressed carefully for something and still wasn’t sure she deserved to be seen.

The thought made me ache.

I adjusted the cardigan and smoothed the skirt.

“Hi,” I whispered, testing the voice.

Too low.

I tried again.

“Hi.”

Softer. Not fake, just lifted slightly, gentler around the edges.

“Hi, I’m Evie.”

My reflection looked terrified.

I laughed under my breath.

“We need work.”

The bookstore outside the backroom waited.

I stepped into it.

The first time, I had moved through the store as Evie by accident, driven by shock and curiosity. This time, every step was chosen, and that made every sensation brighter.

The tights shifted against each other as I walked.

The skirt moved in little ripples.

The flats changed my posture.

The pearl clip held the hair away from one side of my face, making me aware of my cheekbone, my ear, my neck. I kept touching the cardigan sleeve, rubbing the knit between my fingers as if I needed proof it was real.

The store looked warmer.

Maybe because I felt colder with nerves.

I turned on only the front lamps and left the overheads off. The windows reflected me in fragments. Evie between shelves. Evie near the counter. Evie by the staff picks table, arranging books with hands that looked almost delicate beneath the cardigan sleeves.

I began doing closing tasks that did not need to be done.

Straightening the poetry section.

Wiping the counter.

Rewriting the chalkboard sign because Clara’s READ BANNED BOOKS AND TEXT BACK had been funny but possibly not on-brand.

I wrote: Find the book that finds you back.

Then I stood there, horrified by myself.

“That is so dramatic,” I whispered.

I left it anyway.

At nine-thirty, someone knocked on the door.

My heart leapt so violently I nearly dropped the chalk.

I looked up.

Jules stood outside.

Of course he did.

He held no umbrella this time, just his coat collar turned up against the rain. His hair was damp. His satchel hung from one shoulder. Through the glass, his face lit slightly when he saw me.

Not me.

Evie.

The happiness that moved through me was so sharp it almost hurt.

Then terror followed it with a knife.

I should have pretended not to see him.

Instead, I crossed the store and opened the door.

“You’re closed,” he said.

It was not a question. There was a smile in his voice.

“I’m beginning to suspect you can read signs and simply choose not to respect them.”

“Only bookstore signs. I’m very obedient elsewhere.”

“That seems unlikely.”

He smiled. “Fair.”

Rain clung to his coat. A drop slid from his hair near his temple. I noticed it with humiliating precision.

“Do you need another emergency poem?” I asked.

“Not tonight.”

“No professional humiliation?”

“Always, but not the kind you can solve with retail.”

I gripped the door. “Then why are you here?”

The question came out more direct than I intended.

His expression softened, but he did not make a joke immediately. That made me nervous.

“I wanted to thank you,” he said. “For the recommendation.”

“You already did. Through Evan.”

Something flickered in his eyes.

Oh no.

Why did I say that?

“I did,” he said carefully. “He was helpful.”

“He usually is.”

The sentence felt insane the moment it left my mouth.

Jules’s mouth curved slightly, as if he were trying not to smile too much. “That’s good to know.”

I stepped back. “You can come in for a minute.”

“A dangerous offer.”

“It expires quickly.”

“Then I accept.”

He entered, bringing cold air and rain scent with him. I locked the door because apparently I had learned nothing.

Inside, the store felt instantly smaller.

Jules looked around at the dim lamps, the quiet shelves, the chalkboard sign.

“Find the book that finds you back,” he read.

I braced myself.

“I like that,” he said.

“You don’t have to. It’s a little embarrassing.”

“Most true things are.”

I turned toward the counter so he would not see what that did to my face.

“What are you looking for tonight?” I asked.

“Books about secret selves.”

My hand tightened on the edge of the counter.

“Secret selves.”

“Hidden lives. Disguises. People becoming someone else. Or becoming themselves by pretending not to be.”

I looked at him.

He looked back, calm as rain.

There was no way he knew.

There was no way he did not know.

The thought slammed through me so hard I almost stepped back.

But his face held only interest. Warmth. That attentive professor look, as if he had found a theme and wanted to see where it led.

“This is for class?” I asked.

“Partly.”

“And the other part?”

“For me.”

Oh.

That was worse.

I walked toward fiction because movement once again saved me from standing still long enough to combust.

“Well,” I said, voice careful, “there’s Orlando.”

“I bought that from Evan today.”

“So I heard.”

“You two share notes?”

I nearly tripped over my own feet.

“Small staff.”

“Of course.”

He sounded amused.

Not cruelly.

But amused.

I pulled a book from the shelf just to have something in my hands. “Shakespeare liked disguises.”

“He did.”

“Women dressed as men, men dressed as women because women weren’t allowed to act, everyone falling in love with the wrong person who is actually the right person, depending on how generous you are with logic.”

“That is an excellent summary of several comedies and possibly all romance.”

“I don’t read much romance.”

“Why not?”

I paused.

The easy answer was that romance seemed unrealistic. The honest answer was that I hated watching fictional people receive the one thing I was terrified to want.

“I don’t know,” I said. “Maybe I don’t trust happy endings.”

Jules’s expression changed.

Not pity. Thank God.

Recognition, maybe.

“Neither do I, sometimes,” he said.

That answer surprised me.

“You teach literature. Isn’t that illegal?”

“Literature is mostly people failing to be happy in beautiful sentences.”

I smiled despite myself. “That explains academia.”

“It explains a great deal.”

I turned back to the shelf and pulled Twelfth Night from a row of plays.

“This one is obvious.”

“Obvious can be useful,” he said again, echoing the conversation he had had with Evan.

My pulse reacted.

Did he know he had repeated it? Did he remember saying it to Evan? Was he testing me?

I handed him the book.

He took it, his fingers brushing mine.

This time, the contact was not accidental enough for me to dismiss.

Or maybe I wanted that to be true.

“Viola survives by becoming Cesario,” I said, because talking about literature was easier than admitting my hand had stopped functioning. “She turns herself into a boy and everyone falls in love with the wrong version of the right person.”

“Is it the wrong version?” Jules asked.

I looked up.

He stood close enough that I could see the faint lines at the corners of his eyes. He smelled like rain, wool, and coffee.

“I don’t know,” I said.

“What do you think?”

I hated professors.

They asked questions like doors opening.

“I think people fall in love with what they’re allowed to see,” I said. “And sometimes what they’re allowed to see is not the whole person.”

Jules’s face went very still.

The store seemed to quiet around us.

“Maybe,” he said softly. “But sometimes the part they see is true too.”

My throat tightened.

I looked down at the book between us.

“Maybe.”

Neither of us moved.

Then, because I was a coward and also allergic to tenderness, I stepped back and grabbed another book.

“Dorian Gray,” I said too brightly. “Secret corruption. Beautiful face. Terrible choices.”

“Useful for undergraduates and most people on dating apps.”

I laughed.

The tension broke, but not completely. It settled under the conversation like a second floor.

We moved through the shelves slowly. I showed him books about doubles, disguises, hidden identities, and people who invented new names because the old ones had become traps. He listened as if every recommendation mattered. Not as a customer collecting titles. As a man collecting pieces of me.

That was dangerous thinking.

I knew that.

Still, I kept giving him more.

“Have you always worked here?” he asked as we reached the back of the store.

“No.”

“What did you do before?”

“Failed at other things.”

He did not laugh.

I appreciated that and resented it.

“That sounds harsh,” he said.

“It’s efficient.”

“Efficient isn’t always true.”

I leaned against the shelf, then remembered I was in a skirt and adjusted my posture too quickly. His gaze dipped for half a second—not in a leering way, just noticing the movement—and I felt heat rise to my face.

“I worked in a warehouse,” I said. “Then a call center. Then I tried community college twice. Then I ended up here.”

“That doesn’t sound like failure.”

“What does it sound like?”

“Survival.”

The word hit too hard.

I looked away.

Outside, a car passed through a puddle, tires hissing.

“You can make anything sound nicer than it is,” I said.

“I teach literature. That’s the skill.”

“No, your skill is making people answer questions they didn’t agree to.”

“That too.”

I glanced at him, and his smile was there again—small, warm, patient.

“Why literature?” I asked, mostly to move the light away from me.

He looked surprised.

Then pleased.

“My mother,” he said. “She read constantly. Not in a grand intellectual way. She read mass-market mysteries, poetry, old paperbacks from yard sales, cereal boxes if nothing else was available. She used to say books made rooms bigger.”

I softened before I could stop myself.

“That’s nice.”

“It is. Unfortunately, I turned it into a career and made it complicated.”

“Adults ruin everything by adding paperwork.”

“Exactly.”

He ran his thumb along the spine of the Shakespeare.

“I teach because every now and then, someone reads something at the right moment and it changes the shape of their life a little. Not dramatically. Usually not in ways anyone else notices. But enough.”

I thought of the yellow book under my bed.

The chapter.

The doorway.

The skirt.

Evie.

I felt suddenly exposed.

“Do you really believe that?” I asked.

“Yes.”

“That books can change people?”

“Not alone,” he said. “People change themselves. Books sometimes give them language before they have courage.”

I hated him a little for saying the exact kind of thing that could follow me home.

“That’s very professor of you.”

“I know. I heard it as soon as I said it.”

“Tragic.”

“Deeply.”

We ended up near the counter with a small stack of books between us. Jules did not seem in a hurry to leave. I did not want him to.

That realization frightened me more than the clothes.

Because wanting the clothes could remain private. Wanting Jules involved another person, and other people were where pain learned to aim.

He picked up one of the books and turned it over. “Do you ever go to readings?”

“No.”

“Too many people?”

“Too much listening to people read things they should have edited.”

He laughed. “That is devastatingly fair.”

“I’m sure yours are very good.”

“I didn’t say I read.”

“You hover academically near people who do?”

“Sometimes. This Friday there’s a small poetry reading at Briarwell. Faculty, a few students, a visiting poet. Very low stakes. The room has terrible lighting and decent cookies.”

“Sounds irresistible.”

“It could be,” he said. “With the right company.”

The air left my lungs in a quiet, embarrassing way.

He was asking.

Not loudly. Not with the confidence of a man who assumed yes. But he was asking.

Me.

Evie.

My mind immediately began screaming.

No.

Yes.

No.

He thinks you’re a woman.

He likes Evie.

You’re Evan.

You are lying.

You are wearing thrifted tights in a locked bookstore after closing.

You should not go to a university where there are lights and people and bathrooms and questions.

You should say no.

“What day?” I asked.

Apparently, my mouth had resigned from the committee.

“Friday,” Jules said. “Seven. I could meet you here first, or you could come directly. Only if you wanted.”

Only if you wanted.

That was another dangerous phrase.

Wanting had been theoretical for so long. A thing other people did with their whole bodies. I wanted small things usually. A shift to end. A customer to leave. Coffee to be stronger. Rent not to exist. Sleep.

This want was different.

It had an outfit attached.

It had fear attached.

It had Jules looking at me like maybe I was the kind of person one invited somewhere.

“I don’t really go to university events,” I said.

“That’s reasonable. Many of us who work there try not to.”

“I wouldn’t know anyone.”

“You’d know me.”

A simple sentence.

Annoyingly effective.

I looked down at my hands. My nails caught the lamplight, neat and faintly shiny from the buffer. Evie’s hands. Evan’s hands. The same hands, suddenly expected to choose.

“What would I wear?” I asked.

The question slipped out before I could stop it.

Jules did not smile too much. I appreciated that. He could have made it teasing, but he did not.

“Whatever makes you feel like yourself,” he said.

That was worse than any compliment.

I looked up.

He seemed to realize the sentence had landed heavily, because his expression gentled.

“Or,” he added, “whatever makes you feel like attending a poetry reading with terrible lighting and decent cookies.”

I breathed out a laugh.

There. Air again.

“I’ll think about it,” I said.

“Good.”

“Thinking isn’t yes.”

“No. But it’s better than no.”

He had said that last night too.

The repetition settled between us, warm and impossible.

He bought two of the books. Twelfth Night and a modern novel about a woman returning to her childhood town under another name. He said the others could wait because he believed in leaving reasons to return.

I rang him up with hands that only shook a little.

When I handed him the bag, he did not take it immediately.

“Evie,” he said.

My name.

The new one.

The secret one.

“Yes?”

“I know I’m a strange man appearing after closing and asking literary questions through locked doors.”

“That is accurate.”

“And I know you may have perfectly sensible reasons to say no.”

Several, I thought.

Hundreds.

A federal amount.

“But I’d like to see you outside this store,” he said. “Not because you recommend books well, though you do. Because talking to you makes the room feel… less rehearsed.”

The room tilted.

No one had ever said anything like that to me.

I had been useful. Funny sometimes. Quiet. Reliable. Forgettable in a way people appreciated until they needed something. But I had never made a room feel less rehearsed.

I did not know whether to trust it.

I wanted to.

That was almost the same thing as danger.

“I’m not very good outside the store,” I said.

Jules held my gaze.

“Most people aren’t very good anywhere,” he said. “They just have better lighting.”

I laughed, and this time it came out real enough to surprise both of us.

His smile widened.

There was a beat of silence after that. Not empty. Full.

Then he stepped back, as if he knew he had reached the edge of what I could handle.

“Friday,” he said. “Seven. I’ll write the details down.”

He pulled a receipt from the counter and borrowed a pen. His handwriting was slanted, slightly messy, beautiful in the way of people who wrote too much and thought faster than their hands.

Briarwell University — Harlan Hall, Room 214. Friday, 7 PM. Terrible lighting. Decent cookies. — Jules

He slid it toward me.

I looked at the note.

A normal person would have taken it normally.

I touched it like it might vanish.

“Thank you,” I said.

“For the invitation?”

“For the warning about the lighting.”

“Ethical obligation.”

He left after that.

I walked him to the door, unlocked it, and let in the rain-cool air. He stepped outside, opened his umbrella, then looked back at me from beneath it.

“I hope you come,” he said.

I did not trust myself to speak.

So I nodded.

He walked away into the rain.

I watched until he disappeared past the coffee shop.

Then I locked the door and stood with my forehead against the glass.

My reflection stared back faintly.

Evie in the window.

Blue top. Black skirt. Pearl clip. Glossed mouth. Terrified eyes.

I looked like someone who had just been offered a life she did not know how to survive.

The receipt with Jules’s handwriting waited on the counter.

I picked it up and read it again.

Friday.

Seven.

Terrible lighting.

Decent cookies.

I laughed once, quietly, and then the laugh broke into something too close to a sob.

Because Evie was not only in the backroom anymore.

She had a place to be.

That should have made me happy.

It did, a little.

It also made me want to tear off every soft thing I was wearing and hide under my bed beside the yellow book.

I finished closing in a daze.

Counted the drawer.

Checked the back door.

Turned off the lamps.

Gathered my clothes.

In the bathroom, I changed back into Evan piece by piece.

Sweater.

Jeans.

Sneakers.

No wig.

No skirt.

No tights.

The transformation in reverse felt crueler than the dressing. Not because Evan looked terrible. He did not. He looked ordinary. Tired. Familiar.

But Evie had felt like opening a window.

Taking her off felt like closing it again.

I wiped away the gloss. Removed the mascara as best I could. Pulled my hair loose. Washed the perfume from my wrists, then regretted it and sprayed the tiniest bit back on before leaving.

Just a trace.

Something to carry home.

On the walk back to my apartment, I kept one hand in my pocket, folded around Jules’s note.

The rain had softened to mist. Streetlights blurred. The city looked briefly kinder than usual, which was obviously suspicious.

By the time I reached my building, fear had caught up.

What was I doing?

Seriously.

What was I doing?

A poetry reading was not the same as a locked bookstore. There would be people. University people. Students. Professors. Women with real clothes and real makeup and real ease in their bodies. Men who might look too closely. Bathrooms with mirrors. Bright hallways. Introductions. Names. Questions.

And Jules.

Jules, who thought he had invited Evie.

Jules, who had shaken Evan’s hand that afternoon.

Jules, who maybe noticed too much.

I entered my apartment, closed the door, and leaned against it.

The room was dark except for the streetlight leaking through the blinds.

My chair held the thrift store bag.

My bed waited.

The yellow book waited under it.

I pulled the note from my pocket and set it on the table.

Then I got down on my knees and reached beneath the bed.

My fingers found the hard edge of Truly Madly Happy.

I dragged it out.

Dust clung to the cover.

I opened to the chapter again, annoyed with myself, annoyed with the book, annoyed with the entire concept of hope arriving in paperback form.

The last paragraph of the chapter read:

Do not expect the opposite self to solve your life. That is too much work for one night. Let the experiment be small. Let it show you one thing you have missed. A color. A sound. A posture. A name. A desire. If the self you invent frightens you, ask what part of you is trying to come home.

I sat on the floor for a long time.

A name.

A desire.

A part of me trying to come home.

I closed the book and pressed it against my chest, which was dramatic and therefore embarrassing, but no one was there to see.

Then I looked at Jules’s note on the table.

Evie had been a private experiment.

Then she had become an after-hours secret.

Now she had an invitation.

A date, maybe.

No.

Not a date.

A poetry reading. A public place. An academic thing. A terrible-lighting decent-cookies thing.

But my heart did not care about technicalities.

It beat like someone knocking from the other side of a locked door.

I should have said no.

I knew that.

Instead, I whispered into the dim apartment, “What would I wear?”

And that was when I understood I had already said yes.


Chapter 3
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BY WEDNESDAY, I had turned the poetry reading into a full-time psychological disorder. Friday. Seven. Briarwell University. Harlan Hall, Room 214. Terrible lighting. Decent cookies.

The note sat on my table like a court summons written by a romantic.

I tried putting it in a drawer.

That did not work.

I tried tucking it inside Truly Madly Happy, which made everything feel worse because the book already had enough power and did not need accessories.

Then I tried throwing it away.

I stood over the trash can for nearly a minute with Jules Porter’s handwriting pinched between my fingers.

Terrible lighting. Decent cookies. — Jules

I could not do it.

Obviously.

Because I was an idiot.

So I placed the note back on the table, where it continued to radiate danger beside an unpaid electric bill and a mug with dried coffee at the bottom.

Friday was not just a day anymore. It was a cliff.

Every morning, I woke up closer to it.

The problem was practical at first.

What did Evie wear to a university poetry reading?

That question had no right to be so enormous, but it became the center of my life. I thought about it while brushing my teeth. I thought about it at the register. I thought about it while recommending books to people who had no idea I was mentally trapped inside a dressing room that did not yet exist.

The outfit from the bookstore was not enough.

I knew that.

The blue knit top and black pleated skirt had felt miraculous after closing, under warm lamps, with the windows dark and the world kept politely outside. But a university was different. A university had fluorescent hallways, glass doors, security desks, students who noticed everything, women who knew how to exist in public without checking every reflection for evidence of failure.

Evie could not arrive looking like a private experiment that had escaped.

She needed to look like a person.

That was terrifying because people could be looked at.

People could be questioned.

People could be recognized.

On Wednesday night, I sat at my kitchen table after work with my laptop open, searching things I never imagined typing into a search bar.

what to wear to university poetry reading women

Too broad.

soft academic outfit women winter

Too many women in beige coats standing near stone buildings as if tuition had personally blessed them.

how to dress feminine but not too much

Too honest. I closed that tab immediately.

Then reopened it.

My screen filled with outfits.

Pleated skirts. Midi skirts. Sweater dresses. Turtlenecks. Loafers. Boots. Long coats. Scarves. Gold hoops. Tights. Soft makeup. Hair tucked behind one ear. Women holding books like the books were props in a campaign for being effortlessly interesting.

I stared at them until my eyes hurt.

Every outfit seemed to come with an entire life I did not have.

A woman in a cream turtleneck and brown skirt looked like she had a favorite museum.

Another in a black dress and sheer tights looked like she knew how to order wine without panicking.

One wore a long camel coat over a knit dress and looked like she had never eaten cereal for dinner over a sink.

I clicked through image after image, trying to decide what was possible for me, what was believable, what would make Jules look at Evie the way he had looked at her in the bookstore—warmly, carefully, like she was not a mistake.

Then the thought arrived, ugly and immediate.

He would not be looking at Evie.

He would be looking at Evan in better lighting.

My stomach turned.

I closed the laptop.

Opened it again.

Searched makeup.

Closed it.

Opened it.

Searched how to make jaw look softer makeup.

That was when Clara caught me.

I did not know she had come back from the staff bathroom. One second I was alone behind the counter during a slow Thursday afternoon, staring at a tutorial titled Soft Feminine Makeup for Beginners, and the next second Clara’s voice appeared directly behind me.

“Well,” she said. “That is not the inventory spreadsheet.”

I slapped the laptop shut so hard the receipt printer rattled.

“Jesus.”

“Not usually my name, but I respect the promotion.”

I turned around.

Clara stood behind me with a roll of paper towels under one arm and an expression I deeply disliked. Not cruel. Worse. Interested.

“What were you looking at?” she asked.

“Nothing.”

“Evan.”

“Work stuff.”

“Unless Morrow & Finch has started stocking cheek contour, no.”

My face went hot.

I reached for the laptop, intending to move it somewhere, throw it into the street, fake a small electrical fire. Clara placed one hand on top of it.

“Hey,” she said.

Her voice changed.

That was what stopped me.

Clara’s normal tone existed somewhere between sarcasm and arson. This one was quieter. Still Clara, but without the knives out.

“I’m not trying to embarrass you.”

“Congratulations,” I said, my voice thin. “It’s happening naturally.”

“Okay. That was funny, but no.”

I looked away.

The store was quiet. Celes was in the back office doing invoices. Two customers whispered near the travel section. Rain pressed softly against the front windows, making the whole room feel sealed off from the rest of the city.

Clara leaned her hip against the counter.

“Is this about the mysterious Evie?” she asked.

My heart stopped.

I tried to speak.

Nothing came out.

Her eyes softened, and somehow that made everything worse.

“Evan,” she said gently. “I’m not stupid.”

“I never said you were.”

“No. You just behaved like you hoped I had been hit on the head recently.”

I let out a shaky breath that was almost a laugh, but not enough.

Clara lifted her hand from the laptop. “I saw the book. I saw you acting like a Victorian widow around that professor. I saw your skin become hydrated overnight, which, honestly, was the real smoking gun.”

“Can we not?”

“We can not. But we can also talk.”

“I don’t know how.”

“That’s fine. Start badly.”

I looked at her.

She waited.

The customers near travel moved toward the front table. One of them laughed softly over a book cover. The register hummed. Outside, a bus sighed at the curb.

My life continued to have background noise even as it ended.

“I’ve been…” I started.

The sentence collapsed immediately.

Clara nodded like I had produced a complete paragraph.

“Okay.”

“I found a book.”

“Truly Madly Sad People Homework?”

“It’s called Truly Madly Happy.”

“Offensive title.”

“Yes.”

“Continue.”

I gripped the edge of the counter. “There was a chapter about becoming the opposite of yourself for one night.”

Clara’s expression shifted, but she stayed quiet.

“And I know it sounds stupid,” I said quickly. “It is stupid. I knew it was stupid. But I was closing alone, and there was this bin in the backroom with old event clothes, and I just…”

I stopped.

My throat tightened so sharply I had to swallow.

“I put them on.”

Clara did not move.

The silence was not judgmental. That was almost unbearable.

I forced myself to continue before fear could seal everything shut.

“A blouse. A skirt. A wig. A cardigan. From the event bin. It was ridiculous. I looked ridiculous. But I looked in the mirror, and I felt…”

My voice disappeared.

“What?” Clara asked.

Not pushing.

Just holding the door open.

I stared down at my hands.

My nails were buffed again. Neat. Shining faintly beneath the store lights.

“I felt awake,” I said.

The words came out so softly I barely heard them.

Clara’s face changed.

Not shock.

Recognition, maybe.

“Oh,” she said.

That one syllable undid me more than any dramatic reaction could have.

I turned away quickly, pretending to straighten a stack of bookmarks.

“I called myself Evie,” I said, because apparently we were destroying my life efficiently now. “Not out loud at first. Well, yes. Out loud. But just to myself. And then Jules knocked on the door after closing, and I was still dressed, and he thought I was—”

“A woman,” Clara finished.

I nodded once.

“He asked my name. I said Evie. And now he keeps coming back.”

Clara blinked.

Then she looked toward the front door as if Jules might appear by dramatic timing alone.

“The professor?”

“Yes.”

“The sad-elbows man?”

“Please don’t call him that.”

“Oh my God,” she whispered.

I closed my eyes. “I know.”

“No, not oh my God bad. Oh my God plot.”

“This is not plot. This is a nervous breakdown with knitwear.”

“It can be both.”

“Clara.”

“Sorry.” She pressed her lips together, visibly forcing herself to become serious. “Okay. So Jules thinks Evie is a woman.”

“Yes.”

“And he asked Evie to the poetry reading.”

I stared at her.

She lifted one eyebrow.

“You left his note on the counter yesterday for exactly eleven seconds,” she said. “I have eyes and literacy.”

“I hate working with readers.”

“Hazard of the industry.”

I rubbed both hands over my face, then remembered I was trying to preserve my skin and lowered them.

“I can’t go,” I said.

“Do you want to go?”

“No.”

“Evan.”

“Yes,” I snapped, then immediately hated how desperate it sounded. “Yes, I want to go. That’s the problem. I want to go, and I don’t even know what that means. I don’t know what I’m doing. I don’t know if this is just some depression thing or a costume thing or a secret identity thing or if I’m about to ruin my life because a professor said my fake name nicely.”

Clara was quiet for a moment.

Then she said, “Evie isn’t fake if she made you feel alive.”

My chest hurt.

I looked at her.

She shrugged, but her eyes stayed gentle. “I mean, I don’t know what it means either. You don’t have to decide that today. But fake things don’t usually make people take care of themselves.”

I could not answer.

Because that was the part I had been avoiding.

The dressing had become tangled with care.

Shaving carefully. Moisturizing. Cleaning my nails. Buying lotion. Watching tutorials. Touching fabric in thrift stores. Looking at myself longer than necessary, not always with hatred.

It was not only about fooling Jules.

It had started before Jules mattered.

Or maybe he had only made it visible.

Clara sighed and pulled the laptop toward herself.

“What are you doing?” I asked.

“Saving you from yourself.”

“That sounds invasive.”

“It is. You need it.”

She opened the laptop.

The makeup tutorial filled the screen again, paused on a woman applying contour beneath a cheekbone I did not have.

Clara looked at it, then looked at me.

“No.”

I bristled. “No?”

“No. This is too much for your first public outing. You’ll panic, overblend, sweat, and look like you lost a fight with a filter.”

“Thank you. I feel supported.”

“You are supported. Through honesty.” She clicked through my open tabs. “Soft academic outfit. Good. University poetry reading. Good. How to look less like a man from the side. Evan.”

I reached for the laptop.

She moved it away.

“Do not perceive my search history,” I said.

“Too late. I am perceiving with concern.”

“I hate you.”

“No, you don’t. You need me.”

Unfortunately, she was correct.

She scanned the outfit images, expression sharpening into focus.

“Okay,” she said. “First, you are not wearing the blue top and black skirt.”

“What’s wrong with them?”

“Nothing, for after-hours bookstore Evie. For university poetry reading Evie, they’re too tentative. Like you’re apologizing to the room before entering.”

“I am apologizing to the room before entering.”

“Yes, and that’s exactly what we’re fighting.”

I frowned. “I don’t want to look dramatic.”

“You won’t. You need soft academic. Not glam. Not club. Not costume. You need ‘quiet woman who reads footnotes and has a favorite tea.’”

“That’s a person?”

“That’s several people at any university.”

I stared at her.

She started typing.

