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PART ONE


CHAPTER ONE


“WHEN DO YOU leave for college, Zane?”

“Tomorrow morning. Dad is dropping me off. You know him, Terry. Always looking to relive his glory years.”

“I don’t think my father had any of those. Else we wouldn’t be living here in Galesburg.”

“Well, I don’t want to end up as a gym teacher like Dad, either.”

“What? You mean it’s not the family business?”

Zane and I had been friends forever. And in a town of one hundred and fifty, that meant everything to me. We grew up playing football together and made it all the way through school as best friends. Not that we were alike. I gave away all sporting ambitions after getting cut from the under-nines local football team. While Zane had represented the state and won a full ride to the University of Kansas. He stood around five inches taller than me and had an athletic build. He probably weighed twice my sixty pounds. And his wavy dark hair and chocolate brown eyes seemed to make him popular with the few girls in town. I could only imagine how popular he’d be in college.

“Are you still doing nothing all year, Terry?”

“It’s called a gap year, Zane. I’m merely putting my college ambitions on hold for one year.”

“And what college ambitions would they be?”

“I honestly don’t know. But I’ve got an entire year to work that out.”

“You could join me in Lawrence. There are almost thirty thousand students living there.”

“As tempting as that is, I’m broke. And have no way to pay my way.”

“You can stay with me until you find a job. Remember those sleepovers we used to have?”

My pants tightened at the idea of sharing a place with Zane. It probably wasn’t a bad thing for us to spend time apart. Else I’d be likely to get drunk and let down my inhibitions. And Zane could crush me like a bug.

“Then I’ll see you when the Jayhawks are done for the year, Terry.”

Zane turned to me. Our hips were about an inch apart as we sat on the tailgate of his pickup. It took all my strength not to grab a handful of his luscious curls and pull his lips to mine. Thankfully, Zane thrust his massive hand forward, and we shook on it. My one and only friend was about to desert me, leaving me with the one hundred and forty-nine people that I couldn’t care less about.

I headed home through the cornfields. Although the corn was ten feet high, I knew the way like the back of my hand. I must have walked this path over five thousand times. And soon enough, I saw smoke rising from a familiar chimney ahead. With the sun setting behind me, I sped up as it started getting chilly. The dogs barked as the rest of the house came into view. Wow, had it been a month already? Uncle Marty’s car sat in the driveway by the house. It was hard to miss a pea-green Camaro out this way. That was definitely what we called a townsfolk’s car.

Uncle Marty was my mother’s older brother. Eclectic, she used to call him. My father was less gracious. But sure enough, on the last Sunday of every month, he made the trip to visit his sister. And enjoy home cooking like his mother used to make. I never knew why he visited us like clockwork, but he sure livened the place up with his fancy car and interesting dress sense. And his stories were always brilliant. He could speak non-stop for thirty-minutes or more. Not breaking to allow anyone else to add even a thought or comment.

“How’s my favorite nephew,” Uncle Marty said as he spotted me.

“You told me I was your favorite nephew,” my little brother Paul interjected.

“It’s not a competition, boys,” Mom added, knowing things would degrade quickly if she didn’t act.

“Come and give your ‘Uncle Marty’ a hug, Terry.”

Uncle Marty was a hugger. Unlike my father, who never offered me anything more than a firm handshake. He wasn’t overly tall, standing about 5ft 8in in Cuban heels, but what he lacked in stature he more than made up for in presence. And his silk shirts always smelled like a bunch of flowers. Unlike my father, who only bathed for Sunday dinners and special occasions, Uncle Marty always smelled as if he’d just stepped out of the shower. And while he was a little stockier than Mom, it was clear they emanated from the same gene pool.

“You get prettier each time I visit, Terry.”

With my hair in a long ponytail, I could forgive Uncle Marty for getting confused.

“You realize I’m a boy, don’t you?”

“It’s just that you take after your mother, thank goodness. I can almost see her standing before me at the same age.”

It felt weird but kind of cool to be compared to my mother. Even in her forties, she turned heads whenever we made it into town. And even in her home dress, she still radiated a youthful glow that belied her years.

“In her youth, the boys couldn’t stay away from your mother. She had her choice of any boy in town.”

My mind instantly jumped to a question: ‘Then why did she end up in the middle of nowhere married to my father?’

“Marty, stop teasing the boy. You’ll confuse him more than he already is,” Dad said.

“Well, that was a lifetime ago, Marty. And my best days are well behind me,” Mom added.

“I’m just saying. Now is the time to make the most of your blessings, Terry.”

Dinner comprised two chickens from the henhouse, fresh vegetables from our garden and, of course, loads of corn caressed with butter. Mom was a magician in the kitchen, delivering the tastiest meals from the most basic of ingredients. Although I must say that I’ll miss my pet rooster, Booster. Still, he tasted awfully good. As usual, the conversation flowed at the dinner table. But instead of Uncle Marty telling story after story, the focus shifted to me.

“What are you looking to study at college, Terry? Accounting is a solid option.”

“He hasn’t decided yet. He’s taking a gap year to consider his options,” Mom replied.

“Your college decision will shape your life. Think long and hard about it,” Uncle Marty said.

“In the meantime, he can help me on the farm,” Dad added.

“Surely, sitting way out here won’t inspire you, Terry,” Uncle Marty said.

“I’ve got no money, and no other options, Uncle Marty.”

“Why don’t you come and stay with me, Terry?”

“You mean leave Galesburg?”

“There’s a job for you at ‘The Club’. And you’ll get paid for your efforts.”

I looked to my mother. She knew I’d kill to escape Galesburg. But she also knew that my father wouldn’t be happy.

“It sounds like a wonderful opportunity,” Mom said.

“Think of it as your very own Rumspringa,” Uncle Marty added.

“And you’ll still get home-cooked meals on weekends,” Mom added, somewhat hopefully.

Wow, it sounded exciting. But awfully scary. I’d almost never been out of Galesburg and didn’t even know where Uncle Marty lived.

“Are you up for it, Terry?” Uncle Marty asked.

“Don’t let us pressure you,” Mom added.

My father’s expression told me he worried that I’d be lost to the farm.

“But who is going to help Dad on the farm if I’m not here?”

“Your brother is fifteen now,” Mom said.

“And it’s well past time he pulled his weight around here,” Dad added.

“Then it looks like you’re coming to Lawrence with me, Terry.”

“Sorry, did you say Lawrence, Uncle Marty? The college town.”

“Yes, so you’ll be able to come home on weekends,” Mom interjected.

“I’m supposed to be establishing a gap, Mom.”

“But not from your family, surely,” Mom added.

“Then it’s settled, Terry. You’ll be living with me and your cousin, Keri. I’ll see you on Wednesday. That’ll give you time to settle in before the weekend. College starts next week, and we need to be ready for the rush.”

“Do you want us to drop you off?” Mom interjected.

“No,” I said in unison with my father.

“I need to stand on my own two feet. And take full advantage of this rite of passage, Mom.”

“I bet you won’t recognize Terry the next time you see him,” Uncle Marty said.

“But I will miss you, Mom.”

As I spoke, I noticed a tear run down my mother’s cheek.


CHAPTER TWO


THE MINUTE WE’D waved goodbye to Uncle Marty, I started packing. My mother insisted I take ten clean pairs of underwear, a week’s worth of t-shirts, two pairs of jeans, a jacket, and two pairs of shoes.

“You’ll need a good pair of shoes, Terry, in case your uncle goes to church.”

“Somehow, I doubt that church is part of Uncle Marty’s routine, Mom.”

“What if you meet a nice girl?”

I suddenly considered my potential life in the big city. A place where my opening line didn’t need to be: ‘We’re not related, are we?’ And I knew Zane would be living in Lawrence. Not that there was any chance of us getting together. What with fifteen thousand college girls scrambling after him. Still, I wanted to put my best foot forward, should I choose to do so. And after packing two button-up shirts and a pair of pants, I was ready to go.

I recalled bumping into another of my cousins, Darcy, about a week earlier. One from my father’s side. She was apparently heading back to the University of Kansas to continue her studies. After reaching out and chatting on and off for a few hours, it turned out she was happy to have company on the two-and-a-half-hour drive. She was heading back to Lawrence on Wednesday afternoon. So, the timing worked out perfectly. And while she was a nervous driver, it sort of helped me feel safer on the country roads. I knew that if we came around a corner and found a harvester hogging the road, we’d have enough time to stop.

The trip to Lawrence proved to be quite uneventful. No life-or-death moments, only interesting conversation where I picked up all the gossip about living in Lawrence. I learned more about my new hometown in those few brief hours than by trawling the internet or reading a guidebook. And surprisingly, ‘Straight-A Darcy’, as we used to call her, was as well-informed on what to avoid as she was on where to go. It seemed a year of college had well and truly brought her out of her shell.

“Rhode Island Street, did you say, Terry?”

“Yes, Darcy. He lives at number 1017.”

“It should be on the right, up ahead a block.”

“Wow, that must be it,” I said, staring at a house that might have graced the pages of a Stephen King novel.

“Do you want me to wait, Terry? Just in case it’s not the right house.”

“No, I’ve taken enough of your time, Darcy. I would recognize Uncle Marty’s car anywhere.”

“You mean the pea-green Camaro?”

“That’s the one. It’s been wonderful to catch up again.”

“You have my number, Terry. Call me if things turn sour.”

