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Chapter One

I usually don’t dread lunches with my sister. In fact, I typically look forward to them. Mostly. But today, unfortunately, is one of those ‘dread’ days.

My sister, Grace, is an enigma. She’s difficult to read, extremely dry, and on top everything, a rebel. Well, maybe not a rebel-rebel, but she lives life on her own terms. She’s brash and abrasive when necessary and unapologetically stands by her decisions, for better or for worse.

Honestly, her past explains a lot, and it’s hard to blame her. Grace came out as gay at the ripe age of 16 — far earlier than most other girls in her grade at Kankakee South High School. Maybe in the more progressive areas of the country, particularly today, 16 isn’t that young. But 12 years ago? Trust me, it was rough for her. And if you lived with our mother and went to our school, it was even rougher.

Nowadays, Grace is killing it. She’s got a great gig as a middle school teacher, her own apartment, and the beginnings of a wonderful little life. It turns out the trauma from bullying and the trials of self-actualization were actually building toward something nice. Grace went through a sea of shit and came out clean on the other side.

As for me? I wish things were that simple.

It was a chilly November afternoon driving to Red Robin for lunch in dreary Kankakee, Illinois. Chicago’s winter weather is known for its never-ending dreariness. The first week of November should still feel like fall, but with each passing year it seems like winter steals yet another week.

I found the parking lot to be shockingly full for a Monday afternoon and struggled to find a spot for my rusty, red pick-up beater before finally settling for a tight-squeeze spot next to an equally shitty truck.

I must’ve done a miserable parking job because when I squeezed out, I was getting glared at by a woman and her child. Though with both of their faces bundled up and obscured by scarves, maybe I’m just projecting.

Not that I’m out and about that often, but I feel like I get looked at and visually dissected more often than most. Unfortunately, I know why.

Quickly shuffling into the restaurant and through double doors, I found myself in the middle of what was clearly a crowded work party. Based on the signs, name tags, and drab business attire, it couldn’t be anything else. After a few seconds of conversation with the hostess,I spotted my sister poking her head through the crowd from the back of the restaurant.

“Thanks, I see her,” I said before sliding around her and through the mess of business-casual diners.

“This was literally the last open table,” Grace began as I sat down and struggled to strip my coat off in the tight booth. “You didn’t call ahead?”

“Who calls ahead for Red Robin? And lunch.”

Grace shrugged, conceding the point. She scanned one of the two menus on the table, but quickly put it down and reached her arm across toward my face.

“Hey! What’re you doing?” I barked, not welcoming a hand in my face.

“It’s your hair, stupid. It’s like, all frizzed up from your hat.” I sat there, reluctant and motionless as I allowed Grace to finger-comb my hair back to its normal state.

See, that’s what I’m talking about. That’s why everyone looks at me everywhere I go.

Not too many dudes have hair the length of mine. Nor do many girls for that matter. A full 26 inches from the top of my head to the tip. Yes, I’ve measured. And despite people jeering and teasing ever since I started growing it out in high school, I kept growing it. ‘Tarzan’ was what kids started calling me. At high school graduation, our principal even included that fun little nickname as I walked across the stage.

“Yuck, it’s all knotted and greasy too…” Grace complained, but caught herself before I could lash out. “Sorry, I’m done! I’m done!”

The server came by and took our orders as Grace and I made small talk about her students. Students in her various science class periods, fellow teachers, and her “hot-but-frustratingly-straight” boss (Grace’s words, not mine) were topics we broached often. At times Grace could be a little negative and cynical, but I really didn’t mind. For some reason, I found my sister’s ramblings comforting and entertaining. Especially today, as I was happy to procrastinate sharing my unfortunate news.

“It’s just, you know, Tom doesn’t grade for shit. If you’re gonna give all the kids A’s for doing literally nothing, of course they’re gonna love you. It’s not my fucking fault I actually do my job.”

I must not have laughed, nodded, or agreed with Grace at the right moment, because she called me out for staring at the wall.

Grace halted her story and looked at me dead-on. “Dude, what’s going on? You’ve been weird all lunch.”

“Nothing,” I blurted out, embarrassed that she caught me. “You’re talking about Jacob?”

“No, Tom. The other science te— Look, you’ve got something on your mind. What is it?”

I glanced around, trying to find anything else to change the subject to.

“How long is their lunch break, huh?” I babbled, referencing the increasingly rowdy business folks at our surrounding booths.

But Grace was having none of it. “Nuh-uh-uh. You’re telling me what’s wrong or we’re not leaving.”

Grace again reached across the table, but this time to grab my wrist. Hard.

“Ow!” I shrieked. It was a childish but effective way to get my attention. And she was, and always has been, stronger than me, so the jig was up.

“Fine, fine! Okay?” I cried uncle as she released me. “I… I quit Samford’s.”

Immediately, her jaw dropped. “You WHAT? No fucking way.”

“I don’t know what came over me. He just made one asshole-y comment too many and… I quit on the spot,” I took a swig of water. This was surprisingly tough to say aloud. “It was three days ago.”

Grace leaned back in her chair, baffled by my admission. It was odd seeing her so floored. Usually Grace is pretty unfazed by surprises.

“You’ve worked there, what, three years? Almost four years?”

I nodded, suddenly feeling guilty. This was why I didn’t want to bring it up. I knew Grace would be quick to remind me of the negatives.

“Hardware’s been your whole post-high school life, dude! And now you’re out?” She snapped her fingers for emphasis. “Just like that!”

Now I was the one sulking in my seat. “The whole drive here I was wondering if I made a mistake… Fuck, did I?”

Grace reached across the table one last time, almost knocking over my drink and the remains of my burger over in the process. But not aggressively so, as she tenderly held my hand.

“No, Mike Samford is an asshat. You can do a lot better. I’m sorry if I didn’t seem supportive.”

Grace’s words felt warm and kind — exactly what I needed now. But it didn’t change the fact that I was still unemployed with not a single job prospect on the horizon — not to mention rent, groceries, and every one of life’s costs looming not so far ahead of me.

“Thank you,” was all I decided to say.

I think Grace could tell today wasn’t the day to discuss the ramifications of quitting the hardware store that’s been my entire professional life since graduating high school. Nor I didn’t want to hear any ‘Alex, you’re only 22! You have so much life ahead of you!’ crap or anything like that. Today, I really just needed a friend. A sister, really.

She kindly picked up the check and kept the conversation light for the rest of our meal, though occasionally having to shout over the noisy neighboring tables. When it came time to bundle up and leave, Grace had one last question for me.

“Mike Samford… Are he and Mom still friends?”

I shivered, dreading having to think about explaining this whole thing to Mom. “I don’t think they keep in touch, no. He was more Dad’s friend.”

Grace nodded. “Hmm. Okay. Well, I assume you haven’t told her yet but you might wanna get on that, in case she and Mike run into each other.” She leaned in for a comforting hug. “Just something to think about.”

I stood there in the cold and watched as Grace carefully traversed the slippery ice til she reached her light-blue Prius. God it was freaking’ cold out. But with the thought of having to deal with Mom, things felt a lot colder.

◆◆◆

I should really consider myself blessed to have had steady employment straight out of high school. As someone who is neither qualified nor interested in attending college and working a boring, white-collar desk job for the rest of his life, watching friends and classmates scatter to their respective universities never really bothered me.

Maybe that’s what drew me to working at a hardware store anyway. I get to A) work with my hands, and B) help people — two things I know I like. Both satisfying, both creative… and now, both gone.

I wasn’t sure what to do with the rest of my Monday. It was my first ever work day without an immediate commitment, and honestly, it sucked. Days off when you have a job are the best. But days off with no job in sight? Terrifying.

My phone rang in the late afternoon as I laid back on my bed. It was Grace.

“Yeah?” I answered apathetically.

“Jeez, what’re you so—“ she began, but quickly remembered my situation. “Not much going on, I take it?”

“No. Shockingly,” I said, dripping in sarcasm. Though I probably should be kinder to her. It was nice to not be in the stinging silence of my dull apartment for once. “What’s up?”

“Well, I dunno man, but you got me all bummed at lunch. I feel bad and I wanna take you somewhere fun. You still bowl, right?”

For the first time all afternoon, a smile actually grew on my face. “I mean, sure! Who doesn’t like bowling?”

“Fuck yeah!” Grace exclaimed. “I’m just wrapping up a few papers and I’ll be over to you in a half hour. Be ready!”

◆◆◆

HONK! HONK-HONK!

The typical Grace ‘I’m here!’ signal wasn’t a text, a call, or a knock at the door. Instead, for as long as I can remember, it’s been a sequence of three loud, long honks. Say what you will about the rudeness, it’s an effective way to get someone’s attention.

“You’re almost 30!” I shouted at her, slamming the door behind me. “Do you need to keep doing that?”

Grace rolled her eyes, boldly annoyed at my annoyance. “I do so we’re never late.”

I buckled into the front seat of her Prius as she sped off. I glanced at the clock on her dashboard.

“It’s 4 o’clock on a Monday. What’s the rush? There’ll be plenty of lanes.”

Instead of answering me directly, she shrugged, keeping her eyes focused on the road. I should know better than to be surprised by her mood swings. Sometimes with her, all it takes is a snarky comment from a student out the door to make her sour.

Grace’s frantic driving was nothing new either, but today she drove recklessly, flooring the gas pedal and speeding through three straight yellows.

“Grace! What the hell?” I yelled as she ignored my pleas for safety. “There will be lanes, okay?”

Calm but focused, she whipped a right turn just past the train tracks onto Hillgrove avenue — decidedly not where the bowling alley is.

At this point, I knew something was up. I stopped yelling as my anger turned to confusion.

“Grace… Where are we going?”

She didn’t have to ignore me for long, because she whipped her Prius into a parking lot and shifted to park.

“Boom!” she yelled, pointing at the dashboard clock. “Three minutes to spare!”

I was deeply, utterly confused. We weren’t at the bowling alley. In fact, we were nowhere near the bowling alley.

“Spare for what? Why aren’t we at the alley?”

Again, another non-answer from her as she gestured out the front window.

I lowered my head to get a view of the establishment we were parked in front of. It wasn’t immediately obvious what I was looking at, but at least the large sign was written clearly.

“Lily’s Touch?” I read aloud, still failing to understand. As I sat there in the car bewildered, I watched a beautiful woman scamper through the cold and into the double doors right in front of us.

“This is the surprise,” Grace announced. “I figured you’re feeling down and all, so I’m treating us to a little salon day!”


Chapter Two

“A salon day? You’re kidding,” I said in disbelief. “You don’t even like salons. I don’t even like salons!”

“Relax, it’s not what you think,” Grace said, reaching into her pocket and pulling out a little orange gift card. “I won it in a school raffle. Cool, huh? I figured you could use a pick-me-up, and what’s better than splitting a little salon day with your sister? You can do a lot with 250 bucks!”

“Two hundred and fif—” I began, but badly needed a reset. “Grace, listen. I don’t need a salon treatment to feel better. I’m doing fine, trust me.”

“Oh shut up. It’s not like they’re doing anything girly in there. I just booked a wash and a trim for you. We’ll sit next to each other, you don’t even have to talk to anyone else. It’ll be fine.”

I really, really hated the idea of being tempted with bowling only to be ambushed and brought in for a haircut. Again, I glanced at the wooden sign in front of us. A yellow, floral base with orange lilies scattered around the girliest font imaginable reading ‘Lily’s Touch’.

I sat in the car, fuming thanks to her deception. But Grace didn’t seem close to changing her mind. I sighed obnoxiously loud to assert my displeasure. Maybe I just accept my fate for the day. It’s not like I have anything else going on.

“Fine…” I backed down, much to the devilish enjoyment of my sister. “But we’re not gossiping with the barber.”

Grace groaned. “They’re not called barbers. They’re stylists. Jesus, Alex…”

Practically shoved out the car by my sister, the two of us tread the icy parking lot and shuffled into the salon just in the nick of time.

“We made it! Ha ha!” Grace celebrated, probably to the annoyance of the staff. She stepped up to the counter where a gorgeous, thin brunette woman dressed to the nines greeted us.

“Good afternoon! You two ladies have an appointment?”

Ugh. Another ‘perk’ of having long hair…

I shoved Grace aside for a moment, “Actually I’m a guy.“

She shot me a mean look, as if I was the rude one. “It should be under Grace Lester.”

The pretty brunette receptionist clicked and clacked away at the computer searching for our reservation. The searching process offered me a moment to breathe in the ambiance of Lily’s Touch. And damn was this place giant.

Right off the bat, the space felt like infinitely more than any barber shop I’d seen. Back behind the receptionist’s stand were rows and rows of styling chairs — about half of them in use by a variety of barbers — err, stylists. But it didn’t stop there. In fact, just beside the waiting area, beautified with funky-looking orange and yellow furniture, was a staircase ascending to a second floor. I meandered around as Grace continued the check-in.

“Lily’s Spa,” I mumbled to myself, reading the sign by the stairs.

So this isn’t just a salon, but a spa too? I guess that would explain the customer volume. In fact, I counted at least 10 people in the waiting area, scrolling their phones or browsing the complimentary fashion magazines.

“Coming through!” a woman brushed by me, spinning me around. The employee was balancing an assortment of powders and goops on a fancy metal tray as she ascended the staircase. “Jolene? Come on up,” she said to one of the waiting women who eagerly arose from her seat and followed her upstairs.

“Hey, space cadet!” Grace called for me back at the front desk. “They’re ready for us.”

Two younger ladies escorted Grace and I toward the back where we hung up our coats and were seated at the washing stations. My girl instructed me to lean my head back into a basin attached to the chair as she flipped on the nozzle.

“I’m Nora by the way,” the young woman said sweetly, gently soaking my hair. “This temperature okay?”

“It’s uh… yeah. It’s fine, thanks.”

Nora smiled and continued on my hair, squirting some sweet-smelling shampoo into her hands and applying it throughout my hair and softly into my scalp.

“You’ve got so much hair,” she said in what I hoped was a complimentary tone.

I gulped and squeaked out an uncomfortable “thanks?”. Grace, getting the same treatment two chairs over, chuckled at my reaction.

“Just relax, Alex. It’s fine!”

Nora and Grace both giggled at my discomfort as the two ladies started chatting themselves – just small talk about the weather and a little celebrity gossip as I sat still, mostly ignored as my brunette mane was lathered and rinsed. So much for Grace’s ‘the two of us will just talk the whole time’ promise.

This whole situation was so bizarre. I mean, sure, the washing felt good and Nora was friendly enough, but the sweet smells, the flower decor all over the walls… This was nothing like the gritty, hardware store setting I’m accustomed to. I couldn’t have felt more out of place. Not to mention the salon being almost 100% women. Though if Grace’s goal was to get my mind off the firing? Mission accomplished.

With my hair washed and patted dry, I was escorted to the main styling area. Here, it appears, is where the real magic happens. Rows of clients – notably entirely women – sat happily in styling chairs as their respective stylists worked like busy bees, snipping, curling, and styling away. I counted at least 16 chairs and stations altogether. This was a seriously impressive operation.

“Bella will take care of you the rest of the way,” Nora said. “Thanks again!”

She walked away with a smile as I stood there with my dripping brunette locks hanging flat and slouching in a black nylon salon cape. I looked less like a guy and more like the girl from The Ring.

“No way… Tarzan?” a voice said.

Wait… what?

Hearing that name could only mean one thing. And hearing it in a salon could only be trouble. I whipped around for the source and sure enough, standing right in front of me was a girl. No, a woman. An absolutely stunning, tall but curvy blonde woman who looked damn familiar.

“Sorry, Alex,” the woman corrected. “Not trying to dredge up old nicknames. It’s Bella Faison. We went to high school together.”

Holy shit, we totally did! The memories rushed back in. Not that we were ever friends or even interacted much, but sure enough that was Bella Faison — the way-out-of-my-league Bella Faison.

Upon the realization, my body started freezing and my mouth turned dry. I felt like an embarrassed high schooler all over again. Why, of all places, did I have to run into her in a goddamn hair salon?