“Brown midi skirt,” she said. “Cream turtleneck. Sheer tights. Ankle boots if we can find them. Long structured coat. Gold hoops or small pearl earrings. Muted rose lipstick. Soft hair. No heavy eyeliner because you will blink like a hunted deer and ruin it.”

“I don’t have any of those things.”

“You have me.”

“That sounds expensive.”

“I thrift like a raccoon with taste.”

The sentence was so Clara that I laughed despite everything.

Her smile flashed, satisfied.

“There he is,” she said.

I looked away.

She caught it.

“Or she,” Clara added, carefully but not awkwardly. “Or whatever applies during business hours and emotional emergencies.”

My throat tightened again.

“Thank you,” I said, barely audible.

“Don’t be sentimental. We have a crisis to accessorize.”

That evening, Clara took me shopping.

I say “took me” because that was emotionally accurate. I followed her through thrift stores and discount racks with the stunned obedience of a man being led through customs after accidentally declaring nothing and everything.

The first store had bad lighting and good coats.

The second had terrible music and better skirts.

The third smelled like cedar, dust, and someone’s abandoned dream of minimalism.

Clara moved through women’s clothing racks with ruthless confidence, pulling pieces, rejecting others, holding fabrics against my chest, squinting, muttering things like, “No, too church aunt,” and “Cute, but in a way that says substitute teacher with secrets,” and “Absolutely not, that neckline will make you look like fear in a sweater.”

I carried hangers.

That became my job.

At first, I stayed stiff and silent, hyperaware of every woman who passed us, every man near the fitting rooms, every cashier who might wonder why I was holding a skirt against myself while Clara inspected my undertones under fluorescent lights.

But people did not care as much as I feared.

A woman asked Clara where she found a cardigan.

A teenager dropped three hangers and swore under her breath.

An older man waited outside a fitting room holding a purse and looking like his soul had left temporarily for safety.

No one pointed at me.

No one said anything.

The world, annoyingly, had its own problems.

At the second store, Clara found the skirt.

Brown. Midi length. Soft fabric with a gentle fall, not pleated but fluid. It had a high waist and tiny covered buttons down one side that served no purpose except to be pretty, which Clara declared “emotionally correct.”

She held it up against me.

I stared down.

“No,” I said.

“Yes,” she said.

“It’s too—”

“Too what?”

“Pretty.”

Clara’s face softened, then sharpened immediately because she did not like being caught caring.

“That’s the point, babe.”

The word hit strangely.

Babe.

Clara called everyone babe. Customers, pigeons, printers, the concept of late capitalism. But with me, holding a brown skirt under fluorescent light, it felt almost like a blessing.

I took the skirt.

The cream turtleneck came from a clearance rack. It was soft, thin enough to tuck in, thick enough to feel safe. Clara found sheer black tights still in packaging, low-heeled brown ankle boots, and a structured coat the color of oatmeal that made her gasp like she had seen God in outerwear.

“Try this,” she ordered.

“I can’t.”

“Why?”

“Because the fitting room exists in public.”

“It has a curtain.”

“Curtains are famously weak moral boundaries.”

“Evan.”

“I’ll try it at home.”

“You will try it now because sizes lie, women’s clothing is lawless, and I refuse to be defeated by a turtleneck.”

So I tried.

Not everything. Not the full look. I could not do that yet. But the skirt over my jeans, the coat over my sweater, the boots awkwardly one at a time while Clara stood guard outside the fitting room curtain like a tiny fashion bouncer.

“How is it?” she asked.

“I don’t know.”

“That is not a size.”

I looked in the mirror.

Even half-wrong, it worked.

The brown skirt over my jeans should have looked ridiculous, and it did. But the length was right. The waist would sit correctly. The coat softened my shoulders without swallowing me. The boots changed my stance.

For a second, I saw the outline.

Evie at a poetry reading.

Not hiding behind shelves.

Not caught in the backroom.

Standing under university lights with Jules beside her.

My chest tightened.

“Evan?” Clara asked.

I opened the curtain slightly.

She looked at my face, then down at the clothes, then back up.

“Oh,” she said. “Good.”

“You’re just saying that.”

“I am physically incapable of false encouragement. Ask anyone.”

True.

“You think it works?”

“I think,” she said, more gently, “you’re going to scare yourself when you see the whole thing.”

That sounded accurate.

By the end of the night, I owned the outfit.

Brown midi skirt.

Cream turtleneck.

Sheer tights.

Brown ankle boots.

Oatmeal coat.

Small gold hoops because Clara said pearls with the clip might be “too earnest library ghost” for a first university appearance.

A cheap purse from the accessories wall.

Rose lipstick from the drugstore.

A compact mirror.

Blotting papers, because Clara said, “You will panic-sweat. Let’s respect reality.”

She also bought me a small packet of makeup sponges and refused to let me pay for them.

“It’s a donation to the arts,” she said.

“This is not art.”

“Then why is it making you suffer?”

The next day, Friday, moved like a sentence refusing to end.

My shift began at noon. The poetry reading was at seven. Clara had insisted I get ready at the bookstore after closing early, which meant I spent the entire day knowing that my outfit was folded in my bag beneath the counter like a secret animal.

Celes noticed.

Of course she noticed.

Celes Terra noticed when a bookmark moved half an inch.

She was in her late fifties, elegant in a way that seemed built from patience rather than money. She wore long skirts, silver rings, and reading glasses on a chain, and she had the quietest walk of any person I had ever met. This made her terrifying. She could appear beside you while you were doing something suspicious with no warning, like a literary ghost with payroll authority.

At three, she found me rearranging the same stack of new releases for the fourth time.

“Evan,” she said.

I nearly knocked over a display of memoirs.

“Sorry.”

She looked at the books, then at me.

“Are the novels troubling you?”

“Yes.”

“In what way?”

“They’re… uneven.”

“They are stacked by size.”

“Emotionally uneven.”

Celes’s mouth curved.

She had a smile that knew more than it said. I did not trust it.

“You seem restless today,” she said.

“I’m fine.”

“I do not believe fine has ever looked that pale.”

I touched my face.

She reached past me and adjusted one hardcover by a quarter inch.

“Clara told me she is helping you with something tonight,” she said.

My stomach dropped.

“What did she tell you?”

“That she needed the backroom after closing and that I should not ask questions unless I wanted answers.”

I stared at her.

Celes smiled faintly.

“I have owned an independent bookstore for twenty-two years,” she said. “I know when not to ask questions.”

“Right.”

“But I will say one thing.”

Oh no.

Her gaze softened.

“Whatever it is, leave the store with your keys, your phone, and enough cash for a cab if you need one.”

That was not what I expected.

“I’m not in trouble?”

“Should you be?”

“No.”

“Then no.”

She walked away, her bracelets chiming softly.

I stood behind the display, feeling like I had almost been seen and somehow allowed to remain intact.

At five thirty, Celes left.

At six, Clara locked the front door and turned the sign to CLOSED.

The sky outside had already gone dark. Rain threatened but had not committed. The streetlights came on one by one, reflected in the windows as blurred gold.

Clara clapped her hands once.

“Okay,” she said. “Transformation panic hour.”

“Can we call it something else?”

“No. Move.”

The backroom had never looked less adequate for what we were about to ask of it. Boxes. Folded chairs. Extra tote bags. Old event posters. The cracked mirror. The fluorescent light humming like it wanted me to fail.

Clara looked around, grimaced, and began rearranging.

“Absolutely not. We need space.”

She cleared the table, moved a box of unsold hardcovers, dragged the standing mirror closer, and pulled a lamp from the reading nook into the backroom because, as she put it, “No one becomes emotionally stable under this lighting.”

I stood holding my garment bag like it contained my own skin.

Clara turned to me.

“First rule,” she said. “You can panic, but you cannot be mean to yourself while panicking. That’s my job, and I use it sparingly.”

“I don’t know if I can do this.”

“Noted. We’re doing it anyway.”

“What if people stare?”

“They might.”

That did not help.

Clara saw my face and softened.

“Listen. People stare for a thousand reasons. Maybe because they like your coat. Maybe because they’re bored. Maybe because they think they know you. Maybe because you’re blocking the cheese plate. You cannot build your entire night around preventing strangers from having eyes.”

“I can try.”

“You have been trying. It looks exhausting.”

I looked down.

She stepped closer.

“Evan,” she said. “You don’t have to be perfect tonight. You just have to not move like you’re apologizing for existing.”

The sentence entered me quietly and stayed there.

I nodded.

“Good,” she said. “Bathroom. Shower-wipe situation. Shave again. Moisturize. Then we build.”

“Shower-wipe situation?”

“You live nearby, but not nearby enough, and the staff bathroom has a sink. We are improvising like women have done throughout history.”

It was not glamorous.

That helped.

The first stage of Evie was not a magical montage. It was me in the staff bathroom, sweating, shaving carefully while Clara yelled through the door not to rush my jawline. It was cold water, paper towels, moisturizer, and the little body lotion that smelled like vanilla. It was me trying not to nick myself and whispering, “Please, please, please,” like facial hair could be negotiated with.

When I came out in my undershirt and jeans, Clara inspected my face.

“Good,” she said. “Little shadow, but workable. We are not going for porcelain doll. We are going for soft academic woman with a complicated inner life.”

“That seems specific.”

“It’s called branding.”

She started with my hair.

The wig from the backroom bin, she declared, was “serviceable but emotionally tragic.” She brushed it properly, trimmed two uneven pieces near the front with tiny scissors from the gift wrap drawer, and showed me how to position it lower so it did not look like it was fleeing my head.

“Hairline,” she said. “If the wig sits too far back, people will know something is off even if they don’t know what.”

“I love how calming this is.”

“Beauty is infrastructure.”

She clipped sections back, let them fall, tried the gold hoops, then the pearl clip, then the gold hoops again.

“Hoops,” she decided. “The pearl clip is sweet, but tonight we need mature enough to be at a university event, not lost on the way to a doll hospital.”

“Everything you say makes me more afraid.”

“Good. Fear keeps the spine engaged.”

Makeup came next.

She refused to let me do eyeliner.

“Not tonight.”

“But I practiced.”

“You practiced in panic lighting. That does not count.”

She used a light hand. Moisturizer first. A tiny bit of concealer under my eyes and around my mouth. Powder only where I got shiny. She showed me how to soften my brows without making them look drawn on. Brown mascara. A touch of neutral shadow. Something subtle along my cheeks that she called contour but applied so lightly I almost accused her of doing nothing.

“That’s the point,” she said. “You should look like you woke up emotionally coherent, not like you fought your face into submission.”

Then lipstick.

Muted rose.

She twisted the tube up and held it out.

“You do this,” she said.

My hand trembled when I took it.

“Why?”

“Because you need to know you made the choice.”

I looked at her.

She did not joke this time.

So I turned toward the mirror.

My face was already changed. Not dramatically. Not enough to erase Evan. But enough to soften him. Enough to invite Evie forward from wherever she had been waiting beneath fear.

I touched the lipstick to my mouth.

The color went on creamy and quiet. Rose, but not bright. Feminine, but not loud. Clara guided my wrist once, then let go. I filled in the bottom lip, pressed them together, corrected the edge with a cotton swab.

When I looked up, my reflection startled me.

Not because she was perfect.

Because she was possible.

“Oh,” I whispered.

Clara stood behind me in the mirror.

Her expression was smug, but her eyes were bright.

“Yeah,” she said softly. “There she is.”

I looked away too quickly.

“No crying,” Clara warned. “I will not redo concealer because you discovered emotions.”

“I’m not crying.”

“Your eyes are making threats.”

“I’m fine.”

“Fine is banned tonight. Choose another word.”

I inhaled.

Terrified.

Pretty.

Alive.

“Unstable,” I said.

“Acceptable.”

Then came the clothes.

Clara turned around while I changed, because she was Clara but not a monster. I stepped out of my jeans and put on the sheer tights first, more careful than I had ever been with anything that cost less than ten dollars. They slid up my legs, smoothing them, changing them. The sensation was still strange, still intimate in a way that made me feel both exposed and protected.

The brown skirt followed.

It settled at my waist like it belonged there.

The cream turtleneck came next, soft against my skin, hugging closer than my usual sweaters but not too tight. Clara helped me tuck it properly, adjusting the fabric at my waist until the skirt fell cleanly.

“Hands up,” she said.

I obeyed.

She fixed the waistband, stepped back, then narrowed her eyes.

“Better.”

The boots gave me height, not much, but enough to change the way my body stacked itself. I wobbled once.

Clara grabbed my elbow.

“Do not die in a low heel. It’s tacky.”

“I’ll do my best.”

The coat completed it.

Structured, soft, warm. It fell over my shoulders and down my body, making the whole outfit look intentional rather than assembled from panic and retail discounts.

Clara handed me the purse.

I held it like it might contain explosives.

“No,” she said. “Not like you’re returning it to a crime scene.”

“How do I hold it?”

“Like it belongs to you.”

“It doesn’t feel like it belongs to me.”

“Nothing does until you stop flinching.”

She adjusted the strap over my shoulder, then stepped behind me and faced me toward the mirror.

I looked.

For one second, my mind rejected the image completely.

Then it arrived.

Evie.

Not backroom Evie.

Not late-night, half-hidden, experimental Evie.

This Evie looked like she had somewhere to go.

A brown midi skirt. Cream turtleneck. Soft coat. Gold hoops. Rose lipstick. Hair falling neatly around her face. She looked nervous, yes. Painfully nervous. But she also looked like a woman who might stand near the back of a poetry reading, hold a paper cup of coffee, and listen quietly while a man in a corduroy jacket tried not to stare at her.

My chest tightened so much I had to press a hand against it.

“Breathe,” Clara said.

I did.

Barely.

“I don’t look real,” I whispered.

“You look real.”

“I look like I’m trying.”

“Everyone is trying. Some people just have better shoes.”

I stared at myself.

My shoulders rose toward my ears.

Clara noticed immediately.

“No. Drop them.”

I lowered them.

“Again.”

I lowered them more.

“Good. You keep trying to disappear through your neck.”

“I don’t know what to do with my body.”

“That is obvious, but fixable.”

For the next twenty minutes, Clara taught me how to exist in the outfit.

Not walk like a runway model. Not perform. Just exist.

“Smaller steps,” she said as I crossed the backroom. “Not tiny. You’re not a haunted doll. Just don’t lead with your knees like you’re storming a warehouse.”

I tried again.

“Better. Let the skirt move. Stop fighting fabric. Fabric is not a hostile witness.”

I walked across the room, turned, came back.

“Hands,” she said.

“What about them?”

“They’re confessing crimes.”

I looked down.

My hands were clenched near my sides.

“Relax them. Purse strap with one hand. Other hand loose. Or touch your coat. Or hold your phone. Women are always holding something because pockets betrayed us culturally.”

I laughed.

“Good. Laughing helps. Your face looks less like a locked filing cabinet.”

Then sitting.

“Do not collapse into chairs like Evan after a shift,” she said. “Perch, then settle. Knees together or crossed at the ankle. If you cross your legs, do it slowly or you’ll flash the room and ascend from shame.”

“I hate this lesson.”

“You will thank me when you don’t accidentally reveal your entire personal mythology.”

She taught me how to check lipstick with the compact mirror without looking like I had never seen a compact before. How to blot. How to sip water without leaving half my mouth on the cup. How to tug the skirt under my thighs before sitting. How to walk into a room and look for a seat without scanning for exits like a fugitive.

That last one got me.

I looked at her.

She shrugged. “You do.”

“I know.”

“Tonight, if you need an exit, you can have one. But don’t make the exit your date.”

“I thought Jules was my date.”

Clara’s smile became slow and delighted.

“I didn’t say it.”

“I didn’t mean—”

“You meant.”

“I hate you.”

“No, you don’t.” She handed me the compact. “Lipstick check.”

I checked.

It was still there.

Evie was still there.

At six forty, Clara called a cab because, in her words, “You are not having your first public Evie moment on a bus full of damp students and one man eating soup from a jar.”

Before I left, she stood in front of me near the staff entrance.

Her teasing faded.

“Text me when you get there,” she said. “Text me if you want to leave. Text me if he’s weird.”

“He’s not weird.”

“He appears at bookstores after closing and asks about secret selves.”

“Okay. He’s a little weird.”

“If anyone makes you feel unsafe, leave. If you panic, breathe. If you forget what to do with your hands, hold the purse. And if your brain starts telling you everyone knows—”

“They might.”

“They probably don’t,” Clara said. “But even if they do, let them survive the knowledge.”

I blinked.

She reached out and fixed the edge of my coat collar.

“And Evan?”

I looked at her.

“You don’t have to earn looking pretty.”

My throat closed.

She stepped back immediately, as if embarrassed by her own sincerity.

“Okay, go before I say something worse.”

The cab arrived.

I left through the staff door as Evie.

The street did not erupt.

No one screamed. No one pointed. The sky did not crack open. A man walked past with headphones on, carrying takeout. A woman hurried by under a red umbrella. Someone laughed outside the laundromat.

The city accepted me with absolute indifference.

It was strangely holy.

In the cab, I sat with my knees together and my purse on my lap exactly as Clara instructed. My hands still trembled. I texted her.

In cab. Not dead.

She replied immediately.

Low bar but proud.

Then:

Shoulders down.

I lowered my shoulders.

Briarwell University looked exactly like a place where people had opinions about paper.

Stone buildings. Wet paths. Old trees bare from winter. Yellow light spilling from tall windows. Students crossing the courtyard with backpacks and coffee cups, their lives moving around me in casual confidence.

The cab stopped near Harlan Hall.

For a moment, I could not open the door.

The driver glanced back. “This good?”

“Yes,” I said, then realized my voice had come out too soft. “Yes. Thank you.”

I paid, stepped onto the curb, and almost turned my ankle immediately.

Not badly.

Just enough for fear to laugh.

“Good start,” I muttered.

Cold air moved under my coat and touched my legs through the tights. I clutched my purse, then loosened my grip because I could hear Clara’s voice in my head calling my hands a crime scene.

Harlan Hall had glass doors and too much light.

I saw my reflection before I entered.

Evie in a coat.

Evie at a university.

Evie outside the backroom.

I should have felt proud.

Mostly I felt like I had smuggled myself into public.

Inside, the hallway smelled like floor polish, coffee, and old heating vents. A bulletin board advertised lectures, theater auditions, tutoring hours, a blood drive, a feminist reading group, and something called Medieval Monsters Week, which made me feel briefly less dramatic about my own problems.

Room 214 was upstairs.

The staircase echoed with voices above me.

I climbed carefully.

Halfway up, two students passed going down. A girl in a puffer jacket and a boy with headphones. They did not look twice.

My heart, unreasonable and theatrical, wanted to collapse in gratitude.

At the top of the stairs, I followed the sound of conversation to a hallway lined with classroom doors. Warm light spilled from 214. People stood just inside, holding paper cups and cookies from a folding table. The room had rows of chairs, a podium, and tall windows dark with rain.

Jules stood near the front.

He wore a dark green sweater under a brown corduroy jacket, because apparently he was determined to become a threat through texture. His hair was neater than usual but still slightly rebellious. He was speaking to an older man with glasses when he glanced toward the door.

He saw me.

The conversation around him seemed to continue, but Jules stopped.

Not dramatically.

He did not gape. He did not stare in a way that made me feel undressed. He simply looked at me, and his expression changed so openly that I forgot every single thing Clara had taught me.

Softness.

Relief.

Wonder, maybe, though that was too dangerous a word.

He excused himself from the older man and crossed the room toward me.

I nearly fled.

“Evie,” he said.

My name in his voice was still a problem.

“Hi,” I said.

“You came.”

“You sound surprised.”

“I hoped. There’s a difference.”

That was unfair.

He looked at me again, more carefully this time, but still with restraint. His gaze moved from my coat to my face, then stayed there.

“You look lovely,” he said.

My brain went completely white.

Not pretty.

Not hot.

Not cute.

Lovely.

A word with lamps in it. A word with old books and rain and something delicate placed in two hands.

“Thank you,” I said, and then because I could not tolerate tenderness without damaging it, I added, “Clara said I looked less like a haunted donation bin.”

Jules blinked.

Then laughed.

The laugh came out surprised and warm.

“Clara sounds formidable.”

“She is.”

“And honest.”

“Violently.”

His smile softened. “Then I’ll trust her judgment.”

I looked away before I could dissolve.

He gestured toward the room. “Can I get you coffee? Tea? A cookie that will be decent, as advertised?”

“Water, maybe.”

“Of course.”

He led me to the folding table. I was painfully aware of people around us. A woman in a black dress spoke to a student near the windows. Two older professors argued quietly about parking. A cluster of undergraduates stood in the back, dressed like they were attending three different events at once.

No one laughed.

No one pointed.

No one looked at me and shouted, “That is Evan Lipton from Morrow & Finch Books wearing a cream turtleneck and a catastrophic amount of fear.”

They simply made room.

Jules handed me a cup of water.

Our fingers touched.

Again.

I was beginning to suspect he did that on purpose or I was becoming a person who built entire religions from accidental contact.

“Are you all right?” he asked quietly.

I took a sip of water, remembered the lipstick, and panicked internally while trying not to panic externally.

“I’m fine.”

His brows lifted.

I sighed. “Nervous.”

“That’s more believable.”

“I don’t know anyone here.”

“You know me.”

“You keep saying that like it solves things.”

“It solves one thing.”

“What?”

“You’re not alone in the room.”

The answer was simple.

Terrible.

Effective.

Before I could respond, a woman approached us.

She was in her late thirties or early forties, with copper-brown hair pinned loosely at the back of her neck and sharp green glasses. She wore a black jumpsuit, a long gray cardigan, and the expression of a woman who enjoyed being underestimated exactly once.

“Jules,” she said. “You were supposed to help me find the extension cord.”

“I was?”

“You nodded when I said your name near the equipment closet.”

“That may have been aspirational listening.”

Her eyes moved to me.

Not rudely.

Precisely.

“And who is this?”

Jules turned slightly toward me. “This is Evie. She works at Morrow & Finch Books. Evie, this is Dr. Greta Foster. She teaches in the English department and frightens visiting poets into punctuality.”

Greta extended a hand. “A necessary public service.”

I took her hand.

Her grip was cool and firm.

“It’s nice to meet you,” I said.

“You too. Morrow & Finch has excellent staff picks. Aggressively emotional, but excellent.”

“That’s mostly Clara.”

“And you?”

“I recommend suffering more quietly.”

Greta’s mouth curved.

“She’ll fit in,” she told Jules.

I felt warmth rise to my face.

Fit in.

No one knew how impossible that sounded.

Greta’s gaze stayed on me for half a second longer than comfort allowed. Not suspicious, exactly. More like she read people the way other people read jacket copy.

Then she looked back at Jules.

“Extension cord.”

“Right,” Jules said. “Academic crisis.”

“Minor. But with tripping hazards.”

He turned to me. “I’ll be right back.”

I wanted to grab his sleeve and say, Please do not leave me alone in the place where all the people have graduate degrees and cheekbones.

Instead, I nodded.

“Sure.”

He left with Greta.

I stood near the refreshment table, holding water and trying to remember how hands worked.

A student reached around me for a cookie.

“Sorry,” I said, moving aside too quickly.

“You’re good,” she said, not looking twice.

You’re good.

The phrase lodged somewhere in me.

I was not good. I was a trembling secret in ankle boots. But apparently, to this girl reaching for a cookie, I was just a person occupying space near the napkins.

I could have cried from the ordinariness of it.

I did not. Clara would have appeared spiritually to threaten my concealer.

The reading began fifteen minutes later.

Jules guided me to a seat near the middle, not the front, not the back. I appreciated that. The back would have made me feel like I was hiding. The front would have made me evaporate.

He sat beside me.

Not too close.

Close enough that I felt the warmth of him.

A visiting poet read first. She had silver hair, red glasses, and the kind of voice that made even grocery lists sound like grief. Her poems were about winter, mothers, salt, a house by the water, and once, unexpectedly, a dead raccoon. The room listened with solemn attention.

I understood about half of it.

Maybe less.

But I liked the sound.

I liked sitting there as Evie with my knees angled carefully, my purse in my lap, lipstick still intact, Jules beside me. I liked the strange safety of a room where everyone had agreed to be quiet and feel things in public.

Every now and then, Jules leaned slightly toward me and whispered a context note.

“That image is from an earlier poem.”

“She always returns to kitchens.”

“This one broke my students last year.”

His breath brushed near my ear when he whispered.

I nearly forgot the entire English language.

After the visiting poet, two faculty members read. Then a graduate student read a poem about a vending machine that made three people laugh and one person sigh like the vending machine had ruined his childhood.

I relaxed by degrees.

Nobody questioned me.

Nobody looked too long.

Nobody asked where I learned to be Evie.

The world did not become easy, but it became survivable.

Halfway through the reading, I glanced down at my hands.

They rested softly on my purse.

Not clenched.

Not confessing crimes.

I thought of Clara and almost smiled.

When the reading ended, the room filled with applause and the scraping of chairs. People stood, stretched, reached for more cookies, clustered into conversations.

I expected Jules to turn immediately to me.

Instead, several people approached him at once: a student with a question, the older man from earlier, Greta with the extension cord now looped over one arm like a captured snake.

I stepped aside, trying not to feel abandoned because that was unreasonable.

Jules glanced at me across the room with a silent apology.

I nodded.

I could survive five minutes.

I looked at the book table near the wall. Small press poetry collections, chapbooks, a mailing list, pens attached to clipboards with string. I drifted toward it, grateful for something to examine.

A woman beside me picked up one of the chapbooks.

“Did you like the reading?” she asked.

It took me a second to realize she was talking to me.

“Yes,” I said. “I did.”

“First time hearing her?”

I nodded.

“She’s better in person,” the woman said. “On the page, I always feel like I’m missing a door.”

“I think I missed several,” I admitted.

She laughed. “That’s poetry.”

And that was it.

A normal conversation.

Two women at a book table, discussing poems and doors.

I held myself still afterward because if I moved too suddenly, the wonder of it might fall off.

Jules found me a few minutes later.

“You survived,” he said.

“I did.”

“Thoughts?”

“I liked the raccoon more than I expected.”

“A common reaction to contemporary poetry.”

“And the vending machine poem made me feel judged.”

“It judged us all.”

I smiled.

He looked relieved to see it.

“Are you hungry?” he asked.

The question startled me.

“A little.”

“There’s a diner a few blocks from here. Quiet. Unpretentious. Excellent fries. Questionable pie.”

“That’s a mixed review.”

“I believe in honesty before carbohydrates.”

I looked toward the doorway.

Leaving the university with him felt like crossing another line.

The bookstore had been one world. The campus another. A diner was neither. A diner was a place where people sat across from each other, ordered food, and could not pretend they were only discussing literature.

It sounded like a date.

It was a date.

Probably.

Maybe.

My brain began producing warning signs with impressive efficiency.

Jules saw something move across my face.

“No pressure,” he said. “I can walk you to a cab.”

That made me want to say yes more than if he had pushed.

I hated how kindness kept becoming persuasive.

“Fries sound good,” I said.

His smile warmed slowly.

“They are.”

The diner was called June’s, with blue vinyl booths, chrome edges, and windows fogged from the heat inside. It sat on a corner near campus, open late enough to feed students, professors, nurses, and anyone else whose life had slipped past normal dinner hours.

Jules held the door for me.

I entered, hyperaware of the swish of my skirt beneath the coat.

A waitress looked up from the counter.

“Two?”

Jules glanced at me, giving me the chance to object.

I did not.

“Two,” he said.

She led us to a booth near the back.

