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Introduction

“A guy can’t be the leading lady!”
This is an illustrated romance novella, complete with beautiful images inside. Enjoy!

∞∞∞

I was never one of the boys in Bellrose.

I was too soft, too pretty, too easy to laugh at. The boys called me a sissy. The girls looked at me like I was something pathetic and unfinished. And Angela Princeton—cheer captain, queen bee, and girlfriend of star jock Perry Klein—made humiliating me her favorite hobby.

So I decided to destroy her in the most beautiful way I could.

When the school announced Swan Lake, Angela thought the starring girl role was already hers. I auditioned for it anyway. And when I won, I set out to become the kind of girl no one in this town could ignore.

I studied everything in secret—makeup, posture, voice, softness, elegance. I learned how a little lip tint could change a mouth, how a tighter waist could change a silhouette, how perfume, poise, and the right look could turn ridicule into obsession.

What started as revenge turned into something hotter, stranger, and far more dangerous. With every feminine change, I became more captivating. More wanted. More powerful.

More like Dana.

Soon the same school that mocked me couldn’t stop watching me. Girls wanted my beauty secrets. Boys stared too long. And Perry Klein, the golden boy who used to stand there and let Angela tear me apart, started looking at me like I was the only thing in the room.

I should have hated that.

Instead, I started recording every stare, every confession, every forbidden moment, planning to use his obsession as the final humiliation.

But the deeper I fell into Dana, the less this felt like a role—and the more dangerous it became to pretend I could still control it.

Because revenge was easy.

Becoming myself was the part that could ruin me.

Clutch your Pearl Necklace Tight and

Prepare for a Transgender Romance Ride!

Note: This novella contains transgender romance, gender transformation, rapid feminization, enemies-to-lovers tension, coming-of-age themes, and first-time feminization. Some names, places, and details may resemble real ones, but this story is a work of fiction.

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 Girl Role.


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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BY THE TIME senior year started, I had learned there were a hundred ways to get called a faggot before first period. Some were loud. Some were lazy. Some came gift-wrapped in fake concern.

“Dylan, babe, you know there’s no shame in just coming out.”

“Are you doing drag for Halloween again or is that just your face?”

“You’d be so pretty if you stopped pretending.”

And of course, the classics, tossed across the hallway like dodgeballs.

“Sissy.”

“Fairy.”

“Girl.”

The one I hated most was when they said it like they already knew me better than I knew myself.

Like my whole life was a reveal they were entitled to.

I kept my head down and my books hugged to my chest as I walked through the east hallway that Monday morning, aiming for homeroom before the traffic jam near the trophy cases could trap me. I had a system. Stay close enough to the lockers to slip through gaps. Don’t make eye contact. Don’t react. Reacting fed them. Silence starved them.

Usually.

That morning, silence wasn’t enough.

I heard Angela Princeton before I saw her. You always did. Her laugh carried like a cheer routine had learned how to sneer.

“Oh my God,” she said, drawing the words out. “Look. He’s doing that thing again.”

I kept walking.

“That little nervous church mouse walk?” another girl said.

Angela and two other cheerleaders stood by the water fountain in their red-and-white warm-up jackets, all lip gloss and ponytails and expensive contempt. Angela herself looked polished before eight in the morning in a way that felt almost supernatural—honey-blonde hair curled at the ends, lashes perfect, skin glowing like cruelty burned calories.

She tilted her head at me.

“Dylan,” she called sweetly, “you know you can just say you want to be one of us.”

A few boys nearby laughed.

I kept walking.

She stepped sideways, blocking half the hallway. “I mean, seriously. We’d all respect you more if you stopped being weird and just admitted it.”

There it was. The demand. The invitation disguised as mercy.

Admit it.

Say it.

Label yourself for our convenience.

My grip tightened around my books hard enough to bend the paperback cover of The Dark Knight Returns tucked beneath my history binder. “Move.”

Angela placed a manicured hand over her heart. “Wow. Touchy.”

One of the football guys near the trophy case snorted. “Careful, Ange. He might steal your mascara.”

More laughter.

I knew better than to look, but I did anyway, because I was weak, or stupid, or seventeen.

That was when I saw Perry Klein leaning against the far locker bank with two teammates.

He wasn’t laughing.

He also wasn’t doing anything useful.

He stood there in his black practice hoodie and jeans, one shoulder against the metal door, broad and solid and aggravatingly handsome in the effortless way boys like him always were. Brown hair a little messy. Square jaw. Athletic build that made every movement look like slow-motion sports footage. He had one hand hooked into his pocket and that familiar unreadable expression on his face, like he was already somewhere else in his head.

His eyes met mine for half a second.

Then he looked away.

That somehow hurt worse than if he’d joined in.

Angela followed my line of sight and smiled like she’d caught a scent of blood. “Oh, don’t tell me.” She turned dramatically. “Perry, is this awkward for you? Should we all leave you two alone?”

Her friends dissolved into giggles.

Perry straightened, expression tightening. “Angela.”

“What?” she said innocently. “I’m being inclusive.”

I could feel the heat crawling up my neck. Hallways in small Southern schools had a way of turning into courtrooms. Everybody was watching without looking like they were watching. Measuring your face. Waiting to see whether you’d flinch.

I hated that I could never give them the performance they wanted. Not the breakdown. Not the confession. Not the neat little statement. I didn’t have one ready. I didn’t owe one. But in a place like Bellrose, not volunteering your own narrative just meant other people wrote it for you.

I shifted my books and stepped around Angela. “You should try out for sainthood next. Since you care so much about my soul.”

A few people made that involuntary ooh sound. Tiny. Not enough to matter.

Angela’s smile sharpened. “You should try out for honesty.”

I stopped.

Just for a second.

It was a mistake. She saw she’d landed something.

Her voice dropped lower, silkier. “Seriously, Dylan. Nobody cares if you’re gay. It’s just embarrassing watching you do all this”—she made a vague fluttering motion with her hand at my whole body—“and then act like we’re the weird ones for noticing.”

The worst part was that part of what she said was always almost true in a way designed to make me doubt my right to be angry. I was soft. I did move wrong by their standards. My voice wasn’t deep enough, my wrists weren’t still enough, my face wasn’t hard enough. They acted like observation was innocence. Like what they did was simply notice.

Noticing wasn’t neutral when it came with teeth.

I looked at her. Really looked.

At the perfect curl of her hair. The smug tilt of her mouth. The confidence of somebody who had never once in her life had to beg a room to stop staring.

And before I could stop myself, I said, “You spend more time thinking about what I am than I do.”

The hallway went quiet in that delicious, dangerous way quiet sometimes came.

Angela’s smile froze.

One of her friends let out a tiny shocked laugh before swallowing it.

Then Perry did the worst thing possible.

He looked at me.

Not past me. Not away.

At me.

And in his face was something I couldn’t stand to see.

Not disgust.

Not amusement.

Something closer to surprise. Respect, maybe. Interest. Like I’d stepped out of focus and back in.

Angela recovered first, because girls like Angela always did. “Aw,” she said. “He thinks he ate.”

I forced myself to move again.

This time she let me pass.

But as I walked away, I heard one of the boys murmur, not especially quietly, “Still a faggot.”

And from somewhere behind me, one of the girls said, “Can’t wait till he finally admits he wants to be a girl.”

I made it to homeroom with my face composed and my stomach in knots.

That counted as a victory.

Barely.

By lunch, the whole school felt like it was humming.

It didn’t take much. One hallway moment, one stupid line, one cheerleader with too much free time, and suddenly everybody had a version of the story. Bellrose High was like that. A red-brick fishbowl with Bible verses framed in some teachers’ classrooms, booster club moms who knew everybody’s business, and boys who could slam each other into the mud on Friday nights and still be praised on Sunday for leadership.

I sat at the far end of a cafeteria table with my tray and a comic folded inside my economics notebook, trying to disappear into the noise.

I liked heroes. Always had.

Not because I thought I was one.

Because I wasn’t.

Batman. Spider-Man. Daredevil. The X-Men. Anybody who knew what it was to be watched, misunderstood, turned into a symbol by people who didn’t care what it cost. I even loved the women more than I admitted out loud—Elektra, Jean Grey, Black Widow, all those dangerous beautiful creatures who never had to ask permission to be devastating.

Maybe that was pathetic. Maybe I just liked capes and dramatic suffering.

Either way, comics made more sense to me than real people did.

In comics, the cruelty at least had style.

“You know if you glare at the tater tots long enough, they still won’t become edible.”

I looked up to see Tess Mercado dropping into the seat across from me with a carton of chocolate milk and an expression like the cafeteria had personally offended her. Tess wasn’t exactly popular, which was one reason I tolerated her. Black nail polish, chipped eyeliner, vintage band tees under school-approved jackets, and the kind of dry delivery that made adults think she had an attitude problem. I liked her on principle.

“Maybe they’ll feel ashamed and change,” I said.

She stabbed one with a plastic fork. “Nothing in this town feels shame.”

That got a smile out of me.

Tess leaned in a little. “So. You embarrassed Angela Princeton before nine a.m. Are we entering our villain era?”

“I don’t have an era. I have bad luck.”

“Bad luck is random. Angela is curated.”

I snorted, then glanced instinctively across the cafeteria.

There they were.

Angela in the center of her usual orbit near the windows, golden and loud and arranged. Perry a few feet away at the athletes’ tables, shoulders relaxed, laughing at something one of his friends said. Even at a distance he drew the eye in that annoying gravitational way. You could tell who had always belonged in a room by how much space their bodies took up without apology.

He looked over.

Just once.

And I had the absurd, humiliating sensation that he’d been looking for me.

I dropped my gaze immediately.

Tess followed it, because Tess missed nothing. “Oh no.”

“What?”

“You have jock trouble.”

“I do not have jock trouble.”

“You have specific jock trouble.”

I unwrapped my plastic fork with more violence than necessary. “Perry Klein is Angela’s accessory. That’s all.”

Tess made a face. “That man looks at you like he’s trying to remember a dream.”

I nearly choked on air. “Please never say that to me again.”

She grinned. “You noticed, though.”

“I notice when weather exists too. Doesn’t mean I’m in love with thunderstorms.”

“Sure.”

I pointed my fork at her. “And for the record, he does nothing. Which is somehow worse. He just stands there while she turns me into a public service announcement.”

Tess’s expression softened around the edges. “Yeah,” she said. “That part, I know.”

I looked down at my tray. My appetite had already left the building.

The thing about cruelty in a place like ours was that it didn’t always come at you snarling. A lot of it came smiling, came joking, came wrapped in concern, came as passivity from people who should have known better. Angela was obvious. Easy to hate. Boys yelling slurs in hallways were easy too.

Perry’s kind of cowardice was harder.

He looked like somebody who could stop things.

He just didn’t.

Tess sipped her milk. “You know auditions for Swan Lake got posted, right?”

I blinked. “For the fall play?”

“Mm-hmm. Mrs. St. James is going fully unhinged artsy this year. Apparently she’s already fighting three parents and two assistant principals.”

I gave a short laugh. “Good for her.”

“Angela’s losing her mind over it,” Tess said. “She’s been talking like Odette’s already legally hers.”

That tracked. Angela liked any event where people were required to look at her on purpose.

“I’m sure Bellrose will survive if she gets another tiara for existing,” I muttered.

Tess raised a brow. “You sound bitter.”

“I sound observant.”

Across the room Angela threw her head back laughing at something, one hand on Perry’s shoulder like she owned him, the sunlight hitting her hair like a halo for bad people.

Something sour twisted low in my stomach.

Not jealousy. Not exactly. Just exhaustion. The kind that came from seeing the same script performed over and over until you wanted to set the stage on fire.

Tess followed my gaze again. “You ever think about doing theater?”

I barked out a laugh. “Tess.”

“What?”

“Be serious.”

“I am serious.”

“Have you met this school?”

She shrugged. “I have. It sucks. Mrs. St. James likes weird energy, though. You’ve got weird energy.”

“Thank you so much.”

“You know what I mean.”

I did, unfortunately. I also knew better than to let myself imagine things that would get me eaten alive.

No, thank you.

I finished lunch in silence, pretending to read while Angela laughed and Perry didn’t stop existing.

After school I walked home the long way because the weather had turned sharp and golden and because sometimes I needed the extra twenty minutes to let the day peel off me in strips.

Bellrose looked prettier from a distance. White church steeples, old porches, oak trees with low heavy branches, front yards that tried to hide what people said in the kitchens behind them. Our house sat on a quieter street on the wrong side of charming: pale siding that needed repainting, two flowerpots on the porch with more dirt than flowers, and a screen door that protested like it had opinions.

The second I pushed inside, Moth wound around my ankles like he was billing me for emotional neglect.

He was a black cat with one torn ear and the stare of a Victorian widow. We’d found each other two summers ago when he’d shown up under the porch too proud to beg and too skinny to leave.

“Hello to you too,” I muttered, dropping my backpack by the door.

The house smelled faintly like lavender detergent and the roast my mom had left in the slow cooker before work. She was still at the clinic, and would be until after six. It was just me, Moth, and the kind of silence that felt earned.

I fed the cat, microwaved leftover mac and cheese, and took my bowl upstairs to my room.

My room was the one place in the world that looked honestly mine. Stacks of comics and graphic novels. Movie posters. A battered bookshelf. A cheap desk under the window. Navy comforter, gray curtains, one lamp with a warm yellow bulb that made everything feel a little less ugly. I flopped onto the bed and opened the newest issue I’d been saving, but my eyes kept sliding over the panels without taking them in.

Angela’s voice from the hallway.

Perry looking away.

Then looking.

The old ache came back, familiar as weather.

I hated that they could ruin the texture of a whole day without ever laying a hand on me.

By ten-thirty I was still awake, lit only by my laptop screen, drifting through forums and clips and recommendation rabbit holes. One minute I was reading fan arguments about whether Batman counted as a hero or a trauma-rich fascist. The next I was watching scene compilations from revenge movies. Then an algorithm with a suspicious sense of humor offered me a title I’d heard before but never watched.

Sympathy for Lady Vengeance.

I clicked because I was bored.

I stayed because I couldn’t look away.

The movie got under my skin immediately—its beauty, its patience, the elegance of a woman refusing to stay what the world had made of her. Not loud revenge. Not chaotic revenge. Revenge that was styled. Controlled. Beautiful enough to make people lower their guard before the knife went in.

By the final act I’d forgotten I was cold.

By the end credits, my heartbeat felt wrong.

I sat there in the blue-dark of my room, laptop warmth on my legs, Moth curled against my foot, and stared at my own reflection in the blackened window.

I wasn’t brave.

That was the truth I never said out loud.

I wanted to be. God, I wanted to be. I wanted to be one of those heroes who took the hit and kept standing, one of those women in stories who turned humiliation into spectacle and spectacle into power. But wanting and being were not remotely the same thing. In real life, I kept my head down. In real life, I survived things instead of transforming them.

My laptop autoplayed some local-school content next, probably because the internet enjoyed mocking me. A shaky vertical video from Bellrose High Theater popped up. Somebody from last year’s production had posted rehearsal clips. Below it was a newer announcement from the school arts page.

AUDITIONS — FALL PRODUCTION: SWAN LAKE
Open casting. All seniors encouraged to audition.

I clicked.

Mrs. St. James stood in the auditorium in huge earrings and a black turtleneck, talking with both hands like she was conjuring weather. “This production,” she declared to the camera, “will be about transformation, duality, discipline, and truth in performance. We will not be limited by timid imagination.”

I almost laughed.

Then she said, “Odette and Odile require range, vulnerability, danger, and presence.”

And something in me went still.

I thought of Angela at lunch, already draped in ownership. I thought of the way she said be honest as if honesty belonged to people like her. I thought of how the whole school loved to turn me into a girl as insult, as spectacle, as accusation.

What would happen if I did it on purpose?

Not as surrender.

As conquest.

My pulse thudded hard enough to feel in my throat.

It was stupid. Impossible. Social suicide with choreography.

But the idea arrived so cleanly it didn’t feel like invention. It felt like discovery.

Angela wanted the lead because she thought beauty entitled her to it.

What if I took it?

What if I walked onto that stage and made every person who had ever laughed at me sit there and look?

What if I became exactly what they accused me of—only better than anything they imagined?

I stood up too fast, my knees bumping the edge of the desk.

Moth opened one eye, unimpressed.

“No,” I whispered.

But it wasn’t a rejection. It was fear trying to dress itself as common sense.

I paced once across the room, then back again.

It made no logical sense. I didn’t dance. I had no theater background beyond being dragged to enough superhero movies to understand dramatic timing. I lived in a town where boys got punished for the softness of their wrists. Auditioning for the lead female role in Swan Lake would not just attract attention. It would detonate it.

And yet.

I thought of Lady Vengeance’s immaculate face. Her patience. Her transformation into somebody nobody could dismiss.

I thought of Angela’s laugh.

I thought of Perry looking at me in that hallway like maybe I had surprised him.

What I wanted, more than anything, was not to disappear.

What I wanted was to become unforgettable.

I sat back down at my desk and opened the audition information. My eyes tracked the date, the requirements, the rehearsal schedule. Monologue optional. Movement required. Open casting. Open casting. Open casting.

I said the words out loud just to hear how ridiculous they sounded.

“I’m going to audition for Odette.”

My room did not burst into flames.

Moth yawned.

I laughed then—quiet, disbelieving, a little wild.

Because the more I said it, the less it felt like a joke.

I turned the desk lamp toward the mirror propped against the wall and looked at myself.

Soft face. Too-dark eyes. Hair falling the wrong way over my forehead. A body that had always made people think they had rights to conclusions. I lifted my chin a little. Changed the angle. Looked again.

Not handsome, exactly.

Not the way Bellrose meant it.

But maybe that had never been the point.

I reached for my phone and opened the front-facing camera.

Onscreen, I looked startled. Then wary. Then curious.

Like somebody meeting his own witness.

“What would ruin them?” I asked the empty room.

The answer came instantly.

Not a fight in the hallway.

Not a confession dragged out of me for their entertainment.

Not even survival.

Elegance.

Beauty.

Winning the girl role.

My own reflection stared back, pale in the phone light.

For a crazy second, I could almost see it—not me as I was, but me sharpened. Composed. Beautiful in a way that frightened people. The kind of femininity that didn’t ask to be protected because it had already learned how to kill.

I lowered the phone slowly.

Tomorrow at school, Angela Princeton would still be queen of the building. Perry Klein would still stand at the edge of things pretending not to see. The whole machine would still be there, loud and smug and hungry.

But now there was something else too.

A plan.

Not a complete one. Not a sane one.

Just a spark.

And I knew enough about stories to understand that sparks were dangerous.

I clicked back to the audition form and filled in my name before I could lose my nerve.

Dylan Wormwood. Senior.

I hovered over the role preference line.

Then typed:

Odette/Odile.

My hand shook when I hit submit.

Afterward I sat there breathing hard like I’d jumped from somewhere high.

Maybe I had.

I closed the laptop and lay back on the bed fully dressed, staring up at the glow-in-the-dark stars I’d stuck to my ceiling when I was twelve and never bothered peeling off. Moth climbed onto my stomach and settled there with the solemnity of a curse.

In the dark, I replayed the hallway, lunch, the movie, the form.

A weird laugh kept trying to rise in my chest.

Not happiness.

Not yet.

Something meaner. Brighter.

Hope, maybe, in its ugliest early form.

By the time I finally started falling asleep, one thought kept circling with the steadiness of a blade being sharpened.

Angela thought the role was hers.

Everybody thought they already knew what I was.

They were about to find out those were two very different things.


Chapter 2
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I DID not tell anyone my plan because saying it out loud to another human being would have made it sound insane. Actually, that wasn’t true. It was insane. I just didn’t want anybody else getting to enjoy that fact before I had something to show for it.

So I treated the whole thing like a private operation.

At school, I acted normal, by which I mean I moved through the hallways with my usual low-level dread and pretended not to hear the jokes getting sharper now that the audition list had my name on it. Angela had found out by second period and weaponized it before lunch. By the end of the day, at least half the senior class knew I was trying out for the lead female role in Swan Lake, and the other half had probably heard a distorted version involving fishnets and a nervous breakdown.

I got called brave twice and freak once before last bell.

Bellrose loved opposites when they could both be said with contempt.

But once I got home and shut my bedroom door, I had rules.

No spiraling.

No pacing.

No chickening out.

Research first.

Execution second.

Panic later.