Uncle Marty’s house could best be described as having potential. At least that’s how the realtors would have described it. Set against a backdrop of commercial buildings, the property appeared to have several buildings on it. Closest to the road was a sturdy, if disheveled, three-story home with a wide veranda accessed by climbing a half-dozen cracked concrete steps. With the sun setting behind me, every blemish and piece of peeling paint was at once highlighted. Still, it was probably the building that was in the best condition.

To the left of the main house sat a two-story home. About half the size of the main house and around fifty years newer, it had none of the period features remaining. And being painted bright pink with blue trim, I was almost glad it sat well back on the block. A third building resembled a barn. And being painted rusty red and white, it reminded me of several buildings on the farm back in Galesburg. It must have been a barn conversion, as large windows covered the front of the building where doors had once been. All three buildings appeared ominous in the fading sunlight, but I headed up the concrete stairs of what I hoped would be my home for my gap year.

After avoiding the worst of the cracks in the concrete stairs, I stood on the front veranda before a large brown door. A solid brass knocker had obviously been around longer than Uncle Marty. I reached out my hand and lifted it, sending a deep thud into the house. I looked around while waiting for someone to arrive. After five minutes of silence, I lifted the knocker twice more. After another few minutes, the sound of Cuban heels on old floorboards broke the silence. And finally, Uncle Marty’s smiling face welcomed me.

“Is that you, Terry?” Uncle Marty said, throwing out his arms to give me a hug.

“Yes, Uncle Marty,” I said, trying not to flinch.

“I hope the trip was uneventful.”

“Yes, I caught a lift with Cousin Darcy.”

“Is she the homely-looking one?”

“You could describe her that way.”

“Oh, well. Leave your bags on the verandah and come in.”

Perhaps I wasn’t staying in the main house after all. Please don’t let it be the barn.

“I think I told you that you’ll be sharing with Keri.”

“Yes, Uncle Marty. Does she live here with you?”

“No, she wanted her independence. She lives in a flat upstairs. Access is around the back. But we all eat together in the main house. Here, let me show you the lay of the land.”

After a quick cook’s tour, Uncle Marty took me to my digs. Access to the third floor was via an external staircase. I struggled a little carrying my bags, but eventually made it up the two flights of stairs. Uncle Marty opened the door for me before handing me the key.

“Protect that key with your life, Terry. It represents your independence during your gap year.”

Inside the dwelling was a small common room, off which there were three doors.

“The middle door is the bathroom. The door to the left is Keri’s bedroom. Your bedroom is behind the door to the right.”

I opened the door to the right and placed my bags on a single bed. A small wardrobe sat in one corner, and a tiny desk, not unlike the one I’d inhabited at grade school, sat under a window. To the left of the bed sat a rickety table with a lamp on it.

“It looks wonderful, Uncle Marty.”

“You need to hide your disappointment better, Terry. It’s basic, but it will get you going.”

“No, I really appreciate everything you’ve done for me, Uncle Marty. This year will be my best yet. And will signal the start of my new life outside Galesburg.”

“Keri will be home soon for dinner. Settle in and clean yourself up. I’ll see you in the kitchen.”

With that, Uncle Marty left, while whistling a somewhat familiar song.

Even though I hadn’t sighted Keri, I headed down to dinner at 6:00 pm on the dot. The last thing I wanted to be was tardy on my first day. Keri sitting at the dinner table wasn’t the only surprise. Sitting beside her were three unfamiliar faces. Two guys and a girl. I took the only empty seat and enjoyed a hearty meal. Nothing like my mother’s cooking, but somewhat tasty and filling. After the introductions, I became acquainted with my new housemates: Travis, Curtis, and CJ.

“What are you hoping to achieve during your gap year, Terry?” Travis asked.

“I’ve led a sheltered life in a small town. Now I want to break free of those shackles. I’m hoping my parents won’t recognize me when I head home.”

“Then it sounds like you are in the right hands with Marty,” CJ interjected.

Everyone around the table burst out laughing.


CHAPTER THREE


ALMOST THE SECOND after I closed the apartment door, Keri slammed the bathroom door. Perhaps I shouldn’t have been as chivalrous and let her go in first. But hell, it was the way my parents brought me up. Good manners were up there with hard work and listening. I headed into my bedroom and got dressed for bed. Knowing that I’d be sharing a space with Keri, I bought brand-new pajamas. And not the ones with tractors on them that Mom always got for me. Real adult pajamas made of cotton and with no patterns whatsoever. Deciding to get a glass of water, I opened the apartment door. Wow, it had turned awfully chilly. A dressing gown rested on the back of the door, so I slipped it on.

The door of the main house was locked. Meaning I needed my key. After fumbling with my keys in the dark for several minutes, I headed for the kitchen. There was no shortage of cups. In fact, there was a whole cupboard full of them. And almost all had some sort of logo on them. I picked up a University of Kansas cup and filled it from the sink. The sound of footsteps behind me caused me to spill half of the water.

“Keri, you’d better lock that door this time.”

I turned to see Uncle Marty looking at me a little perplexed.

“Sorry, Uncle Marty, it’s Terry. I forgot to bring a dressing gown.”

“Wow, I could have sworn you were Keri from behind. Let me look at you.”

I stood still while getting the once-over.

“You really are way too pretty to be a boy.”

By the time I returned to my apartment, Keri had finally finished in the bathroom. I’d clocked it at thirty minutes and hoped it wasn’t a sign of what was to be.

“I hope you don’t mind that I borrowed your dressing gown, Keri.”

“That will be the first and last time, Terry. And everything else of mine is off-limits.”

“Sounds like a fair deal. I’ll head into town and buy myself one tomorrow.”

Keri looked like your typical American college girl. Around 5ft 4in tall, and with a long mane of super curly hair, she appeared perfectly proportioned in a cheerleader sort of way. With emerald-green eyes that sparkled in the night light and perfect teeth, I understood why she studied theater. She looked as if she’d just stepped off any of the family-based sitcoms my mother forced me to watch. She wore a simple black t-shirt and plaid pajama bottoms. Personally, she didn’t appeal to me, which was probably a good thing, given she was my cousin and roommate.

“Now we need to run through some house rules, Terry.”

“Sure, fire away.”

“First, you will not enter my room without an invitation.”

“Sounds fine.”

“Second, if the bathroom is occupied, you will wait until it’s vacant.”

“Again, that sounds fine.”

The first two rules sounded pretty straightforward.

“Third, you will bring no one into the apartment unless I’ve pre-approved them. I don’t want to be confronted by someone who doesn’t understand the house rules.”

The third rule seemed rather specific and a little ambitious on my part. Still, I chuckled at the idea of bringing home a booty call.

“Now get your ass into the bathroom, Terry. I have an early class tomorrow morning.”

“Yes, ma’am.”

“And cut the attitude. Or we’ll have issues.”

“No, ma’am.”

With my toiletry bag in hand, I entered the bathroom and locked the door behind me. The rules needed to apply both ways. The last thing I wanted was Keri walking in on me halfway through something private. I scanned the bathroom cabinet, searching for a spot to place my bag. But there were lotions and potions covering all available benchtops. After resting the bag on the lavatory, I checked the shaving cabinet and the cupboard under the sink. Both were full to the brim with foreign-sounding beauty products. In the end, I pulled out my toothbrush, spent two minutes keeping my teeth in order, and walked back out of the bathroom with my bag in hand.

As I lay in bed, thinking back over the day that had been, I almost had to pinch myself. Was this really happening? Had I escaped the grasp of Galesburg? Was I free to find myself outside the bubble of family life in small-town America? Not even Keri’s rules or the weirdness of my housemates removed the smile from my face. And things could only get better. I felt it in my waters. Knowing the bedroom door was firmly locked, I slid my hand under the covers. It wasn’t long before I worked up a solid rhythm. And a ‘handy pack’ of tissues on the bedside table lived up to its name.

When Keri said that she had an early morning, she wasn’t joking. Since finishing school, I’d been waking up around 10:00 am. So, when Keri turned on the shower at 6:00 am, I awoke with a start. And unfortunately, Keri’s bathroom routine in the morning was twice that at night. And she insisted on listening to the morning news until she left at 7:15 am. Finally, the front door slammed, and I rolled over and fell back to sleep. Until about ten minutes later, when a knock on the apartment door reawakened me.

“You’ve got thirty minutes until we leave, Terry.”

“Okay, Uncle Marty.”

What the hell. Uncle Marty told me he’d ease me into things. But I needed to be grateful for the opportunity. A quick shower, blow-drying my hair, and cleaning my teeth had me almost ready to go. But what was I going to wear?

I pulled out my best outfit. My mother always told me you could never make too good of a first impression. I went all in, even ironing my shirt and pants, and quickly shining my shoes. Within the allotted thirty minutes, I’d transformed into a working stiff. One who was ready to put in a solid day’s effort.

“You realize you’re going to be cleaning restrooms, don’t you, Terry?”

I stood frozen to the spot, more than a little confused.

“And lifting beer kegs into dark rooms full of spiders.”

I heard Uncle Marty’s words but didn’t understand.

“And running errands around town like an intern.”

Finally, his words sank in.

“I’d probably change into something that you don’t care about, Terry.”

I quickly changed into a t-shirt and my old jeans. Matching them with some well-worn joggers.

“And I’d tie that long hair back out of the way, too.”

“With what?”

“Keri’s got some hairbands in the bathroom. Borrow one of those. Oh, and if she asks, tell her I gave it to you.”

I figured that Keri’s rules weren’t just for me.