I remembered Clara’s sitting lesson at the last possible second. Perch, gather skirt, settle. Knees together. Purse beside me.

Jules slid into the seat across from me.

The booth light was softer than the university’s. Thank God. My reflection in the dark window beside us was blurred, kinder. Evie looked tired, nervous, and almost happy.

Almost.

The waitress handed us menus.

“Coffee?” she asked.

“Yes, please,” Jules said.

I hesitated.

If I drank coffee, I would shake more.

“Tea?” I asked.

“Hot tea, sure.”

The waitress left.

Jules opened his menu. “The fries are reliable. The grilled cheese is emotionally simple. The pie depends on fate.”

“Emotionally simple sounds nice.”

“It has its place.”

I looked at him over the menu.

He looked back.

A silence settled.

Not bad. Just full.

I dropped my eyes first.

“So,” I said, “do you bring all strange bookstore employees to poetry readings and diners?”

“Only the ones who recommend emotional devastation with precision.”

“That’s a high bar?”

“Very.”

The waitress returned with coffee and tea. I held the mug with both hands, grateful for warmth and something to do.

Jules ordered fries and grilled cheese. I ordered the same because decision-making had left my body.

When the waitress went away, Jules leaned back slightly.

“You were quiet during the reading,” he said.

“I thought that was the rule.”

“It is. But your face was doing things.”

That alarmed me.

“What things?”

“Listening things.”

I frowned. “That sounds fake.”

“It isn’t. Some people listen like they’re waiting to speak. You listen like you’re trying to decide whether something is safe to keep.”

I stared at him.

He looked briefly embarrassed.

“That may have been too professor.”

“It was.”

“I apologize.”

“Don’t.”

The word came out too quickly.

His eyes softened.

I wrapped both hands around the mug.

“I liked it,” I admitted. “The reading. The room. Everyone being quiet. It felt…”

I searched for the word.

“Allowed,” I said.

Jules did not interrupt.

So I kept going, which was dangerous.

“I know that sounds weird. But most places feel like you have to justify why you’re there. Like you have to buy something, be someone, prove you know how to act. Tonight felt like everyone just agreed to sit in a room and let words happen.”

“That doesn’t sound weird,” he said.

“It does.”

“Maybe. But it also sounds true.”

I looked into my tea.

The surface trembled slightly because my hands were not as calm as I wanted.

“What made you start working at Morrow & Finch?” he asked.

I laughed once. “Rent.”

“A powerful literary force.”

“Very. Underrated.”

“And after rent?”

I thought about lying.

Something light. Something charming. Something Evie could say that Evan would not be responsible for.

But the diner was warm, and Jules was looking at me like he could wait.

“I was tired,” I said.

He did not move.

“Of what?”

Everything, I almost said.

Instead, I shrugged. “Jobs that made me feel like a machine with a name tag. People yelling at me through headsets. Warehouses. Applications. Trying to become a person with a five-year plan when I barely had a five-hour plan.”

The confession made me feel naked in a way the skirt had not.

“I didn’t mean to say all that.”

“I’m glad you did.”

“Why?”

“Because I asked.”

“That’s not a reason.”

“It is if I wanted the answer.”

I glanced at him sharply.

He held my gaze.

There was no flirtation in the obvious sense. No slickness. No grin. That was what made Jules dangerous. He did not make wanting feel like a performance. He made it feel like attention.

The food arrived, saving me from whatever my face was doing.

The grilled cheese was indeed emotionally simple.

The fries were excellent.

For a few minutes, we ate and discussed safe things. The reading. The diner. Books. Clara, who Jules seemed to find increasingly entertaining the more I described her. His students. The absurdity of academic meetings. The way independent bookstores and universities both survived on underpaid labor and impossible love.

Then Jules said, “Sometimes teaching literature makes me forget I love it.”

I looked up.

His smile had faded.

“That sounds awful,” I said.

“It can be. Not always. But sometimes I spend so much time turning books into schedules, outcomes, rubrics, assessment language, department requirements… I forget the original feeling.”

“What feeling?”

He looked down at his coffee.

“Being alone with a book and feeling the room get bigger.”

I remembered what he had said about his mother.

Books made rooms bigger.

“You miss that?” I asked.

“Yes.”

The honesty of it touched something in me.

Not because it was dramatic. Because it was small and humiliating and real. A man who had built his life around literature admitting that literature sometimes became paperwork. It felt like the adult version of losing a toy you still secretly loved.

“I think I understand,” I said.

His eyes returned to me.

“Do you?”

I should have stopped.

I did not.

“I work in a bookstore,” I said. “And some days books feel like boxes I have to shelve. Customers ask me for something life-changing, and I want to say, I’m sorry, I wouldn’t know. I mostly just scan barcodes and go home.”

My voice thinned near the end.

Jules did not rush to comfort me. I appreciated that. Comfort too quickly could feel like someone trying to cover a wound before looking at it.

“Do you feel like that often?” he asked.

Like what?

Like a barcode with rent?

Like a person whose life had become a hallway?

Like someone who had to become a woman in a bookstore backroom just to remember forward existed?

I stirred my tea though it needed no stirring.

“Sometimes,” I said.

A lie by subtraction.

Jules accepted it, but I could tell he heard the missing parts.

“Adulthood disappoints quietly,” he said.

I let out a breath that almost became a laugh.

“Yes. Exactly.”

“It’s not always catastrophe. Sometimes it’s realizing the life you built is technically functional and still feels nothing like living.”

I looked at him then.

Too fast.

Too openly.

Because yes.

Yes, that was it.

That was the sentence I had not known how to build.

My eyes burned, and I hated that because I had done so well. No crying at the reading. No crying in the cab. No crying while being complimented, which deserved an award.

Jules’s expression gentled.

“Sorry,” he said. “That was heavy for grilled cheese.”

“No,” I said. “It was… accurate.”

The diner moved around us. Plates clattered. Someone at the counter laughed. A student in a hoodie argued with a friend about whether philosophy majors were employable. The waitress refilled coffee two booths over.

The world continued.

I wanted to tell him.

The urge came so suddenly that I gripped my mug.

I wanted to say, My name is Evan.

I wanted to say, You met me in daylight and asked me about myself without knowing you already had.

I wanted to say, I found a book because I was depressed. I put on a skirt because I was desperate. I became Evie because for one night I did not want to vanish.

I wanted to say, Please still look at me the same way.

My mouth opened.

Jules leaned in slightly, sensing something.

“What is it?” he asked.

The question was so gentle it frightened me back into myself.

Because if I told him and his face changed, I would have to live with that. If I told him and kindness turned to discomfort, if warmth turned to pity, if Evie disappeared from his eyes and Evan returned as some strange, sad man in borrowed softness, I did not know what would be left of me.

So I swallowed the truth.

“Nothing,” I said.

Jules watched me.

He did not believe me.

But he did not push.

Instead, he picked up a fry and said, “For what it’s worth, you made literature feel less like paperwork tonight.”

My breath caught.

“That is an alarming amount of responsibility.”

“I’ll carry most of it.”

“Generous.”

“I try.”

I smiled into my tea.

The almost-confession remained between us, invisible but alive.

After dinner, Jules insisted on paying because he had invited me. I argued weakly because part of me wanted to prove I was not a burden, but he simply said, “Let me do this one thing without turning it into a thesis,” and I gave in because it was funny and because I wanted to.

Outside, the rain had finally started.

Light, silver, cold.

Jules opened his umbrella. It was large enough for two if two people were willing to stand close.

Apparently, we were.

The walk back toward campus was slow.

The umbrella made a private roof above us. The city blurred around the edges. My shoulder brushed his arm once, then again. Neither of us moved farther away.

“You’re quiet,” he said.

“I’m thinking.”

“About?”

“Whether the pie was worth risking fate.”

He smiled. “And?”

“I think fate lost.”

“Harsh, but fair.”

We reached the corner near Harlan Hall where the campus lights began.

“My cab should come here,” I said, opening the app on my phone.

“I can wait.”

“You don’t have to.”

“I know.”

There it was again.

A simple answer.

A refusal to make care dramatic.

We stood under the umbrella while I requested the ride. The app said six minutes.

Six minutes suddenly felt enormous.

Jules looked at me, rain silvering the edge of his umbrella.

“Thank you for coming tonight,” he said.

“You already thanked me.”

“I may do it again.”

“That sounds inefficient.”

“I’m not known for efficiency.”

“No. You’re known for hesitation turned into credentials.”

His smile widened.

“You remembered.”

I had remembered everything.

That was the problem.

“Unfortunately,” I said.

A car passed, headlights sliding over his face.

For one second, he looked like someone about to say something that would change the temperature.

Then he only said, “Can I see you again?”

My heart performed a small, violent act.

“You are seeing me now.”

“Evie.”

My name.

Soft.

A little amused.

A little pleading, maybe.

I looked away toward the street, but there was nowhere safe to put my eyes.

“I don’t know,” I said.

“That’s honest.”

“No, it’s cowardly.”

“Sometimes those overlap.”

I laughed faintly.

He turned slightly toward me.

“Would it help if I said I’m not asking for anything you don’t want to give?”

I looked back at him.

He meant it.

That scared me more than pressure would have.

“Maybe,” I said.

His smile returned, small and warm.

“Maybe is still better than no.”

My cab arrived before I could answer.

Jules walked me to the curb. I reached for the door, then stopped.

“Thank you,” I said.

“For terrible lighting and decent cookies?”

“And fries.”

“And fate-defying pie.”

“And…” I paused. “For making the room less awful.”

His expression changed.

I had given too much away. I knew it instantly.

But he did not take advantage of it.

“You did that too,” he said.

I got into the cab before I could say something impossible.

As the car pulled away, I looked back.

Jules stood under the umbrella, one hand in his coat pocket, watching the cab leave.

He did not wave.

Somehow that made it worse.

At home, I took Evie off slowly.

That was the only way to describe it.

I removed the coat and hung it over the chair. I took off the boots and set them side by side. I unzipped the skirt carefully, folded it, then unfolded it because the fold was wrong. I removed the tights with the reverence of someone handling evidence of a miracle. I wiped away the lipstick last.

Evan returned in pieces.

But not completely.

Something of Evie stayed.

The scent on my wrists.

The faint mascara shadow I could not quite remove.

The memory of being introduced as Evie and nobody laughing.

The feeling of Jules’s umbrella above us, making a small world where I had almost told the truth and had not.

I sat on the edge of my bed in my old T-shirt, holding the rose lipstick in one hand.

My phone buzzed.

Clara.

Alive?

I typed back:

Alive.

Then, after a moment:

He took me to a diner.

Her reply came instantly.

SLUT.

I laughed so suddenly it startled me.

Then another message:

Was he nice?

I stared at the screen.

Nice was too small.

Nice was a man letting you merge into traffic.

Nice was holding a door.

Jules had looked at me as if I were a sentence he wanted to understand without editing.

I typed:

Yes.

Clara replied:

Good. Sleep. Do not spiral until morning.

Impossible request.

I lay down anyway.

Across the room, the outfit waited on the chair.

The note from Jules waited on the table.

The yellow book waited beside it.

And me?

I lay in the dark, half Evan, half Evie, and wondered how long a person could live between a truth and the fear of saying it.

Jules Porter returned to his office just after ten-thirty, damp at the shoulders and quieter than the rain.

Briarwell’s English department was mostly empty by then. The hallway lights had dimmed into their evening setting, leaving the framed faculty posters and old event flyers looking ghostly behind glass. Somewhere downstairs, a door closed. A radiator hissed. The building settled into the weary silence of a place built to hold too many thoughts.

Jules unlocked his office and stepped inside.

Books covered almost every surface. Shelves lined two walls. Stacks crowded the floor. Student essays waited in a canvas bag beside his desk, unread and accusatory. A chipped mug sat near his laptop, half full of coffee gone cold hours ago.

He removed his coat and hung it over the chair.

Then he stood still.

For several minutes, he did nothing.

He thought of Evie at the doorway of Harlan Hall, cream and brown and rose, looking terrified enough to vanish and beautiful enough to stop him mid-sentence.

He thought of Evan behind the bookstore counter the day before, pale and nervous in a navy sweater, recommending Orlando with too much precision.

Same eyes.

That had been the first thing.

The eyes had undone the disguise more than anything else. Not because they gave Evan away physically, though they nearly did. But because both Evan and Evie looked at the world as if waiting for it to become unsafe.

Same hands too.

Long fingers. Careful movements. A tremor disguised as restraint.

Same sadness.

That was the part Jules did not want to write down, because writing it made it feel like an invasion.

He went to his desk and opened the bottom drawer.

Inside was a black notebook he used for lecture fragments, stray lines, and thoughts he did not yet trust himself to place anywhere official.

He opened to the page he had started after meeting Evan in daylight.

There, in his own slanted handwriting, were the words:

Evan Lipton / Evie?
Same eyes. Same hands. Same sadness.
Don’t corner him. Let him tell me.

Jules sat slowly.

He touched the edge of the page with one finger.

“I should have said something,” he murmured.

But even as he said it, he knew why he had not.

The first night, at Morrow & Finch, he had not been certain. Evie had been nervous, yes, and her voice had seemed carefully placed, but people were allowed to be nervous. Women were allowed to have low voices, strong jaws, careful hands, secrets. The world was cruel enough without Jules adding suspicion to every softness.

Then he had met Evan the next day.

And recognition had moved through him like a match struck in a dark room.

Not certainty all at once.

Recognition.

A shared cadence. A shared intelligence. The same way of making a joke, then retreating from the fact that it had landed. The same grief tucked behind politeness.

He should have walked away.

He knew that would have been the cleanest choice. Respect the secret by not entering it. Stop coming to the bookstore. Leave Evie alone. Leave Evan safe.

But then Evie had opened the door again.

Evie had talked about Shakespeare and secret selves.

Evie had looked at him like wanting something was a form of danger.

And Jules, who had spent his adult life teaching people to notice what a text was hiding from itself, had done the least professional thing imaginable.

He had fallen for the subtext.

He wrote beneath the earlier note:

Friday reading. She came. Brown skirt, cream turtleneck, rose lipstick. Terrified. Brave.

He stopped.

Crossed out She.

Then stopped again.

He did not replace it.

Not yet.

That was not his decision to make.

He leaned back in the chair and closed his eyes.

At the diner, Evie had almost told him.

He had felt it. The intake of breath. The stillness. The way her hand tightened around the mug. A truth had risen between them and then retreated.

He had let it.

Was that kindness?

Or cowardice pretending to be patience?

Jules did not know.

He opened his eyes and looked at the notebook again.

Don’t corner him. Let him tell me.

It had sounded ethical when he wrote it.

Now it sounded like a man justifying his own desire to stay close.

He closed the notebook.

The office seemed colder than before.

Jules looked toward the rain-dark window, where his reflection hovered faintly among the stacked books and dim lamps.

“Please don’t disappear,” he whispered.


Chapter 4

[image: ]

FOR A WHILE, I became very good at pretending my life was improving in a normal way. That was what made it dangerous. If everything had fallen apart immediately, I might have known what to do. Collapse, apologize, disappear, return the lipstick, shove the clothes into a donation bin, and tell myself the whole thing had been a bad season caused by loneliness and retail lighting.

But life did not punish me right away.

Life, worse, got softer.

Not completely. I still woke up some mornings with the old gray weight behind my ribs, pressing me flat before I even opened my eyes. The radiator still knocked at night. My apartment still looked like a place where a person lived only because rent made leaving complicated. I still ate frozen dinners more often than anyone with a body should. I still stood under the shower sometimes, letting the water run too long, trying to remember the exact steps required to become a person for the day.

Depression did not leave because I bought tights.

That would have been convenient and deeply insulting.

But something had changed.

There was now a reason to move my hand toward the moisturizer instead of letting my skin stay dry. There was a reason to shave carefully, to steam a skirt by hanging it in the bathroom while the shower ran hot, to line up small things on my table like evidence of a life being built from drugstore receipts and fear.

Cleanser.

Moisturizer.

Razor.

Lotion.

Mascara.

Rose lipstick.

Clear gloss.

A tiny bottle of perfume.

Nail polish, eventually.

That had been Clara’s fault.

“No,” I said when she placed the bottle on the counter beside my coffee.

It was Monday morning, three days after the poetry reading, and she had arrived at Morrow & Finch with a paper bag, two coffees, and the expression of a woman about to become a bad influence with excellent justification.

“Yes,” she said.

The bottle was small and square. The color inside was a muted mauve-pink, soft enough to look almost neutral, pretty enough to make my stomach tighten.

“I can’t wear nail polish at work.”

“You can wear this,” Clara said. “It’s practically a whisper.”

“A whisper that says nail polish.”

“Correct. Very observant.”

“What if Celes notices?”

“Celes notices when the moon is emotionally off-center. The question is whether she cares.”

“I care.”

“You care about everything. That’s why you look tired in a spiritual way.”

I pushed the bottle back toward her. “No.”

Clara pushed it back toward me. “One nail.”

“Absolutely not.”

“One thumbnail.”

“No.”

“Coward.”

“Yes.”

“Hydrated coward.”

“Still no.”

She leaned both elbows on the counter and lowered her voice. “Evan. You went to a university poetry reading as Evie, survived multiple professors, ate grilled cheese with Sad Elbows, and came back with your soul mostly attached. Do not let a nail polish bottle defeat you.”

“His name is Jules.”

“His name is Sad Elbows until he proves he moisturizes.”

I laughed despite myself, which was how Clara usually won.

She smiled and tapped the bottle. “Try it tonight. Not here. Not if you don’t want to. But try it.”

“I don’t know how.”

“That has never stopped men from doing anything.”

“Rude.”

“Accurate.”

I took the bottle because refusing too long made the whole thing feel heavier.

That night, I painted my nails at my kitchen table under the one lamp that made everything look less tragic.

It took one video, three cotton pads, and the discovery that my left hand was an untrustworthy employee. I painted the first nail too thick. The second one streaked. The third looked passable if viewed from a respectful emotional distance. By the time I finished, my hands were trembling from concentration.

I sat there waiting for them to dry, fingers spread on the table like I had been arrested by beauty.

The color was subtle.

Clara had been right. It did whisper.

But I heard it.

Every time I moved my hand, something softened in the corner of my vision. My fingers looked more deliberate, more finished. Not feminine in a dramatic way. Just cared for. I had never realized how much of my life had been built around refusing to finish myself.

I held up my hands.

Evie’s hands.

Evan’s hands.

Same hands.

That thought should have comforted me.

Instead, it made my chest ache.

Because the more Evie existed, the harder it became to pretend she was separate.

I had invented her because Evan had felt impossible. Then she had started handing pieces of Evan back to me with nail polish drying on them.

That was rude of her.

By Tuesday, I had a routine.

Morning: cleanser, moisturizer, shave if necessary, lip balm, coffee, work.

Work: Evan in sweaters and jeans, sleeves tugged over his hands, trying not to look too long at Jules whenever he came in.

Evening: if Clara closed with me, nothing dramatic. If I closed alone, Evie.

Not always fully. That was new too.

Sometimes Evie was only the nail polish. Sometimes she was perfume beneath Evan’s sweater. Sometimes she was a soft camisole under my shirt, hidden from the world but present against my skin. Sometimes she was me practicing mascara in the bathroom, wiping it off before bed, then sleeping with my face clean and my heart less empty than before.

I started planning outfits in my head.

This was humiliating because it gave me hope in units.

A brown skirt with the cream turtleneck again, but maybe with the pearl clip this time. The blue knit top with a cardigan and darker tights. A black skirt if I could find one that did not make me look like I was attending either church or a trial. A soft dress, eventually. Not yet. Dresses felt like a larger language. I had only learned a few phrases.

At lunch breaks, I looked at earrings online.

Small hoops.

Pearls.

Gold studs.

Little drops shaped like leaves.

I did not buy most of them. I only looked. Looking became its own kind of rehearsal.

On Wednesday, Clara found me in the break area scrolling through a page of hair tutorials.

She sat beside me and looked at the screen.

“Soft curls,” she said.

I locked my phone out of reflex.

She rolled her eyes. “Babe, I have seen your entire psychological basement at this point. You don’t need to hide curling tutorials from me.”

“I don’t have a curling iron.”

“I have one.”

“Of course you do.”

“I also have standards, which are rarer.”

I turned my coffee cup slowly between my hands. The mauve polish had chipped on one finger. I had spent all morning trying not to stare at it.

“What if I look stupid?” I asked.

“In curls?”

“In everything.”

Clara’s face lost some of its teasing.

I hated when she did that. It made the floor too honest.

“You will look new,” she said. “Your brain will call that stupid because your brain is a depressed landlord who hates renovations.”

That was so accurate I almost laughed and almost didn’t.

“Does it get easier?” I asked.

She looked at me for a moment.

“I don’t know,” she said. “Not exactly. But you build evidence.”

“Evidence?”

“That the world doesn’t end every time you let yourself be seen.”

I looked down at my chipped nail.

“That sounds fake.”

“Most useful things do at first.”

That night, Clara brought the curling iron.

We stayed after closing. She sat me in front of the backroom mirror with a towel over my shoulders and said, “If you move while I’m doing this, I will burn us both and write it off as character development.”

“I’m comforted.”

“You should be.”

She showed me how to wrap sections of the wig around the barrel, how to hold the curl, how to let it cool, how to brush it out so it looked soft instead of pageant-revenge. The process took longer than I expected and smelled faintly like warm synthetic hair, which Clara said was “not ideal, but survivable.”

When she finished, the wig fell in loose waves around my face.

Soft curls.

The phrase had sounded simple online. In the mirror, it was not simple at all.

It changed Evie.

The straight-ish wig had made her look shy and unfinished. The soft curls made her look intentional. Not glamorous exactly. More like a woman who had taken time with herself and expected that time to matter.

Clara studied me in the mirror.

“See?” she said. “Not haunted donation bin.”

I touched one curl near my cheek.

“No,” I said quietly.

“Bookstore melancholy with romantic potential.”

I rolled my eyes, but my face went warm.

She saw it.

“Speaking of romantic potential,” she said, too casually.

“No.”

“You don’t even know what I was going to ask.”

“Jules.”

“Then you did know.”

I turned away from the mirror.

Jules had been careful since Friday.

Too careful.

He had come into the store twice. Once during the day, while I was Evan, and once in the evening, when I was Evie. With Evan, he bought a book for class and spoke politely, maybe a little too warmly, asking about staff recommendations and whether the rain ever stopped in this city or merely changed texture. With Evie, he lingered near poetry and asked if she had recovered from the terrible lighting.

The split was unbearable.

Not because Jules treated us differently.

Because he didn’t, not as much as he should have.

That was what frightened me.

With Evan, he was warm, amused, attentive. With Evie, he was all those things plus something gentler, something that hovered closer to romance. But the center of him stayed the same. He listened to both of us. He remembered both of us. He looked at both of us as if we were people.

I did not know what to do with that.

If he had ignored Evan and adored Evie, the lie would be cleaner. Painful, but understandable.

Instead, he kept making the truth feel possible.

Which was much worse.

“He asked if Evie would stay after closing Thursday,” I said.

Clara’s eyebrows shot up.

“For what?”

“To read.”

“To read.”

“Yes.”

“Is that what professors call it?”

“Clara.”

“I’m just asking as a citizen.”

“He said we could share favorite passages. The store is hosting that small reading event earlier, and after everyone leaves…”

I trailed off because my face had become too warm to continue.

Clara leaned back against the table.

“Okay.”

“What does okay mean?”

“It means okay.”

“That is unlike you.”

“It means I’m deciding whether to be excited or worried.”

“Can you choose neither?”

“No. I’m a woman. Multitasking emotionally is our burden.”

I looked back at the mirror.

Evie stared at me with soft curls and frightened eyes.

“It’s not a date,” I said.

Clara snorted.

“It’s not.”

“Babe. A man invited you to stay after closing in a warm bookstore during rain to read favorite passages to each other.”

I said nothing.

“That is either a date or the beginning of a very slow PBS adaptation.”

“It’s complicated.”

“No, it’s romantic. The complication is that you are lying.”

The sentence landed hard enough to silence the room.

Clara did not look sorry for saying it. She did look sad.

I stood from the chair, the towel sliding from my shoulders.

“He thinks I’m Evie.”

“You are Evie.”

“You know what I mean.”

“I do.” She folded the towel slowly. “And that’s why I’m saying it.”

“He’d be disgusted if he knew.”

Clara looked at me sharply.

“You don’t know that.”

“Yes, I do.”

“No. You are assuming the rejection scene and performing both parts alone.”

I laughed once, bitter and small. “That’s poetic.”

“It’s accurate.” She set the towel down. “You’ve already decided what Jules would say if he knew, so now you don’t have to risk hearing his actual answer.”

The words slid under my ribs.

I hated how easily she found the tender places now.

“You don’t understand,” I said.

“Then explain.”

“I can’t.”

“Try.”

I looked at myself in the mirror again.

The soft curls. The cardigan. The skirt I had changed into just to see the hair properly. The lipstick Clara had made me practice applying without supervision.

Evie looked like someone Jules could like.

Evan looked like someone Jules might pity.

That was the truth I could not make pretty.

“If he knows,” I said slowly, “then Evie stops being… this.”

Clara waited.

“She stops being the girl he met in the bookstore. She stops being soft and mysterious and interesting. She becomes a man in a wig who was sad enough to invent a woman and stupid enough to make a professor like her.”

My voice broke on the last word.

Clara’s expression changed.

I looked away.

“Evan.”

“Don’t.”

“No. Listen to me.” She stepped closer, but did not touch me. “If that is what he thinks, then he was never worth all this panic. But you cannot keep making his decision for him.”

“He likes her.”

“She is not a separate person renting space in your body.”

“She feels separate.”

“Of course she does. She’s the part of you that you only let breathe after closing.”

I hated that.

I loved that.

I did not know what to do with either.

Clara’s voice softened. “I’m not telling you to tell him tonight. I’m not. You get to choose when and how. But don’t confuse delay with safety.”

I swallowed.

The backroom hummed around us.

Boxes of unsold books. Old posters. The cracked mirror. The curling iron cooling on the table. The air still warm with synthetic curls and vanilla lotion.

“I just want a little longer,” I whispered.

Clara’s face softened in a way that made me feel forgiven and doomed.

“I know,” she said.

Thursday arrived with heavy rain, the kind that made everyone enter the bookstore looking betrayed by the sky.

Morrow & Finch had a small event that evening: three local writers reading from an anthology about city life. Celes had set out folding chairs in uneven rows, Clara had arranged paper cups and cookies near the front table, and I spent an hour pretending to adjust the microphone while actually thinking about the dress in my bag.

The dress.

I had found it that morning at a thrift shop during a lunch break I took for the specific purpose of making bad decisions.

Wine-colored wrap dress.

Soft fabric, long sleeves, neckline modest enough that I would not panic, waist tie that gave shape without asking too many anatomical questions. It fell just below my knees. Feminine without being loud. Romantic without being costume.

I had held it up in the thrift store and known immediately that Evie wanted it.

That did not mean I bought it immediately.

I circled the rack twice.

I checked the price.

I put it back.

I took it again.

I told myself it was too much.

I bought it.

At the register, the cashier asked, “Would you like a bag?” and I said yes with the gravity of someone accepting a new identity in crinkled plastic.

Now it waited in the staff bathroom, along with black tights, low heels Clara had loaned me, a small pair of gold earrings, the curled wig resting on a towel, my makeup pouch, and the perfume.

The event began at seven.

I stood near the back as Evan, wearing a dark sweater and jeans, watching people settle into chairs with wet coats and steaming cups. Jules arrived ten minutes before the start.