“You okay?” Bella asked, chuckling. “Gonna be honest, I never thought I’d run into you here. But you look like you could use a trim. Come take a seat?”

I mindlessly followed her down the row of stations till we reached hers and was sat down. Cute little trinkets and photos of her with friends adorned her work shelf – including a high school graduation photo in a very recognizable robe, as if I needed any further proof.

“So how are you? God, it’s been… What, four years?”

Still dazed, I mumbled an awkward ‘mmhmm’ as I worked to turn my embarrassment into realism. I mean, what else could I do? Sprint out the salon and come off as a maniac? Just because I’m unemployed doesn’t mean I’m immune to shame.

“Have you been here before? Don’t think I ever caught you.”

I shook my wet, mop-like hair. “No no no. Never. I’m not a salon guy. My sister, Grace, had a gift card she wanted to split with me. So… yeah. That’s why I’m here.”

Bella stared blankly at me for a moment, then cracked an honest grin. “That’s sweet of her to share with you. And even sweeter of you to come.” She twirled her flashy, silver scissors through her fingers for a moment and tossed a bit of my hair. “So what’re we doing today? Just a trim?”

I nodded as Bella jumped into what was, I assume, her easiest cut of the day.

Making small talk with Bella was easier than Nora because at least we had some history to draw on. Though apparent to me immediately, Bella started realizing how little overlap we had in high school. In fact, we really couldn’t have been more unlike each other. And it was a BIG school. Bella was a solid student, a cheerleader who dated a boy on the football team, and of course, trafficked in the most popular spaces. Whereas I was a recluse with only a couple friends who unfailingly left school at the sound of the bell, retreating home to read, play video games, or do anything as long as it wasn’t with anyone.

Our lack of commonalities soured the conversation a tad, but Bella didn’t seem to care. She had a refreshingly cheery demeanor the whole time, even going so far as to compliment the length and thickness of my hair every few minutes. While sweet, I probably could’ve done without the latter.

The entire cut took no more than 15 minutes. Of my roughly 26-inches of hair, she removed maybe 5 or 6? Just a few simple snips, keeping it even and simple while adding just a bit of texturizing. No complaints.

I took a look around the styling area and noticed Grace was getting her cut done about four spots down with a male stylist — but it looked like she still had a bit to go on her shoulder-length bob.

“That’s your sister down there with Justin?” Bella asked.

“If the pink-haired man is Justin, then yes,” I answered. I always found it funny how expressive and unique people in this profession tend to look. Bella, however, was the exception. Beyond a few tattoos on her arms and a stud in her nose, her style wasn’t too eccentric. She’s evolved since high school, sure, but who among us hasn’t? Stagnation is boring.

Bella did a final minute of clean-up before unsnapping the cape’s neckline, whipping it from my body and releasing me from the chair.

“Look good?” she asked.

“Same as always,” I noted. “Though I’ll admit, the shampoo was actually a nice touch.”

“Oh, so the one part I didn’t do?” Bella kidded with a smirk. “That's why salons are better than barber shops. Pricier, sure, but you can’t beat the full service.”

Bella looked at me with her kind eyes — the kind of look a genuine friend would give. “Come back anytime, Alex. I’d be honored to work on that gorgeous hair any day of the week.”

I gave a mere courtesy laugh — again, not loving these comments about my hair quality — but honestly, anything nice from a girl like Bella was appreciated.

However, her joviality didn’t last long as I watched her face do a full 180.

“Ugh…” Bella droned. “Goddammit.”

I turned around to see what was upsetting her. At a styling station a few spots down stood a 30-something man in a black button-down and black pants with sleek, short gelled hair. At the moment, he didn’t look to be doing much beyond chatting with another stylist while she sat in a chair.

“What’s wrong?” I asked, subtly gesturing toward the man. “Who’s that?”

“Tim,” Bella answered disgustedly. “He shouldn’t be there. One sec.”

I watched as Bella waltzed over to Tim, interrupting his conversation with the other female stylist — rudely, I might add. With the whirring of dryers and buzzing of razors, I couldn’t hear their discussion, but Tim seemed to echo Bella’s disdain as she came over.

For as curious as I was, I knew better than to get involved in others’ drama, so I stayed put in the chair and waited for Bella to officially release me. But instead, Bella turned toward me and pointed. Tim looked over and did the same, but with more contempt.

Shit… What did I do?? How the hell was I already in trouble? Ugh. Was it because I was the only guy in here? I knew coming here was a mistake.

Bella jogged over to me and without a word, grabbed my hand and yanked me over to Tim.

“I said, we don’t need help. The chair is fine,” Tim complained, his voice nasally.

“I’m sorry, but you don’t work here all day like I do,” the other stylist protested, much to the annoyance of Tim.

“Guys, this is Alex. He came in with his sister today for a trim,” Bella explained to the feuding duo, undoubtedly wondering who this shrimpy long-haired guy was.

“…and?” Tim sneered.

“And…” Bella mimicked his tone, “During his haircut, Alex told me he works in hardware. Maybe he could fix the chair.” Then she turned to me. “Think you could?”

A little struck by her request, I glanced around the salon. Everything was business as usual. Grace appeared to have some time to go, happily chatting away with her stylist.

“I mean… sure? I can try. Show me what’s wrong.”

Bella cheered as she and Tim stepped aside for the other stylist, Kylie, to explain the problem.

It didn’t take long to determine the foot pump was super loose, requiring triple the effort to move the chair up or down — not to mention a forceful squeak with each pump. Broken? Not entirely. But enough to infuriate a stylist over the course of a day.

“Yeah, I can fix it,” I said, fiddling with the handle. “But I’d need a socket wrench. Do you guys have one?”

All three of them looked at me with blank stares.

I sighed. No surprise these aren’t handy people. “How about a tool box?”

Tim had Bella run into the back room to grab what appeared to be the sole tool box in the entire establishment. A dusty, rusty green metal box with unorganized, random tools inside.

I dug through the box until thankfully finding a barely-usable socket wrench. Just a few minutes of adjustments later and the chair had returned to its full function.

“Voila!” I announced, standing back up. “Like brand new, eh?”

Kylie examined the chair for a moment. “Well, the cushion’s still falling apart…” she noted, shooting another glare at Tim. “But it’s so much better, Alex. Thank you!”

It wasn’t just Kylie but Bella who seemed impressed. Gloating, even. Though probably because it was her idea to fetch me.

Tim took a menacing step forward and, to my surprise, actually extended his hand.

“Killer work. Thank you,” he complimented with as much sincerity as he’s probably capable of. He then leaned in for a whisper, “Anything to get these damn stylists off my ass.”

“Hey!” Bella jeered at Tim, shoving him aside. “Alex, you’re a lifesaver. Kylie, I hope that helps. Now if only you could fix the other ten chairs…”

“I… uh…”

Tim held out his hand to shut up Bella. “You’ll have to excuse my sister. She doesn’t do the budget.”

Sister? I did a double take between the two, suddenly seeing the resemblance. I suppose the bickering makes more sense now.

“Maybe I should,” Bella snapped back. “But fair enough. I can’t accept too much free labor.” Bella smiled at me warmly, craning her neck to check on the status of Justin’s chair. “Looks like your sister’s wrapping up soon. Go chill in the waiting area. Sorry if there’s no manly tool magazines for you to read!”

I chuckled, thanking her again for the haircut but eager to retreat to the quiet of the waiting room.

I was left alone for the next 20 minutes, mostly scrolling on my phone as I waited for Grace’s cut to wrap up. As weird as it was to be abruptly summoned for a maintenance task, I actually kind of enjoyed it. Maybe it’s my unreasonable ego, but the ability to… I dunno… shine again? It felt nice. Even with the uncomfortable bickering, that was three more thank-you’s than I ever got working at Samford’s. Plus, the ability to reassert a little of my masculinity after a sweet-smelling wash and trim was an added bonus.

“What? You look the same!” Grace startled me, emerging from the coat room beside me. “I thought you’d change your mind and go short!”

“Then I guess you don’t know me,” I joked. “Yours isn’t too different either. It just looks… fluffier.”

“It’s called a blowout, you goon,” Grace teased. “Men know nothing.”

I rolled my eyes as I followed Grace out the door of Lily’s Touch. Two siblings, each with a fresh haircut and, as Grace noted, identically scented hair. 

“So tell me, was it that bad?” Grace asked as she buckled her seatbelt. “I mean, I know it’s not bowling. But you did need a cut.”

I shrugged. In all honesty I didn't hate the experience. “Beats being unemployed at home.”

My sister shifted the car into reverse and prepared to pull out onto the street. That is… until we both noticed a man running out of Lily’s Touch — and towards our car. It was… Tim?

He motioned for Grace to stop the car and to roll down the window.

“Fuck it’s cold, man…” Tim chattered, coatless. “Alex, I wanted to catch you before you left. You’re jobless, yeah? Unemployed?”

Grace laughed as I dully answered him. “Uh, yes. I am.”

“Well look, I wanna take back what I said earlier. We actually could use some help around the holiday season. Especially someone with your skillset. Want a job at Lily’s through the holidays?”

I sat there in the car, frozen — and not from the frigid weather. “You’re… offering me a job?”

Tim rubbed his arms, the cold air starting to affect him. “Yes, yes, I am!” he said impatiently. “Can you come in tomorrow at 8 or not?”

I turned to Grace who was just as shocked as I was, but coaxed me to answer.

“Um, yeah! I can. I’ll see you tomorrow morning.”

“Killer. I’ll see you then,” Tim added, already backpedaling into the store. “Tomorrow at 8! Don’t be late!” he yelled.

I gave him a little salute as I motioned for my sister to keep driving. It was silent in the car for just a moment.

“Um…. So what was that about?” she asked.

I quickly summed up the brief bout of handyman work, very much to her surprise.

“Dude, that’s incredible!” Grace gleamed. “Next time don’t bury the lede, eh?”

“I’m as shocked as you. But I guess… I’m back in maintenance again.”

Grace nodded as she drove forward, chuckling to herself after a moment. “Unless, of course, they’re hiring you as a hair model!”

Her chuckles morphed into a full belly laugh, probably imagining her painfully uncomfortable brother in that kind of situation.

I laughed along, humoring her jab. I guess we’ll find out for sure tomorrow. But, I mean, this has to be a maintenance job… right?


Chapter Three

Several years ago during my high school graduation ceremony I heard the term ‘imposter syndrome’ for the very first time. Notably, the term came from several student speakers, each touching on how they, despite achieving and earning their successes, felt as if they don’t deserve those successes. Sure, those kids were referring to getting into a good college, but as I wake up, shower, and get dressed this morning, I’m feeling much the same.

No, it wasn’t my fault that things went south at my old job. I did nothing wrong and I was working for an objectively nit-picky asshole. But still, much of me believes I should ‘pay’ for leaving my job early — to suffer, at least somewhat, in this phase of jobless wandering.

And yet, here I am, with the quickest job turnaround known to man! Not even a full week had gone by and I’d been blessed with another gig that uses my skill set, and just when I needed it most. So of course I feel like an imposter. Of course I feel unworthy of this opportunity. The good fortune of my sister winning two free haircuts somehow landed me a job through the holidays. Not because of anything I did, but because ‘The Job Gods’ were looking down on me. Frankly, I’m not sure whether to feel guilty or grateful.

Despite Tim’s lack of instructions, I figured it couldn’t hurt to bring a few tools with me for my first day. After all, if the sad, disorganized Lily’s Touch toolbox was just barely enough to fix that one part of Kylie’s chair, I can’t imagine there’s enough equipment for the other issues Bella alluded to.

The only thing I truly knew about today was that it’d be hectic. Hectic and disorganized. But being paid to fix problems might be the best thing for me right now.

◆◆◆

I wasn’t sure who to hope I’d see first at the salon. As much as I got the butterflies from spending that little time with Bella, a small part of me feared that her kindness started and ended with my haircut. Returning now as a coworker — and her brother’s hiring decision, not her own — could easily breed resentment. Tim, on the other hand, seemed somewhat erratic in his demeanor and decision making. What if he’d changed his mind overnight? What if I was just an impulse hire?

Alas, Bella was the one waiting at the front desk when I walked in at 8 A.M. and luckily, welcomed me with a smile.

“There he is!” Bella announced, hustling around the desk and greeting me with a big bear hug.

“Heh heh, yeah, hey!” I managed to mutter through her tight squeeze.

The salon was quiet, being a whole hour before opening. Only a couple employees were even in yet — mostly stylists getting a head start on cleaning their stations or charging their devices.

“So I fully intend on giving you a proper tour,” she explained. “But Tim wants to meet with you before jumping into anything.”

And so I followed Bella to the back room of the first floor, past the washing stations and the row of styling chairs I’d become somewhat familiar with yesterday.

“Take a seat,” she said, holding open the door to the bland, lifeless office. And sure enough, there was Tim, seated behind an equally bland desk with his feet kicked up.

“Alex! Welcome, welcome. Thanks for coming,” he said, though failing to rise from his seat. “I was a little afraid you wouldn’t show up.”

I plopped my butt in an ugly green chair next to Bella. “And why is that?”

“Well for one, I realized I gave you almost no details. But hey, beggars can’t be choosers, right?”

Tim laughed — not cruelly, but I found it a bit offensive making light of my joblessness. I set my personal feelings aside and gestured to the toolbox I’d been carrying. “I brought in a few more tools your box didn’t have. Just show me around and I’ll start fixing what I can. Though I may need to take some trips to the stor—”

He lurched for a second, shooting Bella a quick glance and then looking back my way. “Yes… That’ll be great, but it’s not everything we had in mind for you.”

I blinked once. Then twice. “There’s more? Sorry, I’m not following…”

Bella finally jumped in. “You wanna explain or should I?”

Tim held up his hand, dismissing her. “No no, I got it. So look, looong story short, Lily’s Touch was a salon owned and operated by our mother, Lily. However, she, let’s say…”

“She died of a heart attack. Last year,” Bella said bluntly, clearly displeased with her brother’s loquaciousness.

“Oh my god. I… I’m so sorry, guys…”

“It’s alright, but thank you,” Tim assured. “What’s important is that she left the salon for Bella and I to run together. It’s been going… fine. Besides being a stylist, Bella handles most of the staffing and booking, while yours truly handles the business side and the most important picture decisions.”

While the history lesson was nice — and certainly colored my two bosses’ personalities — I still was unsure what this had to do with me.

“So do I report to both of you, or…”

“My sister and I have differing views,” Tim continued, ignoring my question. “I personally have much more of a growth mentality while she prefers a steady ship. But respecting our mother’s wishes of a shared venture, I decided to compromise. And you, Alex, are our solution.”

“…Me?” I clarified, met with Tim’s ultra-serious eyes.

“You’ll be satisfying both of our needs. Bella wanted for an extra set of hands, and so I obliged. On the weekdays, yes, you’ll be doing maintenance work and clean-up. Sweeping hair, fixing sinks, chairs, and maybe some light carpentry.”

“Okay…” I muttered. “And the other half?”

“The moment I saw you fixing the chair, unafraid to get your hands dirty, a question occurred to me. Why on Earth don’t we have more men here? This whole fucking place is women! And listen, I’m not a rough-and-tough guy myself, but I think men of your ilk could really benefit from masculine-focused self-care services. Not to mention doubling our clientele.”

I nodded along, not necessarily disagreeing.

“And so that is my desire for you! To be an ambassador for Lily’s Touch. A hand to reach out for all the dudes out there, to get ‘em in here and show that, yes, you can treat yourself to a facial or a massage or a beard trim.”

Bella had little reaction to Tim’s speech, as I assume she’d heard it before, but she appeared to be on board.

“Of course, the details are still a little fuzzy but I’ll iron things out as we go. For now, in between your duties, Bella will be walking you through some of our services so you, as a man, can be equipped to translate.” Tim leaned back into his chair and kicked his feet back up. “How does that all sound?”

Again, I glanced over to Bella. The whole proposal was certainly more than I’d expected. I mean, what the hell do I know about self-care? As Grace says all the time, I barely even brush my own hair. The maintenance and physical labor aspects all checked out, but this whole ‘ambassador’ side felt like a lot.

“I don’t know…” I confessed gloomily.