Excited about the day ahead, I jumped into the passenger seat of the Camaro. And after driving two blocks north and a block west, we pulled up at my uncle’s club, ‘Marty’s Upstairs’.


CHAPTER FOUR


I HAD NO expectations of ‘The Club’, as Uncle Marty called it. And to my surprise, the establishment looked similar to any other one on the street. With the Camaro safely parked behind the building, Uncle Marty led me to the rear entrance. Not what I’d call welcoming, but hey, it was the workers’ entrance and not supposed to inspire patronage. Marty shooed away a couple of homeless people before we went inside, else it was a pretty straightforward start to the day.

“I’ll give you a key later today, Terry. But never leave the back door unlocked.”

I followed Uncle Marty through the storeroom and into the establishment proper. Surprisingly, a coffee shop occupied the ground level, with about a dozen small tables set up along the side wall. Chairs flanked the round tables on one side, while a long padded seat stretched along the wall. Everything was clean and tidy, while the decor made it feel quite cozy. Two large bookshelves sat beside a lengthy counter, offering quite an impressive array of new-age subjects ranging from crystals to tarot. The coffee machine was chrome and very shiny, while a massive chalkboard sat behind the counter explaining what was on offer.

“Now, we open at 8:30 am, Terry, and I want you to spend time with CJ learning the ropes.”

“You mean CJ from last night?”

“Yes, it would be odd for there to be another CJ, don’t you think?”

“Okay, then I’ll know someone.”

“You know me, don’t you? Anyway, you can start by wiping down the tables.”

CJ arrived about ten minutes later. She stood out front with some guy for quite a while. It looked as if they were having an argument. Finally, she walked up to the front door and unlocked it.

“Hey CJ, where do you want me?”

“Over in the corner, far away from me, at least until I’ve had a heart starter.”

About five minutes before opening time, Uncle Marty reappeared and chatted to CJ about my training. She took it in her stride and called me over.

“Watch what I do for the first hour. Then, if you feel confident, you can have a go.”

“Sounds simple enough.”

“But first, I need you to sort out the pastry delivery. I’ll show you what to do.”

The morning flew by in a flash. I cleaned tables, took away dirty plates and cups, and even served a couple of customers. It all went well until CJ showed me how to make coffee. Now I’d made plenty of instant coffees at the farm, but using the ‘La Marzocco Line 3’ was like learning to drive a harvester all over again. At first, I was scared. But gradually, I rationalized that if CJ could do it, so could I. And I concentrated and even produced a decent macchiato when called upon. Thankfully, iced lattes and short blacks were far more popular.

As the pastries disappeared one by one, the crowd started thinning. It wasn’t long before it was 11:30 am, closing time. That prompted CJ to pick up her things and head out, turning around the sign and locking the front door behind her. We’d spent the previous thirty minutes cleaning up, but her sudden departure surprised me. I headed for the stairs and located Uncle Marty. He called me upstairs to find a whole new venture, just preparing for the night ahead. ‘Marty’s Upstairs’ was a nightclub. One that served cocktails, beer, and wine. It occupied four rooms on the top floor. A small bar sat just beside the stairs. Then, to the right, was a huge entertainment hall and a smaller lounge. The stench of alcohol hit me the second I stepped off the stairs. The carpet even sloshed when I walked on it.

“How did the morning shift go, Terry?”

“CJ seemed happy enough.”

“It must have been slow then. I’ll need to hand out some flyers on Main Street.”

For the first time, I viewed Uncle Marty as something other than my eccentric uncle. He knew his numbers inside out.

“Okay, now we have a few hours to air this place out and prepare for the night shift.”

“Just say it and I’ll do it.”

“Restrooms first, I’m afraid, Terry. Then clean the tables and unpack the dishwashers.”

While I’d cleaned lavatories before at home, nothing prepared me for this task. But I maintained a smile and forged ahead. Uncle Marty even said he’d never seen them so clean.

The following two hours were quite physical. And though I’d grown up on the farm, nothing prepared me for it. Thankfully, a delivery driver moved the alcohol upstairs, or I’d have simply been unable. But by 2:30 pm Uncle Marty seemed pretty happy with things. And suggested I head off for lunch. I came back with a six-inch sub but made sure not to create any more mess while eating it. On my way back, I noticed CJ and her boyfriend further down the street. They seemed to argue again. At one stage he appeared to raise his hand to her, but a truck passed me, so I couldn’t be sure what happened next.

“Wow, what’s the story with CJ and her boyfriend, Uncle Marty?”

“Are they back together again? I can never keep up.”

“Is she safe with him around?”

“I’ve tried to tell her she can do better. But she just slides back into it with him every time.”

The afternoon flew by. And pretty soon it was getting dark outside.

“Thanks for the notice, Ella. It’s not like I’m trying to run a business,” Uncle Marty said before hanging up the phone.

“Is everything okay?”

“People, Terry. They are the hardest part of any business.”

“Is there anything I can do?”

“Well, I’ve just lost Marilyn, so it’s Sandy on her own. Thankfully, CJ is a star.”

I felt confused. Ella and Marilyn. CJ and Sandy. What did it all mean? Just as Marty finished speaking, CJ walked up the stairs. Carrying the blackest of eyes I’d ever seen.

“What happened to you, CJ?” Uncle Marty asked.

“It’s nothing. I can still work. Ella can take section A.”

“Ella called in sick. It’s just you and me and the kid here.”

“A bit of makeup will cover this up.”

“I don’t want people thinking you got that here, CJ.”

“Can I do anything to help, Uncle Marty?”

“Unless you can dress sexily and flirt with customers, I’m afraid we’re going to remain closed.”

“Let me switch to Marilyn. The wig and makeup will cover my bad eye. And Terry should fit into one of the other costumes.”

My uncle looked me up and down a few times with a surprisingly straight face.

“Sure, make it happen, CJ.”


PART TWO


CHAPTER FIVE


BY THE TIME Uncle Marty threw the Camaro keys to CJ, I started having second thoughts about offering to do anything.

“If you can’t make it back in time, call me and I’ll cancel the shift.”

“But tonight is the grand reopening, Marty.”

“Then it all depends on what you two can work out, CJ.”

We basically ran to the car. CJ took the driver’s seat, something I wasn’t sure whether I preferred. But she promptly got us home without putting our lives at risk. Once home, CJ ran to the barn, solving one mystery running through my brain. Heading inside, she led me into the bathroom and gave me strict instructions.

“I need you to shower and remove every single hair not attached to your head. There’s a spare razor underneath the sink. You’ve got five minutes.”

I wasn’t sure why I couldn’t have showered in my bathroom, but then considered the travel time and lack of space. The showering part was quite easy. As was the hair washing. But the hair removal became a little hit or miss. I started with my legs and removed the visible blonde strands. Being fair and relatively hairless, I had it done in less than a minute. I looked at myself in the mirror. Lifting my arms, I noticed a few stray pit hairs. They disappeared in a single stroke. Then I studied my chest. Two individual hairs were plucked from around my nipples. As I stood before the mirror, I suddenly noticed the hair between my legs.

“If you need help with the pubic hair, Terry, call out.”

Surely, she’s joking. Who’s going to see my pubic regions, anyway?

“You’ve gone quiet. We don’t have time for that,” CJ said as she opened the bathroom door and charged in.

Well, a pretty good Marilyn Monroe lookalike charged in.

I instantly turned away and placed my hand in front of my genitals.

“Don’t worry, Terry. I’ve seen them in every size, shape, and color,” CJ said as she snatched the razor from my hand.

Now CJ looked at me more like a doctor than a pervert. She picked up a trimmer and cut my pubic hair short. Then she lathered the entire area and flashed the razor up and down, side to side, and back and forth. I held my breath, worried I was about to say goodbye to my best friend.

“Why do I need all that hair gone, CJ?”

“Because you are going to be tucked and taped. We can’t have you bulging out of your costume.”

“What sort of costume is it?”

“Tonight, you’ll be playing the role of ‘Bad Sandy’ from Grease.”

I waited for CJ to burst out laughing. But she didn’t.

“You are kidding, right?”

“Femme roles only at ‘Marty’s Upstairs’, I’m afraid. At least for the service team.”

“You mean I’m going out in public…”

My sentence was cut short by CJ rearranging my private parts. No one had ever touched me there before, and I’d hoped the first time would be more romantic. Yet here we were. Next, a roll of gaffer tape came out, and before I knew it, my crotch area looked like a Barbie doll.

“Now sit down while I sort out your hair.”

I knew the clock was ticking. And that Uncle Marty’s grand opening was at stake. I felt obliged to do everything in my power to pull my weight. And if that meant playing dress ups for a night, that’s what I’d do.

CJ was a marvel. She took my long, straight hair and somehow added curls and body. I hardly recognized myself when she’d finished. Then she peppered my face with powder, and brushes, and lipstick. I got lost in the process as the outcome became apparent. And when she added the final touch, a pair of drop silver earrings, I couldn’t believe who was looking back at me. Now, Grease was one of my mother’s favorite movies. Apparently, my mother and father had seen the movie on their first date. Meaning I’d seen it at least once every year I’d been on the planet.

“Okay, let’s get you dressed, Sandy.”

A mix of humiliation and excitement overcame me at CJ’s words. I’d always been the invisible guy who was overlooked by the girls. But now I looked way better than any girl I’d ever seen. First, CJ handed me the smallest pair of pants I’d ever seen in my life.

“Don’t worry, Sandy, they’ll stretch.”

That’s why I needed to have my privates moved out of the way.