My body knew before my eyes did.

That sounded dramatic, but it was true. The air shifted. Or I shifted within it.

He entered with an umbrella, hair damp, coat dark from rain along the shoulders. He scanned the room, and for one dangerous second, his gaze landed on me.

Evan.

Behind the event table, stacking extra napkins for no reason.

His face warmed.

Not dramatically. Not like a man seeing the person he came for.

But enough.

“Evan,” he said when he reached the table.

“Professor Porter.”

His brows lifted. “We’re formal tonight?”

“You’re on university territory.”

“We are in a bookstore between a laundromat and a coffee shop.”

“Academic influence lingers.”

He smiled.

I tried not to.

Clara, arranging cookies beside me, made a very small choking sound that may have been laughter disguised as respiratory failure.

Jules glanced at her. “Clara, I assume.”

She held out a hand. “The formidable one.”

“I’ve heard good things.”

“Then Evie is generous and Evan is withholding.”

My soul left my body.

Jules shook her hand, smile deepening. “Both seem possible.”

I stared hard at the napkins.

Clara kicked my ankle lightly beneath the table.

The event saved me.

Mostly.

The local writers read pieces about buses, laundromats, a childhood apartment, a diner that had closed, and the grief of watching familiar buildings become expensive coffee shops. It was the kind of reading that made people nod with their whole faces. Celes stood near the front with her hands folded, looking proud and faintly mournful.

Jules sat in the second row.

He listened with his head slightly tilted, one ankle crossed over the other, fingers resting near his mouth. I kept catching myself looking at him. Then catching Clara catching me. Then pretending to check the book sales.

By eight fifteen, the event ended.

People bought anthologies, complimented the writers, left damp footprints, and slowly filtered back into the rain. Celes hugged one of the authors and disappeared into the office with the cash box. Clara helped stack chairs while giving me looks so pointed they should have required permits.

At eight forty, only Jules remained near the poetry section, browsing as if he had not come with a purpose.

Celes emerged from the office in her long black coat.

“Evan,” she said. “You can finish closing?”

“Yes.”

Her eyes moved to Jules, then back to me.

That was all.

Just a look.

But Celes could put an entire paragraph into silence.

“Good night, Professor Porter,” she said.

“Good night, Celes.”

Clara grabbed her bag.

“I am leaving,” she announced.

“No one asked,” I said.

“I am announcing for legal and emotional purposes.”

She came close under the pretense of reaching for her scarf.

“Text me,” she whispered.

“I’m fine.”

“That remains under review.”

Then she squeezed my shoulder once, quick and hard, and left.

The door locked behind her.

The store exhaled.

Jules stood between the shelves, holding a book he had not opened.

I remained behind the counter as Evan.

For a moment, neither of us spoke.

Then he said, “Should I go?”

The question made my chest tighten.

Because he meant it.

If I said yes, he would leave. He would not press. He would step back into the rain with his books and restraint, and Evie could remain safely folded in my bag, unworn, untested, unkissed by the evening.

I could choose safety.

I could.

“I need to change,” I said.

His face changed softly.

Not surprise.

Not exactly.

Something like careful understanding.

“Of course.”

“I mean—”

“You don’t have to explain.”

That sentence frightened me.

Because I did have to explain.

Not now, maybe. But eventually. A whole storm of explanation waited somewhere ahead of us, gathering itself.

“I’ll be a few minutes,” I said.

“I can wait by the front.”

“No. Stay…” I gestured vaguely toward the shelves. “There.”

He looked around. “In fiction?”

“It seems appropriate.”

His mouth curved. “I’ll behave.”

I almost said, Please don’t.

Instead, I fled to the staff bathroom with my bag.

Changing for Jules felt different from changing for myself.

That was the first thing I noticed, and it made me pause with the wine dress in my hands.

I had dressed as Evie because I wanted to feel alive. Because the backroom had become a doorway. Because the routines gave me something to hold.

But tonight, I wanted to be beautiful for someone.

That want felt old-fashioned and humiliating and bright. I did not know where to put it. It made my hands clumsy.

The staff bathroom light was not kind, but Clara had taught me how to work around unkindness. I shaved the few places that needed touching up, then moisturized. I put on the black tights carefully. The wrap dress slid over my head in one soft motion, the fabric cool at first, then warm against my skin. I tied the waist once, poorly, then untied it and did it again.

The dress changed my body more than any skirt had.

Not because it created something false, but because it asked my body to cooperate with a shape. Waist here. Neckline here. Fabric crossing softly at the chest, tying at the side, falling over hips I did not really have but could suggest with posture and the forgiving grace of a good cut.

I looked in the mirror and had to sit on the toilet lid for a second.

Not because I looked perfect.

Because Evie looked like she had been waiting for this dress.

The makeup went better than usual because terror had become focus. Concealer. Powder. Soft shadow. Brown mascara. A little color at the cheeks. Muted rose lipstick, deepened with a touch of berry I had bought that afternoon and not told Clara about because I did not need every bad decision peer-reviewed.

The wig was already curled. I positioned it carefully, finger-combed the waves, and tucked one side behind my ear to show the small gold earring.

Perfume at the wrists.

Then at the base of the throat.

Too much?

Maybe.

I did not wash it off.

The low heels changed everything when I stood. Not high. Not dramatic. But they altered the angle of my legs and spine, made the dress move differently, made me aware of the floor under me and the air around me.

I put my old clothes into the bag.

Then I stood facing the mirror.

“Hi,” I whispered.

Evie looked back.

Wine dress. Black tights. Soft curls. Rose-berry mouth. Nervous eyes.

She did not look like a costume.

She looked like a choice.

My phone buzzed.

Clara.

Reminder: shoulders down. Don’t apologize with your spine.

I lowered my shoulders.

Then another text:

Also if he says something hot, do NOT make a joke about inventory.

I stared at the message.

Typed:

That is very specific.

She replied:

Because I know you.

I slipped the phone into my purse and unlocked the bathroom door.

The store was dim except for the lamps Jules had turned on near the reading nook. He had made tea.

Of course he had.

Two paper cups sat on the small table beside the green velvet chair. Steam rose from them. The rain tapped steadily against the front windows, turning the street beyond into watercolor. The shelves stood around us like witnesses.

Jules was near the poetry section, reading a spine without taking in a word. When he heard me, he turned.

And stopped.

The entire room seemed to narrow into the space between his breath and mine.

His expression did not go hungry or shocked or performative.

It went still.

That was worse.

Stillness made room for truth.

“Evie,” he said softly.

I held my purse too tightly.

“Too much?” I asked.

His eyes lifted to mine.

“No.”

Just that.

No.

A complete sentence. A gentle refusal to let me insult myself first.

My throat tightened.

“You made tea,” I said, because Clara had specifically warned me against inventory jokes but had not covered tea.

“I did. It’s probably oversteeped.”

“Very romantic.”

His mouth curved. “I was aiming for barely competent.”

“You achieved both.”

The tension eased enough for me to breathe.

We settled near the reading nook, not quite side by side, not quite across from each other. Jules handed me one cup. The tea was too hot and too strong, but holding it helped.

“You look beautiful,” he said.

I nearly spilled the tea.

“Sorry,” he added quickly. “I should have asked if compliments are welcome.”

That undid me more than the compliment.

“Compliments are…” I stared into the cup. “Unfamiliar.”

“Then I’ll be careful.”

I looked at him.

He meant it.

That was the problem with Jules. He kept meaning things.

“Careful is okay,” I said.

He nodded.

For a while, we read.

That had been the plan. Reading favorite passages. It sounded charming when discussed hypothetically and terrifying when performed by two people clearly pretending not to be on a date in a bookstore after closing.

Jules began with a passage from Mrs. Dalloway, because of course he did. He read about a person moving through a day while carrying invisible depths inside them, and his voice made the sentences feel less like a book and more like something happening under my skin.

I stared at my tea.

When he finished, he looked embarrassed.

“That was predictable of me.”

“Yes,” I said.

“Devastating.”

“Also good.”

His expression warmed.

“What about you?” he asked.

I had chosen three passages and rejected all of them six times.

The one I finally pulled from the shelf was not impressive. It was from a paperback novel I had loved years ago, about a woman who returned to a town under another name. I read a paragraph where she stood in front of a mirror in a borrowed dress and realized the lie had started telling the truth before she did.

My voice shook once.

Only once.

When I finished, Jules did not speak immediately.

The quiet after the passage felt too exposed.

“Too obvious?” I asked.

“No.”

“You keep saying no.”

“You keep offering me unkind interpretations. I keep refusing them.”

I looked down.

The paper cup had softened slightly beneath my fingers.

Jules leaned forward, elbows on his knees, hands wrapped around his tea.

“I liked it,” he said. “Especially the idea that the lie tells the truth first.”

My heart kicked.

“It’s just a line.”

“Lines become knives when they find the right place.”

“That’s very professor.”

“I know.”

“At least you hear it now.”

“I’m improving.”

I smiled, then lost it because he was still looking at me.

Not the dress. Not the lipstick. Me, in the unbearable sense.

“What?” I asked.

“Nothing.”

“That’s obviously not true.”

“No,” he admitted. “It isn’t.”

I waited.

Outside, rain slid down the glass. A car passed, headlights moving across the ceiling.

Jules’s thumb moved against the edge of his cup.

“I like talking to you,” he said.

“That’s what nothing was?”

“That was the beginning of it.”

“Oh.”

He looked almost as nervous as I felt, which should have been comforting and was instead catastrophic.

“I like the way you choose books,” he continued. “Like you’re handing someone a locked room and deciding whether they deserve the key.”

“That sounds pretentious.”

“It might be. I still mean it.”

I tried to laugh. Failed.

“I like the way you make jokes when something matters too much,” he said. “And the way you listen. And the way you look at shelves like they might rearrange themselves if you stare hard enough.”

“That’s just retail trauma.”

“Maybe.”

His gaze stayed gentle.

“And I like the person who appears when you stop bracing for impact.”

Everything in me went silent.

The words entered too deeply, too cleanly.

I did not know what my face did. Something disastrous, probably, because Jules immediately set his cup down.

“I’m sorry,” he said. “That was too much.”

“No.”

The word came out barely audible.

I swallowed.

“No, it’s just…”

It’s just that you don’t know who that person is.

It’s just that I’m lying.

It’s just that I am sitting here in a wine dress, and the person you think you’re courting is made from fear, hope, and a name I whispered in a mirror because I couldn’t stand being myself anymore.

It’s just that if you keep looking at me like that, I might believe I deserve to be looked at.

I said none of those things.

Instead, I said, “I don’t always know how to stop bracing.”

His expression softened.

“I know.”

The two words were quiet.

Too quiet.

My eyes lifted to his.

For one strange second, I thought he meant more than I had said.

I thought he knew.

A cold line of panic moved through me.

“What does that mean?” I asked.

He went very still.

I saw something pass through his face. A decision. A retreat. A door almost opened and then gently closed.

“It means,” he said carefully, “that some people learn to expect impact. And I’m sorry if you had to learn that.”

The panic did not leave.

But it softened at the edges.

I looked away.

“You make everything sound beautiful.”

“No,” he said. “I think you keep hearing beauty because you expect judgment.”

I laughed once, weakly.

“That was rude.”

“It was honest.”

“Worse.”

He smiled, but it faded quickly.

“Evie,” he said.

My name, again.

A warning and a gift.

“Yes?”

He looked at me for a long moment.

I could feel words gathering in him. I did not know what they were, only that they frightened him too. His hand moved slightly on his knee, as if he wanted to reach for me and stopped himself.

“I want you to know,” he said slowly, “that you don’t have to perform ease for me.”

My heart thudded.

“What if I don’t know what else to perform?”

His face changed.

There it was.

The almost.

The moment where truth came close enough to fog the glass between us.

Jules inhaled.

I saw it then: he was going to say something.

Maybe not everything. Maybe not I know you’re Evan. Maybe only I think there is more you’re not telling me. But whatever it was, it would break the shape of the evening, and I was not ready. I was sitting there in the first dress I had ever chosen for someone, and my lipstick was still intact, and rain was on the windows, and for once I did not feel gray.

I must have looked terrified.

Because Jules stopped.

His expression gentled in a way that hurt.

“Then we start with tea,” he said.

I breathed again.

Relief came first.

Then disappointment.

Then guilt.

His silence felt like mercy.

I did not yet understand that mercy could become another kind of lie.

We kept reading.

The room warmed around us. The tea cooled. The rain deepened. The passages grew less formal and more personal. He read a poem about longing disguised as weather. I read a paragraph about a person standing in a doorway, unable to decide whether entering counted as courage or surrender.

Jules said, “Maybe both.”

I said, “That’s not helpful.”

He said, “Truth rarely is.”

I said, “Very professor.”

He said, “Consistent branding.”

By the time he left, it was nearly eleven.

He did not kiss me.

I was grateful.

I was furious.

I was not ready.

I wanted him to want to.

The week after that became almost happiness.

Almost was the important word.

Almost happiness looked like waking up and checking the weather because it affected whether Evie could wear tights or needed warmer layers. It looked like Clara bringing me a better makeup sponge and saying, “Do not thank me, just blend.” It looked like Jules sending a postcard to the bookstore from the university museum because he had seen a quote about metamorphosis and thought of Morrow & Finch, which was both safe and not safe at all.

It looked like me buying a small jewelry organizer at a discount store and then sitting on the floor for twenty minutes arranging three pairs of earrings, two hair clips, and a necklace I had not yet been brave enough to wear outside.

It looked like me going days without wishing something enormous would happen to interrupt my life.

That was new.

That was dangerous.

Because I started wanting ordinary future things.

A better lamp.

A real vanity, even a tiny one.

A dress that was not thrifted because someone else had finished with it.

A night where Jules and I could walk somewhere without me scanning every face.

A morning where I woke up and did not feel like my body was a room I had to apologize for occupying.

On the following Thursday, Morrow & Finch hosted another small event, this one for a local essayist whose book was about urban loneliness. Naturally, the place filled.

Lonely people loved public events about loneliness. It gave everyone something to do with their hands.

I worked the event as Evan. That was the arrangement, not official but understood between Clara and me. Public store events were Evan unless planned otherwise. After-hours moments were Evie. Daylight belonged to one self. Lamps and locks belonged to the other.

Healthy? Probably not.

Functional? Temporarily.

Jules came, of course.

He arrived late, slipping quietly into the back row. I noticed him immediately because my body had become embarrassing.

The essayist read a passage about eating alone in restaurants. It was funny until it wasn’t, which was the kind of writing that made bookstores sell copies. People laughed, then looked down at their hands. Celes stood near the side wall, satisfied.

After the reading, there were questions, then signing, then the usual slow dispersal of people who wanted to leave but also wanted to be seen as the kind of people who stayed.

I handled book sales at the counter. Clara poured coffee. Celes spoke to the author.

Jules waited until the crowd thinned.

“Evan,” he said when he reached me.

My name in his voice did something strange now.

It used to make me feel exposed because Evan was the name of the part I believed unlovable. But Jules said it with the same careful warmth he used for everything else. Not romantic, exactly. But not empty.

“Professor Porter,” I said.

His mouth curved. “Still formal.”

“Still on bookstore territory.”

“I thought the bookstore was neutral ground.”

“No ground is neutral in retail.”

He laughed softly.

Then he glanced toward the back hallway.

I followed his gaze.

My heart began to pound.

He did not say anything.

He did not have to.

After the last customer left, Celes and Clara both pretended not to notice the atmosphere, which meant they noticed aggressively.

Celes collected the event receipts and said, “Evan, please stack the last chairs before you leave.”

“Yes.”

Her eyes moved to Jules.

“Good night.”

“Good night,” Jules said.

Clara walked past me with a stack of cups and whispered, “Do not make a joke about inventory.”

“I wasn’t going to.”

“You were thinking about it.”

She was right.

At nine thirty, the store was closed.

At nine forty, I was in the staff bathroom becoming Evie.

Not the wine dress this time. That felt too intimate to repeat immediately. I wore the brown skirt from the poetry reading, a black fitted sweater, sheer tights, the low heels, small gold earrings, and the soft curled wig. My lipstick was rose again, because the berry had made me feel too aware of my mouth.

When I stepped out, Jules was in the backroom.

He had been helping stack chairs and carry boxes of unsold event copies toward the storage shelf. His sleeves were rolled up. His coat was off. His hair had fallen slightly over his forehead.

He turned when he heard me.

The backroom was not romantic.

That should be stated clearly.

It had boxes, dust, a cracked mirror, a folding table, three mismatched chairs, a bin of old decorations, and a smell that was one-third paper, one-third coffee, and one-third whatever despair lived in storage spaces.

But Jules looked at me there as if I had entered a ballroom.

“Hi,” he said.

That was all.

My nerves, traitorous and dramatic, responded as if he had recited poetry.

“Hi.”

His eyes moved over me, quick but admiring, then back to my face.

I held the bathroom key too tightly.

“You changed your hair,” he said.

“Clara taught me curls.”

“Clara is a public servant.”

“She thinks so.”

“She may be right.”

I smiled.

There were three boxes between us. Stacked paperbacks. Unsold copies of the loneliness essay collection. The author’s face repeated on each cover, thoughtful and slightly over-edited.

Jules lifted one box.

“I was told these go on the back shelf.”

“Yes.”

“I’m trying to be useful.”

“Dangerous in a customer.”

“I’m off duty as a customer.”

“What are you on duty as?”

The question slipped out before I could stop it.

Jules looked at me.

The air changed.

I wanted to take it back.

I wanted him to answer.

He set the box down on the shelf slowly.

“I’m not sure,” he said.

Honest.

Too honest.

I looked away first.

“Boxes first,” I said.

“Boxes first.”

We worked in a strange, charged quiet. He lifted the heavier boxes because I let him, and because the skirt made bending complicated, and because some small shameful part of me liked watching his arms move when he did practical things.

Clara would have called this growth.

I called it concerning.

When the boxes were stacked, I gathered the spare event flyers from the table. Jules reached for the same stack at the same time, and our hands touched.

Not fingers brushing in a bookstore aisle.

Not the polite contact of handing over a paper cup.

This time, both our hands stopped.

My hand lay partly beneath his.

The flyers crinkled softly under us.

Neither of us moved.

The backroom hummed.

The rain had returned outside, faint through the walls.

Jules looked down at our hands, then up at me.

“Evie,” he said, very quietly.

My name sounded different in the backroom.

Closer to where it had been born.

“Yes?”

“I’d like to touch you,” he said. “May I?”

My whole body went still.

No one had ever asked me that way.

Not casually. Not like a line. Not like permission was a doorway I held the key to.

May I?

It should have made things less frightening.

Instead, it made me feel the full weight of wanting.

My mouth went dry.

“Touch me how?” I asked, because apparently panic made me both direct and helpless.

His eyes darkened, but his voice stayed soft.

“Your hand. Your face, maybe. Only if you want.”

Only if you want.

Jules and his devastating little moral clauses.

I looked at his hand over mine.

My nails were painted again, the mauve-pink smoother this time, Clara’s polish whispering under his fingers. My hand looked delicate beneath his. Not because it was smaller. Because I felt delicate.

I nodded.

That was not enough.

I knew that.

So I said, “Yes.”

Jules lifted his hand from mine, then turned it palm-up on the table.

An invitation.

I placed my hand in his.

His fingers closed around mine.

Warm.

Careful.

My breath trembled.

He did not pull me closer at once. He waited, watching my face as if any flicker might be an answer.

I hated and loved that he gave me time to run.

I did not run.

He stepped closer.

The space between us narrowed until I could smell him—coffee, rain, clean soap, the faint wool scent of his sweater. My heart beat so loudly I thought he must hear it.

His free hand rose slowly.

He touched the side of my face.

Not my wig. Not my chin. My cheek.

His fingertips rested there, light enough that I could refuse, real enough that I could not pretend it wasn’t happening.

I closed my eyes.

That was my mistake.

With my eyes closed, I felt everything more.

The warmth of his palm.

The softness of his thumb near my cheekbone.

The tights against my legs.

The waistband of the skirt.

The lipstick on my mouth.

The backroom around us, where Evie had first looked into a cracked mirror and found me.

“You’re shaking,” he whispered.

“I know.”

“Do you want me to stop?”

No.

The answer came so fast it frightened me.

“No,” I said.

His thumb moved once, barely, along my cheek.

I opened my eyes.

He was closer now.

Not too close.

Close enough.

“I don’t want to frighten you,” he said.

“You do.”

Pain crossed his face.

“I’m sorry.”

“No.” I tightened my fingers around his hand before he could step back. “Not like that.”

He stilled.

I did not know how to explain it.

He frightened me because he was gentle. Because he asked. Because he looked at me as if Evie was not borrowed. Because he made me want things in a body I barely understood how to inhabit.

“You make it hard to lie to myself,” I said.

The words came out before I could stop them.

Jules’s expression changed.

There was the door again.

Truth gathering.

I saw him recognize it.

I saw him almost step through.

My pulse spiked.

Please, I thought.

Please don’t.

Please do.

He looked at me for a long moment.

Then his gaze dropped to my mouth.

“May I kiss you?” he asked.

Everything in me stopped arguing.

“Yes,” I whispered.

Jules kissed me like he was afraid of breaking something and determined not to let fear become distance.

Softly, at first.

His mouth touched mine with almost unbearable care. A question, not a claim. Warm and slow and real.

For half a second, I did nothing because my brain simply could not process that someone was kissing me as Evie. Not imagining it. Not almost. Not looking. Kissing.

Then my body answered.

I leaned in.

The sound he made was quiet, almost a breath, but it moved through me like heat.

His hand slid from my cheek to the back of my neck, careful of the wig. My fingers gripped his sweater. The kiss deepened, still gentle, still restrained, but no longer uncertain. My mouth parted under his, and a small, helpless sound escaped me before I could swallow it.

I felt wanted.

There was no other word for it.

Wanted in a backroom full of boxes.

Wanted with lipstick on my mouth and fear under my ribs.

Wanted in a body I had spent years treating like something to manage instead of inhabit.

It was beautiful.

It was terrible.

Because beneath the warmth, beneath the softness, beneath the dizzying fact of Jules’s mouth on mine, the lie opened its eyes.

He was kissing Evie.

Did he know he was kissing Evan?

The thought hit like cold water.

I pulled back.

Not far. Just enough to breathe.

Jules stopped immediately.

His hand loosened.

“Are you okay?”

I laughed once, breathless and nearly broken. “That is such a you question.”

“I can ask a worse one if it helps.”

“No.”

His smile flickered, then faded. “Evie.”

I looked down at his sweater, still caught in my hand.

My lipstick had marked him faintly near the mouth. A small rose stain.

Evidence.

My stomach twisted.

“I’m okay,” I said.

It was not entirely true.

He knew that, I think.

But he accepted the portion I could give.

“I should…” I stepped back, smoothing my skirt with shaking hands. “We should finish closing.”

His face tightened for a moment, something like regret passing through it.

Then he nodded.

“Of course.”

The rest of closing was unbearable.

Not because it was awkward.

Because it wasn’t.

Jules did not become strange. He did not push. He did not apologize too much or turn the kiss into a conversation I could not survive. He helped me stack the last chairs, collected paper cups, and carried the trash bag to the back door because apparently even after kissing me he remained the kind of man who noticed practical tasks.

That should have made me feel safe.

Instead, every kindness added weight.

When he left, he paused near the front door.

Rain silvered the sidewalk outside.

“I’d like to see you again,” he said.

“You keep doing that.”

“Asking?”

“Wanting.”

The word slipped out too vulnerable.

Jules heard it.

His expression softened.

“Yes,” he said. “I do.”

I could not hold his gaze.

“I’ll call,” he said.

“You don’t have my number.”

“I was hoping you’d notice that obstacle.”

I laughed, shaky but real.

We exchanged numbers.

Or rather, he gave me his, and I stood there with my phone like a Victorian maiden receiving a telegram that could destroy her family. I typed his contact as Jules Porter, then stared at it until he said, “You can add ‘sad elbows’ if that helps.”

My head snapped up.

He smiled.

“Clara mentioned it.”

“I’m going to kill her.”

“Please don’t. She seems useful.”

“She is a menace.”

“Those often overlap.”

I smiled despite everything.

When he stepped outside, he looked back once.

Just like the first night.

Only now, my mouth still remembered him.

I locked the door and leaned against it.

For a moment, I let myself feel it.

The kiss.

The warmth.

The fact that someone had asked permission before touching me.

The fact that I had said yes.

Then I went to the bathroom and saw my reflection.

Soft curls slightly loosened. Lipstick faded at the center. Eyes too bright. Cheeks flushed. A woman who had been kissed.

A man who had lied.

The thought landed with such force that I had to grip the sink.

I wiped the lipstick from my mouth.

Too hard.

Rose smeared across the tissue like something wounded.

My phone buzzed.

Clara.

ARE YOU ALIVE OR RUINED?

I stared at the message.

Then typed:

Both.

She replied:

Oh no. Did he kiss you?

I closed my eyes.

Typed:

Yes.

Three dots appeared.

Disappeared.

Appeared.

Then:

Was it good?

I looked at myself in the mirror.

My mouth trembled.

Yes.

The reply came slower this time.

Then why do I feel like you’re crying?

I was not crying.

Not yet.

I turned off the bathroom light before the mirror could ask anything else.

The next morning, I woke up with hope and dread lying on either side of me like bad roommates.

Hope had Jules’s name in my phone.

Dread had his lipstick stain in my memory.

I went to work as Evan with my nails clean but unpainted, my skin moisturized, my sweater sleeves pulled down over my hands. My mouth felt bare. My face felt too honest. I moved through the store like someone carrying contraband inside his chest.

Clara arrived at noon, took one look at me, and said nothing.

That was how I knew she was worried.

At one, Celes asked if I had updated the event sales sheet.

At two, a customer asked for a book about “women who make bad choices but in a literary way,” and Clara looked directly at me while I recommended three titles.

At three fifteen, a student came in.

I recognized him only vaguely at first. College-age, maybe twenty-one. Curly hair, denim jacket, backpack with a Briarwell patch. He had been at the reading. Not the poetry one—the bookstore event. He had stood near the back, bought the essay collection, and laughed at the author’s joke about apartment radiators.

He entered with two other students, shaking rain from his hair.

I was behind the counter, shelving online orders.

Celes stood near the front table, arranging a display of translated fiction.

Clara was in the back making coffee.

The student browsed for a few minutes, then approached the counter with a paperback and a bright, casual expression.

“Hey,” he said. “Do you know if that girl from the event last night is working?”

My hands went cold.

I kept my face neutral through what I can only describe as a direct act of God.

“What girl?” I asked.

“The pretty one? Brown hair, kind of soft curls? She was with Professor Porter outside after the reading.” He smiled, unaware that he had just opened a trapdoor under my life. “I think her name was Evie?”

The store went silent.

Not actually.

A car passed outside. The heating system clicked. The student’s friends talked near a display. Someone turned a page.

But inside me, every sound vanished.

Celes’s hand paused on a stack of books.

I felt it more than saw it.

“She isn’t here,” I said.

My voice was wrong.

Too flat.

The student did not notice.

“Ah, okay. I thought maybe she worked here too. Professor Porter looked pretty smitten, so I figured I’d tease him if I saw her again.”

He laughed.

A harmless laugh.

A student laugh.

The laugh of someone who had no idea his casual observation had become a blade.

My mouth shaped something like a smile.

“I’ll let her know someone asked.”

“Cool.” He handed me the book. “This too.”

I rang him up.

My fingers barely worked.

The receipt printed.

I handed him the bag.

He left with his friends, the bell above the door chiming brightly behind them.