“We’d get to spend a lot of time together, and it’ll be a great way to meet the staff,” Bella explained. “I promise, I know my shit and you will not be left high and dry.”

The prospect of spending time with Bella and maybe even being introduced to some of the other cute staffers was intriguing. Hell, more than intriguing. I thought it over for a few more moments, running scenarios through my head and weighing whether a career pivot like this — even if just for the holidays — could ever be pulled off.

“You know what? Yes,” I eventually said. “I’m a lifelong learner and I like a good challenge. I’ll do it.”

Tim emphatically reached across the table to shake my hand — the first genuine show of enthusiasm I’d seen from him yet.

All I can hope is that at this point, the twists and surprises stop in favor of some nice, steady personal and career growth. If all goes to plan, this could usher in a new era of Alex.

◆◆◆

In most ways, at 22, I’m completely grown up. Recent hiccups aside, I’ve been fully employed since graduation, I rent my own one-bedroom apartment on the north side of Kankakee, and I’m financially independent. My sister is too. She’s employed, a renter with a steady income, and even starting to date somewhat regularly for the first time in her life. To the outside observer, we’re two successful siblings. But to my mother? That’s a different story. And we’re reminded of that fact every month when we go over to Mom’s for dinner.

I say ‘Mom’s’ and not ‘our parents’’ because, for the last 10 or so years, our dad has been out of our lives. He cheated on our mother with some girl in her 20s, got caught and kicked out with a divorce soon after. Tale as old as time, right? Unfortunately the whole affair turned my mother into a far more cynical and skeptical person than she was probably meant to be. She’s not a bad woman, but it's safe to say being around her has, well… lost its charm.

And yet, once a month Grace and I swallow our pride and let Mom host a family dinner. Maybe it’s because we still pity her from the situation with Dad, or we’re just guilty that she still lives alone. Regardless, the dinner always turns into the same thing: Mom getting on our case about god-knows-what and someone’s feelings getting hurt. At this point it’s unavoidable.

One might think with my fortunate new job situation that I’d be relieved and ready to gloat, and if it were a straight-up maintenance role, maybe I would. But the wildcard ‘salon ambassador’ position gave me considerable pause. There’s not a chance in hell Mom would support that kind of work. Frankly, I had enough trouble garnering her support elsewhere in my life.

On the drive over I came to the ultimate conclusion that the new job would be kept entirely secret. Not just from Mom, but Grace too (at least for the ambassador stuff), until I had a firm grasp of what I’d actually be doing.

With a plan in place, I mustered the courage to leave my car just as I saw Grace pull up in hers. Though through the blurry windshield across the street, I noticed something off. Someone with Grace.

“No way…” I muttered to myself.

“Guess who’s here?” Grace yelled from across the street, gesturing to the woman getting out of the car. “Making her grand debut…”

But I didn’t need her showmanship. I knew who that was. It was Tamara — her latest fling.

“Alex, come here. I want you to meet Tamara, my girlfriend,” Grace said excitedly, introducing me to the woman beside her. Tamara confidently shook my hand as I hid my emotions the best I could.

“Pleasure to meet you,” the tall, late-thirties woman said kindly. “Grace has told me so much about you.”

“Likewise,” I replied dully, not sure what else to say. “So…”

“Run ahead to the door, Tamara,” Grace instructed. “Give us a second.”

I waited for Tamara to be out of earshot before wiping the fake smile off my face. “What the hell are you doing??”

“What? I’m just bringing my girlfriend to family dinner,” Grace answered coyly. “Can a girl not do that?”

I slapped my forehead. “This’ll only piss off Mom! I can’t imagine you gave her a heads up.”

Grace confidently shook her head. “Nope! She’s just gonna have to deal with it. We’ve been seeing each other for 2 months now, and I feel like it’s time she met the family.”

As happy as I was for my sister, knowing her, this felt like more of a stunt than anything else. Grace has historically butted heads with our mom, and neither being one to back down from a fight, I foresee this ending only in disaster.

“Well I hope you know what you’re doing. Maybe being so close to the holidays Mom’ll take it a little better.”

“Doubt it,” Grace answered. “You know, a lot of this is thanks to you. Hearing you quit a job and boldly accept a new one? I dunno, you kinda lit a fire under my ass to be a bit more of a rebel too and to stop giving a fuck.” Grace patted me on the back and walked ahead to join Tamara. “Thanks for that.”

I stood there, bewildered and a little afraid of what’s to come. No, I was not happy that Grace thought to introduce even more chaos in my life at a time like this. But in a roundabout way, this Tamara thing might work in my favor. My sister’s 10-year age-gap girlfriend of two months might serve as the perfect distraction from my own bubbling secrets.

◆◆◆

“So that’s how we met! And we’ve been very happy ever since,” Grace said, raising her cocktail into the air and leaning over to kiss Tamara on the nose.

Mom, seated in her usual head-of-the-table position, faked a smile out of politeness. “A lovely story… And ‘ever since’ meaning a whole two months! Just, wow…”

Also as usual, Mom’s bone-dry sarcasm.

She fiddled with her hair to fill the silence. The short, tight red curls on her head complimented her pinched, pointy features – only accentuated by her clear and obvious displeasure with the situation.

“I’m terribly sorry, Tamara, that we barely had enough food for you. If only Grace had given me a heads up, I could’ve fed you properly.”

“Well worth it to meet another member of the family, right?” Grace said, giddy, but reading more like an intentional dig.

Mom grimaced. “Yes… family…” She turned to me. “And you’re sure no surprise guests from you tonight, Alex?”

I shook my head, but wished instead I could bury it in the sand. “Not tonight, no.”

The person I felt the worst for was Tamara who even compared to Mom looked uncomfortable. I can’t imagine what Grace told her to expect tonight but evidenced by her strained grin, it certainly wasn’t this.

We pushed through another 20 minutes of awkward conversation before Tamara appeared she couldn’t take it anymore and politely made up an excuse to leave. Grace attempted to protest, but Mom happily allowed it. Not looking to stick around for the aftermath of her bomb drop, as well as being her ride, Grace agreed to leave with her.

“So sad you couldn’t stay…” Mom said to the girls. “Should I be expecting a Thanksgiving drop-by as well, or…”

“Heh, well… Maybe!” Tamara answered, forcing another smile as she quickly put on her coat.

“Bye Mom!” Grace cheered as she was practically yanked outside by her girlfriend, the door slamming behind them.

With the girls gone and the house quiet, Mom calmly walked up to the door and locked it. “Enough of that mess.”

While I feared the worst, I strangely never got the explosion of fury I expected after my sister’s stunt. I stuck around a little longer to help my mom clean up and do the dishes. Some sarcastic, snippy remarks, sure. But she seemed to not be too upset. Or maybe she was just off tonight.

Not wishing to poke the bear any further, I didn’t speak unless spoken to as we cleaned up and washed dishes in near-silence. No discussion of either of our lives, our jobs, or even of Grace.

Once I felt my son-duty was fulfilled, I too made up an excuse to leave. Not that I needed one. As far as Mom knew, I still had a shift at Samford’s in the morning. But not a question was asked nor an accusation made.

I didn’t receive a hug on my way out. That was never really her, or my, style. Just a simple nod would usually do as I slipped on my boots and wrapped up in my coat for the chilly drive home.

“Well, goodnight,” I said without eye contact. “Thanks for dinner.”

“Mmhmm,” Mom answered stoically. “I’ll see you at Thanksgiving.”

“Yep.”

I reached for the door handle but was suddenly stopped by Mom.

“Wait, Alex.”

I turned around, bracing for impact.

“Thank you for coming. It means a lot that you stick around.”

“Oh. Uh, yeah. No problem.”

Then Mom took a step forward and calmly placed her hand on my shoulder. “And thank you for never pulling shit like that on me. It’s nice to have one honest child.”

My skin started feeling hot, but I must’ve looked okay because Mom was unfazed.

“Sure. Happy to,” was all I said.

“Say hi to Mike for me. Goodnight.”

I stepped outside into the cold night as Mom shut the front door behind me. But unlike with my sister, I didn’t hear the deadbolt lock — comforting for now, but harrowing for my future should any truth come to light.


Chapter Four

Maybe I should give myself more credit because, after all, I’m a pretty unexceptional guy. And despite the bumpy start to my job at Lily’s Touch, I managed to survive an entire week of employment as a through-and-through maintenance man. Though that didn’t mean everything was an immediate success.

On the whole, my employment and services were welcomed. During my first week at Lily’s I managed to fix and upgrade every single styling chair, as well as the ones in the ground floor washing stations, and make subtle improvements to the chairs at the upstairs nail stations and foot baths. Those improvements were more than welcomed.

But still, I couldn’t help but feel like a masculine fish in a sea of femininity. The omnipresent scent of lavender and floral decor covering every inch of the place felt more like a young girl’s dream than a rough-and-tough workplace. Simply put, my work boots, overalls, and scrapes and scratches looked jarring compared to my surroundings.

“You always look so uneasy,” Bella told me while taking my lunch break in the back room. “Are the flowers finally getting to you?”

I laughed. “Ha, not really. It might surprise you but not all guys hate flowers.”

Bella took a seat next to me and pulled out her sandwich. “Well that’s good news. You know, you don’t have to eat lunch alone every day. You’ve earned a good rep with the stylists for fixing their chairs. So much less squeaking.”

I raised my can of coke into the air in celebration. “The squeaky chair slayer, they call me!”

Bella and I shared a chuckle as she went on to tell me about a crazy story she heard from a client during a cut. While I loved hearing others’ catty gossip, it did strip a little trust I have in the stylist-client privilege I always assumed existed.

“Oh, we share shit all the time,” Bella confessed. “It’s an open secret. Plus it’s not like we actually know any of these people.” She took a sip of her soda, notably using a straw so as to not ruin her perfect lipstick.

Eating lunch with Bella, I couldn’t help but wonder what 16-year-old Alex would’ve thought. Me? Eating lunch with one of the prettiest, most popular girls in class? Alone, no less? What unbelievable luck! Though on the other hand, working at a full-service beauty salon, even as a maintenance man, would’ve been as much if not more of a shock.

“Hey listen, how long are you sticking around today?” Bella asked me mid-munch.

“I think Tim has me painting one of the upstairs walls today, which’ll take a while. Why?”

“I realized we haven’t done any training yet. Or, sorry — ‘orientation’. Tim asked me not to call it training.”

I laughed at her needless distinction. “Heh, why is that?”

“Because,” Bella then jumped into a frighteningly accurate impression of her brother, “He’s not a stylist, Bell! He’s an ambassador. He only needs to learn what it is, not how to do it!”

“Wow, that’s pretty freaking accurate…” I complimented, laughing. “The impression and the job description.”

She shrugged and stood up, tossing out the remains of her sandwich and the empty soda can. “How about we meet upstairs at 7 for an ‘orientation’ on nails.” She displayed her chipping nail polish to me. “These puppies could use a little upgrade anyway.”

“It’s a date,” I replied warmly, though immediately regretting that verbiage. “I mean… I’ll see you there. Meaning I won’t be late, heh!”

Bella raised her eyebrow and shot me a tiny smirk, amused by my awkwardness as she returned to her station. The moment she left the room I buried my face in my hands.

Let’s just hope this orientation goes better than my first accidental flirtation attempt.

◆◆◆

I ended up not sticking around the salon after 3 once Tim called an audible on starting the upstairs painting. I guess whatever color he’d received was ‘dead wrong’ and needed to be exchanged. So I had the rest of the day off to chill at my apartment and nervously wait for my non-date orientation with Bella in the evening.

Lily’s Touch at 7 in the evening was an entirely different beast than its daytime frenzy. Much like the morning, only a few stylists had stuck around, again mostly for cleaning or paperwork purposes. Even Tim had left, which I discovered wasn’t too surprising as he keeps a pretty regimented ‘done by 5’ working mentality. I suppose that boundary is healthy, if nothing else.

Bella wasn’t at the front entrance to greet me, though after the door clanging, I heard a voice from upstairs.

“Alex, that you?” Bella called out. “I’m up here!”

“Uh, coming!” I replied, hanging up my coat and rushing upstairs to meet her.

Despite my initial introduction to Lily’s Touch being largely through the eyes of Bella, the promise of ‘spending a lot of time together’ hadn’t really come true. As a busy stylist in her own right, she didn’t have much time to be chatty. I’d imagine making small talk and gossiping with ladies all day, every day, can be draining. The last thing you’d want is to socialize in your downtime.

But Bella is different. Walking up to the second floor, I was welcomed with the same warm smile and kind eyes I’d grown to admire. She’s one of those people who, no matter the situation, can light up a room and make everyone’s day better — even at night.

“Look at these,” she said, seated at a nail station. “Hideous, right?”

Bella pushed her hands toward me. She wasn’t wrong about the quality. The dark blue polish was chipped and worn, and her hands, while still beautiful, could probably use a tune-up.

“Obviously, I’m in need of a manicure. So that’s what we’re doing tonight.”

Poor Bella yawned, readying herself for what must be going on a 10+ hour day. I took the seat across from her at the nail station as she walked me through the polish remover, clippers, filers, cuticle shapers, moisturizers, and everything else that comes with a normal manicure. Almost everything was foreign to me, and I had follow-up questions on each process and product — specifically how they relate to men. For example, some elements like nail polish, polish remover, and acrylic products wouldn’t be used on guys, but lotions meant for tougher skin might.

Exhausted, yes, but resilient as she worked through what clearly wasn’t an easy thing to do on your own hands. In fact, I even got a little annoyed on her behalf. Obviously for a real appointment, the client wouldn’t be doing this to themself. The whole thing felt backwards.

“Not that you’re doing a bad job, but why not get one of the nail techs to stick around to teach me?” I asked, hoping I wouldn’t offend or ignite some attitude from Bella.

“Tim’s too cheap to pay ‘em. It’s bullshit,” she explained, returning to her mocking tone. “But as part-owner, Bella is free! So stupid.”

Each day I spent at Lily’s, the relationship between Tim and Bella became both clearer and fuzzier at the same time.

“So – and sorry if this isn’t my place to ask – but you’re part owners. Why does he get to make the calls?”

She paused for a moment, choosing her words carefully. “I can speak to beauticians in a way he could never dream of. So he needs that skill set. But we have a division of duties that works for us, and I choose to respect that.” Bella had answered with enough finality to suggest this subject be dropped. That came through loud and clear. But still, something didn’t seem right in this business relationship, and for whatever reason, Bella was drawing the short straw.

Just because she’s part-owner of Lily’s — a clearly profitable, successful salon — didn’t mean she didn’t deserve my sympathy. A kind person, a hard worker, staying late out of the desire to fulfill a ‘salon ambassador’ plan she doesn’t even endorse. Bella Faison is, if nothing else, a trooper.

“Look, it’s taking you twice as long to do the manicure on yourself. If you’d rather just do it on me, I’d be okay with that. If… you know… it’ll save you time.”

Bella glanced up and raised an eyebrow. “Really? You’d take a manicure?”

I shrugged. “I mean, we’re going after men, aren’t we? How about I be your first?”

She chuckled, though not sure if it was at my accidental innuendo or just out of relief.

“You know what? Yes. That would be helpful. Thanks.”

Without pause, Bella re-gathered the products and positioned my hands for my very own manicure. In the exact same way as with herself, she started from scratch, washing my hands, cleaning my nail beds and cuticles, all while explaining each step of the way.

“Dirty, dirty boy…” Bella teased, noting my particularly rough hands and dirty fingernails. “I guess I’d expect nothing less from a maintenance man.”

I giggled awkwardly. “I guess I could take care of ‘em a little better.”

“Maybe my brother has a point,” she said, swapping out the nail clipper for a file. “Sometimes guys need pampering just like us.”

The discomfort of having a beautiful woman like Bella hold my hands and work her magic on them slowly seeped away, resulting in a relatively fun and useful experience. Not only was I getting a needed ‘hand makeover’, but I was learning a ton. And Bella was an excellent teacher, making sure I understood the names of the tools and products, as well as why each step was necessary.

“For a hair stylist, you’re quite good at this,” I complimented, prompting a smirk from Bella.