I sat at my desk with my laptop open, a spiral notebook beside me, and Moth sprawled on my bed like he was supervising a crime. The yellow light from my desk lamp made everything look warmer, safer, more forgiving than it really was. I wrote PROJECT SWAN at the top of the page, then crossed it out because it sounded stupid and too comic-book, and wrote ODETTE/ODILE instead.

Under that I made categories.

Movement
Face
Voice
Presence
Damage potential

That last one made me smile despite myself.

Then I started.

Ballet clips first.

Not the full performances yet. Technique breakdowns. Warmups. Teachers correcting shoulders, rib cages, wrists, neck lines, turnout. I watched girls no older than me hold themselves with an alien kind of precision, every inch of their bodies trained into elegance so disciplined it almost looked cruel. Grace, I realized very quickly, was not softness in the way people at school meant it. It was control. It was making effort disappear.

That interested me more than looking pretty.

Pretty was random. Pretty happened to people.

Control could be learned.

I watched one video three times because the instructor kept correcting the same thing: not the feet, but the head. “Your chin changes your whole story,” she said. “The audience reads your neck before it reads your steps.”

I wrote that down immediately.

Chin tells story. Neck matters.

Then posture videos. Then pageant walks, which I had expected to be silly and instead turned out to be weirdly militaristic. Hips under shoulders. Shoulders back but not hard. Step from the center line. Let the body arrive before the feet. Make the face calm even when the feet are working. Do not stomp. Do not bounce. Float, but intentionally.

Then old Hollywood.

Audrey Hepburn interviews. Grace Kelly clips. Women sitting still in a way that somehow drew more attention than most people moving. I started noticing hands. The placement of fingers on a teacup, the angle of a wrist, how a woman could turn her face half an inch and change from amused to untouchable.

I opened another page in the notebook.

Softness is not weakness if it’s deliberate.
Stillness can look expensive.
Everything reads.

It was ridiculous how quickly I got absorbed. By the time I clicked into makeup tutorials, I had stopped thinking of any of it as “girl stuff” in the vague insulting way people at school did. There was too much engineering involved. Too much visual strategy. Makeup wasn’t random decoration. It was shadow and proportion and trickery. Change the brow by a few hairs and the whole face sharpened. Add moisture to the mouth and suddenly a face looked more alive. Brighten under the eyes and innocence appeared out of nowhere.

I stared at my reflection in the little mirror propped on my desk.

My face, unfortunately, was still my face. Soft in ways I’d never asked for. Dark lashes I’d gotten from my mom. Mouth too full. Jaw not square enough. Features that had spent years getting me accused of things by people who thought observation was neutral.

Maybe that was why what I was doing felt less like building something new and more like investigating a rumor about myself.

I got up and went into the bathroom before I could think too hard about that sentence.

The overhead light was terrible and honest. I braced my hands on the sink and looked.

“Okay,” I said to nobody. “Tactical.”

My own face looked unimpressed.

I started small.

Lip balm first. We had a plain tube in the medicine cabinet. No tint, no shine, just moisture. I twisted it up, hesitated for one breath too long, then ran it over my mouth.

The effect was almost nothing.

Which somehow made it feel intimate.

My lips looked softer immediately. Not painted. Not obvious. Just… attended to. I tilted my face a little left, a little right. The lower lip caught the light differently. My mouth stopped looking bitten raw from nerves and weather.

I swallowed.

Electric was the only word for it, and even that sounded too dramatic until I felt it happen. Not arousal exactly. Not fear exactly. More like suddenly stepping near a live wire and realizing the fence you thought was dead had current after all.

“Tactical,” I repeated, but weaker.

Then I leaned closer to the mirror and examined my brows.

I had no intention of turning into some beauty guru in one night, but even I knew they could use cleaning up. I found the tweezers in the drawer, took a very deep breath, and plucked one obvious stray hair from underneath the arch.

I yelped.

The sound bounced off the bathroom tiles and embarrassed me in front of absolutely no one.

Moth appeared in the doorway like he’d come to witness my failure personally.

“Don’t,” I told him.

I plucked two more. Then a few from the other side, trying to keep things even. Nothing drastic. Just enough to make the line cleaner.

When I finally stepped back, the difference was subtle.

But subtle didn’t mean small.

My eyes looked larger. More intentional. Like my face had been edited for clarity.

I wrote that down too.

Brows = frame. Small changes matter. Painful. Do not overdo.

Back in my room, I kicked off my shoes and stood in socks on the worn patch of rug in front of my mirror. Movement. That was next.

I pulled up one of the posture clips and copied it badly. Shoulders lowered. Spine longer. Ribs tucked. Chin level. Weight distributed differently. I tried walking from one end of the room to the other and immediately looked like a hostage in a school pageant.

“Jesus,” I muttered.

Again.

Less stomping this time.

Again.

Don’t lead with the head. Don’t hunch defensively. Let the arms hang with intention. The trick, I was starting to understand, was not “walking like a girl.” That phrase was useless. The trick was removing apology from the movement. Boys in Bellrose could stomp and sprawl and take up space badly and still be read as naturally male because entitlement did most of the work for them. Femininity, at least the kind I was studying, was different. It required curation. You had to place yourself.

I tried crossing the room with my chin slightly tipped, then again with it lowered. The entire story changed. Higher chin looked aloof, expensive, untouchable. Lower chin with the eyes lifted made me look shy in a way I did not trust.

I tried eye contact in the mirror next.

That was worse.

I was used to looking at myself in fragments—hair, skin, collar, not the full locked stare. Holding my own gaze felt weirdly intimate, like I was trespassing. I practiced different expressions the actresses used in interviews: polite smile, mild amusement, cool indifference, hurt hidden under composure.

Most of them looked like I was having a medical event.

But then, once, I got something right.

I lifted my chin slightly, let my mouth soften, looked through my lashes instead of dead-on, and went still.

For half a second I startled myself.

Not because I looked like a girl. That would’ve been too simple, and untrue.

I looked… possible.

Not ridiculous.

Not finished either. But possible in the way a sketch is possible before it becomes a portrait.

I sat down fast at my desk and wrote until my wrist cramped.

Do not force. Subtle reads stronger.
Soft face + direct eye contact = dangerous.
Stillness better than overacting.
Need to study wrists/hands more.
Odette = sorrow/control. Odile = confidence/knife.

By the time I got to voice exercises, the room had gone dark outside the window. I watched a vocal coach explain resonance and breath placement, then another break down how pitch alone was a terrible disguise. What mattered was melody, softness of attack, where the sound sat. I tried copying her and hated every second of hearing myself.

“Hi,” I said experimentally.

I sounded like a boy trying not to be a boy, which was probably the least convincing sound on earth.

I tried again, lighter, breathier. Worse.

Then I stopped trying to imitate and just listened. The women I liked on screen didn’t all sound the same. Some were low. Some clipped. Some warm. Some cool. The point wasn’t to perform cartoon femininity. The point was intentionality again. Ending less flat. Starting less hard. Letting the voice arrive rather than hit.

I wrote:

Do not do fake voice. Find softer version of real one.

That sentence sat in my notebook heavier than it should have.

Because buried in it was an idea I didn’t want to inspect too closely—that maybe there was no clean line between pretending and revealing. That maybe this revenge plan was not me constructing an entirely false thing, but drawing a hidden version of myself in darker ink.

I snapped the notebook shut before that thought could spread.

No.

This was tactical.

Stagecraft. Warfare. Counterattack with better lighting.

I did not need it to mean anything else.

And yet when I got ready for bed and caught my reflection one last time—lips less dry, brows cleaner, posture altered by a day of attention—I felt that same bright dangerous current move through me again.

Not because I was becoming what they said.

Because trying felt good.

Which was much more frightening.

The next day after school I told myself I was staying late for practical reasons.

The auditorium had open access during activity hour. Mrs. St. James had posted audition material near the stage. I needed to look at the movement notes and maybe assess the room before making a total fool of myself in it. That was all. Entirely rational. Completely unrelated to the fact that being home would have meant thinking, and thinking too much was how people ruined usable insanity.

The school was quieter after final bell, the sound different when not packed full of bodies. Lockers clanged in the distance. Somewhere a basketball hit a gym floor in steady, echoing thumps. I pushed through the auditorium doors and stepped into cool dimness.

I loved theaters in the same way I loved churches I didn’t believe in. The hush. The stage lights hanging overhead like dormant stars. The sense that people came here to become larger or stranger than they were allowed to be in daylight.

Mrs. St. James had left packets on a table near the front row. I grabbed one and sat three seats from the aisle, reading through character notes and movement expectations with my backpack at my feet.

Transformation, duality, discipline, truth.

She really was shameless.

I had just reached the casting note about open interpretation when I felt, more than heard, somebody enter.

My shoulders tightened immediately.

Then a familiar voice said, “Didn’t mean to scare you.”

I looked up and there was Perry Klein standing in the aisle in his practice clothes, duffel bag slung over one shoulder, hair damp at the temples like he’d come straight from conditioning drills.

For one deranged second I thought maybe I had manifested him through sheer irritation.

“What are you doing here?” I asked.

“Stage manager left some set stuff in the gym. St. James told Coach I could bring it over.” He lifted a folded black fabric bundle a little, as proof. “You?”

“Obviously plotting my takeover of regional theater.”

A corner of his mouth moved.

I hated that I noticed.

He came a little closer, setting the bundle on the front row seat. “You staying for auditions practice?”

“I’m reading.”

“Right.”

The silence that followed wasn’t exactly awkward. It was worse than awkward. It was charged in a low stupid way, like static on dry skin. Perry stood there with one hand on the seat back in front of him, broad shoulders blocking part of the aisle light, and looked at me with that same maddening focus he’d had in the hallway yesterday.

Not mocking. Not pitying.

Just looking.

I turned another page in the packet so I’d have something to do with my hands. “If Angela sent you to do recon, tell her she can be less obvious.”

His expression changed—tightened, then flattened. “She didn’t.”

“Sure.”

“She didn’t,” he repeated. “I just saw your bag in here.”

That landed more personally than I wanted it to.

I kept my eyes on the packet. “Congratulations on basic object permanence.”

He let out a breath that might have been a laugh if either of us were having fun. “You always like this?”

“Only with people who stand around while their girlfriends treat me like roadkill.”

That did it. He went still.

Good.

I looked up then, because if I was going to say it, I wanted to watch it hit.

Perry held my gaze. There was color high on his cheekbones now, whether from practice or embarrassment I couldn’t tell.

“She’s been too much,” he said finally.

I stared at him.

Too much.

That was what he had to offer?

“Too much,” I repeated. “Wow. Thanks. Really nuanced.”

His jaw shifted. “I know she says—”

“No, you don’t get it.” I stood before I meant to, packet crumpling slightly in my hand. “Standing there while someone gets torn apart is still participation. You don’t get points for not laughing loud enough.”

The words rang sharper in the empty auditorium.

Perry absorbed them without interrupting, which almost annoyed me more. Most boys in his position would’ve gone defensive immediately. He didn’t. He just looked like each sentence was landing somewhere he couldn’t shrug off.

“I know,” he said.

I blinked.

That had not been the response I’d prepared for.

He glanced toward the stage, then back at me. “I know I should’ve said something.”

“Then why didn’t you?”

His eyes dropped for half a second. “Because I was a coward, probably.”

The bluntness of it stole my next line.

He rubbed the back of his neck, looking suddenly less like the golden boy from the cafeteria and more like an exhausted actual person. “And because with Angela, everything turns into a show if you push back. She keeps going harder. I thought not feeding it helped.”

“It didn’t.”

“I know.”

The quiet way he said it made me angry in a messier, less satisfying way.

Because what was I supposed to do with someone who wasn’t dodging? Someone who didn’t argue that I was overreacting, or claim it was a joke, or tell me I should lighten up? I had scripts for cruelty. I had no script for this low, ugly honesty.

So I said the next meanest thing available.

“Good. Glad we’re all learning.”

His eyes flicked up to mine. Not offended. Just tired. “You don’t have to forgive me.”

“I’m aware.”

Another pause.

Then he looked toward the packet in my hand. “You’re really doing it.”

I crossed my arms without thinking. “Doing what.”

“Auditioning.”

There was no mockery in it. That should have made it easier. Instead it made me hyperaware of my own body, the set of my shoulders, the softness I could never scrub out of my face no matter how flat I made my voice.

“Why wouldn’t I?” I asked.

Perry’s mouth tipped like he was almost smiling, but his eyes stayed serious. “Most people around here don’t have the guts.”

It hit me so hard I actually got angry.

Not at him. At the part of me that reacted.

I shrugged hard enough to be dismissive. “Maybe I just like making Angela miserable.”

“Maybe.” He looked at me for another second, then added, quieter, “Still takes guts.”

My throat did something unhelpful.

I looked away first, toward the stage. Dust moved in the slanted light above it. My heartbeat had gone irritatingly loud.

“Don’t act impressed,” I said. “You’re part of the reason it’s a big deal.”

“I know.” He hesitated. “I’m trying not to be that guy.”

That almost made me laugh for real. “That guy?”

“You know.”

“The one with the mean girlfriend and no spine?”

He winced, and I felt a small savage flare of triumph.

“Yeah,” he said.

For a second, neither of us spoke.

Then Perry nodded toward the packet. “What part are you reading?”

“Odette. Odile. Both.”

Something flickered across his face—surprise, maybe, and then something else I couldn’t place.

“I can see that,” he said.

I narrowed my eyes. “What does that mean?”

He looked almost embarrassed, which was deeply bizarre on someone built like a sports drink commercial. “It means…” He stopped, tried again. “You’ve got this thing when you’re mad. Like you’re quiet about it, but it’s worse.”

I stared.

Was he seriously psychoanalyzing me in an empty auditorium?

He must have seen something in my face because he added quickly, “That came out weird.”

“No, really,” I said. “Keep going. This is fascinating.”

His ears actually went a little red.

I would have enjoyed that more if I weren’t weirdly off-balance myself.

He took a step back, grabbing his duffel. “I should go.”

“Probably.”

He nodded once, then paused near the aisle end. “For what it’s worth, I hope you get it.”

I did not answer fast enough.

He looked at me like he knew I was deciding whether to say something cruel, then gave the faintest ghost of a smile and left.

The auditorium doors swung shut behind him with a soft padded thud.

I stood there holding the packet like it had offended me personally.

Then, because apparently I had no self-respect, I replayed the conversation in my head from the beginning.

You don’t get points for not laughing loud enough.

I know.

Most people around here don’t have the guts.

I hated how much that last one lingered.

Not because I believed Perry Klein had the authority to tell me what I was.

Because some disgusting buried part of me had wanted him to say something true.

Tess did not even bother pretending to be subtle.

“You look haunted,” she said the next afternoon, dropping a ring of keys into my hand behind the auditorium. “Which is ideal, honestly. Very black swan.”

I looked down at the keys. “What exactly am I being trusted with here?”

“Costume annex. Mrs. St. James thinks I’m checking inventory.” Tess leaned one shoulder against the painted cinderblock wall and studied me. “You are checking inventory. Spiritually.”

I stared at her. “Why are you helping me commit whatever this is?”

“Because this town deserves to suffer,” she said promptly. “Also because Angela Princeton cried in the girls’ bathroom this morning after finding out the costume team is excited about your audition and I think that should be rewarded.”

That pulled a laugh out of me before I could stop it.

Tess grinned like she’d achieved something noble. “There he is. Okay. Storage room’s down that hall, second door on the left. I’ll keep watch for adults and snitches.”

I turned the keys over in my palm. They felt heavier than they should have.

“Tess,” I said.

She raised a brow.

“What if I look stupid?”

Her expression changed just enough to make me regret asking.

“Dylan,” she said, and for once there was no sarcasm in it, “stupid is half the student body wearing camo to algebra because they think dip spit is a personality. You trying something hard in private does not rank.”

I snorted.

Then I looked away and said, quieter, “Thanks.”

“Don’t get mushy on me. Go put on a tragic skirt.”

The storage room smelled like dust, cedar, and old fabric.

When I flicked on the light, rows of costume racks came into view like sleeping ghosts—garment bags, sequins, military jackets from some ancient musical, baskets of gloves, boxes labeled WIGS and JEWELRY and SHOES. The air itself felt different in there. Thicker. More intimate. Like the room had been collecting discarded selves for decades.

I moved slowly at first, fingertips brushing satin, chiffon, velvet, stiff tulle. Some pieces were obviously too elaborate or too worn-out to be useful, but that wasn’t why my pulse was racing. It was the contact itself. Fabric as possibility. The quiet obscenity of touching objects designed for transformation.

I found a rack tagged REHEARSAL / CLASSICAL and stopped.

There it was.

A simple wrap rehearsal skirt in pale gray, soft and slightly sheer over black practice fabric. Beside it hung a few fitted character shoes with low heels, their straps delicate and old-fashioned. Not fetishistic. Not theatrical in the way people liked to mock. Just undeniably feminine in a plain disciplined way that made my stomach drop.

This was not fantasy anymore. This was material.

I checked the door twice even though I knew Tess was outside.

Then I reached for the skirt.

It was lighter than I expected. Cool against my hands. I found a corner behind a rolling rack, stripped down to my T-shirt and boxer briefs, and stood there for one awful second with the skirt in my hand thinking, This is insane.

Then I stepped into it.

The wrap tied at the waist with a simple knot. It sat differently than pants did, obviously, but the bigger shock was not the shape. It was the exposure. Air moved around my bare legs in a way that made me intensely aware of them. My hips. My thighs. The exact line from waist to knee.

I could not tell whether I wanted to laugh or throw up.

I settled for staring.

“Okay,” I whispered.

The character heels were next.

Those took longer. My hands shook enough that fastening the straps felt absurdly difficult. But once they were on, once I stood—careful, wobbly, breath held—the room tilted.

Not because the heels were high. They weren’t. The change was structural. Weight pitched forward. Spine corrected itself. Calves tightened. Pelvis shifted. My whole body got rearranged by about two inches of elevation and one impossible idea.

I took one step.

Then another.

Terrible. Catastrophic.

But not ridiculous.

That was the problem.

I moved toward the long mirror propped against the far wall and stopped in front of it.

The reflection waiting there made my breath catch.

It was still me. Flat chest under an ordinary T-shirt. Nervous mouth. Boy’s body in too many ways to pretend otherwise.

But the lines were changing. The skirt altered how my legs read. The heels altered how I held myself. If I lifted my chin, softened my shoulders, let one hand rest lightly at my waist instead of hanging like dead weight, the whole image shifted.

Unfamiliar.

Unfinished.

Not wrong.

My heart started beating so hard I could feel it in my fingertips.

I practiced turning. One hand to the side. Chin over shoulder. Pause. Step. Don’t stomp. Let the heel place, then the rest. The same notes from my room came rushing back: everything reads. Chin tells story. Stillness can look expensive.

I tried again.

This time when I caught my reflection, I saw not a joke but a draft.

Dana did not appear in a lightning strike. There was no magical before-and-after. Just a series of tiny choices rearranging the image.

I thought of Angela. Of the hallway. Of Perry in the auditorium saying I had guts.

Something hot and weird moved through me.

I took out my phone before I could stop myself and opened the camera.

The boy in the screen looked pale and startled in his rehearsal skirt and borrowed shoes.

Then I angled the phone lower, adjusted my posture, tilted my chin the way I’d practiced.

The image sharpened.

I hit record.

For a second I just looked at myself on-screen, breathing a little too fast.

Then I said, softly, “I’m not becoming what they say I am.”

I swallowed.

My voice sounded thinner than I wanted, but steadier too.

“I’m becoming what ruins them.”

The words hung in the stale costume-room air.

On the screen, my own face looked back at me with an expression I couldn’t fully read.

Determined, yes.

But beneath that, something more frightened.

More hopeful.

Like even now, even after all my notes and rules and tactical language, some part of me wasn’t sure whether this was really revenge—or whether I’d opened a door in myself that had been waiting much longer than Angela Princeton.

I stopped the recording.

In the silence after, my reflection stood there in the pale wrap skirt and low heels, half boy, half blueprint.

Not ridiculous.

Just unfinished.

And somehow that was much, much worse.


Chapter 3
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BY THE TIME audition day arrived, I had built myself a routine so precise it almost passed for courage. That was the trick I was learning. Courage rarely showed up first. Mostly it got faked into existence through process.

Wake up. School. Avoid Angela. Avoid mirrors until I could control what I saw in them. Keep my hands steady. Keep my voice flat enough not to reveal anything. Get through the day. Survive until after last bell.

Then become dangerous.