Surprisingly, the sleek black pants fit me like a glove. They even made it seem like I had a figure. You know, the kind the girls on spring break have in those television shows. Next, CJ handed me a small black top. It took some help to get it on without ruining my hair. Something I felt unusually proud of. With the top in place, CJ placed a couple of squishy things down my shirt. Almost instantly, they attached to my body. The next addition was a belt with a large gold clasp which wrapped snugly around my waist.

“Stand up and spin a couple of times, Sandy.”

I did as requested, instantly feeling a power I’d never imagined. I looked dead set hot. And struggled to contain a smile. Something that only made me look more like Sandy. I twirled and twirled and twirled again, causing my hair to splay out in all directions.

“Cover your eyes while I set your hair.”

The fumes from the hairspray caused me to cough. But I was too elated to worry about much more than my reflection.

“Not bad for a first-timer,” CJ said.

I struggled to hide my pride. Sure, CJ had worked her magic, but this was me. And I looked super-hot. If only Zane could see me now.

“Okay, are you ready for the pièce de résistance, Terry?”

Wow, what could be better than this?

“Sure, CJ. Whatever it takes.”

CJ turned around and pulled out a shoebox. I kind of knew what would be inside, but still felt excited. But when CJ pulled out a crimson suede bootie with a gold zip and gold heel tip, I almost squealed with excitement.

“Feel how soft they are, Terry.”

I was putty in CJ’s hands by this stage. And I couldn’t wait to try them on.


CHAPTER SIX


“DO THE BOOTS feel comfortable, Terry?”

“They are awesome and feel divine.”

“No, I mean, can you walk in them and wear them for the next six hours?”

I took a few steps, taking a moment to stabilize myself. Surprisingly, I could walk steadily, considering this was my first time wearing heels.

“Yes, I think they’ll be fine.”

CJ rushed me out of the apartment and towards the car. I had to tread carefully so as not to sink a heel into the dirt. After watching CJ walk, I picked up a few tips and made it there without issue.

“Do you want to drive, Terry? Hang on, that sounds wrong. Do you want to drive, Teri?”

“I’m happy to ride shotgun.”

The Camaro roared back to life, and we hit the road. During the five-minute drive, I checked the time on my phone. We were well and truly late. I hoped that Uncle Marty hadn’t been left in the lurch. As the car swung past ‘Marty’s Upstairs’, multi-colored lights spewed out onto the street. Meanwhile, popular music played loudly.

“Are you ready for your first shift en-femme, Teri?”

“I’m actually kind of excited about it.”

CJ stopped me from running straight inside. She told me that this would be like nothing I’d ever experienced. That there’d be lewd comments, and a certain level of physical contact from the patrons. That’s what was expected, and as long as it didn’t cross a line, that was fine. If you wanted to secure a decent tip, anyway.

“Do you have a problem with guys propositioning you, Teri?”

“Whatever it takes, right?”

Heading inside, I expected Uncle Marty to be rushed off his feet. But he welcomed CJ and me with a smile and an unexpected comment.

“I told you Teri would scrub up well, Marty.”

“I hope those pants are padded, CJ. The guys won’t be able to control themselves.”

“Let me show you around, Teri,” CJ said.

With only a handful of patrons, CJ introduced me to the crew. There was a Britney, from her ‘Hit Me Baby One More Time’ era. Then I met a Taylor, from her ’Fearless’ era. Finally, there was a Beyoncé, from her ‘Cowboy Carter’ era. I said hello and was pleasant, albeit confused by the size of the crew.

“Where did all the girls come from? Didn’t Uncle Marty say he couldn’t open?”

“Now, for the first hour, you shadow Britney. Then, when you get the idea, I’ll set you up on your own.”

For the following hour, I stood a step behind Britney. Far enough back that I didn’t interfere with the manhandling. But close enough to hear what was said. I was frankly surprised by the chatter, but Britney took it all in her stride. And the friendlier she acted, the larger the tips she received.

“Don’t you worry about getting recognized out on the street, Britney.”

“Most of these guys would totally ignore me. The alcohol lowers their inhibitions.”

The crowd built solidly over the following hour. By the time I headed back to CJ, there must have been two-dozen guys in the place.

“I gather we don’t get too many female patrons.”

“Only the odd lesbian trying to wean herself off the fairer sex.”

CJ’s comment went straight over my head. I was too worried about managing my own patrons.

Thankfully, I started in a quieter section of the bar. The room where lounge chairs lined the walls. I took orders from two small groups of patrons, numbering six in total. They were obviously first-timers, as the banter was quite respectful. Although while heading to the bar to order the drinks, one of Taylor’s patrons called out to me. I turned to see a guy about 6ft 5in crying out, ‘Sandy, oh Sandy’. Somehow, I knew that wouldn’t be the last time I’d hear that.

“What do I do about Taylor’s patrons, CJ?” I asked.

“Unless they change rooms, ignore them. There’s nothing in it for you, and you’ll only get Taylor offside if you interact.”

The rules of the game were becoming clearer as the night wore on. Patrons seemed to arrive in waves, and CJ assigned them to the most suitable servers. To be honest, I was having a ball. For the first time in my life, I felt empowered and seen. And my banter was well-received.

About 10:00 pm, I got to take a five-minute break. And while my feet were hurting, the euphoria of the night kept me going. Beyoncé kept an eye on my patrons during my break. Not that they ordered anything. As I headed back to my room, someone walked out of the restroom and bumped into me. He was tall, he was good-looking, and he was Zane. Oh, crap, surely he’s going to recognize me. What will I say? That I was dressed like ‘Bad Sandy’ to help my uncle. Well, that was the truth, but even to me it sounded lame.

I stood dead still, like a deer in the headlights, waiting for the inevitable. I had no excuse. And he’d never speak to me again. Fifteen years of friendship down the drain because I let my alter ego out one night.

“Sorry, Miss… Well, actually, I’m sort of not sorry. Else I’d never have met you… I’m Zane, by the way,” Zane said, lifting my hand and kissing it sweetly.

Oh, my goodness! Zane just kissed my hand. Those lips were to die for. Sure, they felt wonderful on my hand, but I bet they tasted even better.

“Well, it’s a pity your name is Zane. I was hoping it was Danny.”

“For you, I would change it in a heartbeat. Allow me to introduce myself. My name is Danny,” Zane said, while repeating the hand kiss.

“If you let go of my hand, Zane, you can head off and enjoy your night.”

“Then I’d rather keep hold of it.”

“Unfortunately, my boss prefers me to be a little more mobile.”

“Then I’ll find you. I hope you don’t forget me.”

“Oh, there’s absolutely no chance of that.”

I headed back to my station and took orders from a few new patrons. Wow, I couldn’t believe I just flirted with Zane. And he flirted back. I’m never going to wash that hand again. As I collected a fresh round of drinks, I scanned the main bar. Zane sat with the behemoth of a guy who had called out to me earlier. In Taylor’s area. A few minutes later, Uncle Marty was summoned to their table. And then Taylor walked over to me.

“Apparently, we are swapping areas. A VIP has requested your presence.”


CHAPTER SEVEN


MY LEGS TREMBLED when I heard the news. The first night’s activities had been fun but challenging. But was I ready to take on the main bar? And Uncle Marty’s VIPs? I watched Taylor storm off to the lounge area while I stood frozen to the spot. As my trepidation grew, I did the only thing that made sense. I consulted CJ. Making it look like I was placing an order; I quizzed her on handling VIPs.

“So, tell me about the VIPs?”

“Typically, they are members of the football team, although we occasionally attract members of the basketball and baseball teams.”

“But what if they work out that I’m not a girl?”

“You realize you’re in a drag club, don’t you? The only guy who works here is Marty?”

I scanned the establishment, unsure how to process CJ’s comments.

“Are you…”

“…sure am, sweetie.”

“And Beyoncé…”

“…a genuine cowboy.”

“Is that…”

“…Marty saw potential in you.”

“Then why…”

“…because even jocks can’t resist a hot drag queen. And if you’re lucky, one of them will be curious enough to make a night of it.”

An additional level of fear washed over me. Not only did I have to worry about my childhood friend finding me dressed as a girl, but he’d also find me in a drag bar. How the hell was I going to navigate this?

“You seem a little worried, Teri. What’s going through that pretty little head of yours?”

“I know someone here. He’s from my hometown.”

“And he doesn’t know you are gay?”

“No, and he’s 6ft 3in and could squash me like a bug.”

“And he’s in a gay bar.”

“Yes, he’s here. What do you mean?”

“He’s probably more worried about being spotted than you are.”

The behemoth summoned me to his table, breaking our conversation short. I reflected on what CJ said. As far as I knew, this was Zane’s first and only trip to a gay bar. I just needed to play it cool, maximize my tips, and I’d never cross paths with him again. Plastering a massive smile across my face, I sashayed my way across the bar to a table where six monstrous guys plus Zane sat.

“What can I get you boys?”

“You can start with your phone number.”

“It’s 8-6-7-5-3-0-9.”

“Jenny, right?” Zane said.

I couldn’t help but smile. We’d always had a similar sense of humor.

“And for drinks?”

“Three jugs of your finest, thanks, doll,” the behemoth said.

I turned to head off, only to feel a hand slip around my waist. And this was no small hand. It was totally musclebound.

“Why don’t you sit with us for a while, Jenny,” the behemoth said.

“I can’t fetch you drinks if I’m sitting here.”

“Then sit with us once you’ve fetched the drinks.”

“What about the other patrons?”

“Surely Taylor or Beyoncé can cover.”