“Mom taught me everything I know. When she first opened Lily’s all those years ago, it was only her, so she had to be a jack of all trades. Hair, nails, makeup, body hair services… everything. Until she was able to hire experts. In fact, learning this stuff — just like you are now — is kind of how we first bonded.”

I noticed a small tear well up in Bella’s eye reminiscing about her mother, but she quickly wiped it away and resumed work on my hands.

“That’s really sweet, Bella. It sounds like your mother was an impressive woman.”

“A lot of good times…” Bella paused for a moment, looking to change the subject. “I think we’re pretty set, yeah? Take a peek.”

Sure enough, thanks to Bella’s handiwork, my nails, fingers, and hands looked completely refreshed. The dirt? Scrubbed away. The callouses? As if they never existed. Even my nails somehow looked longer and more shapely — a fact that, for a moment, made me feel a bit uneasy.

“Pretty, aren’t they?” she asked, fishing for praise. Praise which I was happy to give.

“Pretty? I guess you could say that. Sure. Pretty,” I conceded with a smile.

We sat across from each other, wordless for a moment and not sure how exactly to proceed. Purely out of a desire to break the silence, I pointed to some of the other products that’d been sitting at the end of the table — the tower of different color nail polish bottles, as well as some curious pieces of plastic. “What’s all that stuff?”

“Oh that? Just polish and stuff for acrylics. Obviously not relevant for you,” Bella began. “…Unless you’d like to try it?”

Immediately I turned red — as red as Bella’s lipstick.

“What? Ha! No no no no. No need!”

“Oh, come on, Alex. Don’t think I didn’t notice you glancing over there earlier.”

My brow furrowed. “Yeah, because it’s colorful. Color attracts the eye, right? That feels like something a stylist would agree with.”

She let out an enormous laugh. “Hah! You’re not wrong! Come on, let me put a little polish on your nails. Pleeease? It’ll be fun and I promise I’ll take it off tomorrow. You’re not coming in till 12, and I’m taking my lunch break then. Tim won’t even be in!” Bella proceeded to stare at me with her beautiful, blue doe eyes. “You can even pick the color.”

Shit… If there’s anyone I didn’t want to disappoint, it’s Bella. Nervously, I tucked a strand of my hair behind my ear — something I found myself doing often when speaking to her.

Every instinct in my body told me how silly this idea was. Me — a GUY — playing around with nail polish? Nail polish that, by the way, I couldn’t even take off until I got into work at noon tomorrow. And yet… I felt compelled to say yes. Compelled to appease the kind, friendly face who was using her own time to teach me about the salon.

“Ugh… alright, okay. But you HAVE to take it off the moment I get in tomorrow, okay?”

Bella erupted into applause, clapping her hands as she swiftly began digging through the array of polish options.

“I don’t think we have time for acrylics today, but a full polish would look great. Whatcha thinking?”

After careful consideration, I settled on seafoam green, my favorite color, to be painted onto my long, freshly-shaped nails.

As it turns out, the nail painting process was far simpler and self-explanatory than the rest of the manicure — just two coats of the main color and a top coat for gleam and protection. The whole thing took no more than 10-12 minutes.

“Ooooh, beautiful!” Bella commended. “They look adorable on you.”

Though I never really cared for compliments like ‘beautiful’ or ‘adorable’, I had to admit that my nails did look quite nice. In fact, with the full manicure, from my wrists down, my hands would be impossible to distinguish from an actual girl’s. Smooth skin, delicate fingers, and now accented with pretty green nails.

Closing in on an 11-hour day, Bella was ready to hit the hay and head back to her apartment. I thanked her for her time and reaffirmed our 12 o’clock ‘appointment’ for the nail polish remover.

“That is, only IF you don’t fall in love with them,” she kidded. “But if you decide you still want to be lame, we can take it off right away.”

I chuckled, accepting her deal. For as strange as this experience was, it was a low-risk, harmless secret — as long as I don’t get pulled over on my drive home, that is.

◆◆◆

Of all the nail-polish related fears, waking up with a fear that my sheets would be smeared in seafoam green dye was probably the silliest. Obviously, not only were my sheets okay and unstained, but the painted nails didn’t affect my sleep whatsoever.

Still, the morning felt strange for some reason. Walking around my apartment with pretty green nails made me feel a little like an intruder in my own home. Like, my body was still me — but these hands felt like they belonged to someone else. Even slicing a bagel in the kitchen, popping it in the toaster and spreading cream cheese on it felt like it wasn’t Alex doing this, but someone else.

All just fantasies, I assured myself. Why on Earth would the color of my nails change anything? In fact — and I hate to admit this — but catching a glimpse of them every few seconds actually gave me a tiny, minuscule bit of joy. I mean, what kind of monster wouldn’t appreciate a pop of color every once in a while?

Even with my modest enjoyment, I knew keeping these nails around was completely off the table. A quiet morning at my apartment? Totally fine. But anything beyond that and I was risking humiliation or worse.

But maybe I spoke too soon, because suddenly my morning got a lot less quiet.

HONK! HONK-HONK!

What? Three honks? Why was Grace here? And why was she—

And then it hit me. A total lapse of memory and judgment, carried over from the night before. I totally forgot I’d committed to brunch with Grace.


Chapter Five

Only a few seconds later Grace had let out another triple-honk. God-freaking-dammit!

I suddenly went into panic mode. There’s no way anyone could see my nails like this. Particularly Grace who not only would make fun of me, but would have a questions about A) why I let someone paint my nails in the first place, B) why I kept the polish on, and C) if this had anything to do with my duties as a maintenance man — ultimately leading to admitting that I lied about accepting Tim’s Salon Ambassador position.

For as much as I wanted to just tread down the fire escape and run off into the cold morning, I knew that the brave, responsible thing would be to face my fears. And so I threw on a pair of black winter gloves and took off for her car.

◆◆◆

“Table for two,” Grace said to the hostess who promptly grabbed two menus and led us back to our table.

Today’s brunch wasn’t anything special — just an outing at Denny’s which is very much the Red Robin of the breakfast world. But that’s the kind of people Grace and I were raised to be. Why go to some foofy, bougie brunch place where toast costs $20 when Denny’s can fill you up for cheap?

I did my best job suppressing my nerves in the car ride over. I kept my winter gloves on the whole time and kept the conversation light and focused on Grace. Though notably, that wasn’t hard to do after her performance at Mom’s the other day.

“I know, I know… I’m sorry,” she confessed, perusing the menu. “Tamara yelled at me enough already, so I don’t need you to do it too. I just… I dunno. I really like her and don’t want to seem like I’m hiding Mom.”

“Sure. I get it,” I answered. “Secrets are never fun.”

“Except jobs that you hide from Mom,” she winked. “So how is the new gig? I didn’t get to ask about all your little maintenance stuff.”

“Good, good…” I answered, still unsure how to broach my salon ambassadorship. Then a thought occurred to me, and I held up my gloved hands. “Well actually, I hurt my hands on the job.”

“What!? Already!” Grace started flipping out. “You know you can sue them, right? That’s not cool!”

But before she could get too carried away and the opposite effect was achieved, I cooled the jets. “It’s fine, it’s fine. Just some callouses from a bunch of wrench work. The padding of the gloves makes my hands feel better.”

Understandably, she raised an eyebrow but seemed to accept my story for now. We carried on with our peaceful meal — Grace waxing poetic on the troubles of her school and teacher gossip and the annoyance of students while we wolfed down our grand slams. But every few minutes, the topic turned back to that of my hands.

“I’m serious, they should be paying you workers’ comp if you’re gonna get hurt on the job. Even calluses can blister and pop. Let those puppies breathe, yeah?”

“Yuck! Can we stop talking about blisters while eating?” I insisted, truly, but more so trying to keep off the subject of my hands.

But my avoidance must’ve been too much to bear, because in the middle of a reach for the salt, Grace lunged toward my hand and in one fell swoop, yanked off the glove.

Her concern practically melted right in front of my eyes. No calluses, no blisters, no bruises — just her brother’s soft, delicate hands with pretty, painted green nails.

“Stop it…” she muttered. “No fucking way…”

What could I say? She’d caught me red — no, green-handed.

Grace cracked a grin — a grin that turned into a full smile that morphed again into the biggest belly laugh I’d ever seen. In fact, her laughter eruption was so loud, I had to shush her so as not to spook other diners.

“Alright, alright, okay? I lied!” I said in a harsh whisper. “I lied and I’m sorry.”

“Yeah, you definitely got some shit to explain…”

And so — after shoving my glove back on my hand — the rest of the meal was spent coming clean to Grace, walking her through my first meeting with Tim and Bella, the nebulous salon ambassador position, the initial refusal to tell her or Mom, and yesterday’s nail orientation-turned-impromptu-manicure.

“Jesus Christ, Alex…” Grace said, still hardly believing it. “You just keep finding your way to get into shit, don’t you?” She took a sip of her coffee and slyly yanked off my glove again. Thankfully, nobody was walking by at the time. “So… What do you think?”

“Of the whole thing? It’s absurd.”

“No, dude. Of the manicure! You like it?”

I paused for a second, glancing down at my objectively pretty hands. “I mean… they look nice.”

Grace smirked. “Feel nice too, huh?”

Again I nodded, a little embarrassed at that admission.

“Well now you definitely can’t tell Mom. When she finds out that both her kids are gay…”

Woah. I had to stop her right there. “Hey, this isn’t a gay thing. I just… I have pretty nails. Sue me.”

This time we both laughed. I guess a little self-awareness eased the stress a bit.

Without regard for me, Grace waved over the server to get the check. I quickly slipped my exposed hand under the table before the man could see, but not without a wicked, teasing grin from Grace.

“Thank you, sir,” she said to the man, then as he left she turned back to me. “You need to chill the fuck out. Stop being so jumpy. They’re just nails.”

I let out a huge, nervous sigh. “Nails that are coming off at noon today.”

“Well thank God for that. But hey, have you considered why she did your nails in the first place? I mean, ignore all the Tim stuff.”

“Um, why then?”

Grace reached across the table and smacked me in the forehead. “Because she likes you, silly! She’s F-L-I-R-T-I-N-G!”

The server returned promptly with the check and placed it right next to my exposed, manicured hand, pausing for a second to take a look, ultimately wishing us a good rest of our day.

“You get this one, Mr. Ambassador,” she said, lifting my hand to place it on the check. “Now get to work.”

◆◆◆

Did I die from embarrassment at the hands of my sister? I guess not. I’m man enough to admit when I’m wrong. My instincts told me that having green nails in a public setting would be the end of me, but alas I survived.

What I lacked in amusement from the ‘green nails with Grace’ saga, Bella more than made up for it. She found it hysterical.

“God! You poor thing… And you thought she wouldn’t pull off your gloves even once?”

I sat across from her at the very same nail station as last night, embarrassed and a little angry at how much joy she’d gotten from this story. “I said I was injured. Who the hell would wanna look at gross, injured hands?”

Bella smiled, rubbing polish remover on my nails as we chatted. To her credit, as promised, she was ready to return my hands to normal on her lunch break.

“Well I’m sorry for laughing, but the whole situation is just so ridiculous. You’re lucky you have a supportive sister, you know.”

No kidding. For as abrasive, teasing, and occasionally selfish as Grace could be, she has a pretty decent track record of support. And being a queer woman herself, holding legitimate disdain for a man’s painted nails would be a complete 180. Mom, however? That’s a different story.

Today’s painting assignment was full steam ahead now that Tim had received the proper paint. Essentially, one of Tim’s changes to Lily’s was to have the entire upstairs rid of its floral patterns and replaced with an inoffensive light gray. Bella, of course, didn’t care for the change, evidenced by the side-eyeing and little snarky comments here and there. Still, not fully understanding their working relationship, it appeared to me this was a ‘business-related’ Tim decision, and not a ‘salon-related’ Bella decision — so it went forward.

Plumbing, electrical work, generic maintenance and cleaning — all of these I had some experience with through my years at Samford’s store and doing odd jobs in high school. But painting was a whole new thing to me. I grew frustrated often with my slow progress and lack of understanding of the perfect technique, which in turn led to more mistakes, and so on.

Things didn’t really improve throughout the week either, working under Tim’s watchful eye. For as cheap as he was, damn was this man picky. I badly wanted to just tell him ‘hire a real painter then!’, but all that’d do is take money out of my pocket and into someone else’s. So I pushed through.

Roughly two weeks into the job had brought plenty of frustrations and moments of awkwardness, but a silver lining to it all was, as Bella said in our very first meeting, getting the chance to meet some cute coworkers. And boy was she right.

I’m not one to ‘rank’ girls or anything like that, but even if Bella was — in my mind — the prettiest, there were about a dozen close-seconds. I had trouble finding an exact number, but by my count Lily’s employed around 25-30 people. Not all full time, as some people took weird days off and worked odd hours depending on their clients’ preferred appointment times. Particularly the stylists.

And then there’s the upstairs crew — the nail techs, the spa staff, and the masseuses. Yes, we have masseuses! The more I learned about Lily’s the more impressed I was by the operation.

Like with any normal workplace, some people are friendly and some aren’t. Some go out of their way to say hello, and some keep to themselves. Each person had their own brand and their own vibe. But two weeks into the job, it became somewhat clear who cared about my presence and welcomed me with open arms — those were the ones I gravitated towards.

Of all the non-Bella stylists, Alice was easily the friendliest and kindest to me. You wouldn’t be able to tell from looking at her with her jet black hair, sleeve of tattoos and multiple piercings, but she might just be the bubbliest person I’d ever met. Frequently wearing fun, poofy dresses and skirts and always dressed in black, Alice was an edgy, goth-y delight to be around.

Lily’s only employed two manicurists — Beatrice and Jasmine. Beatrice was lovely and always had a positive attitude, but the fact she was in her 60s and didn’t speak much English, we had little in common. Jasmine on the other hand was possibly the youngest person at the salon — even younger than me and Bella — at a fresh 21. Skipping college or any schooling beyond high school, Jasmine clearly had a passion for nails, often using her clients to experiment on new designs, techniques, and materials. A ‘Nail Mad Scientist’, if you will.

And I’d be remiss not to mention Marie — our badass, main front desk employee who handles all the sign-ins, phone calls, and scheduling with extreme poise. While not the ‘friendliest’, per se, I grew to enjoy Marie’s snark, wit, and rich-girl energy. As did Bella, who I often found hanging out at the front desk just listening to Marie complain about God-knows-what, laughing away.

Lily’s Touch couldn’t be more different from Samford’s, where it was often just me sharing shifts with Mike — and frequently getting yelled at. The only thing that gave me pause for declaring this an objectively better place to work was… well, I didn’t exactly fit the mold.

To put it bluntly, everyone here was either a straight woman or a gay man, and objectively cool, sexy, and confident. In other words, the furthest thing from me. While I’d show up to work most in overalls and carrying a tool box, others arrived in fun, creative outfits with bold colors or dressed to the nines. Not that I necessarily yearned to be like them, but I couldn’t help but feel a little out of my element each time I walked through the door.

◆◆◆

“Alex… Alex!”

I barely heard my name being called. It’s crazy how in the zone painting can get you.

“Yep?” I said, rushing downstairs, summoned by none other than Tim.

“You know how I hired you for two jobs yet you’ve only done one? Well that changes today!”

Tim had me follow him into his office, gently nudging Bella on the arm at the front desk, mid-conversation with Marie. I guess it’s not too busy today.

“So,” he said, sitting behind his still-barren office and kicking his feet up. “Your ambassadorship starts this weekend. I have my first spot.”

The first thing I did was look over to Bella, whose affect resembled that of a bored student in class.

Tim reached into one of the desk drawers and pulled two heaping piles of paper. But not just any paper. Fliers. He handed one of them to me.

“Lily’s Touch… for Men,” I read aloud from the front of the trifold flier.

“That’s what you’ll be handing out,” Tim explained. “It’s our official rebrand flier. I made it myself!” Tim flipped through the folds, showcasing all the fun graphics and designs inside, clearly quite proud of his work.

“I mean, it’s certainly something…” I muttered, not as impressed with the presentation as he was.