I had packed everything in my backpack that morning with the care of a bomb technician. A cheap zippered makeup pouch from the drugstore. Concealer I’d bought with cash at the pharmacy three towns over. A tinted lip balm. Mascara. A tiny brow pencil. A compact mirror. Bobby pins. Hair ties. A soft wig cap. And the wig itself, wrapped inside an old Bellrose High debate team T-shirt like a shameful sacred object.

The wig had taken me two days to find and another hour to cut very slightly with trembling hands. A little longer than shoulder length, with soft movement at the ends. Nothing cartoonish. Nothing pageant-big. I had not wanted to look like drag, not because drag wasn’t art, but because that wasn’t the weapon I needed. I needed plausibility. I needed elegance. I needed enough softness to knock the air out of a room.

I needed them to look, then regret laughing.

The final bell rang. Hallways burst open. Noise rolled through the building.

I took my backpack and slipped to the far end of the first-floor academic wing where the single-stall accessible bathroom sat near the counseling office. It was the only place in school with a lock, decent lighting, and enough privacy to ruin my life in peace.

The fluorescent lights buzzed overhead when I stepped inside and locked the door behind me.

For one second I just stood there, hands braced on the sink, staring at my own reflection.

School Dylan looked back at me: pale, tense, ordinary in a dark hoodie and jeans, hair unremarkable, face arranged into the neutral expression I wore like body armor. Somebody any crowd in Bellrose could classify in under ten seconds.

I set my bag down carefully.

“No chickening out,” I told the mirror.

My reflection did not look convinced.

I stripped off the hoodie first and folded it onto the closed toilet lid. Underneath I wore the black fitted rehearsal top Tess had “accidentally” left unclaimed from costume storage and a thin nude undershirt beneath that to smooth the lines of my torso. The top hugged more than any of my normal clothes did. Not enough to be obscene. Enough to make me aware of every inch of myself.

Then the skirt.

A simple black wrap rehearsal skirt over tights I had pulled on at home under my jeans in a maneuver so stressful it had shortened my lifespan by a week. I peeled the jeans off, folded them, tied the skirt at my waist, and stared as my lower half changed from blunt to legible in a totally different language.

Not female. Not yet. Not exactly.

Stylized.

Intentional.

I sat on the closed toilet lid and took out the wig cap. That part still made me feel like I was preparing for surgery. I tucked my hair under carefully, pinning the stubborn pieces flat until my head looked strange and vulnerable and a little too bare. Then I lifted out the wig.

My hands shook.

It wasn’t just fear anymore. It was anticipation, which was somehow more dangerous. I settled the wig over the cap, adjusted the hairline, tucked and pulled and smoothed until it sat right. The first few times I had done this at home, I had looked like a haunted substitute teacher. Now I at least looked like a person with a point of view.

The hair changed everything.

Hair always changes everything.

It softened the forehead. Framed the eyes. Altered the silhouette before I had even done anything to my face. I turned my head slightly left, then right, watching the ends move against my shoulders.

My stomach flipped.

Makeup next.

Not much. That was the rule. Too much and they’d laugh before I opened my mouth. Subtle enough and the face would read before the products did.

I dotted concealer under my eyes and around the sides of my nose, blending with my ring finger the way I had learned from a video where a woman with perfect skin casually rebuilt half her face in seven minutes. A little over the bluish shadow around my mouth, though there wasn’t much there to begin with. Then I brushed my brows upward and filled the arches just slightly so they looked cleaner and more deliberate. Mascara only at the outer lashes. One coat. Stop there. Tinted balm pressed into my lips with a fingertip, then blotted.

I leaned closer to the mirror.

The effect wasn’t dramatic until it was.

It didn’t look like makeup, not really. It looked like my face had been edited toward clarity. My eyes larger. Mouth softer. Skin more even. My features moved a step farther away from boyhood’s easy roughness and toward something harder to name.

I uncapped the cheap rollerball perfume I’d started using in tiny amounts and touched it to my wrists and the side of my neck. Clean, faintly floral, more suggestion than statement. Then I put on the low black character heels from costume storage and stood.

The posture arrived almost instantly now. Not naturally, but faster. Spine lifted. Shoulders softened instead of squared. Chin leveled. Weight changed.

I took a breath.

Then another.

Outside, voices swelled in the hallway.

My pulse kicked so hard it made my vision sharpen.

The auditorium would already be filling. Angela would be there. Perry too, probably. Half the school, if rumor had done its job. I imagined opening the bathroom door and stepping into all of it: the noise, the laughter, the eyes.

I sat down again, suddenly cold.

For a terrifying moment, my body tried to revolt. My hands went clammy. My throat tightened. The familiar old instinct rose up clean and brutal: abort mission. Change back. Go home. Claim illness. Live to be humiliated another day in simpler clothes.

Instead I opened my phone camera.

The person on the screen looked frightened, yes. But not absurd. Not fake. The line of the neck mattered. Chin mattered. Stillness mattered.

I lifted my gaze to meet my own.

“You wanted unforgettable,” I whispered.

Then I stood, gathered my discarded clothes and bag, unlocked the door, and walked out.

The first group to see me was not Angela.

It was three sophomore girls near the water fountain who went quiet so fast it felt like a suction in the air. One blinked. One visibly looked me up and down. The third grabbed her friend’s arm so hard the bracelets on her wrist clicked together.

I kept walking.

Two football boys by the stairwell noticed next. One barked out a laugh before he’d fully processed what he was looking at. The other stared with his mouth half open like his brain had missed a gear. Their reaction followed me down the hall in pieces—confusion, delight, cruelty trying to find the right angle.

By the time I reached the auditorium doors, enough people had seen me that the news had outrun my body.

The doors stood propped open. Students clustered outside and inside like they were waiting for a fight. Which, in a way, they were. Bellrose loved bloodsport as long as you called it school spirit or tradition or concern.

Then Angela Princeton turned around.

For one perfect second, she did not recognize me.

That was the first victory.

Then recognition hit and rearranged her whole face.

She was already in audition makeup and a pale practice dress that clung beautifully when she moved. Her hair was curled and pinned half up in that polished rich-girl way that made every light seem expensive around her. Her clique stood flanking her like backup singers.

“Oh my God,” she said, and this time there was no sweetness in it at all. “You actually did it.”

The girls around her started laughing instantly, relief-laughter, the kind people use when something threatens them and they need to reduce it fast.

One of them covered her mouth. “No, wait. Please turn around again.”

Angela stepped closer, eyes flicking over me with naked disbelief and then naked hatred. “What is this supposed to be?”

I could feel the crowd consolidating. Students drifting nearer under the excuse of finding seats. Phones already out, because this century had made humiliation archival.

I should have answered coolly. I should have had one of my polished lines ready.

Instead I said the first true thing that came to mind.

“An audition.”

That made them laugh harder.

Angela folded her arms. “Sweetie, this is Swan Lake, not a cry for help.”

The girls around her made approving noises.

From somewhere behind them, a boy called, “Give us a twirl, Dylan.”

Another voice: “Careful, he might actually be prettier than you, Ange.”

That drew a louder reaction—laughter, gasps, a couple of ugly whistles.

Angela’s expression tightened with such microscopic precision most people would have missed it.

I didn’t.

Which was exactly when the panic surged.

Not because of Angela. I knew Angela. Angela was simple. Venom in blonde packaging.

It was the room itself that got me. The crush of people. The smell of dust and perfume and floor cleaner. The fluorescent lobby light giving way to stage gloom inside. Every set of eyes crawling over me not in abstraction but in real time, at once, in a body I had deliberately made more visible than it had ever been before.

My chest tightened.

I suddenly wanted my hoodie. My jeans. My locked room. My cat. I wanted to peel myself out of the whole skin I had made and run.

I took one step backward.

Then a voice cut cleanly through the noise.

“That’s enough.”

Mrs. St. James emerged from the auditorium like judgment in dramatic earrings. Today’s pair were silver crescents that swung when she moved. She took in the scene in one sweep—Angela’s posture, my face, the ring of students vibrating with appetite.

“If any of you came here to audition,” she said coolly, “go warm up. If you came here to spectate cruelty, congratulations, you’re deeply boring.”

The crowd shifted, embarrassed in the weak performative way of people who still hoped the show might continue.

Angela smiled instantly, all innocence restored. “We were just being supportive.”

Mrs. St. James looked at her for a beat too long. “Then support quietly.”

She turned to me then, and her expression changed.

Not soft exactly. Softer.

“Walk with me,” she said.

I followed her toward the wings because disobeying her would have required a functional nervous system.

Once we were half-shadowed by curtains and mostly out of sight, she stopped and angled herself so nobody in the seats could read my face.

“Breathe,” she said.

I inhaled too fast.

“Again.”

I did.

My hands were trembling hard enough that I curled them into the rehearsal skirt just to hide it.

“I can’t do this,” I said, hating the way it came out thin and young. “This was a mistake.”

Mrs. St. James watched me the way directors probably watched fires—calmly, while calculating spread.

“No,” she said. “What happened out there is why you must.”

I laughed once, sharply. “That’s not comforting.”

“It isn’t meant to be.” Her voice lowered. “Listen to me, Dylan. The stage is the one place in this building where you owe nobody shame. Not your classmates. Not that dreadful child in curls. Not the boys who think derision is masculinity. Out there, the work is the work. Do you understand?”

I looked down.

She tilted her head until I had to meet her eyes.

“Do you understand?”

“Yes,” I said, though I wasn’t sure I did.

She gave a small nod and glanced at my face, my wig, the line of my shoulders. “You’ve prepared.”

The words landed somewhere strange in me. More gently than Perry’s had. More dangerously, maybe, because I wanted them.

“I tried,” I admitted.

“I can see that.” She did not smile. That made it mean more. “Good. Now go sit backstage and let them underestimate you. It will improve the ending.”

That almost made me laugh.

Almost.

I moved behind the curtain to the side seating area reserved for performers, pulse still wild but no longer entirely mutinous. From there I watched Angela take the stage when her name was called.

And because life enjoyed being complicated, she was very good.

Of course she was.

Angela moved beautifully. She had turnout, polish, confidence, and the kind of expensive extracurricular training Bellrose rewarded without question. Her lines were elegant. Her smile read from fifty feet. Her emotional choices were neat and legible in exactly the way judges and pageant committees liked.

But watching her, I understood something I hadn’t before.

She was beautiful in a finished way.

Predictable in her perfection.

Every movement said, Admire me.

Not one said, Fear me.

Mrs. St. James made notes with a face like carved wood.

Angela ended to a burst of murmured approval from the audience. She accepted it as tribute, curtsied a little too long, and floated offstage with victory already gathering around her shoulders.

As she passed the wing where I stood, she slowed just enough to let her perfume and contempt reach me first.

“You can still run,” she said under her breath, smiling out toward the crowd.

Then she kept walking.

The stage manager called three more names.

Then mine.

For one terrible second, I could not feel my feet.

Then I remembered the bathroom mirror. Chin tells story. Stillness reads stronger. Softness with intent.

I stepped into the light.

The stage looked different from the center.

Larger, for one thing. Not physically. Morally. Like all the cheap noise from the audience had to travel farther to reach me, and by the time it did, it arrived thinned out and slightly unreal.

Still, I heard the first ripple of laughter.

Of course I did.

A short ugly burst from somewhere in the back when the full visual of me landed under the audition lights—wig, skirt, fitted top, heels, all of it suddenly less private and more public than anything I had ever done in my life. Somebody whispered something. A few people giggled. My skin went hot and cold at once.

For one heartbeat, maybe two, I almost disappeared.

That was what fear had always felt like inside me—not screaming, not collapse. Erasure. Like my entire body wanted to flatten itself into something less noticeable, less punishable, less legible.

Then I saw Mrs. St. James sitting three rows back with her clipboard on her lap, not smiling, not rescuing me, just waiting.

The stage is the one place in this building where you owe nobody shame.

My fingers loosened.

I placed my feet the way I had practiced. Let my shoulders settle. Lifted my chin just enough.

Stillness first.

The laughter thinned.

I had chosen a short dramatic monologue Mrs. St. James had offered in the packet—nothing from Swan Lake exactly, more a tonal piece about betrayal and longing and being remade by grief. I had practiced it in my room until I was sick of hearing my own voice scrape against the words.

Now, under the lights, the lines changed.

Not literally. They just found their temperature.

I did not try to sound like a girl.

That had been one of the most useful things I’d learned all week. The second I pushed for a fake voice, everything collapsed into parody. So I used my own voice, only softer at the edge, less blunt on impact, carrying the words from a higher point in my chest. Not imitation. Intention.

The first line came out a little shaky.

I thought, That’s it. They’ll laugh.

Nobody did.

So I took the next breath lower.

I let the sorrow sit in the stillness instead of acting it to death. I remembered the old actresses, the pageant queens, the dancers, the women on-screen who knew the face told the truth faster than words. I thought about how hurt changes posture. How vengeance changes it back.

My hands mattered. I had notes on that. Too much movement looked desperate. Too little made the body dead. So I let one hand drift toward my waist, then loosen at my side, fingers alive with the tiniest strain, like they were holding emotion my mouth refused to spill.

The room got quieter.

I moved into the next portion of the monologue.

This was the part where the character spoke not as a victim but as someone altered by what had been done to her. There was anger in it, but controlled anger, elegant anger, which I suddenly understood much better than I had at home.

Angela had laughed at me in a hallway.

Boys had called me girl like it was a slur.

Perry had watched.

The whole school had already written me as a joke.

Fine.

I gave the next lines to that feeling—not loudly, not theatrically, but with the kind of composure that made rage feel sharpened instead of spilled.

Something changed in the air.

It was not magic. I am not going to lie and say a spotlight hit me and Dana descended from heaven in a cloud of imported silk. I was still nervous. Still imperfect. I could feel one heel threatening to rub a blister into my skin. The wig could have been better. My mascara was probably clumping at one corner.

But the performance stopped being about not embarrassing myself.

And started becoming about presence.

That was the word for it.

Presence was what Angela had in the hallway and what Perry had on a football field and what certain actresses could summon by turning their head at the exact right speed. Presence was authority over attention. It was telling a room how to read you before it decided on its own.

I finished the monologue and let the silence hold one beat longer than felt safe.

Then Mrs. St. James called, “Movement.”

I nodded once and stepped back.

This part terrified me more because I was nowhere near Angela’s skill level, and everybody knew it. But I had practiced the opening phrases Mrs. St. James had sent out—simple traversals, an emotional shift, a turning sequence for Odette melting into Odile. Not advanced. Just enough to reveal line, control, and interpretation.

The accompanist started.

I let my body go white-swan first.

Not literal innocence. Not Disney. Sorrow. Fragility under discipline. Neck long. Shoulders soft. Steps careful, as if each one touched thin ice. The line of my arms mattered more than technical perfection, so I thought of water, of feathers, of not letting any movement finish bluntly. My wrists stayed alive. My fingers extended as though feeling for something just outside reach.

I heard the auditorium breathing.

Then the music shifted.

So did I.

Black swan wasn’t about stomping into confidence. That would have been too male, too obvious, too crude. What I had learned from studying women—the real lesson under the lesson—was that power often read strongest when it did not announce itself at full volume.

So I changed by degrees.

Chin higher.

Eyes steadier.

One corner of my mouth softening not into a smile, but into knowledge.

The next turn I took with more certainty. I let one shoulder open. Let the softness become chosen rather than defensive. My hand drifted down the line of my own arm with the faintest suggestion of vanity, then out again.

The effect on the room was immediate and strange.

The earlier laughter had been the noise of people expecting collapse.

This silence was different.

It did not feel kind.

It felt arrested.

I crossed the stage once more, slow enough to make it deliberate, and stopped in profile. Head angled. One hand poised. Stillness.

That was the moment it happened.

Not outwardly. Nothing exploded. No one cried out. Nobody applauded in the middle or dropped dead from shock.

But something entered me and took up space.

Dana, maybe. Or the first real draft of her.

Not a costume. Not a joke. Not a “boy in girl clothes,” which was what half the school had come to see. Something more dangerous because it was not easily classifiable. The softness was real. The intent was real too. Sorrow and vengeance sat in the same body without canceling each other out.

For one suspended second, I was not reacting to the room at all.

The room was reacting to me.

Then the music ended.

I lowered my arms.

And the entire auditorium stayed silent.

Not polite silence. Not confused coughing silence.

Shock.

I looked out past the lights and could just make out faces in the dark rows. Mrs. St. James still as stone. Tess with both hands clasped under her chin, eyes enormous. A dozen students leaning forward. Several girls staring in the particular way girls stare when something has complicated a hierarchy they had thought was fixed.

And Perry.

I found him without meaning to. Third row from the back, near the aisle, shoulders squared like he had forgotten how chairs worked. He was looking at me the way people look at eclipses—helplessly, like the rules had changed overhead and he had no language for it yet.

His mouth was slightly open.

He didn’t blink.

That should have thrilled me more cleanly than it did.

Instead, seeing his face hit me somewhere frighteningly soft.

Angela was easier to read.

Even from the stage, even in the dark, I saw the exact second comprehension dawned on her.

Not that I was good. She could survive me being good.

That I was not ridiculous.

That was what undid her.

Because ridicule had been her frame. Her safest story. The moment that story failed, she lost the room she had counted on.

Mrs. St. James finally looked down at her clipboard and wrote something long.

“Thank you, Dylan,” she said.

Her voice sounded perfectly normal.

Which, under the circumstances, felt unhinged.

My legs nearly failed me walking offstage.

Back in the wings, I had to grip a curtain rope for a second to steady myself. My whole body buzzed like I had been wired directly into the theater lights. I had no idea whether I had been brilliant or merely unusual enough to silence people, and those were not the same thing. My hands had gone cold. My heart would not calm down.

Tess appeared from the shadows as if summoned.

“What,” she whispered. Then, because apparently English had abandoned her too, “What.”

I laughed once, breathless and disbelieving.

“Was it bad?”

She looked offended on behalf of language. “You freak.”

That was not an answer.

But it was enough to keep me standing.

I stayed in the wings for the next few auditions because changing back immediately felt impossible. I needed a minute. Or ten. I needed to understand what had happened to me out there, and I could not, because understanding required distance and I was still full of it.

Students kept sneaking glances backstage when they thought nobody would notice.

And then, because fate was committed to making the day weirder, Perry appeared in the side aisle after the last audition block ended.

He did not come all the way into the wings. Maybe he knew better. Maybe he was scared. Good.

But he stood close enough that I could see the rise and fall of his chest, the stunned set of his face, the way his hands flexed once at his sides like he needed them for something and couldn’t find a use.

I met his eyes.

For a second neither of us moved.

Then someone behind him called Angela’s name, sharp and furious, and the moment snapped.

He turned away.

I watched him go with a feeling I did not trust.

The cast list went up the next afternoon outside the auditorium at exactly three-twenty, which was sadistic of Mrs. St. James but probably entertaining for her personally.

By three-fifteen, the hallway was already packed.

I stood back at first, one shoulder against the lockers across from the bulletin board, because I had no intention of getting crushed under a stampede of theater kids, cheerleaders, football boys, curious bystanders, and people who had no interest in the arts but every interest in drama. Tess stood beside me chewing gum with the calm expression of someone at a public execution.

“You want me to look first?” she asked.

“No.”

“You look pale.”

“I’m always pale.”

“More than usual.”

A few feet away Angela stood with her clique in a white sweater set and boots that probably cost more than my winter wardrobe. She had her game face on—smiling, dismissive, already prepared to win graciously in public and celebrate viciously in private. Perry was nearby because of course he was, his backpack slung over one shoulder, jaw tense in a way that made him look older than eighteen.

He looked at the bulletin board once.

Then at me.

Then away.

I hated how quickly I noticed it now.

Mrs. St. James emerged from the auditorium carrying the cast sheet clipped to a hard board. The hallway went so loud it almost looped back into silence. She pinned the page up, smoothed it once with her hand, and stepped back.

Then Bellrose High surged.

Bodies flooded the board in a dense messy knot. Elbows. Perfume. Somebody nearly lost a hair clip. Somebody else said “Move, bitch,” with the spiritual passion of a Methodist revival.

Tess darted in with the confidence of a woman half her size who feared no one.

I stayed where I was.

I could not have forced my legs toward that board if you’d promised me absolution.

A beat passed.

Then another.

Then I heard it.

Not words first. Sound.

A weird fracture in the crowd noise. Gasps. One full-throated “No way.” A burst of excited overlap from the girls on the edges. A boy laughing in disbelief. And underneath all of it, one voice rising bright and furious enough to cut clean through the rest.