“I suppose it won’t be for long. You don’t look like much of a stayer.”

Finally, I took advantage of a lull in the behemoth’s concentration to escape his clutches and head to the bar. Fairly quickly, a rousing rendition of ‘Sandy, Sandy’ filled the air.

“Wow, you sure have made your mark on those guys.”

“I’m more worried about the size of the mark he would leave on me.”

“Play them off against each other, Teri. Remember, divide and conquer.”

With three jugs of beer in tow, I headed back into enemy territory.

“I can assure you I’m no quick-draw.”

“That’s not what your linebacker told me,” I said, glancing over at Zane.

“He’s just a rookie. He wouldn’t know. Anyhow, when did you speak to him?”

“We had a moment in the restrooms,” I said, causing his buddies to high-five him.

“Is that right, rookie?”

“Sure is, Captain. And she’s even hotter in full light.”

I suddenly realized what I’d done. Instead of deflecting the behemoth’s attention towards a nobody, I’d stitched up Zane. My one and only friend in the world.

“Then perhaps you should sit on the rookie’s lap.”

I sidled over towards Zane, almost apologizing with my eyes for what was about to happen. He moved his chair around to give me access. But instead of sitting, I bent at the hips and moved my lips towards his. I needed to sell this. That first kiss was everything I had hoped it would be. I reached around and grabbed a handful of his luscious curls. My tape stretched as I did, but I was committed. I pushed my tongue through his feeble defenses and explored his wondrous mouth. That’s when Zane’s hand grabbed my ass with firm assuredness.

“Nice work, rookie. We’ll have to keep our eyes on this one. He might be a player,” the behemoth commented to his teammates.

“It’s always the quiet ones you need to watch,” I said, standing back up.

“Aren’t you going to give him your number?”

“It’s the first thing he got in the restroom.”

As his teammates responded with everything from a shoulder smack to a fist pump, I strutted back across the room to the bar.

“Wow, nice work. I gather that is your boyfriend from back home.”

“I wouldn’t call him my boyfriend.”

“Does he know that?”

I turned to notice Zane giving me puppy-dog eyes. Oh, crap, I’d picked him because I knew he’d been brought up right. But I hadn’t considered the impact I’d have on him. He smiled in a goofy way each time I looked across. Thankfully, the bar filled to almost bursting, making it all work and no play for Sandy. Or Teri. Or whoever I was becoming. Still, apart from the odd overstep from another patron, I made it through the night unscathed. And it went down as the best night of my life. One I wouldn’t have traded for the world. And one that would change my outlook forever.

Uncle Marty divided the tips at the end of the night. Surprisingly, I didn’t receive the lowest amount. In fact, if it hadn’t been for the first hour where I was shadowing Britney, I would have come equal second. It almost felt sad taking off the ‘Bad Sandy’ outfit. But somehow, I knew that this wouldn’t be my last turn in the spotlight. Something that really excited me. Until I had to remove the gaffer tape, of course. But obviously, time in the spotlight had its costs. And for me, that was currently a red raw patch of skin in my nether regions.


PART THREE


CHAPTER EIGHT


ARRIVING HOME, I followed CJ to the barn apartment. Being careful not to dirty those incredible crimson boots. I was on such a high; I knew I wouldn’t sleep. And CJ seemed like the perfect person to get feedback from.

“What do I do now, CJ?”

“Did you enjoy the night?”

“It was my best time ever. I can’t believe I got to kiss Zane.”

“Then, there’s always tomorrow night.”

“Should I come here on my way to the club tomorrow night?”

“Well, I’m happy to show you a few things, Teri, but you’ll need to dress yourself.”

“And what about during the day?”

“Just wear what you wore today.”

“But you wear girl’s clothes all the time, CJ.”

“That’s because I’ve found myself. And that didn’t happen until I’d been dressing for years.”

CJ’s words were like a dagger through the heart.

“But Zane won’t want to kiss me in my boy clothes.”

“Then you have a big decision to make. And I don’t want to steer you one way or the other.”

“What do you mean, CJ?”

“It’s fun to dress up for work. But living en-femme is a totally different thing altogether. What would your family say?”

“Uncle Marty was encouraging.”

“Marty is a businessman. He knew you’d be good for business. But going full-time is a tough path to take. And not one you should consider lightly.”

I stood dead still for what seemed like hours.

“Look, I’ll lend you some clothes and makeup. And you know where the costumes are to dress for work. But think long and hard about what you are signing up to do. It’s a hard road.”

“How did you know it was right for you?”

“Because it felt right, all the way to my core, Teri. And it allowed me to become CJ rather than Claude-Jean.”

I struggled to sleep that night. And it wasn’t because I was tender down below. My mind kept replaying the attention I was receiving. And that kiss between Zane and me was off-the-charts good. But the more I reflected on it, the more I became worried about dragging Zane into my new world. He was a footballer, and apparently, they always hit ‘Marty’s Upstairs’ early in the season to assess who they had amongst the rookies. But by calling Zane out, I’d possibly outed him and caused a long-term problem. I hoped I hadn’t ruined his college days.

CJ assured me we’d likely not see the VIPs at ‘Marty’s Upstairs’ again until the following year. And that both disappointed and relieved me. The last thing I wanted to be responsible for was ruining Zane’s reputation. He’d always been sharp. And I knew he’d talk his way out of any predicament. So, Sandy headed back to ‘Marty’s Upstairs’ with renewed pep. Knowing that while she wouldn’t be ogled by her favorite football star, she’d still receive plenty of attention from others.

Slipping on the ‘Bad Sandy’ costume the second night felt even better than the first. Now that I knew what the outcome would be, my excitement only heightened. Shaky hands made it challenging to apply my makeup, but with CJ’s help, I once again stared at a drop-dead gorgeous girl in the mirror. As we left the house, I noticed Keri arriving home. And she had a familiar-looking visitor. Oh crap, that’s Zane. And he’s going into my apartment. With Keri. What is happening? But I didn’t have time to find out. CJ was heading off and unless I wanted to walk three blocks in four-inch stilettos, so was I.

Friday night started quietly. Even with me manning the bar area with Beyoncé and Britney. But the crowd steadily built, and I got more than my fair share of attention. A forty-something guy asked me to marry him. Sure, he was more than three sheets to the wind, but it made me feel seen. Something that wasn’t always easy when standing between Beyoncé and Britney. I was manhandled hourly. But as long as the contact was high on the ass cheeks, it was merely part of the fun. Something that would have become a problem if it strayed a little lower or around the front.

“Three jugs of beer and six vodka shots,” I said, as CJ turned around.

“Did you see your boyfriend is back?”

“What… where…?”

“Over in the front corner, sitting on his own.”

I checked my vision twice. Just to be sure. But true to CJ’s word, Zane had positioned himself in the corner of my service area. He waved as I caught his eye. After dropping off the beers and shots, I scanned my section for service requests. Zane had his hand up, but I caught someone else’s eye first. After delivering a jug of beer, I headed over to Zane.

“I’ve got a confession to make,” Zane said.

Holy crap. Don’t tell me he’s recognized me. How the hell am I going to escape this one? At least his teammates aren’t with him this time.

“And what would that be, handsome?”

“I think you’ve captured my heart.”

Oh, that’s sweet. But he captured mine fifteen years back.

“Let me just check. It’s not in here. Or here,” I said, patting myself down.

“You forgot to check that secret pocket inside those pants. I can check it for you if you like.”

I desperately wanted to say, ‘Yes, take me’. But I didn’t.

“You’d have to take me on a few dates before I’d let you do that.”

“What nights do you get off?”

“I don’t know. This is only my second shift.”

“What’s the chances, it’s mine too,” Zane said, with a cheeky smile.

“What can I get you in the meantime, handsome?”

“A bottle of the Grenache. I might be here a while. I plan on wearing someone down.”

“Will that be one glass or two?”

“Just the one. Unless you can join me.”

“One it is, then. I’ll only be a minute.”

My excitement shifted into overdrive as I headed to the bar.

“CJ, what am I going to do?”

“Have wild and unfettered sex with a totally hot linebacker.”

“I can’t. I’m still…”

“…well done, Terry. But you’re supposed to bring the entire football team back, Uncle Marty interjected.”

“Oh, this one has expensive taste, boss,” CJ added.

“Then well done, Terry.”

“Actually, it’s Teri now,” CJ said.

I headed back with a glass and an open bottle of red wine. After placing the glass on the table, I poured the wine. While doing so, a pinch on my ass caused me to spill the wine.

“Apologize to the young lady,” Zane said threateningly to a smiling thirty-something.

“I’m sorry. I meant nothing by it.”

Zane sat in that corner for the following three hours. Every time I looked across, he was smiling. A second bottle of wine surely impressed Uncle Marty. Finally, as closing time approached, Zane called me over.

“Can we talk about that kiss?”

“I’m sorry. I had to deflect your captain’s advances.”

“Are you certain it wasn’t more than a standard deflection?”

“Definitely not. I’m sorry if it meant more to you than that.”

“See, here’s the problem. My teammates are expecting you to attend our first game.”

“I’ll be working that night. But Keri Stewart might be free.”


CHAPTER NINE


CJ QUICKLY BECAME my confidant. Someone I chatted to about all the issues of being a girl and dealing with boys. Although our trip home took only ten minutes, I leveraged every second.

“What if Zane is on a bet from the football team?”

“That boy is enamored with you, Teri. I wish someone decent would show that level of adoration to me.”

