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UNDER THE SURFACE

The leeks were sweating in butter, their translucent edges curling as they softened, and I found myself hypnotized by the rhythm of the peeler sliding through potato skin. Each long strip curled away from the flesh in one satisfying piece, tumbling into the strainer where it joined its companions in a pale heap. There was something deeply therapeutic about the motion, the way the blade caught just beneath the surface and revealed the clean white potato underneath. The radio hummed in the background, some forgettable pop song that I couldn't name five minutes later, but it didn't matter. For the first time in days, my shoulders weren't tense, my jaw wasn't clenched, and I could actually hear myself think.
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I'd taken a half day, which felt almost decadent after the stretch of twelve-hour days and weekend shifts that had consumed the past month. That was the life of an IT person, though. Someone always needed a new report pulled from data that didn't exist yet. Someone else couldn't remember how to print a document, even though we'd walked them through it three times. The requests piled up like snowdrifts, and I was the one with the shovel.

But today, I'd closed my laptop at noon, told my coworkers I was done, and driven home with the windows down and the radio turned up. I needed this. I needed the quiet of the house, the familiar comfort of my kitchen, the simple act of making something from scratch.

The previous night had been a disaster. Another fight with Anna, the latest in a long line of them that seemed to stretch back to our childhood. We'd always been close, joined at the hip in a way that made people assume we were twins despite the five-year gap between us. We worked at the same company, Howard Associates, she in Finance and me in Information Services. We shared a rental house, a handsome colonial on Elm Street with two bedrooms, two baths, and a mother-in-law suite that gave us both space to breathe. Between our salaries, we could afford something decent, something that felt a world away from the cramped apartment we'd grown up in, the one with the drafty windows and the landlord who never fixed the furnace.

We were both trying to leave that life behind. The lower-class, lower-wage, lower-ambition existence our parents had accepted without question. We wanted more. We wanted better.

And usually, our arrangement worked. Even my cross dressing, which could have been a source of tension, wasn't a problem. Or at least, it wasn't a big problem. I kept things restrained at home, subtle. At work, I chose clothes that hinted at femininity rather than announcing it. A soft blouse here, a cardigan there. Nothing that would raise eyebrows in a corporate setting.

I turned to stir the leeks, feeling the lightweight skirt brush against my legs as I moved. The fabric was a pale lavender, almost white in the afternoon light that streamed through the kitchen window. I'd bought it last week, a small indulgence, and I loved the way it moved with me, the way it made me feel like myself in a way that jeans and t-shirts never could.

The fight replayed in my mind, unbidden, as I watched the leeks glisten in the butter. It was the same argument we'd had a dozen times before, the same words hurled back and forth like grenades. Anna had come home to find me in a dusty pink running suit, vacuuming the living room rug with the kind of focused determination that made me feel productive and peaceful. The downstairs bathroom was spotless, the mirrors streak-free, the counters wiped down. The washing machine churned through a load in the utility room, its steady hum a soundtrack to my domestic bliss.
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"You realize your vision of women is straight out of a fifties sitcom," Anna had said, dropping her purse on the kitchen counter with more force than necessary. That was one of the milder comments.

I'd kept vacuuming, hoping she'd drop it, but she never did.

"Dressing and acting like the obedient housewife," she continued, her voice rising, "is probably just your way of taking revenge on women like our mother. On me."

That one stung. I'd turned off the vacuum and faced her, my grip tight on the handle. "You think that's what this is about? Revenge?"

"What else am I supposed to think?" She gestured at the spotless room, at me in my pink running suit. "You're playing a role, Camille. You're not actually living."

I'd lost my temper then, the words spilling out before I could stop them. "Maybe you should have been born in the fifties. You could have stood on a street corner waving a burning bra and really made a statement."

It was a cheap shot, and I knew it. But I didn't stop there. I made a veiled reference to her breasts, the ones she was always trying to minimize with dieting and strategic clothing choices, and watched her face crumple with hurt and fury.

By the time I'd retreated upstairs to eat alone, we were both fuming. I'd considered staying up there, avoiding the awkwardness of breakfast together, but I couldn't do it. I'd come downstairs, dressed in my usual morning attire, and we'd eaten in silence, the scrape of forks against plates the only sound in the kitchen. I'd read the paper afterward, pretending to be absorbed in the headlines, while Anna gathered her things and headed off to work with that bright-eyed determination she wore like armor.

I'd cleaned up that morning, washing the dishes and wiping down the counters, and then gone upstairs to think about our living arrangement. It had seemed so obvious when we'd first set it up. I'd just graduated college, fresh-faced and eager, and joined Anna at Howard Associates, a contract management firm owned by a distant cousin who'd offered me a job before I'd even walked across the stage to receive my diploma. Anna, five years older and freshly armed with her MBA, was already entrenched in the finance section, climbing the corporate ladder with the kind of focus that made me tired just watching her.

I was a decent programmer, good with security, and the three-person IT office had welcomed me with open arms. We were both earning solid salaries, both working for the same company, both single and unencumbered. Renting a house together had made perfect sense.

What we hadn't accounted for was the fundamental difference in our personalities. Anna already knew about my cross dressing, and she'd accepted it without judgment. What bothered her was my laid-back approach to life. I was content with a good job and a comfortable routine. Maybe someday I'd run the IT department, but I wasn't in a hurry to get there. Anna, on the other hand, had her eyes fixed on the corner office. She wanted to be CEO of Howard Associates, or if not that, then of some other company that would appreciate her ambition. I believed that hard work and basic decency would get you where you needed to go. Anna believed in strategy, in calculated moves, in always looking for an edge.

I cut the potatoes into chunks, tossing them into the pot with the leeks and adding chicken broth, a dash of curry powder, salt, and pepper. The peels went into the garbage, and I wiped my hands on a dish towel before leaning against the kitchen table.

Maybe Anna's ambition came from our parents. They were sweet people, genuinely kind, who had done everything in their power to raise two kids they never quite understood. Dad had joined the army after high school, learned to repair diesel engines, and spent the rest of his career working for the county transit authority. Mom had taken a few secretarial courses and eventually landed a clerking job at a food wholesaler. Neither of them had ever wanted more than their little cottage and friendly relations with the neighbors.

I remembered a fishing trip with Dad last summer, the one thing we truly shared, when he'd looked out at the water and told me he had everything he wanted in life. He and Mom had even come to terms with my cross-gender lifestyle, though they were grateful when I visited wearing jeans. They were proud of Anna and me, proud of the lives we'd built, and they were looking forward to retirement in a few years. They planned to do nothing, and they meant it with every fiber of their being.

I was thinking about the gaps between parents and children, the chasms that no amount of love could bridge, when the phone rang.

"Hello, yes I came home early. Okay, we'll talk about it later. What? Oh, how many? No, we can manage. Call me back in about five minutes and I'll let you know what you need to pick up on the way home. What? Hey, whatever is best. Okay, I'll decide."

I hung up, sighed, and then laughed. Anna could complain all she wanted about her fifties housewife brother, but when the shit hit the fan, she called me anyway.

Somehow, Anna had been roped into throwing a dinner for two visiting business types. Or more likely, she'd volunteered, eager to impress her supervisor from Finance and the local banker who might be useful to know. I glanced at the clock. Four and a half hours until dinner for six. Anna might be panicking, but to me, Camille the Magnificent, this was just a challenge to be handled.

I opened the fridge, the freezer, and the cupboards, taking stock of what I had and what I needed. When Anna called back, I gave her a list: steaks, bread, broccoli, flowers, berries, and a few other essentials. Then I pulled out a notepad and laid out a schedule, mapping out every step from prep to plating.

The leeks simmered on the stove, and I felt the familiar thrill of creation rising in my chest. This was what I was good at. This was what made me feel alive.

The comment Anna had made earlier kept circling in my head like a moth around a porch light. "Feel free to be Camille, the others know about you and they won't have a problem. So wear a nice dress if you want." On the surface, it sounded generous, almost welcoming. But I couldn't shake the feeling that underneath all that sugar-coated acceptance was something else entirely. Call me paranoid, but I translated her words into something far more ominous: "I've told them about my weird brother and they can't wait to see you." The thought sat in my stomach like a stone, cold and unmovable.

When Anna finally walked through the door an hour later, I could see the tension radiating off her like heat from a stove. Her shoulders were bunched up near her ears, and she was clutching a stack of mail like it might save her from drowning. I couldn't resist poking at that nervousness, watching it squirm. I glanced up from my magazine, gestured vaguely at the pile of envelopes in her hands, and asked how her day had gone. She practically threw herself into unpacking her bag, shooting me a desperate look as I took a slow sip of my iced tea and told her about an article in Newsweek she really ought to read. The ice cubes clinked against the glass, and I let the silence stretch just long enough to make her uncomfortable.

Eventually, I took pity on her and put her to work tidying up the house. There wasn't much to do until five thirty anyway, so I tossed the steaks into a plastic bag with some raspberry wine barbeque sauce, the dark red liquid swirling around the meat like a marinade of anticipation. I hauled a few beers up from the basement and crammed them into the fridge, the bottles clinking together in a chorus of cold glass. Anna tried to explain why this dinner was so important, her words tumbling out in a rush, but I just nodded along, handed her the berries and the blender, and settled back into my chair with my magazine and my iced tea.

The sandwiches with wasabi mayo and cucumber came together under Anna's hands, delicate little triangles arranged on a platter like edible artwork. The shrimp were boiled, shelled, and buried in ice, their pink curves peeking out from the frost. The cheese sat on the counter, slowly losing its chill. I took a long breath and surveyed the room. The flowers stood in a nice vase, their petals catching the light, and the table was set with care. Everything looked right. I could shower and change.

Upstairs, I peeled off the flower-patterned t-shirt and stepped out of the cotton skirt, letting them fall into a heap on the floor. I caught my reflection in the mirror and stopped, frozen by the image staring back at me. A man looked back, but that man was wearing pastel yellow panties, ankle socks, and a white lace brassiere. The sight was so incongruous, so absurdly mismatched, that I almost laughed. I unclipped the brassiere and tossed the light foam forms onto my dresser, where they landed with a soft thud. Stretching my arms above my head, I stepped into the shower and let the water cascade over me, hot and steady, washing away the day's tension.

With my eyes closed, facing the spray, I thought about what I should wear that night. Anna seemed to be hinting that the guests were eager to meet Camille, but I was still smarting from her comments the night before. The sting of her words hadn't faded, and I wasn't in the mood to give her what she wanted. I toweled off, the fabric rough against my skin, and padded into the bedroom.

Ten minutes later, I walked down the stairs wearing loafers, men's chinos, and a nice short-sleeved shirt. The clothes felt familiar, comfortable, like an old friend. But someone looking closely might notice my watch was too small to be a man's watch, the face delicate and feminine. Or that my hosiery was sheer, a whisper of nylon against my legs. I had even swapped out my usual diamond chip earrings for plain gold studs, a subtle but deliberate choice. The only makeup I wore was a faint touch of lip gloss, barely there but enough to catch the light. I pushed open the kitchen door and said, "Hi Anna."
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As I had hoped, my appearance put her in an awkward spot. She couldn't very well ask me to dress as Camille without explaining her motives, and she couldn't ask why I was wearing what I jokingly called my "Visit the parents and drink at the bar" clothes. She just nodded, pointed at the clock, and asked, "Isn't there something else we should be doing?"

"Nope," I said, popping the P. "I'll turn on the grill now and then we wait for the guests. Relax, have a drink, everything is under control."

When the first guests arrived and the introductions were made, Anna seemed to loosen up, her shoulders dropping as she slipped into hostess mode. I opened a bottle of white wine, the cork coming out with a satisfying pop, and offered beer to those who preferred it. People settled into the living room, commenting on the house, complimenting the flowers, letting the conversation flow naturally. It was a nice evening, warm and easy, and I deliberately tried not to act the hostess.

That proved harder than I expected. I found myself doing most of the work, not because Anna wouldn't help but because I kept shooing her away, grabbing the salad bowl, or opening another bottle of wine before she could even reach for it. The two visitors were a man and a woman in their forties who worked for a major architectural firm. He looked like he'd stepped off the set of a movie about oil barons, all tailored suits and expensive watches, while she reminded me of the librarian from my old high school, with her sensible cardigan and quiet, observant eyes. Anna's supervisor was bland, the kind of person you forget the moment they leave the room, and the banker was equally forgettable.

The dinner was praised, and rightly so. We had vichyssoise, smooth and creamy, followed by a fresh salad with crisp greens. The grilled strip steaks were cooked to perfection, their charred edges giving way to pink, juicy centers. There was rice, warm and fluffy, and roasted broccoli with a slight crunch. We finished with angel food cake topped with raspberry puree and fresh whipped cream, the tartness of the berries cutting through the sweetness. The Texan type jotted down the name of the barbeque sauce, and the librarian asked for the broccoli recipe, scribbling it onto a napkin with a pen she produced from her purse.

Later, when the guests had gone and most of the dishes were put away, Anna and I sat in the living room, the quiet settling around us like a blanket. She stretched out on the couch, and I curled into an armchair, the day's effort finally catching up with me.

"Thanks, bro," she said, her voice soft. "I don't know how you pull something like that together without seeming to break a sweat."

I smiled a little and nodded, the warmth of her gratitude easing some of the tension I'd been carrying.

Anna looked up at the ceiling, her eyes tracing the lines of the crown molding. "Okay, Matt. I'm sorry about what I said yesterday."

"Me too, Anna. I got nasty as well." I waited, letting the silence stretch, hoping she might say more.

"Anna."

"What?"

"We have different goals and we are different people. Don't push me, okay?"

I got up, crossed the room, and kissed Anna on the cheek. Her skin was warm, and she smelled faintly of the wine we'd shared. I went upstairs, my footsteps heavy on the creaking stairs. Stripping down, I had to laugh. My clothes might have said "male," but the light blue boy-cut panties sure spoke to something else. They were a quiet rebellion, a reminder of the part of me I kept hidden. I washed up, slipped into light cotton pajamas, and climbed into bed, the sheets cool against my skin. Sleep came quickly, pulling me under into a dreamless dark.


THE ART OF CRUISING

Saturday morning arrived with that particular stillness that only early Jill can bring, the kind of quiet that feels less like absence and more like anticipation. I woke before my alarm, which wasn't unusual, and stretched my arms overhead, feeling my spine crackle in protest. The ceiling fan hummed its lazy circle above me, stirring air that already carried the promise of heat.

I sat up and rubbed the sleep from my eyes, then looked out the window. The sky was that soft, hazy blue that suggests warmth without the harshness of full summer, and the trees along the property line barely moved in the breeze. It was warm for early Jill, the kind of warmth that makes you want to be outside but also makes you want to do absolutely nothing at all. I had a decision to make: fishing or cycling. My body needed the exercise, the burn of muscles pushed past their comfort zone. But my mind, my mind needed the river. It needed the slow crawl of time, the way the water moved without urgency, the company of men who didn't ask questions.

I yawned so hard my jaw cracked, then padded barefoot into the kitchen. The floorboards were cool against my feet, a small mercy against the coming heat. I scooped coffee grounds into the filter, the familiar ritual of it soothing in its predictability, and hit the button on the machine. While it gurgled and dripped, I ducked into the bathroom to pee and splash cold water on my face, watching the droplets race down the mirror.

"Check the weather and then decide," I mumbled to my reflection, which stared back at me with tired eyes and hair sticking up in three different directions.

Coffee cup in hand, I settled at my computer and pulled up the forecast. The screen glowed back at me with its cheerful icons and temperature readings. "Fine throughout the day," I read aloud, as if the weather app could hear me. "So I'll fish in the morning and cycle in the afternoon."


The river was already busy by the time I pulled into the gravel lot. Dust kicked up behind my car as I parked, and I could see the familiar cluster of men gathered along the bank, their chairs arranged in a loose semicircle facing the water. The Sand Kill River moved past them, brown and unhurried, carrying the occasional leaf or twig on its surface. I grabbed my chair from the trunk, then my rod, then my tackle box, the metal handle warm against my palm.

"Morning Matt," I said, nodding as I approached.

Matt looked up from his newspaper and grunted, which for him was practically a warm embrace.

"Hi Seth," I added, settling my chair into the soft earth. "Yo Pete, how's it going?"

Pete raised his chin in acknowledgment, earbuds already in place, his eyes half-lidded as he watched his bobber drift on the current.

The banter flowed back and forth, comfortable and familiar, as seven men tossed their lines into the water and leaned back in their chairs. Most of us, if we were honest, hoped we wouldn't catch anything. A hookup would mean movement, effort, the disruption of the sacred nothingness we had all come here to achieve. Saturdays on the Sand Kill were for reading the paper, catching up on local gossip, and letting the tensions of the work week dissolve into the sound of moving water. Maurice, who had been coming to the river for seventeen years, had once calculated that the informal club had been gathering since the early seventies. Nobody had thought to question his math.

Each of us had our routine. Mine was to plunk down my chair, usually near Pete, lay down my rod and tackle box, and then sip my coffee for at least fifteen minutes before I even pretended to fish. The coffee had cooled by now, but I didn't mind. It was more about the ritual than the temperature. Pete, who worked at a car rental firm, would toss his line in the water and then sit back with his eyes half closed, watching his bobber while music played through his earbuds. He had a way of making even idleness look like a skill.

If you spend enough time with people, you learn things about them without ever asking. I knew that Rob drank too much and was separated from his second wife. They knew that I was probably gay and dressed "way too swishy" as Maurice had once put it, his tone more observational than cruel. We all knew that Fred had spent two years in jail, though nobody ever asked what for. It didn't matter though. Here on the riverbank, we were just a bunch of guys performing a ritual as religious as anything we did in church, even if the only hymn we sang was the occasional grunt of acknowledgment.

"Hey Jew boy."

Maurice turned to see Alvin coming down from his car, a thermos in one hand and a folding chair in the other.

"What's up wop?"

The two had been in Vietnam together, and as long as I had known them, they started every morning the same way. It was a greeting, a handshake, a declaration of something that had been forged in circumstances none of us could fully understand. Pete, who was bothered by the badinage, shook his head and grimaced, pulling his earbuds out for a moment before shoving them back in.

Then everybody settled down and got to work doing nothing.


That afternoon, as I sweated out the miles on my bike, I thought about the different communities I inhabited. There was the river, with its unspoken rules and its tolerance for difference. There was my neighborhood, with its neat lawns and its careful distance. There was the world I moved through during the week, where I was just another face in the crowd. Not for the first time, I thanked God that I was surrounded by nice people, even if they didn't always know the full shape of who I was.

That doesn't mean I haven't had my problems. Once I was beaten up by two oafs outside a bar, their fists connecting with my ribs before I even knew what was happening. I was able to identify one of them and pressed charges, though the whole process felt more like punishment than justice. Another time, as I left my favorite bar, someone shouted "fag" and jumped me from behind. Pete was leaving right behind me, and the two of us bounced the punk off the side of the building a few times before letting him go. He didn't follow us after that.

Mostly however, I was cruising along, living a halfway life more because it was comfortable than because I was afraid to make some definite move. I had gotten good at the art of not quite committing, of keeping one foot in each world without ever fully landing in either. As I slowed down to turn into our driveway, I sat up and shook the sweat out of my eyes. I might cruise in life, but I pedaled hard on the bike. Now it was time for some lemonade and a shower.


After I had showered, I stood naked in my bedroom and tried to decide what to wear. The mirror showed me what I already knew: a body that was neither particularly masculine nor particularly feminine, caught somewhere in between. I had nothing to do and nowhere to go, which should have been liberating but somehow felt like its own kind of pressure.

Grabbing a pair of cotton panties, I slipped them on and tucked myself away, the familiar adjustment as routine as brushing my teeth. It was too warm to wear a brassiere, so I just put on a pair of shorts and a bright yellow polo shirt. The color made me feel almost cheerful, a small rebellion against the grayness of indecision. Slipping my feet into sandals, I went downstairs to check on the mail.
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The bell rang just as I reached the bottom of the stairs, and I opened the door to let in Jason, Anna's current boyfriend. Of all the disagreements we had, Jason was the biggest. Anna thought he was fun and handsome, and I suppose he was, in a way that I found entirely too confident. I really disliked the guy. Whenever he was around, I was on edge, waiting for him to make some disparaging remark or innuendo, and he rarely disappointed me.

Today he limited himself to asking if he had seen me riding along Cregger's Road, and then commented on the weather. I gave him nothing to work with, just a nod and a noncommittal sound. Anna came in behind him, kissed Jason on the cheek, said hi to me, and as I gathered up my mail and disappeared into the back of the house, I could hear them discussing dinner plans.


STANDING YOUR GROUND

Mail in hand, I sat back in my little space and tried to decide what to do for the rest of the day. One downside of cross dressing was that I had a tendency to shut myself in, to retreat into the safety of my own company rather than risk the complications of the outside world. I flipped through the newest issue of Elle, pausing at a spread on summer dresses, and tossed the one bill into the bill box to be paid later. Thinking about the remaining day, I reached over and grabbed the phone.

"Hi Marie, uh huh. Yes. Nothing much. Would you like to come over for dinner tonight? What, left over steak and stuff. About seven. Fine. What. I hadn't really thought about it. OK, see you then."

I liked Marie. We had met at a LGBT meeting a few months earlier and had laughed at the fact that we could share clothes. I was a size 10 back then, and so was Marie. Actually, most of our clothes wouldn't work for each other. Marie needed room for B cups, and I barely showed anything up top. She was dark skinned with rich auburn hair, and I was sandy blond, pale as a fish belly in comparison.

We talked for a while at the meeting and felt a kinship, the kind that doesn't need to be explained or justified. We both shared a laid back sense of humor which did not involve insults or denigrating remarks, and we both liked to cycle. After the meeting, we had dinner at a local diner, and a friendship was born. It was the kind of friendship that felt easy, unforced, like it had been waiting to happen.

Going downstairs, I rescued some leftover steak, salad, and broccoli from the fridge. I also grabbed a bunch of grapes and some crackers, arranging them on a plate with more care than the occasion required. Then I sat back down in my favorite chair, the one with the perfect amount of give in the cushions. I opened up Elle and with my legs draped over the cushioned arm, prepared to laze away a few hours of well-deserved solitude.


I let the hours roll away until about 6:00, when I checked the beer supply and neatened up the place. The living room looked presentable enough, the cushions fluffed, the magazines stacked, the evidence of my afternoon idleness tucked away. Then I went to change.

Marie was the only person I felt completely comfortable with when fully living the role of Camille. Anna often saw me en femme, but I was always waiting for her to make some critical remark, some small comment that would undo the careful construction of the moment. Marie just didn't care. She accepted me the way the river accepted the men who came to its banks, without judgment, without expectation.

Facing my closet, I pulled out a summer dress I liked. It had thin black and white stripes with a bright red belt, the kind of dress that made me feel like I was stepping into someone else's life, someone more confident and less complicated. The top draped from the shoulders crossing mid-chest, so I needed a little bust and cleavage, but I had ways to deal with that.
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I reached for the padding I kept in the back of the drawer, the silicone forms that gave my chest the shape it lacked on its own. They were cool against my skin at first, then warmed, becoming part of me in a way that still surprised me after all this time. I adjusted the dress, fastened the belt, and looked at myself in the mirror.

The woman staring back at me was not quite me, but she was also not quite a stranger. She was Camille, the person I became when the world felt safe enough, the person who existed in the spaces between who I was and who I wanted to be. I smoothed the fabric over my hips and smiled, just a little.

The doorbell rang at exactly seven. I took one last look in the mirror, tucked a strand of hair behind my ear, and went to let Marie in.

From my dresser, I pulled out those two silicone half moons, the kind that feel almost alive in your palm, and pressed them into place with a few careful drops of adhesive just below my nipples. The little clips on the forms came together with a thin piece of elastic, tugging what little flesh I had toward the center, and suddenly there was a hint of something that almost passed for cleavage. I caught my reflection in the mirror and paused. I wondered, not for the first time, if I'd been too hard on my body, too obsessive about staying lean, and whether that's why I had nothing to work with up top. A little more softness there would've made this whole ritual a lot easier, a lot less like engineering and more like getting dressed. But I didn't dwell. I grabbed the foam forms and a lightly padded bra, wrestled with the straps for a few awkward seconds, and after a bit of effort, I had myself a solid A cup.

I kicked aside my tan sandals, the ones I'd worn all day and probably wouldn't touch again for a while, and stepped into white heels with a modest one-inch lift. I turned to face the full-length mirror, and for a moment, I just stood there, letting myself look. Not bad. Not perfect, but not bad. I was still a man in women's clothing, that much was obvious if you knew where to look, but I didn't think I was grotesque. The lines were soft enough, the proportions close enough. A few minutes later, I had small gold hoops in my ears, a light touch of lipstick, a bit of concealer to smooth things out. I added a thin gold chain that settled just above my collarbone, and when I looked at my reflection again, I felt something close to content. I smiled, just a little, and let myself have that.

"Stand your ground," I told myself. "You've chosen your lifestyle, and you shouldn't have to defend it."

I stood my ground.

Marie and I were hashing out how to deal with Anna and Jason, and the first half of dinner had been all about her ex-girlfriend, which I didn't mind. It gave me time to sort through my own thoughts, to untangle the knot that had been sitting in my chest all week. Now it was my turn, and for once, I was able to put my finger on exactly what was bothering me.

"Anna is such a striver," I said, setting down my fork. "It sounds old-fashioned, I guess, but that's the right term. I've told you, she wants to be the next CEO. Hell, I think she wants to be in Jeff's will."

Marie poured herself another glass of wine, and I raised my eyebrows, a pointed reminder that she still had to drive home. She just shrugged and took a sip anyway.

"I still don't get the relationship between you two and Jeff," she said, leaning back in her chair.

"Oh. Well, he's a second cousin once or twice removed, I think. Let's see. My mother's oldest cousin is his mother. Whatever. We've got to be related, because with the exception of Anna and me, he has the only brains in the family."

"Such modesty."

"Yeah, but true. See, about fifteen or sixteen years ago, Cousin Jeff bought out Malcolm Howard, the original owner of the firm. There were about ten employees back then, and it was one step from bankruptcy. Now it's turning a profit, there are about seventy people on the payroll, and Jeff is sitting pretty."

"And Anna wants his money?"

"Well, he never married, has no close family, so she thinks, why shouldn't she benefit? It's like something out of a Victorian novel, all the cousins scheming over the old uncle's riches. Except Jeff isn't all that old."

"Oh, I had the image of some frail old man with a cane."

"Nope. I think he's fifty-one. Or maybe about to turn fifty-one. So if she hopes to inherit anything, she's going to be waiting a long time."

I walked Marie to the front door, and we exchanged a quick kiss on the cheek, the kind that says goodnight without saying anything else. I closed the door behind her and turned, and that's when I heard Anna call my name from the kitchen. I walked in to find her and Jason still sitting at the table, Jason with that smug little grin he always wore when he thought he was being clever.

"Wow," he said, his eyes dragging over me. "Now don't you look pretty."

I gave him a cold look, the kind that usually made people back off, and then a neutral one to Anna.

"Hi, Mi... Camille." She caught herself, and I appreciated that, even if it was a beat too late. "Are you going to church tomorrow?"

"No, I thought I'd get out for a ride in the morning. It's supposed to rain later. Why?"

"Nothing. I'm not planning on attending either, and I borrowed a book from the reverend. I'll return it next week."

I said goodnight and ignored Jason's wink as I walked out. Back upstairs, I sank into the couch and let my mind drift back to something Marie had said over dinner.

"Trying to get ahead isn't bad, Camille. It's how you act and what you do. If Anna plays a tough game, you can't blame her as long as she doesn't break laws or do something really unethical. Concentrate on yourself."

Concentrate on myself. That was easy to say. But I still didn't know who that myself was. I'd spent so long becoming someone else, someone who fit into this skin, these clothes, this life, that I'd lost track of the person underneath. Maybe I never knew her in the first place.

I cleaned up a bit, brushing my teeth and washing my face, then slipped into light cotton pajamas. I climbed into bed, pulled the covers up to my chin, and let the quiet of the house wrap around me. I didn't stay awake long. Sleep came easy, and for once, I didn't dream.


SOILED

My eyes burned from staring at the monitor for hours. Some idiot had unleashed another virus into the wild, and I'd spent the better part of my afternoon tracing its ugly digital footprints through our system. Wayne, my supervisor, hovered over my shoulder like a mother hen, grunting occasionally at whatever scrolled past. By the time we finally disconnected and pushed back from our desks, my neck had stiffened into something resembling concrete, and I could feel the beginnings of a headache creeping up behind my eyes.

"Well, all our upgrades are taken care of," Wayne said, stretching his arms over his head until his joints popped. "I'll send out a note to everybody with the standard warnings about computer use. I think we're good."

I nodded and started gathering my things, stuffing my phone into my pocket and killing the power on my workstation.

"Anything planned for tonight?"

"Nothing much, Wayne. I volunteered to help at the Parent Child Support Association. They're having some problems with their database. It's Access, and basically it's repair upon patch upon kludge at this point."