I did not move.

Celes placed the last book on the display with careful precision.

Then she turned to me.

Her face was calm.

Too calm.

“Evan,” she said.

I looked at her.

My whole body had become a held breath.

Celes did not ask who Evie was. She did not ask why a university student was asking about a pretty girl who somehow existed in the same store where Evan worked. She did not ask why my face had drained of color.

That was worse.

Questions might have given me room to lie.

Celes simply looked at me with the kind of gentleness that knew lying was already happening and did not wish to humiliate it in public.

“Come early tomorrow,” she said.

My throat tightened.

“Celes—”

“Early,” she repeated.

Not harshly.

Firmly.

The way someone might close a book before it caught fire.

“We should talk.”

I nodded because there was nothing else to do.

Celes turned back to the display.

Clara emerged from the back holding coffee, took in my face, then Celes’s silence, then the door where the students had gone.

Her expression changed.

“What happened?” she asked quietly.

I looked down at my hands.

Bare.

Unpainted.

Still shaking.

“Evie reached the outside world,” I said.

Clara’s mouth tightened.

For once, she had no joke.

And that was when I knew the almost-happy part was over.


Chapter 5
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I DID not sleep. That was not dramatic. It was logistical. Sleep required trust. Sleep required a body to believe, even briefly, that nothing was waiting in the dark with teeth. My body had received no such memo.

So I spent the night in pieces.

At midnight, I was on my bed, still in my jeans, staring at the ceiling while the radiator knocked and hissed like it was trying to confess something.

At one, I was standing in the bathroom, scrubbing my face even though there was nothing on it except skin.

At two, I opened Truly Madly Happy and read three sentences before closing it so hard the cover bent.

At three, I checked my phone.

No message from Jules.

That made me angry.

Then relieved.

Then angry that I was relieved.

At four, I sat on the floor with my back against the bed, holding the mauve nail polish bottle Clara had given me, turning it over and over between my fingers until the color inside shifted like a tiny trapped sunset.

By five, the room had become pale around the edges.

Morning arrived without asking whether I was ready.

Rude, but consistent.

I showered. Shaved. Did not moisturize. Then moisturized because my skin felt tight and I hated that I had learned enough to care. I dressed in my safest clothes: dark jeans, gray sweater, black jacket. Nothing soft. Nothing with a shape. Nothing that moved when I walked.

Evan armor.

It did not work as well as it used to.

The street outside smelled like wet pavement and exhaust. The laundromat was already open when I reached Morrow & Finch. Someone had taped another flyer to the pole outside, this one for a missing cat named Professor Waffles, which felt like a joke the universe had overcommitted to.

The store was dark except for one lamp near the front table.

Celes was already inside.

That alone told me I was doomed.

Celes Terra did not arrive early without purpose. She moved through life like someone who believed time should be arranged, not spent. If she was at the bookstore before opening, wearing her long charcoal cardigan and silver rings, with two cups of coffee on the counter, it meant she had prepared the room before I arrived.

I stopped just inside the door.

“Good morning,” she said.

Her voice was calm.

That was somehow worse than anger.

“Morning,” I said.

The bell above the door chimed behind me, too cheerful for the occasion.

Celes had not turned on the overhead lights. Only the lamps glowed, making the store feel like its after-hours self. Softer. More private. Less like a business and more like a room that had decided to keep a secret until breakfast.

She pushed one coffee cup toward me.

I approached the counter slowly.

“Clara?” I asked, because fear liked to search for witnesses.

“She comes in at noon.”

“Oh.”

The word landed weakly.

Celes watched me, not unkindly.

“Sit with me,” she said.

Not a question.

We sat in the reading nook near the front windows, where customers usually took photos and pretended they were candid. Outside, the morning street moved in washed-out colors. Cars rolled past. A woman in a red coat hurried by with a paper bag held against her chest. The coffee shop next door was steaming up its windows.

Celes settled into the green velvet chair.

I sat on the edge of the opposite chair, hands around the coffee cup.

For a while, she said nothing.

That was Celes’s special form of violence.

She let silence become a mirror and then politely waited for you to look.

I stared at my coffee.

“I can explain,” I said finally.

“Can you?”

I glanced up.

Her face was composed. Not cold. Not warm enough to be safe. Just present.

“No,” I admitted.

Her mouth curved faintly. “That is often the more honest beginning.”

I looked away.

The bookshelves stood around us, heavy and familiar. Fiction to the left. Poetry near the back. Staff picks on the front table. The narrow aisle where Jules had asked for Millay. The counter where he had asked Evan if Evie was working. The backroom door, half hidden beyond the event posters, where I had first put on a skirt because a yellow book had dared me to feel alive.

The whole store had become evidence.

Celes followed my gaze toward the backroom.

“Are you in danger?” she asked.

The question startled me.

“What?”

“Are you being threatened, coerced, blackmailed, or harmed by anyone?”

“No,” I said quickly. “No. Nothing like that.”

“Good.”

She took a sip of coffee.

“Are you stealing from the store?”

“What? No.”

“Also good.”

“I wouldn’t—”

“I know.”

She set the cup down.

“Then whatever this is, we can discuss it like adults.”

My throat tightened.

Adults. I had always distrusted that word. Adults were just people with bills and better excuses.

“I’m sorry,” I said.

“For what?”

“For…” I gestured vaguely toward my entire life. “The student yesterday. The confusion. Jules. Evie. The store.”

Celes’s expression softened at Evie’s name, but only slightly.

“There it is,” she said.

My face went hot.

“I didn’t mean for it to reach customers.”

“No one ever means for a secret to become inconvenient. That is why secrets develop timing.”

I let out a strained laugh despite myself.

Celes leaned back.

“Tell me only what you want to tell me,” she said. “But tell me enough that I can keep this store safe for you and everyone else in it.”

That was not the demand I expected.

I expected moral concern. Professional concern. A lecture about boundaries. Maybe a soft firing dressed up as kindness. I had prepared for a thousand versions of rejection and not one version of responsibility.

I looked down at my coffee.

“I found a book,” I said.

Celes did not ask which one.

Of course she knew.

“Truly Madly Happy,” I continued. “It wasn’t in the system. It was in the back during inventory. There was a chapter about becoming the opposite of yourself for one night.”

My laugh came out thin.

“I thought it was ridiculous.”

“Most doors are,” Celes said.

I looked at her.

She only nodded for me to continue.

“So I tried it. Here. After closing. With the old event clothes.” My face burned as I spoke. “A blouse, skirt, wig, cardigan. It was supposed to be nothing. A stupid experiment. But I looked in the mirror and I felt…”

I swallowed.

I had said it to Clara already, but saying it to Celes felt different. Clara was my age, sharp and chaotic and suspiciously loyal. Celes belonged to the store itself. Saying it to her felt like telling the building.

“I felt awake,” I said.

Celes’s eyes gentled.

“I called myself Evie. Then Jules came to the door. He thought I was a woman. I panicked and let him think that. Then he came back. And I kept…” I shook my head. “I kept going.”

“Because of him?”

I wanted to say yes because it would be simpler.

A crush. A professor. A mistaken identity. A romance built on panic and bad decisions.

But it would not be true.

“No,” I said. “Not only. Maybe not even first.”

Celes waited.

“I liked it before he mattered. I liked… taking care of myself. Planning outfits. Shaving properly. Perfume. Nails. I know that sounds—”

“Human?”

I looked up.

She held my gaze.

I did not know what to do with that.

My eyes burned.

I set the coffee down before my hands could shake it onto my jeans.

“I don’t know what it means,” I said.

“You do not have to know today.”

“Everyone keeps saying that.”

“Then perhaps everyone is right.”

“It doesn’t feel like that.”

“No,” she said. “I imagine it feels like being asked to name a bird while it is still breaking out of the egg.”

That was so Celes that under any other circumstance I might have smiled.

Instead, my mouth trembled.

“I lied to Jules,” I said.

“Yes.”

The simplicity of her answer stung.

“He thinks Evie is…”

I stopped.

A woman?

A different person?

A version of me he could want without complications?

Celes did not finish the sentence for me.

“He likes her,” I said instead.

“And you believe that makes you unkind.”

“I am unkind.”

“You are frightened.”

“That doesn’t undo the lying.”

“No,” Celes said. “It does not.”

The words were gentle.

They still hurt.

I looked toward the backroom again.

“I thought if I told him, it would end.”

“It might.”

I flinched.

Celes did not soften the truth.

“It might end,” she repeated. “Or it might change. Or it might become more honest. You cannot know while you are holding all possible outcomes alone.”

Clara had said almost the same thing, but Celes said it like a weather report.

Not comfort.

Forecast.

I rubbed my hands over my knees.

“I can’t lose it yet,” I said.

Celes’s face changed.

There it was: the pity I had been afraid of.

But no.

Not pity.

Recognition.

“Evan,” she said quietly, “bookstores have always collected people who needed somewhere to become themselves.”

The sentence moved through me slowly.

“I have seen people come into this store after divorces, deaths, breakdowns, bankruptcies, bad diagnoses, terrible Tuesdays. People rarely arrive here only looking for books. They come because something in them needs a shelf to lean against while they remember they are still here.”

My throat tightened.

She looked around the room.

“Morrow & Finch has been many things. A shop. A business that barely survives February. A place for school readings and terrible local poetry. A shelter during storms. A room where lonely people pretend to browse while deciding whether they can go home yet.”

I looked at her sharply.

She smiled faintly.

“Yes,” she said. “I notice.”

Of course she did.

She reached toward the small table between us and touched the spine of a book left there by some customer the day before.

“Years ago,” she said, “the author of Truly Madly Happy did a reading here.”

I stilled.

“What?”

“Helena Marr. Before the book became… whatever modest thing it became. She was not famous. Still isn’t, though she sells steadily enough. She read to maybe eleven people on a wet April night. Clara was not here yet. You were not here. The store had different lamps then.”

I stared at her.

“She talked about depression,” Celes continued. “Not grandly. Not in slogans. She said happiness was too large a word for people who could barely get out of bed, so she believed in small experiments. New routes home. Borrowed names. Red shoes. A breakfast eaten somewhere unfamiliar. Tiny disobediences against despair.”

The backroom seemed to shift in my memory.

The yellow cover under my hands.

The chapter.

The line about doorways.

I had not found a random book.

I had found something the store had already kept for another lost person.

“Why wasn’t it in the system?” I asked.

“It may have been an old event copy. Or a stray. Books have their own survival instincts.”

“That’s not a real answer.”

“No,” Celes said. “But it is often the right one.”

I laughed weakly.

Then my face crumpled without permission.

I looked down quickly.

Celes did not move to comfort me. She gave me the dignity of looking at my coffee instead.

I breathed through it.

One breath.

Then another.

When I could speak again, I said, “Are you firing me?”

“No.”

The answer was immediate.

My chest loosened so suddenly I almost felt dizzy.

“No,” she repeated. “You are not being fired for finding joy in a skirt after closing.”

I closed my eyes.

The sentence was so absurd and kind I nearly broke.

“However,” she continued.

Of course.

I opened my eyes.

Celes’s expression was firm now.

“The store can be a sanctuary. It cannot become a hiding place forever.”

I looked away.

“Celes—”

“I am not asking you to declare anything at the front counter. I am not asking you to explain yourself to customers. I am not asking you to solve your heart before lunch. But the more people you bring into this secret, the less control you will have over how it reaches them.”

I thought of the student.

The pretty girl.

Professor Porter looked pretty smitten.

My stomach tightened.

“Jules needs the truth,” she said.

I shook my head.

“He does.”

“I know.”

“No,” Celes said gently. “You know in the way people know the stove is hot while still holding their hand above it.”

I hated how everyone around me had become articulate.

“I’m going to tell him,” I lied.

Celes looked at me with such obvious knowledge that I wanted to vanish into the poetry shelf.

“When?” she asked.

The question landed.

I had no answer.

The bell above the front door chimed suddenly as Clara entered, wet-haired, coat half-buttoned, holding a coffee and looking prepared to fight someone on my behalf.

She froze when she saw us.

“Oh,” she said. “Am I interrupting the emotional inquisition?”

“Yes,” I said.

“No,” Celes said.

Clara looked between us, then approached cautiously.

“Is anyone fired, dead, or moving to Vermont?”

“No,” Celes said.

“Good. Vermont is where secrets go to buy wool.”

Despite everything, I laughed.

Celes stood, picking up her coffee.

“I will open the store,” she said. Then, to me, softer: “We will speak again if you need to.”

I nodded.

She walked toward the front lights.

Clara waited until Celes was out of earshot, then dropped into the chair across from me.

“You okay?”

“No.”

“Fired?”

“No.”

“Judged?”

“No.”

“Worse, understood?”

I looked at her.

She winced.

“Yeah. Hate when that happens.”

The day unfolded with the tender brutality of any day after a life-altering conversation. Customers came in. Books were sold. Coffee was spilled. A woman asked if we had a book she had seen on TikTok but could only describe as “blue and emotionally illegal.” The register jammed twice. Clara threatened it by name.

Normal life continued, which felt offensive.

At four, my phone buzzed.

Jules.

I stared at the screen so long Clara leaned over the counter.

“Is it him?”

“No.”

“Liar.”

I opened the message.

Would you be free tomorrow evening? A small department dinner. Nothing formal. Mostly faculty, a few partners, some wine, too much conversation about curriculum. I would like you there, if you’d like to come.

My heart moved toward the message like a plant toward a window.

Then Celes’s words rose.

Jules needs the truth.

I should have said no.

Or yes, but I need to tell you something first.

Or I can’t keep doing this.

Instead, my fingers typed:

As Evie?

The dots appeared.

Disappeared.

Appeared again.

As yourself. In whatever way that feels right.

I stared at the screen.

My throat tightened.

He always did that. Gave me a phrase broad enough to hide inside and then made the hiding feel almost holy.

Clara read over my shoulder because she had the boundaries of a raccoon.

“Oh,” she said.

“Stop looking.”

“I already saw it.”

I locked the phone.

“Well?” she asked.

“I can’t go.”

“You can.”

“I shouldn’t.”

“That is a different sentence.”

“It’s a department dinner. Professors. Colleagues. Greta will be there. Students maybe. People who know him. People who could know Evan.”

“Then tell him first.”

I glared at her.

She held up both hands. “I know. Revolutionary.”

“I need a little more time.”

Clara’s expression softened and tightened at once.

“Babe.”

“I know what you’re going to say.”

“Then hear yourself say it.”

I looked down at the phone.

As yourself.

Whatever way that feels right.

“What if this is the last time?” I asked.

Clara’s face changed.

“The last time before what?”

“Before he knows. Before everything changes. Before I find out I was right.”

She was quiet for a moment.

Then she said, “And if you’re wrong?”

I could not answer.

Because I had not allowed that possibility to become real. Wrong meant hope. Hope was not soft. Hope was sharp. Hope could gut a person from the inside.

“I want to go,” I whispered.

Clara sighed.

Not disappointed.

Scared for me.

“I know.”

“I want…” I stopped. My face heated. “I want to look beautiful.”

Her expression softened.

“Oh, Evan.”

“Don’t make that face.”

“What face?”

“The face where you feel things.”

She looked away dramatically. “Disgusting accusation.”

But her voice was gentle.

The next evening, I dressed with more confidence than I had ever possessed and less courage than the outfit suggested.

The department dinner was at a small restaurant near Briarwell, the kind with exposed brick, low lights, and menus that did not include photos because apparently everyone had agreed to trust nouns. Jules said it was casual, which meant nothing. Academics used “casual” to mean everything from jeans to linen blazers. Clara decided I should dress like “a woman who knows the difference between wine and grading despair.”

I did not ask what that meant.

She showed me.

Black satin blouse.

Emerald skirt.

Sheer black stockings.

Heeled boots.

Vintage coat.

Small clutch.

Darker lipstick.

Softly styled hair.

When Clara laid everything out in the backroom before closing, I stared.

“No,” I said.

“Yes,” she said.

“We’ve had this conversation too many times.”

“And yet you keep being wrong at the start of it.”

The blouse had a soft sheen that caught the lamplight. Not shiny in a cheap way. Fluid. Elegant. It buttoned down the front and had sleeves that gathered lightly at the cuffs. The emerald skirt was calf-length, with a subtle flare that made my hand want to follow the fabric. The heeled boots were a little higher than before. The coat was vintage wool, dark gray with a structured waist, something Clara had “borrowed” from her own closet with the grim generosity of a soldier giving up ammunition.

“This is too much,” I said.

“It is a dinner with literature people,” Clara replied. “Too much is their native climate.”

“I’ll look like I’m trying too hard.”

“You are trying hard. That is not a crime. We’re just making it look intentional.”

Celes passed by the backroom door, glanced in, and paused.

My stomach dropped.

The clothes were laid out on the table like a confession.

Celes looked at the blouse, then the skirt, then me.

“Emerald is good,” she said.

Then she continued walking.

Clara pointed after her. “See? Papal approval.”

“That is not what that was.”

“Bookstore pope approval.”

I sat.

Clara started with my hair. She had improved at styling the wig, or maybe I had improved at sitting still without radiating doom. She softened the waves, tucked one side behind my ear, left a few curled pieces near my cheek. The result was less sweet than the poetry reading, less romantic than the wine dress. This Evie looked older. Sharper. Still soft, but with a little evening in her.

The makeup matched.

Not heavy. Clara would not allow it. But the lipstick was darker, a berry-rose shade that made my mouth impossible to ignore. My eyes were softly defined. My cheeks had more warmth. She dabbed perfume at my wrists and behind my ear, then stepped back.

“Okay,” she said. “Clothes.”

She turned around as I changed.

The satin blouse slid against my skin like water. I buttoned it slowly, aware of each pearly button, each small act of becoming. The emerald skirt settled around my waist and moved beautifully when I turned. The stockings made my legs look smoother than they felt. The boots lengthened me slightly, changed my posture, made the whole outfit feel less like hiding and more like entering.

When I put on the vintage coat and held the clutch, Clara turned.

She stared.

I panicked.

“What?”

“Nothing.”

“Clara.”

“Give me a second. I’m grieving how right I was.”

I rolled my eyes, but my face warmed.

She came closer, adjusted the fall of the blouse at my shoulder, then tapped my chin lightly.

“Look at me.”

I did.

Her expression was serious.

“You look elegant,” she said. “Not costume. Not trying too hard. Elegant.”

The word moved through me slowly.

Elegant was not a word I had ever owned.

Pretty, maybe, in certain forgiving lights. Soft, recently. Lovely, because Jules had given that one to me and I had not figured out how to return it.

But elegant felt like a public word.

A word that could stand in a restaurant.

A word that had spine.

“I don’t feel elegant,” I said.

“Most elegant people are held together by pins, debt, and fear. You’re fine.”

That helped more than it should have.

Celes appeared again near the doorway, her coat over her arm.

“Evan,” she said.

I looked at her through the mirror.

Her gaze held mine.

“Take a cab home if you need to.”

“I will.”

“And remember,” she said, “a sanctuary can travel with you if you stop treating it as a room.”

I had no idea what to say to that.

Celes simply nodded once and left.

Clara exhaled.

“That woman speaks like a fortune cookie with a mortgage.”

“She owns the building.”

“Exactly.”

At seven, Jules met me outside Morrow & Finch.

He wore a charcoal coat over a dark sweater, no tie, his hair neater than usual, his expression not at all prepared for me.

When he saw me step out under the bookstore awning, he stopped walking.

Actually stopped.

In the rain.

For one second, I felt powerful.

Then terrified.

Then powerful again, but quietly.

“Evie,” he said.

I lifted my chin slightly because Clara had threatened me if I apologized with my spine.

“Too much?” I asked, despite everything.

Jules’s mouth curved.

“No.”

I laughed. “There’s that word again.”

“I use it when you offer me nonsense.”

“It’s efficient.”

“You look…” He stopped, as if searching for the right word and refusing all the easy ones. “You look like you know where you’re going.”

That landed deeper than beautiful.

Because I didn’t.

But for the first time, I wanted to.

“Clara did most of the work,” I said.

“Clara appears to be a national resource.”

“She would agree.”

He offered his arm.

Not dramatically. Not like a man in a period drama escorting a lady through fog, though honestly the coat and rain did not help. Just a small, courteous bend of his elbow.

I stared at it.

“You don’t have to,” he said.

“I know.”

I took his arm.

We walked to the restaurant under his umbrella.

The world did not end.

People passed us on the sidewalk. A cyclist swore at a cab. A woman laughed into her phone. The city moved around us, indifferent and alive. I held Jules’s arm and felt the fabric of his coat beneath my fingers, the careful pace he set so I could manage the boots, the umbrella tilted slightly more over me than himself.

I should have told him then.

Under the umbrella. Before the dinner. Before other people. Before Greta’s eyes and wine glasses and warm restaurant lights. I should have stopped walking, turned to him, and said, Jules, my name is Evan.

But I did not.

Because his arm was steady.

Because I felt elegant.

Because for one more block, I wanted to be the woman beside him without watching the world rearrange itself around the truth.

The restaurant was warm and louder than I expected.

Laughter. Cutlery. Low music. Rain tapping at the front windows. A long table near the back had been reserved, and several people were already there with glasses of wine and menus open. Greta Foster sat near one end in a deep red sweater, speaking to a gray-haired man with theatrical eyebrows. Another woman with silver braids waved when she saw Jules.

“Jules,” she called. “We were about to discuss you in your absence.”

“Then I arrived at the worst possible moment,” he said.

Several people laughed.

I tightened my hand around the clutch.

Jules leaned slightly toward me.

“All right?” he asked softly.

I nodded.

He did not believe me, but he did not challenge it.

Introductions blurred.

Dr. Helen Marks, American modernism. Professor Alan Reid, medieval literature. Samir, visiting lecturer. Elaine, department administrator and apparently the only reason any of them got paid. Greta Foster, already known, terrifyingly observant. A few partners whose names slipped through my anxious fingers before I could catch them.

“And this is Evie,” Jules said. “She works at Morrow & Finch.”

I waited for the air to change.

It did not.

People smiled. Said hello. Asked if the bookstore was the one near the laundromat. Complimented the staff picks. One woman said, “I bought a collection there last month that destroyed me,” and I said, “We try,” which made her laugh.

Nobody questioned me.

Nobody doubted the name.

Nobody looked at Jules like he had brought a scandal in heeled boots.

For the first half hour, I almost relaxed.

Wine helped, though I drank slowly because Clara had texted Do not get emotionally drunk in satin and I respected the specificity. Jules sat beside me, close enough that his knee occasionally brushed mine under the table. Each contact was small and devastating. He included me without displaying me. Asked if I knew a certain book. Explained who people were when conversation split into academic shorthand. Once, when I reached for my water, his hand touched the back of my chair lightly, not possessive, just there.

For a while, I felt elegant and almost secure.

Almost.

The food arrived.

Conversations overlapped.

Someone argued that all department meetings should be replaced by anonymous notes and cake. Greta said anonymous notes would destroy them faster but improve prose style. Jules laughed, and I watched him with the dangerous tenderness of someone forgetting the cliff beneath the table.

Then Greta turned to me.

“So, Evie,” she said. “Have you always worked at Morrow & Finch?”

A harmless question.

I still froze.

“Not always,” I said. “A little over a year.”

“Do you like it?”

“Yes.”

Too quick.

I softened my voice.

“I mean, most days. It’s quiet in a way that helps.”

Greta nodded. “Bookstores are good at pretending to be quiet even while containing everyone’s breakdowns.”

“That’s… very accurate.”

“She’s like that,” Jules said. “Accurate.”

Greta smiled at him, then at me.

“You remind me of someone,” she said.

The words landed with a cold little click.

My fork stopped halfway to my plate.

Jules went still beside me.

“Oh?” I said.

Greta tilted her head, studying me without aggression, which did not make it better.

“The clerk at Morrow & Finch. Evan, isn’t it?”

The restaurant noise dimmed.

Not actually.

But my body abandoned the room.

I could feel the satin blouse against my skin, suddenly too slick. The stockings against my legs, too exposed. The lipstick on my mouth, too dark. The wig at my temples. The earring near my neck. Every chosen thing became evidence.

Jules said, “Greta.”

Just her name.

A warning, maybe.

She glanced at him, then back at me, and I saw the exact moment she realized she had touched something live.

Her face softened.

“I only meant…” She stopped, careful now. “You both have the same way of looking at exits.”

A small silence opened at our end of the table.

Someone farther down laughed at something unrelated.

My stomach turned.

Exits.

She knew.

She had to know.

Maybe they all knew.

Maybe Jules had told them.

Maybe this whole dinner was a polite, academic experiment in liberal tolerance. Bring the sad bookstore boy in a skirt, feed him pasta, discuss his courage over wine. Watch him tremble under flattering light. Make him feel elegant so the reveal could be studied from every angle.

My skin went cold under the satin.

“I need the restroom,” I said.

My voice sounded normal enough to be terrifying.

Jules turned toward me. “Evie—”

“I’m fine.”

I stood too quickly.

My chair scraped the floor.

Several people looked over.

There it was.

The looking.

The room noticing me.

The room seeing the mistake.

I walked toward the hallway where the restrooms were marked with small brass signs. My steps were too fast for the boots. The skirt moved around my legs. My clutch slipped in my hand.

I reached the hallway, then kept going.

Past the restrooms.

Past the kitchen door.

Toward the side exit beneath a red EXIT sign glowing like a command.

I pushed through it.

Cold air struck my face.

The alley behind the restaurant was narrow, wet, and poorly lit. Dumpsters lined one wall. Rain misted down, catching in my hair, my coat, my lashes. The door swung shut behind me with a heavy click.

For one second, I could breathe.

Then I couldn’t.

I bent forward, one hand braced against the brick wall, the clutch hanging from my wrist. My lungs pulled in air that did not feel like enough. The cold bit through the stockings. My heeled boots stood in a shallow puddle.

Stupid.

Stupid, stupid, stupid.

I had known.

I had known this would happen.

I had walked into the room anyway because I wanted to feel beautiful for one more hour.

The side door opened.

“Evie.”

Jules.

Of course.

I straightened too fast and turned on him.

“Don’t.”

He stepped into the alley, letting the door fall shut behind him. Rain darkened his coat almost immediately. His face was pale under the yellow security light.

“I’m sorry,” he said. “Greta didn’t mean—”

“Oh, she didn’t mean,” I said, laughing once. It came out sharp and ugly. “That makes it so much better.”

“She noticed a resemblance. That’s all.”

“That’s all?”

My voice rose.

He glanced toward the door, then back at me.

“Please,” he said. “Come away from the door. You’re freezing.”

“I’m not going back in there.”

“All right.”

The immediate agreement made me angrier.

“Don’t do that.”

“Do what?”

“Be reasonable.”

He looked helpless for half a second.

Good.

I wanted him helpless. I wanted someone else to feel one fraction of the panic eating me alive.

“Evie,” he said carefully.

The name snapped something.

“Is that funny to you?”

He stilled.

“What?”

“Evie.” My throat burned around the word. “Is it funny when you say it?”

His face changed. “No.”

“Does it make you feel kind?”

“No.”

“Open-minded?”

“Evie—”

“Do they all know?”

He stared at me.

“Do they all know?” I repeated, louder.

“Know what?”

“Don’t.”

The word tore out of me.

“Don’t stand there and make me say it so you can pretend you didn’t know exactly what Greta meant.”

Jules went very still.

Rain gathered in his hair, on his shoulders, along the collar of his coat. His eyes stayed on mine, and the terrible thing was that he did not look confused.

He looked afraid.

My pulse roared.

There it was.

There it was.

I had not been paranoid.