Angela.

“What?”

Heads turned toward her instantly.

She shoved harder into the crowd, reading the sheet for herself now instead of through whatever rumor had hit her first.

Tess emerged out of the chaos with an expression so holy I almost passed out on the spot.

“Well?” I said, and my voice came out thin.

She grabbed both my forearms.

“Oh, babe,” she said reverently. “You ruined her.”

My stomach dropped straight through the floor.

“What does that mean?”

She shook me once, delighted. “It means Odette slash Odile, you absolute psycho.”

I stared at her.

For one second the hallway sound cut out completely. Not in reality. In me.

Then it all came slamming back.

Tess was still grinning. Somebody nearby had turned and was now very obviously staring at me with new information in their face. Another student whispered, “That’s him,” as if I had become a minor weather event. Across the crowd, Angela’s expression had gone beyond anger into something cleaner and more dangerous: disbelief stripped to bone.

I moved before I could think better of it and cut through the bodies toward the board.

There it was.

ODETTE / ODILE — DYLAN WORMWOOD

Below that, farther down than Angela would ever forgive:

ENSEMBLE SWANS / COURT — ANGELA PRINCETON

I read it twice.

Then a third time.

My name did not change.

Neither did hers.

A laugh rose in me so sudden and sharp I had to bite the inside of my cheek to stop it from escaping.

Angela did not have that problem.

“This is insane,” she snapped to nobody and everybody. “This is a joke.”

Mrs. St. James, who had remained nearby for exactly this reason, folded her arms. “No, Ms. Princeton. It is a cast list.”

Angela turned on her. “You’re seriously giving the lead to—” Her eyes flicked to me, then over me, unable to find a noun cruel enough under pressure. “To this?”

The hallway went dead quiet with the greed of people sensing blood.

Mrs. St. James’s smile was cool enough to preserve organs. “Yes.”

Angela laughed, a little too loudly. “He can’t even dance.”

“Neither can several beloved movie stars,” Tess muttered under her breath.

I almost smiled.

Angela heard nothing but herself. “This is political.”

“No,” Mrs. St. James said. “This is casting.”

That should have been satisfying cleanly.

It wasn’t. It was better. Messier. Hotter. The kind of victory that did not arrive as peace but as a full-body hum. Students were looking at me differently now, and I could feel it happen in real time. Not acceptance. Not exactly admiration either.

Interest.

Curiosity.

Recalculation.

A couple of girls from student council who had never once spoken to me suddenly looked like they were considering it. One theater sophomore with glitter still on her cheek from somewhere smiled at me openly. Two football boys looked disturbed in opposite directions—one amused, one unsettled. The social air had changed pressure.

People smelled a new center of gravity.

And the strangest part was that I could smell it too.

Perry had not moved much during any of this. Publicly, he stayed where he was supposed to stay—near enough to Angela that his neutrality could still pass for loyalty, far enough not to get scorched by the exact angle of her meltdown. But his eyes kept coming back to me. Not by accident. Not once.

Over and over.

Every time I looked up, there they were. On my face. My body. The cast sheet. Then my face again.

I should have felt triumphant.

Instead I felt... claimed by the moment in a way that made my pulse turn ugly.

Angela saw it too.

Of course she did.

She whipped around on Perry, voice low and venomous now. “Are you kidding me?”

“What?” he said, though he knew.

Her smile flashed without warmth. “Nothing.”

Which in Angela meant everything.

The hallway slowly broke apart into gossip streams and performance outrage and nervous laughter. People began peeling away, carrying pieces of the news with them like embers.

I stood there a moment longer looking at my name.

Dylan Wormwood.

Odette/Odile.

I had done it.

I had taken the girl role from the girl who thought femininity was her birthright and cruelty her crown. I had made Bellrose High look at me on purpose and watch the joke fail.

It should have been enough.

But Perry looked at me one more time—really looked, like in the auditorium, like in the hallway, only worse now because the wanting in it had become impossible to mistake if you knew where to look.

And suddenly I knew something else too.

He was going to be a problem.

That night, in my room, I locked the door, fed Moth, and sat cross-legged on my bed with my phone in my hand while darkness pressed soft against the windows.

I replayed the memory of Perry’s face in the crowd. The way his attention had fixed and returned and fixed again. The way he had watched me during auditions like he’d forgotten who Angela was for a minute. The way he had not stopped today from orbiting her body while his eyes betrayed him in plain sight.

Coward, I thought.

Then: useful.

I opened my files app and created a hidden folder.

My thumb hovered over the screen for a second before I typed the name.

PERRY KLEIN

The letters looked almost absurdly intimate there in the dark.

I told myself I was making a weapon.

Evidence. Future leverage. A place for every look, every slip, every confession if he ever got stupid enough to make one. If the golden boy wanted to stare while his girlfriend made my life hell, then maybe one day I would drag it all into the light and let him choke on it.

I set a password.

Saved it.

Locked the folder.

Then I lay back against my pillows, phone warm in my palm, and stared up at the ceiling while Moth climbed onto my stomach like he had every right to judge my moral decline.

“I’m not doing this because I care,” I told the room.

Moth blinked slowly.

Which, on a cat, looked a lot like disbelief.


Chapter 4
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REHEARSAL started turning me into someone I could no longer pretend was temporary. At first, I told myself it was technical. That was the safest word. Technical. It made every change sound practical instead of intimate. Mrs. St. James needed the lead to read correctly from the audience.

The costume staff needed clean lines. The lighting team needed my face not to disappear under stage wash. The choreography needed certain shapes from my body, certain postures, certain ways of carrying tension and softness at once.

Technical.

A word you could hide in.

The trouble was that the work itself did not feel technical.

The first fitting happened on a Tuesday after school in the costume room, where dust floated in amber light and every rack seemed crowded with discarded selves. Mrs. St. James stood with a tape measure around her neck like a threat, while Ms. Alvarez from the sewing team crouched near a rolling rack of fabric swatches and tutted at me as though my existence required tailoring.

“Closer shave,” Mrs. St. James said, circling me once with the cool clinical eye of someone assessing a statue that had to be made stage-ready in three weeks. “Cleaner around the jaw. And posture always, not only when you think people are looking.”

“I feel very cherished,” I muttered.

Tess, sitting on a cutting table with a pin cushion on one wrist, snorted.

Mrs. St. James ignored me. “Lift through the spine, not the shoulders. You are not bracing for impact. You are arriving.”

That was the kind of thing she said constantly. Half direction, half prophecy.

I adjusted automatically, and Ms. Alvarez made an approving sound. “Better. He has the waist for it.”

I went hot from the ears down.

Tess grinned like she had been handed a birthday present.

They put me in rehearsal basics first: black tights, a fitted leotard, and a wrap skirt that would allow movement notes without wasting more delicate costume pieces. I took the bundle into the changing alcove behind a curtain and stood there for a moment holding it all while my pulse misbehaved.

Tights had no right feeling as dramatic as they did.

They looked almost nothing in the hand. Thin black fabric, folded down to innocence. Then I stepped into them and everything changed. The material tightened smoothly over my feet, my calves, my thighs, my hips, sealing my body into line and proportion with a closeness that felt both exposing and strangely protective. Every contour I normally ignored became impossible not to register. Legs were no longer just legs. They were shape. Silhouette. Presentation.

Then the leotard.

That was worse.

I pulled it up slowly, the fabric stretching over my torso and settling close enough to make me instantly aware of the line from my shoulders to my waist to my hips. Nothing in my closet had ever fit like that. Nothing had ever insisted so clearly that my body was a thing to be read.

When I tied the rehearsal skirt over it, the full effect hit all at once.

I stepped out from behind the curtain and Tess put a hand dramatically over her heart.

“Oh, this is becoming a public health issue,” she said.

“Shut up.”

Ms. Alvarez adjusted the wrap of the skirt, tugged the waist a little higher, then took one step back and narrowed her eyes. “Turn.”

I turned.

“Again.”

I did.

She nodded toward my middle. “Higher waist creates length. The eye reads longer leg, narrower center. Remember that.”

I swallowed. “Remembering lots of things, apparently.”

Tess hopped off the table and came to stand beside me in the mirror. “Okay, now hold yourself like you don’t expect anyone to apologize for looking.”

“That’s not a usable instruction.”

“It is for me.”

Mrs. St. James crossed her arms. “She’s right.”

I looked at my reflection.

Even stripped down to rehearsal wear, the effect was unnerving. The tights changed how my legs read. The leotard cleaned up the clutter of my outline. The skirt gave motion somewhere to live. And my body—already changing in subtle ways I had not yet found language for—answered differently to all of it than it would have a month ago. My waist looked more defined under compression and tie placement. My chest, slight as it still was, altered the line of the leotard enough that I had to look away and then back again before my brain would fully accept the image.

Tess caught me doing it.

“Does Dana want a say in this?” she asked lightly.

I laughed too fast. “Dana is fictional.”

“Mhm.”

But the name lodged anyway.

Not because Tess said it with any ceremony. Because it fit the room. The posture. The line in the mirror. Saying Dylan inside these fittings felt like a boy waiting outside a locked door. Saying Dana—even jokingly, internally, only to myself—made something in my shoulders loosen and my chin tilt up before I could stop it.

That frightened me enough to keep my mouth shut.

Stage makeup lessons began the same week.

Mrs. St. James insisted on practical drills, which meant I sat under ruthless vanity bulbs while one of the parent volunteers showed me how to build a face for light. Not drag. Not exaggeration for comedy. Structure. Correction. Visibility.

Darker crease at the eye to keep expression from vanishing. Liner balanced carefully so my eyes didn’t shrink under the stage wash. Mascara to enlarge and soften at once. Contour placed with the logic of illusion. Blush higher than I would have guessed. Lip color stronger than daily life but blotted enough to look lived in rather than painted on.

I was startled by how much of it I loved.

Not the obviousness. The precision.

A face could be tuned. Redirected. Brought into focus. A little more definition at the cheek and suddenly sorrow read cleaner. Darker lashes made my eyes look larger, yes, but also more dangerous when I held still. Lip tint changed not just my mouth, but the emotional temperature of the entire face.

At home I practiced nightly now.

Shaving closer. Moisturizing. Tweezer maintenance with the suffering of a minor saint. Tinted balm on ordinary days, fuller color for rehearsal study. Brow gel. Perfume at the wrists and just below the ear. Hair experiments with the wig and with my own hair when I wanted to understand frame. Even voice—not a fake higher register, which collapsed too easily, but a softer onset, less downward punch at the ends of sentences, more breath placed with intention.

I studied body language like theology.

How a wrist could relax without going limp. How a hand placed just at the waist changed the whole line of the torso. How crossing one leg in a chair altered what a room assumed about you. How lifting your lashes after a pause could read flirtation, disdain, or vulnerability depending on the chin.

Most dangerous of all: how a name changed posture.

When I thought of myself as Dylan practicing, I corrected errors.

When I thought, very briefly and only in private, of Dana getting ready, I composed.

That distinction started following me around like a dangerous little ghost.

Tess became my co-conspirator in all of it.

She brought me better makeup wipes, a proper lash curler she swore was “not a kink item despite appearances,” and one tiny atomizer bottle so I could decant perfume without carrying around something incriminatingly full-sized. She also took it upon herself to refine my movement in ways Mrs. St. James didn’t have time for.

“Less panic in the elbows,” she said one afternoon while we waited for the others to warm up.

“That’s very rude and somehow true.”

“Your hands still confess too early.”

I looked down at them. “I didn’t realize they were under oath.”

She came behind me and lightly adjusted my shoulders. “You walk like somebody’s about to demand a license for your existence. Stop that.”

“Again, weirdly insightful.”

She smirked. “I contain multitudes.”

The school started noticing the improvements in real time.

“Your makeup looks so good today,” one junior girl said near the bathroom sinks in a tone that made it impossible to tell whether she was being sincere or fascinated or both.

“Thanks,” I said, and then spent the next five minutes wondering why that had made me happy.

Because it did. More than happy. Validated. Seen in a way that felt perilously close to addictive.

That was the acceleration. Not just the visual transformation, but how quickly the world began responding to it, and how quickly my body learned to crave that response. A compliment on my skin. A stare lingering a beat too long. The little hush before I stepped onstage at rehearsal. Every one of them fed something I had spent years starving.

By the time we reached the end of the second week, Dana no longer arrived only in mirrors.

She started appearing in motion.

In the way I sat. In the way I let silence work for me. In the lazy half-smile I had learned from women who knew exactly how much room they occupied in a room.

I kept telling myself it was all still for the play.

The lie was getting less elegant.

Perry started showing up so consistently that calling it coincidence became an insult to statistics.

At first it was just enough to be deniable.

He happened to be helping the set crew move platforms after football practice. He happened to bring a case of bottled water because Coach had extra. He happened to be in the hallway outside the auditorium while waiting for Angela, except Angela was nowhere near him half the time. He happened to be visible from the wings whenever I looked up after a run-through.

Then the excuses got weaker.

One Thursday he was carrying sandbags for the curtains despite the fact that no one had asked him to and he had clearly never touched theatrical equipment in his life.

Tess clocked him instantly.

“Oh, this is getting embarrassing,” she murmured while pretending to reorganize hairpins at the side table.

“For him or for me?”

“For everyone. Mostly Angela.”

I looked across the stage.

Perry had one hand on a sandbag like it personally offended him. He was talking to the stage manager, nodding like he had a legitimate reason to be there. Then his eyes found me and stayed.

I looked away first.

Which was irritating.

He had started speaking to me differently too. Gentler. Less like he was trying not to startle a wounded animal and more like he was trying to solve something difficult without breaking it. He asked if I needed water after long scenes. He moved chairs out of my path before I reached them.

Once, absurdly, he held open the backstage door while I was carrying costume pieces and said, “Careful,” in a voice so soft it made me nearly trip out of spite.

Angela noticed everything.

Of course she did. She was a predator of social shifts if nothing else. Every extra second Perry spent near the auditorium lodged under her skin like glass. Every glance he failed to hide. Every time his attention sharpened when I entered a room. I could see the math happening in her face.

Which was exactly why I started baiting him.

Not recklessly. Delicately.

I wanted evidence. I wanted a clean record of weakness. If Perry Klein was going to orbit me while pretending to remain the good Southern boyfriend in public, then I wanted receipts for the moment I chose to ruin him.

So I started keeping my phone ready.

A clip here. A recorded conversation there. Nothing obvious. Just enough to build a case in the hidden folder under his name.

One evening after rehearsal, I found him alone near the prop table coiling extension cords with the clumsy determination of someone trying very hard to be useful. Perfect.

I set my backpack down on a chair with the zipper gap angled outward, thumbed record by touch, and turned toward him.

“Did theater develop an athletic department,” I asked, “or are you volunteering for sainthood?”

Perry looked up and smiled before he remembered he was supposed to be cautious around me. “Just helping.”

“That’s becoming a habit.”

He shrugged, but badly. “Maybe I like being around here.”

“Because of the curtains?”

A tiny huff of laughter escaped him. “Maybe.”

I moved closer, enough that the air between us changed. “Angela’s going to start charging admission if you keep this up.”

His expression tightened.

Interesting.

“I’m not here because of Angela,” he said.

The stage lights above us were only half on, leaving the auditorium in a low amber dimness that made everything feel more private than it probably was. I could smell sawdust, dust, and the faint clean spice of his soap under the day’s sweat.

“No?” I leaned one hip against the prop table. “Then why are you here?”

He looked at me too long before answering.

That was one of the first things I had learned about Perry: silence exposed him faster than words. He was good at existing inside the role people had built for him—jock, boyfriend, dependable golden boy, human pickup truck. But when forced into stillness under a direct question, something in him always gave.

Finally he said, “You know why.”

My pulse jumped in a way I deeply resented.

“I really don’t,” I lied.

He dropped the extension cord onto the table and stepped closer, just one pace, but enough that I had to tilt my face up slightly. “When you’re up there,” he said quietly, “it’s like everybody else gets blurry.”

There it was.

Recorded.

Gift-wrapped.

Proof.

I should have felt victorious.

Instead every nerve in my body seemed to tune toward the sentence like a radio finding signal.

I kept my face neutral with effort. “That sounds medically inconvenient.”

A laugh cracked through his seriousness before he could stop it. “You do that on purpose.”

“Do what?”

“Say something mean when you’re trying not to react.”

I stared at him.

The fact that he had noticed that made me want to flee the building.

“Maybe you hallucinated that too,” I said.

He smiled then—not smug, not performative, just helplessly a little warm—and the look on his face nearly undid the whole operation.

Footsteps sounded in the hallway. We both stepped back at once like criminals in a black-and-white movie.

Later that night I locked my bedroom door, fed Moth, and sat cross-legged on the bed replaying the audio clip through headphones.

When you’re up there, it’s like everybody else gets blurry.

I listened to it once for evidence.

A second time for analysis.

A third time because I hated myself.

Each replay made the same thing happen: my stomach dropped somewhere low and strange, and then the warmth spread.

I shut off the phone and tossed it aside like it had betrayed me.

Moth blinked from the pillow.

“I’m gathering leverage,” I informed him.

He continued to look unconvinced.

The first real moment happened because October in the South liked drama too much to leave it to the students.

Rehearsal ran late on a Friday. Mrs. St. James wanted one more full scene transition, then another because the first one offended her spiritually, and by the time she finally released us the sky outside had already split open.

Rain hammered the parking lot in silver sheets. The few students who still had rides dashed out under backpacks and costume bags, shrieking and laughing. Tess had left earlier with her aunt. Mrs. St. James was cornered by a parent volunteer. The stage manager got scooped up by an older brother. Within ten minutes the auditorium emptied down to echo and rain.

I stood just inside the side entrance in half costume, holding my bag and feeling stupid.

I had scrubbed off the full stage face in the bathroom, but traces remained—the darker lashes, the clean brow, the slight stain of lip color that never fully vanished, the faint residual softness the products left behind. My hair was damp around the temples from hurried cleanup. I still wore rehearsal tights under an oversized school sweatshirt and the black shorts I changed into after movement work. The combination made me feel unfinished in the most dangerous possible way.

Not Dylan exactly.

Not Dana fully.

Just soft around the edges.

I considered making a run for it and then immediately dismissed the idea because my walk home was twenty-five minutes in good weather and Bellrose roads flooded if somebody looked at them too emotionally.

“You waiting on somebody?”

I turned.

Perry stood a few feet back, truck keys in one hand, duffel over his shoulder, hair damp from wherever he’d dashed in from. He had probably been in the weight room or the gym after practice. He looked warm, dry, and deeply offensive in his usefulness.

“I was thinking about developing gills,” I said.

He glanced out at the rain. “Strong plan.”

I tightened my grip on the bag strap. “I can call my mom.”

Even as I said it, I knew she was still at work and likely impossible to reach fast enough.

Perry seemed to know it too, but he was decent enough not to point that out.

“I can take you,” he said.

There was a beat where the whole building seemed to hold still with me.

Say no, I thought.

Not because it was unsafe exactly. Because it was dangerous in a less practical way. A truck cab was small. Rain made things intimate. I was tired enough that my guard had already gone soft at the edges.

“Why?” I asked, because apparently my self-preservation instincts had developed a sarcasm disorder.

Perry’s mouth moved like he was suppressing a smile. “Because it’s raining.”

I looked out at the parking lot. “Counterpoint: that could be fake.”

“Dylan.”

The way he said my name should not have been allowed to sound that patient.

I hesitated just long enough to prove I knew better.

Then I said, “Fine. If you murder me, I’m haunting your GPA.”

His laugh followed us out into the rain.

The truck smelled like clean vinyl, rain, and the faint lingering trace of peppermint gum. I climbed in and immediately became aware of everything at once: how close the cab was, how oversized my sweatshirt suddenly felt over tights and costume leftovers, how the wiped-off makeup still left my face a shade more open than usual, how tired I was down to the bone.

Perry started the engine and the wipers began their frantic arc.

For a minute we drove in silence through blurred streets and rain-slick lights.

“You can go left at the church,” I said finally.

He nodded. “I know where you live.”

I turned to look at him.

He kept his eyes on the road and added, “I mean from dropping off fundraiser stuff last spring. Your mom signed for canned goods.”

“Oh.”

Very cool response. Extremely smooth.

Rain hissed against the windshield.

Then, because silence had become dangerous, I glanced at the comic peeking out from under a stack of papers on his dashboard. “You read Nightwing?”