“We can tweak it over time as you learn more and as our client base grows. But this’ll be our start. Three hundred in total!”

I glanced again at Bella seated next to me, slumping in her seat. She really couldn’t care less about this proposal.

“I’m sorry, but where am I handing these out? I mean, not too many guys come in here.”

Tim emphatically jammed his finger toward my face. “Exactly. That’s why I’m sending you to Iron Arena. It's a gym chain with a new location that just opened in town. I already talked to the owner and they’re cool to have us hand out fliers at the entrance. They’ll see you, a rough-and-tough maintenance guy advertising this and… poof! By association, they’ll all come running in for appointments. Right, Bell?”

Bella snapped back into the meeting. “Huh? Oh, yeah. Sure. Whatever.”

Tim ran through a few more details on timing, location, and a few key phrases he wanted me to say when presenting the information to our prospective, manly gym-goers.

“However… I still have one hiccup,” Tim mentioned. “Bella, you haven’t walked Alex through facials yet, right?”

She shook her head.

“Then that’s what you’ll do tonight. Stick around late and show Alex some techniques. I want him to speak the language.”

That made her finally wake up. “Tim, I had plans to go out! I can’t make it tonight.”

He shrugged and leaned back in his seat. “Duty calls, Bell. Sorry. I need this done. Alex, of course, you’ll be paid for your time.”

Bella’s mood quickly soured upon realizing the upcoming late night. Frankly, so did mine. I’d come to really like spending time with Bella at work, but not when it’s against her will.

“Dismissed!” Tim announced. “Tomorrow morning is our first pitch day. Alex, I can’t wait to see our results.”

Tim flicked his wrist, shooing me and the grumbling Bella out of his office.

◆◆◆

Rarely do I have a full 8 hours of work to do in a given day — especially given the needed time for paint to dry and the ‘on-call’ nature of my job. So just like with the nail lesson, I left Lily’s early and returned at 7 for my lesson on facials.

To be honest, I was sort of dreading this one. Unlike with the nails, this facial lesson seemed to be intruding on Bella’s personal life. I’d hate for her to associate me with her brother’s strict demands.

As soon as I got there, I had an immediate bad feeling. Bella wasn’t there to greet me. In fact, taking a little peek around, nobody was here. Shit…

Well, somebody had to be here because the door was unlocked and the lights were on. Even if Bella ditched our session, maybe I could still poke around and—

“Alex? That you?”

Bella was calling not from upstairs where the facial rooms are, but from the ground floor, back at her own styling station.

I meandered over to her, confused why she wasn’t already upstairs getting things set up.

“Long day?” I started asking, but just as I reached her station it became clear as to why. She was standing at her own mirror with all sorts of products out in front of her putting on… makeup?

“What’s up?” Bella asked cheerily, not breaking eye contact with the mirror. At the moment, she was dabbing tufts of glitter above her eyes with a tiny brush.

“Uh… are we not doing the facial anymore? I thought Tim said—”

“I heard what Tim said,” she snapped, a little rudely. “We’re doing your facial, but I’m also going out. He doesn’t get to control my entire evening.”

She’s got a point there. And she looked stellar. Bella usually wore a fair bit of makeup for work, but tonight she had a real extra pop. Plus, her hair was tied into a unique little half-twist and accented with some colorful ribbon.

“Well you look great,” I complimented nervously. “But I think we…”

This time Bella whipped her head around. “Alex, please. I know how to work around Tim, okay?”

That shut me up. “Sorry.”

She paused, sighing. “No, I’m sorry… Look, just give me a second to finish this up and I’ll walk you through the facials. Then I’m meeting some girls out at a bar for one of her friend’s bands.”

“Sounds fun,” I said blankly. I ended up standing silently by, awkwardly watching Bella finish her face. “For what it’s worth, I think you’re right about Tim. He can be a little controlling.”

Bella’s eyes perked up for a moment, probably a little surprised I was agreeing with her openly. “Yeah, he can be, can’t he?”

Of course, even with how much I liked Bella, I still hesitated to fully go after Tim, so I set my true opinions aside for the time being. But Bella seemed to really roll with my vibe.

“And most of the time his taste isn’t even that good, right? I mean, gray walls? No offense to your painting skills...”

I let Bella drone on for a little longer about her brother — sensing the needed release of stress — before bringing her back down to Earth.

“Well, I don’t wanna make you late for your show…”

Bella smacked her lips in the mirror, topping her look off with a shiny red lip gloss.

“All done!” she declared, then checked the time on her phone. “With plenty of time to spare, too.”

I smiled. “Good, so we…”

“I really do hate facials, if I can be honest,” Bella bemoaned, tiredly collapsing into her seat. “When I used to do them with Mom, they were my least favorite.”

Nervously, I chuckled, praying she wouldn’t go off on another rant. “Well, we can always…”

Bella was basically ignoring me at this point in favor of her own complaints — which is totally understandable. She slouched in her chair, twirling the tube of lip gloss between her fingers, staring at the ceiling. Until suddenly, she stopped. A grin crept on her face, like she was formulating a genius idea.

“You know… You had a point about Tim calling all the shots. But Tim isn’t here.”

I got the sense she was about to suggest something Tim would not be cool with. “That wasn’t exactly what I said…”

Bella checked the time once more. “I don’t need to be at the bar for a little while longer, so how about we add an extra little tutorial for tonight?”

I gulped. “And what would that be?”

Bella smiled. “I’m gonna teach you to do your own makeup!”


Chapter Six

“You’re joking, right? You cannot be serious.”

I would’ve laughed in Bella’s face if only I weren’t so constantly on edge around her.

“I am! What’s the harm? You let me paint your nails.”

“That’s… that’s different! That was something that, uh…”

Another smirk started to grow. “You don’t have a good explanation, do you?”

“Well neither do you!” I yelled, beginning to get flustered. “Bella, what’s the point in learning makeup? My ambassadorship—”

“My ambassadorship! La-la-la!” Bella marched around, mimicking my tone. “That’s a separate thing. Makeup is… well, it’s its own thing.”

I huffed. Clearly we were at an impasse. “Look, just give me one reason why I shouldn’t walk out the door right now.”

She considered my question for a moment, glancing around the salon. An idea struck. “Okay, well maybe your ‘clients’ don’t wear makeup… but your colleagues do. And your friends do. I guarantee your sister does. What’s the harm in practicing a little empathy? To understand what us ladies — and yes, some guys — go through every day to look pretty. Isn’t that worth 15 minutes of your time?”

Hmm. I glanced around Lily’s, just as she did. I looked over at the styling stations and the front desk. I thought about the gals who work upstairs. Bella isn’t wrong — pretty much every one of them wears makeup on a daily basis. And at the same time, I’ve had a lot of trouble connecting to my coworkers beyond a select few mega-extroverts. Would letting Bella smear some makeup on my face really open the floodgates for conversation and connection?

By the look on her face, Bella could tell I wasn’t nearly as opposed as I was just moments ago.

“Tim’s biggest issue is failing to understand the rest of us. Make yourself different, Alex. It’ll pay off in the long term.”

Screw it. I didn’t want to be an outcast like Tim, ridiculed behind his back. That’s not gonna be me.

“Fine. You can teach me makeup… but on one condition!”

Bella nodded eagerly.

“You take it off right away and teach me the facial. I’ve still got a job to do.”

She applauded enthusiastically, leaping forward to ready the makeup products. “Oh you’re gonna love it! I just know!”

Praying I didn’t just make the biggest mistake of my life, I reluctantly took a seat in her styling chair and relinquished control of my face to Bella, trying my absolute best not to grimace the entire time.

“Slide this on,” she commanded, handing me a wide, pink elastic band type thing.

I studied it for a moment. “What’s this?”

“A headband! Keep that pretty hair of yours out of your face.”

This time I did grimace as I reluctantly slipped on the pink band and positioned it on my face.

Bella couldn’t help but beam, watching me struggle to put it on. And as silly as I looked, I couldn’t help but smile too. The woman was infectious.

Over the next 15 minutes, Bella walked me through the basics of doing one’s makeup — the products, the techniques, and the pitfalls to avoid. I learned about the importance of applying makeup to clean skin and the necessity of matching the foundation to your skin tone. Fortunately, Bella and I were similarly pale.

Beyond the products and methods, Bella unveiled a few other qualities about myself that made makeup strangely easy. For one, my almost complete lack of facial hair required no color correction. Men with beards or five o’clock shadow would have an infuriating time with coverage. But me? It was a total breeze.

She also explained how my bone structure and facial features required very little contouring. The phrase ‘naturally feminine’ kept coming up — initially scary, but I gradually learned to accept it as a compliment.

I found myself getting lost in conversation with Bella, every few minutes snapping back into reality and noticing the steady, girlish changes to my being. With the addition of mascara, eyeliner, and shadow, my eyes became the latest striking feature of my face. Bold, beautiful, and mesmerizing they were. My lashes suddenly were a focal point, exuding subtle femininity with each blink.

And my hair! While she didn’t make a single change to it (beyond the headband), the mere fact that it was long, straight, and shiny in the fluorescent salon light only added to this newfound girly visage. Tucking or tossing a loose strand now had a whole new effect. I didn’t look like a man, sensibly clearing his hair from his face. Rather, I looked like a girl, nervously flirting.

“There’s one more thing you need…” Bella narrated, reaching in her pocket. In front of my face she held out the same tube of lipgloss she’d applied to her own lips not long ago. “So we can match!”

Bella gently rubbed the shimmery gloss, first on my upper and then on my lower lip. “Hold still now, and… there! What do you think?”

She took several large steps away from the mirror so it would be myself alone to look at. And goddamn did I look different. Stunned and speechless, I sat up from the chair and pushed my face closer to the mirror. Sure enough, this girl I was looking at was me — a brand new, scarily beautiful… me.

“Holy shit,” was all I could muster out, much to Bella’s delight.

“You look pretty, Alex. Like really, really pretty.” Bella came up beside me and put her hand on my shoulder, leaning toward the mirror. “Do you like our matching gloss?”

Almost like an out of body experience, I nodded. Wait, what? Why did I just agree with her?

“Thank you for letting me teach you,” she said softly, still beside me. “You make such a pretty girl.”

Bella pulled back for a moment to grab a hair brush, which she then calmly and silently ran through my hair. Long, smooth strokes that felt wonderful.

“I really do…” I answered, practically under a spell. “That feels nice.”

“Mmhmm…” Bella murmured, seemingly under a spell of her own. “I love how you let me pamper you…”

My eyes still locked on my newly feminine face, I saw Bella put down the hairbrush and take another step beside me, tucking a loose strand behind my ear and pushing her face in closer to mine — so much so that I could smell her sweet perfume.

The energy suddenly felt different as Bella gently moved her hand down from my shoulder to my arm, softly stroking and summoning goosebumps. Her nearness gave me shivers, but the best kind. What the hell was she do—

Ding-ding-ding! Ding-ding-ding!

An alarm started blaring from Bella’s phone, snapping us both out of this trance and forcing her to step aside.

“Oh, I, uh…” Bella said, shaking her head. “I set an alarm so we have time for the facial before I get going…”

I stood up straight and cleared my throat. “Uh, yes. Agreed. Work is work.”

Bella took one last long look at me, as if savoring her work and storing it in her mind. “Wipe that stuff off,” she declared, handing me a package of makeup wipes. “Then meet me upstairs and I’ll show you a few steps of the facial. It’s pretty simple. Won’t take too long.”

I nodded firmly. “Yes, uh, I’ll do that.”

Bella, apparently just as shaken as I was, swiftly scampered upstairs, leaving me to take off my makeup alone.

◆◆◆

I genuinely can’t remember the last time I heard grunts, clangs, and hip-hop music this early in the morning. But that seems to be par for the course on Saturday mornings at Iron Arena.

Today was my first day of Tim’s ambassadorship program and already I felt lost. While Tim had done all the legwork in setting it up and printing out the flyers, I was essentially left high and dry to figure out the rest — and in a setting I have zero familiarity with, no less.

In fact, I was so unfamiliar with not only my duties, but gym-life, I wasn’t even sure what to wear. While my usual ‘work uniform’ for Lily’s was work boots and overalls with a crew-neck sweater underneath, I felt that was a little imposing for the gym. So I opted for a sportier look, tying my hair back into a ponytail and wearing an athletic shirt and joggers.

My only point of contact for today was a nebulous man named ‘Ashton’, who allegedly would be at the front desk and able to guide me to my set-up.

“Are you Ashton?” I asked the first guy I saw at the check-in desk, my hands full of flyers and a large cardboard ‘Lily’s Touch’ sign. The man looked enough like an ‘Ashton’.

But he shook his head. “Nah, he’s in the back office. Are you looking to sign up?”

“Oh, uh… no. I’m from Lily’s Touch, the salon. Tim called and…”

“Ah, shit that’s right… I got this, Matt,” a man yelled from across the way, jogging over. “You must be Alex. I’m Ashton.”

He extended his hand for a shake, though quickly realized I had no hand to give. “Let me help you with that.”

Ashton helped me carry over my supplies to a white folding table that was already set-up on the opposite side of the entrance. He even kindly stuck around to help me spread out the fliers, point me to where the bathrooms and office were if I needed them, and fetched me an easel stand and chair from the storage closet to help with my display — all with me barely saying a word.

“So yeah, just do your thing. Hand out fliers, give ‘em your spiel… just try not to pester them too much,” Ashton said with a laugh. “I’ll be around if you need me.”

“Thank you,” I said to him, impressed by his kindness. “I wasn’t sure how nice the gym folk would be to me, but I really appreciate it.”

Ashton was smiling, but as I spoke, his expression morphed.

“Oh shit… uh, you’re…” Ashton sputtered, examining my body more than making eye contact. “I’m sorry, I thought…”

Unfortunately, I knew exactly what was going on. “You thought I was a girl, didn’t you...”

Ashton sheepishly nodded.

“Well… I’m not. But thanks for the help!”

With my stand set up and Ashton in the middle of an identity crisis, he stumbled away and back to the office — but not before whispering something to Matt at the front desk, prompting a chuckle from him.

I took a seat and sighed. Over time, I’d learned to ignore this sort of thing. It’s one of the side effects of having long hair — people are gonna think you’re a girl sometimes. I usually just brush it off and move on, because after all, I know it’s not true. People are going to make mistakes.

I’ll admit that last night’s events were really sticking with me for some reason. Things with Bella got strangely... intimate. Her response to my femininity was just so visceral. Even for someone like me who is terrible at reading social cues could sense something about her had changed. She looked at me differently. She treated me differently. Was it an attraction? Maybe not. But there was definitely something going on.

Grace’s words from earlier echoed in my mind: “Because she likes you, silly! She’s F-L-I-R-T-I-N-G”. But could that really be the case? The way she wanted my nails painted and wanted to see me in makeup… Was it all really for me? Or was it maybe more for her?

Being mistaken for a girl just now, for maybe the first time ever, didn’t have the sting it normally did. Though not because I gave a shit about Ashton — I’ve never once desired attention from a man — but because it, strangely, gave me some legitimacy. Legitimacy that, maybe, I’d have a chance with Bella.

If I were ever mistaken for a girl while working at Samford’s, I’d do almost anything in my power to correct it. I’d smudge dirt on my face, I’d change into a manlier outfit — anything to reorient myself toward the masculine. But right now, sitting here at the gym, I had no desire for that.

I tugged at my ponytail, recognizing that, yes, maybe it was tied up a little high and that girly mistake caused me to be incorrectly labeled. But for the first time in my life, I didn’t correct it. In fact, I let my hair down to tie it up even higher.

Perhaps exuding a little bit of femininity isn’t all that bad. Maybe I should even lean into it. Though just a little bit…


Chapter Seven

The following work week got off to an infuriatingly hairy start. It was the week of Thanksgiving, and as every weatherman and news article loved to remind us of, we were looking at one of the coldest on record.

Chicago is no stranger to cold temperatures, but dropping into the single digits in late November is pretty unheard of.

“February called, it wants its weather back,” Jasmine lamented as she worked away at a client’s nail design.