He let out a low whistle. "Sounds better than the PTA meeting I'm headed to. Should be a real thrill ride. Okay, see you tomorrow."

We exchanged a nod, locked the door behind us, and split off in opposite directions down the corridor.

I'd been helping out at the PCSA for about a year now. A notice in the church newsletter had caught my eye one Sunday, something about needing programming assistance, and I'd figured why not. Two or three times a month, I'd swing by after work and try to keep their digital infrastructure from collapsing entirely. I genuinely liked the people there, especially the director, Catherine Price, a middle-aged woman with a warm smile and an easy laugh that made you forget she was technically your boss for the evening.

Tonight, though, I would have gladly skipped it. But Price had called earlier to say they were wrestling with an important report, something time-sensitive that needed to go out by morning, so I couldn't exactly duck out.

I was exhausted. The previous day had been my annual physical, and Dr. Fitzpatrick had given me his usual clean bill of health, noted that my cholesterol was nicely low, and then asked the same question he'd asked last year, word for word, like we were reading from a script.

"Are you seeing a therapist?"

"No. I don't see why I should. I'm doing just fine. We went over this. The fact that I cross dress doesn't mean I'm crazy."

"You know I don't mean that. But you told me you sometimes have trouble sleeping, that you're often tense in crowds, and that you're having problems with your sister. I think you'd benefit from talking with someone. If you need some suggestions, give me a call. Okay, get dressed and make an appointment for next Jill."

The actual conversation had been longer, more meandering, but it all boiled down to Dr. Fitzpatrick wanting me to engage more directly with my gender issues, and me being perfectly content to leave that particular can of worms sealed shut.

Was I content? Hell, I didn't know then, and I still don't. What I did know was that I wasn't about to carve out time in my schedule for a shrink. I'd left his office with my jaw tight and my hands shoved deep in my pockets, and two days later, the edge still hadn't worn off. Now, as I drove through the early evening traffic toward the PCSA offices, all I wanted was to go home, collapse on my couch, and let some mindless television show drown out the noise in my head.

The PCSA office occupied a small storefront on a side street, the kind of place that had seen better decades but still held its own. I punched in the door code, let myself in, and found Tessa at the front desk, her dark hair pulled back in a messy bun and a half-eaten granola bar in her hand. She waved when she saw me, and Catherine emerged from her office moments later, wearing a floral dress that looked both professional and comfortable.

"Matt, thank you for coming on such short notice," Catherine said, and her voice had that soothing quality, like honey stirred into warm tea.

"No problem," I said, accepting a cup of juice that Tessa pressed into my hands. I listened as the two of them launched into a joint lament about the horrors of Access, the corrupted queries, the unresponsive forms, the phantom records that appeared and disappeared at will. I nodded along, sipping my juice, letting the familiar rhythm of tech support settle my nerves.

Finally, I managed to pin down what was actually wrong, what they thought they wanted, and more importantly, what they truly needed. Tessa grabbed her bag, shouted something about being late for dinner, and vanished out the door in a blur of motion. Catherine called out a good night after her, then settled into a chair with a magazine while I opened up the misbehaving report to see what I was dealing with.

"I can lock up when I'm done, Ms. Price," I said, already lost in the tangled web of code. "You don't have to stay."

"It's alright. I'm not in a hurry."

I remembered some of the gossip Tessa had shared with me weeks ago, how the Pierces had separated, rejoined, and separated again. Maybe Catherine had an empty house waiting for her, all quiet rooms and cold dinners for one.

"Matt, everybody calls me Catherine. You might as well."

"Oh. Alright."

I hit the print button and waited while the printer chugged out the first page of the report. As I reviewed it, Catherine leaned over my shoulder, close enough that I could smell her perfume, something floral and faintly sweet, and pointed to where she wanted a bolder font. The nearness of her caught me off guard. It had been a long time since a woman had been that close to me, and the accidental brush of her arm against my shoulder sent an unexpected jolt through my system.

"So how is life treating you, Matt?"

"Pretty good. Pretty good."

I printed out another page and handed it over. Catherine read it through slowly, her brow furrowing, and then asked for a change in the sort order. I explained why her idea, while logical on the surface, would actually make it harder for the person receiving the report to understand the data. We tossed ideas back and forth, the two of us dancing around the problem until we landed on a compromise involving changing the labels entirely. I made the adjustments, saved the file, and leaned back in my chair with a satisfied sigh.

I was getting ready to leave, gathering my things and mentally planning my route home, when Catherine started talking again.

"Lord, it's past seven already. Well, I have nowhere to go anyway. What's on your agenda?"

I admitted that I had no specific plans, just some leftovers in the fridge and a television remote with my name on it. Catherine nodded, a small smile playing at the corners of her mouth.

"Yeah, you and me alike. Hey, sit down."

I dropped onto the office couch next to her, the old springs groaning under my weight, and listened as she talked about living alone, about how she couldn't be bothered to cook for just one person anymore. Her voice carried a loneliness that felt familiar, and I found myself responding with some of the challenges of living in the same house as Anna, the constant negotiation of space and silence. I was just about to mention an easy pasta dish I often made when I felt Catherine's hand settle on my thigh.
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"Uh, Ms. Price..."

"Shush. Relax. We're both lonely. And I doubt you're as gay as you dress."

I opened my mouth to say something, anything, but nothing came out because Catherine leaned over and kissed me. At first, it was just a kiss, soft and tentative, and then she pushed me down against the cushions and kissed me like she was starving. Her hands found my shoulders, my chest, and I felt my own arms come up against her, ready to push her away. But then a memory surfaced, that classic scene from some old movie where the young woman pounds on her assailant's back, and slowly the pounding turns to stroking, and I gave in.

I was lonely. It had been more than a year since I'd had sex, and I'd talked about it once with Marie, realizing that it wasn't the physical act I missed so much as the incredible closeness that came with it. The feeling of being truly seen, truly held. I wrapped my arms around Catherine and returned her kisses, my fingers tangling in her hair, and for a moment, the world outside that office ceased to exist.

We undressed each other with hurried, fumbling hands. When her dress slid off her shoulders, pooling at her waist, I buried my face between her breasts, breathing in the warmth of her skin. My fingers found the clasp of her brassiere, and years of practice made the motion effortless, and I kissed first one nipple and then the other, feeling her breath catch in her throat.

Catherine sat up straight, reached down, unzipped my slacks, and pulled them down, exposing the blue panties with the white lace waistband. She looked at them, then at me, and for a long moment, neither of us said a word.

"Mmmm. Really cute," she said, her voice a low, throaty hum that seemed to vibrate right through my skin. Lacy. The word landed somewhere in my chest, warm and unexpected. Then her hand was inside my panties, sliding slow, deliberate fingers along the length of me, and I sucked in a sharp breath, my whole body tensing as a shiver ran from my scalp down to my toes.

I tugged at the hem of her dress, pulling it lower, trying to draw her closer, but she pushed me back with a firm hand on my shoulder. She stood up, all fluid motion, and peeled off her pantyhose with a practiced efficiency that left me momentarily breathless. I watched her, this woman who wasn't young anymore, whose skin had softened and creased in places, but tonight she radiated something raw and magnetic, a kind of confidence that made my pulse hammer in my throat. I rose to my feet, kicking off my slacks and underwear in a clumsy tangle, and we came together in a tight embrace. Her breasts pressed flat against my chest, and I could feel the heat of her body through the thin fabric of her dress, my erection jabbing insistently against her stomach.

Catherine turned away, her movements brisk and purposeful as she opened her purse and rummaged inside. She produced a condom, tore the wrapper with her teeth, and rolled it down over me with a practiced smoothness that made my breath hitch. Then she grabbed my hand and pulled me down onto the rug, the fibers scratching against my knees. I reached down, eager to touch her, to give something back, but she pushed my hand away again and guided me on top of her, her thighs opening to welcome me, and we joined.

It felt strange, almost frustrating, that even with all this arousal coursing through me, I couldn't seem to reach the edge. I moved inside her, slow and deep, then faster, then changing my angle, my rhythm, searching for something that would push me over. Catherine was anything but quiet, her breath coming in harsh gasps, her voice rising with words like "keep going" and "oh God don't stop," her nails digging into my shoulders. Finally, the pressure built to an unbearable peak, and when she started to buck beneath me, her body arching, I gritted my teeth and drove harder, faster, until the release crashed through me like a wave breaking against rocks.

We lay side by side on the rug afterward, both of us breathing hard, the ceiling fan spinning lazily above us. Catherine stretched her arm up, reaching for something, and I pushed myself up just enough to grab the tissue box from the desk and hand it to her. I settled back down, turning onto my side, and pressed a gentle kiss to the curve of her breast, then another to her cheek. She made a soft, satisfied sound deep in her throat and stared up at the ceiling, her eyes distant.

"I can't feel guilty about this," she said, her voice matter-of-fact. "It's been months since I've had sex. My husband's walked out again. Anyway, you seemed to enjoy it."

I made a noise, something between agreement and acknowledgment, not trusting myself to speak.

"Do you wear panties all the time?" she asked, her tone curious now.

"Uh huh. And when I'm at home, I'm usually dressed up and call myself Camille."

"Oh." A pause. "Well, you are a fantastic lover. Don't waste yourself by being gay."

I had nothing to say to that, so I just let my hand rest on her stomach, tracing slow circles with my fingertips, feeling the warmth of her skin through the thin fabric.

We dressed in near silence, the only sounds the rustle of fabric and the soft click of a buckle. We checked the office, scanning for any trace of what had happened, straightening a chair here, picking up a stray tissue there. We exchanged a few small remarks, the kind that acknowledged without saying anything outright: this was a one-time thing, never to be mentioned again.

As I reached for the door handle, Catherine stepped close and kissed me one last time, her tongue sliding against mine, her hand gripping my buttock and pressing me hard against her. Then I was out in the parking lot, and the rain hit me like a cold slap, soaking through my shirt within seconds. I sprinted to my car, the drops stinging my face, and slid into the driver's seat, my hands trembling slightly as I started the engine.

In the shower, I scrubbed at my skin until it was pink and raw, the hot water steaming around me, but I couldn't shake the feeling that was settling into my bones. Sure, it had been erotic, and I had enjoyed the physicality of it, the raw give-and-take. Catherine had clearly liked it, too. But what did that make me? Was I a man who had taken a woman to the heights of ecstasy, or was I just a toy, something an older woman had picked up to scratch an itch, to fill a lonely evening, and then discarded without a second thought?

By the time I was ready for bed, I had a name for what I felt. Soiled. Used up, like something that had served its purpose and could be thrown away, just like the condom Catherine had carefully wrapped in tissue and made me flush down the toilet.

Sleep didn't come easily that night. I lay in the dark, staring at the ceiling, my mind churning with images I didn't want to see. By the time I finally felt myself drifting off, I knew with a grim certainty that I would call Dr. Fitzpatrick in the morning and ask for the names of some therapists. I glanced at the clock and groaned, seeing it was well past midnight. Then I turned over and stared at the ceiling again, my thoughts spinning in circles, until the alarm finally blared and dragged me out of a restless, nightmare-filled sleep.


RULES OF THE GAME

My twenty-sixth birthday landed on a Tuesday that year, and Pete wouldn't take no for an answer. He insisted on buying me drinks and a proper steak at Gerald’s, my favorite bar and grill, the kind of place where the neon sign buzzed and the floor stuck to your shoes just enough to prove it had character. I invited Marie along, and watching Pete try to navigate a conversation with someone so openly, unapologetically lesbian was its own form of entertainment. He'd open his mouth, glance at her short hair and confident posture, then close it again like a fish reconsidering its life choices. Marie, to her credit, enjoyed every second of his discomfort.

Maurice spotted us from across the room and ambled over with his wife in tow, which expanded our little gathering into something closer to a proper party. Anna showed up last, sliding into the booth beside me with that particular energy she carried after a long day. Once she'd worked through her initial assessment of Pete's job in the back of a rental agency and Marie's position at the local food bank, she relaxed enough to enjoy herself. Beer flowed freely, the steaks arrived perfectly charred, and wings disappeared from baskets faster than anyone could count. Anna and Maurice got into one of their friendly competitions about who had the most absurd story from the financial services world, each trying to outdo the other with tales of clients who made increasingly questionable decisions with their money.

The only thing that dimmed the evening was my clothing. Because we were at Gerald’s, I'd dressed as masculine as I ever did in those days, khakis and a button-down, nothing that would draw attention. But I kept catching glimpses of women across the room in sundresses and skirts, and every time I'd think, "I'd look good in that." The thought would arrive and then sit there, persistent and uncomfortable. Still, I let the warmth of the evening carry me, the glow of good company and good food following me all the way home.

Anna arrived a few minutes after I did and suggested tea before bed. I knew that suggestion. It meant she had something to discuss, or a complaint to file, or occasionally, on rare and surprising nights, a confession to make.

"We should have Jeff over more often."

"Cousin Jeff?"

"Matt, he's the only Jeff we know. Of course Cousin Jeff. He's our nearest relative, at least if you're measuring by distance. He lives alone, and I think he'd appreciate having dinner with family now and then."

I set down my mug and gave her my full attention. "Anna, I can think of several reasons why having him over 'more often' isn't a great idea. First, he's our boss. Second, we had him over for the housewarming, and he never invited us to his place in return. Third, we don't actually know he's lonely. For all we know, he's out raising hell every night."

"Jeff? Raising hell?" She laughed, but there was an edge to it.

"Fine, maybe not hell-raising. But he could have a full life, friends, hobbies. I think you want to keep yourself on his radar."

That landed wrong. I saw it immediately in the way her jaw tightened.

"So what's wrong with that? I'm mid-level at Howard, and I don't plan on staying there. You think the others don't play this game? You might be content to drift along, but I'm not."

"Okay, okay. We'll have Jeff over. Which means you want me to organize and cook."

"Well, I'm useless at that, Matt. But I'll help."

"Fine. But here are my rules. One, we invite some other guests who have nothing to do with Howard Associates. Two, you actually help me prepare. Three, no pressure on me about how I dress or act."

"Agreed."

I left Anna to handle the date, inviting the Mercers from next door, and finding one or two others to round out the party. I reminded her that Wednesday nights were my Aikido nights, told her I'd plan the menu, and went to bed.


The first therapist on Dr. Fitzpatrick's list had no openings. The second was too far from everything to be practical. But the third, Dr. Easton, had an office halfway between home and work, an opening in her schedule, and accepted our insurance. I made the appointment and left work early on a Thursday to sit in her office.

I'd braced myself for all kinds of digging, but the first session was mostly medical history and family connections. "Getting a mental map," she called it. I answered her questions about my parents, my childhood, any history of depression or anxiety in the family. Toward the end, she asked a few questions about gender, including one that caught me completely off guard.

"When you go to Dr. Fitzpatrick for a physical, what do you wear?"

"Underwear? Regular briefs. Men's."

"Why?"

I opened my mouth to answer and found nothing there. The question followed me around for days, nagging at me. Dr. Fitzpatrick knew about my cross-dressing. He knew about everything, all the intimate details of my life that I'd shared with him over the years. And yet, when I went to his office, I wore plain cotton briefs from the men's section. Every single time. The thought gnawed at me, persistent and uncomfortable, like a stone in my shoe.

It was still rattling around in my head at work the next day when I sat down with three of the newer staff members to explain, not for the first time, the rules about computer use and the dangers of viruses. In a small company, secrets don't last long, so nobody should have been shocked by me. But I did catch one of the new hires doing a double take when I sat down, crossed my legs, and exposed the nearly sheer knee-highs I wore under my off-white linen slacks. I just smiled and continued the training.

While I walked through the "you mays" and "you may nots" of the company's IT policy, Jeff walked past the conference room and popped his head in. He said hello, nodded at the staff, smiled, and mentioned in passing that he'd see me Friday evening. Then he moved on. The looks I got from the new hires changed after that, a subtle shift in their attention. Maybe Anna was right. Maybe playing the game had some benefits. I noticed they paid much closer attention for the rest of the session.

Back at my desk, I thought about that look, about how I liked to dress, about the upcoming party. The Mercers knew about my cross-dressing; they'd once seen me fully en femme when a storm knocked out a power line and they'd taken shelter at our house until the utility company could fix it. Cousin Jeff knew too, though the most he'd ever seen was my halfway garb at work. That left the other two guests, friends of Anna's whom I'd met once at a picnic.

Why had I worn men's briefs to my physical? Who was I afraid of? What was I afraid of? The answer came to me suddenly, not as a revelation but as a quiet acknowledgment of something I'd known all along. I'd made a decision. I got back to work, adding a field to a contact form and making sure it didn't break anything else in the system.


DINNER FOR SIX

Anna did the shopping on Thursday, and I slipped out of work a few minutes early on Friday. Dinner would be easy. With Anna handling the slicing and chopping, we'd made a gumbo on Thursday night, and gumbo always tastes better on the second day. All we needed to do was make rice, toss a salad, and tidy up the house. I cheated this year and bought a cake from a local bakery for dessert.

As Anna set the table, I arranged wine glasses on the counter. We assembled a cheese and fruit board together, me arranging the grapes while she sliced the brie. Then we went our separate ways to change. Our guests would start arriving in about thirty minutes, so I couldn't dawdle. But I already knew exactly what I was going to wear.

The last time we'd done this dinner thing, I'd gone full butch, pulling on my most masculine blazer and stomping through the evening in borrowed confidence. Anna had watched me with that particular look she gets, the one that says she's already calculating how to survive the night without wanting to strangle me. I figured she was bracing for a repeat performance tonight, so I decided to flip the script entirely.

I peeled off my work clothes and left them in a heap on the bathroom floor. The cool water in the sink felt good against my skin, and I added a couple of spritzes of that lavender scent I'd picked up from the soap, the one that reminds me of my grandmother's garden in early summer. I worked the washcloth across my shoulders, down my arms, everywhere I could reach, scrubbing away the day. When I finished, I felt clean. Light. A faint floral whisper clung to my skin, barely there but unmistakably present.

Back in my bedroom, I slid into a pair of tight violet lace panties, the kind that make me feel like I'm wearing a secret. I pulled out my foam forms, the ones that give me just enough shape to feel right, but I skipped the gel pads that would've pushed things into obvious territory. A lacy white brassiere followed, then a woman's blouse with those full, flowing sleeves and wide cuffs that catch the air when I move. I kept my linen slacks and the tan knee-high hose, but traded my loafers for a pair of bone-colored flats. They didn't try to be anything other than what they were: women's shoes, plain and simple.

[image: ]

I stood in front of the mirror and let my ponytail loose, running my fingers through the strands before brushing them out and retying everything higher on my head. A little lip gloss, a dusting of powder, and I reshaped my eyebrows with a pencil, just a slight arch that changed everything. I looked at myself and liked what I saw. It might take someone a beat or two to clock me as a man, and that was the best I could hope for. But more than how I looked, it was how I felt. And I felt good. Really good.

I swapped my studs for simple drop earrings, added a thin gold chain around my neck, and winked at my reflection. "Okay, Camille. Show time."

Anna's eyes went wide when I walked into the living room.

"Damn it, Matt." She studied my face, that familiar frustration creeping in. "Okay, Camille. This dinner matters to me. Can't you just play it straight for once?"

"Anna, I agreed to this dinner on some conditions. How I dress was one of them. Now ease up. Jeff and the Mercers already know about me. You're the one who's going to have the hardest time with this, not them. Can you grab the cheese board and bring it out? I'll start the rice cooker and put a low heat under the gumbo."

Anna walked into the kitchen, her whole body radiating disapproval of everything Camille-related, and I followed. I leaned over and kissed her on the cheek, soft and quick.

"Trust me, Anna. I need this. And I'll bet you anything Jeff won't mind in the least. By the way, why didn't you invite Jason?"

Anna just shrugged, and right then the doorbell rang. I started toward it, but she pushed me back into the kitchen and went herself. I could hear the Mercers' voices, so I followed and gave Shelly and David a big smile.

David froze for a split second, his hand hovering mid-air like he'd forgotten what he was doing. But Shelly just walked over, gave me a hug, and called me Camille, thanking us both for the invitation. A heartbeat later, David caught his breath and jumped into the conversation, and just like that, the tension dissolved.

Anna was pouring white wine when the bell rang again. This time I opened the door to find Jeff and Anna's friends standing there together, a little cluster of people on my doorstep. I waved them in and smiled at Jeff, whose eyebrows had climbed almost to his hairline. Lisa and Justin, a couple in their early thirties, stood awkwardly in the foyer, not quite sure where to look.

"Hi, I'm Camille, Anna's sibling. Come on in. Hello Jeff, thanks for coming."

Anna came out and hugged everybody while I bustled around grabbing beer and wine as needed. We settled into the living room, and Justin suddenly gasped, spraying a bit of beer across the coffee table. Lisa grabbed a napkin and the two of them started wiping and apologizing.

"I've got it. Oh shit, I'm sorry. You'll think I'm stupid. You're Anna's brother."

I smiled and nodded.

Lisa gave Justin a puzzled look. "You didn't know?"

"Not immediately. He looked a lot different at the picnic."

At that, Jeff let out this big hooting laugh, and we all joined in. Shelly commented that she'd kill for hips like mine, and the conversation drifted to the country's obesity problem, then to exercise, then to vacations.

We were just getting into Lisa and Justin's trip to The Bahamas when a ding from the kitchen told me the gumbo needed stirring. Anna followed me in and fussed around with the utensils, rearranging things that didn't need rearranging. I could tell she was on edge, her shoulders tight, her movements a little too quick.

"Justin's a bit slow on the uptake, isn't he?"

Anna spun around. "Yeah, right. And if he doesn't stop staring at you soon, Lisa's going to slug him." She walked back out, leaving me with my mouth hanging open. I stirred the gumbo, added the filé powder, and then I giggled. What the hell. So maybe Justin was curious or turned on. It didn't matter. I was having fun.

The conversation circled back to exercise as people decided which hot sauce to add to their gumbo. I mentioned I liked riding my bike. Shelly agreed it was nicer than being stuck in a gym, and Jeff mentioned he hadn't touched his bike in years.

"You should start again," Shelly said. "The local bike path is really pleasant, and there aren't that many hills."

"I doubt my bike is road worthy at this point."

Anna broke in and volunteered my services, mentioning that I kept our two bikes in good condition. That led us to car repairs, then to the universal struggle of finding a decent plumber, electrician, and painter.

After dinner, I let Anna handle most of the clearing up, contenting myself with transferring leftovers into suitable containers. Jeff ferried glasses and plates and thanked us again for inviting him.

"I don't get out enough, and my kitchen is used solely for making coffee and toast. By the way, Matt. Sorry, Camille..."

"Matt is fine," I broke in.

"Oh, well, could you come over and take a look at my bike? I should be getting more exercise."

We agreed I'd drop by after church, and I went out to join the others. I brought a chilled dessert wine, and the six of us talked until David noticed it was almost eleven. Suddenly everybody was thanking Anna and me and bustling out the door.

"I think that went very well."

I nodded and sipped the last of the wine. "Yep. Everybody liked each other, and everybody had seconds."

Anna looked at the ceiling, and I waited.

"How old do you think Jeff is?"

"Stop playing games, Anna. You know he's about fifty-one. We went out for drinks with him and his office staff last year around now."

Anna smiled. "Yeah. It would do him good to get some exercise."

I tried to read something into that comment, but I came up empty.

Camille paused mid-step, her fingers brushing the edge of the kitchen counter as she turned. The tile was cool under her bare feet, a small relief against the warmth that still clung to the house from the evening's gathering. She tilted her head, catching Anna's silhouette in the dim light of the hallway, a familiar outline softened by shadows.

"Yeah, Anna?"

Anna leaned against the doorframe, her arms crossed loosely over her chest. She wasn't looking at Camille directly, more at the scattered plates and half-empty glasses that littered the table like forgotten stories. Her voice came out tired, the kind of exhaustion that settles into your bones after hours of pretending to be cheerful. "You were right, you know. About the outfit. I kept second-guessing myself all night, but you nailed it. You always do."

Camille let out a small laugh, soft and self-deprecating, as she tucked a strand of hair behind her ear. The motion was automatic, a habit she'd developed years ago when she wasn't sure what to do with her hands. "I wouldn't say I nailed anything. I just threw on what was clean."

"Right, and that's exactly why it worked." Anna finally met her eyes, and there was a glint of something playful there, despite the fatigue dragging at her features. "But I've got to ask, what was up with David? He couldn't stop looking at you. I swear, every time I glanced over, he was staring in your direction."

Camille felt a flush creep up her neck, warm and unwelcome. She busied herself with stacking a couple of plates, the ceramic clinking softly in the quiet. "You're imagining things, Anna. He was probably just zoning out. People do that at parties, especially when they've had a few drinks."

"Nope. I don't think so." Anna pushed off the doorframe and took a step closer, her voice dropping into a conspiratorial murmur. "I mean, it could just be curiosity. You're new around here, and people notice new faces. But still, I saw the way he tracked you when you moved across the room. That wasn't nothing."

Camille shook her head, but a tiny smile tugged at the corner of her mouth. "You're reading too much into it. He was probably wondering where the chips went."

Anna laughed, a short, genuine sound that cut through the stillness of the kitchen. "Maybe. Or maybe he's got better taste than I gave him credit for." She glanced at the clock on the microwave, its red numbers glowing like a small beacon. "Christ, it's late. I didn't realize we'd been up this long. The dishes can wait until tomorrow, right? I'm not about to scrub pans at one in the morning."

She yawned, wide and unapologetic, and Camille felt her own tiredness settle in, a familiar companion after a long evening. Anna started toward the hallway, pausing just long enough to look back over her shoulder. "I'm heading to bed. You should too, before you turn into a pumpkin or something."

"Night, Anna."

"Night, Camille."

The words hung between them, simple and warm, as Anna disappeared into the dark of the hallway. Camille stood there for a moment longer, listening to the soft creak of the stairs, the distant hum of the refrigerator, the quiet rhythm of her own breathing. She let her gaze drift over the room, the remnants of the evening scattered like evidence of a good time, and felt a strange sense of peace settle over her. She'd figure out the David thing in the morning, or maybe she wouldn't. For now, the night was hers, and that was enough.


POLITE UNIFORMS

After church, I peeled off the polite-person uniform, the beige chinos and the button-down that made me look like I was interviewing for a job I didn't want. In their place went khaki shorts and a dark blue t-shirt that had seen better days but fit like an old friend. Sandals for the drive, but I tossed my cycling shoes, gloves, and helmet into the passenger seat like I was preparing for a mission. The folding repair stand took some creative angling to wedge into the back, my tool kit clanking against it in a metallic symphony. My Trek sat secured on the roof rack, ready for whatever mechanical tragedy Cousin Jeff had waiting.


Jeff's neighborhood was one of those sprawling suburban developments where every street looked like the last one, and I made a wrong turn twice before I found his place. I'd pictured something grand, maybe one of those brick-fronted colonials with a manicured lawn and a three-car garage. Instead, I pulled up to a modest townhouse, the kind with a single-car garage and a porch just big enough for one chair and a pot of dying geraniums.

Jeff was already outside, perched on the porch steps like he'd been waiting for me. He waved as I killed the engine, and I couldn't help but notice the way his grin spread across his face, easy and unguarded. We did the standard dance, the "how are you" and "great weather we're having," the kind of small talk that fills the space before real conversation finds its footing. He helped me haul the repair stand out of the back, and when he grabbed the tool kit, he let out a low whistle, his eyes going wide at the heft of it.

"Good Lord, what do you have in here? A spare engine?" he asked, setting it down with a grunt.

I laughed. "You'd be surprised what you need when you're fixing up bikes that've been neglected."

Jeff pulled open the garage door, and there it was: a Cannondale, sitting in the shadows like it had been waiting for its moment. It was one of those hybrid bikes, the kind that tries to be both a road bike and a mountain bike and ends up being neither. The bike snob in me curled its lip, but I had to give it credit. If it was a Cannondale, it was built right, even if it didn't know what it wanted to be when it grew up.
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I popped the bike into the stand, giving it a once-over that was more habit than anything else. The frame was coated in a fine layer of dust, the kind that settles into every crevice when a bike sits untouched for months. Jeff unreeled his garden hose, and we gave it a gentle shower, the water beading and running off the frame in rivulets. I followed that up with some water displacement spray on the gears and chain, then a careful application of lubricant, working the pedals by hand to make sure everything moved the way it should.

I ran the gears back and forth, listening for the telltale click of a misaligned derailleur, and checked the brakes with a squeeze that told me everything I needed to know. Dropping the bike back to the ground, I pumped up the tires, feeling the rubber firm under my fingers, and applied the brakes a few times to make sure they bit properly. The last touches were the saddle, the headset, and the pedals, each one getting a quick adjustment or a drop of grease. Thirty minutes later, I looked up at Jeff, who'd been watching me work with the kind of fascination people reserve for magic tricks.

"How about a test ride?" I said, wiping my hands on my shorts.

Jeff's face lit up, and he disappeared inside to change while I pulled my Trek down from the roof rack and swapped my sandals for cycling shoes. When he came back out, I noticed he wasn't wearing a helmet, and I felt that familiar twitch of irritation.