Perry looked startled, then almost embarrassed. “Sometimes.”

That one word rearranged something in me.

“You said ‘sometimes’ like I caught you doing meth.”

His ears went slightly pink. “My cousin used to leave them around. I got into Batman stuff first.”

I stared. “You read Batman.”

He shrugged with one shoulder. “Some. Used to, more.”

I couldn’t help it. I laughed.

“What?”

“I just—” I shook my head. “This whole time I thought your hobbies were football and being looked at.”

That got a real laugh out of him, warm and helpless and enough to make my chest go weird.

“I contain multitudes,” he said.

“That’s Tess’s line.”

“Who’s Tess?”

I smiled despite myself. “Exactly.”

The rain thickened, turning the town outside into watercolor.

We talked easier after that, though “easy” was relative with us. Comics first. Then movies. Then, somehow, expectations. The conversation slipped there almost without warning, as if all the smaller subjects had only been stepping stones.

“Everybody around here acts like they know what you are before you do anything,” I said, watching the wet blur of a gas station pass outside. “And once they pick, that’s it. You’re done. You’re the thing forever.”

Perry was quiet for a moment. “Yeah.”

I looked at him. “That was suspiciously sincere.”

His hands tightened once on the wheel. “I know what people expect from me.”

Football captain. Good family. Pretty girlfriend. Safe future. Church-friendly masculinity with broad shoulders and decent manners.

He didn’t need to say any of it. Bellrose had already printed the brochure.

“And?” I asked.

He exhaled through his nose. “And sometimes it feels easier to just keep playing the part.”

The word part hung between us.

I folded my arms inside the sweatshirt, suddenly cold in a way that had nothing to do with rain. “That’s a luxury.”

“I know.”

I almost snapped at him for saying it again. But his voice held no defense, only tired recognition, and I let it pass.

After a minute he said, “I used to like the heroes who got scared.”

I blinked. “What?”

“In comics,” he said, glancing at me briefly before returning his eyes to the road. “Everybody always talks about the strongest ones. The coolest ones. But I liked the guys who were scared and still did it anyway.”

Something in me went utterly still.

The truck hummed around us. Rain beat at the windows. His profile stayed calm, almost casual, as if he had not just reached directly into the center of me and closed his hand.

“Why?” I asked, because my voice had gone too soft not to.

He thought about it. “Because that felt real.”

I turned my face toward the rain-dark window so he wouldn’t see mine.

In Bellrose, most people looked at me and interpreted. Decided. Projected. They saw softness and called it weakness. Saw femininity and called it confession. Saw uncertainty and treated it like guilt. Even the ones trying to be kind usually arranged me into some story that made sense to them first.

This was different.

Perry wasn’t interpreting me.

He was seeing me.

Not perfectly. Not safely. But enough to make wanting more feel like the beginning of a very bad decision.

I hated him a little for that.

I hated myself much more.

He turned onto my street. Porch lights glowed gold through the rain. My house appeared ahead, familiar and small and suddenly disappointing in its solidity.

When he parked at the curb, neither of us moved immediately.

“Thanks,” I said at last.

He nodded. “Anytime.”

That word was dangerous too.

I reached for the door handle and then stopped. “You can’t keep doing this, you know.”

“Doing what?”

I looked at him. Really looked at him. The damp hair, the tired eyes, the careful stillness like he was trying not to push the moment too hard and break it.

“Showing up,” I said.

His face changed, only slightly. Enough.

Then he gave the smallest shrug. “Maybe I can.”

My pulse jumped stupidly.

I opened the door before I could answer, grabbed my bag, and stepped out into the rain. Cold water hit my bare legs between sweatshirt hem and socks. I slammed the door and hurried toward the porch, then turned back once at the steps.

Perry was still there, truck idling, watching.

Not waving. Not calling out. Just watching the way he did now, like he had stumbled into something he couldn’t unsee.

I went inside and locked the door behind me.

Then I leaned against it in the dark with rainwater cooling on my skin and one horrible clean thought moving through me like a wire pulled tight:

I wanted more.


Chapter 5
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THE TOWN had decided I was no longer a joke weeks later. That was not the same thing as kindness. It was stranger than kindness. Colder. More useful. People who used to laugh when I walked by now looked twice and then tried to hide it.

Girls who had made entire little careers out of glancing at me like I was contagious now stopped me after rehearsal to ask what lip color I was wearing, what highlighter I used, whether I had changed my skincare routine, what I’d “done” to my body.

I lied beautifully.

“Mostly diet.”

“Pilates videos.”

“Cutting sugar.”

“Good lighting.”

That last one usually got a laugh.

But the truth sat under my clothes like a second pulse.

The changes had come faster than they should have. Faster than anything natural. Faster than anything I had prepared for even while wanting it with a hunger that made me ashamed when I looked too directly at it.

My chest had softened first, then rounded. Not dramatically at once—nothing so cinematic—but enough that fitted rehearsal tops no longer sat flat without effort. My waist had begun to pull inward in ways that made skirts and tights read differently. My hips looked fuller from certain angles. My butt, once a nonentity I had never thought about, had become the subject of enough hallway glances to make me want to either scream or preen depending on the hour.

Both, sometimes.

I was tired all the time.

That was the price curling underneath everything else. A heavy, dragging lethargy that sat in my bones no matter how much sleep I got. Some mornings my hands trembled before first period. Sometimes the room tipped a little too fast when I stood. I told myself it was stress. Rehearsal. Less appetite. The sheer labor of becoming.

I told myself a lot of things.

Mostly I did not let myself think too hard about the little brown shipping envelopes hidden in a shoebox under my bed, or the ritual secrecy of locked doors and trembling hands and the ugly thrill of taking control of my body by force.

I wanted the changes. God, I wanted them. I wanted to win even if it meant I had to overdose myself with injectable hormones I found on some black market site.

That was what made it easy to ignore the warning signals. Because every time I looked in the mirror and saw a softer outline, every time a top fit better than it had last week, every time the line from my waist to my hips looked less hypothetical and more real, delight flooded me so hard it made danger feel abstract.

Maybe that was stupid.

No. It was definitely stupid.

But stupidity feels different when it’s finally giving you what you’ve wanted all your life.

On Monday morning I stood in front of my mirror in a fitted cream sweater, dark high-waisted trousers, and a soft berry tint on my mouth, staring at my reflection like it might confess something if I stared long enough.

Dana looked back.

Not every day. Not always all the way. But enough now that the name didn’t feel like a private joke anymore. Enough that my posture changed when I thought it. Enough that certain clothes no longer felt like costume.

I turned slightly sideways.

The sweater curved over my chest in a way that was impossible to miss if you knew what I had looked like three weeks ago. The trousers held differently at my hips too, and there was no pretending otherwise. Fear flashed through me, quick and bright.

Then pride swallowed it.

I touched the edge of my mouth to keep from smiling too obviously at myself.

“Dangerous drug,” I murmured.

Moth, on the windowsill, blinked at me like he had known that from the start.

At school, the reaction started before homeroom.

A girl from student council with a blunt bob and expensive sneakers caught up to me near the lockers and said, almost shyly, “Your skin looks insane. In a good way. What are you using?”

I nearly laughed.

“Cold cream,” I said gravely. “And suffering.”

She snorted before she could stop herself.

By second period two juniors in dance had asked where I got my sweater. By lunch one of the volleyball girls leaned across the table in the cafeteria and whispered, “Okay, but seriously, your waist is evil. What are you doing?”

I took a bite of apple and said, “Pilates.”

She looked personally betrayed.

Across the room, boys stared in the new stupid way boys stare when they do not know whether what they’re feeling is attraction, curiosity, shame, or the beginning of a breakdown. Some kept looking away too fast. Others didn’t bother. The football table was the funniest. A cluster of broad-shouldered boys trying very hard to look unaffected while their eyes kept drifting over like faulty compasses.

Perry didn’t drift.

He just looked.

That was somehow worse.

He sat with his team, large and golden and deeply cursed, one forearm resting on the table, Gatorade bottle near his hand. Every now and then the conversation around him would continue and he’d fail to join in because his attention had snagged elsewhere.

On me.

On Dana.

On the version of me that had stopped apologizing for being visible.

I should have felt only triumphant. This was what I had wanted: to reverse the social current, to become magnetic enough that the same world that spat me out would have to reorganize itself around my presence.

And I did feel triumphant.

I also felt something meaner.

Intoxicating cruelty, maybe. The pleasure of being wanted by people who had once treated me like dirt. The power in answering compliments with lazy half-smiles. In deciding who got softness and who got cool indifference. In watching girls who used to mock me now study my eyeliner. In catching boys watching the shape of my mouth and pretending I didn’t notice.

Wanted was a dangerous thing to become after years of being despised.

Because once you tasted it, some awful part of you wanted more.

By then clips from rehearsal were circulating around school accounts and private stories. Nothing official enough for Mrs. St. James to police fully. Just enough thirty-second fragments of me in costume, in motion, in profile under stage lights, enough to turn Dana into rumor, spectacle, aspiration, threat. Somebody had slowed down one of my black-swan turns and added a moody song under it. Somebody else posted a close-up of my face during a rehearsal note session with the caption she’s insane for this and ninety percent of Bellrose knew who “she” meant without needing it explained.

Teachers noticed too, though teachers in the South had their own special breed of caution.

Some of them overcorrected into politeness, suddenly using my name too carefully, eyes flicking over my clothes and then away. Others seemed impressed against their will. My English teacher told me after class that my performance work showed “discipline.” My history teacher, who had once avoided looking directly at me whenever the boys got ugly, stopped me in the hall to say the school had “never had this kind of buzz around a production.”

None of them asked the real questions.

Why my face looked softer.

Why my body seemed to be changing in plain sight.

Why I looked exhausted on some mornings, electric on others.

That was Bellrose all over. People would rather invent scandal than ask for truth.

Which was lucky for me.

By the end of the week, self-study had stopped feeling like preparation and started feeling like ritual.

I upgraded everything.

Better lip products. Better concealer. A more expensive brow gel I absolutely could not afford. Two blouses from a resale shop in the next town. A pair of dark fitted jeans that did things to my legs I wasn’t prepared to discuss with God. More perfume, but applied lightly. Hair care for the wig. Voice practice under my breath while brushing my teeth. Posture drills. Stretching. Walk work. Watching old films for hand placement and modern influencers for body language and dancers for line.

I had started with the goal of getting the role.

Now I was curating a life.

That scared me more than I let myself say out loud.

Because the better I got at being Dana, the less it felt like fabrication. The look in the mirror stopped reading as a disguise and started reading as correction, and there was no safe way to think that thought. Not in Bellrose. Not in senior year. Not while my body dragged with strange fatigue and my hidden choices sat under my bed like a secret fire.

I was late to rehearsal one Thursday because I had to sit on the edge of my bed for ten full minutes after standing up too fast made the room wash gray at the edges.

When I finally arrived, Tess took one look at me and narrowed her eyes.

“You okay?”

“Glowing,” I said.

“You look like you might tip over.”

“Art is hard.”

She did not look convinced.

But then Mrs. St. James called places, and Dana stepped forward, and the room rearranged around me the way it did now. Attention. Anticipation. The little magnetic hush before I moved.

And like an addict, I wanted it badly enough to ignore almost anything.

Angela, naturally, chose escalation.

She had gone through several phases of rage by then. Public disbelief. Private sulking. Sweetly lethal fake support. Snide comments disguised as jokes. The occasional direct attack when she thought she could get away with it. None of it had worked. If anything, the social current kept drifting farther from her every week.

Bellrose was shallow, but not stupid. They knew a main character when they saw one.

So Angela decided to change the story.

By Monday a rumor had started moving through the school with the oily speed of something designed in malice. I heard pieces of it before I ever heard the full version.

“He’s doing all this for Perry.”

“Apparently she’s obsessed with him.”

“Angela said Dylan keeps trying to get his attention.”

“It’s kind of pathetic if you think about it.”

By lunch it had sharpened into something cleaner:

Dana was trying to seduce Perry Klein.

I nearly admired the efficiency.

It took what Angela feared most—that Perry was watching me in ways everyone could now see—and twisted it so I looked like the pursuer, the schemer, the problem. It also gave the school a more familiar narrative to retreat into. They liked that. Simple stories. Boy chases taken jock. Mean girlfriend retaliates. Everybody gets to pretend the social order still makes sense.

Too bad for Angela the order had already started rotting.

Then she leaked the clip.

I saw it in fifth period when my phone buzzed three times in a row under the desk. Tess had sent a message that just read:

don’t react in class. she used AI

The clip was from rehearsal, one I remembered clearly because I had nearly fallen out of a turn and laughed after. But what circulated online was altered. My voice had been pitched and warped into a ridiculous falsetto. The footage glitched at strategic moments to exaggerate my movements into parody. Someone had even added fake fragments where my face twisted into expressions I had never made, making me look vain, silly, unstable.

“Angela’s over. Perry’s mine,” my AI version even said on the clip.

It wasn’t good enough to fool anyone careful.

But it was good enough to embarrass.

My hands went cold around the phone.

For one second the old panic rose—sharp, adolescent, humiliatingly familiar. The urge to disappear, to skip rehearsal, to go home and pull the covers over my head until Bellrose found a fresher corpse to peck at.

Then another message came in. This time from one of the dance girls who’d been asking me for contour tips all week.

that clip is fake as hell btw

Then another from a theater sophomore.

Angela is so obvious it’s embarrassing

Then, from Tess again:

hallway. now. wear your mean face

I put my phone away and waited for the bell with the stillness of someone trying not to throw a chair.

The hallway outside the English wing was already buzzing when I stepped into it. Lockers lined both sides in institutional blue. Fluorescents hummed overhead. Students moved slower than usual because everybody sensed weather.

Angela stood near the center with two of her girls, one hip cocked, phone in hand, expression arranged into innocent concern. She saw me and smiled.

“Dana,” she said, using the name like theft. “There you are.”

A ring formed almost instantly. Nothing obvious. Just enough bodies slowing, enough glances angling in. Bellrose’s favorite shape.

I walked toward her instead of away.

That alone changed the room.

Angela’s smile flickered—just once—then steadied.

“I was actually worried about you,” she said brightly. “That video—”

“Was fake.”

She widened her eyes. “Oh, sweetheart. Way to gaslight yourself.”

The girls behind her made sympathetic faces so bad they should have been fined.

Angela tilted her head, gaze sliding over my blouse, my trousers, the waist I had carefully built and the chest I could no longer convincingly flatten in softer fabrics. “This whole thing is getting sad,” she said. “You’re trying so hard to take things that don’t belong to you.”

There it was.

Not Perry. Not even the role.

Something older and uglier.

“Things that belong to real girls,” she added softly.

The hallway quieted with surgical precision.

I felt the words hit low and deep, in the oldest wound available.

And then, very strangely, I felt calm.

Maybe because I was tired. Maybe because I had been anticipating this exact line since the first time she saw me in the audition hallway. Maybe because some private threshold had been crossed weeks ago and she was only just arriving at the funeral.

Angela mistook my stillness for injury and went on.

“You can paint your face and flirt with people’s boyfriends and play dress-up onstage, but that doesn’t make you one of us.”

I let the silence sit.

Then I smiled.

Not big. Not friendly. Just enough to make her suddenly uncertain.

“Angela,” I said gently, “you keep talking about ‘real girls’ like femininity is a trust fund your father set up for you.”

A few people near the lockers made involuntary sounds.

Angela’s mouth tightened. “Excuse me?”

“I’m serious. It’s fascinating.” I adjusted the cuff of my blouse, eyes on her but voice light. “You think being blonde and mean in a matching set makes you the authority on womanhood. That’s adorable.”

The ring around us grew stiller.

I stepped one inch closer—not aggressive, just intimate enough to force her to hear me.

“The difference between us,” I said, “is that I had to learn every inch of what you wear like birthright. The posture. The poise. The self-control. The face. The grace. You inherited a costume and mistook it for character.”

One of Angela’s friends actually flinched.

Angela laughed too loudly. “Oh my God. You are delusional.”

“Maybe.” I tipped my head. “But if all this is pretend, why am I better at it than you?”

That did it.

The hallway broke. Gasps, sharp laughs, somebody whispering “holy shit” with religious sincerity. Even students who disliked me looked unable to resist the satisfaction of seeing Angela Princeton hit cleanly for once.

Her cheeks flushed bright beneath her makeup.

I kept my voice cool.

“You’re not losing because I’m stealing anything from you,” I said. “You’re losing because the only thing you know how to be is admired. The second admiration slips, there’s nothing underneath.”

Angela’s eyes flashed with naked hatred now. Not performative. Real.

For one ecstatic second, I saw it land: not just the insult, but the social fact of it. She was losing ground in front of witnesses. Not to screaming. Not to a breakdown she could write off as instability. To composure. To elegance. To someone she had spent years framing as pathetic.

That kind of defeat stains.

“Watch yourself,” she said.

I smiled again, softer this time.

“I am,” I said. “You should try it.”

Then I stepped around her and kept walking.

No dramatic exit. No flounce. Just the confidence of not needing the last word because I had already done the damage.

Behind me the hallway exploded.

Not literally. Just in the Bellrose way—voices rising all at once, phones already moving, people spinning the scene into retellable shape before the emotional heat had even left it. I didn’t turn around. I didn’t need to. The victory was in the noise.

Tess caught up with me near the stairwell, eyes wild with delight.

“You vivisected her.”

“I know,” I said.

And the worst part was that I enjoyed it.

The pep fundraiser was held on Friday night under the stadium lights, because Bellrose liked every event to feel faintly like a football game even when it was technically for arts scholarships and canned food donations.

There were booths lined up along the track, music blaring through cheap speakers, cheerleaders working the raffle table, drama kids selling painted face stickers nobody actually wanted, and enough parents milling around to make the whole thing smell like kettle corn, hairspray, and civic performance.

I was helping backstage at the temporary performance platform near the band section, waiting for the drama club’s little preview piece to go on. I wore a fitted black mock-neck top, dark jeans, ankle boots with enough heel to sharpen my posture, and makeup subtle enough for plausible deniability but polished enough that three different mothers had already stared at me like they were doing math.

Perry had been everywhere all evening.

Not physically glued to me. He wasn’t stupid.

But present in every line of sight. At the football toss booth, then near the concession stand, then carrying folding chairs near the field entrance, always somehow ending up where he could see me. His attention had become less furtive recently. Not public enough to count as honesty. Not private enough to deny.

Obsessed was an ugly word.

Accurate, though.

Angela had apparently decided to reclaim the night through force.

I was halfway through pinning a costume sash for one of the sophomore dancers when I heard her voice behind me, all bright venom.

“There she is. Bellrose’s newest charity project.”

I turned slowly.

Angela stood with two cheerleaders and a smile sharp enough to cut ribbon. Perry was fifteen feet away talking to one of the assistant coaches, close enough to hear if voices rose.

People nearby sensed something immediately. They always did.

I finished pinning the sash and handed it back to the sophomore before giving Angela my full attention. “You look tense,” I said. “Bad week?”

One of the cheerleaders made a betrayed choking sound.

Angela’s smile never slipped. “You’d know about bad weeks. I heard your little fake video got fact-checked by the dance team. Tragic.”

“It was embarrassing for you, yes.”

She stepped closer. “Do you ever get tired? Honestly. All this performing. All this pretending everybody wants you around.”

That might have hurt once. It didn’t now. Not because I was immune. Because I had been given too much contradictory evidence.

Girls were asking me for style tips. Boys couldn’t stop looking. Teachers treated me like an asset to the production. Perry Klein had started looking half feral every time I crossed a room.

Wanted was not the same as loved.

But it was enough to ruin Angela’s argument.

So I only tilted my head and said, “That’s a funny question to ask while interrupting my evening for attention.”

Her face sharpened.

Then she did something stupid.

She reached out and flicked two fingers against the thin silver chain at my throat, a gesture so invasive and dismissive it made my skin flash cold.

“Careful,” she said. “People might start forgetting what you really are.”

The air around us went dead.

And from behind her, finally, came Perry’s voice.

“Angela.”

Not loud.

Worse. Hard.

She froze, hand dropping.

Perry was suddenly there at the edge of the little circle, shoulders squared, expression flat in a way I had never seen directed at her before. The assistant coach had vanished or been abandoned; I didn’t know. I only knew that Perry’s eyes cut from Angela’s face to the hand she’d used to touch me and back again.

“What are you doing?” he asked.

Angela laughed, too quick. “Relax. We’re talking.”