I had not imagined the extra second in his gaze, the pauses, the repeated phrases, the way he accepted too much and asked too little.

He knew.

Some part of me had known he knew.

I had only been waiting for the room to say it.

“How long?” I asked.

Jules did not answer immediately.

That was answer enough.

My stomach dropped.

“No,” I said. “No, no.”

He took one step toward me.

I stepped back.

“How long?” I demanded.

His voice was quiet when he answered.

“I wasn’t sure at first.”

The alley tilted.

I grabbed the brick wall behind me.

“At first.”

“Evie—”

“No.” My laugh shook. “Say it. Since when?”

He closed his eyes briefly.

When he opened them, there was no escape in his face.

“After I met Evan in daylight,” he said.

The words landed like a hand around my throat.

“Daylight,” I repeated.

“The day after Millay. At the bookstore.”

“You knew then?”

“I suspected then.”

“You suspected.”

“I recognized…” He stopped, struggling. “Your eyes. Your hands. The way you spoke about books. I wasn’t certain, and I didn’t want to assume—”

“Oh my God.”

“Please let me explain.”

I looked at him, really looked.

The man who had asked for poetry in the rain. The man who had said Evie like a name that deserved softness. The man who had invited me to a reading, bought me grilled cheese, touched my face in the backroom, asked to kiss me.

The man who had known.

Every beautiful moment rearranged itself.

The poetry reading.

He had known.

The diner.

He had known.

The bookstore date.

He had known.

The kiss.

He had known.

Heat rose behind my eyes, not tears yet. Something hotter.

Humiliation, maybe, distilled until it could burn.

“You let me lie,” I said.

Jules flinched.

“I thought I was giving you time.”

“To humiliate myself?”

“No.”

“To perform?”

“No.”

“To what? Keep showing up dressed like this while you stood there being patient and enlightened and secretly congratulating yourself for not flinching?”

“No,” he said sharply.

It was the first hard edge I had heard from him all night.

Good.

I wanted hard edges now. Softness had betrayed me.

“I was trying not to corner you,” he said. “I thought if I said something before you were ready, it would feel like exposure.”

“It was exposure anyway!”

The words echoed against the alley walls.

My breathing hitched.

“You knew. Every time you called me Evie, you knew you were saying it to Evan.”

“Yes,” he said.

Simple.

Devastating.

I pressed a hand over my mouth.

The lipstick would smear. I did not care.

“I didn’t say it as a trick,” he said, voice strained. “I said it because you gave me that name.”

“You didn’t have the right.”

“No,” he said. “Maybe I didn’t.”

That admission hurt more.

“You should have told me.”

“I know.”

“When?”

He looked at me.

“When I knew,” he said.

I laughed, but it broke.

“So why didn’t you?”

“Because you looked terrified every time the truth came near us.”

“That was not your choice to manage.”

“I know.”

“Do you?”

His face tightened.

“I thought patience was kindness.”

“Well, congratulations. It felt like surveillance.”

He looked wounded.

I wanted that to satisfy me.

It did not.

Because beneath the anger, I was falling.

Not out of love.

That would have been easier.

I was falling out of the version of safety I had built around him, and every piece was cutting me on the way down.

The side door opened slightly behind him, then stopped. Someone inside must have heard voices, then decided against entering the scene. The door closed again.

My panic spiked.

“They’re listening,” I said.

“No one is listening.”

“You don’t know that.”

“I’ll take you home. We don’t have to go back through the restaurant.”

“I don’t want you to take me anywhere.”

“Evie—”

“Stop calling me that!”

Jules went silent.

The name hung between us, shattered.

I had thought I wanted him to know the whole person.

Now that he did, I wanted to claw every part of myself back from his eyes.

He swallowed.

“Evan,” he said softly.

I almost folded at the sound.

Almost.

Then the anger saved me from tenderness.

“No,” I said.

He looked stricken.

“You don’t get to switch names now like you’re choosing the right book from a shelf.”

His jaw tightened.

“That isn’t what I’m doing.”

“Then what are you doing?”

“Trying not to lose you.”

I shook my head.

The rain blurred him.

Or maybe my eyes did.

“You don’t have me.”

The words hurt as soon as I said them.

Jules took the hit without defending himself.

For a second, neither of us spoke.

Cold seeped through my coat. My legs trembled in the thin stockings. Somewhere beyond the alley, traffic hissed over wet streets. The restaurant glowed behind the frosted window, warm and full of people who had not had their secret identity collapse beside a dumpster.

“I wanted to tell you,” he said.

I laughed again, smaller this time. “Then you should have.”

“I was afraid.”

“You?”

“Yes.”

That stopped me.

He looked away for the first time, toward the brick wall, the rain-dark pavement.

“I was afraid that if I said I knew, you would hear accusation. Or pity. Or disgust. I was afraid that if I named it wrong, I would take something from you that you had only just begun to hold.”

I hated that his explanation made sense.

I hated it.

I wanted him to be cruel, because then the story would become clean. Evan tricked Jules. Jules exposed Evan. Heartbreak. Exit.

But Jules kept ruining my anger by being flawed in the exact shape of tenderness.

“That sounds beautiful,” I said. “Very literary.”

He looked back at me.

My voice hardened.

“Did you write it down like that?”

His face changed.

And I knew.

The cold inside me sharpened.

“You did,” I whispered.

Jules said nothing.

“Oh my God. You wrote about me.”

“No,” he said quickly. “Not like that.”

“Not like what? Like a case study? A character? A sad little bookstore boy in a skirt?”

“Stop.”

The word came out rough.

I had finally hit him somewhere real.

Good.

Maybe good.

Maybe terrible.

“I wrote a note to myself,” he said. “Because I didn’t trust my own motives.”

“That is supposed to make me feel better?”

“No. It’s the truth.”

“What did it say?”

He looked pained.

“What did it say?”

“Evan Lipton slash Evie,” he said quietly. “Same eyes. Same hands. Same sadness. Don’t corner him. Let him tell me.”

Each phrase struck separately.

Same eyes.

Same hands.

Same sadness.

I felt stripped.

Not of the clothes.

Of the privacy inside them.

“You studied me,” I said.

“No.”

“You did.”

“I noticed you.”

“You wrote me down.”

“I write everything down!”

“Exactly.”

My voice cracked.

“I was a beautiful little mystery for you, wasn’t I? Something to solve between lectures? A person becoming a metaphor right in front of you.”

“No.”

I stepped toward him now, anger carrying me forward despite the cold.

“You wanted to be the kind of man who could love a secret. Is that it? The open-minded professor. The gentle one. The one who sees beyond clothes and names and all the sad little details. God, how moving for you.”

Jules’s face tightened.

“That is not fair.”

“No? Which part?”

“The part where you pretend I used you because it’s easier than believing I wanted you.”

I froze.

He looked at me, rain running down the side of his face, his composure finally cracked.

“I wanted you,” he said. “Not a project. Not a secret. Not a metaphor. You.”

The word hit me hard enough to silence everything.

You.

I wanted to believe him.

That was the worst part.

Not that he had known. Not that he had waited. Not that he had touched my face with the truth hidden between his fingers.

The worst part was that even now, furious and humiliated and freezing in an alley, I wanted to believe him so badly that it felt like begging.

But wanting had become dangerous from the beginning.

I wrapped my arms around myself.

“You wanted Evie,” I said.

His voice softened, but it was still rough. “Evie is not separate from you.”

“You don’t get to decide that.”

“No,” he said. “I don’t. But neither do you when you use her to prove Evan is unlovable.”

The sentence went through me.

Clean.

Cruel.

True enough to be unforgivable.

I stared at him.

“How dare you.”

Regret flashed across his face immediately.

“Evan—”

“No. You don’t know me well enough to say that.”

“I know enough to see when you’re hurting yourself.”

“You know what I showed you.”

“I know what you hid too.”

I shook my head, backing away.

“No.”

“Please.”

“No.”

The door behind him opened again, this time wider.

Greta appeared in the doorway, coat pulled around her shoulders, face tense with concern.

“Jules?” she said.

Then she saw me.

The three of us froze.

There was no accusation in Greta’s expression. No triumph. No curiosity. Only worry and, maybe, regret.

But my panic did not care.

Of course she was there.

Of course the audience had arrived for the final scene.

I laughed once under my breath.

“There it is,” I said.

Greta’s face tightened. “Evie, I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to upset you.”

I looked at Jules.

“Tell her,” I said.

He went still.

“Tell her what?”

“Tell her the answer. Does she know too?”

His silence was too brief to be innocence.

Greta stepped forward. “No. Jules didn’t tell me anything.”

“But you guessed.”

She looked at me carefully.

“I noticed a resemblance,” she said.

A resemblance.

Such a polite little blade.

I turned away.

Jules said my name. I did not know which one. I did not let myself hear.

“I’m leaving,” I said.

“I’ll call you a cab,” he said.

“I can call my own cab.”

“Please don’t walk alone in this rain.”

I spun back toward him.

“Stop making care sound like something I owe you for.”

He recoiled.

Good.

Bad.

I did not know anymore.

I pulled my phone from the clutch with shaking fingers and opened the rideshare app. The screen blurred. I blinked hard until the letters returned.

Greta stayed near the door, silent.

Jules stood in the rain, looking like a man who had discovered gentleness could still injure.

The car was six minutes away.

Six minutes in an alley with the truth bleeding out.

I could not survive six minutes.

So I walked.

“Evan,” Jules said.

That one I heard.

I stopped at the mouth of the alley but did not turn.

His voice broke slightly when he said, “I’m sorry.”

I closed my eyes.

There were so many things I could have said.

I know.

I’m sorry too.

You should have told me.

I should have told you first.

Please tell me you still want me.

Please don’t look at me.

Please look at me forever.

Instead, I said, “I don’t believe you.”

Then I walked into the rain.

I canceled the car because standing still felt impossible.

My boots were not made for distance. My stockings were too thin. The rain found every weakness in the vintage coat. My wig grew damp around my face, curls loosening, strands clinging to my cheeks. The clutch was useless. The emerald skirt moved heavily around my legs as it took in the weather.

I did not care.

For once, people did look at me.

Or I imagined they did.

A woman under an umbrella glanced as she passed. A man near a bus stop looked up. A group of students laughed behind me, maybe at something else, maybe at me. Every face became confirmation. Every reflection in every window became evidence of exposure.

By the time I reached my apartment, my feet hurt, my makeup had blurred, and the elegant woman Clara had built was gone.

In the hallway outside my door, I struggled with the keys because my hands were shaking too hard. The clutch slipped and fell. Lipstick rolled out. My phone. A compact. Jules’s old note from the poetry reading, still tucked inside for reasons I had not admitted to myself.

Terrible lighting. Decent cookies. — Jules

I stared at it on the hallway floor.

Then I picked it up and shoved everything back into the clutch.

Inside my apartment, I locked the door and stood in the dark.

For a few seconds, I did nothing.

Then I began removing Evie like I hated her.

Coat first.

I tore it off and dropped it onto the floor. The vintage wool landed in a wet heap.

The boots next. One zipper stuck. I yanked too hard and nearly fell.

“Come on,” I hissed, like the boot had betrayed me personally.

The emerald skirt. The satin blouse. The stockings, snagging under my nails as I pulled them down. The earrings, one dropped onto the floor and rolled beneath the table. The wig last.

I pulled it off and threw it onto the bed.

My own hair fell messily around my face.

In the bathroom mirror, I looked ruined.

Makeup streaked beneath my eyes. Lipstick smeared at one corner of my mouth. Jaw shadow returning through the blur. Skin flushed from cold and crying I had not realized had started. Evan and Evie collided in the glass, neither one intact.

I stared at myself.

Then I laughed.

It was not a good sound.

“You look like a metaphor,” I told the mirror.

My voice broke on the last word.

I turned on the faucet and scrubbed.

Mascara ran dark over my fingers. Lipstick stained the towel. The perfume would not leave. The more I washed, the more my skin reddened, until I looked raw and ordinary and neither.

When my face was bare, I returned to the bedroom.

The clothes lay across the floor.

Elegant things, collapsed.

The emerald skirt in a dark puddle.

The satin blouse inside out.

The stockings ruined.

The wig on the bed, damp curls spread like something dead.

I wanted to gather them. Fold them. Apologize to them.

Instead, I kicked the skirt aside and went to the table.

Truly Madly Happy sat where I had left it.

Yellow cover.

White rounded letters.

A door into flowers.

I picked it up.

For one wild second, I wanted to throw it across the room.

I wanted to punish it for opening the door. For making me believe a small experiment could be contained. For teaching me that embarrassment was not danger when actually embarrassment had teeth and a university department and a man who wrote things down.

I opened to the chapter.

The page had softened from rereading.

Do not confuse embarrassment with danger.

I laughed again.

“Wrong,” I said.

My voice sounded empty.

“Very wrong.”

I dropped the book on the floor.

It landed open, pages down, like a bird with broken wings.

My phone buzzed.

Jules.

I did not look.

It buzzed again.

Clara.

Then again.

Probably Jules.

I turned the phone face down.

The apartment settled around me.

Radiator knocking.

Rain against the window.

Wet clothes on the floor.

Book open like an accusation.

I sat on the edge of the bed in my underwear and old undershirt, makeup gone, skin burning, body cold.

Evie was scattered around the room.

Evan was still there.

That was the cruelest part.

After all of it, I had not escaped him.

I had not escaped anything.

I looked at the yellow book on the floor and felt, with a dull and awful certainty, that happiness had not been a doorway.

It had been a room I was allowed to stand in only long enough to understand what losing it would feel like.


Chapter 6
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FOR THREE DAYS, I became gray again. Not the ordinary gray from before. That old gray had been dull, heavy, familiar. It had lived in my apartment like bad wallpaper. It had not been good, but I had known its shape. Wake up. Work. Smile. Scan. Shelve. Go home. Eat. Sleep badly. Repeat.

This new gray had edges.

It was not numbness.

It was heartbreak wearing numbness badly.

That was the terrible thing about having felt alive. Once I knew the difference, I could not mistake deadness for peace anymore.

I called in sick the morning after the department dinner.

My voice sounded strange on the phone, rough from crying I had not meant to do and silence I had not known how to break. Celes answered before opening, as if she had expected me.

“Take the day,” she said.

“I’m sorry.”

“Take two, if you need them.”

“I don’t—”

“Evan,” she said.

Just that.

Not stern. Not pitying. Just my name placed firmly enough that I stopped arguing.

So I took the day.

Then the next.

Then the third, because Clara called me on the second night and said, “If you come in tomorrow looking like a haunted receipt, I will drag you back home by your sadness sweater,” which was not workplace policy, but sounded enforceable from her.

I did not dress.

I did not mean I stayed naked, obviously. I wore clothes. Sweatpants. Old shirts. The navy sweater with the stretched cuffs. Socks that did not match because matching required hope, and hope had become suspicious.

But I did not dress.

No skirts. No tights. No perfume. No lipstick.

I did not paint my nails.

I did not brush the wig.

I did not steam the brown skirt or fold the wine dress or rescue the emerald skirt from the floor.

For the first day, I left everything where it had fallen.

The vintage coat in a wet heap.

The satin blouse inside out.

The stockings ruined near the bed.

The emerald skirt kicked toward the table.

The wig on the mattress, damp curls dried into a sad shape.

Evie remained scattered around the room like evidence after a storm.

I stepped around her.

That was easier than touching anything.

My apartment slid backward quickly, as if it had been waiting for permission to collapse. Dishes gathered in the sink. Clothes crawled from the chair to the floor. Takeout containers appeared because food had become too complicated unless someone else made it and placed it in a bag. The radiator knocked. The fridge hummed. Dust settled on the table around the yellow book.

Truly Madly Happy stayed open on the floor where I had dropped it.

Pages down.

Spine bent.

I looked at it often and refused to pick it up.

This was ridiculous, obviously. The book had not betrayed me. A book did not force me into a skirt. A book did not make Jules keep a secret. A book did not put me in a restaurant with Greta’s careful eyes and my own panic waiting like a lit match.

Still, I blamed it.

It had started the whole thing.

No.

That was not true.

It had named the door.

I had walked through.

I hated the distinction.

On the first night, Jules called twice.

I did not answer.

He texted once.

I’m sorry. I won’t keep calling. Please let me know you got home safely, even if you don’t want to speak to me.

I stared at the message until the screen went dark.

Then I texted Clara:

Tell him I’m alive if he asks. Don’t tell him anything else.

She replied:

Okay. But I’m coming over tomorrow.

I typed:

No.

She sent:

That was not a question.

The next afternoon, she knocked on my door with the exact rhythm of someone who would keep knocking until death or legal intervention.

“Evan,” she called. “Open up.”

I lay on the bed and stared at the ceiling.

“Evan.”

No.

“Evan Lipton, I have coffee and no respect for locked doors.”

I got up because I believed her.

When I opened the door, Clara stood in the hallway holding two coffees, a paper bag, and the expression of a woman who had already judged my entire apartment through the smell leaking under the door.

She looked at me.

I looked at her.

She looked past me.

“Oh, babe,” she said.

That was worse than any joke.

“Don’t,” I said.

“Too late. I felt something.”

“Gross.”

“Deeply.”

I stepped aside.

She entered carefully, as if the apartment might startle.

Her eyes moved over the room. The clothes. The dishes. The yellow book on the floor. The wig on the bed. The lipstick on the hallway table where I had dropped it and never moved it. The emerald skirt still crumpled near the chair.

To her credit, she did not start cleaning immediately.

She set the coffee and paper bag on the table, then turned to me.

“Have you eaten?”

“Yes.”

“What?”

“Food.”

“Specificity is often associated with truth.”

I said nothing.

She opened the bag and pulled out a breakfast sandwich wrapped in foil.

“It’s two in the afternoon,” I said.

“Time is fake. Eat.”

“I’m not hungry.”

“Eat half.”

“I can’t.”

Clara paused.

Then she unwrapped the sandwich and placed half on a plate I was reasonably sure was clean.

“Then sit near it until your body remembers it has responsibilities.”

I almost smiled.

Almost.

I sat at the table.

She took the chair across from me, moved a stack of unopened mail aside with two fingers, and handed me a coffee.

For a while, neither of us spoke.

That was new for Clara.

Eventually, she said, “Do you want to tell me what happened?”

“No.”

“Okay.”

I looked at her.

She took a sip of coffee. “What? I can be respectful for short bursts.”

I stared at the sandwich.

The melted cheese had gone slightly stiff at the edge.

“He knew,” I said.

Clara’s face changed.

I did not look up.

“Jules?”

I nodded.

“How long?”

“Early. After he met me as Evan.”

“Jesus.”

“He recognized my eyes. My hands. The way I talked about books.” My laugh came out flat. “Same sadness.”

Clara’s mouth tightened.

“He wrote that?”

I looked up sharply.

“How did you know?”

“Because men who teach literature can’t simply have a thought. They must archive it.”

I laughed once, unwillingly, and hated her for making me laugh.

Then I hated myself for wanting to cry because I laughed.

Clara reached across the table but stopped before touching my hand.

“Did he tell you why he didn’t say anything?”

“Yes.”

“And?”

“He said he was trying not to corner me. That he wanted me to tell him when I was ready.”

Clara leaned back.

“Annoyingly plausible.”

“Don’t.”

“I’m not defending him.”

“It sounds like you are.”

“No. I’m saying the worst part is that he can be wrong without being evil.” She looked at the clothes on the floor. “That’s harder to survive because you can’t turn him into a clean villain.”

I looked away.

That was exactly it.

If Jules had laughed, mocked me, recoiled, exposed me with cruelty, I could have hated him properly. I could have burned everything down and called the ashes self-respect.

But he had looked ruined too.

He had apologized.

He had said he wanted me.

Not a project.

Not a secret.

Me.

The memory hurt like touching a bruise to confirm it was still there.

“I told him I didn’t believe him,” I said.

Clara was quiet.

“I wanted to believe him,” I added.

That was the part that made my voice break.

Clara reached across the table then and took my hand.

Her palm was warm.

Her nails were painted black.

Mine were bare, bitten at one edge.

“That doesn’t make you weak,” she said.

“It makes me stupid.”

“No. It makes you someone who was kissed gently in a backroom by a man with sad elbows and then found out he had been carrying a truth you thought was yours to reveal. That is objectively a lot.”

A laugh cracked out of me and turned halfway into a sob.

I covered my face.

Clara squeezed my hand and pretended not to notice the exact moment I started crying. That was friendship, I thought. Not fixing the humiliation. Just refusing to point at it while it happened.

When I stopped, she slid the sandwich closer.

“Eat one bite.”

“I hate you.”

“I know. Bite.”

I ate one bite.

It tasted like nothing.

Then, after a few seconds, like salt and bread and egg and survival.

I ate another.

Clara looked relieved but hid it by inspecting my apartment.

“This place looks like your depression got tenure,” she said.

“Do not academically insult my apartment.”

“It deserves peer review.”

I wiped my face with my sleeve.

She made a disgusted noise, stood, and went to the kitchen sink.

“What are you doing?”

“Dishes.”

“Don’t.”

“You are not in a position to stop me.”

“I don’t want you to clean my apartment.”

“Then consider this an intervention against plate archaeology.”

She washed dishes.

I sat at the table holding the coffee cup with both hands, watching her move through my small kitchen like someone who refused to let the room become a tomb. She did not clean everything. She was not my mother, and she would have threatened legal action if anyone implied it. But she washed the dishes, threw out takeout containers, opened the window for ten minutes even though it was cold, and picked the vintage coat up from the floor.

She held it carefully.

“You need to hang this,” she said.

“I don’t want it.”

“Liar.”

“I don’t.”

“Fine.” She laid it over the back of the chair instead of the floor. “You don’t have to want it today.”

Her eyes moved to the wig on the bed.

I stiffened.

She did not touch it.

That restraint almost undid me again.

“Evie is not fake because Jules hurt you,” Clara said.

I stared at the table.

“He didn’t hurt me.”

“Yes, he did.”

I flinched.

“Maybe not on purpose,” she said. “But he did. And you hurt him too. Probably. People with secrets become very stabby in emotional emergencies.”

“I don’t want to talk about him.”

“Then talk about her.”

I looked up.

Clara nodded toward the wig.

“No.”

“Evan.”

“No.”

She leaned against the counter, arms folded.

“You don’t have to dress today. Or tomorrow. Or ever, if you decide you don’t want to. I’m not here to push you into anything. But do not throw Evie into the trash because Jules was stupid with a notebook.”

My throat tightened.

“She was part of the lie.”

“She was part of you.”

“You don’t know that.”

“Yes, I do.”

I looked at her.

Her voice softened, but her gaze did not.

“I know because you started taking care of yourself before any of this became romantic. I know because you looked in the mirror and cried before he ever took you to a diner. I know because the first time I saw you dressed, you weren’t trying to seduce anyone. You were trying to breathe.”

I could not speak.

Clara picked up the mauve nail polish bottle from the floor near the bed.

“You think losing Jules means Evie was fake,” she said. “It doesn’t. It means Jules was part of the story, not the author.”

She set the bottle on the table in front of me.

I stared at it.

The color inside glowed softly under the lamp.

“I don’t know who I am,” I said.

“Congratulations,” Clara replied. “You’re a person.”

“That’s not helpful.”

“It is. You just wanted something prettier.”

I huffed a tiny laugh.

She crouched slightly until her eyes were level with mine.

“You don’t have to know who you are to know what made you feel alive.”

The words stayed after she left.

She made me promise to eat the other half of the sandwich and answer her text by nine. Then she hugged me quickly near the door, like she was embarrassed to have arms, and said, “Do not make any major life decisions while dehydrated.”

After she was gone, the apartment felt less dead.

Not alive.

Just less dead.

That was enough for one afternoon.

That night, I picked the emerald skirt up from the floor.

I did not wear it.

I did not even fold it properly.

I just lifted it, shook it out gently, and hung it over the chair instead of leaving it crumpled.

The next day, I returned to work.

Not as Evie.

Not even as improved Evan.

I arrived in jeans, sweater, no polish, no perfume. My face was clean but tired. My hair did whatever it wanted, which was mostly wrong. I expected Celes to say something profound and Clara to say something invasive.

Celes only handed me the morning orders.

Clara only said, “You look less dead than expected.”

It was perfect.

The day hurt.

Of course it did.

Every part of Morrow & Finch remembered Jules.

Poetry section.

Reading nook.

Backroom.

Front door.

The counter where he had asked for Evie.

The hallway where he had kissed me.

I moved through the store like someone walking through a museum exhibit of his own bad decisions.

At lunch, I found Truly Madly Happy in my tote.

I had no memory of putting it there.

Again.

This book had terrible boundaries.

I took it to the backroom and sat on the folding chair beneath the buzzing light. Dust floated through the air. Boxes of unsold books watched me with cardboard patience.

The cover was bent from where I had dropped it. One corner had curled upward. The yellow looked less cheerful now, more worn, like even happiness could get tired if handled poorly.

I opened to the chapter.

I did not know why.

Maybe because I wanted to prove it had no power anymore.

Maybe because I wanted it to.

The pages fell open near the section I had read a dozen times.

Do not expect the opposite self to solve your life. That is too much work for one night.

I swallowed.

“Bit late for that,” I whispered.

I turned the page.

Something slipped out.

A small folded piece of paper, yellowed slightly at the edges, fell onto my lap.

I froze.

For a moment, I thought it was mine. A receipt. A note. Something I had tucked in and forgotten. But the paper was old, softer than anything I used, and folded into a neat square.

My heart began to beat faster.

I unfolded it carefully.

The handwriting was not mine.

It was slanted, feminine, a little faded in blue ink.

The opposite of fear is not courage. Sometimes it is honesty.

That was all.

No signature.

No date.

No explanation.

I stared at the sentence.

The backroom hummed around me.

A delivery truck beeped faintly outside. Someone laughed in the front of the store. Clara’s voice rose and fell near the counter, probably telling a customer that “dark academia” was not a personality disorder but could become one if neglected.

I read the note again.

The opposite of fear is not courage. Sometimes it is honesty.

My first reaction was anger.

Of course.

How convenient for a mysterious note to appear after I had ruined everything. How literary. How manipulative. How exactly the kind of thing Jules would appreciate and I would resent.

Then the anger thinned.

Something else moved beneath it.

Not comfort.

Not exactly.

Recognition.

I had thought the opposite of Evan was Evie.

That had been the beginning.

Evan was gray, tired, male, ordinary, invisible. Evie was soft, feminine, awake, seen. The opposite of who I was, for one night.

But maybe I had misunderstood the experiment.

Maybe Evie had never been proof that Evan was unlovable.

Maybe Evie was proof that Evan still wanted to live.

The thought came slowly.

Then all at once.

It hurt.

Not sharply, like heartbreak.

Deeply, like something too long held in one position finally moving.

I looked at my hands.

Bare nails.

Dry cuticles.

A tiny scrape near my thumb.

Evan’s hands.

Evie’s hands.

Same hands.

Jules had noticed that, and I had turned it into violation because it had felt like exposure. Maybe it was. Maybe he had been wrong to keep silent. Maybe I had been right to feel hurt.

But the hands were still mine.

Not his to define.

Not Clara’s to rescue.

Not Celes’s to bless.

Mine.

The note trembled slightly because I was trembling.

I folded it again, then unfolded it, afraid it would vanish if I looked away.

Honesty.

The word had always sounded like confession to me. A bright room. A chair. Someone waiting while I explained why I had failed.

But maybe honesty did not have to begin with someone else.

Maybe it could begin in the mirror.

I picked up the book and the note and went to the staff bathroom.

I locked the door.