"Where's your helmet?" I asked, trying to keep my voice light.

He waved a hand. "Come on, we're just pedaling around the neighborhood. It's not like I'm going to win the Tour de France."

"That's exactly what people say right before they crack their head open on the pavement," I said, crossing my arms.

Jeff rolled his eyes but went back inside, emerging a moment later with a helmet that looked like it had been purchased sometime in the previous decade. I didn't comment on the style. At least he had one.

"And where's your water bottle?" I asked, raising an eyebrow.

He blinked at me like I'd asked him to solve a calculus problem. "Do I need one?"

"You're going to get thirsty," I said. "Trust me."

He disappeared again, and when he came back, he had a plastic bottle that looked like it had seen better days, probably the kind you'd pick up at a gas station and refill a thousand times. I didn't say anything. We were making progress.


We finally got on the road, and I could tell within the first few minutes that Jeff hadn't been on a bike in a while. He was fumbling with the gears, clicking through them in a way that made me wince, and every time he tried to brake, he'd squeeze both levers at once, the bike lurching to a stop with a squeal of rubber. I slowed my pace to match his, letting him find his rhythm.

The neighborhood was solidly upper middle class, the kind of place where people waved from their porches and called out greetings as we passed. Kids were out on the sidewalks, chasing each other with water guns, and the smell of freshly cut grass hung in the warm air. We meandered through the streets, Jeff slowly getting the hang of the gears, his confidence building with each block.

There was one hill, nothing too serious, but I could hear Jeff's breathing getting heavier, his pace slowing as we climbed. When we reached the top, I pulled up beside him and handed him my water bottle.

"Here," I said. "Take a drink."

He took it gratefully, tipping his head back and letting the water run down his throat. "Ahh, thanks. Hey, what do you put in it for longer rides?"

"Just water," I said. "I carry power bars and energy gels for longer rides, but honestly, cool water is the best thing you can drink. Nothing beats it."

He handed the bottle back, and we started down the other side of the hill, the wind rushing past us in a way that made me remember why I loved this sport.


We made it back to Jeff's house, and while I secured my bike back on the roof rack and stowed away the repair stand, Jeff disappeared inside. When he came back out, he was holding two bottles of beer, the condensation already dripping down the sides. The day had warmed up considerably, and I could feel the sweat sliding down my back, soaking into the waistband of my shorts. When Jeff shoved a cold bottle into my hand, I didn't wait for a toast. I just tipped it back and let the first few gulps wash away the heat.

Jeff slumped onto the porch steps, and I sank into a lawn chair that creaked under my weight. We sat there for a while, just sipping our beers, each of us enjoying the early summer day in our own way. The temperature was in the upper seventies, the sun strong but not oppressive, and a light breeze kept the air from feeling heavy. I leaned back, stretching my legs out in front of me, and let out a groan of contentment that was entirely involuntary.

"So," Jeff said, breaking the comfortable silence. "My bike's in good shape?"

"Yeah," I said. "It's in good shape."

"Anything I should get?"

I turned to look at him, setting my beer down on the arm of the chair. "Yeah, get a helmet. A new one, not that relic you pulled out of your closet. And you might want to consider gloves. If you do crash, you'll probably put your hands down, and road rash on the palm is nasty. While you're at it, pick up a water bottle and a flat kit."

Jeff frowned. "I don't know how to change a tire."

"I'll show you," I said. "It's not hard. Just takes a little practice."

He nodded, and then his expression shifted, something softer settling into his features. "Thanks, Matt. I really enjoyed dinner the other night. Thank you, and thank Anna for me."

"No problem," I said. "We enjoyed having you over. And I like showing off my cooking."

Jeff grinned, that easy, unguarded smile again. "Tell you what. Next weekend, come over. We'll hit the bike path, and then I'll grill something out back. I'm a lousy cook, but I can make a steak edible three times out of four."

I laughed. "That's a pretty good ratio."


COMFORTABLE SILENCES

We agreed on a time, and I checked my watch, realizing I'd been there longer than I'd planned. I thanked Jeff for the beer, repeated that I liked working on bikes so his additional thanks were unnecessary, and climbed into my car. The drive home was uneventful, the roads quiet in the early afternoon, and when I pulled into my driveway, I noticed that Anna's bike had been moved from where it usually leaned against the garage.

I found her in the kitchen, sweaty and red-faced, a glass of lemonade pressed to her forehead. She looked like she'd just run a marathon, her hair plastered to her temples, her t-shirt clinging to her in ways that suggested she'd been through something.

"Hi Matt," she said, her voice slightly breathless. "You inspired me, so I thought I'd go out on my bike. Whoo, it's hot out there. So how's Jeff's bike?"

I filled her in on the details, the dust and the gears and the test ride, and she listened with genuine interest, asking questions that surprised me with their specificity. When I finished, I headed upstairs to shower, the water running down my body and washing away the sweat and the sunscreen and the lingering smell of bike grease. I laughed to myself as I stood there, the heat leaving me in waves. I'd spent years trying to get Anna to cycle with me, but she was strictly an air-conditioned gym and aerobics type. Maybe this would get her moving a bit.


When I got out of the shower, I heard the answering machine beeping from the bedroom. I toweled off, slipping into a light cotton robe, and padded over to hit the button.

"Hi Matt, it's Pete." His voice crackled through the speaker, casual and unhurried. "I was wondering if you wanted to join some of us later. We're hitting Airlines Mini-Putt for some miniature golf, hotdogs, and ice cream. No need to call back, just join us around 7:00 if you want to come."

I stood there for a moment, the robe hanging open, water still dripping from my hair. Miniature golf on a summer evening. Why the hell not? It was still mid-afternoon, so I tossed on a pair of shorts and a t-shirt, running a hand through my damp hair before heading downstairs to join Anna in the living room.

She was sprawled on the couch, the newspaper spread out in front of her, a pencil in her hand as she stared at the Sunday crossword puzzle. I settled into the armchair across from her, picking up the sports section, and we fell into an easy rhythm of comfortable silence punctuated by occasional questions.

"Do you remember what novel was made into the film *The Irishman*?" she asked, not looking up from the puzzle.

"*I hear you paint houses*," I said. "Charles Brandt."

She scribbled something down, and we went back to our respective reading. But Anna was never one to let a silence stretch too long, and soon she was asking about Jeff again, about the bike and the test ride and what I thought of him.

"He seems like a good guy," she said, setting the puzzle aside. "I'm glad you're getting to know him."

I shrugged. "He's family. It's nice to have some connection."

"And he wants to go to the bike path next weekend?" she asked, her voice carefully casual.

"Yeah," I said. "And then he's going to grill some steaks."

"That sounds fun," she said, and I could hear the wheels turning in her head.

By the time I went upstairs to get ready for the evening, something had shifted. An offhand comment from Jeff had somehow turned into Anna inviting herself along, me preparing a salad to bring with us, and the three of us having a weekend afternoon and evening together. I wasn't sure how it had happened, but somehow, it had.


I felt a flicker of irritation at Anna's pushiness, the way she always managed to insert herself into plans that hadn't included her. But I was glad to shove my feet into sneakers, grab my wallet, and head out the door, the evening air cool against my skin as I drove the county route to meet Pete and his friends.

The miles rolled by, the windows down, the radio playing something I didn't recognize but didn't mind. I tried to analyze Anna, to understand what drove her, but I kept coming back to the same conclusion I always did. Anna was a striver, desperate to grab every advantage, every opportunity, every chance to get ahead. It was exhausting to watch, and I couldn't imagine living that way.

Well, I thought, as the lights of the mini-golf course came into view. Concentrate on myself. That was my new mantra.

Pete's crowd was easy to like. A mix of schoolteachers, mechanics, firefighters, and folks from every other walk of life you could imagine. We spent the afternoon swatting at plastic windmills on the miniature golf course, then loaded up on hotdogs and burgers and soft serve until we were all groaning about the miles we'd have to run just to break even.

By the end of the night, it was just me, Pete, and a nurse whose name I'd already lost somewhere between the ninth hole and the condiment table. The three of us sat on a weathered wooden bench as the sky dimmed, talking about the recession, the rising cost of rent, and how none of us had a clue what we were doing with our lives. It was the kind of easy conversation that didn't demand anything from you.

The nurse finally checked her phone and said she had an early shift. She gave us both a wave and disappeared into the parking lot, leaving Pete and me alone with the crickets and the last stubborn traces of orange bleeding into the western horizon. I watched those colors fade, letting the silence stretch out between us.

"Matt."

"Yeah?"

"I was wondering. I mean, we've known each other for a long time now. I was thinking, well, hell. Can I ask you something?"

"You just did."

"What? Oh. No, I'm being serious."

I turned to face him. Pete had scooted to the far edge of the bench, putting as much distance between us as the wooden slats would allow. His hands were clasped together, fingers working against each other like he was trying to wring out a towel.

"Sorry, Pete. Go ahead. Ask away."

"Are you gay?"

The question landed somewhere in my chest, and I realized I'd been expecting it. Not consciously, but the way you know a storm is coming from the pressure in the air before the first drop falls. His nervousness, the way he'd been avoiding my eyes all night, it all clicked into place. I stared at him for a long moment, my mind turning over what to say.

"Why? I mean, I'll tell you the truth. I'm not sure. Sometimes I think maybe, and other times I think no. Lately I've been wondering if I'm asexual, or if I'm stuck somewhere between genders entirely. Now it's my turn. Why are you asking? We've been friends for years. Does it matter?"

In the fading light, I could make out the flush creeping up Pete's neck and spreading across his cheeks. He looked down at his hands, then back up at me, and there was something vulnerable in the set of his jaw.

"It's just that I'm attracted to you, Matt. I'm gay. And I was wondering, we do so much together already, so it wouldn't have to change anything, but... would you want to go out with me sometime?"

I felt like the air had been knocked out of me. In all the years I'd known Pete, the thought had never once crossed my mind. He never talked about girlfriends, sure, but he never talked about boyfriends either. He was just Pete, always showing up, always paying attention, always making sure I was doing okay. I'd taken that for granted.

"Pete, I'm sorry. I want to stay your friend. I want to keep doing things with you. But I'm not ready to go out with anyone, not like that. I'm so damn confused right now. You know I've started seeing a therapist. Oh shit."

The tears came before I could stop them, hot and sudden, blurring the dark shapes of the trees around us. Pete didn't say anything. He just stood up and walked over to a cooler by the clubhouse, and a moment later he was back with a plastic cup of cold water. I took it from him, my hands shaking slightly, and sipped it slowly while he settled back down beside me.

We sat there together in the summer dark, shoulders almost touching, listening to the crickets and the distant hum of traffic. Neither of us said a word. We didn't need to. The night held us both, and for now, that was enough.
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CALCULATED MOVES

"Wayne, there's going to be trouble. I can't avoid it. The only question is how we handle it."

My supervisor leaned back in his chair, the old leather creaking under his weight as he rocked slowly. His fingers drummed against the armrest, a nervous habit I'd noticed during our first week working together, back when we were both just grunts in the IT trenches instead of one grunt and one manager.

"So that's really what he said? When you talked to him?" Wayne's eyebrows knitted together, skepticism carving deep lines across his forehead.

"Yeah. I kept it professional, kept my voice level, didn't give him any reason to get defensive. And he just looked at me with this smirk and told me he'd work with me if he had to, but he'd be damned if he was going to get within touching distance of a fairy. His exact words. Then he said we better find someplace bigger than his cubicle, because he wasn't about to share that space with someone like me."

"Shit." Wayne rubbed his temples with two fingers, pressing hard like he was trying to massage away a headache that hadn't fully formed yet.

This new hire had made quite an impression in his first three weeks. He'd cornered one of the secretaries by the coffee machine and delivered a lecture about unemployment insurance, explaining in detail that her husband getting laid off from the auto plant was a personal failing, not a societal problem, and certainly not something taxpayers should be on the hook for. Then he'd followed that up with a comment about Jewish people in leadership positions, something about how they all had their hands in the till, which had earned him a wide berth from everyone on the floor except the most oblivious among us. Yesterday, he'd decided to take me on.

But this time was different. He'd crossed a line with that slur, and more importantly, he'd picked a fight with someone who wasn't going to just absorb the hit and move on. I'm generally pretty easygoing, laid back to the point where my last girlfriend used to accuse me of being horizontal. But there's a limit, and he'd found it.

I held Wayne's gaze, letting him see that I wasn't bluffing. "Either you talk with his supervisor, or I send a formal complaint to Personnel. Or both, if you want to cover all the bases. But by tomorrow morning, it has to be one or the other. I'm not spending another day looking over my shoulder in that cube farm."

Wayne nodded slowly, his jaw working like he was chewing on something unpleasant. "Both. I'll talk with Mason about his new problem child, and you send a memo to Amber in Personnel. Hell, I thought this week would be an easy one. I had plans for Friday, you know? A nice quiet day, maybe knock off early, get some fishing in before the weekend rush."

We turned back to our respective screens, but my neck had gone tight, the muscles knotted from days of walking on eggshells around this guy. Every time I heard his voice in the hallway, every time I caught a glimpse of his red face through the cubicle partitions, I felt my shoulders creep up toward my ears. This new guy was going to be a genuine problem, the kind that doesn't just fade away with a warning. Sooner or later, he'd say the wrong thing to the wrong person, and someone would knock him flat on his ass, or worse, HR would get involved and we'd all have to sit through sensitivity training that wouldn't change anything.

I tried to lose myself in the firewall I was modifying, tracing the lines of code with my finger on the screen, checking each rule and exception. After a while, the familiar rhythm of the work started to soothe me, the logic of it a comfort compared to the chaos of office politics.

The day before, I'd been sitting in Dr. Easton's office, having my brain picked apart like a Thanksgiving turkey. He was a small man with round glasses and a beard that made him look like a friendly professor from a movie, but his questions had a way of cutting right to the bone. He was interested in the work situation, sure, but what really had his attention was my reaction to sleeping with Catherine. I wished I hadn't brought it up, but once I'd opened that door, he'd charged through it like a pit bull with a bone, refusing to let go of any of my half-hearted answers.

"You say you think you might be gay," he'd said, leaning forward in his chair, his pen poised over his notebook. "But you don't get excited by Paul, and you did have sex with a woman. So what do you think defines a person as gay? Is it attraction? Behavior? Identity?"

I'd shifted in my seat, the leather upholstery sticking to my skin through my jeans. "I don't know. That's why I'm here, isn't it?"

"And in a situation where most men would be boasting to their friends, why did you feel, I believe the word you used was 'soiled'? Can you tell me more about that feeling?"

I'd stared at the ceiling, counting the acoustic tiles. "It's like... I don't know. Like I was using her. Like I was pretending to be someone I'm not, and she deserved better than that."

"What one word would you use to describe the feeling you get when you're dressed in women's clothing?" He'd waited, patient, his pen hovering.

I'd thought about it for a long moment. "Cozy."

"Really? Why that word?"

"Because it's warm. It's safe. It's like being wrapped up in something that fits me, actually fits me, not just something I'm wearing because society says I should."

With all of that churning through my head, it was a miracle I hadn't left the company's network wide open to every hacker in the multiverse. Somehow, I managed to change the settings, run the tests, and button up the firewall before I made my way out of the office. Wayne walked by my desk on his way to the parking lot and mentioned he'd be seeing Mason first thing in the morning. I nodded, already composing the memo to Personnel in my head.

Anna was waiting for me when I got home, and she was furious. She paced the length of the kitchen, her arms crossed over her chest, her voice rising with each sentence. She talked about turning the other cheek, about how this could affect her reputation at the company, about how I needed to think about the bigger picture instead of just my own pride. She used that phrase, "my reputation," but I knew she meant hers. When she finally ran out of steam, I asked her a simple question.

"When he gets around to implying that the only reason you, a woman, are next in line to be head of finance is because you gave Mr. Crawford a blowjob in his office, what exactly will you say?"

Anna stopped mid-pace, her mouth hanging open. The color drained from her face, leaving her pale against the dark wood of the kitchen cabinets. For a moment, a wild thought crossed my mind, a ridiculous image of her and our sixty-year-old, overweight supervisor in a compromising position. Then she snorted, a sound that was half laugh and half exasperation, and nodded her head.

"Yeah. Okay. What's good for the goose is good for the gander. I'll back off, but I wish you'd talk with me before you do things like this. I'm not just your roommate, Matt. I'm your friend. I want to know what's going on in your head."

I passed her a plate of fried perch, the golden crust still crackling from the pan, and gestured for her to set the table. We sat down across from each other, the familiar comfort of our shared meals settling between us like an old blanket. We talked about nothing in particular, the argument dissolving into the background noise of clinking forks and the occasional laugh. While Anna got up to make tea, I leafed through a magazine that had been sitting on the counter for days, not really reading it, just letting my eyes drift over the glossy pages.

"So Matt," Anna said, her voice casual, "what should we bring with us on Saturday?"

"Huh?" I looked up, blinking.

"Wakey wakey. Remember? We're going cycling with Jeff. He's expecting us around two o'clock."

I set the magazine down, trying to recall the conversation. Jeff was an old friend from college, a guy who'd gotten into cycling in a big way and was always trying to get us to join him on his weekend rides. "I'll think about it on my way back from work tomorrow. You were out pedaling around yesterday, right?"

"Uh huh. I did about seven miles. Felt good, actually. The wind was picking up and there was this stretch along the river where I just flew. Do you think we should bring wine?"

"Anna, relax. We'll bring a cold salad of some sort, something simple, and let Jeff take care of the rest. He's been wanting to host us for months. He'll have everything figured out."

Anna looked disgruntled by my lack of concern, but she could see she wouldn't get anywhere with me tonight. I finished my tea, the warmth spreading through my chest, and left her to clean up. I went back to my apartment, the one I still thought of as mine even though I spent most of my time at hers, and turned on the radio. Some pop song I didn't recognize filled the room, and I let it wash over me as I stood at the window.

Outside, the light was starting to fade, the sky shifting from blue to a deep purple that would soon be black. Here and there, a firefly sparked its signal of lust, tiny flashes of gold against the darkening grass. The Mercers were working in their garden, old Mr. Mercer on his knees pulling weeds while his wife stood over him pointing at something I couldn't see. Someone was walking a dog, or maybe being walked by their dog, a big golden retriever that kept stopping to sniff at everything. It was Jill thirtieth in my town, and summer was fully upon us, the air thick with the smell of cut grass and blooming flowers.

The word I'd given Dr. Easton was "cozy." When I'm dressed in my woman's clothes, I feel cozy. It's like stepping out of a shower into the chilly air and wrapping a large warm towel around yourself. You both tingle and relax at the same time. I feel hugged by what I wear. I feel complete.

Dr. Easton had just made some notes, his pen scratching against the paper. "Say more."

"There isn't much more to say. I rarely get turned on when I get dressed. Hell, I rarely get turned on at all, not the way other guys seem to. All I know is that wearing these slacks and this button-down shirt and this blazer doesn't do anything for me except protect me from the sun. When I put on even the most mundane of my female clothes, I mean like tailored slacks and a polo shirt with a brassiere underneath, I feel complete. Like I'm finally wearing the right uniform."

I picked up the latest issue of Bicycle magazine and read about the upcoming Tour de France. The photographs showed the mountains they'd be climbing, impossibly steep switchbacks that made my legs ache just looking at them. Then I flipped to a picture of the previous year's winner, a young man with a confident grin and legs like pistons. His tight shorts and jersey hid nothing. In fact, the padding in his shorts emphasized his crotch in a way that seemed almost deliberate.

I imagined him naked, tried to summon some kind of response, but the only thing I could think about was how dark his tan was, and then I wondered if skin cancer was common among retired racers. The fantasy fizzled out before it even started, leaving me with nothing but a vague sense of disappointment.

Tossing the magazine aside, I turned on the TV. I scanned through the channels, stopping when I landed on What Not To Wear. Stephanie and Christian were standing in front of a woman who was clearly skeptical, her arms crossed, her expression defiant. I watched them coax her into trying on outfits, and I fantasized about being coached in fashion, about having my hair done, about being told that I was beautiful.

Anna wheeled her bike around to my side of the car, the tires crunching over loose gravel. "Thanks," I said, reaching for the frame. "Did you grab an extra bottle?"

"Uh huh." She patted the mesh pocket on her hip, already looking past me toward the road.

"Let's go."

And so we did. I drove while Anna stared out the passenger window, her fingers tracing lazy patterns on the glass as she commented on the houses we passed. She wore black shorts that hit just above her knees and a loose tank top the color of pale sand, her dark hair pulled back in a messy knot that somehow looked effortless. I, on the other hand, had dressed purely for function. My skin-tight shorts were a pale blue that hugged every contour, and my lycra jersey was white with black geometric print across the chest. I knew I looked good, and if anyone asked, I could pretend these were women's garments. That was my story and I was sticking to it.

Pulling into Jeff's driveway, I spotted his bike leaning against the porch railing, a helmet dangling from the handlebars like a strange fruit. I tapped the horn lightly, just a friendly chirp, then grabbed the plastic container from the passenger floorboard. Inside was the Creole Corn Salad I'd thrown together the night before.

That whole evening had been a disaster in the best way. I'd bought six ears of corn, thinking I'd teach Anna the proper technique for slicing kernels off the cob. She'd laughed so hard at my demonstration that she nearly dropped the knife, and by the time we finished, I swear more corn had sprayed across the counter than actually made it into the bowl. Yellow kernels dotted the backsplash, the stovetop, even the windowsill. We'd both been picking them out of our hair for an hour.

We managed to salvage enough, though. I'd taken the back of the blade and scraped down each cob, coaxing out the sweet milky juice that gave the salad its richness. Then I'd tossed the kernels into a pan of sizzling bacon fat, letting them crisp at the edges before adding diced red peppers and chopped scallions. Finally, I crumbled in the bacon I'd rendered earlier, stirring everything together until the kitchen smelled like a summer barbecue. Five minutes later, the mixture went into a bowl to chill. Creole Corn for a summer's meal, simple and bright and full of heat.

Now I handed the container to Jeff, who took it with a grin and promised to stash it in his freezer. Anna pulled the water bottles from the car while Jeff clipped his own bottle onto his bike frame. I filled ours at the hose and stuffed two into the cages on my bike, the plastic cool against my fingers. Jeff stepped back and gave us both an appraising look, nodding slowly.

"You two look like you know what you're doing," he said, crossing his arms. "All matching gear and fancy bottles."

I laughed and helped him wrestle Anna's bike down from the car rack. The three of us pedaled off toward the path, waving at neighbors as they watered their lawns and calling out greetings to a woman walking her golden retriever. We talked about the weather, about how the humidity had finally broken, about whether the forecast would hold for the weekend.

I'm not usually a fan of bike paths. Too many tourists stopping in the middle of the lane, too many kids weaving unpredictably. But that Saturday afternoon, the path wasn't too crowded. We moved at an easy pace, Jeff sometimes riding beside me, sometimes beside Anna, the three of us shifting positions like a slow dance. Occasionally we fell into single file when other cyclists passed, and our conversations came in fits and starts, interrupted by the whoosh of wheels and the rhythmic thud of joggers' footsteps. A pair of rollerbladers swept past us, their wheels humming against the pavement.

It was obvious to me that Anna wanted to talk to Jeff. She kept angling her bike toward him, leaning in when she spoke, laughing at things that weren't particularly funny. So when I could, I dropped back and let them ride together, watching the way their shadows merged and separated on the asphalt.

The path ran out about six miles in, ending at a steep hill that rose like a wall of green. We turned around there, catching our breath, and Jeff rode beside me for a stretch. As we neared the park where we'd started, I figured I'd give Anna some more time with him.

"Hey guys, I need to stretch my legs out a bit." I stood up on the pedals, feeling the burn in my calves. "I'm going to ride past the park for a few miles. I'll meet you when I come back."

Before they could protest, I pushed down hard on the pedals and moved away from their easy pace, accelerating from barely ten miles an hour to around fourteen or fifteen. The wind rushed past my ears, and the world narrowed to the ribbon of path ahead. Two miles down was a decent hill, not massive but enough to get the heart pumping. I'd cycle to the top at a reasonable speed, turn around, and drift back to the park where Jeff and Anna would be waiting.

On the way back, I passed a young couple sitting on the grass next to their bikes. They were sprawled out on a blanket, her head resting on his chest, his hand tracing lazy circles on her arm. I looked at them and felt something twist in my chest. Earlier that morning, I'd joined the men fishing on the Sand Kill River, the water flat and gray under a pale sky. I'd plunked my chair down next to Pete, said "good morning," and sipped my coffee while the others cast their lines. After about a minute, Pete leaned over and spoke softly, his voice barely carrying over the sound of the current.

"Are you sore about what I said?"

"No Pete. Not at all. And I meant it when I said I want to be your friend and do things together. You just..." I trailed off as one of the other men came over to borrow a pair of pliers. We paused, waiting, and then I reassured Pete again that I was fine, that I'd gladly join him for a beer or fishing anytime.

Looking at the couple on the grass now, I tried to imagine myself as part of a pair. I tried to picture myself in Pete's arms, his broad chest against my back, his rough hands gentle on my skin. But it just didn't work. I saw men and women and found them both attractive, appreciated the lines of a man's jaw and the curve of a woman's hip. But that was as far as it went. There was no spark, no pull, just a distant sense of admiration that never quite became desire.

Back at the park, I found Jeff and Anna sitting at a picnic table, their bikes propped against a tree. I rode up and swung off my bike, and we talked for a while about the ride, about the hill, about whether we'd have the energy to do it again next weekend. I could tell they were both tired. Anna's shoulders sloped slightly, and Jeff kept rubbing the back of his neck. I did what I could not to show that fourteen or so flat miles wasn't really a ride for me.

Back at Jeff's place, Anna disappeared into the bathroom with a small bag and emerged a few minutes later, her face washed, her hair re-tied, wearing a clean blouse the color of ripe peaches. I took my turn, sponging down the salt and sweat from my skin and trading my jersey for a plain t-shirt. When I came out, I found them in the backyard, standing by the grill, deep in conversation. Their heads were close together, their voices low, and I felt like an intruder just by existing.

The penny dropped in my slow mind the next day. I was back from church, reading in the backyard, the sun warm on my bare arms, when I heard the doorbell. I grumbled a little, almost out of my lounger, when I heard Jason's voice calling from the front. I called back, telling him to come around the house.

I was wearing dark blue jogging shorts and a plain white t-shirt, so Jason had nothing to comment on. I doubted he would have noticed anyway. His mind was clearly elsewhere.

"Hi Matt, is Anna about?"

"Nope. She went off to lunch with some friends."

Jason sat down on the edge of the patio chair and looked around the yard for a moment, his jaw tight. "Matt, have I irritated Anna in any way?"

"Not that I know of Jason. Why?"

He let out a long breath, his shoulders slumping. "I feel like I'm getting brushed off. I mean, suddenly she's not available for dinner, or she can't come over. I don't know."

"Well, she's been busy at work, and we've been spending some time with our cousin."

At that moment, I heard Anna's car pull into the driveway, the familiar crunch of gravel under tires. She walked around the house, her keys jingling in her hand. I'm not good at reading people's faces, but she didn't look like a woman happy to see a lover. Her smile when she spotted Jason was polite, practiced, and nothing more. Jason got up and gave her a quick, perfunctory kiss, then asked if he could grab a beer. Anna led him into the house, and I went back to my book, dozing off somewhere after the second murder in the chapter.

Anna woke me a while later, her hand on my shoulder. She and Jason were going to the local Chinese place, and did I want to come? I responded that I was fine, told her to have a good time.

"Oh come on Matt. You like the Gold Wok. Get changed and join us."

I nodded, not wanting to argue, and quickly switched to some nondescript clothing, a pair of dark chinos and a simple button-down. I felt a private thrill of comfort knowing I had on a nice pair of panties beneath the fabric, a small secret no one would guess. We all piled into Anna's car and drove to the restaurant, the three of us squeezed into the front seat like teenagers.

I was partway through my dish, the sweet and sour aroma of General Tso's chicken filling my senses, when it all clicked into place. Jason might not have realized it yet, but the message was coming from Anna pretty clear. She was pulling away, gently but deliberately, creating distance where there had once been closeness. Jason wasn't the right type of boyfriend for an up-and-coming executive woman. And watching her across the table, the way she avoided his eyes, the way her fingers tapped restlessly against her water glass, I knew that soon, he'd figure it out too.

Just as I was beginning to feel a reluctant pang of sympathy for Jason, the next piece of the puzzle clicked into place with an almost audible snap. Yes, Anna was ending things with him, but that wasn't the whole story. She was simultaneously turning her attention toward Jeff, laying down a careful trail of breadcrumbs. The nice blouse she’d worn for the cycling trip, the sudden, almost suspicious return to a hobby she’d abandoned months ago, it was all part of a calculated performance.

A sour taste touched the back of my throat. On one hand, I felt a wave of genuine revulsion. It was a cold, transactional way to treat another person, a kind of emotional manipulation that left me feeling a little dirty just for witnessing it. But then, another feeling crept in, a quieter, more complicated sadness. I thought about what it must be like to live that way, to constantly calculate your next move, to trade the messy, unpredictable warmth of a genuine connection for the cold, clean efficiency of a strategic advantage. It seemed like a lonely way to exist.