I’d spent a considerable amount of time in the upstairs part of Lily’s painting the walls and fulfilling Tim’s unisex vision. But today with the particularly cold temperatures, we had some trouble with freezing pipes, so I temporarily set aside my painting goals in favor of the more immediate water issue.

I didn’t interact with Tim on Monday beyond a few texts and some assignments he’d sent my way. But today was Tuesday — a day he always comes in — and I knew he’d want to discuss our first ambassadorship push.

The four hours I spent at the gym were… okay. Definitely not great. As anyone might anticipate, bro-ey gym-goers aren’t exactly ones to gravitate toward salon services, regardless of how they’re marketed. Notably I had a lot of lookers — probably on account of me leaving my hair up in a somewhat feminine style — but even that little boost of attention didn’t push people to actually take many fliers.

Who’s to say why it failed? Well, I know I did my part in learning about the facials and manicure services we offer. So it’s not for a lack of knowledge. Maybe the poster-board was too muddled. Or the setting was wrong. Either way, I wasn’t looking forward to Tim finding out we’d failed.

“Alex! Come down here please!”

Right on cue, I guess. Jasmine looked over to me nervously, as if she’d seen this happen before. Even passing by Marie at the front desk downstairs, she shot me an eye roll on my behalf, definitely turned off by Tim’s rudeness.

I followed Tim into his office where I found Bella already waiting in the other chair. He shut the door behind us and took a seat — not kicking his feet up.

“Seven,” he said firmly.

I looked at him funny. “Seven…?”

As if anticipating my confusion, he pulled out the gym fliers from before, slamming them on the desk. “Seven fliers. I counted them. We had 300, and now we have 293. That makes seven.”

Bella glanced over to me, not offering much help.

“Dude. What the hell?” Tim asked bluntly. “Only seven people took fliers? I paid you for four hours!”

“I, uh… I know. People just weren’t interested.”

“Well then you MAKE them interested, got it? You’re an ambassador, not a statue. TALK to them!”

I was about to respond with an excuse but he sensed it coming and shushed me, taking note of my hair. “What’s with the hair?” he asked. My high ponytail was what he was referring to — and notably, he glared at it with disgust.

“It’s just my hair…” I mumbled.

“Well tie it up differently. It looks ridiculous. You’re a man for Christ’s sake.”

Uncomfortable and a little embarrassed, I swiftly undid my ponytail and re-tied it to hang lower on my head. While I thought Bella would jump in and defend my appearance, she did not.

Tim leaned back in his chair, sighing and perhaps sensing his tone was a little undeservedly hostile. “Look, I’m not mad, I just… I want these fliers to be given out, not brought back, okay?”

“Maybe a gym isn’t the smartest place to advertise,” Bella said, arms folded and without emotion.

“Maybe you should leave the business side to me,” Tim snapped. “Alex, you’re dismissed. Get back to work on the pipes. Maybe I need to change up the fliers or something. I’m sure there’s a tougher font or a darker color we could use…”

He didn’t need to tell me twice to leave as I slipped out of the office and back upstairs to my work on the soaking tubs and sinks.

Jasmine, still busy with a client, shot me an empathetic look. “You’re doing a good job, Alex,” she said sweetly.

I nodded back, but not cracking a smile. I definitely didn’t deserve to.

◆◆◆

The sting of getting yelled at carried into Wednesday. Chatting with Jasmine was cathartic, though I held my tongue on getting too upset with Tim. He was right after all. Seven fliers is kind of pathetic.

Other than myself, the mood around Lily’s was peppier than usual. With the salon closed on Thursday and Friday for the Thanksgiving holiday, everyone seemed to be just as excited for the time off as they were for their upcoming feasts. My own plan, as usual, was to go to Mom’s and celebrate the annual tradition of uncomfortable meal preparation followed by tense dinner conversation. How fun!

On my lunch break, I noticed a group of ladies gathering at the front desk, chatting excitedly about something. Not usually one to intrude on private conversations, I walked swiftly past them toward the stairs but, to my surprise, Bella stopped me.

“Alex, you know The Tap on Howard, right?” Bella asked.

“…Like, the bar? Yeah. But I haven’t been there.”

Marie chimed in. “Well, a bunch of us are going for Blackout Wednesday. Wanna come?”

I looked at her funny. “What’s ‘Blackout Wednesday’?”

Bella held out her hand, settling down Marie. “It’s technically a tradition to get blackout drunk the night before Thanksgiving. But it’s definitely not a requirement…” She shot a glare at Marie. “…or even the norm.”

“Well, Marie’s gonna, whether she’s got company or not,” another stylist joked, garnering laughs. Marie’s party-animal reputation seemed to precede her.

You could count the number of parties I’ve attended in my life on one hand. A couple in high school that I followed some acquaintances to, and then one or two since graduation. Partying just really isn’t my thing.

But alas, the girls smelled blood and insisted I join them tonight. Honestly I was this close to taking the easy way out and declining, but the opportunity to be around Bella in a non-work setting was simply too tempting. And so I accepted.

“Fuck yeah! The night gets wilder!” Marie shouted with her inimitable sorority girl energy I was still getting used to.

A night out could be good for me after all. If anything, it meant I’d be able to let loose at least one night this week — and maybe have some funny stories to share with Grace tomorrow.

◆◆◆

While my invite to the bar was firmly secured, there was no mention of a pregame or anything like that. Meaning I’d be showing up to a bar I’d never been to before, all alone.

But I found that more than okay as I’m sure being around these wild girls any longer than I needed to would only make me more nervous. And believe me, I was nervous.

As much as I wished this were a romantic outing with Bella — or at least something more one-on-one — I forced myself to accept the more likely scenario that this was a coworker outing and nothing more. But still, I couldn’t lose this chance to test out Grace’s (and somewhat my own) theory that Bella might have a little reciprocal crush. Tonight could prove to be a very informative night.

So far, the only data I had was that she really enjoyed teaching me about makeup. Could it really be that simple? Is it just that she’s into guys who aren’t afraid to express their feminine sides?

I quickly shook my head trying to rid that theory. First of all, there’s no way I’d show up to the bar in a full face of glam makeup just to test a stupid theory. Not that I had a way to achieve that anyway. I mean, she taught me a few things, but that ‘lesson’ was more or less a forgettable crash course.

Maybe clothing would be a safe, happy medium to test things out. So I swung open the doors to my closet and admired the unorganized heap of clothing. What to wear, what to wear…

Obviously being a guy, I didn’t own a single thing that’d belong to a girl. But with fashion’s constant evolutions and genderless-bend, things might not be so concrete. It wasn’t easy, but after a solid 10 minutes of non-stop digging, sorting, and assessing, I found a few things that might be considered at least a little androgynous.

First, I found a pair of surprisingly high-waisted jeans that must be years old, evidenced by how deep they were buried in my closet. Trying them on, they resembled something of what a girl my age might find trendy. And so I set those aside.

While my own shirts are exclusively baggy and practical, I managed to find a smaller, shorter light pink t-shirt that could only be described as a crop top. By the size of it, it had to be Grace’s from childhood that somehow got lumped into my wardrobe during the move from my mother’s to my own apartment. Circumstances aside, the shirt somehow fit me and when worn with the high-waisted jeans, my outfit became impressively androgynous. But still, one more thing was missing.

The goal of tonight’s outfit was to essentially ‘peacock’ for Bella, right? Still on my bedside table from last week was the pink headband Bella had given to me for my makeover. I’d forgotten to give it back. Miraculously, the pink of the headband almost perfectly matched the shade of my crop top. With my hair down and giving it a quick brush (using a technique Bella had explained), I achieved a remarkably andro-femme style.

Lastly, I took the least manly shoes I own — a plain pair of white sneakers — and the outfit was complete. Taking one final look in the mirror and I knew hands-down this was the silliest I’d ever dressed in my life. I mean, high-waisted jeans and a pink crop top? Not to mention soft, brushed hair and a pink headband? If Grace could see me now she’d be laughing me out of the room. But Grace’s opinion didn’t matter tonight. This outfit is for science. It’s for my coworkers.

It’s for Bella.

◆◆◆

You know that dive bar you pass on a busy street and wonder, ‘Who the hell even goes there?’. Well, that’s The Tap on Howard.

The Tap is aggressively unexceptional. A dinky parking lot, dilapidated siding, and glowing neon signs advertising beer they probably don’t even sell. But on Blackout Wednesday, it’s bars like this that everyone flocks to. Or so it seemed, evidenced by the shoulder-to-shoulder crowd jammed into this tiny establishment.

My anxiety from wearing such an androgynous outfit was quickly outweighed by the sheer number of drunk, obnoxious people in the bar. It wasn’t even 9 o’clock and everyone was well on their way to the eponymous ‘blackout’.

From across the bar I spotted Alice’s waving hand from a high-top table.

“Alex, hey!” she leaned in offering a big hug. I noticed she had a cup of water in her hand, so I knew she couldn’t be too far gone. “So glad you could make it!”

I scanned the faces around us. “Where’s everyone else?”

“Ordering at the bar. I don’t drink, so if you need a ride home, I got you!” she offered with a smile.

“I uh, I’m fine, thanks.” I really appreciated her gesture but was too occupied seeking out Bella.

Alice smirked, “Take your coat off! Stay awhile!” she said, helping me off with the burly winter behemoth I was wearing.

For some reason I clung to wearing the coat a little longer, but ultimately unzipped and hung it on the back of my chair. And, right on cue, Alice’s eyes widened.

“Daaaamn… Going all out with the fit tonight!” she gleamed, eyeing my outfit. “I’m gonna be honest, that’s not…”

“What you thought I’d be wearing?” I answered. “I figured. I’m just… Well, I’m trying something new.”

She looked at me like a proud older sister. And being presumably in her 30s, she’s certainly the right age. “I say go for it. And ooh! Look at your jeans!”

I’d basically roped myself into the world’s quickest fashion show for Alice, turning around to show off the pant waist, the length of my shirt, and every other feminine aspect I was self-conscious about. But sure enough, she didn’t seem to care.

“Girls, look!” Alice shouted out the moment I sat down. Jasmine, Marie, and a few other girls had squeezed through the crowd back to our table. “Check out Alex’s cute outfit!”

I did the exact same show all over again with this crop of girls, all oohing and aahing at how well these clothes fit my body, asking the same questions as Alice.

“Just trying something new,” I answered again, though a little more bluntly this time.

The group was six people in total, but I still hadn’t seen the one person I actually came for.

“Is, uh… is Bella here?” I tried to ask cooly, though probably coming off as awkward and nervous.

Jasmine peered over some heads in the crowd. “She should be… She was just getting a drink…”

I joined her in the hunt, getting on my toes to see over the heads of some of the taller guys.

“There!” Jasmine pointed her finger toward the left side of the bar. “See her?”

I looked where she was pointing and my body went immediately cold. It was Bella alright — kind, cute, beautiful Bella — talking to a guy.

“Who… Uh, who is he?” I whimpered.

“The guy?” Jasmine clarified. “That’s Chris. Her boyfriend!”


Chapter Eight

My hands went cold. My heart went cold. Are you KIDDING me?

Jasmine, sensing my change in attitude, looked concerned. “Alex… you good?”

I nodded, clearly not good, my eyes fixated on Bella across the bar and Chris with his hand on her lower back.

How could Bella have a boyfriend? Or rather, how could I have not assumed she did? She’s a young, kind, gorgeous, talented business owner. She’s the ultimate catch. Of course a tall, handsome guy like Chris would be all over her. And she’d be all over him.

My body shriveled back into my seat, like I was withering away or something. Here I was wearing a stupid, feminine-androgynous outfit solely for the attention of a girl who was taken. I’m such an idiot.

Unfortunately I didn’t have much time to wallow in sorrow, as Bella and Chris made their way back to the group and I had to put on the fakest, happiest face possible.

“Alex! You came!” she shouted upon seeing me. At least her thrill was genuine. A silver lining I suppose.

Like the rest of the girls, she gave me a big hug and a surprisingly impressed mention of how good the outfit looks on me, including the headband.

“This is my boyfriend, Chris,” she said, gesturing to the behemoth of a man. I’d never seen him before, but he reminded me very much of one of her football player boyfriends in high school — tall, strong, handsome… the works. She’s got a type for sure.

“What’s up?” Chris said, giving me a strong, firm handshake.

With the group finally all together, the night could truly begin — and all the shenanigans that come with Blackout Wednesday. While most of the girls took it somewhat easy, Marie — as expected — was not. Marie was here to P-A-R-T-Y, suggesting shots every 15-20 minutes, begging for someone to join her so she wouldn’t have to drink alone.

She even disappeared for a few minutes, only to return with a tray of eight tequila shots and limes. “Guess who talked a guy into buying these for me!”

Alice rolled her eyes as we shared a little smirk. Marie’s messiness was entertaining, if not a little concerning. But she had several others looking out for her tonight.

“Is Marie always like this?” I asked Alice. “I mean, that’s a lot of liquor.”

She shrugged. “Well it’s Blackout Wednesday, so it’s a little more than usual. We just have to keep her in check.” Marie looked at her phone, checking the time. “I bet in the next 15 minutes she starts ranting about Tim.”

My eyes widened. “Really? She shits on Bella’s brother in front of her?”

That got a chuckle from Alice. “We’re not at work, boo! We all do. Just gotta keep it within the girls, ya know?”

Keep it within the girls… I had mixed feelings about being called one of ‘the girls’. But I suppose the inclusive sentiment was nice. Though just to be safe, I removed the pink headband, letting my hair go and hoping it’d kill the illusion.

The night was proving to be fun enough. I got the chance to have loose, casual one-on-one conversations with people I hadn’t really gotten to know before. And in turn, I discovered how sweet and down to Earth this group can be. Removing the uptight, intense atmosphere of Lily’s allowed each personality to shine through.

Despite being at the bar for nearly two hours at this point, I made very little conversation with Bella who seemed to be quite occupied with Chris. They were a frustratingly cute couple which, while good for her, only made the implied rejection sting even more.

“Attention! Attention all!”

Shit. Marie was standing up on the table.

“On this Blackout Wednesday, I’d like to begin the Airing of Grievances!”

“Fuck,” I heard Jasmine say next to me. “We gotta get her down. Now.”

From the other table over, Bella seemed to have the same idea. But Marie had already got the attention of other bar goers.

Bella wormed her way through the crowd and next to the table Marie was standing on. “Nope, nope. Not doing this, Marie. Get down.”

Marie glanced down at her with disdain. “Booooo! Buzzkill! We’re not at work!”

Bella shrugged. “I don’t care. If you don’t get down, they’re gonna kick you and all of us out.”

Marie released a loud, drunk hiccup as she wobbled on the table in her heels and garnering gasps from our group and others alike.

“Marie! GET. DOWN,” Bella said firmly, reaching out her hand.

The two women had a brief but hostile stare down, though eventually Marie conceded and hopped down from the table, loudly snapping one of her heels in half as she landed. “You’re just like Tim. NO. FUN.”

By now, both Jasmine and I had made our way closer to the table and next to Bella. Chris was standing behind her, awaiting instruction on how to help but instead, Bella turned to me. “Alex, get Marie some water. I’m gonna call her an uber and get her home.”

I nodded, eager to assist.

“Can I help, babe?” Chris asked, pulling Bella aside for the moment.

She shook her head. “We’re fine. She just… She needs to calm down. We’ve been here before.”

Bella commandingly eyed me again, gesturing to the water station at the bar. I quickly slinked through the crowd to get as much water as I could carry.

◆◆◆

I’m not sure what I was expecting the night of Blackout Wednesday, but I certainly didn’t have a blacked-out Marie fighting with Bella on my bingo card.

Honestly, for many reasons I was grateful that night was over. Marie’s drunken ramblings could leave my head – as well as the painful sting of realizing Bella was off the market, swept off her feet by some guy named Chris. A strong, handsome, burly man who couldn’t be further from me. Putting on those jeans and that little pink top was an embarrassing waste of time.

But what else can I do but move on? Embarrassing shit happens at work to people every day, and everyone gets through it. Maybe the answer going forward is to keep my head down, do my work, and finish out my employment through the holidays, starting fresh in the new year. Though of course before any of that could go down, I had to take care of business with my family.