The mirror over the sink showed Evan Lipton, twenty-six, tired, pale, hair wrong, eyes too old from three days of not sleeping properly.

I looked at him for a long time.

“I became Evie because I was depressed,” I said.

The words sounded strange in the small bathroom.

Too plain.

Too honest.

“I became Evie because I wanted to feel new.”

My throat tightened.

“I became Evie because I liked it.”

There it was.

No metaphor.

No Jules.

No professor. No poetry. No backroom romance. No panic about passing or being discovered.

I liked it.

I liked the clothes. The grooming. The softness. The way skirts moved. The way lipstick made my mouth feel present. The way perfume stayed at my wrists. The way the mirror stopped being only an enemy. The way Evie made me think forward.

I liked being beautiful.

My eyes burned.

I pressed the note against the sink and laughed softly through the tightness in my chest.

“God,” I whispered. “That is so embarrassing.”

But this time, embarrassing did not feel like danger.

It felt like the first true thing I had said to myself all week.

I did not dress that day.

Honesty, apparently, had limits and also a shift schedule.

But after work, I went home and cleaned.

Not dramatically. Not in a montage that fixed my life. I washed the remaining dishes. Threw away the dead takeout containers. Put laundry in one pile instead of several emotional landscapes. Hung the vintage coat properly. Folded the emerald skirt. Washed the satin blouse by hand in the sink because Clara would physically sense negligence from across the city and appear to insult me.

Then I placed Truly Madly Happy on the table.

Beside it, I placed the handwritten note.

The next morning, I woke before my alarm.

That did not mean I woke happy.

Important distinction.

I woke scared.

But the fear had direction.

I showered for a long time.

Not standing there like a ghost. Actually showering. Washing my hair. Scrubbing my skin. Letting the steam fill the bathroom until the mirror blurred and the apartment smelled like soap instead of grief.

Then I began.

I had decided the night before.

No.

Not decided.

Listened.

That was closer.

Evie did not want the wine dress. Too connected to Jules.

Not the emerald skirt. Too much alley. Too much rain. Too much collapse.

Not the brown skirt, though I loved it. That belonged to the first public night, the first step.

Today needed something else.

Ivory sweater dress.

I had bought it online during one of the almost-happy weeks and never worn it. It had arrived folded in tissue paper, soft and simple, with long sleeves and a shape that skimmed without clinging too tightly. At the time, it had frightened me so much I had put it in the closet with the tags still on.

Now I took it out.

The tag hung from one sleeve like a question.

I cut it off.

The sound of the scissors closing felt absurdly final.

Before the dress, grooming.

This was the longest I had ever spent becoming Evie.

No rush. No backroom panic. No Clara directing me. No Jules waiting outside. No event, no invitation, no lie to maintain.

Just me.

I shaved carefully, slower than ever. Face first, then the places on my body where smoothness made me feel calmer. I rinsed the razor often. I used the exfoliating scrub Clara had bought and left in my bathroom with a note that said use gently, you dramatic onion. I moisturized everything. Arms, legs, chest, neck. I worked lotion into my skin until it felt like I had returned to my body by touch.

I shaped my brows lightly.

Not too much. I had learned.

I painted my nails.

That took time.

I chose the mauve-pink polish, Clara’s first bottle. My hands were steadier now. Not perfect, but better. Base of the nail, slow stroke, another, another. Breathe. Other hand. Mistake. Correct. Wait. Second coat. Wait again.

While they dried, I sat at the table in a towel and stared at the note from the book.

The opposite of fear is not courage. Sometimes it is honesty.

“Okay,” I told it. “Bossy.”

When my nails dried, I applied makeup.

Soft.

Not dinner Evie. Not date Evie. Not backroom Evie.

Me Evie.

Concealer only where I wanted it. Light powder. Brown mascara. A little shadow. Blush, because I had resisted blush for too long and it turned out looking alive sometimes required color. I used the muted rose lipstick, then blotted it until it looked like it belonged to my mouth instead of sitting on top of it.

Hair took patience.

The wig had recovered from the rain after I washed and dried it carefully the night before with instructions from six different videos and one deeply judgmental text thread with Clara. I styled it into soft waves, less perfect than Clara’s, but mine. I used the pearl earrings instead of gold hoops. Gentle. Small. Bright.

Perfume came last.

Not too much.

Pear and peony at my wrists.

A touch at my throat.

Then clothes.

Sheer tights first, ivory dress next. The sweater knit slid over my skin, warm and soft. It hugged my arms and fell to my knees. The color made me look quieter, but not erased. I added the camel coat, the brown boots from the poetry reading, and a small cream scarf I had bought secondhand and never worn.

When I stood in front of the mirror, I did not gasp.

I did not cry.

I did not laugh.

I looked.

Evie looked back in ivory and camel, polished nails, rose mouth, pearl earrings, soft hair, terrified eyes.

But not only terrified.

That was new.

There was fear, yes. Of course there was fear. Fear had a long-term lease in my body.

But there was something else beside it now.

Ownership.

Not confidence. I was not ready to insult the word.

Ownership.

I had chosen this.

No one had knocked on a bookstore door.

No professor waited in rain.

No Clara stood behind me making jokes to keep me breathing.

I had dressed because I wanted to feel beautiful.

The realization moved through me like light coming on in a room one lamp at a time.

I touched the sleeve of the sweater dress.

“Hi,” I whispered.

Then, after a moment, “I’m Evan.”

My reflection did not vanish.

“I’m Evie.”

Still there.

Both names stayed in the room.

No lightning.

No punishment.

No collapse.

I smiled, small and shaky.

“Okay,” I said.

I put Truly Madly Happy and the handwritten note into my bag.

Then I went to work.

The cab driver did not comment.

The street did not split.

A woman outside the coffee shop glanced at my coat and smiled faintly before turning back to her phone. A man with a dog moved aside to let me pass. The laundromat windows reflected me in passing: ivory dress, camel coat, brown boots, cream scarf, one hand holding my bag.

I looked like a woman on her way somewhere.

I also looked like Evan Lipton, walking toward Morrow & Finch Books with his heart trying to escape through his throat.

Both were true.

Celes was inside before opening again.

This time, all the lamps were on.

She stood behind the counter, writing something in a ledger, glasses low on her nose. When the bell chimed, she looked up.

Her pen stopped.

For one second, nothing happened.

Then her face softened.

Not surprise.

Recognition.

“Good morning,” she said.

My hand tightened around the strap of my bag.

“Good morning.”

The store was quiet around us. No customers yet. No Clara. No rain today, only pale morning light pressing through the front windows and catching dust above the shelves.

I walked to the counter.

Each step sounded too loud.

Celes closed the ledger.

I had rehearsed this in the cab. Several versions. Some with elegant phrasing. Some with jokes. One that sounded like a legal statement. All of them fled the moment I saw her.

So I told the truth badly.

“My name is Evan,” I said.

Celes did not interrupt.

“I mean, you know that.” I swallowed. “Obviously. But Evie is… also me. Or a part of me. Or a name I use when I’m dressed like this. I don’t know exactly what it means yet, and I don’t want to promise a definition I haven’t earned. But it makes me happy.”

The last sentence was the hardest.

It entered the air and stayed there.

Celes looked at me for a long moment.

Then she said, “All right.”

I blinked.

“All right?”

“Yes.”

“That’s it?”

Her mouth curved. “Would you prefer a bell?”

“No.”

“A certificate?”

“No.”

“A dramatic shelving of your identity under memoir?”

I laughed, and the laugh nearly broke.

Celes came around the counter.

She did not touch me. She only stood close enough that I felt less alone.

“What name would you like on the evening schedule?” she asked.

My throat closed.

Such a small question.

So ordinary.

So practical.

A schedule. A piece of paper. A name written where shifts belonged.

Acceptance, I realized, did not always arrive as applause.

Sometimes it arrived as payroll logistics.

“I don’t know,” I said, voice shaking.

“That is permitted.”

I pressed my lips together.

“Maybe Evan for regular shifts,” I said slowly. “And Evie for some evening events. Or after closing. Or… I don’t know. Maybe we can start there.”

“We can start there.”

“We?”

“Yes,” Celes said. “This is a bookstore. We revise.”

My eyes burned.

I looked away toward the staff picks, the poetry section, the backroom door. The store had held the first secret. Now it held the beginning of something honest.

“I’m sorry,” I said.

“For?”

“Making things complicated.”

Celes’s expression warmed, but her voice stayed firm.

“Evan. People are complicated. Books are merely organized around the problem.”

That was such a Celes sentence that I laughed through the tightness in my throat.

She smiled.

Then she looked past me toward the front windows.

“Clara will be insufferable when she sees you.”

“I know.”

“She will be proud.”

“I know.”

“That may be worse.”

“It is.”

At noon, Clara arrived with coffee, saw me behind the counter in the ivory dress, and stopped so abruptly the bell above the door chimed again from the force of her entrance.

Her mouth opened.

Closed.

Opened.

I lifted one hand. My mauve nails caught the light.

“Hi.”

Clara’s eyes shone for half a second before she ruined it.

“Bitch,” she said, voice thick. “You did the sweater dress without me?”

I laughed.

Then she crossed the store and hugged me so hard my purse slipped off my shoulder.

“Don’t crush the outfit,” I said into her hair.

“I will crush whatever I want. I’m emotional.”

“Disgusting.”

“Deeply.”

She pulled back, inspected me, and nodded with mock severity.

“Good. Very good. Slightly uneven curl on the left, but we accept growth.”

“I did it myself.”

Her face softened again.

“I know.”

Celes watched from the reading nook, pretending to sort bookmarks and failing to hide her smile.

That afternoon, the store received an event announcement.

Or rather, Celes revealed that she had arranged one.

She did it at three, after the lunch rush, while Clara was eating crackers behind the counter and I was entering special orders into the system.

“I should mention,” Celes said mildly, “we have an event tomorrow evening.”

Clara looked up. “We do?”

“Yes.”

I paused. “That wasn’t on the calendar.”

“It is now.”

Clara narrowed her eyes. “That is ominous.”

Celes placed a printed flyer on the counter.

My stomach dropped when I saw the title.

An Evening with Helena Marr
Author of Truly Madly Happy: Small Experiments for People Who Forgot How to Live
Morrow & Finch Books
Friday, 7 PM

I stared.

“You found her?” I asked.

“I emailed her last week.”

“Last week?”

Celes looked at me over her glasses.

“Bookstore owners act before protagonists feel ready.”

Clara pointed a cracker at her. “That is horrifyingly true.”

I looked at the flyer again.

Helena Marr.

The author.

The woman whose book had cracked open my life, ruined it, saved it, betrayed me, handed me a note, and generally behaved with the emotional subtlety of a brick through glass.

“She’s coming here?”

“Tomorrow,” Celes said. “She lives two hours away now. She was pleased to return. Apparently, she remembers the store.”

My heart began to beat faster.

“I can’t host that.”

“I did not ask you to host it.”

Relief moved through me.

Then Celes added, “But I hoped you might help.”

Clara smiled into her coffee.

I glared at her.

She mouthed, protagonist.

I mouthed, die.

She looked delighted.

Celes folded her hands.

“Only if you want,” she said. “As Evan, as Evie, or not at all. But it may be good to meet the person whose book has been causing so much trouble.”

I looked down at the flyer.

Trouble.

Doorway.

Honesty.

My fingers brushed the edge of the paper.

“I’ll help,” I said.

My voice surprised me by staying steady.

“As Evie?” Clara asked, gentler than her words.

I breathed in.

Then nodded.

“As Evie.”

The next evening, Morrow & Finch filled before seven.

Not dramatically. Helena Marr was not famous enough for a line around the block. But the chairs filled, then the window bench, then the back row by the history shelf. People came in with damp coats, tote bags, tired eyes, curiosity. The kind of people who looked like they had tried several things already and were willing to sit in a bookstore on a Friday night in case one more thing helped.

I understood them.

Too much.

I wore the ivory sweater dress again.

Not because I had no other clothes, but because it felt right to return to it. I added the camel coat when near the door, pearl earrings, rose lipstick, soft waves, and the mauve polish. Clara fixed the left curl without comment, which was her version of love.

Celes introduced me to Helena Marr before the event.

Helena was in her sixties, though age sat lightly on her. She wore a long blue dress, boots, and a cardigan patched at one elbow. Her hair was silver and loose around her shoulders. She had a face that looked both kind and inconveniently perceptive.

Celes brought her to the counter where I was arranging copies of Truly Madly Happy.

“Helena,” she said, “this is Evie. She works with us.”

The name entered the air.

I held myself still.

Helena smiled and extended a hand.

“Evie,” she said. “What a lovely name.”

I took her hand.

“Thank you.”

Her grip was warm and dry.

“I’m honored to meet someone who willingly works in a bookstore,” she said. “It requires hope and a tolerance for cardboard.”

“That’s our job description,” I said.

She laughed.

Then her eyes moved briefly to the stack of her books.

“Has it been behaving?” she asked.

I blinked. “The book?”

“Yes. Books can be unruly once they leave us.”

I thought of the note. The doorway. The bent cover. The way the book had appeared in my bag without permission.

“No,” I said. “Not really.”

Helena’s smile deepened.

“Good. Then it found someone.”

I did not know what to say to that.

Before I could try, the bell above the door chimed.

My body knew.

Again.

I looked up.

Jules entered.

For one second, the store tilted.

He wore a dark coat, rain in his hair, and no expectation on his face. That was what struck me first. He did not enter like a man arriving to reclaim something. He did not search the room with urgency. He did not come straight to me.

He saw me.

Of course he saw me.

His eyes found mine across the store, and something moved through his face—relief, pain, tenderness, restraint. All of it held back.

Then he gave the smallest nod and moved to the back of the room.

Not toward me.

Not toward Celes.

He took a place near the last row, beside the essay shelves, hands folded around a book he had probably brought as armor.

My chest tightened.

Clara appeared beside me.

“Do I kill him?” she whispered.

“No.”

“Light injury?”

“No.”

“Emotional inconvenience?”

“Clara.”

“Fine.”

But her eyes stayed on him for another second, protective and sharp.

I looked down at the books, smoothing the already straight stack.

Jules had come.

But he was not chasing.

He was letting the room belong to me.

That hurt.

That helped.

At seven, Celes stepped to the front.

“Good evening,” she said, and the room settled. “Welcome to Morrow & Finch Books. Tonight, we are very pleased to welcome back Helena Marr, author of Truly Madly Happy: Small Experiments for People Who Forgot How to Live.”

People applauded.

Helena rose from the front chair and walked to the small podium.

She did not begin with a reading.

She stood there, resting both hands on the podium, looking out at the room as if she wanted to see every person before speaking.

“I wrote this book,” she said, “because I was very tired of people telling me to be happy.”

A ripple of laughter moved through the room.

Helena smiled.

“Especially cheerful people. Cheerful people can be wonderful, but when you are depressed, they sometimes sound like birds shouting instructions from a roof you cannot reach.”

I felt that sentence in my bones.

Around me, people shifted. Some laughed softly. Some looked down.

Helena continued.

“I did not need grand happiness when I began writing. I needed one small thing that made tomorrow less impossible. Not a cure. Not a miracle. A small disobedience against despair.”

A small disobedience.

I thought of the first skirt.

The cardigan.

The name.

Evie.

“In the book,” Helena said, “I suggest experiments. Some are ordinary. Eat breakfast somewhere new. Wear a color you avoid. Take a different route home. Others feel stranger. Borrow a name. Dress unlike yourself. Let your body experience novelty before your mind has finished objecting.”

A laugh moved through the room again, gentler this time.

My throat tightened.

“People misunderstand that chapter sometimes,” Helena said. “They think I am telling them to escape themselves. I am not. Escape can be useful for an evening, but it does not hold. What I believe in is interruption. Depression tells a person the future has no new information. Sometimes the smallest act of becoming unfamiliar to yourself can prove depression wrong.”

My eyes burned.

I looked toward the back of the room.

Jules was watching Helena, not me.

Good.

Bad.

Good.

Helena read then.

Not the whole chapter. Selected passages. The doorway paragraph. The part about embarrassment and danger. A section I had not noticed before about how shame often guarded places where joy had not yet been given language.

Then she closed the book.

“The first time you do the thing that helps you live,” she said, “you may feel foolish. You may feel embarrassed. You may look in the mirror and not know whether to laugh or cry. Laugh, if you can. Cry, if you must. But do not dismiss the thing only because it began alone in a room.”

My hand gripped the edge of the book table.

Alone in a room.

Alone in a backroom.

Alone in a skirt, in a cracked mirror, whispering a name that made the air change.

I was not crying.

Technically.

A tear had escaped, but that was different and none of Clara’s business.

Clara handed me a tissue without looking at me.

After the reading, Helena took questions.

Someone asked whether small experiments could really help when life had big problems.

Helena said, “A candle does not solve winter. It still matters.”

Someone asked if becoming someone else was dishonest.

Helena smiled.

“Sometimes the self we call honest is only the one other people recognize fastest.”

That sentence made the room go quiet.

It also made my chest hurt.

Then, near the end, an older man asked if she still practiced her own experiments.

Helena laughed.

“Constantly. Last month, I joined a beginner tap class. I am terrible. It has improved my life.”

By the time the signing began, the store felt different. Softer, but not fragile. People lingered with copies, speaking in lower voices than usual, as if each book had become heavier in their hands.

I helped manage the line.

As Evie.

Not hiding behind the shelves.

Not watching from the backroom.

Customers spoke to me normally. Asked where the restroom was. Asked if we had more copies. Complimented the event. One woman said she loved my dress, and I said thank you without explaining that the compliment was a small earthquake.

Jules stayed in the back.

He bought a copy of the book from Clara, who looked at him like she might charge him emotional damages. He accepted the look without complaint.

I watched him from the corner of my eye.

He did not approach Helena’s table until the line was nearly gone. When he did, he spoke briefly, had his book signed, and returned to the back. He did not try to catch me alone. He did not place himself where I had to speak to him. He just stayed.

Waiting.

Not for me to forgive him.

At least, I hoped not.

Maybe waiting because he had come to witness without taking.

That was new.

After the last customer left, Celes locked the front door but kept the lamps on. Helena remained near the signing table with tea, speaking to Celes about the old event years ago. Clara collected paper cups with theatrical aggression and glanced between me and Jules every three seconds.

Jules stood near the back row, coat over one arm, signed book in his hand.

I looked at him.

He looked back.

Neither of us moved.

Then I did.

My boots sounded softly against the wooden floor as I crossed the store. Every step felt like choosing. Not forgiveness yet. Not surrender. Not romance carrying me away before I had finished understanding the wound.

Just honesty.

Jules straightened when I approached.

He looked tired.

Not in a dramatic, suffering-hero way. Just tired. As if the last few days had touched him too and he had not slept enough and maybe, somewhere, he had learned the difference between regret and self-pity.

“Hi,” I said.

His throat moved.

“Hi.”

We stood between essays and poetry, which seemed unfairly on-brand.

He glanced around. “Would you rather speak somewhere else? Or not speak at all? I can leave.”

I believed him.

That mattered.

“The reading nook,” I said.

He nodded.

We sat in the same green velvet chairs where Celes had spoken to me days ago. The store was still active around us, but distant. Celes and Helena talked near the counter. Clara hovered aggressively until I gave her a look. She raised both hands and retreated three feet, which was not retreating but was the best she could do.

Jules sat across from me, not beside me.

Good.

I needed to see his face.

For a moment, neither of us spoke.

Then he said, “You look beautiful.”

I flinched.

He saw it immediately.

“I’m sorry,” he said. “I should not have started there.”

“No,” I said slowly. “It’s okay. I just don’t know where compliments go right now.”

He nodded.

Silence again.

I placed my hands on my lap. My polished nails rested against ivory knit.

“I was depressed,” I said.

The sentence entered the space between us plainly.

Jules went very still.

I did not look away.

“I don’t mean sad in a pretty book way. I mean I was waking up and feeling like the day had already happened. I was going to work, coming home, eating whatever required the least decision-making, sleeping badly, doing it again. I wasn’t in some grand crisis. I was just…” I searched for the word. “Gone. While still showing up.”

His face tightened with pain, but he did not interrupt.

“I found the book in the backroom during inventory. The chapter about becoming the opposite of yourself. I thought it was stupid.”

A tiny smile touched his mouth, sad and brief.

“It was stupid,” I said. “And it worked.”

My throat tightened, but I continued.

“I put on old event clothes. A blouse. Skirt. Wig. Cardigan. I looked ridiculous. But I also looked softer. Less defeated. I said Evie before I meant to. And for the first time in months, I wanted to know what would happen next.”

Jules’s eyes shone.

He looked down briefly, giving me space from his reaction.

I appreciated that.

“Then you came to the door,” I said.

His eyes lifted back to mine.

“And I lied.”

“You were afraid.”

“Yes,” I said. “But I still lied.”

He did not argue.

Good.

“I thought if you knew I was Evan, you would leave. Or pity me. Or think I was disgusting. Or worse, be kind in a way that made me feel like a wound.”

His jaw tightened.

“I would never—”

“You don’t know what you would have done,” I said.

He stopped.

That mattered too.

“Maybe you would have been wonderful. Maybe you would have been confused. Maybe you would have needed time. I don’t know. But I didn’t give you a chance to be real either.”

He looked at me for a long moment.

“No,” he said quietly. “You didn’t.”

The honesty hurt.

It also steadied me.

I breathed in.

“But you knew,” I said.

“Yes.”

“And you didn’t tell me.”

His face changed.

Regret, full and unguarded.

“Yes.”

“Why?”

“I thought I was protecting you,” he said.

I looked at him.

He swallowed.

“No. That is not enough.” He set the signed book on the small table between us. “I told myself I was protecting you. That if I named what I suspected, I would take control of something that was yours. I told myself waiting was respectful.”

His voice roughened.

“But I also wanted to stay. And staying was easier if I let myself believe silence was gentleness.”

The words landed slowly.

Not perfect.

But honest.

“I should have told you when I knew,” he said. “Or stepped away if I could not. I did neither. I am sorry.”

I looked down at the signed book.

The cover was the same yellow as mine, but cleaner. Less damaged.

“What did Helena write?” I asked.

The question surprised us both.

Jules blinked, then opened the front cover and turned it toward me.

In blue ink, Helena had written:

For Jules — Be careful with what you notice. Tenderness is still a form of power. — Helena Marr

A laugh escaped me.

Not happy exactly.

But real.

Jules looked pained. “She spoke to me for approximately four minutes and dismantled my entire moral structure.”

“She does that.”

“I deserved it.”

“Yes.”

He accepted that too.

I looked at him.

“Did you love Evie instead of Evan?” I asked.

The question had lived inside me for too long. It came out smaller than I wanted.

Jules’s face softened.

“No.”

“Did you love Evan despite Evie?”

“No.”

I pressed my fingers into my palms.

“Then what?”

He leaned forward slightly, not enough to crowd me.

“I loved the whole person I was being allowed to see in pieces,” he said. “Badly, maybe. Imperfectly. With mistakes I regret. But not in halves. Never in halves.”

My throat tightened.

He continued, voice quiet.

“When I met Evie, I saw someone frightened and luminous and funny in self-defense. When I met Evan, I saw someone with the same intelligence, the same ache, the same way of handing people books like he was trying to save them without admitting it.”

I looked away.

“Please don’t make it beautiful.”

“I’m trying to make it true.”

“That’s worse.”

“I know.”

A laugh broke out of me, small and wet.

His face softened so much I had to look away again.

“I don’t know what Evie means,” I said.

“You don’t have to tell me.”

“I know. But I want to say it anyway.” I looked down at my dress. “I don’t know if she’s a persona. A part of me. A name. A coping ritual. A doorway. I don’t know if I’ll dress every day or only sometimes. I don’t know what I’ll want next month. I don’t know if I want other people to use both names or only certain people. I don’t know.”

“That’s all right.”

“I’m trying to believe that.”

“I can believe it with you until you do.”

The sentence nearly undid me.

I looked at him sharply, ready to reject it as too perfect.

But his face was not perfect.

It was worried. Hopeful. Sorry. Tired. So careful it almost hurt.

“You are very hard to stay angry at,” I said.

His mouth curved, then fell.

“I don’t want your forgiveness because I phrased something well.”

“Good. Because I’m not done being angry.”

He nodded. “Okay.”

“But I’m also…” I hated this part. “I’m also not done wanting you.”

His eyes closed briefly.

When he opened them, there was so much emotion there I almost looked away.

Almost.

“I’m here,” he said.

“You can’t just be patient and secretly make decisions.”

“I know.”

“If you notice something, you ask.”

“Yes.”

“If you’re confused, you say that.”

“Yes.”

“If I’m scared, you don’t turn it into a private theory.”

His face tightened with shame.

“Yes.”

“And if I tell you something, you don’t make it prettier than it is before I’m ready.”

He nodded.

“I can do that.”

“You can try.”

“I can try,” he corrected.

We sat with that.

Trying felt more honest than promises.

Across the store, Clara dropped something loudly and said, “I’m fine,” though no one had asked. Celes murmured to Helena. The rain began again outside, light against the windows.

Of course it did.

Jules looked toward the sound.

“I should go,” he said.

My heart pinched.

He did not move.

He was letting me choose.

I hated and loved that.

“Not yet,” I said.

His gaze returned to me.

I stood.

So did he.

For a second, we faced each other in the warm light of the reading nook, surrounded by shelves and second chances disguised as books.

There was one question left.

The old one.

The one that had hidden beneath every dress, every lie, every almost-confession.

“Would you have asked me out,” I said, “if I told you my name was Evan while I was dressed like this?”

Jules’s expression changed.

His answer came without hesitation.

“I would have asked twice,” he said, “in case you didn’t believe me the first time.”

The sentence hit exactly where it was meant to.

Not like a knife.

Like a hand held out.

My eyes burned.

“That is such an unfair answer.”

“It’s true.”

“You’re very annoying when you’re sincere.”

“I’ve been told.”

“By who?”

“Mostly myself.”

I laughed.

Then I stepped closer.

His breath caught.

Good.

I wanted him uncertain too. Not cruelly. Just enough that the moment belonged to both of us, not only to his patience.

“May I?” I asked.

His eyes softened.

“Yes.”

I kissed him.

Not in the backroom.

Not hidden between boxes and unsold event books.

Not in an alley after panic.

Near the front window of Morrow & Finch, with the lamps still on, the rain silvering the glass, and the bookstore open around us like a witness that had finally stopped keeping score.

The kiss was soft at first.

Careful.

Familiar and new.

Jules did not reach for me too quickly. I felt him hold back, waiting for me to set the terms. So I lifted my hands to his coat, curled my fingers into the lapels, and kissed him again.

This time, he answered.

Warmly.

Slowly.

With a quiet sound that moved through my whole body.

I was still scared.

That did not vanish.

Fear remained, but it no longer stood between me and the kiss like a locked door. It stood somewhere beside us, holding its clipboard, deeply annoyed at being ignored.

When we parted, Jules rested his forehead near mine but did not press.

“Okay?” he asked.

I smiled faintly.

“That question is becoming your brand.”

“I can diversify.”

“No.” I touched his sleeve. “Keep it.”

He smiled then.

A real smile.

Not relieved enough to erase what happened. Not triumphant. Just grateful.

Across the room, Clara made a noise.

I turned.

She stood near the counter with one hand pressed dramatically to her chest. Celes was pretending not to watch. Helena Marr was absolutely watching and looked delighted in a quiet, dangerous way.

“Do not,” I warned Clara.

She lifted both hands. “I said nothing.”

“You breathed loudly.”

“I am moved. Let me have lungs.”