That explained her pointed questions about Jeff’s age, the way she’d leaned in just a little too close when he was talking. She wasn’t just making conversation. She was scouting, assessing, and making her move. I let out a slow breath and reminded myself of my own rule, the one I repeated like a prayer when the world got too tangled: focus on yourself. Don’t get caught in the current of other people’s dramas.

I scooped another helping of rice onto my plate, the warm grains a small comfort, and tuned back into the conversation. Jason was laying it on thick, trying to sell Anna on a weekend trip to Boston, his voice bright with a desperate, misplaced hope. He was talking about the aquarium, a little Italian place he knew in the North End, the way the Charles River looked at sunset. Poor sap. He was pitching a future to a woman who was already packing her bags for a different destination entirely. I watched him over the rim of my water glass, the ice cubes clinking softly. He might want to consider that this was a journey he’d be taking alone.


DESIRABLE

"Yeah, they'll make a cocktail. I won't bail on the quality though."

Six o'clock at Gerald’s. Jeff had caught me at my desk just as I was packing up, asked if I'd join him for a drink. I said yes, and he let me pick the place, his exact words being "you choose the venue." So he followed me through the door of my usual spot, and after I ordered a beer, he leaned toward the bartender and asked if she could do a proper Manhattan. She gave him a look that said *please*, and he seemed satisfied with that.

We sat there, nursing our drinks, and got into the whole mess of firing the bigot. That conversation bled into another one about the new architect we'd brought on, this woman who walked into meetings like she owned the room, all cheekbones and confidence. Jeff kept shaking his head about her, saying she'd have half the office in love by the end of the month. Somewhere in the middle of all that, we ordered food, and Jeff leaned back in his chair, letting his eyes wander around the space.

"This is a really nice place. I see why you like it."

I nodded, waving at a guy I knew from the bike club who was sitting by the window.

"Yeah. It's the classic neighborhood bar and grill, except the food's probably better than average."

We didn't talk much after that. Just ate. Made the occasional comment about the game on the TV, some loud group by the pool table, the usual office gossip. Jeff asked if I had any suggestions for longer rides in the area, and I told him I'd bring in my book of local routes. It was one of those evenings that didn't demand anything from you, and I was grateful for it.

When I got home, Anna was buried in paperwork at the kitchen table, glasses perched on her nose, pen moving across some document. I said hello and headed upstairs. Netflix had sent over *An American Haunting*, and I was in the mood to get scared.

After a long shower, I slipped into a pair of lacy white panties and a knee-length nightgown, the fabric light against my skin. I let myself play with the idea of being a woman alone in a big house, the kind of fantasy that makes your heart beat a little faster. I turned on the DVD player and spent the next two hours gasping, shivering, pulling my knees up to my chest on the couch. The critics tore that movie apart, but I loved every minute of it. When I finally crawled into bed, I pulled the covers tight around me, still half expecting something to move in the shadows.

The next few weeks were quiet. Jason disappeared from our lives like he'd never been there at all, which was fine by me. Anna and I joined Jeff for an after-work bike ride one evening, and we grabbed dinner afterward, the three of us laughing about nothing in particular. Once or twice during the meal, Jeff caught my eye and smiled, and I couldn't shake the feeling that he'd seen right through Anna's little game.

I took a half day off work and cycled a gorgeous fifty-mile route, the kind that makes you forget you're exercising. Coming home, I was sweaty, tired, and happier than I'd been in a long time. I sat in my room, mostly naked, the leftover drops of water from the shower cooling my skin, and transferred some photos to my computer.

I opened up the "bike rides" album and scrolled lazily through pictures I'd taken over the past few years. Landscapes. Groups of riders. Funny shots of friends making faces. A few where I'd tried to capture the way the light hit the trees, the way the road curved into the distance.

The phone rang, and I walked over to answer it, catching a glimpse of myself in the mirror on the way. I looked lean, tanned, the panties hugging my body in a way that showed off my ass. My hair lay loose on my shoulders, still damp. I looked good. I looked like someone who'd just spent the day doing exactly what they loved.

"Hi."

"Oh, hi Jeff. What? A ride? No, I just got back from one. Went up to Nell's Lake. About fifty miles. It was great. When? Oh, sure. Sure. Okay, I'll see you then."

He'd called from work to see if I was up for another ride later, but the thought of climbing back into the saddle after fifty miles and a nice shower wasn't appealing. So Jeff suggested I come over instead, have a sandwich and a beer, help him plan some longer routes than what he'd been doing on the path.

I checked the time. I'd head over in about an hour. I looked through my mail, sat down to pay a few bills, and then stood in front of my closet trying to decide what to wear. Part of me wanted to go out in a summer skirt and a light top, but I didn't have the courage for that, and I definitely didn't want to embarrass Jeff. I settled on a pair of light tan shorts with a colored fabric belt and a bright tropical shirt. I kept on the panties. Slipping my feet into loafers, skipping the socks, I checked myself in the mirror again. I swapped my gold posts for some diamond chips, grabbed my wallet and keys, and hit the road.

It was still hot out, but I skipped the AC, kept the windows open, and let the wind buffet my arm where it rested on the door. My radio played something upbeat, my legs still tingled from the ride, and life felt good. Pulling into Jeff's driveway, I beeped the horn once and got out of the car.

Jeff met me at the door, and I shivered as the cold air hit my skin.

"Is it too chilly? I can turn it down."

"No, it's fine."

"You got some sun today, Matt. You look good."

We made small talk, and I wandered over to his dining room table, where a county map lay spread out next to my book of rides. Jeff walked over and pointed at a route he'd highlighted, and I marked where the two hills were, the ones that would really test his legs.

"Matt, do you want something to drink? I have beer, wine, lemonade, water."

I asked for lemonade, and Jeff poured me a glass while he talked about a major deal Howard Associates was closing on. We'd have a lot of work over the next two years, he said, and they were hiring two new people to handle the load. I put down my glass and wandered over to look at some pictures on his walls.

There was an opera poster, something classical and dramatic. And then a photograph of some Vietnamese village, terraced fields and mist, a world away from this suburban living room. I was absorbed in it, trying to imagine what it would be like to stand in that place, when Jeff came up behind me. His hands landed on my shoulders, and he kissed the back of my neck.

I turned violently.

"What the hell..."

I didn't get anything else out because Jeff kissed me again. This wasn't like that late night in the office with Catherine. This was deliberate. His second kiss landed on my cheek. Then he pulled back.

"You have no idea how desirable you are."

I was stunned. My mouth opened, but nothing came out.

"You are gay, Matt."

It wasn't a question. Jeff was simply stating what was obvious to him. I nodded a little, and he put a light kiss on my lips.

"Jeff, wait. I'm not... I mean, that you... Oh..."

Jeff had pulled me into a hug, and without realizing it, I'd hugged him back. We were about the same height, my chin resting on his shoulder. He was whispering in my ear, but I couldn't make out the words. My mind was spinning, trying to catch up with what was happening.

Jeff released me from the hug and took my hand, leading me to the couch. We sat down next to each other, his hand on my thigh as he placed gentle kisses on my face, my forehead, my neck. Between kisses, he told me how much he wanted me. And that's when I started laughing. He pulled back, puzzled, his brow furrowed.

"Oh God. If Anna finds out, she'll have a shit fit."

Jeff let out a booming laugh that rattled the cheap lampshade beside us. "Yeah, she's been laying it on thick lately. She's got a great rack, I'll give her that, but she's not my type at all."

Before I could process what that meant, Jeff's hand was on my shirt. I sat there, frozen, my breath catching somewhere between my chest and my throat. He worked the buttons loose with practiced fingers, and then his palm was against my skin, warm and rough, tracing a slow circle around my nipple. A sound escaped me, something between a gasp and a whimper, and my face flushed with heat. Then his lips were on mine, and this time he didn't pull away quickly. He lingered, pressing softly, patiently, and I felt my own mouth respond before my brain could catch up.

I placed my hand over his, stilling the motion against my chest, and broke the kiss. My heart hammered so hard I could feel it in my ears.

"Wait. I'm just not sure. I mean, I've never..."

"Been with a man?"

I nodded, my throat too tight for words.

"Hey, we can take this slow. It starts like this."

Jeff leaned back into the couch cushions and draped his arm across my shoulders, tugging me gently toward him. I let myself fall against his side, my head finding the curve of his shoulder. He smelled like sweat from his shift, a hint of cheap aftershave, and something else, something distinctly male that I couldn't name. We stayed like that, motionless, and I could feel the steady thump of his heartbeat against my ribs, the slow rise and fall of his chest beneath my cheek. It was strange, being this close to another person. It felt good, in a way I hadn't expected.

"I don't really know if I'm gay."

The words tumbled out before I could stop them. In my head, a voice muttered, *oh what the hell*, and I leaned up to press a kiss to Jeff's jaw. The stubble there scratched my lips, a five o'clock shadow already forming. He turned and kissed me back, softer this time, then whispered against my ear.

"I did invite you over for a sandwich. You hungry?"

The relief that flooded through me was almost dizzying. I'd been wound so tight, trembling with nerves, and now I had an excuse to pull back and breathe.

"Very."

I followed him into the kitchen, and I had to stifle a laugh when I saw what he'd brought home. A pile of cold cuts, a couple of tomatoes, and a loaf of rye bread sat on the counter. I figured this was probably what he ate when he was alone, and I caught myself thinking that I'd need to change his habits, get him to eat something green once in a while.

He pulled out plates and glasses while I sat at the small kitchen table, my head resting in my hands, trying to make sense of the night. Jeff started assembling his sandwich, and I joined him, piling roast beef and Swiss cheese onto my bread with more enthusiasm than I felt.

"Do you eat like this a lot?"

"A couple of nights a week."

I shook my head and held out my glass for more lemonade. He filled it, then leaned against the counter, watching me with those steady eyes.

"Matt, I'll take it easy. But I won't back down. I want you, badly, and I think you want me too. You might not know it yet, and you're scared as hell, but I can feel it. We'll figure out how to deal with Anna."

I didn't say anything. I couldn't meet his eyes.

"Yeah. I'm scared."

"Tell you what. After dinner, let's watch a movie. We just sit together. Nothing else."

I chewed my sandwich and nodded, finally forcing myself to look up at him. "I'd like that."

The movie ended, and just as I'd predicted, the good guys won. We'd spent the whole time leaning against each other on the couch, and Jeff had kept his hand on my thigh, his fingers resting on the bare skin below the hem of my shorts. It felt good, and dangerous at the same time, and I kept waiting for him to slide his hand higher. But he didn't. He held back, and somehow that made me want him more.

When the credits rolled, Jeff turned his head toward me, and I let him kiss me. His lips pressed against mine, gentle and warm, and then he pulled back just enough to kiss the tip of my nose. I returned the gesture, brushing my lips against his stubbled cheek, and waited to see what he'd do next.

He stood up and disappeared into the bathroom, and I closed my eyes, trying to sort through the tangle of emotions in my chest. Was I aroused? Maybe a little. Did I want him to go further? I didn't think so, not right now. Did I like what was happening? I opened my eyes wide.

Damn straight I liked it. I couldn't have said why, or what it meant, but I wouldn't have changed a single moment of the evening. Well, maybe the food. I watched Jeff come back into the room, and he pulled a chair over, sitting down so close that his knees nearly touched mine.

"I have to stop now," he said, his voice low. "Or I'll go too far. And I can't risk not having you. Please tell me you're not angry."

"Oh Jeff, absolutely not. Just scared. I'm very happy."

"Good. I feel like a brandy. You?"

I smiled and nodded, holding up two fingers to indicate a small one. As he walked away, I let myself look at him properly. Okay, he could stand to lose a few pounds, and his hair was going salt and pepper, thinning a little at the front. He wasn't some Greek god, but it felt good to lean against him, to feel his warmth. I nearly jumped when I realized that in less than twenty-four hours, I'd be sitting in Dr. Easton's office. I wasn't ready for that. Maybe I'd call and cancel, make some excuse about work or family.

Jeff came back and handed me a small glass of amber liquid. He raised his own, and we tapped the glasses together with a soft clink. I sipped, letting the burn travel down my throat, and I knew, in some small way, that I was aroused.

"I have to go now, Jeff. Another time."

At the door, we exchanged a quick kiss, and then I was outside, the cool night air hitting my face. I pulled out of the driveway, and in the rearview mirror, I could see Jeff standing on the porch, watching me go, one hand raised in a wave.


A TANGLED MESS

"No, the thing that shook me the most was my thought that I would have to change his eating habits."

"Why?"

"It was like I had already made a commitment."

"Is that a bad thing?"


Walking out of Easton's office, I tried to clear my head, but the thoughts kept circling back like cars on a roundabout. Work had been a blur all afternoon, numbers and code swimming together until I couldn't make sense of any of it. Now I was heading home, and Anna would be there, and I'd have to pretend everything was normal when nothing felt normal at all. On top of that, guilt about Pete had been gnawing at my stomach since lunch, and the idea of sitting in a boat with him on Saturday, trading easy conversation like nothing had changed, felt impossible.

I couldn't pin down where the guilt came from. But then again, I couldn't pin down much of anything these days. My emotions had become a tangled mess of contradictions, and every time I tried to sort through them, I only made things worse. At least Jeff hadn't wandered into the IT department. I don't think I could have handled that, not with the way my pulse jumped every time I even thought about him.

I took the long way home, winding through side streets I rarely used, and let out a breath I hadn't realized I'd been holding when I pulled into the driveway and saw Anna's car wasn't there. The house felt different with her gone, quieter in a way that should have been peaceful but instead felt heavy with possibility.

Flipping through the mail, I realized I couldn't stay home that night. The walls would close in, and I'd spend the whole evening staring at the television without seeing it. Gerald’s was out too, since there was a decent chance I'd run into Pete there, and I wasn't ready for that conversation, wasn't ready to look at his face and pretend I hadn't been avoiding him. I changed into jeans and sneakers, slipping off the earrings I'd worn to work and hanging them on the little tray on my dresser, the metal catching the light from the window.

I drove twenty-five minutes to the local ballpark, the old stadium with its faded signage and creaking bleachers, and watched our hapless farm team lose another game. It didn't matter. The crowd was having fun anyway, families spread out on blankets and kids chasing each other through the aisles. I drank a beer and ate salt potatoes dripping with butter, the salt sticking to my fingers as the evening cooled around me. The mascots, a crab and some kind of bird I couldn't identify, chased each other around the bases while a pretty girl in a tight t-shirt drove a golf cart around the outfield, her ponytail swinging behind her. A second woman, equally well-endowed, tossed t-shirts and Frisbees into the stands, and the crowd roared every time someone caught one.

When I got home, it was almost eleven, and Anna was somewhere in the back of the house, her voice drifting through the walls as she talked on the phone. I moved carefully, closing the door to my area with a soft click. My answering machine was blinking red on the nightstand, but I ignored it, kicking off my shoes and kneeling on the bed to look out the window.

When I was a kid, I used to do this all the time, making a game of watching the passing cars. I'd try to predict which ones would drive straight through the intersection and which would turn sharply left or take the gradual left, the ones that seemed to hesitate before committing. Now I just stared down our empty street, the streetlights casting pale pools of light on the pavement, wishing I could be a child again, wishing the biggest decisions in my life were about which flavor of ice cream to order.

Getting up, I played the message back.

"Hi Matt, it's Jeff. I figured I'd play it low key at work. Please give me a call or drop by my office tomorrow. I want to hear from you."

My security-conscious mind grumbled immediately, thinking that Jeff had no reason to assume I'd be the only one to hear that message. Anyone could walk into my room, anyone could press the button. It was too late to call, so I erased the machine and sat in my chair, the leather creaking under me.

As a kid, the big questions had seemed unsolvable, but looking back, they weren't that bad. Who to ask to the dance. How to afford a new bike helmet. How to get the baseball coach to stop benching me. I would have gladly faced all of those questions now, would have traded my current problems for any of them in a heartbeat.

I replayed sitting on the couch with Jeff, the way his arm had brushed against mine, the way his voice had dropped when he talked about wanting to know me. I rubbed my cheek, thinking of the slight stubble on his, the roughness of it against my palm, and remembered his hand on my thigh, the warmth of it through my jeans. Feeling aroused, I stripped down and showered, the water hot against my skin. Then I changed into pajamas and tried to sleep, but sleep wouldn't come. Frustrated and restless, I pulled down the pajama bottoms and stroked myself to an orgasm, my mind switching back and forth between Jeff, and Catherine, and briefly the new architect who's breasts moved so nicely under her blouse when she walked.

Looking up at the ceiling, I reached over and turned off the lamp and set the alarm. Even with the AC on, I was a little sweaty, and I didn't pull up the sheet. What would I do if, forget if, when Jeff went further than gentle kisses? What if his hand went up my shorts? What if he wanted more than I was ready to give?

The questions must have continued in my sleep, because I awoke from a dream in which I was wearing a short skirt and could feel someone's hand under it, massaging my butt with a familiarity that suggested we'd done this before.

Anna was bright and cheerful at breakfast, her voice carrying through the kitchen as she made coffee and talked about her plans for the day. I told her about the ballgame, even though she hates baseball, and we ate together uneventfully, the cereal crunching between my teeth while she scrolled through her phone. I kept feeling as though she would suddenly look up and see something in my face that would betray me, some mark of my betrayal that I couldn't hide. I was relieved when she left for work, her car pulling out of the driveway with a wave through the window.

I followed about thirty minutes later, the morning traffic light as I made my way to the office. After clearing my emails and writing a company-wide memo about deleting old emails with attachments, I called Jeff's secretary.

"Hi Patty? Matt Callander here. Is Mr. Lawson available? In about twenty minutes? Thanks. Yes, I want to show him something about the firewall. He asked me to drop by."

The only other time I felt so nervous at work was when I made a stupid error and blew away some of the company's data. We had backup, and I was pretty new, but I was sure I was going to get fired. My hands had shaken for hours afterward, and I'd barely been able to concentrate on anything else. This felt worse, somehow, because this time the stakes were personal.

With a folder in my hand, I walked through the offices and cubicles to Jeff's office, feeling jittery and a little sick to my stomach. The fluorescent lights buzzed overhead, and I could hear the familiar sounds of keyboards clacking and phones ringing, but they all seemed distant, muffled. Patty motioned for me to sit down and poked her head into Jeff's office.

"Give him five minutes."

Of course, five minutes became ten, and then the door opened and Anna and her manager walked out. I looked at Anna in surprise, and she looked back at me, her eyebrows rising slightly. Then I motioned at the folder and said "IT stuff," and Jeff waved me in while saying a few last things to the departing financial types.

Closing the door, he stood and looked at me. The office was warm, sunlight streaming through the blinds and casting stripes across his desk. Then he gave a shy smile, the kind that crinkled the corners of his eyes.

"I had to check to make sure you were OK."

"I'm fine."

"You weren't home last night."

"No, I went to a ballgame. The Crabbers lost; again."

Jeff came over and took my hand, his fingers warm against mine. "I only have a few minutes," he said, and then placed a kiss on my cheek which barely brushed the skin, leaving a faint tingle behind.

"Can we have dinner tonight? Stay late at work and I'll drive you to a place I know. It's about half an hour from here. Then I'll bring you back."

I thought briefly but could see no reason not to have a Friday dinner with Jeff. "OK."

Jeff smiled, and it transformed his whole face. "We'll make this official. Is the firewall up-to-date?"

"Uh, yes."

"Good, thanks for dropping by." Then he leaned in, kissed my ear, and whispered. "Trust me, Matt. I can show you how wonderful it is to be with somebody."

Back at my desk, I fiddled with the stapler, pressing it down over and over on a stack of old memos, until Wayne shouted a question at me and brought me back to the real world. I dealt with the standard issues facing IT, resetting passwords and troubleshooting printer problems, while musing about the evening to come. I decided to trust Jeff. He said he would take things slow, and we weren't going back to his place. Then again, Catherine Pearce had shown me that offices weren't that safe either, and I couldn't shake the feeling that I was walking into something I didn't fully understand.

My phone buzzed against the desk, that little reminder I'd set weeks ago and somehow kept forgetting to delete. The datebook app flashed like an accusation, and I let out a breath I didn't know I'd been holding. Time to do the part of this job that made my stomach clench every single month.

The policy was straightforward, almost boring in its simplicity. Ten names, randomly pulled from the employee roster, and I'd spend the next few hours sifting through their digital footprints. We'd explained this at orientation, back when everyone was still fresh-eyed and eager, and we sent out those cheerful little reminders throughout the year. You know the ones: "Just a friendly nudge about our internet usage policy!" Nobody ever reads those, not really. They just click delete and go back to whatever they were doing.

The rules themselves were generous, honestly. If you needed to check your personal email or glance at the news, that was fine. A quick weather check, sure, nobody was going to hunt you down for that. But there were limits, and everyone knew where the lines were drawn. The porn sites, the sports obsession pages, the endless blog rabbit holes, those were all off-limits. We had a system, a two-strike system, and it was about as forgiving as it sounded. First offense got you a warning that went into your permanent file, and the second time, well, you were cleaning out your desk.

I pulled up the employee directory on my screen and let my eyes wander over the names. There was something almost ceremonial about the selection process, even though it was just me and a mental coin flip. I settled on the nineteenth through twenty-eighth entries, a completely arbitrary chunk of humanity. One of them, a guy named Murray, had already been through the wringer last month, so I swapped him out for someone fresh and downloaded the history.

The office grapevine worked faster than any fiber optic cable, and I wasn't surprised to see mostly empty logs. People knew the drill by now. They knew the system was watching, and most of them had learned to behave, at least when they were on the clock. One woman had spent a solid thirty-five minutes online yesterday, but a quick scan showed she'd been researching architectural firms we actually did business with. Legitimate work, even if it was a bit excessive. I jotted a note on my desk pad, more out of habit than concern, and kept scrolling through the digital breadcrumbs.

When I reached the end of the list, something made me go back. Charles Campbell's name caught my eye, and I clicked into his history with a growing sense of dread. The guy had never spent more than five minutes online at a stretch, like he thought short bursts would somehow make him invisible. But the URLs told their own story, loud and clear. Sexypantiesgp, pantyfun, erospics. The names practically shouted at me from the screen, each one more explicit than the last.

I printed out the evidence, cleared my monitor, and made my way to Wayne's office. He was leaning back in his chair, reading something on his phone, and he looked up when I knocked on the doorframe.

"Hey Wayne, we've got a web voyeur."

His eyes rolled before he even looked at me. "Male or female?"

"Male." That meant we'd skip asking Janet, our third IT member, to handle the conversation. She was good at her job, but this particular task always felt a little too personal for her.

"Alright Matt, heads or tails."

"Tails."

I watched the coin spin through the air, catching the light as it arced toward Wayne's desk. It bounced once, twice, then settled into a lazy circle before coming to rest.

"Heads, Matt. You get to deal with it."

"Shit."

I trudged back to my desk and pulled up the web offenders file, just to make sure Charles hadn't popped up before. Turns out Wayne had given him a friendly warning over a year ago, something informal about his browsing habits. That didn't count officially, but it meant I'd have to dig deeper. The system could track back thirty days, and I spent the next fifteen minutes sifting through Charles's digital life. More pornography, of course, and an online poker site that he'd apparently visited with alarming frequency. I printed everything out and made the slow walk to Personnel.

The meeting with Charles was about as awkward as I'd expected, even though Amber and I tried our best to keep things neutral. We framed it like he'd just abused the copy machine, like this was a minor office infraction that happened to everyone. But that approach never really works, because Charles had to sit there and look at a printed list of every site he'd visited. His face went through about six different shades of red, and I could practically see him imagining his private fantasies tacked up on the company bulletin board for everyone to gawk at.

We assured him that only Amber, Wayne, and I would ever know the details. His supervisor would just get a generic email about a computer use violation, nothing specific. But Charles was still shaking when we finished, his hands trembling as he signed the warning form. I walked part of the way back to his cubicle with him, and when we split off in different directions, I tried to offer some reassurance.

"Neither Amber nor I are going to judge you," I said, and then I gestured at myself with a wry smile. "How could I?"

Charles grimaced and shuffled away, his shoulders hunched like he was carrying something heavy.

Wayne was waiting for me when I got back. "All settled?"

"Done," I said, dropping into my chair.

But I wasn't really done. I sat there staring at my screen, thinking about the irony of it all. I'd just put a warning letter in Charles's file, a permanent mark on his employment record, and here I was sneaking around with Jeff, the man who owned the entire company. We were playing kissy-face in his office after hours, slipping out the back door like teenagers. Wasn't that just as much of a violation? Maybe worse, because at least Charles's sins were confined to his browser history.

I nearly choked on my coffee. Viruses. The word hit me like a brick to the forehead.

"Christ on a crutch," I muttered to myself. "What if Jeff really wants to go far? Do I need to worry about safe sex? Should I start carrying a condom in my backpack like I did in college? Or do I just want to trust him?"

"Matt? Matt?"

Janet's voice cut through my spiraling thoughts, and I blinked back to reality. She was standing by my desk, a file folder in her hand.

"Sorry, daydreaming a bit."

"Yeah, me too. Three more days and I'm off to Spain."

"Lucky you." I took the file from her, glanced at the name on the tab, and told her I'd handle it. She wandered off, and I got back to work, trying to push the whole mess out of my head.

That night, Jeff looked genuinely stunned when I told him about the process. We were at our usual restaurant, a quiet little place with soft lighting and a wine list that went on forever. He'd ordered the fish, and I'd gone with the duck breast, and we were halfway through our appetizers when the conversation took a turn.

"You mean you look at my usage as well?" His fork hovered mid-air, a piece of salmon dangling from the tines.

"If your name comes up in random search, yes, we do."

"But I'm the boss. I own the company, for God's sake."

We stared at each other across the table, and I could see the gears turning in his head. I shrugged, keeping my voice casual.

"Either you have a good system or a compromised system. I suspect Amber would handle things differently if we popped up something on you."

I gave him a big smile. "Anyway, you came up nice and clean about four months ago."

The look on his face was absolutely priceless. Part indignation, part amusement, part something else I couldn't quite name. He opened his mouth, closed it, and then just shook his head.

I sipped my wine and made a comment about how relaxed the restaurant felt, how the ambient noise and the candlelight made everything seem softer. Jeff said he ate there occasionally, and the brief discomfort from our security discussion faded into the background. But that just meant my other discomfort, the one about us, about what we were doing, crept back in. It was a relief when our entrees arrived.

"Hmm, pretty good," I said, cutting into the duck breast. "I make a better one though. Less fat. The flavors are good though, how's yours?"

Jeff looked up from his fish, and the expression on his face shifted. "Have you ever cycled in Vermont?"

"A couple of times. The local bike club goes now and then. Once I splurged and did one of those guided trips where you stay at an inn."

"Would you go with me? Do you think I'm ready?"

"Jeff, yes, you are ready. The tour companies have a choice of routes, from easy to hard." I paused, considering. "No, not yet, because I'm not ready. Maybe sometime. It's nicer in the fall anyway."

Back at the office, the kiss felt different. Longer, more deliberate. I stiffened at first when his hand found my cheek, but then I relaxed into it, letting myself sink into the moment. He pulled me closer, and I could feel the warmth of his palm against my skin.

"God, you are so sweet," Jeff gasped against my lips.

Then he said goodnight, and we went our separate ways. I walked out to my car with my heart hammering in my chest, wondering what the hell I was doing.


FLOOP

The shower was pure salvation, cool water slicing through the grit and sweat of the afternoon. I stood there longer than necessary, letting the spray pound against my shoulder blades, working out the knots that thirteen miles of cycling had carved into my muscles. Jeff and I had pushed hard after work, tackling the kind of hills that make you question your life choices mid-climb. We'd invited Anna along, mostly because I knew she already had plans, which meant we could sidestep any awkward questions about what exactly we were to each other while still carving out the evening for ourselves.

Watching Jeff attack that hill was something else. He didn't pace himself, didn't strategize. He just went at it, legs pumping, jaw set, this stubborn determination that made me grin even as my own thighs burned. Now, standing in his guest bathroom with steam curling around me, I could still feel the phantom vibration of the handlebars in my palms.

I dried off with a towel he'd left folded on the toilet lid, then unzipped the small bag I'd brought. Tonight mattered. I wanted to walk into his living room and see his face change when he looked at me. So I took my time. A dusting of lilac powder across my skin, cool and silky, then the dusty rose panties sliding up my legs. The light pink brassiere required some maneuvering: clipping the band around my ribs, swiveling it around, threading my arms through, adjusting the foam pads until everything sat right.

The tan shorts were tighter than current fashion dictated, and I liked that. They hugged my backside in a way that felt deliberate. The light yellow blouse was almost translucent, just enough to hint without showing, and I tucked it in to create the illusion of a more substantial chest. White sandals. A swipe of lip gloss. I brushed my hair until it fell in soft waves, then swept it back with a clip, letting a few strands frame my face.