“Yeah. But he headed into Keri’s apartment.”

“And does that mean they’re screwing? If Keri had made that home run, we’d all be hearing about it by now.”

While every word CJ said I understood, I needed to protect myself. And only by confronting Keri would I answer the big question. The last thing I wanted was to be Zane’s dirty little secret. Hell, I’d rather be boyfriend-less than be involved with a cheater.

The following week went the same as my first two days. I worked the day shift at the coffee shop and the night shift at the club. The only difference was that I worked both dressed en-femme. After the first two nights, I couldn’t bear the idea of becoming an invisible boy again. I bought some super-tight jeans, a few tops, and some cute cowgirl boots from the local Walmart using my tip money. Getting propositioned at least twice daily only reinforced my desire to move forward as Teri. And encouraged me to step up my hair and makeup game quickly.

About two weeks in, Uncle Marty called a team meeting at the bar. It was uncommon to see the drag queens, the service staff, and the bar staff together in one place.

“Next weekend, the Chiefs are coming to town to hold a preseason game at the college.”

“I’ve still got a sore ass from their last visit,” Candy Kane, one of the drag queens, interjected.

“So would your footballer, if I know you,” Sandy Shoes, another of the drag queens, quipped.

“Anyhow, a reliable source…”

“…’Captain Huge Knob’…” CJ whispered.

“…told me that some of the team will come here after the game. So, that means all hands on deck. This is our grand final. Our chance to win the alcohol-serving championship.”

As colorful as Uncle Marty’s pep-talk was, I wondered what it would mean for my stalker, Zane. Would he try something to convince the behemoth that he and I were an item?

“Oh, and service staff, we need to shuffle the costumes a little. We’re resting Britney and Taylor, instead going with Barbie and Wonder Woman.”

“Do you think that’s a good idea given the Chiefs’ link to Taylor?” CJ interjected.

“Did I say Taylor? I meant resting Sandy.”

Britney called shotgun on the Barbie costume, leaving me Wonder Woman. The dark hair didn’t worry me. A wig would cover that. But just the idea of filling out a Wonder Woman costume petrified me.

“Let’s start the change from early next week. That’ll give us time to iron out any bugs.”

My first shift in the new costume required CJ to show me a whole new set of feminization skills. And somehow, with the help of serious amounts of silicon, bronzer and makeup, I stared at a very passable and hot Wonder Woman in the mirror.

“We need to move, Teri. Grab your lasso and your golden tiara, and let’s go.”

It felt weird stepping outside in a new costume. But a man tripping on the sidewalk confirmed I’d receive just as much attention. I spotted Keri about twenty yards away, shaking her head at me while she ushered Zane into her apartment.

While blondes have more fun, being Wonder Woman provided a whole new set of tools with which to torture my patrons. Well, at least keep them in line. The outfit garnered just as much attention but provided a much more threatening presence. Instead of being the shy and sensitive Sandy, I got to be an Amazonian. Someone who stood up to any man and put him in his place. The cuffs and lasso got a decent workout that first night. But I was up for the battle, and things always ended up in laughter.

My stalker arrived about 10:00 pm. After some excited Wonder Woman banter, I escorted him to his usual table and took his order.

“Will that be one glass or two?”

“You ask me that every night.”

“A handsome boy like you, I’m expecting the answer to change.”

Wow, was that me saying that? The Wonder Woman costume had totally changed me. I felt more powerful than ever. Not ready to jump out a second-story window just yet, but able to exchange cheeky banter with the best of them.

“Oh, you think I’m handsome, do you?”

“Well, hello, that’s pretty obvious. I don’t kiss just anybody.”

Where were these words coming from? They were almost flowing involuntarily from my mouth.

“You’ve changed tonight. Like you’re possessed by the costume.”

“How do you know it’s a costume? Perhaps I really am Wonder Woman.”

“Or perhaps I’ve finally worn you down. Will you come to the opening game of the season with me?”

“Would you prefer to escort ‘Bad Sandy’ or Wonder Woman?”

“I was hoping to go with Jenny. You know 6-2-0-7-6-3-2-4-9-9.”

Hang on. Why did that number sound familiar? That’s a Galesburg area code. And that’s my home phone number. I feigned being called away and headed to the bar.

I kept my interactions low-key with Zane after that. Sure, he ordered two bottles of wine, and I maintained a civil tongue throughout. He even gave me quite a substantial tip, stating that, ‘Wonder Woman’s jet must be a bitch to fill up’. But from that moment on, I took control around Zane. Somehow the power had shifted, and I could barely look him in his eyes. Those soulful, chocolate-brown eyes.

“Looks like I need to keep wearing you down,” Zane said as he left.

Poor CJ copped quite an earful on the way home. What did it mean that Zane knew my home number in Galesburg? Sure, he’d called it many a time. Almost daily, I suppose. But why would he quote it to me if he didn’t realize it was me? I pleaded with CJ to come up with another explanation. Any explanation that proved plausible but still protected my identity. She suggested Keri might have told him. But with the Chiefs arriving in the morning, CJ was more than a little distracted. If only this golden lasso really forced Zane to tell the truth.


CHAPTER TEN


THE DAY OF the Chief’s game started like any other. I dressed in my Walmart jeans and top and zipped up my Walmart boots. The morning shift was surprisingly busy. With plenty of takeaway orders from people on the way to the big game. We were in the perfect location and had exceptional coffee; hence, we punched above our weight in coffee sales. Plus, we had exclusivity on the best pastries in all of Lawrence. An old friend of Uncle Marty’s made the pastries fresh for us daily. And even delivered them to the door. And every morning the delicious aromas filled my lungs, making concentration kind of difficult.

The Chief’s bus passed by our shopfront around 10:00 am. Almost everyone in the street stopped to wave to their heroes. And while Kansas City wasn’t technically part of Kansas, it was the adopted team of almost everyone in town. The morning shift ended with one delicious pastry sitting unsold. In a compulsive move, I took it for lunch. Even though I stressed about fitting into the Wonder Woman outfit. Still, it was every bit as delicious as it looked and filled me up, preparing me for the long night ahead.

Even though CJ had shown me all the pitfalls of the Wonder Woman costume, I got ready in her apartment. Frankly, I didn’t trust Keri, and in no way wanted to dress for work while Zane was anywhere close by. I did my makeup and hair, though. I wasn’t so much leveraging CJ’s skill set as I was seeking solace from Keri. As I touched up my makeup and pulled on the wig, a calmness washed over me. Before me stood a gorgeous and confident young woman with the wit and banter to handle any situation. Even one as dark as this.

Uncle Marty called us together before the shift started. Again, his rousing war cry seemed a little left of center. But his enthusiasm was spot on. As the game had finished an hour earlier, there was quite a crowd of patrons waiting at the door. Pretty soon the jugs of beer and platters of shots started flowing. Just as one table of drinks was delivered, it seemed another table was ready for more. It took all of my Wonder Woman skills just to keep up. Uncle Marty even had to tell people to wait in line outside to comply with the fire brigade’s requirements. But the crowd was happy, as the Chiefs had performed a comeback miracle.

My Wonder Woman shorts got a decent workout that night. Each time I bent down to place a tray of drinks on the table, a hand came out of nowhere and landed fairly and squarely on my Stars and Stripes shorts. I was worried that the stars would wear off them and I’d have to replace them. But thankfully, the hands only headed in that direction. As I wore extra-large silicone breast forms, it wouldn’t have taken much attention for one to come loose. Oh, the joys of being a sex symbol. Still, all the attention had my tips up, and I felt as powerful as the real Wonder Woman.

About 6:00 pm, CJ pulled me aside and let me know the VIPs had arrived. Uncle Marty was still greasing the wheels of commerce with them downstairs, but they were in the building. I took a deep breath before being called over to assist another table of drunken revelers. Unfortunately, the VIP section sat squarely in the middle of the bar. Meaning that servicing the VIPs could fall to either Beyoncé, Barbie, or me. Knowing the tips would be substantial, I kind of hoped I’d get the opportunity. But with the Zane situation still unresolved, I couldn’t bear dealing with him that night.

Uncle Marty showed the VIPs to their seats before calling us over. The three of us, Beyoncé, Barbie, and Wonder Woman, stood in a parade line, awaiting our fate.

“We have three gorgeous servers available tonight. Would you like to pick one?”

“I heard you had a pretty delightful Taylor,” a massive, bearded footballer said.

“Taylor is working in the lounge tonight. But I can fetch her if you wish.”

“Don’t worry about him. I think we have more than enough choices already,” the leader, possibly the quarterback, said.

My knees trembled as everyone waited with bated breath. While there were about a dozen guys, Zane was nowhere to be seen. Although the behemoth was there.

“My preference would be for a dark-haired girl. What do you boys think?” the leader said.

“Beyoncé reminds me of a Dallas cheerleader,” another guy interjected.

“But Wonder Woman has a butt you could eat dinner off,” another added.

“You know the girls intimately. Which one would you pick?” the leader said to the behemoth.

‘Captain Huge Knob’ looked Beyoncé up and down like a heifer at the state fair before doing the same to me.

“I’m kind of leaning towards Wonder Woman,” the behemoth said.

“Then Wonder Woman it is,” the leader said, looking me up and down while giving off serial killer vibes.

“Thanks, Beyoncé. Can you please take over Wonder Woman’s service area?” Uncle Marty said.