◆◆◆

“Happy Thanksgiving!”

It wasn’t Mom but Grace who had opened the door, wearing a festive orange sweater, cute jeans, and some fuzzy autumn-themed socks. I apprehensively stepped inside, thrown off by her good mood until realizing that, once again, Tamara had joined us for the meal.

“Happy Thanksgiving…” Grace said again, this time firmer, waiting for a response.

I simply shook my head. “I hope you like playing with fire…”

Some people might think it’s sad spending Thanksgiving with so few people. Lester Family Thanksgivings were nothing like that one Norman Rockwell painting – the joyful cousins lining the table, salivating as the matriarch presents the steaming turkey and the patriarch proudly looks on? That is not our family.

Mom seemed to be in a good enough mood — or at least busy enough with the cooking (of which she insists on doing 100%) to not be too bothered by Tamara’s presence.

Tamara, though mortally offended the last time she came over, had seemingly softened toward Mom, even lightly chatting in the kitchen with her while she cooked. Grace eavesdropped from the living room like a proud mother duck watching her ducklings take their first steps.

“Ooh! I have to ask,” Grace slapped my knee, remembering something. “How’d that first ambassador job go? The one at the gym?”

I paused, having to remember what I’d told her and what I’d kept hidden.

“Fine,” I answered. “Handed out some flyers. Not a lot of interest. The program seems kind of a bust… But it’s a job.”

Grace, still finding this whole situation hilarious, chuckled. “I cannot believe you’re a fucking ‘salon ambassador’. You. Alex!”

I quickly quieted her down, afraid Mom would hear. “I still haven’t told Mom, so please shut up.”

She shook her head, similar to the way I did when I saw Tamara. “Guess we both like playing with fire, huh?”

I wasn’t sure if rebelliousness was the trait I wanted to share with Grace, but before I could even agree with her, there was a crash in the kitchen followed by a loud yelp.

“No! No no no!” my Mom yelled. Grace and I sprinted into the kitchen to find a whole tray of mashed potatoes splattered on the floor. Mom whipped her head to Tamara, angrily. “You knocked into me!”

Tamara looked beyond confused, holding her hands up innocently. “I was standing here the whole time…”

Mom strangely started tearing up, not with sadness or even anger, but with frustration.

Poor Tamara had no idea what to say. “I… I’m sorry. I thought I was standing here the whole time.”

Mom held up her hand, wanting none of it. “It’s fine. It’s… I just… No. It’s fine. Alex, please run to the store. Get some stovetop. I don’t want a Thanksgiving without mashed potatoes.”

Happily accepting an excuse to leave, I jetted out of the kitchen to run to the store. I knew things were too good to be true. A drama-free Thanksgiving was impossible. Maybe not as impossible as Tamara standing all the way on the other side of the kitchen and somehow knocking Mom’s tray out of her hands… but impossible nonetheless.

◆◆◆

The rest of the evening was shockingly drama-free. I returned to clean floors, happy(ish) people, and an almost ready-to-eat dinner. Better than I could’ve hoped for. Any time my mother and sister are left alone together, I’m rolling the dice.

I felt like a ninja, stealthily navigating pitfalls, traps, and any tricky conversation topics that might lead my mother to believe I was no longer at my current job. The conversation remained peaceful and focused on Tamara's life and interests, notably also avoiding any discussion of her and Grace moving in together — a notion even I found a little crazy to consider.

Earlier that evening, Grace and I had discussed that perhaps if things had gone well, we could convince Mom to play a post-dinner game of Scrabble or something to keep the night going. But Mom was eerily off tonight. Like she wasn’t herself. Her typical gruffness was there, sure, but it felt a little misdirected at times. Less at us and more at herself.

Whenever a moment like this came up, I tried catching Grace’s eye to see if she noticed too. But she never did. Maybe I’m just the one going crazy…

Tamara insisted on ‘redeeming’ herself by helping clear the table and clean the entire kitchen with Mom — even insisting that Grace and I sit off in the living room and relax. Her gesture was thoughtful and sweet, if not a little self-serving. She was clearly gunning for Mom’s approval not only as the partner to her daughter, but the steady, gay, nothing-to-fear-here partner to her daughter.

I waited for conversation between Mom and Tamara in the kitchen before finally getting Grace’s attention away from the living room TV. “Hey,” I peered around, hoping for silence. “Join me upstairs for a bit.”

Grace and I quietly retreated upstairs and into what was once my bedroom but has since been converted into a cramped, messy home office.

“Fucking crazy, right?” Grace beamed. “How well Mom and Tamara are doing? God I love that girl…”

“I mean, sure,” I agreed, not trying to undermine her point. “But Mom… Do you notice anything off with her?”

Grace shrugged. “She’s less pissy, yeah. Tamara’s working wonders. I knew she would.”

“Is she, though? Those plates she dropped. Tamara was on the other side of the kitchen, but she blamed her.”

“So?” Grace looked at me blankly. “Mom’s a bitch sometimes.”

“I’m just saying, the way she’s been… I dunno, off? It’s like something spooked her.”

The look in Grace’s eye suggested she knew where I was taking this and was ready to shut it down. “Alex, you can’t be serious…”

“I’m not saying it’s because of her, but…”

Grace, starting to get quite angry, pulled me further into the room.

“Do you have any idea how offensive that is? She’s been here twice, Alex. Why are you suddenly Team Mom?”

I held up my hands. “I’m not, I’m not! But isn’t it bizarre how once she arrived…”

“How about once you quit your job, huh? You started hiding shit about your weird new job from her. Maybe that’s the problem. Not my perfectly nice girlfriend!”

I huffed loudly, frustrated by my sister’s narrow-mindedness. Grace rolled her eyes.

“It’s not a weird job, Grace,” I said firmly.

“Well if you’re gonna talk shit and start slinging accusations around, I’m gonna do the same.”

I was about to speak again, but she quickly pantomimed a ‘zip it’ motion and held her stern glare. “Keep your secrets with Mom or don’t, but don’t go acting like you're her perfectly honest, precious little baby.”

Eager to finish this discussion and return downstairs, Grace whisked away, leaving me alone in my former bedroom.

Weird new job... Precious little baby... So that’s what she thinks of me, huh? I try to look out for Mom and that’s the thanks I get? I mean, damn. It’s a good thing I didn’t tell her about all the shit going on at work, now that I know how she feels.

Alone in my old room, I took a seat on Mom’s dilapidated office chair, reminding myself this is where my bed used to be. I gazed around, teleporting back in time to my childhood, letting the good times and bad flow through my mind.

This certainly wasn’t the first fight Grace and I had in this room. We must’ve had a million as kids, and those always felt normal. But damn if it didn’t feel weird for this to happen again in our 20s. And with such vitriol.

My phone began to ring, startling me a bit. The night of Thanksgiving seemed odd to be called upon… but to my surprise, it was Bella who was calling.

“H-hello?” I answered, nervous for some reason. Even though there was no possible way I’d be in trouble.

“Alex! Hey, I’m so so SO sorry to bother you on Thanksgiving. Everything good with your family?”

“Uh, yeah. Sure. All’s fine. You?”

“Oh, you know. The same…” she paused for a moment. “Actually… not so great. I’m at this huge thing at my Aunt’s place up in Barrington. You know Barrington? Well, anyway, remember how Marie was, uh… kind of a menace last night? Going off on me and Tim?”

“Yeah that got a little… ugly,” I answered. “You got her home okay, right?”

“We did, we did. She’s, like, safe and everything. But long story short, she left a voicemail for Tim that night. Like, super aggressive and honestly pretty mean. He’s not happy.”

Holy shit… I guess Marie’s nothing if not one to follow through. “Jesus. I’m so sorry.”

“Yeah, well he had to fire her. We had to fire her. You understand, right? As much as I love Marie, we can’t have someone just leaving nasty voicemails. It’s a rare overlap I have with Tim.”

I felt bad because Bella seemed quite shaken in her voice. It was times like this that I remembered she too is only in her early 20s. Everything she’s dealing with — staffing, leadership, decision making… it’s all still pretty new to her.

“So what’re you gonna do?” I asked, genuinely curious.

“Well, that’s why I’m calling you. We’re down a receptionist this whole weekend and I thought ‘Hey, Alex is a team player. He’s learning the ins and outs of the business. He’d be great at covering.”

“Wow!” I immediately exclaimed. “That’s extremely flattering. I mean, I could certainly use the hours. And I guess it’ll help with my next ambassadorship assignment—”

“Yay yay yay!” Bella exploded over the phone. “God you’re a blessing, Alex.”

Her words made me feel warm, and the fact she considered me a ‘blessing’ even took away some of the sting of her having a boyfriend. If anything, maybe her high opinion of me kept me in the running in a roundabout way.

“So I’ll see you Saturday morning at 7, okay? I’ll give you some training on the phones, computer, and our scheduling system. It’s not too hard — especially since you learned so much already!”

I paced around the room, feeling infinitely better than I did a few moments ago. Despite her boyfriend and everything else, the prospect of more one-on-one Bella time lit a fire in me.

“Great! I’ll see you then.”

“Oh!” Bella added. “I should say one more thing… It was super nice seeing you last night, and the girls and I all adored your outfit choice!”

My eyebrow raised, not expecting my clothing to have come up. “Uh… thank you? It was actually—”

But Bella just plowed through my sentence. “So because of that, I hope you don’t mind if I have a cute outfit for you to wear while working the front desk. I promise it’s no more feminine than what you had on yesterday. It’s just good for our clients to be greeted with a pretty face. Alright, well I gotta go. Thanks again!”

“Wait, Bel—” I tried to get a word in, but she hung up.

“A cute outfit?” I muttered to myself.

Jesus Christ… What had I agreed to this time?


Chapter Nine

Calling my feelings ‘mixed’ would be an understatement. Like, a serious understatement.

On the one hand, I was thrilled to have some more one-on-one time with Bella. Because, let’s be honest, who am I kidding? Yes, she has a boyfriend and yes, I felt a bit heartbroken learning she’s not on the market. But to think my crush on her would just go ‘poof!’, vanishing forever, is a total pipe dream.

And yet for the rest of Thursday and until literal moments before arriving at Lily’s, I couldn’t get the words ‘a cute outfit’ out of my head. It seems letting Bella do my makeup, nails, and foolishly showing up to the bar in a pink crop top and androgynous jeans had given her the wrong idea. But with all that data, could I really blame her?

“Alex! Hey!” I heard her shout through the locked doors. As was typical, Bella was anxiously waiting for my arrival at the front desk. That never failed to warm me up.

We began with a little bit of Thanksgiving small talk before eventually deciding to bite the bullet and jump into the training.

“So,” I started, stepping around the counter and picking up the phone. “How does this work? Teach me everything.”

“Nuh-uh-uh…” Bella teased. “While I love your classic little overalls-and-boots look — and you know I do — the front desk position requires a little more pizazz.”

Unfortunately, my attempt to avoid the elephant in the room didn’t quite work. With Bella looming beside me, gently removing my hand from the telephone, I knew this was the moment to come clean. To tell her that all this nail, makeup, and clothing stuff was merely an effort to be around her. A failed effort, too. I could just put my foot down and man the fuck up, demanding she let me wear what I want. I could step back, look her straight in the eye, and tell her I’m gonna wear what I like and that’s that.

And yet I didn’t. Something about her charm, her beauty, and my desire to please overwhelmed me. I couldn’t say no.

I sighed. “What do you have in mind?”

With a sweet smile, Bella extended her hand to mind and ushered me away from the desk, leading me upstairs and away from what felt like safety.

◆◆◆

It was seven in the morning and Lily’s was dead quiet. No Tim, no employees — no one but myself and Bella.

“Back here,” Bella said as I followed close behind.

The upstairs portion of Lily’s Touch was home to three subsections of the salon experience: Nails (which I’d already learned quite a bit about), Facials (a little less so), and treatments such as massages, waxing, and other full-body beauty endeavors. It was the third aspect that I’d spent the least time around - both the employees and the services themselves. In fact, beyond a simple ‘hello’, I’d never even said a word to any of those ladies. They kind of just did their own thing.

Bella had escorted us beyond the treatment rooms and to the end of the hall and opened a closet.

“So as the head of staffing, it’s my job to maintain physical consistency for the Lily’s clientele. And her faults aside, Marie really knew how to be the face of a business.”

As she narrated, Bella started grabbing garments from the closet, laying them into my open arms.

“What’re these?” I asked. “Why do you have all these clothes?”

“Donations,” she answered bluntly. “Marie is… shall we say, pretty well-off. She’d wear an outfit and the moment it went out of style, she’d ‘donate’ it to the back closet and just wear whatever new shit she bought that week.”

“Yikes,” I bemoaned. “Spoiled much?”

Bella shrugged. “She wasn’t without her problems. As you can tell.”

Steadily Bella kept piling clothing into my arms to the point where they were starting to topple over. “So what’re we gonna do with these?”

“Uh… Wear them?” she chuckled, amused by my hesitancy. “Unless you’re chicken.”

“Oh, no no no,” I quickly responded. “I’m a team player.”

“That’s what I thought,” she said decidedly, stacking one last pair of pants into my arms. “Come on, there’s a changing room in the back.”

I followed Bella into a further back room that is used as a locker room of sorts for ladies to disrobe, change to their comfort level before or after treatments, and even includes a shower to rinse off if needed. I’d been in here a few times before, fixing lockers and repairing a bench, but never for its actual use.

The amenities were simple and practical, but I’d always wondered about the one garish addition: a fancy arrangement of three full-length mirrors.

“What’re these for?” I asked.

“Well, some ladies like to check out the work they just had done. Not everything here is just for the visible body parts,” Bella sifted through the clothes, picking up a pair of pants and a top. “Let’s see you in this.”

Bella handed over a pair of gray women’s pants and a cream-colored blouse. Admittedly not that girly. In fact, the silly makeshift outfit for blackout Wednesday was girlier than this.

“That’s it?” I asked. “I can do that for sure.”

Out of respect, Bella turned around while I stripped out of my shirt, overalls, and work boots, down to my underwear and socks. Although Marie and I certainly had different body shapes, we were about the same height and weight, making fitting into her clothing easy enough. I struggled a bit to navigate the blouse’s delicate material and the strange button/zipper combo of the jeans, but I managed to make do.

“Okay, I’m decent,” I announced to Bella.

She turned around and immediately her eyes lit up — but not in a good way.

“Ohhh that won’t do,” she critiqued, stepping forward and intrusively pulled at my waistband. “See the bunching here? It looks off.”

I raised an eyebrow. “So?”

She slapped her forehead. “That’s not how these pants are meant to be worn. You’ll have to change underwear.”

For a moment I nodded, but then soon realized what she really meant. Bella wanted me out of my boxers and into panties.

“Aha!” she exclaimed, having found something buried in the clothing. “A fresh pack! What luck, huh?”

I groaned sarcastically. “Yeah, I’m so lucky…”

However, not wanting to hinder anything, I decided to not fight the panties request and swiftly changed out of my boxers and into the plain white ‘granny panties’, as she called them. I think they’re called that because of how much coverage they offer (and perhaps how ugly they are), but compared to my boxers, this new underwear made me feel extremely exposed.

To Bella’s credit, the panties did fit much better beneath the pants, and after fetching me a pair of black women’s flats, the outfit was complete.

She ushered me over to the mirrors where I got my first look at a full-on women’s work outfit.

“What do you think?” Bella asked, combing over my outfit with her eyes.

Obviously I wasn’t the biggest fan, but at least it wasn’t aggressively girly. So I liked that aspect.

“Good,” I answered. “Are we done? We should really get training.”

But instead of an enthusiastic ‘yes’, Bella shook her head once again, reexamining my physique. “The top is good… but the pants don’t feel like you.”

She leapt over to the clothing pile and held up something new. “How about this?” she proposed, this time holding up a dark brown skirt.

“What?” I blurted out. “Why the hell would I wear a skirt??”

“Because it’s pretty!” she answered with delight. “And it matches your eyes. Just give it a shot.”