In the mirror, I turned side to side, critiquing the collar line, adjusting the drape of the blouse. Good. I stepped out into his living room.

Jeff wasn't down yet, so I wandered over to his CD collection. Opera, mostly. Dozens of recordings, all arranged alphabetically. I pulled out *Cenerentola* and was scanning the plot synopsis when I heard his footsteps on the stairs. I turned, smiling, watching for his reaction.

He stopped mid-step, like he'd walked into something solid. Then he crossed the room in three strides and pulled me into him, his mouth finding mine before I could say a word. His tongue traced my lips, asking a question I wasn't sure I was ready to answer. I'd dressed to provoke this exact response, but now that it was happening, my pulse was doing something strange.

I opened my mouth and let him in. His tongue slid against mine, warm and insistent, and his arms tightened around me. I felt the foam forms in my bra compress against his chest, and something about that mechanical detail grounded me even as my knees went weak.

"Jeff. Jeff." I pushed back, and I saw the brief flash of hurt cross his face before I explained. "You're pushing my back into the corner of the stereo."

"Oh. Sorry." He laughed at himself, a little embarrassed, and we shuffled sideways until my back met the smooth wall.

Then his mouth was on mine again, and this time I let myself sink into it. His hands crept up my back, fingers finding the strap of my bra through the thin fabric of my blouse.

"I like you more in men's clothing," he murmured against my lips, "but you look so nice in this as well."

I didn't know how to respond to that, and anyway, with our tongues tangled together, I couldn't manage much beyond a soft sound in my throat. He untucked my blouse, his palm pressing flat against the skin of my lower back, and I pulled him closer. We sidled toward the couch, clumsy and eager, mouths never quite separating.

But when my knees hit the cushions, I froze.

Jeff felt it immediately. His hands stopped mid-motion on the buttons of my blouse, and he pulled back just enough to look at me. His fingers combed through my hair, patient, waiting. He knew I needed to speak, and he wasn't going to rush me.

I didn't want him to stop. God, I was aroused, every nerve ending firing, but my brain had decided this was the perfect moment to replay every article I'd ever read about gay sex, every website I'd visited when I was sure no one was looking. Not from work, obviously. The parade of information, warnings, and anxieties marched through my head, and I was scared.

I had to be honest. "I want this, Jeff. But I'm scared."

He could have said all the empty things. *Don't be.* *There's nothing to be scared of.* None of that would have helped.

Instead, he said, "Oh, Matt. Just relax, and we'll fumble our way through this together. All you have to say is stop."

I leaned into him, and when his fingers found the clasp of my bra, I slid my hand under his t-shirt, tracing the hair on his chest. For a moment we just balanced there, breathing together, and then he rolled, pinning me between the back of the couch and his body. I felt trapped, but also electric, and I didn't protest as he worked the blouse off my shoulders, then the bra. The foam forms fell away, and I managed to tug his shirt up so our skin pressed together, warm and alive.

"You smell so good," he murmured, and then his teeth grazed my earlobe. No one had ever done that to me before. It struck me as silly and erotic at the same time, and I let out a breathless laugh. "Mmm, I could eat you alive."

His hand drifted down, and when he hit my belt buckle, he fumbled with it, frustrated by the layers between us. I was trembling by then, and I pushed his hand aside, unclipping the belt myself, then the snap, then the zipper.

And then, by accident, my hand brushed against the front of his pants. I felt the hard length of him through the fabric, and Jeff stiffened, a shiver running through his body. "Nice," he hissed. "Oh, nice."

I had to fight the urge to laugh, not because it was funny, but because I didn't know what else to do with the sudden surge of power and terror. I ran the back of my hand up and down between us a few times while Jeff tried to ease my shorts off. But they were too tight, wedged stubbornly at my hips, and he couldn't get them past the barrier.

Finally, I pushed him away, and we stood, still caressing, unbuttoning, kicking off clothes until we were down to nothing. I looked down and saw his erection between us, and then ours bumped together, and panic hit me like a wave. I sat back down on the couch and pulled my knees up to my chin.

"Oh God. What am I doing?"

Jeff just stood there, looking at me. I watched him wilt, just a little, and I felt terrible for that. Then he held out his hand. I took it, and he pulled me to my feet.

We hugged, rocking slowly, and he whispered calming words into my ear. I don't remember what he said, only the rhythm of his voice, steady and warm. When I'd stopped shaking, he reached down and slid his hand along my shaft. Then he took my hand and guided it down, whispering, "It doesn't bite."

For the first time in my life, I touched another man's penis. My stomach churned, but not from disgust. I brushed my fingers against it, then wrapped my hand around the firm but pliant length. Jeff whispered, "Softly, softly," and we stood there, still and connected.

Then he pulled away, took my hand, and led me upstairs. In his bedroom, he pulled back the covers and laid me down on the sheets. Any thoughts about safe sex evaporated, replaced by the heat of his body over mine. He moved slowly, back and forth, our penises brushing with each motion, and he kissed my lips, my eyelids, my nipples. Then he rolled to the side, pulling me close, and our hands found each other, moving together until we came, gasping and moaning into the dim room.

Afterward, we lay pressed together, breathing hard. I wasn't sure what I'd expected, but the quiet intimacy of it felt right. We slid away from the wet spots, passed tissues back and forth, and sat up against the pillows.

Shriveled after sex, penises look ridiculous. I giggled, reached out, picked up Jeff's by the tip, and let it drop back against his thigh.

He looked at me, eyebrows raised, a grin spreading across his face. "That's how you're going to treat me?"

I laughed, really laughed, the sound surprising me. "It looked so funny. I had to."

He shook his head, but he was smiling. "You're something else, Matt."

I didn't know what to say to that, so I leaned over and kissed him, soft and slow, and let the silence settle around us like a blanket.

"Floop," I said, letting the word hang there, a private joke between us. Jeff's laugh rolled out of him, easy and warm, and he shook his head at me.

"I thought you'd appreciate the effort," he said, gesturing at himself. He was wearing a soft, floral sundress, the kind of thing that should have looked out of place on his broad shoulders, but somehow he made it work.

"It's cute," I admitted, tilting my head. "But I'll be honest, I prefer you in your usual gear. Jeans, a worn-out band tee, that old denim jacket. Still, you do you."

"Noted," he said, a playful glint in his eye. "I'll keep that in mind."

We went back and forth like that, teasing and bantering, both of us knowing we'd land somewhere in the middle. Some days he'd be in a skirt, other days I'd be in a button-down and slacks. It was a rhythm we'd found, a compromise that felt less like giving in and more like dancing. Jeff's hand found my thigh, his finger tracing lazy circles up and down the bare skin there, sending little shivers up my spine.

"You know what really got me going?" he asked, his voice dropping to a low murmur.

"Enlighten me."

"That time we went cycling with Ann," he said, a grin spreading across his face. "You wore those skin-tight shorts. Light blue, remember? I rode behind you the whole way, watching the way your muscles worked as you pushed down on the pedals. It was... distracting."

"Well, then you'll just have to keep cycling with me," I said, deciding to lean into the moment. I swiveled around on the bed, kneeling so I was straddling his legs, my hands resting on his shoulders. "And maybe then you'll get a butt as tight as mine."

Jeff didn't waste a second. He pulled me down, his mouth finding mine, and we tumbled into a tangle of limbs and laughter, kissing and touching until the growl of our stomachs broke the spell. We untangled ourselves, took turns in the bathroom, and padded downstairs to help each other get dressed. His fingers brushed against my hips as he slid my shorts up over the panties, and the sensation was just as electric as it had been earlier, when he'd been pulling them off. It took every ounce of willpower I had not to drag him back upstairs.

I skipped the bra, and we fumbled with the buttons of my blouse together, our hands getting in each other's way, laughing at our own clumsiness. Finally, I followed Jeff into the kitchen.

He'd clearly made an effort this time. Alongside the usual meats and cheeses, there were neatly arranged cut vegetables and a bowl of fresh fruit. I settled into a chair as Jeff uncorked a bottle of white wine and poured us each a glass.

I took a sip, watching him as we assembled small sandwiches and munched on crudités. There was something about this, the domesticity of it, that made my chest feel tight. I picked up a cucumber slice and held it to Jeff's lips. He bit into it slowly, his eyes never leaving mine, until his teeth grazed my fingers. He gave them a gentle nip, and I laughed. He picked up a slice of his own, dipped it in his wine, and offered it to me. I nibbled until I reached his fingers, then took one into my mouth for a moment, just long enough to see his pupils dilate.

"You know, Matt," he said, his voice a little rough, "they say feeding each other is a sure sign of courtship."

"Really?" I raised an eyebrow.

"Yeah, I saw it on a PBS special about human sexuality."

"Oh. Well, in that case," I said, picking up another slice of cucumber, "feed me another one."


UNEASE

Friday morning, Anna caught me humming while I made coffee and gave me this look, half amused, half curious. She asked what had gotten into me. I told her nothing, just feeling good. She didn't buy it, but she let it go. Pete cornered me by the water cooler on Saturday and said I looked like I'd finally gotten some decent sleep, which was his way of saying I looked less like a haunted ghost and more like a person. Tuesday, Wayne, that old goat, asked with a wink where I'd disappeared to on vacation, like I'd been gone for weeks instead of just living my life differently. But Thursday, Dr. Easton sat across from me in his leather chair, folded his hands, and asked a question that brought everything crashing down around my ears.

"Do you consider yourself and Jeff to be lovers?"

Damn the man. Of course the answer was yes, but saying it out loud felt like signing a confession. Admitting it meant acknowledging a path I was terrified to walk down. The first obstacle would be Anna, and the thought of her reaction made my stomach clench. Then my parents, who I could already picture exchanging those looks over the dinner table, the ones they thought I couldn't see. And after that, the question of whether I could still show my face at Howard Associates, whether I could sit in those meetings and pretend everything was normal when my entire life had been turned inside out.

"Yes, I guess we are."

"Guess?"

I let out a frustrated breath. "Oh, stop trying to parse every statement. I hadn't given it real thought. I suppose if we do a lot of things together and that includes going to bed, then we are lovers. I damn well don't want this to be a one night stand."

Dr. Easton waited, patient as stone, letting the silence stretch until I felt compelled to fill it. I caught my breath and let my thoughts tumble out.

"I have to ask Jeff where he sees this going. That's awkward. I mean, what if he says he just wants to have some fun with a young man he's got the hots for."

"Do you think he'll say that?"

"No. No, I do not."


Sitting there in Easton's office, I was making a statement in a dozen different ways, whether he realized it or not. I'd left work earlier than usual, stuffing two folders into my bag to review later, and driven home before the appointment. I think Jeff's comment about liking me better in men's clothing had been the trigger, the thing that pushed me to finally do what I'd been circling for weeks.

When I walked into Easton's office, I sat down carefully, sweeping my skirt beneath me so it wouldn't get crushed, then crossed my legs at the ankle like I'd practiced a hundred times in front of my bedroom mirror. I knew exactly what he would see. A man, of course, though maybe not at the first glance, and that was the point.

The skirt was knee-length, a thin black cotton with white floral embroidery climbing up from the hem, delicate little blossoms that felt almost subversive against my skin. My top was a white, three-quarter sleeve stretch blouse with vertical seams that pulled gently across my chest. The lace of the brassiere just barely showed through the fabric, a hint of something underneath, and the neckline dipped low enough to show a touch of cleavage. I was dressed to impress, and I'd even put on pantyhose, though I hate them in the summer, the way they cling and sweat and make you feel like you're wearing a second skin. My footwear was a pair of black strappy two-inch heels, the kind that make your calves ache by the end of the day but look incredible while they're doing it. I was carrying a handbag, a simple black one with a gold clasp, and a delicate gold chain hung from my right wrist, catching the light every time I moved my hand.

I hoped Easton would ask about my clothing, because this was the first time in all my years of dressing that I'd ever gone outside completely en femme. The walk from my house to the car had been nerve-wracking, every step feeling like a spotlight was on me. The drive was worse, my hands slick on the steering wheel, my heart hammering at every red light. And parking the car, walking into the professional building where Easton had his practice, that had been almost impossible. I'd stood outside for a full minute, staring at the glass doors, wondering if I could just turn around and go home.

Of course people gave me second glances. I had no hope of being truly persuasive, not up close, not with my jawline and my hands and the way I walked. But this was something I had to do. The least he could do would be to acknowledge my effort, to say something about the risk I'd taken to sit in his office and be seen.

When he finally did speak, it was in a way that threw me completely off balance.

"You are dressed for the office. Will you be going in to work like this?"


Later, sitting with Anna at dinner, I tried to recapture some of the good feeling I'd had earlier, that rush of daring and freedom that had carried me through the afternoon. Anna helped unconsciously by asking where I'd bought the blouse, and I launched into a description of the little boutique downtown, the one with the rainbow flag in the window and the owner who'd helped me pick out the right size. Then she crushed me by commenting, completely offhand, that she was thinking of asking Jeff out to dinner.

I wanted to shout, to scream, to tell her that he was mine, that she needed to keep her hands off him. Instead, I managed to nod, my jaw tight, and took a long sip of water to buy myself time. Jeff and I would have to work this out, and soon, before someone got hurt.

I cleared the table that night while Anna pulled paperwork out of her bag, spreading it across the kitchen table like a card player laying out a hand. Then I pulled paperwork out of mine and got down to work as well, the familiar rhythm of numbers and contracts grounding me. Partway through, I said "excuse me" and, reaching under my skirt, peeled off the pantyhose, letting my legs breathe in the cool evening air, the cotton of my panties a comfort against my skin.

"Yeah, they get really hot in this weather," was Anna's only comment, delivered without looking up from her spreadsheets.

At one point I asked, "Anna, what qualifies as a short term buyout?" and listened to her explain the vagaries of an area of business I was unfamiliar with, her voice patient and clear as she walked me through the details. It was nice, sitting together at the table like that, two people working side by side in comfortable silence. I thought of us as two sisters that night, and I hoped that somehow we could preserve our relationship through the storm to come, that whatever happened with Jeff wouldn't destroy what we had.

"Plans for this weekend, kid?" she asked, stretching her arms above her head.

"Yeah, Pete and I are going to the chili cook-off in Copper Lake. He said something about me meeting someone, so I wonder if this may be a double date."

I wondered about the lie later, lying in bed staring at the ceiling. It was just going to be Pete and me, but somehow I felt as though I had to dress it up, make it sound more interesting than it was. I very rarely lie or hide anything, so something was bothering me, some unease I couldn't quite name. Anna, however, just nodded and commented about getting in a bike ride if the weather was good, and shortly thereafter we went our separate ways.


"God, that is hot."

I drank a swig of beer, the cold liquid doing nothing to quench the fire spreading across my tongue, and looked wide-eyed at the cup of chili in front of me. The steam rising from it seemed almost accusatory. I got up, and pretending to hold it like it was a bomb, carefully dropped it in the trash can.

Pete laughed and dug into his portion, sweat pouring down his face, rivulets running from his temples down his neck. The great chili cook-off was on, and for twenty dollars, going to charity, we got to sample six chilies and vote for our favorite. So far, the three I'd tasted were hot, hotter, and hottest, but none of them had any satisfying flavor, just heat for the sake of heat. Pete, who would eat anything if it burned, was in seventh heaven, his eyes watering with joy as he spooned the molten concoction into his mouth.

When he was done, we took our beers and went to find some more cups of torture. The chicken and corn chili was actually good, with actual flavor beneath the spice, and I used another ticket to get a second cup. Pete dropped his arm on my shoulder, casual and friendly, and I gently shrugged it off. The veggie chili was so-so, and I pushed Pete's arm off again when he tried to drape it over me, my patience wearing thin.

Finally, a cooling frozen yogurt in hand, I moved Pete to a quiet space near the empty bandstand and had it out.

"Listen, Pete. You are my oldest friend here. You are my fishing companion and my drinking buddy. I love you as a friend. Please leave it at that. I really can't deal with complications at this time, and you are becoming a complication."

The look on his face was tragic, like I'd reached into his chest and pulled out his heart. I felt sorry for him, genuinely sorry, because I knew what it was like to want something you couldn't have. I put a hand on his shoulder, felt the tension in his muscles.

"Pete, I don't want to lose you as a friend. Please be my friend, but just my friend. Okay."

Pete nodded, his throat working as he swallowed, and we wandered off to listen to some bluegrass and finish our desserts, the music filling the space between us. Driving back, I looked at Pete as he watched the road, his profile sharp against the passing streetlights. Pete was good-looking, better looking and younger than Jeff, and I wondered if instead of asking me to go out with him, he had just moved in and kissed me, what I would have done. The thought lingered, uncomfortable and unresolved, as the miles rolled by in silence.

I shook my head, a slow, tired motion that said everything I couldn't put into words. Pete would never make that first big move. His whole life was a series of almosts and not-quites, a man waiting for a green light that never turned. Jeff was the opposite. He made decisions and moved. If he had to, he would move the world. I could lean on Jeff. Pete would want me to lean on him, and that was the problem.

"Hey Pete, pull over."

The car coasted to a stop on the side of the road, the gravel crunching under the tires. I leaned over and kissed Pete on the cheek. His skin was warm, and I could smell the faint trace of his cologne, something clean and familiar.

"Pete, I am not sure if I would have gone out with you, but recently I met a man. Or I got to know a man better who I already met. Christ, this is coming out awkward."

"I understand," Pete said. His voice was steady, but I saw the way his knuckles tightened on the steering wheel. "Thanks for telling me. I guess I never really stood a chance."

He started up the car and we drove in silence back to my house. The streets rolled by, familiar and dull, and I sat in the car for a moment before opening the door. The engine idled, a low hum that filled the space between us.

"I really meant it when I said I don't want to lose you. If you can stand it, I want to stay friends."

Pete nodded, gave me a weak smile, and then as I watched, drove away. Just before his car turned the corner, he tapped the brakes with a "shave and haircut" rhythm. So maybe that was a sign of friendship. Or maybe it was just a goodbye.

Anna was out and it was just five, so I was at loose ends. The house felt too big, too quiet. I called Jeff but got his answering machine and didn't feel like leaving a message. Marie was unavailable as well. I sorted through the mail, mostly bills and flyers, and then sat in the living room with my feet on the coffee table. I could call my parents. I could do the laundry. I could stare into space.

The latter option seemed best, so I went upstairs and stripped to panties and a t-shirt. I sat in my chair, dozing in the breeze of the AC. The cool air brushed against my skin, and my mind flitted through the half-sleep dreams of daytime naps. Jeff stood behind me with his hands up the front of my blouse, pulling me into him. His breath was hot on my neck, and I could feel the solid weight of his chest against my back.

I woke with a start when I heard the front door. Pulling on some shorts, I went downstairs and said hi to Anna. She waved and looked through the mail. We briefly told each other about our days. Anna likes spicy food, so I gave her a dry rub I bought at the cook off, and she promised to make a meal with it someday. Her eyes lit up at the jar, and I could already imagine the kitchen smelling of cumin and chili.

We put together pickup plates, and I ate in the backyard trying to finish my book. The grass was still damp from the evening sprinklers, and the air had that late-summer warmth that clings to your skin. I already had figured out that the evil French teacher had murdered the school secretary, but still couldn't work out who killed the gardener. The phone rang, and I could hear Anna talking. From the bits and pieces I could catch, it was Mom, and I wandered in to talk for a while.

When we had both assured our parents that life was good, Anna turned to me. She had that look, the one that meant she was about to dig for something.

"So how was the girl Pete brought along?"

For a moment I was lost, and then I remembered my earlier story. The lie sat in my stomach, cold and uncomfortable.

"Very forgettable. His date was worse."

"Date. I could swear Pete was gay."

I was stunned. Anna had met Pete maybe twice and had figured it out. I had to wait until he told me himself. I was quick on my mental feet, however.

"Yeah. His date was pretty cool, I guess. A bit hunky for my liking, but some people like them that way."

That shut Anna up, and I wandered off with my book to find out who killed who at St. Wivina's School for Young Ladies. The pages blurred in front of me, the mystery losing its grip on my attention.

I got up in the middle of the night and cursed the hot chilies as I made my way to the toilet for the third time. The bathroom light was too bright, and I squinted against it. At least sitting on the pot, I have time to think. Jeff told me that he and Anna were going out to dinner Monday night. I would have to find out if he intended to say anything. The thought made my stomach twist, and not just from the spice.

After the burst of passion at Jeff's house, we had to be content with stolen kisses and touches at the office. Neither of us could find a place or time with privacy. I had left him a note that said I had enjoyed the cycling and appreciated the cucumber salad. He had handed me an envelope with a letter. I read it and actually blushed. Then I shredded it. I had trouble imagining anybody looking at me like that. The words he wrote were too much, too raw, and I couldn't hold onto them without feeling exposed.

Sitting in the dim glow of the night light, I groaned again. I felt chilly, and the thin night shirt provided no comfort. The fabric was worn soft, but it did nothing against the cold that seemed to seep into my bones. I cleaned up and lay back down in bed. Tomorrow was church. I would go and sit, stand and kneel, but what exactly would I pray for? I didn't know anymore. Maybe that was the problem.


CONCORD GRAPE

"I thought it would be nice to have an unfettered evening."

"Ah, so that is why Anna was so suddenly sent out of town with the survey team."

"Yes. It is nice to be the boss."

Jeff had told me all about that dinner with Anna while we sat in his office, the story coming out in fits and starts like he was still trying to make sense of it himself. She'd pushed for something closer, something more intimate, while he'd steered the conversation toward company restructuring and the upcoming changes at the firm. He mentioned joining the local bicycling club, suggesting the three of us could ride together on weekends, and she'd left the restaurant with that tight, pinched look around her mouth that meant she hadn't gotten what she wanted.

Now here we were, in the house Anna and I shared, and I couldn't stop my hands from trembling as I checked the clock for the fifth time in ten minutes. Jeff arrived around seven, a big shopping bag swinging from his hand. He dropped it by the door, kicked the door shut with his heel, and pulled me into his arms before I could even say hello. His mouth found mine and for a second I let myself sink into it, the warmth of him, the smell of soap and something faintly like cedar. But then my brain kicked in and I pulled back, and he must have seen it in my face because his expression shifted from soft to concerned in an instant.

"Hey Matt, what's wrong?"

"I don't know. I keep wondering if Anna will be back."

"Anna has flown to Chicago and will be in a meeting there all tomorrow. Her flight leaves O'Hare about 6:15 tomorrow evening. Relax."

I shook my head, trying to laugh but it came out more like a wheeze. "I keep seeing her walking in the door and finding us."

Jeff smiled, that easy smile that made his eyes crinkle at the corners, and shook his head. "A, won't happen; B, so what, you can have me over if you want; and C, she isn't your mother."

The words hit me like a splash of cold water. I looked up at him, shocked, because he was absolutely right. That was exactly what this felt like. The same churning anxiety I'd had as a teenager, making out with some girl on the basement couch while my parents' car was due home any minute. The fear of getting caught, of being found out, of having to explain something I wasn't ready to explain.

"You're right," I said, my voice smaller than I intended. "That's what this feels like. Wanting to make out and being scared one of my parents would walk in." I gestured toward the bag. "Hey, what's in that thing?"

"That is for later."

I asked if he wanted something to drink and headed into the kitchen to grab him a beer. It felt strange walking away from him, like there was a tether between us that pulled tight with every step. I knew he was watching me, could feel his eyes on my back, and I was suddenly hyperaware of how I looked. Coming home from work I'd pulled my hair out of the standard man's ponytail and arranged it higher on my head with a woman's hair band, the way I'd been experimenting with lately. But everything else was still men's clothing. Jeans, a button-down shirt, boots. Except for the pair of women's briefs underneath, which even I had to admit were pretty plain. White cotton, functional, nothing like the lacy things I sometimes dreamed about.

I knew Jeff preferred me in men's clothing, and I was willing to play along. It was easier that way, less complicated. When I came back into the living room, he was flipping through the CD collection on the shelf, his fingers moving absently over the jewel cases. I handed him his beer and kissed him lightly on the cheek.

"Those are Anna's. Mine are upstairs. I run mostly to blues and jazz. Anna is more pop."

An awkward silence stretched between us, the kind that makes you suddenly aware of every sound in the room. The hum of the refrigerator. The tick of the clock on the wall. Both of us waiting for the other to speak first.

"Can I see your place?"

"Sure." Jeff followed me up the stairs and I opened the door to my area. Until that moment it had been my little haven, my sanctuary, the one corner of the world that felt truly mine. I loved the way the afternoon light came through the window, the way my books lined up neatly on the shelf, the worn spot on the rug where my chair sat. But suddenly, as he looked around, I saw it differently. The room seemed cramped and bare, the walls too white, the furniture too sparse. I felt this desperate urge to apologize for it, to explain that I hadn't had time to decorate properly, but before I could get the words out, he spoke.

"What a great little pied de terre. I can see why you like it. This feels like the first apartment I had. I still miss that place."

I blinked at him. "You're not just saying that?"

"I'm really not. There's something about a small space that's all yours. You can't beat it."

"Jeff, we have to talk."

"What. Okay."

I pushed him gently onto the couch and sat in my chair across from him. I almost drew my knees up to my chin, the way I always did when I was nervous, but I forced myself to sit normally. Like an adult. Like someone who could have this conversation without falling apart.

"I have some concerns. I've talked about them with my shrink but it's you and I who have to deal with them."

Jeff just sat there, waiting, not filling the silence with useless reassurance. It occurred to me that in some ways he was like Dr. Easton, demanding honest answers and refusing to lead the conversation. He wasn't going to make this easy for me. I took a breath and let it all spill out in one rush, the words tumbling over each other like water over rocks.

"How are we going to deal with Anna? We can't hide forever. Should I be concerned about safe sex? What if Anna throws me out? Okay, I cosigned the lease but what if she makes it so miserable I have to move out? If this, I mean what we are doing, gets out, can I still work at Howard? I still want to wear woman's clothes. Can you deal with that?"

Jeff held up his hands like he was warding off mosquitoes, saying "whoa, whoa, one at a time" over and over until I finally stopped.

"Great, let me think. Okay, safe sex because it's the easiest. I mean, I know I'm clean and you'll have to decide if you trust me. If you want tests, that's fine. What's your status?"

"I guess I'm safe. I've had little activity anyway over the past year and we used a condom."

"See, that wasn't that hard. Do you want me to get tested?"

I shook my head. I would trust Jeff. Maybe that was stupid, maybe I was being naive, but I wasn't going to let my natural skepticism get between us. As it turned out, my trust was justified. And so was his.

"Alright then. Let's tackle Anna. We tell her. We meet somewhere, maybe my place, and we say, Anna, Matt and I are lovers."

"What?"

"How else would you describe us, Matt?"

And there it was. Jeff had laid it out on the table, plain and simple. He'd used the same word that Easton had used, and even though I'd said "yes" when Easton asked, I just couldn't speak when Jeff did. The word felt too big, too final, too real. I felt sick and dizzy, my stomach doing a slow, unpleasant roll, and I tried to think of something to say.

"She will go ballistic."

Jeff came over and stood in front of me, close enough that I could see the faint lines around his eyes, the way his jaw tightened just slightly.

"Matt, are we lovers?"

"You sound like my shrink." I swallowed hard. "Yes, we are lovers, Jeff. It just sounds so damn final."

He sat down on the floor next to my chair and draped an arm over my leg. Looking up into my eyes, he waited, letting the silence stretch until I thought I might crawl out of my own skin. Then he spoke.

"Good. I've had lovers before but that was defined by sleeping together. You are different, Matt. I want to be your lover because I am in love."

The words hit me somewhere in my chest, a pressure that made it hard to breathe. I stared at the wall, at a faint watermark stain near the ceiling that I'd never noticed before, and said nothing. I couldn't. If I opened my mouth, I knew what would come out, and I wasn't ready for that. I played out a scene in my head where Jeff and I sat down with Anna, the three of us at a table somewhere neutral, and it was so frightening I couldn't even finish it in my imagination. Her face, her voice, the way she'd look at me like I'd betrayed her.

"Don't tell Anna yet," I said, my voice coming out rough. "I can't deal with it." I forced a smile that probably looked more like a grimace. "So what is in the bag?"

Jeff managed to look embarrassed, his cheeks flushing slightly as he hemmed and hawed, looking at the floor and then back at me.

"Don't take this in the wrong way, Matt. Well, last week I said I liked you more in men's clothing, and you do look good tonight, but I will like you no matter how you dress. Here."

Jeff handed me the bag and I pulled out a gift-wrapped package. For a moment I just looked at the wrapping paper, dark blue with silver stars scattered across it, the corners folded with careful precision. Then, with my eyes bugging out, I turned to him.

"Victoria's Secret."

"Uh huh, there's one down at the mall. I had to guess your size."
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I peeled the paper back like it was hiding a secret I wasn't sure I was ready to know, and when the box finally gave up its contents, I couldn't stop the laugh that bubbled up from somewhere deep in my chest. The thing I held up was practically a rumor of fabric, a whisper of Concord Grape purple that seemed to shimmer even in the dull afternoon light of my apartment. A baby doll, if you could call it that, with delicate eyelets stitched along the edges like tiny little promises. Spaghetti straps that looked like they'd snap if I breathed too hard, and a sheath of material so thin it might as well have been painted on air. Whatever it was supposed to cover, it wasn't going to cover much. Beside it, nestled in tissue paper like it was something precious, sat a matching pair of purple bikini briefs that looked like they'd been designed for someone half my size.