“No, you’re not.”

Everyone heard it.

That was the thing. Not just me. Not just Angela. The nearby drama kids, the cheerleaders, the boy from band pretending to coil a cable, two mothers by the raffle table, half a dozen students orbiting the platform because conflict is catnip to adolescents. They all heard Perry Klein tell Angela Princeton no.

Angela heard the audience too. Her face flashed hot. “Since when do you care?”

Perry did not even look at her when he answered. He was looking at me.

“I care when you act like this.”

Silence.

Then, because she was Angela and incapable of bleeding quietly, she snapped, “Oh my God, are you serious right now?”

He finally turned to her. “Drop it.”

There are moments when a relationship does not end in one clean break but audibly cracks in public. This was one of them. You could feel it. The crowd didn’t move because movement would have acknowledged the violence of it.

Angela laughed once, sharp and unbelieving. “Wow.”

Then she looked at me, and the hate there had gone crystalline. “You can have him,” she said.

That was for the audience more than for me. A line to retain some narrative control. Something she could claim later as choice rather than loss.

She spun on her heel and stalked away with one cheerleader scrambling after her and the other pretending she had never met her.

The air came back in a rush.

People started moving again, carefully, all at once trying not to look like they had witnessed a social assassination.

Perry stood there with his hands flexing once at his sides.

I should have thanked him.

Instead I said, very softly, “You picked a dramatic venue.”

His mouth twitched despite everything. “Occupational hazard.”

Then Mrs. St. James shouted for places and the moment broke, but not all the way. It stayed in the air all through the performance preview, through the applause, through the cleanup after, through the gradual thinning of the crowd as families drifted to their cars and the stadium lights turned everything silver-blue and unreal.

I was packing props into plastic bins behind the platform afterward when I heard footsteps.

I already knew who it was.

Perry stopped just inside the little storage alcove behind the bleachers where we kept folding signs and extension cords. The shelves around us smelled like paint, dust, and damp plywood. Through the gap in the structure I could see stripes of stadium light on the track.

“No audience this time?” I asked without looking at him.

“Didn’t seem like your favorite.”

I slid a box of programs onto the lower shelf and very casually let my backpack rest open beside it, phone tucked just inside where the microphone would catch voices if angled right. My fingers brushed the screen once. Record.

Insurance.

Weapon.

Maybe both.

When I straightened, Perry was closer than I expected.

The light caught his face strangely here—jaw shadowed, eyes tired, mouth set like he’d been arguing with himself for hours and lost.

“What do you want?” I asked.

He exhaled. “I don’t know how to do this.”

I leaned one shoulder against the shelf. “Promising start.”

That almost made him smile. It vanished quickly.

“I can’t stop thinking about you,” he said.

There it was.

No preamble. No excuse. No cleverness. Just the truth dragged out into the ugly fluorescent half-dark between us.

My pulse jumped so hard it made me angry.

“That sounds inconvenient,” I said.

His eyes flashed. “Dylan.”

The way he said my name did something warm and dangerous under my ribs.

I folded my arms. “You had plenty of time not to.”

“I know.”

“You keep saying that like it fixes things.”

“It doesn’t.” He took a step closer. “I just—” He broke off and dragged a hand through his hair. “I see you everywhere now. Even when you’re not there. I hear your voice in my head. I keep replaying rehearsal, the hallway, the way you looked tonight—”

He stopped like he’d said too much.

I should have felt triumphant. The folder in my bag was practically humming. This was exactly what I had been waiting for: Perry Klein confessing in an enclosed space while my phone listened from the shadows.

Instead I felt breathless.

“Why?” I asked, and hated how real it sounded.

He looked at me like I had asked him to explain weather. “I don’t know. Because it’s you.”

That answer was absurdly insufficient.

It was also, somehow, devastating.

So I did something reckless.

I stepped closer.

Just enough to make him go still.

Perry’s eyes dropped once, involuntarily, to my mouth. Then lifted back to my face. His breathing changed. Mine had already.

“You really don’t know what to do with me,” I said softly.

“No,” he said.

I lifted one hand and touched the front of his hoodie near the drawstring, not a grab, just contact. The heat of him moved through the fabric immediately. His chest rose under my knuckles.

This was strategy, I told myself.

Push him. Test him. Make him show more. Give the recording teeth.

Instead my body registered it as an event.

First time touching a boy like this.

First time touching Perry.

First time standing this close to someone who could hurt me and wanting, against all good judgment, not to move.

His voice dropped. “Dylan.”

I tipped my face up.

“Then stop talking.”

And kissed him.

For one infinite terrible beautiful second, he didn’t move at all.

Then Perry made a sound low in his throat like surprise had collided head-on with relief, and his hand came to my waist with a care that almost undid me. He kissed me back like he had been starving. Not polished. Not practiced in the way girls in locker-room stories probably expected him to be. Just intense, warm, a little shaky, and very, very real.

My whole body lit up.

There was no point pretending otherwise. I had thought about this too much not to know the shock it would carry, but reality still demolished imagination. The texture of his mouth, the heat of his hand at my side, the rough brush of his thumb through the fabric at my waist as if he couldn’t help confirming I was there—every part of it flooded me with sensation so fierce I almost pulled away just to survive it.

I didn’t.

I kissed him again, deeper this time, because I wanted to know what happened if I did.

He backed me one small step into the shelf, not pinning, just following. His free hand came up like he meant to touch my face and then hesitated, giving me time to stop this if I wanted.

I did not stop him.

His fingers slid into my hair near the nape of my neck—my real hair, not the wig tonight, which somehow made it more intimate—and my knees actually threatened to betray me. Nobody had ever kissed me like this. Nobody had ever kissed me, period, with this mix of hunger and care, like wanting me and being afraid of me were happening at the same time.

It was my first kiss with a guy.

That sentence should have arrived with panic. With some crisis-level sense of identity or finality.

Instead it arrived as heat.

His mouth was softer than I expected. His jaw rougher. The hand at my waist drifted lower for a second, brushing the upper curve of my hip, then the side of my ass through denim in a touch so tentative it felt almost reverent.

I made a sound I didn’t mean to.

Perry froze. “Sorry—”

“No,” I whispered, and kissed him before he could say anything stupider.

That changed the kiss.

It went from confession to permission.

He pulled me closer, carefully but with less fear, and I felt the full line of him now—broad chest, warm body, the athletic solidity I had spent months pretending not to notice. My fingers, traitors, had climbed into the front of his hoodie and were gripping bunches of fabric near his ribs. He kissed like he was trying to memorize. I answered like I wanted to be memorized.

My stomach dropped when his thumb stroked once over the side of my waist again, then up, not quite to my chest but near enough to make every nerve in me wake screaming.

Too much.

Too good.

Too real.

I broke the kiss first, breathing hard.

Perry followed half an inch and stopped, eyes dark and wrecked and fixed on my face.

For a second neither of us said anything.

The stadium lights beyond the alcove buzzed faintly. Somebody far off laughed near the parking lot. The world had continued existing while mine had apparently taken a bullet.

I swallowed and stepped back just enough to feel air again.

“I’m not ready,” I said.

It cost me more than it should have to make the words come out steady.

Perry’s hand dropped from my waist immediately. “Okay.”

No pressure. No wounded-boy dramatics. Just immediate, rough-edged agreement.

That, more than the kiss itself, almost ruined me.

He looked like stopping hurt, but he did it anyway.

I let out a breath that trembled at the end and hated that he heard it.

“I mean it,” I said.

“I know.”

His voice was low, scraped raw.

For one second I thought he might leave, and some desperate selfish part of me didn’t want that. Not yet. Not while my mouth still tingled and the warmth of him still lived along the front of my body like a burn.

So when he lifted a hand—slowly, clearly asking—I didn’t move away.

His fingers touched my cheek.

Then my jaw.

Then he leaned in and kissed me again, softer this time.

No rush. No reaching lower. Just mouths, breath, the slow stunned tenderness of two people standing at the edge of something neither of them fully understood. I kissed him back because I wanted to, which was the most dangerous fact in the whole room.

By the time we finally pulled apart, my phone was still recording in my bag, quietly preserving evidence I was no longer sure I wanted to weaponize.

Perry rested his forehead against mine for one impossible second, then stepped back before I could think what to do with that.

“I meant what I said,” he murmured.

I couldn’t trust my voice, so I nodded.

Then I picked up my backpack with fingers that did not feel entirely attached to me and walked out into the cold stadium night without looking back.

The recording pulsed inside the bag like a second heart.


Chapter 6
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I FOUND out adults had started calling my mother before she ever said a word about it. That was the thing about Bellrose. News moved faster through grown women with prayer chains and carpool schedules than it did through any official system.

By the time something reached your house, it had already been sanded down, distorted, dramatized, and passed around enough that everybody felt personally entitled to an explanation.

I came home on Wednesday afternoon and knew immediately something was wrong.

Mom was standing at the kitchen counter in her scrubs with one hand around a mug she wasn’t drinking from. The roast she’d left in the slow cooker smelled like garlic and onions and the kind of normal family evening I was apparently no longer allowed to have. Late sun came through the blinds in thin gold stripes. Moth was asleep in the windowsill with his back turned to humanity like he had seen enough.

Mom looked up when I walked in.

“Hey, baby.”

Her voice had that careful sound in it. That soft, cautious sound adults used when they were trying to walk up to a dangerous animal without making it bolt.

I dropped my backpack by the chair. “Hey.”

She didn’t say anything else right away.

That was worse.

“Can we talk?” she asked finally.

Every muscle in my body wanted to leave the room.

Still, I nodded and went to the sink to wash my hands, mostly because I needed something to do that wasn’t panic. The water ran warm over my fingers. My pulse felt too loud in the quiet kitchen.

When I turned back around, Mom was still holding the mug with both hands now, looking down at it instead of at me.

“Mrs. Holloway called me today,” she said.

I leaned against the opposite counter and folded my arms. “That’s already ominous.”

She gave a tiny humorless exhale. “Then Karen Princeton.”

Of course she did.

I looked away toward the stove. “What did Angela’s mother want, exactly? A refund?”

“Dylan.”

There was enough in the way she said my name to make me stop.

Mom looked tired. Not clinic-shift tired. Not just her regular exhausted single-mom, bills-due, feet-hurt tired. This was social tired. The kind that came from smiling through invasive concern and trying to tell which part of it was fear and which part was judgment.

“A few other parents too,” she said. “And one teacher.”

The pressure in my chest started then, low and bad.

“What did they say?”

Mom hesitated. “That people are talking. That things at school have gotten intense. That there are videos going around. That you’re…” She stopped, trying to find language that wouldn’t break under its own weight. “That you’ve been dressing differently. Acting differently.”

I laughed once, but there was no humor in it. “I’m in the school play.”

“Yes,” she said quietly. “I know.”

It was the I know that made me angry.

Because it always started like that. People acting like they understood just enough to deserve the next question.

Mom set the mug down. “I need to ask you something, and I need you not to get defensive before I finish.”

I could already feel myself getting defensive.

She drew in a breath. “Is this just for the play?”

There it was.

I stared at her.

That should not have hurt as much as it did. It wasn’t even cruel. It was scared, practical, ordinary, probably the exact question half the town was asking behind our backs with fake concern pasted over it like wallpaper.

But hearing it in my own kitchen made something in me go tight and sharp.

“What does that mean?” I asked.

Mom rubbed a hand over her forehead. “It means I’m trying to understand what’s happening.”

“No,” I said, too fast. “It means you’re trying to figure out what answer you can give everybody else.”

Her face changed.

Not angry. Wounded.

Which somehow made me angrier.

“That’s not fair.”

“Isn’t it?” My voice rose before I could stop it. “Because nobody asks what I feel. Nobody asks what this is like for me. They just want the right label. The right explanation. Something neat and easy they can repeat on the phone so they don’t have to sit with not knowing.”

Mom crossed her arms now too, almost mirroring me. “I am asking because I’m scared.”

“And I’m tired,” I snapped. “I’m tired of everybody demanding a final answer from me like I owe one.”

The words came out hotter now, faster, months of pressure finally finding a crack.

“I don’t know yet,” I said. “I don’t know what this means. I don’t know if it’s one thing or ten things or something I don’t even have words for yet. And apparently that makes people insane. Apparently uncertainty isn’t allowed. Apparently if I can’t package myself up in a sentence fast enough, everyone else gets to decide for me.”

Mom went still.

The kitchen felt too small all of a sudden. Too bright. Too domestic for this kind of conversation, with the smell of roast in the air and the dish towel hanging from the oven handle like we were supposed to be having some normal Wednesday.

Her voice came out softer this time. “Baby, I’m not everyone else.”

“No,” I said. “But you asked the same question.”

She looked down at the mug, then back at me, and there was real fear in her face now. Not confusion. Fear.

“You do understand how people here can be, don’t you?” she asked. “This town can be vicious. You know that. I need to know whether you understand what kind of attention this is bringing you.”

I laughed again, sharper. “Mom, I’ve had attention on me for years. It was just uglier and quieter before.”

That landed. I saw it land.

Her mouth pressed tight and then loosened again. “I know kids at school have been cruel.”

“No,” I said. “You know they’ve been noticeable. That’s not the same thing.”

The silence after that was awful.

Mom looked like she wanted to argue and hug me and cry and say the right thing all at once, which meant she was probably about to say none of those things very well.

Instead she said, “I don’t want you hurt.”

The worst part was that I believed her completely.

That was what made this so exhausting. If she had been hateful, I could have gotten cleanly angry and stayed there. But she wasn’t hateful. She was frightened and limited and trying to love me with tools that didn’t quite fit the job.

I looked down at the floorboards.

“I’m already hurt,” I said.

The kitchen went quiet enough that I could hear the slow cooker ticking.

When Mom spoke again, her voice had thinned around the edges. “Do you want me to call you something else?”

That got me.

Not because it solved anything. Because it was smaller than all the other questions. Smaller and truer. It didn’t demand a thesis statement. It just asked what I wanted to be called in my own house.

And I still didn’t know.

I hated that I didn’t know.

My eyes burned suddenly, and I looked away before she could see.

“I don’t know,” I said.

It came out ragged.

Mom nodded once.

“Okay.”

That was it.

No lecture. No dramatic reaction. Just okay.

Relief hit so hard it almost made me cry, which was unacceptable on a Wednesday in the kitchen with pot roast in the air and my backpack still on the floor.

Then, because life hated me, she added quietly, “But can you at least promise me you’ll be careful?”

I let out a breath that might have been a laugh. “Apparently I’m not great at that.”

For one second her mouth almost smiled.

Then it disappeared.

“I’m trying, Dylan,” she said.

“I know.”

And I did.

That didn’t fix anything. It just made the whole thing sadder.

Later, upstairs in my room, I sat on the floor with my back against the bed and Moth in my lap, staring at my phone like it had offended me personally.

The real enemy was not just Angela. Or the boys in the hallway. Or Perry standing there useless while bad things happened. It was this constant demand from everybody — classmates, parents, teachers, even people trying to be kind — to become legible on command.

Define yourself now.

Explain yourself now.

Make us comfortable now.

I wanted room to become without performing a conclusion.

Apparently Bellrose considered that suspicious.

I heard about Perry and Angela from Tess, which felt right. Bellrose breakups were community theater with better hair and worse morals.

She called me while I was sitting at my desk pretending to do calculus and actually rewatching old rehearsal clips of myself with the sound off because I had become the kind of person who did that now.

I answered on the second ring. “If this is about derivatives, I’m dead.”

“It is not about derivatives,” Tess said, sounding almost reverent. “It is about social collapse.”

I sat up straighter. “Whose?”

“Angela’s, ideally. Perry’s, partially. The senior lot has seen things.”

My stomach tightened immediately. “What happened?”

Tess made a little delighted noise, the auditory equivalent of opening opera glasses. “They had a fight after practice. A real one. Not couple bickering. Not fake dramatic flirting. I mean screaming, public, ugly.”

I got to my feet without meaning to. “About what.”

She was silent for one beat too long.

Then: “You.”

Heat shot through me, fast and nauseating.

“What did she say?”

“Oh, pick a genre.” Tess started pacing on her end; I could hear it in the rhythm of her voice. “She accused him of wanting you, said he’d been staring at you for weeks, asked if he was really planning to throw his whole life away over”—she paused—“her words, not mine—‘a freak in stage makeup.’”

My grip tightened on the phone.

“And Perry?”

Another pause.

Then quieter: “He didn’t deny wanting you.”

I shut my eyes.

The room felt weirdly airless all of a sudden.

Tess must have heard the change in my breathing because her voice lost some of its glee. “Hey.”

“What.”

“You are not responsible for whatever rot was already in that relationship.”

That was probably true.

Didn’t matter.

The idea of my name in Angela’s mouth like that. The idea of Perry standing there hearing it. The idea of not denying it.

It all made something inside me shake loose in a way I didn’t trust.

“So they broke up?” I asked.

“Functionally, yes. Spiritually, definitely.” Tess paused. “I think she called him disgusting.”

For one terrible second, my first feeling was not satisfaction.

It was pain.

Not for Angela. Never for Angela.

For Perry.

Which was absurd. He was the town’s golden boy, six feet of football-funded forgiveness. He would survive one ugly parking lot scene. He would survive a thousand. But the image of him standing there while Angela said that to his face hit somewhere soft in me anyway.

I hated that.

I hated him a little for making that possible.

I hated myself much more.

“I have to go,” I said.

Tess let me. She was smarter than people gave her credit for.

I spent the next hour pretending to read and hearing none of it, replaying a fight I hadn’t seen and trying not to imagine Perry’s face in the middle of it.

Then the back door knocked.

Just once.

Not loud.

I knew it was him before I looked.

Mom was upstairs in the shower. The house was dim except for the kitchen light and the lamp in the living room. My pulse did something violent and humiliating as I crossed the room and looked through the glass.

Perry stood on the back porch in a gray hoodie and jeans, hands shoved into the pockets, hair a mess like he’d been driving with the windows down or dragging his fingers through it too many times. He looked wrecked in a way I had never seen him look.

Not football bruised. Not tired. Stripped.

I opened the door.

“What are you doing here?”

He looked at me and let out the breath he’d clearly been holding. “Can we talk?”

I should have said no.

Instead I stepped outside and pulled the door almost shut behind me, leaving only a stripe of kitchen light at my back.

The night air was cool and damp. Somewhere down the block a dog barked once and then thought better of it.

Perry looked at me the way people look at exits they aren’t sure they deserve.

“She told you?” he asked.

“Bellrose told me.”

His mouth twitched like a laugh had tried to happen and failed. “Right.”

For a second neither of us said anything.

Then he said, “I ended it.”

I folded my arms against the chill. “I heard.”

“She made it easy.”

“That was considerate of her.”

That actually got the smallest broken laugh out of him.

It made my chest ache in a way I deeply resented.

He looked down at the porch boards and then back up. “She said I was throwing my life away.”

The sentence sat between us.

I looked at the dark yard instead of his face. “Sounds like people around here only think there’s one acceptable version of a life.”

His eyes sharpened on me. “Yeah.”

I should have gone for the folder then.

That was what it was for. Every recording. Every slip. Every moment of weakness I had collected like ammunition. He was standing on my back porch after a public breakup because of me. Because of Dana. Because of all the ways I had become unavoidable in his life. One push and I could have destroyed him. Bellrose would choke on it. The football star falling apart over the so-called sissy he never defended. It would have been perfect.

Instead I looked at him and listened.

Because Perry didn’t look like somebody performing a crisis for sympathy. He looked like somebody who had run out of room inside himself.

“I think I’ve been lying to myself for a long time,” he said quietly.

“About me?” I asked.

He shook his head once. “About a lot more than just Angela.”

There it was again—that dangerous plainness. No polished speech. No grand declaration. Just the truth, dragged out and breathing hard.

The porch light caught one side of his face. He looked older tonight. Not in years. In cost.

“I’m not asking you for anything,” he said. “I know I don’t get to. I just couldn’t keep sitting with it and not tell you.”

“Tell me what?”

His gaze dropped to my hands, then rose to my face again. “That none of this is fake to me. Not the way people talk about it. Not what happened. Not…” He exhaled hard. “Not you.”

That should have felt like victory.

It felt like grief.

Not because I pitied him. Because I knew exactly how tired that sentence sounded. How long a person could spend pretending their own reaction to the world was simpler than it really was.

He stepped closer then, carefully, like he was approaching something skittish and dangerous.

I didn’t move.

His fingers touched the inside of my wrist.

Just that.