Celes looked at Helena. “This is why we usually dim the lights after events.”

Helena smiled. “No, no. This is better.”

My face went hot.

Jules laughed softly beside me, and the sound did not make me want to hide.

Not entirely.

Progress.

After the store closed fully, after Helena left with Celes’s promise of another event someday, after Clara hugged me too hard and whispered, “Text me details but not too many details because I respect myself,” I stood near the front door with Jules.

The rain had softened to mist.

Morrow & Finch glowed behind us.

I wore the ivory dress, camel coat, sheer tights, brown boots, pearl earrings, rose lipstick, and mauve nails. My purse held Truly Madly Happy, Helena’s note, my keys, a compact, and three versions of myself that had not finished introducing themselves.

Jules opened his umbrella.

Then he paused.

“We don’t have to go anywhere,” he said. “I can walk you home. Or call a cab. Or leave you alone. Whatever feels right.”

I looked at him.

He was trying so hard not to direct the scene that it almost became funny.

“Jules.”

“Yes?”

“Walk with me.”

His face warmed.

“All right.”

I locked the bookstore door.

For a second, my hand rested on the key.

I thought of the first night. The locked door. The yellow book. The storage room. The blouse. The skirt. The cracked mirror. Evie arriving like a whisper I had not known I was allowed to hear.

Then I thought of this moment.

Not healed.

Not finished.

Not magically happy.

But here.

Dressed exactly how I wanted.

Standing beside a man who had hurt me, apologized, stayed, and let me choose the next step.

Carrying a book that had not fixed me.

Only opened something.

I turned from the door.

Jules held the umbrella above us as we stepped into the rain.

Outside, the street shone gold and black. The laundromat windows glowed. The coffee shop was closed. Cars moved softly through wet light. Somewhere down the block, someone laughed.

The city did not know who I was.

Neither did I, completely.

But for the first time, that did not feel like failure.

It felt like room.

Jules walked beside me, close but not crowding. Our shoulders brushed once. Then again. After the third time, I took his hand.

He looked down, then at me.

I did not explain.

He did not ask.

We walked through the rain like that.

Not as a secret.

Not as a performance.

Not as Evan pretending Evie did not matter, or Evie proving Evan could not be loved.

Just me.

Still scared.

Still soft.

Still here.

And somehow, truly, madly, honestly alive.


Epilogue
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SIX MONTHS later, I still worked at Morrow & Finch Books. That sounded like nothing had changed. Which was funny, because everything had.

The store was still tucked between the laundromat and the coffee shop. The front windows still fogged when it rained. The brass letters above the door still looked more expensive than our monthly sales reports deserved. The front table still had to be straightened every twenty minutes because customers touched hardcovers with the restless guilt of people who wanted to be seen browsing but did not want to commit financially.

The receipt printer still jammed.

Clara still threatened it by name.

Celes still appeared silently beside people and made them reconsider both their posture and their life choices.

The backroom was still crowded with folded chairs, old posters, event supplies, extra tote bags, and the cracked mirror that had once terrified me by reflecting something I wanted before I knew how to want it.

So yes, in the boring factual sense, I still worked at Morrow & Finch.

But the store had changed because I had.

Or maybe I had changed enough to see what the store had always been.

A shop, yes.

A business, barely.

A place to sell books, host readings, argue about display themes, track inventory, and pretend we were not all one bad month away from begging people to stop buying from warehouse-sized websites.

But also a room where people came apart quietly.

A room where people began again without announcing it.

A room where a person could discover that a life did not need to become grand to become livable.

I was still Evan Lipton.

I knew that now in a way I had not known before.

Evan was not the gray version I had to survive. Evan was not the failure body. Evan was not the name I had to hide under until the lamps dimmed and Evie could breathe.

Evan was me when I wore soft sweaters and jeans, when I carried boxes from the backroom, when I argued with vendors, when I recommended bleak novels to women who said they wanted “something sad but not too sad,” when I opened the store in the morning with coffee in one hand and keys in the other.

Evie was me too.

Evie was me when I wore skirts, dresses, tights, perfume, lipstick, earrings, and the soft confidence I had not been born knowing how to access. Evie was me during evening events, during after-hours readings, during dinners with Jules, during walks in the rain, during the quiet nights when I simply wanted to feel pretty while folding laundry.

Some days, I did not dress at all.

Some days, I dressed halfway.

A sweater from the men’s section with painted nails. Jeans with perfume. A cardigan that made Clara say, “Gender today: emotionally available librarian.”

Some days, I arrived at Morrow & Finch as Evie with a skirt swishing around my legs and rose lipstick tucked into my bag.

Celes wrote the schedule exactly as I asked.

Evan — opening / inventory
Evie — evening event

No announcement.

No ceremony.

No dramatic meeting.

Just a name where a name belonged.

At first, I had waited for the world to punish the ordinary nature of it.

It did not.

A few regulars noticed. Of course they did. People loved to pretend they did not notice change while noticing it with their entire bodies.

One older customer who bought mysteries every Thursday looked at me for a long moment the first time I rang her up as Evie. My hands went cold.

Then she said, “That lipstick is better than the one last week.”

I stared at her.

She tapped her card on the reader.

“Last week was too orange,” she added.

Then she left with three paperbacks and no interest in destroying my life.

A student once asked, “Do you go by Evan or Evie?” with the casual tone of someone asking where we kept bookmarks.

I said, “Both, depending on the day.”

She nodded and said, “Cool,” then asked if we had any books about haunted houses with gay subtext.

We did.

Clara put a tiny sign behind the counter that read:

Questions we answer: book recommendations, event times, whether we have a restroom.
Questions we do not answer: invasive personal nonsense.

Celes removed it after two days because, as she said, “The tone is aggressive.”

Clara replaced it with a smaller one that said:

Be normal about people.

Celes let that one stay.

I did not become fearless.

That was important.

Sometimes customers stared too long. Sometimes I caught my reflection in the front window and my stomach still tightened, expecting humiliation to arrive late. Sometimes I woke up and could not bear the idea of being seen in any form, masculine or feminine or whatever fragile space existed between those words.

But I had evidence now.

Clara had been right about that.

Evidence that the world did not end every time I wore lipstick.

Evidence that being known was not the same as being rejected.

Evidence that a man could know my name was Evan, watch me apply nail polish in bed, and still look at me like I was the best sentence he had read all day.

Jules and I did not become grand.

Thank God.

I had no room in my life for grand. Grand sounded exhausting. Grand required speeches, sweeping gestures, maybe a balcony, and definitely more emotional stamina than I possessed.

What Jules and I became was ordinary.

Painfully, beautifully ordinary.

He still lived in his apartment near Briarwell, a third-floor walk-up with too many books, a small kitchen, one stubborn window, and a couch that had lost all structural confidence during the Obama administration. His shelves were catastrophic. Not messy, he insisted. “Associative.”

I called it a cry for help.

The first time I tried to make space for my books at his place, we had our first domestic argument.

“You said this shelf was empty,” I said.

“It is empty.”

“There are fourteen books on it.”

“Those are transitional.”

“Jules.”

“They haven’t decided where they live yet.”

“They are books, not foster children.”

He looked wounded. “That’s a little insensitive to the novels.”

I stood in his living room holding a stack of my paperbacks, wearing leggings, an oversized sweater, mauve nails, and the expression of a woman one minor inconvenience away from arson.

“Either your transitional books transition,” I said, “or I’m putting my romance novels in your nineteenth-century section.”

He gasped softly.

“You wouldn’t.”

“Try me.”

He cleared the shelf in twelve minutes.

We grocery shopped together on Sundays when his grading did not eat the day alive.

Jules approached grocery shopping like he approached literature: with theory, curiosity, and the occasional tragic lack of practical instinct.

“We should buy fresh herbs,” he said once, standing in the produce section with a bunch of parsley in one hand and hope in his eyes.

“We have killed every herb we ever brought into either apartment.”

“That was basil. Basil is fragile.”

“You forgot it existed for six days.”

“I was grading midterms.”

“The basil did not care.”

He bought the parsley anyway.

It died in his fridge four days later.

We cooked pasta often because pasta forgave us. We drank cheap wine from mismatched glasses. We learned which takeout place gave extra sauce if Clara ordered under her name. We argued about whether Jules owned too many mugs. He did. He argued that I owned too many lip products. I did not. Lip products were small and therefore morally different.

Some nights, I slept at his place.

At first, I packed like I was preparing for a diplomatic mission. Pajamas, clothes for the next day, makeup remover, skincare, backup tights, emergency flats, toothbrush, deodorant, lipstick options, and enough anxiety to power the building.

Eventually, my things began appearing there without ceremony.

Cleanser by his sink.

A pair of brown boots near his door.

Pearl earrings in a small dish on his dresser.

A mauve nail polish bottle beside a stack of student essays.

The first time I saw that bottle there, I picked it up and stared.

Jules looked over from his desk.

“What?”

“My nail polish is beside your grading.”

“It seems academically prepared.”

“It looks weird.”

He removed his glasses.

“Weird bad?”

I thought about it.

“No,” I said. “Weird good.”

“Then leave it.”

So I did.

One Friday night, he graded essays in bed while I painted my nails beside him, sitting cross-legged in one of his old shirts and a pair of soft shorts. Rain tapped at the window. A mug of tea cooled on the nightstand. My hair was clipped back messily, face bare except for moisturizer.

Not Evan exactly.

Not Evie exactly.

Just me with wet nails.

Jules had a pen between his fingers and despair on his face.

“If one more student uses the phrase ‘throughout history’ without specifying which history, I will abandon academia and become a lighthouse keeper.”

“You’d hate the isolation.”

“I would have books.”

“You’d run out of shelf space and start arguing with seagulls.”

“I already argue with faculty.”

“Same skill set.”

He looked at me over the papers.

My left hand hovered in the air, nails drying. The color was a soft rose I had bought because Clara said I needed “main character hands.”

Jules’s expression shifted.

I knew that look now.

It was the look he got when the room grew bigger in his head.

“No,” I said.

He blinked. “No what?”

“Do not turn me painting my nails into a metaphor.”

“I wasn’t.”

“You were.”

“I was appreciating.”

“With metaphor eyes.”

He set the papers down and leaned toward me.

“Fine. I will appreciate plainly.”

“That sounds suspicious.”

“You are sitting in my bed, wearing my shirt, painting your nails, and insulting my professional facial expressions.” His voice softened. “I’m happy.”

My brush paused over the bottle.

I looked at him.

Six months earlier, the word happy would have felt too large to touch.

Now it still felt large.

But not impossible.

I smiled carefully.

“Careful,” I said. “That sounded almost emotionally direct.”

“I’m growing.”

“Terrifying.”

“Yes.”

He kissed the side of my head because my nails were wet and I had threatened consequences if he smudged them.

That was love, I thought.

Not the kiss.

The respect for drying time.

Clara remained Clara through all of it.

Meaning she became supportive in the least peaceful way possible.

She borrowed my nail polish constantly, then acted offended when I asked for it back.

“You have fourteen similar shades,” she said one afternoon behind the counter.

“They are not similar.”

She held up two bottles. “This is pink.”

“That is dusty rose.”

“This is also pink.”

“That is muted mauve.”

“This is why men start wars.”

“This is why women win them.”

She looked proud despite herself.

“Fine. I’m taking the dusty whatever.”

“Bring it back.”

“I always bring things back.”

“You still have my compact mirror.”

“I am emotionally attached to it.”

“Clara.”

“Fine.”

She helped before events, though the help now came with less emergency and more ritual. At first, she had dressed me like someone preparing me for battle. Now she gave opinions like a best friend with too much power and not enough restraint.

“No,” she said one evening as I held up a floral dress in the backroom.

“What’s wrong with it?”

“Nothing, if you want to look like you apologize to teacups.”

“I like this dress.”

“Then we toughen it with boots.”

“I don’t want to toughen it.”

“You cannot go full pastoral cupcake. I won’t allow it.”

“You’re not in charge of my aesthetic.”

“I am an unpaid consultant with emotional tenure.”

Celes, passing by the backroom door, said, “The boots are better.”

I threw both of them out of the backroom for six minutes.

Then wore the boots.

They were right.

Unfortunately.

Clara still teased me about Jules, but the teasing had changed. Less protective knife, more affectionate nuisance.

When Jules came into the store, she sometimes called from behind the counter, “Professor Sad Elbows, your emotionally complicated person is in the back.”

Jules, who had learned survival, would reply, “Thank you, Clara. Your cruelty remains structurally impressive.”

“It’s a gift.”

“It is something.”

She liked him now.

She would deny it under oath, but she liked him.

The first time she admitted it was not with words.

It was during a crowded event when a customer made an awkward comment after seeing me switch from Evan at the register earlier in the day to Evie hosting the reading that evening. The comment was not cruel exactly, but it had that shiny little edge people used when they wanted curiosity to look harmless.

“So are you, like, the same person from this afternoon?” the woman asked, laughing as if she had made everything friendly by adding air to it.

Before I could answer, Jules turned from where he stood near the event table.

“Yes,” he said calmly. “And very good at both jobs.”

The woman blinked.

Clara, behind her, lifted two thumbs like a boxing coach approving a clean hit.

Later, while we stacked chairs, she said to me, “Fine. He can stay.”

I smiled.

“I’ll let him know he passed probation.”

“He has not passed. He has advanced to supervised release.”

“Generous.”

“I’m known for warmth.”

“You are known for threatening printers.”

“And they respect me.”

Celes changed the front display in early spring.

I arrived one morning as Evan, wearing a soft green sweater, jeans, clean nails, and the faintest trace of perfume because I liked knowing it was there even when no one else did. Clara was late. Jules had an early faculty meeting. The store was quiet, still half asleep under gray morning light.

Celes stood near the front table with a stack of books.

The sign above the display read:

Books That Helped Us Stay

I stopped.

The display was not dramatic. Celes did not do dramatic displays unless Clara got to the chalkboard first. It was simple: a table near the window, a soft blue cloth, staff recommendation cards, and a collection of books that had clearly mattered to someone. Poetry. Essays. A grief memoir. A book about cooking through loss. A novel with a cracked spine. A children’s book placed there with absolute seriousness.

And in the center, Truly Madly Happy.

Yellow cover.

White letters.

A door into flowers.

My throat tightened.

Celes adjusted one book by a fraction of an inch.

“What is this?” I asked, though I knew.

“A display.”

“You know what I mean.”

She looked at me over her glasses.

“People come in every day asking for books that will make them feel better,” she said. “That is often too large a request. So I thought we might offer books that helped us stay.”

Us.

Not them.

Us.

I walked closer.

Beside each book was a handwritten card.

Clara’s was next to a horror novel.

This book reminded me that sometimes the monster is capitalism. Five stars. — Clara

Celes’s was beside a slim book of poems.

For evenings when continuing feels less like triumph and more like a quiet decision. — Celes

There was a blank card beside Truly Madly Happy.

A pen rested on top of it.

I looked at Celes.

She looked back, calm and mercilessly kind.

“You don’t have to,” she said.

Which meant she hoped I would.

I picked up the pen.

For a moment, I did not know what to write.

How could a few sentences hold all of it?

The backroom.

The first skirt.

Clara’s jokes.

Celes’s schedule.

Jules at the front window.

The alley.

The note.

The ivory dress.

The morning I looked in the mirror and said both names without disappearing.

I bent over the card.

My hand shook only a little.

This book did not fix me. It gave me one small door. I walked through it in a skirt. — Evan / Evie

I set the pen down.

Celes read the card.

Her face softened.

“Good,” she said.

That was all.

It was enough.

The display became one of our most popular.

Not because of my card specifically. At least, I told myself that.

But people lingered there.

They read the little notes. Picked up books. Put them back. Picked them up again. Sometimes they bought them. Sometimes they only stood in front of the table for a while, looking like they had found a place to rest their eyes.

One woman cried quietly after reading the cards.

Clara offered her tissues and said, “The display is emotionally irresponsible. We’re proud of it.”

The woman laughed through tears and bought three books.

That evening, we had another reading.

A small one. Local poet. Not famous. Good turnout anyway because Morrow & Finch had become that kind of place for certain people. A room where the lights were warm and nobody had to explain why they wanted to sit near words for a while.

I managed the event as Evie.

Calmly.

Mostly.

Calm was relative. I still got nervous before readings. I still checked my lipstick twice. I still asked Clara whether my outfit worked even though I had already decided it did. But the panic no longer swallowed the room.

That night, I wore a soft floral dress with tiny blue flowers, a cream cardigan, sheer tights, brown flats, pearl clips in my hair, rose lipstick, clean perfume, and polished nails the color of pale pink tea.

Clara called it “bookstore spring with unresolved sensuality.”

Celes called it “lovely.”

Jules, when he arrived early and found me in the backroom adjusting one pearl clip, said nothing for a moment.

I saw him in the mirror before turning.

He stood in the doorway in a navy sweater and coat, his satchel strap across his chest, hair slightly damp from the mist outside. He had a stack of student essays under one arm and the familiar expression of a man who had walked into a room and forgotten the errand that brought him there.

“What?” I asked.

He smiled.

“You look happy.”

The words did not frighten me the way they once might have.

They did not feel like a demand.

They felt like an observation offered gently, with room for correction.

I looked back at the mirror.

Evie looked at me.

So did Evan.

Soft floral dress. Cardigan. Pearl clips. Rose mouth. Nervous eyes, yes, but not hunted. Not tonight.

I touched one earring.

“I think I am,” I said.

Jules’s smile changed.

Quiet joy.

Careful joy.

The kind that knew better than to become too loud too fast.

“I’m glad,” he said.

I turned from the mirror.

“Don’t make it into a speech.”

“I was not.”

“You had speech eyes.”

“I have many professional disadvantages.”

I crossed the backroom and straightened his collar because it had folded under on one side.

He went still, as he always did when I touched him first.

I loved that about him.

Not because I wanted him uncertain forever, but because he still let each touch be new. He never treated access to me as something he owned simply because I had given it before.

“There,” I said.

“Thank you.”

“You’re welcome, Professor Sad Elbows.”

His eyes narrowed.

“Clara is a cultural infection.”

“She is also right about your elbows.”

“My elbows are fine.”

“They look academically underfunded.”

He laughed.

The sound filled the backroom without haunting it.

Six months ago, this room had held a frightened secret in a cream blouse from an event bin. Now it held me in a floral dress, teasing the man I loved while a poetry reading waited out front and my best friend argued with a coffee urn near the counter.

Nothing grand.

Nothing rich.

Nothing that would impress a person looking for spectacle.

Just an ordinary life, finally made wide enough for me to stand inside it.

Celes called from the front, “Evie, we’re ready when you are.”

Evie.

My name in the bookstore.

One of them.

Mine.

I looked at Jules.

“Come on,” I said.

He stepped aside, letting me pass through the doorway first.

The store glowed under warm lamps. Chairs filled the open space between the shelves. People murmured softly, holding cups of tea and folded programs. Rain misted against the front windows, turning the street into gold and shadow. The Books That Helped Us Stay display stood near the door, yellow cover bright at the center, my card tucked beneath it.

Clara stood near the counter with the clipboard, wearing my borrowed mauve nail polish.

She caught my eye and mouthed, Cute.

I mouthed back, Thief.

She grinned.

Celes stood near the front row, serene and watchful, the bookstore queen of lost people and revised endings.

Jules took a seat near the side, not hiding, not claiming. Just there.

I walked to the front.

Not pretending.

Not performing for survival.

Not trying to become the opposite of who I was because who I was had become unbearable.

I was Evan.

I was Evie.

I was still uncertain, still easily startled, still learning which mornings needed softness and which ones needed structure, still afraid sometimes of mirrors and other people’s eyes and the future arriving too quickly.

But I was also beautiful.

Not because everyone agreed.

Not because I passed some invisible test.

Not because Jules loved me.

Because I had finally stopped treating beauty like a room I was trespassing in.

I stood under the bookstore lights and looked out at the small crowd.

“Good evening,” I said.

My voice trembled slightly.

That was fine.

Trembling did not mean false.

“Welcome to Morrow & Finch Books.”

The room quieted.

The rain continued at the windows.

The lamps glowed.

The books waited.

And I stayed.

~THE END~

Did you enjoy Too Pretty to Be a Guy? In that case, I hope you can check out my second full-length Transgender Transformation novel, Creating The Lady.
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“My best friend needed a glamorous fake fiancée to sell the power couple fantasy and lure more investors. Neither of us expected me to transform into her for real.”

Creating the Lady is Lilly Lustwood’s second full novel. It’s a glamorous, high-stakes feminization romance about luxury beauty, body transformation, trans awakening, scandal, obsession, surgery, power, and a love story of more than 50,000 words, fierce enough to survive the world finding out the truth.

Read Creating The Lady

Can’t get enough? Let’s multiply that urge more with this bundle that contains some of my chart-topping illustrated feminization and transgender transformation steamy romances.
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“Five deliciously girly transformations.”

Step into a world of glamour, temptation, and irresistible feminization in this illustrated romance collection from Lilly Lustwood. Inside are five standalone feminization stories, each paired with beautiful images and packed with transformation, seduction, and girly fantasy.

No repeats. No cross-additions. These stories are exclusive to this collection and do not appear in Lilly Lustwood’s other collections.

Included in this collection:

His First Skirt

The Pink Mask

Seven Girly Sins

Girly Weekends

Trapping My Boss

Clutch your Pearl Necklace Tight and Prepare for a Feminization Romance Ride!

Note: This collection contains feminization, transgender transformation, romance, and first time with a transgender woman tropes.

Read Secret Girly Transformations
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Want to really immerse Lilly’s world? How about a long gender swap romance of over 130,000 words!? Yes! It’s truly epic!

“Again?! Not another gender swap! Take me back to my body!”

Not Another Gender Swap is Lilly Lustwood’s debut gender swap long romance with over 130,000 words. It revolves around ego, redemption, transgender becoming, and true love.

Read Not Another Gender Swap
 


Hello Lilly
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So, okay, I know that you can’t wait to read the book but I can’t help but share with you my excitement (I know, I don’t look too thrilled in that photo but it’s the only one I could find where I’m holding the telephone, lol) but trust me, I am!

I’ve created an exclusive Fansly(profile) where I post feminizing and enchanting audio clips to help you achieve your most dazzling version.

Apart from the hypnotic lessons, I also post bonus content such as photos and scalding real-life stories along with POV clips that can lull (or get your blood rushing) depending on your choice, xo.

I’ll be updating it weekly with new content so stay tuned.

CLICK HERE TO LISTEN

(Not working? Simply search on Fansly(lillylustwood)


Book Bundles

∞∞∞

Need more of my romantic bedtime stories? It’s your lucky day! All of my bundles are unique, and none of the stories were cross-added so you can buy all of them without having to worry about whether or not a story already appeared on another bundle.

With these bundles, you’re going to save more than 50%. Love love love!
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Custom Story

∞∞∞

Did you know that I also write custom/commission-based stories? Yes, I do, and I will write it to the tee based on your liking. Here’s a sample of a commission story I’ve created for one of my lovely readers.

[image: A person in a white dress  Description automatically generated]

Added to that, if you’re a Lilly Lustwood reader, you’re quite aware of how colorful my prose is and I do three rounds of edits before I publish. Please understand that masterpieces cannot be rushed.

Don’t take my word for it, here’s what one of them had to say:

“I love the story!!!! Ty for writing almost 100 pages for Michelle and Evelynn—I’m sure they’re happy you gave them such love and attention as well. <3 My only disappointment came when I finished reading, but I realized I can re-read as much as I want.

Your storytelling skills are so great—if there’s any way I can leave a review please let me know! I truly enjoyed every moment of this commission.” -Michelle

Get Your Own Story


Audiobooks

∞∞∞

I know that many of you prefer consuming a book while doing something else. Most especially when it’s some of my books which are hard to read even with one hand haha!

That’s why I’ve created audiobook versions of my top sellers. They’re available on Audible and other major distributors!
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Listen to Audiobooks


Find Femboys
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Many of my readers love dressing up and have not fully transitioned for various reasons. Some of them also live double lives and are happy dressing up femininely part-time.

I get a lot of emails, but I can’t accommodate each and every one of them, so I created a community called Find Femboys. It’s a kink-positive platform allowing sissies, crossdressers, femboys, and people who love them to chat, exchange, meet, and more in a safe online space.

We have over 44,000 ACTIVE MEMBERS from around the world!

✓    44 Free Messages Daily

✓    View 44 Profiles/day

✓    Faster PHP system

✓    Support replies in 24–48h

App version in the works!

You don’t even need to upgrade to VIP to enjoy most of it.

Creating an account is as easy as 1-2-3. See you there!

Visit Find Femboys


Latest & Other Titles

Here’s the latest book from Lilly Lustwood…
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“No, absolutely not! I will not join a contest that’s going to turn me into a girl!”

I borrowed money to save my startup. I did not know I was borrowing from a monster. Kevin Hampton and I had been roommates, best friends, and co-founders for two years. We were MIT graduates, gaming nerds, anime addicts, and the exhausted brains behind CivitasAI, an AI platform that should have changed our lives. Instead, it nearly ruined us.

When our startup failed to make money, we owed $200,000 to Marcus Ragazzo, a former classmate whose family collected debts in ways that did not involve friendly reminder emails. We had one month to pay.

Then I found Pretty Pretty Boy. A nationwide makeover, beauty, and talent competition. One month of filming. One massive cash prize. The only problem? The show wanted soft, feminine, camera-ready pretty boys. Kevin was too broad, too muscular, too masculine. I was not.

I entered as Jonah Federal because I was desperate. I told myself the dresses, waxing, makeup, nails, hair extensions, heels, and cameras were just part of the strategy. I would become Jonah, win the money, pay the debt, and go back to being John. But every time the stylists touched me, every time the mirror changed, every time the audience cheered, Jonah felt less like a costume and more like a truth I had been hiding from. And Kevin saw her too. The way he looked at me changed. The way he said my name changed. The tension between us became impossible to ignore.

Then I discovered Kevin had been lying. He was not just my broke best friend. He was the hidden heir to Royal Hampton Air, an empire powerful enough to save us from the beginning. I had become Jonah in front of the whole world because I thought we had no other choice. But by the time I learned the truth, Jonah was no longer something I could take off.

I had entered Pretty Pretty Boy to win money.

I had not expected to win myself.

Read Too Pretty to Be a Guy

Lilly Lustwood is a bestselling author of Transgender Romance. She has written hundreds of books but there are titles that truly helped introduce her to a wider range of readers. Here are just some of her bestselling books of all time.
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Want her classic works or check out some obscure ones? Feel free to check out these titles below.
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Author’s Message
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Dear Romantic Reader,

Thank you very much for purchasing and reading Crossdressing in The Backroom.

For a writer, I can’t seem to find the best word to describe how grateful I am for your support.

If you enjoyed this book, KINDLY (with puppy-dog eyes) give it a Rating and Review.

Let’s get it to the overall bestseller list <3

Should you feel the need to send me a message concerning this book, your love life, or just about anything, please feel free to follow the pages below and Subscribe to my Mailing List to get updates on Free Books, Promos, and New Releases.

You can also follow my author profile on Amazon simply by visiting the Amazon Page below, you will get e-mails from Amazon whenever I have a new book, xo.

Mailing List (stats.sender.net/forms/er756a/view)

Home Page (www.lillylustwood.wordpress.com)

Amazon Page (www.amazon.com/Lilly-Lustwood/e/B0B9X11BMR/)

Facebook | Twitter |(@LillyLustwood)

TikTok @LillyLustwoodTok

Goodreads (www.goodreads.com/lillylustwood)

Fansly(www.fansly.com/lillylustwood)
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