I tried to picture myself actually getting into those things, my body folding and squeezing into something so delicate, so impractical, and I almost lost it right there. The absurdity of it, the sheer ridiculousness of a man my size in something like this, it was almost too much. But then I looked at Jeff, really looked at him, and I felt something warm spread through my chest. I loved it. I loved what it meant, what it said about us, about this thing we were building together.

I turned and kissed him, hard enough that he stumbled backward and landed on the rug with a soft thump. I followed him down, my body settling over his as I kept kissing him until my lungs were screaming for air. I pushed myself up on my elbows and looked down at him, his face flushed, his eyes bright.
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"I love it. Thank you."

Jeff reached up and started working on the buttons of my shirt, his fingers moving slow and deliberate, like he was savoring every single one. I stayed still, watching him, feeling the cool air hit my skin as each button gave way. When he finally had it open, I sank back down against him, and we lay there on that scratchy rug, trading kisses and touches until the world outside my apartment doors might as well have stopped existing. We rolled onto our sides, and through a haze of half-spoken words and soft laughter, we undid each other's clothes piece by piece, until there was nothing left between us but skin and heat.

It was sweet. It was gentle. And it took forever in the best possible way. We kissed noses and nipples, we bit softly at necks and shoulders, we traced paths across each other's bodies like we were mapping out new territory. By the time Jeff handed me the baby doll, I'd almost forgotten it existed. I sat up and slipped it over my head, tugging it down over my chest. It was a little tight across the ribs, a little short at the hem, and when I looked down, my erection was poking up from below the fabric like it was trying to escape.

I pointed at it, my voice coming out in a squeak I didn't recognize. "Look, a turtle."

I started to laugh, but the sound died in my throat when Jeff bent down and pressed his lips to the tip of that ridiculous "turtle." He kissed it once, soft and almost reverent, and then again, longer this time, his tongue tracing a path up and down until he finally took the whole thing into his mouth, just for a moment, just long enough to make my brain short-circuit.

When he came back up, he kissed me on the lips, but I couldn't quite bring myself to open my mouth. He paused, his eyes searching mine.

"It's not bad what we're doing, Matt. Give me a kiss."

I kissed him back, and this time I let myself relax into it. We lay back down on the rug, playing and fondling, and when I finally stood up, I took his hand and led him to the bedroom. We tossed back the covers, and Jeff stretched out on the bed, his arms above his head, a groan of pure contentment escaping his lips.

I looked at him, really looked at him. I'd spent enough time in locker rooms, enough nights in cramped hotel rooms with cyclists, to know that objectively speaking, he wasn't what anyone would call a great body. His shoulders were a little narrow, his stomach a little soft. But none of that mattered. In that moment, in that room, with the late afternoon light filtering through the blinds and casting stripes across his skin, I wouldn't have asked for anyone else.

I lay down with my head in his lap, facing his now softening cock. I reached out and touched it, and it stiffened almost immediately, poking me in the nose. I couldn't help but smile at that, at the absurdity of it, at the way my body responded to him without even asking my brain for permission.

I felt his hand slip under the hem of the baby doll, rubbing up and down my back in slow, lazy circles. I slid a finger down the length of him, then moved my hand lower, cupping his balls. I remembered a fantasy I'd had, months ago, of being in bed with him. Why limit myself to fantasies? We were lovers. This was real. And for the first time in my life, I kissed a penis. He made a low purring sound, and I opened my mouth around him, running my tongue across the tip.

It was strange. I'd expected something different, maybe even something disgusting. But it wasn't. It was just another part of my lover. I'd kissed his ears and his eyes, his lips and his nipples, the soft curve of his stomach. This was just another part of him, and I wanted to know all of it.

His hand moved down, slipping between my cheeks, a finger sliding up and back across my entrance. The friction was both pleasant and irritating, a strange combination that made my hips twitch. I kissed him again, nibbling up and down his shaft, my hand moving faster and faster until I felt him tense up all over. I pulled my face away just in time as he came, spilling over the sheets, his stomach, and somehow, my forehead and hair.

He fell back onto the bed, the arch in his spine slowly relaxing. I kept my hand moving up and down his softening length until he put his hand over mine and gently made me stop.

"Oh God, Matt. Oh, that was nice. C'mon, you're turn."

This time, Jeff didn't stop with a kiss. One hand cupped my backside while the other wrapped around the base of me, and he moved with a rhythm that brought me to an explosion unlike anything I'd ever felt. It was only later, when I moved to kiss him, that I realized he hadn't turned his head away. There were limits, apparently, and we both shuffled into the bathroom, him to rinse his mouth, me to grab a washcloth and sponge us both down.

"Gross, you got it in my hair."

"Okay, then it's shower time."

We stood in the shower, pressed together by the narrow tile walls, and washed each other off with slow, careful hands. I had him step out while I shampooed my hair, and then I joined him as we toweled each other dry. I ran my fingers through the hair on his chest.

"Next time I'll use conditioner on you."

Jeff disappeared into the bedroom and came back holding the baby doll and the purple panties.

"They're still clean. Please?"

I slid into the baby doll, but the panties were a lost cause. One part of me or another kept popping out, no matter how I adjusted. I held up a finger to tell him to wait, then opened my dresser drawer and pulled out a pair of black lace panties instead. I slipped them on, turned, and struck a pose.

"Like it?"

"Yes."

We sat at the little table by the window. It was getting late, so I just heated up some soup and sliced some bread and tomatoes. I started to explain, very clearly, that this wasn't how I normally ate, but Jeff cut me off.

"I'd rather eat canned soup with you than have a fine meal with someone else."

"Like Anna?"

"Yes, like Anna. Or anyone. Can I stay the night?"

I thought about it, turning the question over in my mind.

"No. Give me some time."

"All the time you need, lover. All the time you need."


UNREQUITED LOVE

The afternoon sun pressed down on the neighborhood like a warm blanket, and I balanced a tray of canapés through the crowd, weaving between lawn chairs and clusters of chatting neighbors before dropping down onto the grass beside Jeff and Anna. His street had transformed into a makeshift block party, complete with string lights crisscrossing between trees and a cluster of coolers lined up like soldiers along the curb. I'd spent the morning in the kitchen, whipping up my Creole Corn and those little pastry cups stuffed with mushrooms and Italian sausage, the ones that always disappeared within the first hour. Anna had shown up with a six-pack of something fancy, the bottles sweating condensation in the heat. Jeff, of course, had claimed the grill as his territory, tending to ears of corn with the kind of focus most men reserve for watching football.

I watched the two of them from my spot on the ground. Anna had clearly decided somewhere along the way that subtlety wasn't worth the effort anymore. She'd abandoned whatever attempts she'd been making to downplay her figure, and honestly, the dress she wore seemed designed to make sure nobody missed anything. There was a man, early thirties maybe, hovering around her like a moth drawn to a porch light, trying desperately to catch her attention with stories about his job or his dog or whatever else he thought might impress her. She wasn't having any of it. Her eyes kept drifting back to Jeff, who was flipping corn with the concentration of a surgeon.

I took pity on the poor guy and struck up a conversation. Prescott turned out to be genuinely interesting, which surprised me. He worked for the local health department, and the way he talked about food safety regulations and inspection protocols, you'd think he was describing a passion project rather than a government job. His eyes lit up when he explained the complexities of restaurant grading systems, and I found myself genuinely enjoying the conversation. There was something earnest about him, something that made me think he and Anna might actually click if she ever bothered to look in his direction.

"If you're wondering," I said, nodding toward Anna, "she's not usually like this. She's just... distracted lately."

Prescott followed my gaze and shrugged. "She's got good taste, I'll give her that. Jeff seems like a solid guy."

I smiled and didn't say anything else, but my mind was already churning, trying to figure out how to break Anna's laser focus on Jeff before she did something we'd all regret.

A sharp clanging cut through the chatter, and everyone turned toward a man standing near the grill area, pan and spoon in hand. He waited until the noise died down, then launched into a speech about how this was the fourth year the neighborhood had gathered like this, how they'd built something special together. He raised his glass and we all followed suit, and somewhere in that moment of collective warmth, the realization hit me like a splash of cold water.

Two Saturdays. I'd missed two Saturdays at the river. And Pete. I hadn't talked to Pete in almost two weeks.

I slipped away from the crowd, my heart doing something uncomfortable in my chest. The phone felt warm against my ear as I dialed his number, listening to it ring and ring until his voicemail picked up. His voice sounded cheerful, normal, completely unaware that I'd been neglecting our friendship. I left a message about catching a baseball game, suggested we get together soon, said I'd probably see him Saturday. I hung up feeling unsettled, like I'd forgotten something important but couldn't quite remember what.

When I made my way back to the picnic area, Anna had finally wandered off somewhere, and Jeff was sitting alone at a table. I grabbed a slice of cheese from the board in front of him and dropped into the chair across from him. He responded with a grimace, tilting his head in the direction Anna had disappeared.

I shrugged and said something about how nice his neighbors seemed, how welcoming everyone had been.

"It'd be nicer," he said, his voice low, "if I didn't have to pretend we weren't a couple."

I felt the familiar knot tighten in my stomach. "Not yet, Jeff. Please. I know we need to tell Anna eventually, but I can't deal with that right now. I'm going to play some bocce. You coming?"

He shook his head and wandered off to talk with some of the other men, while I joined the ongoing game on the front lawn. We tossed balls across the grass, laughed at terrible throws that went wide, cheered when someone managed a lucky shot. The afternoon slipped by in that easy, aimless way that summer afternoons are supposed to, and by the time the sun started thinking about setting, most of us had migrated to the town park for the concert and fireworks.

In the darkness, with the explosions painting the sky in bursts of red and gold, Jeff found my hand and squeezed it. Just that simple pressure, that acknowledgment of our secret, was enough to make everything else fade away.

That night, lying in bed with the ceiling fan whirring above me, I started mapping out a plan. A weekend. I could disappear for a weekend without Anna asking too many questions. I'd talk to Jeff in a few days, work out the details. Tomorrow was back to work, and then Saturday I'd see Pete, and everything would get back to normal.

On Sunday, I sat in my apartment with guilt pressing down on my chest like a physical force. I hadn't seen it in the papers, hadn't heard anything on the news. But the others at the river were more than happy to fill in every detail. People love a tragedy, especially when it's not their own.

Pete had been having financial problems, they said. His friends had known, had tried to help, but he'd pushed them away. He stayed late at the rental place one evening, took one of the cars out back, rigged a hose from the exhaust to the interior. The Yankees were playing Baltimore that night. He'd waited for the end.

I spent Saturday afternoon curled up in bed, the blankets pulled over my head like they could shield me from the weight of what had happened. I couldn't drag myself to church the next morning, couldn't face the idea of sitting in that pew and pretending everything was fine. Anna tried her best to comfort me, brought me tea and sat with me in silence, but then she asked if Pete and I had been that close, and I couldn't answer her. And when she said there was no reason to feel guilty, I wanted to scream.

Monday morning arrived with its unforgiving brightness, and somehow I made it to work. I made it through the morning, made it through a meeting, made it to my desk before the tears came again. I cried into my keyboard until there was nothing left, then washed my face in the bathroom and stared at my reflection in the mirror. I looked terrible. I felt terrible. But I went back to my desk and tried to focus on spreadsheets and deadlines.

Jeff must have heard through the office grapevine that something was wrong. He appeared at my cubicle, his face carefully neutral, and asked me to follow him. The conference room door clicked shut behind us, and I fell apart all over again. I told him about Pete, about the missed Saturdays, about the voicemail I'd left that he'd never hear. Jeff listened without interrupting, his face still, and when I finally finished, he just nodded.

"Unrequited love is the worst," he said. "Go home."

I shook my head and started to stand.

"Matt." His voice stopped me. "That was your boss talking. Go home. Now it's your lover talking. Go home and call Dr. Easton. Give me a kiss, and then leave."

I hadn't even thought about calling Easton. But Jeff was right, and I did what he said. Easton had a free slot that evening, and I spent an hour unloading everything, the guilt and the grief and the complicated tangle of feelings I couldn't sort out. He acted more like a friend than a therapist that time, offering practical advice instead of probing questions, and I left his office feeling like I might actually survive this.

Wednesday arrived, and I was back in form. Jeff and I managed a brief kiss in the hallway between meetings, but that was all we could steal, and the late-night phone calls were starting to wear on both of us. When I got home that evening, I sat down at my computer and stared at the screen for a long moment before clicking the button to compose a new message.

"Jeff. I have an idea. I can tell Anna that I'm going off for an overnight cycling trip. I'll pack my panniers and cycle off Saturday morning. It's only about 20 miles to your place, and we can spend the weekend there. Good??? Love, Matt."

My finger hovered over the send button. I read the message twice, three times, searching for something that might make it feel less reckless. But I hit send anyway, and then immediately started second-guessing every word. How far was I actually ready to go with him? Why was I comfortable staying at his place but not having him stay at mine? What would the neighbors think if they saw me arriving with a bike and a weekend bag?

In my flustered state, I missed the biggest problem entirely. So did Jeff, apparently, because his reply came back almost immediately with a resounding yes.

Saturday arrived wrapped in sunshine and good weather, as if the universe had decided to cooperate for once. Anna was still asleep when I loaded up my bike and wheeled it down the driveway. I felt ridiculous, laughing at myself as I checked the panniers for the fifth time. Normally, an overnight trip meant packing light: a change of underwear, some slacks, a polo shirt, maybe extra cycling gear if rain was in the forecast. Somehow, this time, I'd managed to pack enough to fill a steamer trunk.

The ride to Jeff's place took me through some rough stretches of road, sections where the shoulder disappeared entirely and I had to hug the white line while cars whipped past. But the sun was warm, the breeze was cool, and in a leisurely hour and a half, I was rolling up his driveway and into the open garage. Jeff appeared in the doorway, his face breaking into a smile that made my chest ache, and helped me unload the bike.

"Are you up for a second breakfast?" he asked. "It's not yet nine."

I was about to answer when the phone rang. Jeff moved to answer it, and I watched his expression shift from relaxed to something I couldn't quite read. He picked up the receiver.

"Hello, oh hello."

He turned to look at me, and I swear I've never seen anyone's eyebrows reach that high in my entire life.

I don't know, Anna. I've got a mountain of stuff lined up for this weekend. Yeah, chores, the ones I've been dodging for weeks. No, seriously, I need to just suck it up and knock out some of the boring crap.

I stuck my tongue out at Jeff and made a show of being annoyed. He gave me a lazy wave, a "cool it" gesture that was more amused than apologetic.

"Oh, is he? That sounds lovely. Yeah, give me a call tomorrow. Talk then. Bye."

Jeff dropped onto the chair across from me. "So you knew you were off cycling this weekend?"

"I heard a rumor." I paused, the phone call replaying in my head. "Oh God. Anna asked if you wanted to come over, didn't she?"

"Got it in one, love."

That word, *love*, hung between us, sweet and unexpected, and I let it settle into my chest while Jeff pulled the muffins from the toaster oven. We fell into breakfast, the kind of easy rhythm that felt like we'd been doing this for years, not weeks. Every so often, one of us would reach across the table, fingers brushing, a small smile exchanged. I was floating, weightless in the best way.

"So," Jeff said, wiping crumbs from his fingers, "what's the plan today?"

I leaned back in my chair, stretching. "I don't know. Bike ride, stay in, whatever you're feeling."

"No cycling on the bike path. Anna might be there." He said it so casually, like it was just logistics, but I caught the flicker of something in his voice. "There's a craft fair near Chelsea. They'll have music. We could pack a lunch and drive over."

I nodded, and we cleared the dishes together, moving around each other with an ease that felt natural. I closed the dishwasher, and when I turned, I walked straight into his arms. He kissed me, and for a while we just stood there in the kitchen, swaying gently, the hum of the refrigerator the only sound. I broke away first, mumbling something about needing the bathroom, and when I came back, Jeff was gone, then he reappeared from the hallway. I was already in the living room, perched on the edge of a chair, my heart hammering against my ribs.

"Jeff." My voice came out steadier than I felt. "I think I'm falling in love. I've never felt like this before. I need to know if this is just a fling, or if you want me for more than just fun."

Jeff looked at me, and the silence stretched, thick and terrifying. I watched his face, searching for a clue, any hint of what was coming. Finally, he spoke.

"This isn't a fling. Matt, you've brought something into my life that I didn't even know was missing. I'm not falling in love. I've already fallen. That's why I want to tell Anna we're a couple. Once she knows, everyone can know. I want to declare that I'm a fortunate man. I want to say to the world, and especially to you, that I, Jeff Lawson, am in love."

I didn't run into his arms, not exactly, but we collided in the middle of the room, holding each other so tight that breathing felt like a luxury. We stayed like that for a long moment, my face buried in his shoulder, his hand cradling the back of my head. Eventually, we made our way back to the kitchen, gathering food for the trip. Jeff had a bottle of white wine chilling and sandwich fixings laid out. I chopped cucumbers, carrots, and green peppers, tossing them with a splash of vinegar, salt, and sugar. We shoved everything, plastic cups and paper plates included, into a shopping bag and headed out to his car.

As Jeff took the back roads toward Chelsea, I watched the hills roll by. A few weeks ago, the bike club had tackled these same stretches, most of us gasping for air, legs burning. Now we were zipping over them at forty-five miles an hour, the engine a low purr. Jeff drove with a quiet competence, no squealing tires, no jerky movements. He just covered the ground, efficient and smooth, and I suspected his average speed would have left me in the dust.

We made small talk, but my mind kept drifting to him. Jeff was the opposite of my father in so many ways. He didn't make noise, but he had a quiet ambition that was undeniable. He ran his business with a firm hand, but he wasn't a tyrant. He set a goal, mapped out the path, and then committed. Maybe it was the lingering effect of seeing Dr. Easton, but I found myself wondering if I was searching for the all-American father I'd never really had.

But that wasn't fair. My parents had taken care of Anna and me, done their best. And even in my wildest fantasies, I'd never imagined anything like this with my father. Jeff's hand landed on my thigh, warm and grounding.

"Penny for your thoughts."

"Not a chance."

The craft fair was a bust, honestly. One booth had alpaca sweaters, quality stuff, but none of them called to me. A band played old-time jazz, and Jeff and I found a patch of shade, spreading out our lunch. We ate sandwiches, sipped wine, and let the music wash over us until we were leaning against each other, drowsy and content, drifting off in the perfect summer afternoon.

Back at Jeff's place, we undressed each other slowly, kisses lingering, clothes falling away piece by piece. The lovemaking was unhurried, tender, a conversation in itself. Afterwards, I cradled Jeff's head on my chest, his fingers tracing lazy patterns on my skin, now soft and spent. I kissed the top of his head, and he turned to press his lips against my ribs. The evening light filtered through the window, painting the room in shades of rose and gold.

"Jeff."

"Mmm?"

"I'll tell Anna. This week. If it gets bad, I can stay with my friend Marie for a couple days."

"Stay here."

"No. Not yet."

A pause. "Jeff?"

"Yeah?"

"What if Anna spreads the word around Howard Associates?"

Jeff sat up, leaning back against the pillows. It was like a switch had been flipped. The lover was gone, replaced by the executive. He stared across the room, his eyes fixed on the autographed photos of opera stars above his dresser.

"If she makes an inappropriate scene, I'll ask for her resignation. If she behaves herself but offers to leave, I'll try to convince her to stay. She's a damn good financial mind, and I want her skills."

I waited. The quiet stretched, uncomfortable and heavy. Finally, Jeff spoke again, his voice carrying a note of resignation.

"The thing is, Matt, once it becomes known that you and I are a couple, it might become impossible for you to work at Howard anymore. And that has nothing to do with Anna."

I looked down at my hands, not trusting my voice.

"It's hard for a company when the boss has a partner on the payroll. I'm not saying you'd have to leave. Just that it might happen."

I nodded, my throat tight, fear coiling in my stomach. I'd known, somewhere deep down, what his answer would be. That didn't make it any easier to hear.

"I'm still telling Anna."

After dinner, we settled on the couch and watched *The Marriage of Figaro* on DVD. People hid in closets, swapped clothes, and got tangled in misunderstandings, all set to gorgeous music. I'd come to love opera, but that night, I was too rattled to appreciate anything beyond the slapstick.

In bed, I curled up against Jeff, his chest hair tickling my nose. My hand moved, brushing against him, feeling him stir. The world felt precarious, but in that moment, I held on to him, and he held on to me, and we drifted into sleep.

The question came out muffled, my voice half-swallowed by the pillow. "Again? Don't you ever get tired?"

He laughed, a low, rumbling sound that vibrated through the mattress. "All that riding must be doing something right. I've got more energy than I know what to do with. Besides, I keep seeing you in those little shorts on the trail, and my brain just short-circuits."

I couldn't help the smile that tugged at my lips, even as I shook my head. I slid down under the cool sheet, the fabric whispering against my skin, and reached for him in the dim light of the bedside lamp. The room was warm, close, smelling of rain from the open window and the faint, clean scent of his soap. My fingers found his, tracing the calluses on his palms, the ones earned from years of gripping handlebars. He leaned in, and I met him halfway, our mouths finding a familiar rhythm. There was a comfort in it, a practiced ease, but also a spark that hadn't dulled with time. His hand moved to the small of my back, pulling me closer, and I let myself get lost in the sensation, in the solid warmth of him, the scratch of his jaw against my cheek.

Later, we lay side by side, breathing slowly returning to normal. The ceiling fan whirred overhead, a lazy, rhythmic clicking that seemed to keep time with my heartbeat. I was on the edge of the bed, the cool, dry expanse of the mattress between us a deliberate choice. The center of the sheet was damp, a reminder of the heat we'd just generated, and neither of us wanted to roll into it. I traced the pattern of the quilt with my fingertip, watching the shadows dance on the wall from the streetlight outside. He was on his back, one arm flung over his eyes, his chest still rising and falling with a slight sheen of sweat. I could feel the residual warmth coming off him, a magnetic pull even in the quiet aftermath. But the space felt necessary, a small, unspoken agreement to cool off before we could tangle up again. I turned on my side, facing away, and listened to the sound of his breathing deepen, the city's distant hum a lullaby in the background.


TWO SISTERS

Sunday afternoon I kissed Jeff goodbye at his front door, letting my lips linger longer than necessary because the thought of leaving made my chest tighten in ways I didn't want to examine. He laughed softly and squeezed my hand, telling me to get going before I talked myself into staying. I didn't want to leave him, honestly didn't, but the longer I put off the conversation I knew I needed to have with my parents, the harder it would become.

I pedaled hard, pushing myself up the familiar streets with aggressive determination, trying to burn off the nervous energy that had taken up residence in my muscles. The extra hill I usually avoided became a challenge I attacked with gritted teeth, legs burning by the time I crested the top. By the time I rolled into my driveway, sweat had soaked through my jersey and my heart rate had finally dropped to something approaching normal. I felt better, physically at least, even if the dread coiled in my stomach remained.

There was a conversation coming that I wasn't looking forward to, but I kept reminding myself that Jeff existed in my life now, solid and wonderful and mine. If leaving Howard Associates became necessary, I could find another position somewhere. Between my experience and Jeff's professional connections, there would be opportunities. I had options. I had him.

Anna was lounging in the backyard with a friend when I walked around the house, both of them sprawled in lawn chairs with glasses of iced tea sweating onto the grass. Anna held up a hand like a traffic cop and warned me not to bring my sweaty body within smelling distance, which made her friend laugh. They asked about my weekend, and I gave them vague answers about riding, about getting some fresh air, about nothing in particular. I escaped upstairs before they could press for details.

I unloaded my panniers, tossed my cycling clothes into the hamper, and stood under the shower for a long time, letting the hot water work the tension from my shoulders. When I finally felt human again, I sat on the edge of my bed, phone in hand, staring at the keypad like it might bite me. My heart hammered against my ribs as I dialed my parents' number.

Looking back now, I think I would have preferred anger or sorrow to what I actually got from them. At least those reactions would have meant they cared enough to have feelings about it. Instead, my mother sighed and said they'd hoped I might find a woman eventually, but if I'd found someone I loved, well, that was nice. That was it. That was the entire conversation. Not for the first time, and certainly not for the last, I wondered if their complete lack of reaction was just their way of avoiding the world's complications. Evasion dressed up as acceptance.

I told them I wasn't planning to tell Anna for another day or two, and they promised to keep quiet in case she called. When I hung up, I sat there staring at the phone, my thumb hovering over the buttons. I tried calling Marie, hoping to talk things through with someone who knew me, but she was out. I needed to speak with her before I spoke with Anna. For one thing, I needed to know if her spare room was still available, just in case everything went sideways.

Anna shouted up the stairs that she and her friend were heading out for dinner, and I made myself a sandwich I barely tasted while reading the Sunday paper I couldn't concentrate on. That night I lay in bed staring at the ceiling, running through scenarios in my head, trying to find some way to avoid the conversation with Anna altogether. The only solution I could come up with was ending things with Jeff, and that wasn't an option I was willing to consider.

Monday morning Jeff smiled at me in the hallway at work, a quick private grin that made my stomach flip, and we passed each other like strangers who shared a secret. Tuesday morning there was an email from him waiting on my home computer, and I typed out a response while trying to pour emotion into the little bits of electricity flowing back and forth between us. At work I buried myself in tasks, focusing hard enough to push my anxiety into the background, and I left almost on time to join some coworkers for a drink before heading home.

I played chess in college and remember reading a book by a grand master once. His philosophy was simple: attack, attack, always attack. He also wrote that delaying dealing with a weakness only increases the weakness. I should have sat down with Anna Sunday night and gotten it over with. Instead I'd let my cowardice win, and now I was walking into whatever mess I'd created by waiting.

Tuesday evening I walked through the front door, and Anna was standing in the middle of the living room with her arms crossed, feet planted like she was bracing for something. I was slow on the uptake as always, completely missing the fury twisting her features until I was already in the room.

"Hi Anna," I said, reaching for normal.

"You scheming little fuck." Her voice came out low and venomous. "You bastard. Or maybe I should say bitch. What was it? Did he fall for your panties or do you just give a good blow job?"

I stood there frozen, my brain trying to catch up with what was happening. A mutual friend of ours had apparently seen Jeff and me together in Chelsea, had commented on how happy we looked, and the news had found its way back to Anna. Of course it had. Of course.

"Oh sure, you leave me hanging out to dry." Anna's voice climbed, cracking with rage. "How long have you been laughing at me? I can see it alright. The two of you in bed making jokes about me trying to attract a fag. You are my brother god damn it. You are... get out. Get out!"

"Anna, I live here."

"Get out!"

I considered arguing, considered trying to reason with her, but the look in her eyes told me that nothing I said would penetrate. Caution seemed like the better part of valor, so I went upstairs and packed a bag with mechanical efficiency, grabbing clothes without really seeing them. Coming back down, I passed her in the hallway, and she was waiting for me.

"So how does he like it Camille; bent over a couch, on your knees, what?"

I gave her a long look and felt the urge to slap her rise hot in my chest. I didn't. Instead, I dredged up the worst thing I could think of saying, the cruelest arrow in my quiver, and I let it fly.

"Lose some weight; drop a bra size, stop looking so desperate and maybe you can get Jason to come back."

The words hung between us like smoke, and I walked out the door before I could take them back.

Marie wasn't pleased to see me even though she'd told me I could use the spare room. Her girlfriend Julie was back in her life, and the presence of a third party wasn't exactly welcome. Marie was as gracious as she could manage, which meant she didn't slam the door in my face, and I disappeared into the guest room, shut the door, and picked up my cell phone. I cried my heart out to Jeff, ugly sobs that made my throat raw.

Jeff wanted to come over immediately and rescue me, but I told him to stay put. We'd have enough problems in the next few days without adding more complications. When I hung up, I sat on the bed and sniffled, wiping my nose on my sleeve like a child. There was a knock on the door, and Julie poked her head in, her expression softening when she saw me. She came in and sat down next to me on the mattress.

Marie appeared a moment later and perched on the desk across from us.

"Anna took it badly?" Marie asked.

"Uh huh."

Julie offered her opinion that Anna had set herself up for a fall by trading love for advantage, which was a generous way of putting it. Marie defended Anna, at least as far as saying that plenty of other people had done the same thing. They both laughed when I told them what I'd said to Anna, then told me I'd been too cruel. By the time they left, I was feeling a little better, though not by much.

I expected Julie would stay the night, but I heard the front door close and the sound of a car engine starting. Marie came back into my room.

"Come on. Take a shower, get ready for bed and we'll talk some more if you want. You know you have to go to work tomorrow."

"Yeah. If Anna comes in I have to be there."

Anna didn't show up at work the next day. I didn't call home, too afraid of what I might hear, but word filtered through the office grapevine that when her supervisor called, he just got the answering machine. Thursday morning her desk sat bare again, stripped of her photos and her coffee mug, and she didn't answer her phone when I tried. Panic clawed at my throat.