No grab. No claim. Just skin and warmth and attention so gentle it almost broke me.

My pulse jumped under his fingertips.

His eyes flicked down, then back up. I saw him feel it. Saw the moment register in his face.

“I’m sorry,” he said. “For all of it. For not saying something sooner. For standing there while she—”

“Don’t,” I said quickly.

He stopped immediately.

I wasn’t saving him. At least I told myself I wasn’t. I just couldn’t bear hearing all of it named out loud, old humiliations dragged into the porch light one by one like proof that pain had happened.

So we stood there in the cold, connected by that one small point of contact.

Then he let go.

Not because he wanted to. Because he thought I needed him to.

The absence of his hand was immediate and stupid.

“I should go,” he said.

“Yes,” I said.

Neither of us moved.

Then he nodded once, rough and resigned, and walked off the porch.

I watched him go all the way to his truck.

He didn’t look back.

Only after the headlights vanished down the street did I realize I had listened to him the whole time like someone trying not to spill water from cupped hands.

Worse than that—

I had wanted to.

The next morning my phone vibrated itself halfway off the nightstand.

At first I was too half-asleep to understand what I was seeing. The screen was just light and motion and too many notifications stacked over each other like a glitch.

Then I picked it up.

Texts. DMs. Missed calls. Mentions. Group chats I forgot I was in suddenly alive with panic and gossip. Three calls from Tess. Two from unknown numbers. One from a theater sophomore who had never once texted me voluntarily.

The blood drained out of my body before I even knew why.

I opened the newest message from Tess.

call me RIGHT NOW

Then the next.

don’t go to school

Then a link.

My thumb shook when I tapped it.

Instagram opened to a screen recording already reposted across at least four Bellrose gossip accounts and a swarm of private stories. Dim light. Storage shelves. My body angled toward Perry’s. His hand at my waist. My mouth on his.

The kiss.

The kiss.

The first one. Then the second. Then me after walking towards the camera and pressed the stop recording button. Enough to kill deniability. Enough to set the entire town on fire.

My heart crashed so hard it made my vision blur.

“No,” I said out loud, like the phone might listen. “No, no, no.”

I sat bolt upright in bed, the blankets tangled around my legs, and watched the clip loop once before I could force myself to stop it.

There was no context. No explanation. Just the two of us in grainy low light, exactly intimate enough to destroy everything.

A new text came in while I was still staring at the screen.

Angela.

My stomach dropped clear through the mattress.

I opened it.

you should’ve been more careful with your phone and not left it unattended during rehearsals

A second message followed immediately.

P.S. birthdays should never be passcodes

For one second I stopped breathing.

Then everything in the room tilted.

She had gotten into my phone.

Not just seen the kiss. My phone. My folders. My recordings. My notes. My humiliations, my planning, my private little war museum. The hidden folder with Perry’s name on it. The clips. The evidence. The poison.

A sound came out of me I had never heard before — small, sharp, animal.

My hands were shaking so hard I nearly dropped the phone when it started ringing.

Perry.

I stared at the screen in pure terror.

Then I answered.

“Perry…” I said, and it came out half-breath, half-sob.

He was furious.

Not cold furious. Not controlled. Raw.

“Why were you recording me?”

There was no hello. No preamble. Just the wound.

I opened my mouth and nothing useful came out.

“Perry—”

“Were you collecting this?” he demanded. “Was that what all of it was? Every conversation? Every time you looked at me like that? You had your phone running?”

Tears hit before I could stop them, hot and humiliating.

“I didn’t—” My voice broke. “I wasn’t going to—”

“You weren’t going to what? Use it? Because somebody already did.”

That landed so hard I folded in on myself.

Through the phone I could hear his breathing, rough and fast, and under the anger something worse — hurt. Real hurt. Not just embarrassment. Not just social terror. Betrayal.

Which I had earned.

I hated that too.

“I’m sorry,” I choked out.

It sounded pathetic.

Maybe it was.

There was a long terrible silence.

Then, quieter and somehow more devastating, Perry said, “I thought what happened between us was real.”

That did it.

I started crying for real then, ugly and helpless and furious at myself for doing it. “It was,” I said. “It was. I just— I didn’t know—”

But I did know, didn’t I?

I had made the folder. I had named it after him. I had told myself it was leverage, insurance, revenge, proof. I had kissed him and recorded it at the same time because some part of me had wanted the evidence more than the moment.

And now the moment was ash in everyone’s hands.

Perry let out a breath on the other end of the line that sounded wrecked. “I can’t do this right now.”

Then he hung up.

The silence afterward roared.

I sat on the bed with tears running down my face and the phone clutched in one hand until I couldn’t stand still inside my own skin anymore.

So I started throwing things away.

The tinted balms first. Then the brow gel. The perfume atomizer. Makeup wipes. The concealer. The little lash curler Tess had given me. Cotton pads. The cheap compact. Hair ties. Skin cream. Anything that looked like Dana had touched it. Anything that looked like evidence of trying.

They hit the trash can and the floor and the wall in ugly little clatters.

Moth fled under the desk.

I yanked open the drawer and threw more in. Lip stain. Hair clips. The good razor. A blouse I had loved too much on sight. My hands moved blindly, fueled by panic and shame and the sudden desperate need to become less visible by destroying the tools I had used to make myself seen.

I was breathing too fast.

The room felt too bright.

My body had started shaking in that deep internal way that meant I was past ordinary fear now and into something chemical, unmanageable, a full collapse moving through me.

I dropped to the floor beside the bed and cried into both hands.

Bellrose had the kiss. Angela had had my phone. Perry knew about the recordings. Mom would hear. The school would hear. Everyone would have a version. They would all demand statements now, explanations, confessions, neat labels and clean narratives while I was still trying to survive the blast radius.

I needed to calm down.

That thought took over with the bluntness of instinct.

Not rational. Not wise. Just immediate.

I wiped my face hard with the heel of my hand, stood on shaking legs, and crossed to the closet where the shoebox sat hidden behind old yearbooks and a broken lamp.

The packages inside looked smaller than the damage they had done.

I stared at them with a strange numbness.

Part of me knew this was exactly the kind of moment that had been building under all the earlier warning signs—the fatigue, the trembling, the way relief had started feeling less like peace and more like a crash after a high. Part of me knew I was panicking and reaching for the one private ritual that had started to mean control.

That part did not win.

What I wanted, in that moment, was silence inside my body.

What I wanted was to stop feeling like I was about to tear apart at the seams.

So I reached for the box of hormones with hands that still would not stop shaking and told myself I only needed to get through the next five minutes.

Which was, by then, how every bad decision in my life had started.


Chapter 7
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OPENING night arrived like a verdict. All day I had felt wrong inside my own body. Not theatrical wrong. Not nerves-only wrong. Something heavier. Deeper. The kind of weakness that made my bones feel full of wet sand and my thoughts arrive a second late, as though I were hearing myself from underwater.

My hands wouldn’t quite stay steady. My stomach kept turning over on itself. Twice that afternoon I had to sit down before the room tipped too far sideways.

I told myself it was stress.

I told myself it was adrenaline.

I told myself a lot of things, because the truth was uglier and because ugly truths are easy to ignore when they are helping you become beautiful.

By the time I got backstage, the whole building felt charged. Parents in the lobby. Students packed in the house. Programs rustling. Stage crew whispering in fast frantic bursts. Mrs. St. James moving through all of it with the controlled, holy rage of a woman trying to herd art through public education.

I sat at the dressing table under the vanity bulbs and stared at my own reflection.

My face, bare and tired and not yet arranged, stared back.

On the counter sat the scattered evidence of who I had become over the last few months—brushes, pins, powder, lip color, false lashes, setting spray, costume jewelry, a tiny atomizer of perfume, the white ribbons for my wrists. The whole machinery of Dana laid out in pieces.

My pulse was skidding.

I had run out of the injectable stuff days ago. That fact had been hanging over me like a bad omen, making every panic spike worse. Everything in me wanted some immediate way to quiet the storm inside my body, to force myself into stillness, into readiness, into the clean beautiful line of the swan.

So I made another bad decision.

Not because it was smart. Because I was terrified. I took a handful of birth control pills as a way to feminize myself and calm me down.

Afterward, sitting there under the lights, I told myself it was taking effect. That it would make me feel more like myself. More finished. More ready.

For a little while, I believed that lie.

Tess appeared behind me in the mirror carrying a bundle of costume pieces. “You look like a Victorian orphan about to either faint or curse the estate.”

“Very on theme,” I muttered.

She set the bundle down and squeezed my shoulder once. “Breathe.”

I nodded.

Then I started building Dana.

That part still felt like prayer.

Foundation first, light and careful. Concealer under the eyes despite the tiredness that seemed to live there now no matter what I did. Powder where the stage lights would turn me to oil if I let them. Contour to sharpen what I wanted read and soften what I didn’t. Blush higher on the cheek. Highlighter, but restrained. Mrs. St. James hated glitter unless it had narrative purpose.

My hands steadied as I worked.

That was the dangerous thing about transformation. Sometimes it did soothe me. Sometimes it felt like every product, every brushstroke, every pin and ribbon and careful line was bringing my body closer to something it had wanted all along. Not fake. Not costume. Correction.

I darkened the crease of my eye, lifted the liner at the outer corners, pressed shadow into place. Mascara. Then lashes—small enough not to look cartoonish, dramatic enough to enlarge the whole emotional field of the face. The second they settled, my eyes changed. Softer. Stranger. More deliberate. My mouth after that: color pressed in and blotted down, then gloss only at the center.

I lifted my chin.

A swan began to emerge.

Tess worked on my hair in practiced silence, securing the wig and smoothing the crown until every angle read clean under stage light. Then the white costume: fitted bodice, pale layers, the illusion of softness structured by boning and pins and discipline. She tightened where needed, adjusted the line of my shoulders, stepped back, and made a low sound of approval she would deny later if asked.

When I stood, the room moved.

Not actually. Inside me.

Because the body in the mirror looked more right than the body I had dragged through the hallways that morning.

My waist drew inward under the structure.

My chest filled the bodice in a way that made my breath catch.

My hips, subtle but undeniable now, changed the line from rib to thigh.

The white of the costume made my skin look luminous. The makeup made my face readable, yes, but more than that—it made it mine in a way that felt almost frightening.

For one suspended moment, panic gave way to something bright and shivering and holy.

Gender euphoria was too clinical a phrase for it. It sounded like paperwork. What happened in that mirror felt like being struck clean through with light.

I touched the top edge of the bodice with trembling fingers.

There you are, I thought.

Not to Dylan exactly.

Not even fully to Dana.

To the self beneath the war.

For a minute I forgot the crowd. Forgot Angela. Forgot the leaked kiss, the ruined recordings, the shouting, the fallout, the way Mom had cried quietly in the kitchen after the school started calling. Forgot everything except the image in the glass and the impossible tenderness of recognizing something before I had language to cage it.

Then the first call came from stage management.

Places.

The spell broke.

My stomach turned hard enough to make me grip the dressing table.

“You okay?” Tess asked immediately.

I nodded too fast.

Lie.

The room had started shimmering faintly at the edges. A fine nausea moved under my ribs, the kind you can mistake for nerves right up until it becomes something worse.

Mrs. St. James swept in, took one look at me, and said, “Good. Haunting. Don’t overthink the second act transition.”

“Comforting,” I said.

She leaned close enough that only I could hear. “You owe them truth tonight. Not perfection.”

Then she was gone again, all black silk and command.

I looked at myself one last time.

The white swan stared back.

And somewhere under the beauty, under the structure and powder and performance, something fragile and real lifted its face too.

The first notes of the overture wrapped around me like cold water.

From the wings, the audience looked like a dark living wall—parents, students, teachers, half the town pretending they had come for culture when really they had come because Bellrose loved spectacle and rumor and couldn’t resist seeing whether I would become art or disaster.

Maybe they were getting both.

I stepped into the light.

And for one glorious opening stretch, the body obeyed.

White swan first.

Odette was grief disciplined into elegance. She was sorrow held upright by ritual. She was softness that had been forced into beauty because beauty was the only socially acceptable form pain could wear and still be applauded.

I understood her instantly.

Every line I had practiced all autumn found me again. The neck long. The wrists alive. The hands carrying feeling before the mouth ever could. My body moved with that wounded care I had learned to make look effortless. Not innocence exactly. That had never been my language. Vulnerability sharpened by watchfulness.

The audience went quiet in the real way.

Not school-assembly quiet. Not gossip quiet. Attention.

The kind that makes a room feel as though it has inhaled and not yet remembered to exhale.

I let the stillness hold where it needed to. Let the sorrow sit in my shoulders, not collapsed but carried. Let the line of my body tell the story before any larger gesture could cheapen it. I could feel them reading me—first with curiosity, then concentration, then something closer to awe.

For a little while, I forgot to be afraid.

That was the gift performance sometimes gave me. It took all the fractured parts of my life—humiliation, want, rage, beauty, uncertainty, hunger—and turned them into one forward-moving thing. Onstage, the contradictions stopped fighting and started meaning something.

The white swan was the boy they thought they knew: delicate, mournful, too soft to survive the world he’d been dropped into.

The black swan was what happened when he did anyway.

By the time the act turn came, I was sweating beneath the costume and breathing too hard, but the story inside me had already caught fire. Backstage hands moved around me in practiced frenzy. Costume adjustments. Darker makeup notes. The black detailing secured. A new mouth. A new gaze. Tess touched my shoulder once, hard, as if anchoring me.

Then back out.

Black swan.

This was where vengeance lived. Not in screaming. In command. In knowing the room was yours and not asking permission to take it. I let my chin rise. Let my mouth sharpen. Let the softness that had once protected me become strategic instead.

Boyhood and becoming.

Performance and truth.

Odette moved like pain trying to stay beautiful.

Odile moved like beauty that knew it could wound.

The whole school had spent months trying to decide which one I really was.

That was their mistake.

I was both.

The fury in me made the second act richer. Every ugly hallway memory, every slur, every quiet stare, every apology that came too late, every demand to define myself neatly for public comfort—all of it fed the black swan until she felt less like a role than a revelation. The turns came cleaner. The pauses colder. The line of my mouth at one beat of stillness sent a visible ripple through the front rows.

Somewhere in the room, Perry was watching.

I didn’t mean to look for him.

I found him anyway.

Front row off-center, exactly where he would have the worst possible view if this became a disaster and the clearest if it became triumph. His face gave me nothing easy. Not because he felt nothing. Because whatever he felt had gone too deep for expression. He sat forward slightly, hands clasped so tight his knuckles blanched white.

Unreadable.

And yet not.

Because I knew him now, at least a little. Knew the tension in his jaw when he was holding too much. Knew the fixed intensity of his gaze when the world narrowed to one unbearable point.

Me, in this case.

The weakness started halfway through a turning phrase.

Not dramatic at first. Just a flash of light behind my eyes and the sensation of the floor sliding half an inch in the wrong direction. I corrected automatically, pushed through, found the next mark. The audience would have seen nothing but control.

Inside my body, a warning bell went off.

My stomach lurched.

A wave of nausea came so fast it almost stole the next breath. For one horrifying second, I thought I might actually be sick under the lights in front of everyone I had ever wanted to impress or destroy.

Don’t.

I held the next line of movement through sheer spite.

The music kept going. Of course it did. Theater does not stop because your body begins to revolt. The scene required me, so I gave it what I had left.

The black swan sequence turned into battle.

Every pirouette became an argument with gravity. Every extension a negotiation with dizziness. Sweat prickled under my wig. The bodice felt suddenly too tight, not because it was, but because drawing a full breath had become harder than it should have been. My hands tingled. The edges of the stage lights started blooming outward.

I told myself: finish the phrase.

Then: get to the end of this section.

Then: one more turn.

The audience stayed stunned. They must have thought what they were seeing was intensity. Commitment. Art. Maybe it still was. But by then it was also survival. The white swan had been longing. The black swan was refusal. Refusal to fall. Refusal to become ugly under their gaze. Refusal to let the body steal the ending.

I took the setup for the next pirouette sequence and knew immediately I should not do it.

I did it anyway.

First turn.

Fine.

Second turn.

The floor shifted violently.

Third—

The whole theater lurched sideways.

There was a collective noise from the audience, one of those small involuntary human sounds made when something goes wrong too fast to understand. My body tried to recover and failed. My ankle wobbled. The stage lights became exploding stars.

I remember the sensation of falling before I remember hitting the floor.

Then impact.

Hard, bright, wrong.

The music stopped in pieces.

People were shouting.

At first it all sounded very far away. The stage manager. Mrs. St. James. Somebody in the front row standing up so fast their program fluttered to the floor. The audience breaking apart into panic and confusion and that terrible live rustle of hundreds of people realizing they are no longer watching fiction.

I tried to push up.

My arms didn’t work.

Nausea surged so hard I gagged. My vision tunneled. The theater ceiling swung above me like water.

Then Perry was there.

I don’t know how he got from the front row to the stage that fast. I just remember the shape of him pushing through bodies, somebody trying to stop him, him not stopping. His face above me, white with fear in a way that made every other expression I’d ever seen on him feel decorative.

“Dana.”

He said it like prayer. Like panic. Like truth.

Hands touched my costume from somewhere else—crew, maybe, or Mrs. St. James—but Perry’s hands were the ones I felt. One at the back of my shoulders, one beneath my knees, careful and shaking and sure all at once.

“I’ve got you,” he said.

I tried to answer.

Nothing useful came out.

The audience was chaos now, voices rising and breaking. I could hear Mom somewhere. Tess too. Someone calling for an ambulance. Mrs. St. James cutting through all of it in the voice she used when the world had become a problem she intended to out-command.

Perry lifted me.

The movement made the nausea spike so viciously I buried my face against his shoulder on reflex. He smelled like rain, deodorant, and fear. Under the stage makeup and perfume and panic, my body recognized him instantly.

I think I grabbed his hoodie.

I’m not sure.

The last thing I remember before everything went dark was the sound of his heartbeat under my ear and his voice saying my name—both names, maybe, or something close enough that it didn’t matter.

Then nothing.

When I woke up, the world was white and beeping.

For one impossible second I thought I was still under stage lights because everything hurt in the same distant, over-bright way. Then I smelled antiseptic. Heard the steady machine pulse. Felt the dry cotton of a hospital blanket against my skin and the awful drag of IV tape on the back of my hand.

I opened my eyes properly.

Hospital room.

Mom in the chair by the bed, shoulders folded inward with exhaustion. Tess half-curled in the windowside seat like a spiteful goth angel on vigil. Perry standing near the wall, hands in his pockets so hard it looked painful. And a doctor at the foot of the bed flipping through a chart.

Mom saw my eyes open first.

“Oh, thank God.”

She was out of the chair instantly, at my side, and then her hand was in my hair and on my cheek and gripping my shoulder all in one movement like she couldn’t decide where relief belonged.

I tried to speak.

My mouth felt lined with dust.

Mom grabbed the little cup of ice chips and held one to my lips with hands that still shook. “Easy,” she said, voice breaking. “Don’t try yet.”

Tess stood too, arms folded hard across her chest like she was physically restraining herself from crying or murdering me. “You absolute nightmare,” she whispered.

That almost made me smile.

The doctor stepped closer, professional and tired. Middle-aged, kind-faced, no-nonsense. “Good. Welcome back.”

I blinked at him.

“What happened?” I asked, or tried to. It came out rough and thin.

The doctor looked at Mom first, then back at me. “You collapsed from a combination of severe dehydration and a dangerous amount of birth control pills in your system. We had to stabilize you quickly and empty what was still unabsorbed from your stomach. You were very lucky.”

The room went still.

My face went cold.

Not because I hadn’t known, somewhere underneath. Because hearing it out loud turned vague danger into fact.

Mom made a sound beside me like pain trying not to become anger.

The doctor continued in the same calm voice doctors must learn specifically for moments when a teenager has almost destroyed herself in pursuit of something she cannot yet explain. “Your bloodwork was concerning. If treatment had been delayed much longer, we could have been dealing with serious organ injury. Your kidneys were under strain already. We’re watching your liver values too. You are going to recover, but this could have gone very differently.”

My throat tightened.

I looked away.

The shame hit in layers. Not just because I’d done something reckless. Because I had done it while dressed as a swan under stage lights in front of the whole town, because Perry had carried me, because Mom knew now, because there was no more glamorous version of the story left to hide inside.

“I’m going to give you all a few minutes,” the doctor said gently. “Then I want to talk about follow-up care and getting you proper support.”

He left.