The following two hours were enlightening, to say the least. Descriptions of women that I assumed disappeared last century flowed freely. And my ass got numb from all the attention. I even had to use my lasso and bracelets when things got a little out of hand. But it was fun. The guys consumed a lot of alcohol, and Uncle Marty broke an alcohol service record. And my tips were almost double anything I’d earned before. CJ got a little jealous when she noticed how much I raked in. But her new boyfriend surprised her with a romantic date, which left her suddenly appearing more than happy.

CJ’s surprise departure left me without a lift. Uncle Marty drove a patron home, leaving me to make my own way. I wrapped a coat around myself and set off towards home. After seeing a large dark figure a few hundred feet down Main Street, I headed down West 8th Street towards Rhode Island Street. Just to be safe. The coat covered me head to toe, totally blocking my Wonder Woman costume. A noise behind me sounded as I set off from the nightclub, but I didn’t look around and put it down to squirrels. But as I turned the corner into Rhode Island Street, a large male approached me. Now I’d never been in a fight before and had no skills or desire to be in one. So, I crossed the street, making it look intentional. Unfortunately, the guy did the same.

I kept my cool and walked forward with purpose, channeling my inner Wonder Woman strength. As the man reached about twenty feet in front of me, I suddenly recognized him. It was the behemoth. And his smile told me what was on his mind.

“Hey Jenny, fancy seeing you here.”

“I just live a couple of doors away.”

“Now we both know that isn’t true, don’t we? But let’s not quibble with words. I’ve got something else in mind.”

“I’ve got a boyfriend, you know. And he won’t be happy.”

“Oh, the rookie. Why isn’t he walking you home? Anything could happen to a stunner like you out here.”

I stood frozen to the spot, holding my coat closed tightly.

“Hey, captain. Thanks for waiting with Jenny. I’ll take it from here,” a voice behind me said.

I turned to see Zane standing a few feet behind me.

“Oh, there you are, darling. I was worried you’d forgotten me.”

Zane stepped forward, placed his arms around me and kissed me with venom.

The lip-lock must have lasted ten minutes. Prompting the behemoth to disappear into the shadows from which he’d come.

“How did you know?”

“Your mother told me to keep an eye on you.”

“But how, when?”


PART FOUR


CHAPTER ELEVEN


“YOUR MOTHER CALLED me when you were on your way to Lawrence. She told me she was worried about you, especially given the circles your uncle moved in. She texted me your uncle’s home and business addresses. I told her I’d keep you safe. Like I always have,” Zane said, still holding close.

“But what about the kiss? Why didn’t you run a mile when I kissed you?”

“Because it was the sweetest kiss of my life.”

“But you realize who I am. I’m Terry, your friend from school.”

“Then tell me this. Out of all the people in the bar you could have kissed, why did you choose me?”

“Because I’ve always wanted to kiss you. But never had the courage before.”

“Then you won’t mind if I kiss you again, Teri?”

“I’d be awfully disappointed if you didn’t.”

For the next ten minutes, we stood in Rhode Island Street, wrapped in each other’s arms, kissing with a passion I never knew existed. It was like fifteen years of pent-up passion released through my lips and tongue. Well, there was a little butt-squeezing that went on too.

“I can’t believe that I can finally kiss you after all these years, Zane.”

“I’m hoping we’re going to do a few other things as well.”

I pulled Zane towards me and felt his manhood bursting from his jeans.

“It seems little Zane is already ahead of you.”

“He always had a mind of his own, Teri. And wonderful instincts.”

Zane slid his arm around me and walked me down the street. It took a little over ten minutes to walk the two blocks. During which I discovered Zane was the squirrel I’d heard leaving the club. He believed the behemoth would seek me out. Apparently, he was obsessed with me.

“Well, that’s the pot calling the kettle black, isn’t it? Given you’ve been stalking me for weeks.”

“Guilty as charged,” Zane said as we arrived at my apartment.

We quietly walked up the two flights of stairs before I opened the apartment door.

“Your uncle always had interesting taste.”

“You wait until…oh, that’s right, you’ve already been inside. What was all that about?”

“I take business studies with Keri. She was my way to check in on you.”

“That’s a little stalker-ish, isn’t it?”

“It’s what I do,” Zane said, turning me towards him and kissing me with venom.

“Stop it. We don’t want to wake Keri.”

“Don’t worry, Teri. There’s no way she’s going to get any sleep tonight.”

Opening the door, I noticed that the light was on.

“What did I tell you about bringing people home?”

“Don’t worry. Zane’s on the pre-approved list,” I said, leading him inside and into my room.

“Well, I never,” Keri said.

“And she never will, Zane, if I’ve got any say.”

“Wow, Wonder Woman! It looks like you’ve lured me to your lair. Whatever are you going to do to me?”

“Well, I’ve never done anything like this before. But I’ve sure got some interesting ideas.”

“Sounds intriguing. What did you have in mind?”

“Strip down and show me that athletic body.”

I stood still, savoring every move Zane made. First, he unbuttoned his shirt, revealing a physique that Arnold Schwarzenegger would have been proud of. Seconds later, his black jeans pooled around his ankles, revealing a tight pair of Calvin Kleins that were almost bursting at the seams.

“Do you want Wonder Woman or Teri?”

“Let’s start with Wonder Woman. But feel free to ditch the wig.”

I carefully removed the wig and placed it safely aside. There was no way I could afford to replace it on my measly wage. I then worked out that the shorts and tucking tape would also have to go. I peeled the tape off in record time. By the time I turned around about sixty seconds later, Zane was completely naked. No shoes and socks, no jeans around his ankles, and definitely no Calvin Kleins. After years of curiosity, I finally checked out Zane’s equipment. Not merely sneaking a quick peek in gym class. And I was not disappointed. Standing a solid seven inches and as straight as a die, I struggled to take my eyes off Zane’s weapon.

Stepping forward, I reached out and grazed Zane’s weapon with the back of my hand.

“I see everything is in order here, Zane.”

“Perhaps you should double-check, just in case.”

I turned my hand over and ran it from root to tip just to be sure.

“Do you want to know what Wonder Woman has in her panties?”

“I do, so badly.”

“Right answer.”

A smile spread across Zane’s gorgeous face.

While continuing to caress Zane’s weapon, I pulled my five-inch toy from my silken panties. I noticed Zane’s attention drift away from my eyes, and lust replace the smile on his gorgeous face. I stepped forward and wrapped my right hand around both tools. My hand only just stretched that far, but the sensation of soft skin on soft skin sent chills up my spine. As my lips approached Zane’s, my hand slid softly along both our tools. All Zane could do was stand straight up like a soldier and open his mouth to allow my tongue inside.

Zane’s kisses were sweet, at first. But after around twenty seconds, his breathing became ragged. His weapon was super-sensitive. But granted he had been hard much longer than me. And my hand action ensured he got his fair share of attention. My excitement rose with each stroke of our tools. My legs trembled. I wasn’t sure whether it was the four-inch heels or my hand action. Suddenly and without warning, Zane’s nectar exploded from his weapon, with mine doing the same seconds later. Thankfully, both streams landed fairly and squarely on Zane’s chest.


CHAPTER TWELVE


“OH MY GOD, that was incredible.” Zane said.

“You ain’t seen nothing yet, handsome.”

I pushed Zane back against the bedroom door. A silk dressing gown provided all the padding he needed. After kissing Zane with venom and circling his heavenly mouth with my tongue, I slid my hand onto his weapon and brought it back to life. It took less than five seconds.

With Zane more than ready for the second stanza, I slowly dropped to my knees, kissing my way down his neck, across his ears, down his chest, and finally down his abs. We both knew where I was heading, but the journey there was every bit as delicious as the destination. I kneeled before Zane, his muscular hand resting behind my neck. He wasn’t just willing me forward; he was steering me. But I didn’t mind. Wonder Woman was in total control, and this rookie would have to wait patiently for his pleasure.

“You don’t know how long I’ve wanted to do this, Zane.”

I plunged my lips over Zane’s weapon and pushed deep. Just like I’d seen in those videos on the internet. I gagged a little at first, but quickly relaxed my throat and pushed on. There was no way I was going to let anything come between me and pleasuring Zane by mouth. I’d dreamed of this moment for most of my life, and nothing would stand in my way.

“Oh, yes, Teri. That’s amazing.”

I slid back and worked my tongue around the head of Zane’s weapon. Every action was totally foreign to me. But I was a quick learner. And I zeroed in on what made Zane smile, what made him coo, and what sent his heart into overdrive. I used my hand to massage his balls and to shorten my stroke. I was worried about getting whiplash from working his monster. But after every few short strokes, I’d go deep and let my throat do what a hundred hands could not.

“I’m coming,” Zane screamed.

But rather than back off, I went harder. I desperately wanted to ruin Zane for any other girl. To please him in a way that kept him coming back. Only to me. I upped the pace and held deep every second stroke. Blood pumped through his weapon as he leaned back against the bedroom door. Just one more…

That first orgasm by mouth sent a flood of Zane’s nectar deep down my throat. I wasn’t sure how I would breathe as my mouth and throat filled with his warm, salty gift. But I survived. More than that, I thrived. Consuming every drop, Zane delivered while still wanting more.

“Wow, you sure know your way around down there.”

“I’ve picked up a few tips from the girls.”

“Which girls?”

“There’s only one girl you need to think about pleasing.”

“Yes, Wonder Woman.”

I stood and pushed Zane back against the bedroom door. Leaning forward, I shared my recent bounty with him generously.

“Now, I think it’s about time you manned up and did some of the work, Zane.”

“Sure, anything. Your wish is my command.”