"Jeff, what if she's killed herself? Oh God. I mean, there first was Pete and now Anna. If I caused another..."

Jeff calmed me down with steady words and a firm hand on my shoulder, then called for Patty to come into the office and made me sit on the couch. I sat numbly as I listened to Jeff explain the situation to Patty, hearing my own story filtered through his voice. He made it sound so ordinary. Two people had fallen in love. A third was upset. Now one of the two was upset. Patty nodded slowly.

"Ok. I'll mention some things in passing. The news will filter through. What about Anna?"

"We'll go over now."

"No." I stood up, my legs unsteady. "Jeff, I'll go. You stay out of this. I'll tell Wayne I have to check on Anna and leave."

"Matt. Drive carefully. Anna is Ok. You and I both know she wouldn't be stupid."

It was hard not to speed, but I forced myself to obey the limits, gripping the steering wheel until my knuckles went white. I slammed on the brakes in the driveway, the car skidding to a stop inches from the garage door. The front door was unlocked, and I walked into a dark house, the silence pressing in around me like a held breath.

"Anna. Anna, it's Matt."

She was still in the same spot I'd left her on Tuesday, hunched over the living room table like a forgotten doll. The clothes she wore were the same ones from our last conversation, wrinkled now, clinging to her in ways that looked uncomfortable. I doubted she'd moved much less slept. Beer bottles littered the surface around her, some still holding amber liquid, most tipped on their sides, empty and defeated.

I crossed the room slowly, my boots making soft sounds on the hardwood. She didn't turn around.

"Anna, I'm sorry."

Her voice came out cracked and small. "I've really fucked up, haven't I, Mikey?"

That name stopped me cold. She hadn't called me Mikey in years, not since we were kids trading secrets under the covers of our bunk beds. I stepped closer and pressed my fingers into the tight muscles of her neck. She flinched, then leaned into the touch.

"No, Anna. You just chased the wrong man. Jeff was never available to a woman. Have you eaten anything?"

She shook her head, and I caught the sour smell of sweat and stale perfume rising off her. My stomach turned, not from disgust, but from the ache of seeing her like this. My big sister, the one who always had her life together, reduced to this.

I left her there and headed for the kitchen, filling the electric kettle and setting it to boil. When I came back, I took her hands and pulled her up from the chair. She swayed on her feet, and I had to steady her with a hand on her shoulder.

"You need a shower. Or a bath. Which?"

She didn't answer, just stared past me at nothing. So I made the decision for her and guided her upstairs. It felt like leading a child who'd stayed up too late at a family gathering, her feet shuffling across the carpet, her body heavy against mine. She stumbled into her room, and I caught her before she could fall.

I lifted her arms above her head, and she let them go limp as I pulled her blouse over her shoulders. The fabric was damp with sweat, and I tried not to think about how long she'd been sitting in it. I turned her around and unzipped her skirt, letting it pool at her feet. She stepped out of it mechanically and dropped onto the edge of the bed.

I stood there for a moment, embarrassed by the sight of my sister hunched forward in her underwear. Her shoulders curved inward, her head hanging low like she was carrying something too heavy to hold up. I unclipped her bra, trying not to make it awkward, and pressed a clean towel into her hands.

"Get washed, Anna. I'll be back in a little while."

I retreated to my own room and stripped out of my work clothes with more urgency than the task required. The familiar routine of getting ready helped steady my nerves. I pulled on my bra, adjusted the forms until they sat right, then slipped into a polo shirt and a denim jumper I'd bought months ago and worn maybe twice. I'd thought it looked too suburban, too safe, when I brought it home. Now it felt like armor.

I slid my feet into flip flops and shook my hair loose from its ponytail, letting it fall soft around my shoulders. The mirror showed me a version of myself I recognized, the one I'd built over years of careful practice.

When I returned to Anna's room, I could see her silhouette through the frosted glass of the shower. Steam curled around the edges of the door. I pulled out my phone and called Jeff, keeping my voice low.

"She's okay. I mean, she's not okay, but she's alive and she's home. I'll fill you in later."

He said something I didn't quite catch, but I heard the relief in his tone. I hung up just as the water stopped. I handed Anna the towel when she pushed the door open, and she took it without looking at me.

Her eyes were still glassy, unfocused, but some color had returned to her cheeks. The pink flush of warm water had chased away some of the gray pallor that had worried me downstairs. I helped her dry off, patting the towel over her shoulders and arms, then wrapped it around her and guided her back to the bedroom.

She sat on the bed like a patient waiting for a doctor. I rummaged through her dresser, pushing aside tangled scarves and old receipts until I found a pair of cotton panties and a faded nightgown. Slowly, gently, I helped her into them. She lifted her arms when I asked, stepped forward when I guided her, and let me slip slippers onto her feet.

Part of me felt like an intruder, a brother seeing too much of a sister he'd never thought about that way. Another part, the part that had spent years learning to inhabit a woman's body, noticed the curve of her hips and the fullness of her breasts. I couldn't deny the small, petty thought that crept in, that I wore clothes better than she did. But even I had to admit she was still beautiful, even with the extra weight and the exhaustion etched into her face. Maybe she'd find someone better than Jason. Maybe she'd find someone who deserved her.

Downstairs, I brewed fresh tea and made toast with jam, setting it in front of her like a peace offering. She picked at it at first, tearing off tiny pieces and letting them fall back onto the plate. But slowly, bite by bite, she ate. I watched the tension in her shoulders ease, millimeter by millimeter, until her breathing evened out. Then the tears came.

She cried with her whole body, shoulders shaking, face crumpling into something raw and unguarded. I sat beside her and let her cry, didn't try to fix it or talk her out of it. When she finally went quiet, sniffling into the sleeve of her nightgown, we sat in the living room with the afternoon light slanting through the windows.

She kept opening her mouth, then closing it again. I thought I knew what she wanted to say, thought it had to do with me seeing her half-dressed, and I said the wrong thing like I always did.

"It's no big deal. We're just two sisters helping each other out."

Anna shook her head slowly. "I can't go back."

"Oh. Yes, you can. In fact, I was going to tell you about Jeff and me. I just kept chickening out. I talked to him about it. We discussed the situation. If someone has to leave Howard, it'll be me."

Her eyes widened. "You?"

"Uh huh. Jeff may love me, but he's still an executive type. He can find another programmer. It won't be as easy to replace you."

"He must think I'm ridiculous."

I considered lying, then decided against it. "Well, Anna, you were a bit flagrant, and yes, we did laugh. It doesn't matter. I'm sure you've laughed at me, especially when I was just starting to dress up. Do you remember that yellow dress with the green birds?"

A small sound escaped her, something between a sob and a laugh. "God, that was so gross."

"Did you laugh?"

"In your face, Matt."

"Okay. So we've both laughed at each other and said some nasty things. You're still needed at Howard. Now go to bed. I'll wake you in the morning."

I kissed her forehead, feeling the warmth of her skin against my lips, and watched her climb the stairs. She moved slower than she should have, one hand on the railing, but she was moving. That counted for something.

Back in the kitchen, I ate the toast she'd left and drank tea that had gone lukewarm. Then I called Jeff again and tried to find some balance in the conversation. He asked questions I couldn't fully answer, and I gave him the pieces I had. When I finally persuaded him to hang up, I glanced at my watch.

One in the afternoon. I'd expected it to be evening at least, the way the morning had stretched and folded into itself. I cleaned up as quietly as I could, rinsing out the beer bottles and setting them in the recycling bin. I tossed the leftover food and wiped down the counters until they gleamed.

As I worked, I felt the hem of the jumper brush against my legs with each step. The straps of my bra tugged at my shoulders, a constant reminder of the body I'd chosen to inhabit. The longer I stayed busy, the better I felt, until I almost believed things could go back to normal. I sorted the mail, throwing out the junk and dividing the rest between Anna and me. I opened the bills and set them aside for later.

When Anna came back downstairs, she moved with more purpose than before. She sat across from me at the table, and we didn't say much. But the silence felt different now, less like a wall and more like a bridge. It was a start.


BEHIND CLOSED DOORS

Getting Anna out the door that morning took everything I had. She'd barely touched her coffee, just pushed it around the mug while staring at nothing, and I'd stood in the kitchen doorway watching her pretend the day wasn't waiting outside. Eventually I grabbed her coat from the hook by the stairs and held it out until she finally stood and let me help her into it. The drive to work was quiet in that way where both of us were thinking too much to bother with words.

We sat in the parking lot for a long moment, engine idling, watching the glass doors of the Howard Associates building like they might suddenly grow teeth. Anna's fingers were wrapped tight around her purse strap, knuckles pale, and she kept glancing at the entrance then away, like she was bracing for Jeff to appear at any second. She hated walking in, hated the idea of bumping into him in the hallway with his careful smile and those eyes that seemed to see right through whatever walls she tried to build. I understood that. But my dread was different. Mine was about Patty, who I knew had been working the rumor mill like a carnival barker, spreading the news about Jeff and me through every office and cubicle until it probably had its own zip code.

The radio announcer's voice cut through the silence: "Now the nine o'clock news." We both looked at each other. Time was up.

"You call me if you need to get out of here," I said.

"You too," she said. "I mean it. Just call and I'll make some excuse."

We sat there another beat, then both of us started laughing at how ridiculous we sounded, two grown adults promising each other emergency exits from a perfectly normal office building. Anna's laugh came out shaky but genuine, and she shook her head at herself.

"Okay," she said. "Show time."


Wayne either hadn't heard the gossip or had decided to be gracious about it, because when I walked into the IT department he only asked about Anna. I told him she was fine, which wasn't exactly a lie, and we moved straight into talking about software installations and whether we needed to upgrade memory on the accounting floor's machines. It was blessedly normal, the kind of conversation I could sink into without thinking about anything else.

But then Wayne retreated to his office and Janet appeared, dragging a chair across the carpet and planting herself directly in front of my desk. She swung the chair around backward and sat, arms crossed over the backrest, her face a mix of curiosity and dread.

"Hey Matt," she said. "Is it true? Because there's this rumor going around about you and Mr. Lawson."

"What does the rumor say, Janet?"

She opened her mouth, closed it, opened it again. Watching her try to find the right words was almost entertaining. Janet had been out of college for barely a year, still fresh enough that office politics felt like a minefield she hadn't learned to navigate. She kept her head down in her cubicle, did her work competently, and rarely socialized with anyone outside her immediate team. Her cheeks flushed pink as she finally blurted it out.

"They're saying you and Mr. Lawson are sleeping together. That you've been lovers for a long time and nobody knew about it and... oh gosh."

I laughed. Actually laughed, right there in the middle of the office. "Oh gosh." I couldn't believe someone had actually said "oh gosh" in casual conversation.

"Well, it's sort of accurate," I said. "Mr. Lawson and I are sort of a couple. We're trying to figure out what that means. It hasn't been going on for a long time, and I don't know where it's heading."

"Damn. More complications."

We both jumped. Wayne had come out of his office without either of us hearing him, and now he lowered himself into the chair next to Janet, leaning back with his arms crossed and giving me a long look.

"I can't afford to lose you right now, Matt. You know what the workload's like. I've postponed my vacation twice already and Ruby is about ready to kill me. So no bullshitting. What's going on, and how is it going to affect IT?"

Wayne's blunt approach, even if it was mostly about himself, felt easier to deal with than Janet's wide-eyed "oh gosh" version of the world. At least Wayne was direct. At least he didn't tiptoe around things like they might shatter. I gave them both a condensed version of the situation, carefully editing out anything involving sex or Anna's living arrangements or the finer details of how Jeff and I had ended up in this strange place. When I finished, Wayne stood up and clapped his hands together.

"Back to work, kiddies. Matt, keep me in the loop. If I need to start looking for another programmer, I need a heads up."

"You need to start looking anyway," I said. "We're overworked and you know it."

My phone rang before he could respond.

"Hello, IT. Oh. Yes, give me a minute." I covered the receiver and looked at Wayne and Janet. "That was Patty. Mr. Lawson wants to see me in his office."


I grabbed a notebook and walked through the maze of cubicles toward the executive wing, trying to read the faces of the people I passed. Most of them didn't look up. One woman in accounting gave me a tight smile that didn't reach her eyes. A guy from legal, someone I occasionally had drinks with after work, caught my attention and flashed me a wide grin that said he'd heard everything and found it hilarious. I couldn't decide if that was better or worse than the people who wouldn't meet my gaze at all.

Patty was waiting by the door to Jeff's office. She smiled at me, quick and professional, and waved me inside. I walked in and found Anna already there, perched on the edge of a chair like she might bolt at any moment. Her hands were clasped in her lap, knuckles white again, and she looked miserable.

Jeff sat behind his desk, looking composed in a way that made me want to shake him. Patty followed me in and took a seat in the corner, and I realized she was probably there as a buffer, so that neither Anna nor I would lose our tempers and say something we'd regret in front of Jeff. Smart move. Even I wasn't sure what I might say.

The next half hour was excruciating. Every word felt like it had to be weighed carefully before being released into the air. But somehow, by the end of it, we'd reached agreements. Anna would stay at Howard Associates, and her two days of absence would be officially recorded as personal leave with no connection to me or Jeff. I would keep my position as long as my relationship with Jeff didn't create problems for the company. I would continue living in the house we shared. And then came the hardest part: Anna agreed to have dinner with Jeff and me that evening, to, as Jeff put it, "restart some things and put some others behind us."


Back in IT, I told Wayne to relax and dropped into my chair. The clarity that came over me was strange, like someone had wiped a fog from a window I didn't even know was dirty. I felt lighter, more focused. Janet kept shooting me curious looks from her cubicle, but I ignored her and ate lunch at my desk, scrolling through code I'd written the week before and finding errors I'd missed.

Just before the end of the day, I had to emerge from my self-imposed isolation to help someone in HR who couldn't sign into their email. The woman at the desk thanked me without meeting my eyes, and no one else said anything as I walked back through the office.

Riding home with Anna, I mentioned how surprisingly little anyone had said or hinted at all day. She thought about it for a moment, then put her finger on it immediately.

"Everybody respects Jeff. They might not like him, but they respect him. A lot of the staff have been at Howard for over ten years. You and I are the new kids. There's very low turnover here, so nobody's going to say something that would embarrass him."

"I can see that," I said. "He's genuinely a good person."

I waited to see if she'd say more, but she just stared out the window as the houses slid past. The silence between us felt comfortable enough, so I let it be.

When we got home, I gathered my mail from the hall table and started up the stairs. I paused and turned, and Anna was watching me with that look, like she expected me to say something profound.

"I'm going shopping tomorrow," I said. "If you need anything, put it on the list. Jeff said we'll meet tonight at seven fifteen, so we should head out in about forty-five minutes."


I've sat through awkward dinners in my time. This was worse.

For Anna, the evening was about resetting her thinking, coming to terms with the fact that she was still in the running for a higher position at Howard without having to flirt with the boss. For Jeff, it was about subtly demonstrating that we were a couple, that this wasn't just some fling he could brush aside. For me, it was about cringing through every course, every bite, every sip of water.

I told Easton about it later, and I told Anna in cruder terms: "Suddenly all the negative words I'd ever heard were buzzing in my ears. Queer. Fairy. Fag. I kept waiting for people to laugh at me. I should have been happy, and I was miserable."

In the parking lot afterward, Jeff gave me a quick kiss on the lips and a squeeze of my hand. I tried to return it, I really did, but my body felt stiff, like I was moving through water. I made some excuse about being tired and drove Anna home.

She called me on it the moment we pulled into the garage.

"If you're going to be Jeff's lover, it can't only happen behind closed doors."

"What?"

"Come on, Matt. You acted like a blind date trying to dodge a groper. Jeff must be feeling pretty pushed away by now. Nobody's asking you to sit in his lap in public, but you can't just shut him out because people might see you."

I killed the engine and sat there in the dark garage, hands still on the wheel, the silence pressing in around us. She was right. I knew she was right. But knowing something and being able to act on it were two very different things.

"That bad, huh?"

"Worse."

"Shit."

"Matt, do you actually love her?"

"Why are you pushing this, Anna? Fine. Yes. And I can't explain it, but I do. I feel like a nymph."

"A what?"

"Not some fairy girl from a commercial, if that's what you're picturing. You don't fish, so maybe this won't make sense. But in the water, there are these little creatures called nymphs. They're ugly, overlooked. Some of them build tiny houses out of pebbles and hide inside. Then one day, they burst out and change into something else entirely. Some become stoneflies, ugly but harmless. Others turn into biting flies. And a few, just a few, become something beautiful, like mayflies."

"Okay..."

"See, until a few weeks ago, I was a nymph. This house was my little stone fortress, where I could hide and pretend everything was fine. Now I've crawled out of the water, and I'm something different. I just haven't figured out yet if I'm a mayfly or a stonefly."

I called Jeff that night. We talked for hours, the kind of conversation that starts awkward and stilted, then slowly unwinds into something real. I told him I was sorry. He told me to stop. He apologized for his own mistakes, and I laughed and said he was being ridiculous. By the end, we both admitted we had a lot to figure out.

Later, getting ready for bed, I caught myself grinning at the mess I'd made. I'd demolished an entire block of semi-sweet baker's chocolate straight from the pantry, and the white wrapper was crumpled on my nightstand next to a mug stained brown with leftover cocoa. I was sitting there in a thin cotton nightgown, hair a mess, sugar buzzing through my veins.

"Christ," I snorted, shaking my head at my own reflection. "I'm basically a walking cliché, drowning my sorrows in chocolate. I better ride hard tomorrow if I want to keep this figure."


CAUGHT BETWEEN

"So how about the weekend of the fifteenth?" I asked, tracing the edge of a glossy brochure with my finger.

"That works. Which tour catches your eye?"

"I'll pick that one."

I glanced over at Jeff. We'd just gotten back from a ride, and for once, this felt like more than just two guys on bikes. Sure, eighteen miles wasn't exactly the Tour de France, but those hills had been no joke. He'd powered through them without complaining, without slowing down, and now here we sat on his porch, sweat dripping down our faces, ice-cold lemonade sweating in our hands, a stack of cycling tour brochures spread across the table between us.

I pointed to one and handed it over. He studied it, turning the pages slowly, and I watched his face for any sign of hesitation. There wasn't any.

"The inn looks charming. And mid-September in Vermont? That'll be gorgeous. The leaves should be just starting to turn."

"I'll call tomorrow and make the reservations." I nudged him with my shoulder. "But no snuggling until we've both showered."

I pushed him away playfully, and he laughed, that warm sound that had become my favorite thing about Friday evenings. This time, when I'd shown up at his door with an overnight bag, I hadn't tried to hide it. No more pretending I was just stopping by. We were a couple now, and that meant something. After we cleaned up, we'd fire up the grill in the backyard, cook some burgers, maybe take a stroll around the neighborhood once the sun went down. If someone saw us, we'd wave. Just like any other couple on any other Friday night.

I headed inside and took my time in the master bathroom, letting the hot water work out the knots in my shoulders from the ride. When Jeff walked into the bedroom, I caught his reflection in the mirror and almost slammed the door shut out of pure instinct. The embarrassment hit me square in the chest, that old familiar flush creeping up my neck. But then I reminded myself: he'd seen me naked before. We'd been intimate. This shouldn't feel so strange.

Still, it did.

Once Jeff stepped into the shower, I slipped into a pair of panties that were about as skimpy as I could manage without things spilling out everywhere. Over those, light slacks and a polo shirt. The outer layers were masculine, practical, but I added a pair of nice earrings and a thin silver necklace, just to feel like myself. I brushed my hair, studied my reflection for a moment, then gathered it into a scrunchy. I looked like a halfway person, caught between two versions of who I was.

But then again, that's exactly what I was.

By the time Jeff emerged in shorts and a t-shirt, I was already in the kitchen, and we immediately hit our first culinary disagreement. Jeff would've happily molded the ground beef into patties and tossed them straight onto the grill. Not me. I had to finely dice the onions, fold them into the meat along with oregano, cracked pepper, and a generous spoonful of Dijon mustard. It was a process. A ritual.

I threw together a salad while Jeff handled the actual grilling, and we laughed at how easily we'd fallen into these roles. I set the table as the sky began to deepen into that soft purple-blue of early evening. Citronella candles flickered on the patio, their sweet, lemony scent mixing with the smoky aroma of cooking meat. One of Jeff's neighbors waved at us from across the yard as he finished mowing his lawn.

"You have nice neighbors," I said.

"Yeah, mostly. It's a mixed bag, honestly. Everyone in this particular group of townhouses is friendly enough. But the Donaldsons across the street? They're the homophobic evangelical type. I've never had a direct run-in with them, but three doors down, the Wrights are Buddhist. When they hung prayer flags on their porch, Arthur and Janet Davies went absolutely ballistic. Screaming about heathen symbols and godlessness. It was quite a show."

"Really? What are they going to say about us?"

"Oh, they know I'm gay. Haven't said hello to me in years."

I chewed on that for a moment, turning it over in my mind before I finally worked up the courage to ask.

"Jeff, they knew you were gay? Have you had other lovers here?"

"Yes, I mean, not recently. Actually, not in a long while. But I've never hidden the fact that I'm gay."

He gave me a long, steady look.

"Matt, didn't you know I was gay before I came on to you?"

"No."

Jeff chuckled, a low rumble that grew into genuine laughter. "I think you and Anna might have been among the few people who didn't figure it out."

"Well, it's not like it's obvious."

By this point, Jeff was practically howling with laughter, and I could feel my face heating up, a mix of embarrassment and irritation swirling in my chest. Eventually, we both calmed down, and the realization hit me: this explained why nobody at Howard Associates had seemed surprised. I might have been the first lover from within the company, but the idea that the boss would have a male partner? That shocked just about nobody.

That evening, we watched *La Traviata*, and I found myself choking up as Valerie gasped out her final breaths, succumbing to tuberculosis in a tragic, beautiful heap. Jeff told me he wanted to take me to a local opera company sometime, and I agreed. This was a world I wanted to explore, a language I wanted to learn.

But my mind kept drifting back to our earlier conversation. I knew, of course, that Jeff had a history. We'd even discussed it when we talked about safe sex. But there was another question I needed to ask, one that had been sitting in my throat all evening.

"Jeff."

"Yes, love."

It didn't help that he called me "love." The word made my heart stutter, and I stumbled over my thoughts, trying to find the right way to say what I needed to say. Finally, I just blurted it out.

"I'm not sure I can handle anal sex."

I braced myself for disappointment, for that look of letdown I'd imagined a hundred times. But as usual, I was wrong.

"Yeah, neither can I. I know it sounds immature, but the only word I can come up with when I think about it is 'icky.'"

"Oh, thank God." The relief flooded through me so fast I nearly laughed. "When you talked about watching my backside on the bike, and even when you, uh, fingered me there, I was wondering."

"Matt. Matt. Hey, I love looking at your ass, and I do enjoy a little poking around. I like being poked a bit myself. But don't worry. I have no urge to, hmm, let's be blunt here. I love you. I desire you. But I don't want to bugger you."

We both burst out laughing, the tension dissolving into something light and easy. With the air cleared between us, we got ready for bed. Jeff was faster than me, and by the time I finished my nightly routine, he was already lying in bed, gloriously naked, watching me fuss around the room.

After washing up, I pulled on a pair of summer pajamas I particularly loved. They weren't fancy, just lightweight white cotton with little pink and red flowers scattered across the fabric. The bottoms were shorts, and the top was a short-sleeved pullover. Simple. Comfortable. Me.

I climbed into bed next to Jeff, who was watching the Weather Channel with the volume turned low. The forecast promised clear skies and mild temperatures for the weekend. When he clicked the remote and the screen went dark, we turned off the lights and lay side by side, our hands finding each other in the darkness.

At some point, I drifted off, and when I woke in the morning, my face was pressed against Jeff's ribs, his arm draped protectively over me. His breathing was slow and even, and I lay there for a long moment, just listening to the rhythm of him.

Later, when I called the cycling tour company to make our reservations, it took every ounce of courage I had to tell the representative that we wanted to share a room. One room. One bed. My hands were shaking, my stomach churning with nerves. Jeff, who was reading the newspaper at the kitchen table, glanced over and smiled when he heard me. Then he went back to his news, as if this were the most normal thing in the world.

"Okay, we're all set," I said, hanging up the phone.

"Great. Hey, do you mind if we run a few errands today? I need to pick up my dry cleaning and hit the supermarket."

"Nope."

I grinned at the sheer domesticity of it all. Here I was, spending the weekend with my lover, and we were going grocery shopping together. I finished my coffee and carried the mug into the kitchen. Jeff cleared the breakfast dishes while I rinsed out my cup and placed it in the dishwasher.

Leaning against the counter, I looked around the room. Jeff's home was decorated with care. Framed posters and artwork hung on the walls, and little mementos from his travels filled the shelves. The townhouse wasn't large, but it was more than enough for one person. And I caught myself wondering, just for a moment, whether I might ever call this place home.

Jeff let out a long, lazy stretch, his arms reaching toward the ceiling before he tossed the newspaper onto the coffee table with a soft thud. He patted his pockets in that familiar rhythm, checking for his wallet, then his phone, a little ritual I'd come to recognize over these past few weeks. I watched him from the kitchen doorway, a small smile tugging at my lips. This was our routine now, this quiet dance of preparation before we stepped out into the world together. I slipped my feet into my sandals, the leather straps cool against my skin, and padded over to join him, my heart doing a little skip at the thought of what we were doing. For the first time in my life, I was walking out that door with my lover, no secrets, no hiding, just us.

The car windows were rolled all the way down, and the warm breeze whipped through the cabin, tangling my hair and carrying the scent of cut grass and exhaust fumes. We took the long way between towns, meandering down back roads lined with old oaks and weathered farmhouses. We swung by the dry cleaner's, the bell above the door jingling as we stepped inside, then hit the supermarket for milk and juice, the fluorescent lights humming overhead as we wandered the aisles. Jeff insisted on stopping at a bike shop too, determined to find a pair of gloves that wouldn't rub his palms raw on his weekend rides. He tried on three different pairs, flexing his fingers and making fists, before settling on a sleek black pair that looked like they meant business.

By the time we were done, Jeff's stomach was growling loud enough to hear over the engine. He announced he knew a place, a little hole-in-the-wall that supposedly made the best burgers in the county.

"Is a hamburger your favorite food?" I asked, raising an eyebrow at him.

He paused, actually giving it some thought, his brow furrowing in concentration. "No, I think I like lamb chops more."

"All that meat can't be good for you," I said, nudging him with my elbow. "I bet your cholesterol is through the roof."

He scoffed, shaking his head. "Nope. Doc says I'm in acceptable ranges. Hey, don't go getting all wifely on me and trying to change my eating habits."

I punched him in the arm, not hard enough to hurt, just enough to let him know I meant business, and we walked the short block to the restaurant. The place was exactly what you'd expect: red vinyl booths, faded sports posters on the walls, and the smell of sizzling beef hanging in the air. Jeff wasn't wrong about the burgers. I ordered mine with oriental flavors and wild mushrooms, the sauce tangy and sweet, while Jeff tore through a monstrosity topped with blue cheese and caramelized onions, juice dripping down his chin. We sat across from each other, sipping cold beers from frosted glasses, watching the cars crawl by through the big front window.

"You have to meet my friend Marie," Jeff said, wiping his mouth with a napkin. "You two have nothing in common, but I think you'd like each other."

I laughed at that. "Okay, and you have to meet my friends Jake and Amber. You'll have a ton in common with them. I think you'll get along great."

We laughed at the absurdity of it, paid the bill, and got back on the road. Back at the house, I started unloading the cooler, realizing as I did that I would have arranged the trip differently, saved the grocery run for last so nothing would sit in the heat. Jeff, on the other hand, had just decided his route and adapted on the fly, tossing a cooler and an icepack into the car without a second thought. Two different minds, two different approaches, but we ended up with the same result. It was a small thing, but it made me smile.

While Jeff sorted through the mail and listened to voicemails, I slipped into the bedroom. There was something I needed to do, something I'd been working up to all day. My heart hammered against my ribs as I pulled off my shorts and T-shirt, the fabric cool against my skin. I reached into my bag and pulled out a short yellow skirt, a bra, and the forms I'd brought with me. It took only a moment to get dressed again, the skirt swishing around my thighs, and then I ducked into the bathroom to apply a touch of lip gloss and rearrange my hair, tucking a strand behind my ear.

I stared at myself in the mirror, my reflection staring back. The light blue polo shirt was the same one I'd worn all day, but now soft mounds pushed against the front, changing the whole silhouette. The yellow skirt barely reached halfway to my knees, showing off my legs in a way I wasn't used to. I turned slightly, studying myself from a different angle. What would Jeff think when I walked out there? He loved sitting in the backyard in the evenings, his favorite chair facing the garden. Would he want to stay inside now? My hands were trembling as I stepped out of the bathroom, my bare feet padding across the hardwood floor. I paused in the doorway, waiting for him to look up.

He glanced over, and a slow smile spread across his face. "Nice. That looks very comfortable."