The silence he took with him was somehow worse.

Mom sat back down slowly like her knees had remembered they were human. Her eyes were red-rimmed and exhausted and full of too many things at once—terror, relief, grief, anger, love. The whole impossible mother mixture.

“Baby,” she said softly, and that one word nearly finished me.

“I’m sorry,” I whispered.

It was useless. True. Not enough.

Mom closed her eyes briefly. “We’ll talk later. I have to sign forms.”

That could have sounded like punishment.

Instead it sounded like mercy.

Tess stepped up then, squeezing my shoulder with exactly enough force to hurt. “You do not get to scare me like that and die looking prettier than I ever will. It’s rude.”

A weak laugh escaped me before I could stop it. It hurt. Worth it.

Mom managed half a broken smile at that.

Then she looked over her shoulder at Perry, who had not moved from the wall.

“Come on, help me with the forms, and let’s buy something to eat,” she said quietly to Tess.

Tess blinked. “Wanna come with us?” she asked Perry.

“I’ll stay with Dana.”

Tess looked from Mom to Perry to me and understood instantly, because she understood everything annoying and human with supernatural speed.

“Right,” she said. “Coffee. Donuts. Essential.”

They left.

The door clicked shut behind them.

The room changed.

Not safer, exactly. More exposed.

Perry stayed where he was for one second longer, then came to the side of the bed. Up close he looked terrible. Hair wrecked. Eyes shadowed. Clothes slept in or maybe just worn too long with no thought to dignity. There was dried stage makeup on the cuff of his hoodie from where he must have touched me while carrying me.

That detail almost killed me.

For a while neither of us said anything.

Then I looked down at the blanket and asked the worst question available.

“Do you still hate me?”

The words felt twelve years old the second they left my mouth.

Perry’s face changed immediately.

He reached out and put two fingers lightly under my chin, not forcing, just guiding until I looked at him.

“Shh,” he said.

It was not dismissive. It was wrecked and tender and a little furious all at once.

“I don’t hate you.”

I searched his face for hesitation and found none.

“What I feel about you has been the problem from the beginning,” he said quietly.

That should have terrified me more than it did.

Instead relief moved through me so suddenly it hurt.

I swallowed. “Even now?”

His mouth gave the smallest tired half-smile. “Especially now, idiot.”

That made something in me crack open.

All the weeks of staring and wanting and planning revenge and gathering proof and ruining each other by accident and on purpose. All the fear. All the softness. All the impossible timing. It all crowded the room until breathing around it became impossible.

“Perry—”

He leaned down and kissed me before I could ruin it with language.

Not like the first time. Not desperate. Not panicked. This kiss was quiet and devastating and deliberate, like he was answering a question my body had been asking for months. One hand cradled the side of my face carefully, mindful of the hospital, the IV, the fragility. His mouth moved against mine with enough restraint to be almost unbearable.

I kissed him back because there was nothing else worth doing.

The beeping monitor kept steady time beside us. The room smelled like antiseptic and stale air and the faint clean soap of his skin. Somewhere down the hall a cart rattled past. The whole ordinary hospital world went on while my entire chest filled with something too tender to look at directly.

When he pulled back, he rested his forehead lightly against mine.

No I love you.

No promises neither of us knew how to keep.

Just breath. Nearness. A kind of exhausted devotion I could feel in the way his hand stayed against my cheek like it belonged there.

“I’m here,” he murmured.

It was not flashy. It was better. It was real.


Epilogue
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A FEW MONTHS later, the lake looked like something Bellrose had failed to spoil. It sat just beyond town where the road narrowed, the air cooled, and the trees thickened enough to make the world feel private again.

At sunset the water turned gold first, then blush, then a deepening blue that caught the sky and held it like a secret. There was an old wooden dock at the edge, gray with age, and a small patch of wild grass where the land sloped gently down to the shore.

It was quiet.

Not empty. Just quiet in the way I had once thought only fiction was.

I stood at the end of the dock with my hands in the pockets of my cardigan and watched my reflection break apart in the water.

I looked good.

Not in the hungry, frantic, mirror-checking way I used to mean it. Not in the desperate, prove-it, ruin-them way. Just good. Settled. Real.

I wore a soft cream top tucked into dark jeans that fit my hips the way I used to dream clothes might one day fit if I stared hard enough at enough women online and kept wishing with enough violence. A thin silver chain rested at my throat. My makeup was light—concealer, mascara, a little lip tint, the kind of face that looked like me instead of effort. My hair had grown longer and softer around my face, enough that it moved in the breeze and caught the last of the light.

No wig.

No stage paint.

No costume.

Just me.

Before I left the house, Mom had stood in the kitchen doorway with her keys in one hand and looked at me for a second with that careful expression she still wore sometimes, like she was handling something precious and breakable and trying not to let me see the fear in it.

Then she smiled, small and real.

“You look beautiful, Dana.”

That was the first time she’d said it without asking first.

Without stumbling.

Without trying the name on like a dress she worried she hadn’t paid for.

Just Dana.

I had gone completely still in the kitchen with one earring in my hand and my whole chest full.

And then, because my mother had always preferred tenderness in practical clothing, she crossed the room and fixed the back of my necklace clasp where it had twisted sideways.

“Don’t stay out too late,” she said.

That was all.

I had almost cried into the fruit bowl.

Now, standing at the lake, I let the word settle in me again.

Dana.

Not a stage name.

Not revenge.

Not a role.

Mine.

The truth was, by then, I had stopped fighting it.

Not because everything had become magically easy after the hospital. It hadn’t. Recovery was ugly and slow and humbling. There were doctors now. Real ones. Long talks. Bloodwork. Rules. Warnings. Mom hovering when she thought I didn’t notice. Tess threatening to haunt me in advance if I ever did anything that stupid again. Bellrose gossip changing shape every week because the town had the attention span of a drunk moth around flame.

And there was shame too. About the recordings. About Perry. About the phone. About all the ways I had tried to turn desire into leverage because I was too scared to trust it if it came with empty hands.

But underneath all of that, cleaner than the panic ever was, something had remained.

Relief.

The terrible, holy relief of finally not having to argue with myself every waking minute.

Dylan had gotten me here. He had survived the cruelty. He had survived the confusion. He had survived long enough to find the part of me that could stop surviving and start living.

But he was not the name that fit when I stopped bracing.

That name was Dana.

Behind me, tires crunched softly over gravel.

I didn’t turn right away.

I heard the truck door shut. The little metallic clink. Footsteps through grass. A pause.

Then Perry’s voice.

“You reprising Odette out here, or does it come naturally?”

I smiled before I could stop myself and turned.

He was walking toward the dock in a dark jacket and jeans, hands shoved into the pockets, hair a little messy from the drive. He still looked like Perry Klein in all the obvious ways—broad shoulders, strong jaw, athlete’s body, the kind of face Bellrose had spent years forgiving in advance. But he had changed too. Softer around the mouth now. Less performed. Less interested in looking like what people expected and more interested in being where he actually wanted to be.

Here, apparently.

With me.

“I had to arrive early,” I said. “The lake and I had business.”

He stepped onto the dock and glanced out at the water. “Did it answer your questions?”

“It had notes.”

“That sounds serious.”

“It was devastating.”

He laughed quietly and came to stand beside me at the rail.

For a minute, we just looked out at the water together.

That had become one of my favorite things about him. The way he’d learned not to crowd every silence. The way he no longer treated pauses like problems to fix. He let the moment exist before trying to shape it. Bellrose could have used that skill in bulk.

The breeze moved cool over the lake. Somewhere out in the reeds, something small shifted and disappeared.

Perry leaned his forearms on the dock rail. “Glad your mom allowed you to come with me here.”

I let out a breath that almost counted as a laugh. “Mom told me not to stay out too late, which I think means she’s decided I’m still eighteen even if I’m a beautiful tragic woman by the lake.”

He smiled without looking away from the water. “That sounds about right.”

“She fixed my necklace,” I added, quieter.

That got his full attention.

I turned my face enough to catch his expression.

Warm. Careful. Knowing.

“That’s good,” he said.

“It is.”

The word sat between us, small and full.

He nodded once, then looked back toward the last line of sunset flattening over the water. “I’ve been trying not to ask you something.”

I stiffened before I meant to.

He felt it immediately. “Not because I think you owe me an answer,” he said. “Just because I didn’t want not asking to become its own kind of fear.”

That was such a Perry sentence now. Earned the hard way and a little rough at the edges.

I folded my arms loosely and looked at him. “What were you trying not to ask?”

He took his time.

Not stalling. Choosing care.

Then he said, “What the doctor told you.”

There it was.

Not what are you, really?
Not so what do I call you now?
Not was any of that real?

Just that.

What feels right.

The lake moved in dark ripples below us.

I looked out over the water and let the answer come up cleanly without dressing it in speeches.

“Dana,” I said.

The word came out soft.

Certain.

It did not shake.

Perry turned toward me fully.

I could feel his attention settle over me, gentle and total and not trying to force the moment bigger than it already was.

“Dana,” he repeated.

I nodded.

For one second I thought I might have to explain. That I might owe a monologue about Dylan and the role and the stage and the hospital and the months in between.

But I didn’t want a speech.

I wanted the truth.

“Dylan got me here,” I said quietly. “He survived Bellrose. He survived all of it. And I love him for that, I think. But…” I swallowed and looked down at my hands. “He isn’t who I am when I stop bracing.”

The air felt very still around us.

I lifted my eyes back to his.

“I’m Dana and I’m keeping the hormone replacement therapy.”

Perry looked at me with that open, wrecked tenderness he seemed to save only for moments that mattered enough to scare him.

Then he smiled.

Not big. Not showy. Just real enough to undo me.

“Hi, Dana,” he said.

And that was it.

That was the line that got me.

Not because it was clever. Because it wasn’t. It was simple. Immediate. No negotiation. No pause where he weighed whether the name was too much, too soon, too public, too strange, too anything.

Just hi.

Like he had been waiting for me to arrive and had the decency not to drag me to the door.

My eyes burned so fast I had to laugh or cry and the laugh got there first, thin and shaky and full of too much relief.

“That was rude,” I told him.

His smile widened. “Yeah?”

“You were supposed to say something worse. I had a whole speech prepared in case you got weird.”

He leaned one shoulder against the rail, watching me. “I’m trying to break old habits.”

“That explains the haircut.”

He snorted.

The sound of it loosened something else in me too. The last little knot of dread maybe. The fear that saying it aloud would change the air and make the world tilt.

It didn’t.

The world stayed exactly where it was.

Only now I was in it more honestly.

Perry reached out slowly, giving me all the time in the world to move if I wanted.

I didn’t.

His fingers slid through mine and held.

No drama. No urgency. Just warmth.

“I was scared to ask,” he admitted.

“You? Shocking.”

“I know. Very off-brand.”

I tipped my head and watched our hands for a second. His were bigger, rougher, athlete hands still carrying old tape-calluses and new softness in the way they touched me. He held on like I mattered, which was still dangerous to me in all the best and worst ways.

“Why were you scared?” I asked.

He looked down at me, then out at the lake again. “Because I didn’t want to make it about what I needed. Or rush you into saying something because I was uncomfortable not knowing.” His thumb moved once against my knuckles. “I’ve already done enough damage standing around waiting for life to explain itself to me.”

That one hit.

Because it was true. And because I could hear the apology under it without him trying to make it a transaction. He wasn’t asking me to soothe him. He was just telling the truth about the version of himself he was trying not to be anymore.

I squeezed his hand once.

“That was almost mature,” I said.

He looked offended. “Almost?”

“You’re still from Bellrose.”

“Cruel.”

“I’m beautiful. I’m allowed.”

He laughed again, soft and helpless.

The lake darkened by degrees around us. Somewhere in town, lights were coming on. But out here it still felt like the world had thinned down to water, dusk, wood under our shoes, and the space between our bodies filling with everything we still hadn’t said and somehow didn’t need to yet.

Perry turned toward me fully.

“Can I kiss you?” he asked.

The question itself nearly undid me.

Not because he had never kissed me before.

Because he was asking now.

Because this version of us, standing at the lake with no audience and no crisis and no hospital and no revenge folder and no stage lights, deserved something gentler than accident.

I stepped closer.

“You didn’t have to ask,” I said.

His mouth twitched. “Dana.”

The way he said my name now—mine, fully mine—sent a clean shiver through me.

So I saved him from having to ask again.

I rose onto my toes and kissed him first.

The kiss was soft at the start. Slow. The kind that knew exactly what it was not trying to prove. No panic. No desperation. No gathering evidence in the dark. Just the quiet miracle of being wanted by someone who had finally learned how to want without grabbing, demanding, or hiding.

His free hand came up to the side of my face, careful and warm.

I leaned into it.

The lake breeze moved around us. The water made small patient sounds below the dock. Somewhere far off, a bird called once and went silent.

When Perry deepened the kiss, I let him.

My whole body answered without fear this time.

That was new too.

Not the wanting. The lack of war around it.

When we finally pulled apart, he rested his forehead against mine and let out a breath that sounded almost like a laugh.

“You’re real bad for me,” he murmured.

I smiled against his mouth. “That’s not very supportive language.”

“You know what I mean.”

I did.

He drew back just enough to look at me.

No one had ever looked at me the way he did when he wasn’t trying not to. Like the answer had turned out better than the question. Like I wasn’t a problem to solve or a spectacle to survive or a secret to manage.

Like I was simply a girl by a lake at sunset, and that was enough to alter the whole horizon.

~THE END~

Did you enjoy Girl Role? In that case, I hope you can check out my first full-length Transgender Transformation novel The Love Hormone.
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“Along with the Estrogen and Anti-androgen, I took EVERYTHING, including the Risk of Falling in Love.”

It contains over 43,000 indelible words that will open your eyes to the possibility that transformation can lead to Happily Ever After. It is a brave story of a nurse who got kicked out of the house for wearing a dress and eventually meets an arrogant yet oh-so-charming doctor who will not only steal her parking slot, but also her heart.

Read The Love Hormone

Can’t get enough? Let’s multiply that urge multiple times 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


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…

[image: ]

“My body changed after that bite. It must be the bacteria!”

I came to the Florida coast to study bacteria. I was supposed to collect samples, survive the humidity, and get back to my real life—the orderly one, the rational one, the one I had spent twenty-nine years building with careful hands and airtight control.

Then one cut in the marsh changed everything. The organism I discovered was unlike anything my pharmaceutical company had ever seen. By the time the hurricane hit and stranded me in a small house inland with local fisherman Barry Walker, it was already too late.

My body was changing. Softening. Feminizing. Becoming something impossible.

Read Femme Bacteria

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.

	[image: A person in a dress  Description automatically generated]	[image: A person in glasses and garment  Description automatically generated]	[image: A person holding a lipstick  Description automatically generated]
	[image: A person in a cheerleader outfit  Description automatically generated]	[image: A person in a swimsuit on a beach  Description automatically generated]	[image: A person in a maid outfit  Description automatically generated]



Author’s Message
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Dear Romantic Reader,

Thank you very much for purchasing and reading Girl Role.

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)

OEBPS/image_rsrc308.jpg
LILLY LUSTWOOD





OEBPS/image_rsrc2ZM.jpg





OEBPS/image_rsrc30B.jpg
vol:ghe

MﬁTWOOD





OEBPS/image_rsrc2ZV.jpg





OEBPS/image_rsrc30K.jpg





OEBPS/image_rsrc2ZN.jpg





OEBPS/image_rsrc30C.jpg





OEBPS/image_rsrc2ZW.jpg
AN ILLUSTRATED FEMINIZATIBN'ROMANCE NOVELLA BUNDLE

LILLY RUSTWOQOD





OEBPS/image_rsrc307.jpg





OEBPS/image_rsrc2ZJ.jpg





OEBPS/image_rsrc30S.jpg





OEBPS/image_rsrc301.jpg
LILLY I_USOQD





OEBPS/image_rsrc2ZX.jpg





OEBPS/image_rsrc2ZZ.jpg





OEBPS/image_rsrc309.jpg





OEBPS/image_rsrc2ZP.jpg





OEBPS/image_rsrc300.jpg
B i AND,

4 LUST






OEBPS/image_rsrc30A.jpg





OEBPS/image_rsrc30R.jpg





OEBPS/nav.xhtml

Table of contents

		Girl Role

		Table of Contents

		Introduction

		Free Vip Mailing List

		Chapter 1

		Chapter 2

		Chapter 3

		Chapter 4

		Chapter 5

		Chapter 6

		Chapter 7

		Epilogue

		Hello Lilly

		Book Bundles

		Custom Story

		Audiobooks

		Find Femboys

		Latest & Other Titles

		Author’s Message




Guide

		Cover

		Beginning

		Table of Contents




		1

		2

		3

		4

		5

		6

		7

		8

		9

		10

		11

		12

		13

		14

		15

		16

		17

		18

		19

		20

		21

		22

		23

		24

		25

		26

		27

		28

		29

		30

		31

		32

		33

		34

		35

		36

		37

		38

		39

		40

		41

		42

		43

		44

		45

		46

		47

		48

		49

		50

		51

		52

		53

		54

		55

		56

		57

		58

		59

		60

		61

		62

		63

		64

		65

		66

		67

		68

		69

		70

		71

		72

		73

		74

		75

		76

		77

		78

		79

		80

		81

		82

		83

		84

		85

		86

		87

		88

		89

		90

		91

		92

		93

		94

		95

		96

		97

		98

		99

		100

		101

		102

		103

		104

		105

		106

		107

		108

		109

		110

		111

		112

		113

		114

		115

		116

		117

		118

		119

		120

		121

		122

		123

		124

		125

		126

		127

		128

		129

		130

		131

		132

		133

		134

		135

		136

		137

		138

		139

		140

		141

		142

		143

		144

		145

		146

		147

		148

		149

		150

		151

		152

		153

		154

		155

		156

		157

		158

		159

		160

		161

		162

		163

		164

		165

		166

		167

		168

		169

		170

		171

		172

		173

		174

		175

		176

		177

		178

		179

		180

		181

		182

		183

		184

		185

		186

		187

		188

		189






OEBPS/image_rsrc2ZH.jpg





OEBPS/image_rsrc30J.jpg





OEBPS/image_rsrc2ZY.jpg
ZANO MORE





OEBPS/image_rsrc303.jpg





OEBPS/image_rsrc2ZR.jpg





OEBPS/image_rsrc30G.jpg





OEBPS/image_rsrc2ZG.jpg
FREE SISSY mosoox

Amy Sue Prize, a 21-year-old shy and reserved
transgender lady from Pennsylvania, has saved
a lot of money just to travel to New York to see
her favorite rock singer Curtis Cox du Vour
perform for free in Madison Square Garden.

To her surprise, Curtis wasn’t the man

she pictured him to be behind the curtains.
Just how far would she go to prove her love |
for him in this tale of |
The Superstar’s Sissy Secret?

" Book written by Bestselling Author
Lilly Lustwood

Audiobook narrated by World Top Erotic Hypnotist
Devlin Wylde (Wylde in Bed)






OEBPS/image_rsrc2ZS.jpg





OEBPS/image_rsrc30H.jpg
AN ILLUSTRATED NOVELLA BY.






OEBPS/image_rsrc302.jpg
volighe

METW“E%@





OEBPS/image_rsrc30P.jpg





OEBPS/image_rsrc2ZF.jpg
BRIEHTLIJIIKYPRESS





OEBPS/image_rsrc2ZT.jpg
ANALLUSTRATED N

LILLY LUSE

“THE\LOVE

ormaone

ANURSES GENDER TRANSFORMATION ROMANCE





OEBPS/image_rsrc30D.jpg
The Number 1 Femboy Community and Dating Site
N,





OEBPS/image_rsrc2ZK.jpg





OEBPS/image_rsrc306.jpg





OEBPS/image_rsrc2ZE.jpg





OEBPS/image_rsrc30M.jpg
Bl LYLUSTWOOD





OEBPS/image_rsrc2ZU.jpg





OEBPS/image_rsrc30E.jpg





OEBPS/image_rsrc304.jpg
> ONILY 1 COPY

= A >
COSPLAY INIZAHONWROMANCE

LUSIWOOD






OEBPS/image_rsrc30F.jpg
~ GIRLY,

Prescription

A GRADUAL FEMINIZATION ROMANCE






OEBPS/image_rsrc305.jpg
AN ILLUS,

LILLYi_ R

< GIRLY

771:@0 fﬁm

ION ROMANCE






OEBPS/image_rsrc30N.jpg