“Then lather that monster up with lube and join me on the bed.”

The smile on Zane’s face conveyed more than a thousand words.

After dropping my silk panties, I grabbed a handful of lube and liberally applied it across my ass. I expected it to be a little tender where the tape had been. But after a few weeks at the club, it seemed my body was adjusting. Still, knowing that Zane’s length wasn’t the only thing to be worried about, I kneeled on the bed eagerly waiting for Zane’s approach. The bed moved left and right as Zane climbed onto it. Then sweet kisses landed on either ass cheek.

“I want you deep inside me, Zane.”

“Good things come…”

“…NOW!”

That sparked Zane into immediate action.

As Zane shuffled into position on the bed behind me, his hand attached to my left shoulder. Next, his weapon teased my lubed-up ass, sliding up and down to prepare for the grand entry. That first push surprised me. I’d read about it but had never experienced the joys. The first thrust went in about three inches before Zane pulled back.

“Is that hurting you?”

“Just ram it in there, Zane.”

I held firm as Zane’s weapon slid deep inside me. Thankfully, the lube did its trick and helped ease the way. And although the journey was a little shaky, the destination proved to be all that I had wished for. Zane’s ball sack slapped against my ass cheeks, while a sense of euphoria washed over me.

“Yes, that’s it.”

Zane took the initiative and placed his hands on my hips. Securely locking in my movement as he thrust his hips forward with increasing abandon. He mixed things up a little, changing angles again and again. And each time he did, I received a new sensation, all of which were equally amazing. Just different. Zane pushed harder and harder as he got closer to orgasm. I worried he might drive a hole straight through me. But each time his weapon hit my target at the end of a stroke, I lost all control and screamed uncontrollably.

“I’m going to come,” Zane moaned.

“Keep pushing. You’re not done yet.”

Zane pushed deeper and deeper as I almost lost all control of my senses. The force of his pelvis against my ass sent me forward an inch at a time. But this was what I wanted. To feel Zane deep inside me filled me with passion and power.

“I’m coming,” Zane screamed.

With Zane holding deep, I savored every second of his delivery. His weapon quivered deep inside me as it delivered his seed. A warmth spread out from within my body. You could almost call it an inner glow. Zane grasped my hips with all his power until every last drop of his gift had been delivered. And once a quiet pop sounded, I collapsed onto the bed, and Zane dropped on top of me.


CHAPTER THIRTEEN


THAT NIGHT, I doubt Keri got any sleep at all. But Zane and I didn’t care. Fifteen years of desire had come to a head, and we weren’t about to waste a single moment of it. I wanted to try out a few positions CJ had told me about, and Zane even added a few of his own. Where they came from, I didn’t ask. I was just happy that he tried them out with me as his partner. Making love to Zane, whether it was spooning or heavy forking, just felt right. Totally natural and wondrous. It felt like we were meant to be.

I attended the opening football game of the season. And every game after that. It’s just that rather than turning up as ‘Bad Sandy’ or Wonder Woman, I arrived as Teri. Zane’s super-hot girlfriend from back home. CJ helped me find my style. And one that wasn’t based on Walmart’s latest fashions. In my personal time, I quickly blossomed into the girl I was destined to be. And that even inspired me to think about what to study in college. Apart from Zane, of course.

Keri eventually recovered from losing Zane to her cousin. I think she understood that the cards were stacked against her. And that nothing could stand in the middle of first love. She dated a few business students before settling down with an accountant. Something that impressed Uncle Marty no end. Somehow, her beau got wrangled into doing the books for the club and became ingrained in the family business.

CJ’s new boyfriend was everything her old boyfriend wasn’t. A college student, he played basketball for the Jayhawks and was a gentle giant. Never again did I see her sporting a black eye, and if anybody even got close to overstepping the mark at the club, he sprang out of the shadows like a superhero to protect her. He even got a job as security for the club. Something that made all the talent and service staff very happy. I may have dressed as Wonder Woman half the time, but my skills were nothing like the costume indicated.

I eventually moved in with Zane. It turned out that the full-ride sporting stars got spacious apartments in the middle of Lawrence. I suppose it was part of easing them into being global superstars one day. Or at least that’s what Zane told me. And once a week, I’d overhear Zane speaking with my mother on the phone. Assuring her that I was alright. And convincing her that my Gap Year had brought me out of my shell.
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FINDING ME
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Have you ever done something you knew was stupid? Something that stops you from being you.

Charlie Brown is stuck living a double life. Unwilling to fully commit to her desired life, she spends all week living a past that she hates.

But when weekends come around, this caterpillar morphs into the best version of herself. And life suddenly has endless possibilities.

So, when a new neighbor, Tom, moves in and catches Charlie’s eye, she must make a tough decision. One that could have life-changing consequences.

If you like transgender romances full of heart and soul, you’ll love ‘FINDING ME’. The latest story from indie author Yumi Cox.

Will Charlie finally embrace her future self, or will she be stuck living in the shadows forever?


HALLOWEEN EVE
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Is there a better holiday than Halloween? The one opportunity we get to truly transform and become whoever we desire.

Stefano Belladonna lived a life most people only dreamed of. As a visiting principal with the Royal Ballet, thousands of people paid outrageous money to watch him perform.

But even ballet dancers need a day off occasionally. And the opportunity to let the hair down and become someone else.

And what could be a better opportunity than Halloween Eve in a foreign land? Especially when you get invited to the hippest party of them all. An event that only the select few get invited to.

If you like transgender romances full of tricks and treats set in rambling castles, then you’ll love ‘HALLOWEEN EVE’. The latest story from indie author Yumi Cox.

Will Stefano grasp the opportunity to become someone new? And experience a totally different slice of life?


IF THE SHOE FITS
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Have you ever given in to pure desire? Something that caught you totally by surprise.

Jordan McMillan is a successful up-and-coming beautician with a style that is in demand. But Jordan dreams bigger.

So, when Jordan takes the jump and moves from suburban Boston to downtown Chicago, everything is on the line. With no place to live and no regular job, Jordan needs things to happen instantly.

And when Jordan’s work catches the eye of Chicago modeling royalty, things appear to have turned to gold. All of Jordan’s dreams seem to be coming true.

But when Jordan crosses a line. One that should never be crossed. Jordan places everything at risk.

If you like transgender romances with an equal dose of action and heart, then you’ll love IF THE SHOE FITS. The latest story from indie author Yumi Cox.

How will Jordan put the genie back in its bottle? Or are some things changed forever?


EMBRACING HALEY
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Could the worst moment of your life lead to the best?

Haley White is a shy and nerdy college student living in the shadows at Troy University. Sure, Haley has a few friends, but she’s too guarded to be popular in any sense of the word.

Until Haley lets go one Saturday night and wakes up somewhere completely foreign. A place filled with danger, and intrigue, and size sixteen sneakers.

That one night has the potential to change the course of Haley’s life. And show her a life that she could only dream of.

If you like transgender romance stories full of action and heart, then you’ll love ‘EMBRACING HALEY’. The latest story from indie author Yumi Cox.

Does Haley have the confidence to move past one drunken night and live her new life to its full potential?


SAY YES
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Can you tell the difference between admiration and lust? Can one turn into the other?

Robby Young is wasting his gap year. Unsure where real passion lays, he dreams about his future, while lounging about his parents’ house, doing little all day.

But Robby’s world turns on its head when his sister returns from college. Not only does she pierce his private universe, she’s got dirt on him.

Thankfully, Robby’s sister also has an eye for a deal. And when asked a favor, she spots the perfect win-win opportunity. One that will push Robby to his limits.

If you like transgender romance stories with a touch of celebrity, like ‘Notting Hill’, then you’ll love SAY YES. The latest story from indie author Yumi Cox.

Will Robby grab the opportunity with both hands and run with it, or return to merely dreaming about life?


STREAMING IN
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Have you ever had to say no to something you desperately craved?

Jude Johnson has spent eighteen years living in the shadows of others. Unpopular, and with no real friends, Jude hopes to turn over a new leaf in a new country. And a four-year Computer Science degree at Berkeley offers the perfect opportunity.

But sometimes your past follows you. And in this case, it’s Bevan Birmingham-Brownhall, who follows Jude with his very own view of a happy ending. And not one ever likely to be shared by Jude.

So, when a misunderstanding enables Jude to gain popularity and fulfill almost every dream, there’s only one thing that threatens Jude’s perfect future. And could hi-jack the happily ever after opportunity.

If you like romances where the stakes are high yet have a touch of intrigue, then you’ll love STREAMING IN. The latest novel from indie author Yumi Cox.

Can Jude embrace the future while taking care of the past?


ABOUT YUMI
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Yumi Cox is a young writer on the rise from the beautiful city of Newcastle, Australia via Kyoto, Japan.

Growing up amongst the rich culture of Japan, Yumi was able to explore her imagination through comic books, short stories and classic novels.

Moving to Australia at age thirteen, she experienced passion, love and sex for the first time, which she channels into her writing.

Yumi spends her time equally between the traditional and reserved Japan and the youthful and vibrant Australia.

Yumi chose to become a writer of erotic romance in order to embrace the duality of her life.

Checkout Yumi’s novels on Amazon or Goodreads.

Or follow her on Facebook or Twitter.

STORY IDEAS ARE ALWAYS WELCOME

If you’ve got an idea for a novel, or there’s a kink you particularly like, drop Yumi an email – she’d love to include your feedback in her next novel!

Want to get in touch with her? That’s also easy! Email: yumi@yumicox.com
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