"Thanks," I said, my voice coming out a little shakier than I intended.

Jeff got up from the couch, crossed the room in three long strides, and pulled me into a long, slow kiss. His hand rested on my hip, fingers brushing against the soft fabric of the skirt. When he finally pulled back, he said, "I need to look over some papers."

I picked up my book from the coffee table, hugging it to my chest, waiting for some kind of direction. Jeff busied himself gathering a folder and a pen, then headed toward the back door. I let out a breath I didn't realize I'd been holding and followed him outside. We settled into our chairs, the evening air warm and still around us, and he looked at me again, a curious expression on his face.

"If you're dressed like that, do I have to call you Chloe?"

I shook my head. "It's Camille, not Chloe. And no. I'm not sure what I'd prefer, but Matt will do fine."

I pretended to read my mystery novel, but my mind was spinning. A few weeks ago, I would have insisted on being called Camille. I'd demanded it of Anna, and it had become a constant source of tension between us. But now, sitting here with Jeff, I wasn't so sure. I glanced over at him, watching as he bent over his paperwork, his brow furrowed in concentration, and decided to leave the name issue alone for now.

When I noticed the clock creeping toward five, I told Jeff I was going to start supper and went inside. Earlier that week, I'd sent him a shopping list, and now I got to work, pulling out the ingredients. I cooked and chilled the shrimp, cracked open a can of crab meat, and tossed together a summer salad with fresh greens and cherry tomatoes. As I worked, I'd glance out the kitchen window and see my lover sitting in his chair, the evening light catching the edges of his profile.

Jeff had put aside his paperwork and was just sitting there, staring off into the middle distance, his face relaxed and unguarded. I noticed he seemed thinner than when we'd first met, the lines of his shoulders a little sharper. I hated to disturb him, but it was time to think about dinner.

"Hey love," I called out, raising my voice to carry through the screen door. "Come on in and help me carry things."

Jeff startled, blinking as if waking from a dream, then broke into a grin. "Sure." He came inside and grabbed plates and glasses while I hunted through the drawers for silverware and napkins. We decided to eat at the kitchen table, not wanting to fight the glare of the evening sun streaming through the back windows.

I wanted a pitcher for ice water, and as I bent down to pull one from the shelves under the island, I felt the skirt hitch up, the fabric riding higher on my thighs. A moment later, I felt Jeff step up behind me, his hand sliding under the hem, warm and sure against my skin.

"Ohhh!" I gasped, straightening up quickly.

"Hmm, there are advantages to a skirt," he murmured, his breath warm against my ear.

He leaned over and kissed the back of my neck, a soft, lingering press of his lips, and then he was gone, pulling a bottle of wine out of the fridge like nothing had happened. "Wine, Matt, or are you sticking with water?"

I flicked some ice water at him, laughing, and pointed at the wine bottle. We sat across from each other, the table between us, and served the food. I slipped a foot out of my sandal and ran it up his leg, past his sneaker, under the hem of his pants. Jeff smiled, his eyes crinkling at the corners.

"I could get to like this," he said.

"Gee, I thought you already did."

"No, you goof. I meant the healthy food."

We laughed, the sound filling the kitchen, and ate until we were full. We cleaned up together, washing dishes side by side, and went to bed early. But we fell asleep late, tangled up in each other, the night stretching on around us.


OUT IN THE OPEN

"God, I'm sore. I don't know how I made it up those stairs."

"I told you we should've taken the short route. You're the one who wanted to play hero on those hills."

I laughed as Jeff collapsed into a wicker chair by the window, the old frame groaning beneath him. His legs splayed out awkwardly, and he let his head fall back against the cushion with a theatrical sigh.

"Oh yes, plush cushions."

We'd covered twenty-nine miles that day, and while the distance sounded impressive on paper, it was the relentless climbing that had done him in. Those rolling Vermont hills had a way of sneaking up on you, each one steeper than the last until your thighs were screaming and your lungs were burning. I'd watched him power through the final ascent with sheer stubbornness, his face flushed and jaw set, and now he was paying for every ounce of that pride.

I felt fantastic, honestly. The endorphins were still humming through my system, and my legs felt loose and strong. I unzipped the nylon bag strapped to my bike rack and pulled out the treasures I'd collected during our stops through those picture-perfect little towns. A few postcards, some locally made jam, and a bar of handcrafted soap wrapped in brown paper.

The inn had left complimentary bars in our room too, and I lifted one to my nose, inhaling the soft lavender scent. It reminded me of my grandmother's garden, of summer afternoons spent lying in the grass while she tended her flowers. I checked my watch. Dinner wasn't for another hour and a half, and my stomach was already starting to grumble.

"C'mon, lover. Shower time." I grabbed Jeff's hand and hauled him upright, his joints protesting every step. We stumbled into the bathroom, undressing in fits and starts, our elbows knocking together in the cramped space. The room was barely big enough for one person, let alone two grown adults trying to maneuver around each other.

Last night had been awkward. We'd slept back to back in that ridiculously soft bed, and every time either of us moved, the springs let out a mortifying squeak. I'd been so self-conscious about the noise that when Jeff reached for me, I'd gently pushed his hand away, too embarrassed to even try. Now I bumped into the bed frame and it squeaked again, and I burst out laughing at the absurdity of it all.

The shower was small too, but we made it work. Water sprayed everywhere as we pressed ourselves together under the stream, soap slicking our skin. I knelt down and worked my hands over Jeff's calves, his thighs, his backside, kneading out the knots from all those miles. Every so often I'd lean in and press a kiss to his cock, feeling it stir against my lips. I grinned up at him, water splashing into my eyes.

"A peck for a pecker."

Jeff laughed and pulled me to my feet, his hands finding my waist. We kissed slowly, unhurried, the water cascading over us. What started as a practical shower turned into something far more indulgent, our hands wandering, our mouths exploring, neither of us in any rush to finish.

"Jeff?"

He turned to look at me, towel wrapped around his waist, droplets still clinging to his shoulders.

"Maybe if we pull the bed a little ways from the wall."

His smile was slow and warm, and I felt my cheeks flush. We started dressing, and I found myself thinking about the contents of my bag. When I'd packed for this trip, I'd gone back and forth about what to bring. The cycling group had booked the entire eight-room inn, and for a while, I seriously considered packing a nice dress. Then I'd started worrying about what to call myself, how to dress when we were on the bikes, whether I'd have to defend my choices to a bunch of strangers. In the end, I'd thrown in some women's clothes anyway, tucked at the bottom of my bag like a secret.

I stood in the middle of the room, a towel draped over my shoulders, and studied my reflection in the mirror.

"Jeff?"

"Yeah?"

"Would you hate it if I came to dinner en femme?"

He stopped mid-motion, one leg in his slacks. I watched his face work through the question, his brow furrowing slightly, his eyes going a little distant. He was actually thinking about it, giving it real consideration, and I felt a surge of affection for him.

"No, Matt. But what do I call you? Last night we introduced you as Matt. We can't suddenly say you're really Camille."

"Matt could be a nickname. Or we could just ignore the issue entirely."

Jeff shrugged, pulling his pants up the rest of the way. "What the hell. They seem like a nice group. Let's have fun watching the reactions."

I crossed the room and kissed him on the forehead. "It could get awkward."

"Nah, we'll sit with the Minsky's. I can't imagine them being uncomfortable with anything."

I thought about the couple from New York City. They were the type of people who had a bumper sticker for every cause, who signed every petition and showed up to every rally. They were also excellent cyclists, and we'd ridden alongside them for a few hours that morning before they'd peeled off to tackle the longest route.

While Jeff finished getting dressed, I pulled my clothes from the bottom of the bag. He watched as I laid out a brown patterned skirt and an off-white blouse, followed by an assortment of undergarments and accessories. I turned to face the mirror and got to work.

The first thing I put on was a lace-edged black gaff. I tucked myself in carefully, adjusting everything until it sat right, then turned to face Jeff.

"All gone."

Jeff pretended to gag, sticking a finger down his throat, and I flipped him off before turning back to my task. I applied a few drops of adhesive to the silicone enhancers and held them against my chest, counting slowly to thirty. While they dried, I sat on the edge of the bed and pulled on pantyhose, the nylon sliding up my legs.

I held out my legs and wiggled my toes. "Ooh, sexy. Don't you think?"

Jeff gave me a long, odd look, his head tilted slightly.

I clipped the elastic to the enhancers, pulling everything into place, then slipped on the white lace brassiere and foam forms. When I looked in the mirror again, I saw a woman. At least from the face down.

With my underwear sorted, the rest came together quickly. I swapped my studs for drop earrings, clipped a thin gold chain around my neck, and started on my hair. Jeff came up behind me and kissed the back of my neck, his arms wrapping around my waist. I paused, leaning back against him, feeling the warmth of his body through his shirt.

"It's almost dinner time. Back off." I whispered it with mock annoyance, but I didn't pull away right away. When I finally did, I put extra care into my hair and makeup, studying my reflection with a critical eye. I gave myself an A-minus.

I knew I wouldn't fool anyone for more than a few minutes. In the right light, at the right distance, I could pass. I wasn't beautiful, and I wasn't cute, but there was something attractive about me, something that made people look twice. Most importantly, I wasn't grotesque. I turned slowly, then raised an inquiring eyebrow.

Jeff stared at me for a long moment, his expression unreadable. Then his voice came out strange, almost reverent.

"Christ, Matt. I haven't been attracted to a woman in years, but you're making me reconsider my ways." He paused, a smile tugging at his lips. "I suppose we do have to go down to dinner."

"Well, I sure as hell didn't put all this effort into getting dressed just so you could take it all off me."

We laughed, and he offered me his arm. We tried to walk through the door together, but the frame was too narrow, and we ended up bumping shoulders before giving up and going single file down the hall. My sandals, with their one-inch heels, made clicking noises against the uneven wooden boards, a sound that echoed through the corridor.

When we entered the lounge, nobody noticed us at first. Conversations continued, glasses clinked, laughter rang out. Then, gradually, heads turned. A silence fell over the room, thick and awkward, and I felt every pair of eyes on me.
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And then one of the men who'd come together burst out laughing.

"Okay, Barry, that's ten bucks you owe me."

I looked at them askance as one of them pulled out his wallet and handed a bill to the other.

The winner looked at me, his expression unreadable. "Fred here is almost blind, but I told him you weren't male."

"Pay him back," Jeff hooted, and for a split second I wasn't sure if I was angry at him or not. Then everybody started laughing, the sound rolling through the room like a wave. Jeff sat in a big, overstuffed armchair that had probably been there since the 1970s, and I perched on the arm with one of his arms wrapped around my hip. After a brief explanation, we answered a few questions, and the conversation drifted back to which hill had been the worst and what craft stores people had stopped at along the way.

I started to wonder about Barry and Fred, thinking they might be a couple, until one of them mentioned they were taking their third tour with the company but had left their wives behind this time. Jeff later said that wasn't any guarantee they weren't a couple, but we agreed they were probably straight.

It was fun to share drinks and talk about everything and anything. One woman told a story about almost crashing because she couldn't stop staring at the scenery. A man asked about my bike, and I launched into a detailed explanation of the gearing and the frame weight that probably bored him to tears, but he nodded along politely. Jeff was deep in conversation with another man about the recession, and we were all startled when the innkeeper invited us in for dinner.

"Tonight we will start with a cold cucumber soup, followed by a salad of local greens. There is a bowl on the table with maple cured local bacon chopped into bits for the salad. After that, there is the entree, and you have a choice of local duck with a maple glaze or trout with a maple and tomato jam. We will end with local cheeses as well as apple and maple pie with maple vanilla ice cream, because everything goes better with maple syrup."

The innkeeper finished his spiel, and we got down to the serious business of choosing wines and beers. We sat at a table with the Margolises and a young woman who was not only on her first bicycling trip but also on the first trip she had ever taken by herself. Listening to Jill talk about her confined life made me sad. She was older than me and still lived under the thumbs of her parents and extended family, her voice carrying a note of longing that I recognized all too well.

The Margolises were, as Jeff predicted, fine with my clothing, and in fact became irritating with their automatic espousal of every liberal cause. I never intended on being some kind of symbol of personal liberation, and being held up as one was not my idea of good dinner conversation. Every comment felt like they were patting themselves on the back for being so accepting, and I found myself shrinking in my seat.

Finally, I snapped a little, and when Martha Minsky commented for the umpteenth time how hard it must be to deal with society as it was, I replied nastily.

"Oh, it is terrible. In fact, I have been thinking of asking my psychiatrist for a handicap sticker for my car."

Jeff flashed me a look, but it didn't matter. Martha and Alvin were so sure of their place in the world and the goodness of their beliefs that they only heard what they wanted to hear. Jill, on the other hand, barely managed to subdue her laughter, though I thought she was going to spurt iced tea through her nose. Her eyes watered as she fought to keep it together, and I felt a small surge of gratitude for her.

After dinner, we sat in the lounge talking until the tour leaders came in and, after asking how sore we were, told us about the next day's options. Jeff leaned over and commented that he wanted the shorter route, and I nodded. Then the group split up, with some sitting down to play bridge and others to read or talk.

I went outside and sat on the porch, looking out over the Vermont landscape. It was dark by then, and a thin layer of clouds obscured most of the stars. The occasional car drove by, its headlights cutting through the darkness before disappearing around a curve. I leaned back in the rocking chair and looked at nothing in particular, letting my mind wander. When Jeff poked his head out to say he was going upstairs, I was jolted out of a reverie and had to take a moment to figure out where I was.

In our room, Jeff undressed me slowly. He was frustrated by the silicones, and I had to go into the bathroom to use some solvent. I came back out, and we pressed together as we slid out of boxers and pantyhose. Arms wrapped around each other, we slow danced in the confined space, our arousal becoming evident, and I took Jeff's hand and pulled him over to the bed.

He lay on his back, and I on my side with my head on his chest. I formed a loop with my thumb and forefinger and slid it up and down his shaft as he played with my hair. I felt his lips on the top of my head, and turning, we kissed until we scrambled around and, sucking each other, came to climaxes, ignoring the squeaking of the bed.

"You know, lover."

"What?"

Jeff stroked my limp penis.

"Maybe I should pour syrup on this some day and lick it off. That way we will find out if it is true that everything is better with maple syrup."

Driving home Sunday, I looked over at Jeff. The past month had been one of discovery. He was watching the scenery slide by, his profile lit by the afternoon sun, and I thought about the things I had learned about him, and me, and us.

Just as I was a bicycle snob, Jeff was an automotive snob. Having to make the trip to Vermont in my Ford Focus hurt his pride, but his Audi Quattro had no bike rack. Jeff liked good food but wouldn't go to the trouble of cooking it. I was enough of a foodie to have occasionally thought about going to culinary school.

Another thing I discovered was that Jeff was sensitive and concerned about his age. His 51st birthday slid by almost unnoticed. He was 26 years older than me. As we were loading the bikes on the car to drive up to Vermont, he looked at me.

"Matt, I have to ask you a question. You know how old I am. Does it matter?"

I didn't answer for a long enough time to worry him.

"Matt?"

"Jeff, give me a minute."

I knew what I said would be vitally important. I couldn't risk using the wrong words, and I wasn't going to lie. The trouble wasn't that Jeff was 26 years older than me but that when I told him the truth, I was stating my level of commitment.

"Yes, Jeff, it does matter. But not in the way you are thinking. It matters, but I don't care. I am not hiding from the fact that in 20 years, you'll be in your seventies, and I will still be less than fifty. I am saying that I will not let that get in between us."

I had said it. As much to myself as to Jeff, I had said that I was part of a long-term partnership. All the questions about living together, what people would think, Howard Associates, and even Anna and my parents were now pushed aside.

Jeff gave me a big smile, and in that moment, I saw the relief flood through him. His shoulders relaxed, and he reached over to squeeze my hand before turning back to the road. The silence between us felt comfortable now, filled with promise rather than uncertainty, and I let myself breathe.

I guess it's time I started paying better attention to what I put on my plate.

He grinned at that, the corners of his mouth tugging up in that way that always made her insides feel loose and warm. She reached across the table, her fingers brushing over his knuckles before she laced her hand with his. The calluses on his palm were rough against her skin, but she loved that texture, the proof of all the work he did with his hands.

"Good," she said, her voice dropping to something softer, more private. "Because I've got plans for you. Decades' worth of plans, actually. I intend to keep you around for a very long while, lover."

The word slipped out before she could catch it, and she felt a flush creep up her neck. She wasn't usually one for pet names, but with him, it felt right. It felt like the most natural thing in the world to claim him that way.

He squeezed her hand, his thumb tracing a slow circle over her wrist. The motion was absent, almost unconscious, like he didn't even realize he was doing it. She watched the way the late afternoon light caught the silver threads in his hair, the way his eyes crinkled when he smiled at her from across the table.

"You're serious," he said, not quite a question.

"Dead serious." She tilted her head, letting the weight of her words land between them. "I'm not letting you off the hook that easy. You think you can just waltz into my life and then disappear on me? No chance."

He laughed, a low sound that rumbled through his chest, and she felt it echo somewhere in her own ribcage. He pushed his plate aside and leaned forward, elbows on the table, close enough that she could see the faint stubble along his jaw and the tiny scar above his eyebrow from some childhood mishap he'd told her about one night.

She wanted to memorize every detail of his face, every line and crease and imperfection. She wanted to store them all away so she could pull them out on the days when she needed a reminder of how good things could be.

"Alright then," he said, his voice rough around the edges. "If that's the deal, I guess I'll have to start taking better care of myself. Can't have you getting bored of me too soon."

"Never," she promised. "Not in a million years."

The waitress came by to clear their plates, and they both leaned back, but his hand stayed wrapped around hers. Outside, the streetlights were just beginning to hum to life, casting pale orange pools onto the sidewalk. A couple walked past the window, arms linked, heads bent together in quiet conversation.

She looked back at him, at the way his shirt collar sat slightly askew, at the way he was looking at her like she was the only person in the entire restaurant. And she knew, with a clarity that made her chest ache, that she meant every word she'd said.

She was going to keep him around. For as long as she possibly could.


TEN WEEKS LATER

"Pass me the cabbage, please. Thanks. Could you do one last check of the room, love?"

Jeff was throwing his first actual party in this house. He'd told me back when we first started talking that he'd bought the place seven years ago and never once had more than two or three people over at a time. That just seemed wrong to me, a home that never got to be full of laughter and noise and plates of food being passed around. So I'd insisted we fix that, and now here we were on a gorgeous Saturday in early September, the air still carrying that last hint of summer warmth, both of us buzzing with nervous energy as we prepped for company.

I'd come over the night before with my car packed full of everything I owned, plus a big pot for the vichyssoise and a cutting board I was particular about. Ten weeks. That's how long it had been since Jeff first kissed me, and somehow in that short stretch of time, he'd convinced me that his place should become our place. It hadn't taken much convincing, honestly. Every time I walked through his door, something in my chest unclenched, and I knew I was home.

Anna hadn't taken the news well. She was out looking for a new roommate now, someone to fill the space I'd left in her house. Given how tight the housing market was in our area, I figured she'd find somebody within a couple of weeks, maybe less. But I knew her frustration wasn't really about the rent money or the extra square footage. She was losing her built-in cook and housekeeper, sure, but more than that, she was worried about her brother. About whether I was good enough for him, whether this was moving too fast, whether I'd break his heart or he'd break mine.

What surprised me most about the move was how little I actually owned. I'd never been attached to furniture, never saw the point in collecting knickknacks or souvenirs. My books fit on one shelf. My clothes took up maybe a third of the closet Jeff cleared out for me, and my cycling gear got shoved into the spare bedroom along with some of Camille's things she'd left here. The rest of my stuff just sort of disappeared into the corners of his house, like it had always belonged there.

"Do you think a six pack each will do?"

I considered that for a moment, running through the guest list in my head. "Better add another six pack of the non-lite stuff to the cooler. Prescott drinks like a fish when he's nervous, and Marie might actually show up on time for once." I went back to pulling purple cabbage leaves apart, arranging them around the edge of a big platter. The stereo was cranked up, some opera thing Jeff loved filling every corner of the house, and every time we passed each other in the kitchen, his hand would find my waist or I'd brush against his arm. Nothing dramatic, just those little touches that said *I'm here, you're here, we're doing this together*. I was floating, honestly. Completely and utterly gone for this man.

The cabbage looked good. I'd carved cucumber slices into little flower shapes, which was probably overkill, but I wanted tonight to be perfect. With the platter arranged just so, it was time to face the lobsters. Earlier we'd steamed five of them along with a couple pounds of shrimp, then shocked them in ice water and tucked them into the fridge. Now came the messy part: shell removal, meat extraction, careful cutting.
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"Hey Jeff, what are you doing?"

No answer. I wiped my hands on a towel and wandered out to the back patio, where I found him leaning against the fence, deep in conversation with our neighbor. He had that easy grin on his face, the one that made him look ten years younger, and the neighbor was laughing at something he'd said. I gave it a few minutes, then went out and dragged him back inside by the sleeve of his shirt.

"Sit," I said, pointing at the kitchen table. He sat. I placed a big bowl of cold shrimp in front of him. "Shell these."

He looked up at me with that wicked glint in his eye. "You know, I can think of a lot more fun ways to shell you."

"Jeff." I tried to sound stern, but a smile was already tugging at my mouth. "Shrimp. Now."

He grabbed a shrimp and started peeling, and I picked up the poultry shears to attack the lobsters. We fell into an easy rhythm, me dissecting my armored opponents while occasionally tossing a scrap of meat his way, him working through the shrimp pile with practiced efficiency. We talked about everything and nothing: his work, my work, our families, the bike ride we wanted to do next weekend, whether we should repaint the bathroom. Normal stuff. Domestic stuff. Stuff I'd never imagined having with anyone, and here it was, happening without me even noticing.

Earlier we'd talked about what I should wear tonight, and we'd agreed: Matt was making an appearance, not Camille. So when the guests arrived, I'd be in those linen pants Jeff loved so much, the ones that made him say things like "I can watch your buns slide up and down as you move" with a completely straight face. A light button-down shirt, sleeves rolled up. And underneath, tan knee highs and white silk panties that only he and I would know about. That was our secret, our little thrill for later.

As we got ready, I caught myself staring at my reflection in the bedroom mirror. Here I was, sharing a house with my lover. An older man, sure, but a man who made me feel more alive than anyone I'd ever met. Every day with Jeff, I discovered something new to appreciate about him. His patience. His humor. The way he listened when I talked, really listened, like what I had to say mattered. And God, the way he looked at me sometimes, like I was the most fascinating person in any room. It made my skin tingle. It made me want him more every single day. I loved him. Plain and simple. I loved him.

Work had gotten complicated lately, though. Being Howard Associates at the same company meant we had to be careful about appearances, and Jeff and I had started quietly asking around to see if there was another position in the area for me. Wayne, our boss, was furious about the whole thing. Kept saying we should just "smack the little minds around" and that I shouldn't have to leave. But we both knew it was the right call. We needed to be able to be together without worrying about office politics.

Now I was about to host seven guests, to stand in this townhouse and let everyone see that this was my territory as much as Jeff's. Marie was coming alone, having fought with Jessica again, which seemed to happen every few weeks. Anna was coming too, and we'd invited Prescott specifically hoping to spark something between them. The other four guests were neighbors from the townhouses, the ones Jeff had gotten friendly with over the years.

I picked up a gold chain from the dresser, and Jeff took it from my hands. He clipped it around my neck, his fingers lingering on the clasp before he leaned in and kissed my ear. I melted back against him, and we stood there in front of the mirror, swaying slowly together like we were dancing to music only we could hear.

"Matt," he said, his voice rough. "You will never know how much I love you."

I tilted my head back, offering him my cheek, and he pressed a kiss there. My hand found his thigh, stroking gently, and I let out a low "Mmmm" that made him laugh against my skin.


The party was in full swing by the time I poured Anna a glass of wine. She and Prescott hadn't exactly hit it off, but she seemed to be enjoying herself anyway, which was a relief. I settled onto the couch next to her, and we both looked out at the scene unfolding in the backyard. Jeff was manning the grill, having insisted that we serve grilled sausages and chicken thighs alongside the shellfish platter. Smoke curled up from the coals, carrying the smell of charred meat and spices across the patio. Guests were helping themselves to both selections, plates piled high, drinks in hand.

"He's looking happy," Anna said, nodding toward her brother. "Thanks for trying to hook me up with Prescott."

"Was it that obvious?"

"Only in that he's a single man and I'm a single woman, and I don't think you were trying to pair me off with Marie."

I snorted. "Definitely not your type. Excuse me."

I slipped away to check on the wine situation, grabbing another bottle from the kitchen and topping off glasses as I made my rounds. The party had a good energy to it, the kind of easy flow that happens when the food is good and the company is right. Marie was deep in conversation with our Buddhist neighbors, gesturing animatedly about something. Prescott had found someone's dog and was sprawled on the grass playing with it, laughing like a kid. And Jeff, my Jeff, was in his element, surrounded by friends, serving up food that would probably clog our arteries but taste incredible going down.

I sank onto a lounger and let the evening wash over me. This was what I'd wanted. This was what I'd asked for when I insisted we open up the house. And it was better than I'd imagined.


"It was a good party, love."

We were sprawled in the living room, the last guests having drifted out an hour ago. The dishwasher was running, and the sink was piled high with things that wouldn't fit, but neither of us had the energy to deal with it tonight. Tomorrow would be for cleaning. Tonight was for sitting with our feet up and letting the exhaustion settle in.

I stared at the ceiling, feeling the pleasant weight of the day pressing down on me. The work, the wine, the warm September afternoon, it had all combined to leave me deliciously weak, like my bones had turned to honey.

"I guess Anna and Prescott didn't hit it off," I said.

"Nope. But I enjoyed watching Prescott try to get close to Marie. She doesn't mince words."

I smiled at that. Marie had a way of cutting through nonsense that I admired. "Did you like Jake and Amber?"

"Uh huh. They seem nice. I can't say much for Amber's choice in colors, though. Someone needs to tell her that lime green does not suit her."

I stretched, feeling my muscles protest, and yawned hugely. It was only 9:30, but I was done for the night. Completely, utterly, beautifully done.

Jeff reached over and took my hand, his thumb tracing lazy circles on my palm. Neither of us said anything. We didn't need to. The quiet between us was comfortable, full of everything we'd said and done and shared tonight. I closed my eyes and let myself just be there, in that moment, with him.

Home. That's what this was. Not just the house, not just the furniture or the dishes or the way the light came through the windows in the morning. It was him. It had always been him.

I'm going to rinse off and head to bed.

I'll be up in a minute.

Upstairs, I let the water run hot and stood under the spray, palms flat against the cool tile. The day had been good, the kind of easy, unhurried celebration that made you forget how rare those afternoons actually are. Jeff and I had played our parts well, moving through the crowd with refilled glasses and warm laughs, making sure everyone felt welcome. We'd hung out an invisible sign, one that read "a perfectly ordinary couple lives here," with a footnote, "and yeah, they happen to be gay."

I stepped out, toweled off, and slipped into the spare bedroom. I'd ordered it weeks ago, tucked away in the back of a catalog I'd flipped through one bored evening. A "Poet Shirt Nightgown," they called it. Light satin, the color of champagne, with puffy sleeves that felt theatrical and a lace collar that brushed against my collarbone. The buttons ran all the way down, shiny little pearls that caught the dim light as I moved. I left my underwear in the drawer. Tonight felt like a night for something different.
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When I walked into our room, Jeff was still in the bathroom, the hum of the fan muffling the sound of running water. I flopped onto the bed, arms stretched wide, and let out a long breath that carried the whole day with it. The ceiling was familiar, the same one I'd stared at a thousand nights, but tonight it felt softer, like the room itself was in on a secret.

The bathroom door clicked open and Jeff stepped out, towel slung low on his hips. He looked down at me, one eyebrow lifting just a fraction.

"That gown making some kind of statement?"

"Nope. But it does unbutton easy."

He sat on the edge of the bed, the mattress dipping under his weight. His hand found the hem of the satin and slipped beneath, fingers cool against my skin as they traced a slow path up my thigh. I tensed, just for a second, a spark jumping through me like static before a storm. His thumb found the spot where my thighs met, pressing gently, and I reached for him, wanting to pull him close.

He dodged my arms, a quiet laugh escaping him, and instead lifted the fabric higher. His head disappeared underneath, and I felt his hands grip my hips, still cold from the sink. The scrape of his stubble against my inner thigh made me gasp, and then his mouth found me and I forgot to think at all.

Later, we lay side by side, my head tucked into the curve of his shoulder, his fingers tracing lazy circles on my arm. The room had gone dark except for the sliver of streetlight through the curtain. His voice came low, almost sleepy.

"Lobster's great and maple syrup does improve just about everything, but I think I love you exactly the way you are."

I turned my head and kissed him, slow and deliberate, and he pulled me closer. We wrapped around each other like we'd done a hundred times before, but tonight it felt like the first real time. My eyes grew heavy, his breathing evened out, and we slipped into sleep with the kind of contentment that doesn't need to be said out loud.


THE END
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