Another loud groan, another reluctant acceptance. “Hmph. I guess...”

It was slowly making sense why Bella had pulled out so many articles of clothing from the closet. The woman simply couldn’t make up her mind on what I should wear on my first day. But desperately wanting to please, I calmly accepted each request. And boy was I put through the wringer.

Over the next half hour, I was given several pants-blouse combinations, and the aforementioned skirt was the first of several. Notably each outfit was a slightly different cut and style. The pants varied in width and in material, as did the skirts. Flowy skirts, pencil skirts, some long and some on the shorter side — all while maintaining a cute but professional look. The blouses, too, were all fairly conservative, typically covering my arms or, at the very least, my shoulders.

Halfway into the dressing session, Bella handed me a white training bra — not to give me the appearance of breasts, she claimed, but for the shirts to fit better.

“Aren’t we going to get to training?” I asked in between outfit changes. “I mean, we open in like an hour, right?”

Bella shot me a guilty grin. “Can I confess something? We’re actually not open til noon today.”

“Wait, what??” I spat out, frustrated. “You… you…”

She’d caught me stammering and flustered, but as always, Bella had an answer at the ready. “I just wanted to make sure we had time to find your style, okay? I promise we’ll get to the computer and phones soon, okay?”

Bella isn’t an easy person to stay mad at — particularly when I’m standing in front of her in women’s clothing. So I let my anger dissipate and we carried on with the dress-up session.

Admittedly, spending a whole hour trying on clothes with Bella was actually kind of fun. Well, maybe not fun, but definitely not the drain I feared it would be. She kept my mind occupied with back-and-forth banter, even flirting a little bit like she’d done before. Though of course, not without the occasional mention of Chris, inevitably bringing me back down to Earth.

We must’ve tried on 20 different looks before checking my phone and seeing it was already 9 o’clock. Despite not hating our little dress-up session as much as I’d thought, I wanted to put my foot down and actually do my training.

“Alright, alright,” Bella finally backed down, taking one last look at me. “How about what you’ve got on now… that work?”

She was referring to a light blue mid-length skirt that went just past my knees and a square-neck, short-sleeve blouse. I’d also let her talk me into some white kitten heels — no more than an inch high — to complete the look.

I sighed, accepting that this outfit choice was as good as any. “If this’ll get the training started, then it’s fine by me.”

“Perfect!” she cheered, re-organizing the clothes into ‘yes’s’ and ‘no’s’. “Just one more thing…”

Again I sighed, really starting to get frustrated with this never-ending game of dress-up. “What else do I have to try on?”

“Oh, nothing else to try on. It’s just… well, your legs. And your armpits. You should really shave them.”

Confused, I lifted my arms and immediately saw the problem. While I was by no means a hairy guy, the fact I had any amount of underarm hair at all kind of clashed with the clothing. But still, was shaving really the answer?

“Maybe I… I dunno, just cover them up,” I suggested, reaching for the pile of clothes. “Or wear something longer.”

But Bella put her hand on mind. “Consider this an investment. After all, it’s not an inherently girly thing to shave. Male swimmers do it all the time.”

Yeah, swimmers maybe. But I’m the furthest thing from that.

Of all the things we’d done this morning, the prospect of shaving was the scariest. Clothing could be removed. Even makeup and nail polish could be wiped away. But shaving? That’s a multiple-day or even week-long commitment.

Bella stared at me with her puppy dog eyes. “Please? Plus, if you cover the front desk again it’ll really expand your options.”

Another unavoidable, impenetrable request from the prettiest girl I knew. How could I say no? 

And so I let Bella lead me further into the women’s locker room, back to the showers to shave off my hair.

While clothes were one thing, I insisted Bella grant me privacy while shaving, keeping a healthy distance as I stood behind the curtain, carefully following her shaving instructions for my legs and underarms.

If it weren’t for me exercising an unreal amount of focus trying not to cut myself shaving, I probably would’ve collapsed on the floor with glee knowing I was naked and in the same room as Bella. Well, part glee and part embarrassment. But trust me, every last bit of focus was spent making sure I didn’t let my ‘little Alex’ get too excited at that thought.

As soon as I finished shaving, I exited the shower in a towel and slipped my bra and panties back on.

“Smooth as silk?” Bella asked, reaching toward my leg. “May I?”

I nervously gulped but nodded, allowing her to feel my newly smooth calf. She spent no more than a few seconds touching me, but it felt like forever as I desperately tried to keep my mind out of the gutter, and reminding myself that this girl has a boyfriend.

“Okay, okay, back into the skirt,” I exhorted. “I think it’s time to train.”

◆◆◆

Despite how stressed Marie often looked running the front desk, I didn’t find the bones of the job to be too difficult. Politely greet clients, be pleasant on the phone while setting up appointments, and of course, look good doing it.

While I was extremely self-conscious at the beginning of the day — particularly when the other employees arrived shocked, thrilled, or somewhere in between — as the afternoon carried along, I got quite comfortable in this conservative but feminine outfit.

I should also note that Bella insisted I let my hair down throughout the day, swinging by after each appointment to give my hair a quick brush and touch-up. I wasn’t wearing any makeup and my nails weren’t done, but the clothing seemed to do just enough to either convince the clients that I was a woman — or at least not stand out as a dirty maintenance man.

Sure, I made a few mistakes, either hanging up early or sorting an appointment wrong, but for my first day I think I did quite well. As much as I loved flexing my skills with tools, being a receptionist was affirming in a whole different way. It even made me feel a little more excited for the next ambassador assignment — whatever that ends up being.

Bella ended up giving me a ring Friday night to offer me the entire weekend of front desk coverage, if I wanted it.

“Otherwise I gotta cancel my appointments and do it myself,” she explained. “Not to put too much pressure on you!”

“No no no, I’ll do it. I’m happy to,” I answered, lying back in my bed. “You know, it wasn’t that bad.”

“The job? Or the outfits?” she asked.

I laughed. God, I really loved talking to her. “Both, I guess. Plus you’re a good teacher.”

“And you’re a good student,” she said warmly — or at least it sounded that way over the phone. “Chris tells me that too, you know. I taught him how to ice skate the other week.”

“Oh, did you now…” My heart sank just the tiniest bit each time she mentioned Chris. Not enough for me to give up on her, but enough to make me feel a sting before going to bed. “See you tomorrow?”

“See you then,” she said sweetly. “Night.”

“Night,” I replied, hanging up and letting out a huge sigh.

◆◆◆

While Bella didn’t specifically ask for it, I got in around 7:30 to ensure I had enough time for outfit selection because A) I couldn’t just wear the same thing as last time, and B) I definitely didn’t want to be in the women’s locker room while anyone else was around. But as usual, Bella was several steps ahead of me, having already laid out an outfit for me on a table outside the storage closet.

Her choice was… bold. Not only was it another skirt, but one that was significantly shorter and far flirtier than the one I’d worn yesterday. I guess when in Rome…

Without hesitation, I changed a fresh pair of panties from the 3-pack, and a the same white bra from yesterday. The top she’d selected was also a bit girlier, and I slid that over my head and positioned it on my chest. Much like the pink shirt I wore to the bar, this shirt was a bit cropped. Not exactly professional, but I rolled with it.

Though before I could go downstairs, I noticed one last thing on the table that was buried underneath the clothes. It was a tube of pink lip gloss — the same kind she’d put on my lips that day she did my makeup. Did she leave this here accidentally? Or was it left out for me?

Unsure what to do, I went with my instincts and applied the gloss to my lips, painting on a healthy coat of the sweet, strawberry-flavored gloss. Damn, was it yummy!

With my clothing (and I guess my makeup) done, I spent the next hour getting things organized around the front desk. I sincerely loved the quiet of the morning. For some reason when I worked at Samford’s, I never cared for mornings. They represented the onset of stress — the calm before the storm, if you will. A quiet morning would only last so long before I was screamed at for fucking something up. But at Lily’s, I felt invigorated. The employees were happy to see me, and several even told me they hoped I’d cover reception even more. Mornings felt like hope around here.

Sure enough, the ladies trickled in, complimenting my skirt and my top. A few even asked if I had lip gloss on which — and I can’t believe I’m saying this — I enthusiastically told them ‘yes!’.

By 9 A.M. I was a busy bee taking calls, greeting guests, and having sporadic conversations with the girls during their down time. Our conversations felt different from before. No longer was I the ugly troll slaving away fixing chairs and painting walls. Now I was front and center in the conversation hub. Suddenly everyone wanted to talk to me.

“Hey!” Bella snuck up behind me, playful grabbing my shoulders and startling me. I let out a little yelp that, embarrassingly, was quite high-pitched.

“You jerk!” I shouted back, half-joking. “I get scared easily.”

She shrugged and smiled. “Eh, it’s cute when you’re scared.”

We chatted for a few minutes as she shared some funny (and probably confidential) client gossip. The stories were light and fun and reminded me why I loved talking to Bella. She brightened every room she walked into.

But suddenly, things felt a lot gloomier, and any remnant of a smile vanished from my face.

“What?” she asked, still chuckling, her back to the door. “What’d I say?”

“Nothing you said…” I squeaked out, shakily pointing my finger behind her.

Bella whipped around and like me, the smile was gone from her face.

“Tim!” she yelped. “What’re you doing here?”


Chapter Ten

“Tim’s not coming in all weekend.”

Bella’s earlier words echoed in my head as fear and dread emerged on my face. I felt myself sweating, and my nervous tick of licking my lips — my girly, strawberry-flavored lips — was in full force.

“What’s this?” Tim said firmly, his brow furrowing. He glanced around to see if any clients were in the waiting room. Three ladies were, but all had their heads buried in their phones with the background music of the salon providing us just enough cover. Tim took another step closer to me and, while he lowered his volume, peered over the counter and furiously muttered, “What the fuck are you wearing, Alex?”

As if I needed a reminder, I looked down and touched my skirt for a moment. “It’s a… It’s a skirt.” I answered.

Tim didn’t like that answer. “I know what a skirt is. Why are YOU wearing one?”

Bella leapt to my defense. “He put it on because I asked him to. You fired Marie, so we needed someone at the front. I trained Alex and everything.”

“You trained him to dress like this? What the hell is wrong with you, Bella?”

She stepped back, aghast. “What is wrong with me? I’m in charge of staffing, Tim. We needed help and Alex accepted. I wanted as seamless of a transition from Marie—”

Tim shook his head and started pacing, desperately trying to contain his rage and not spook the clients. “My office. Now!” he commanded.

Hanging my head, I took a step forward but was stopped by Bella. “We’re not going anywhere,” she clapped back.

He furrowed his brow again, looking ready for a fight. “Oh yeah? Why is that?”

“Because Alex likes this, Tim. He likes dressing like this. Right, Alex?”

Quick as a bullet, Tim’s eyes darted to me, waiting for my answer. But I was just as shocked as Tim was at her reply. I… like this?

“Uh… yeah,” I answered, almost in a trance. “I do. It’s… uh, pretty.”

Tim buried his hands in his face, struggling to accept what he probably saw as a mutiny from his sister and his newest employee. Bella and I stood silently, letting Tim process my answer and her defense. I could tell he wanted to explode with rage, held back only by the fact that there were paying customers a mere 20 feet away from him and would undoubtedly walk out if he did.

Slowly he lifted his head up, and the rage-filled red coloring seemed to disappear from his face, returning to the pale coloring I’d been accustomed to.

“Well then, I’ll just have to let him go,” he said blankly. “Alex, I really hate to lose you.”

Bella yelped, “WHAT? You’re going to fire him? For what — wearing clothes?”

Tim smirked, shaking his head. “For what he’s wearing? Oh, definitely not. It’s just that I’ve decided his maintenance duties are no longer needed.” Tim took a few steps around and pretended to examine the sturdiness of a wall. “I think this place is in good shape. If we ever need his services again, I’ll call.”

Bella looked like she wanted to sucker punch Tim, but restrained herself as well. “YOU. CAN’T. DO. THIS.”

Tim smirked again, relishing his sister’s rage. “What’re you gonna do about it?”

Again, Bella looked like she wanted to wind up her fist and punch Tim square in the jaw. But before she could, the doors swung open from behind them. And through them walked two of the most unlikely people: a pair of hulking men in sweatsuits.

“Yo,” the one with a buzz cut said. “This is, uh, Lily’s Touch? I got this flyer at a gym talking about a facial. Is this the right place?”

As if nothing else mattered in the world, Tim spun around like a top and kindly greeted the three gym bros. “Yes yes yes! You’re absolutely in the right place… my dude-erinos!”

Bella and I looked at each other, cringing at Tim’s attempt to be bro-ey.

“Typically we’re appointment-only, but I think…” he whipped his head over to me and snapped his finger. “…we have an available session right now, yes?”

Leaping into action, I pulled up the digital schedule and searched for an open slot. “Diane and Natalie are available, in fact!”

“Perfect!” Tim turned back to the men. “If you wouldn’t mind waiting for about 10 minutes, we’ll have our expert, err… facializers… assist you soon!”

He ushered the gentlemen toward two empty seats in the waiting area while simultaneously shooing Bella and I to alert Diane and Natalie, mouthing ‘Go! Go! Go!’. But good ‘ol Bella wasn’t about to just fold over.

“Shouldn’t you be thanking Alex?” she said just loud enough that the men could’ve heard. Tim looked pissed, but couldn’t let this fish off the hook.

“Fine!” he sneered. “Thank you, Alex. Good work.”

Tim sourly brushed past his sister and through the styling stations back to his office. Once finally out of sight, Bella shot me a wink and gave my shoulder a little squeeze.

◆◆◆

It’s been over a week now since the closest of close calls. And I can’t believe I’m saying this, but things have been… Well, really good!

That stressful Saturday brought Lily’s Touch not one but two extremely satisfied customers. Both of the gym bros gave their facials glowing reviews and even pledged on their way out to recommend Lily’s to a few friends. Tim was thrilled.

As for my job security, Tim seemed to forget about his almost-firing of me once the two guys walked in the door, even giving his blessing — albeit reluctantly — to let me wear whatever I wanted at the front desk, as long as it’s professional. That courtesy didn’t extend to my maintenance work or my upcoming ambassador gigs, but I wasn’t about to complain. Frankly, I wasn’t even the one pushing for me to wear girly clothes at the front desk. Bella was. And she was happier than ever upon Tim’s decision, declaring on the spot that she’d plan my outfits for the remainder of the week. And as a bonus, she even gave me complimentary bottles of her favorite shampoo and conditioner, a brand new hair brush, and some special creams for me to keep up with shaving.

So that’s exactly what happened. The entire next work week was busy, busy, busy! I’d show up at 7 or sometimes 6 A.M. to get all of my maintenance work done — painting walls, tinkering with sinks and chairs, and a little cleaning here and there — and just before the salon opened, I’d shower in the ladies’ changing room and put on whatever outfit Bella had decided for me the night before. Yes, bra and panties too.

Each day I felt more and more comfortable wearing women’s pants, blouses, and skirts which, admittedly, was a breeze for me considering how much positive attention I got from my coworkers. Clients too had nice things to say about my looks, acting much friendlier toward me at the front desk than they ever were when trudging around in dirty overalls and carrying a toolbox. It was hard to tell if they thought I was a boy or girl, but I honestly stopped caring. Boy, girl, this, that… All I really enjoyed was being appreciated for once. And damn was it addictive. And in the back of my mind, I wondered if I was liking this a little too much.

◆◆◆

Of course, my growing fondness for femininity had to be set aside for my ambassador gigs, of which I had one this coming weekend for a high school’s holiday fair.

Nobody was more excited for the upcoming ambassador gig than Tim, who annoyingly brought it up each time he passed the front desk that week.

“Miiiiister ambassador!” he’d shout out, drumming on the front desk. Whenever he did this I’d blush with a little embarrassment, not because of my disdain for the job, but wondering what the clients in the waiting room must be thinking when he refers to me as a mister. ‘You mean that slender woman in the bateau-neck blouse and A-line skirt?’, I’m sure they’re thinking. And yes, Bella’s been teaching me some style terms. What of it?

On Thursday, Tim was particularly pumped. “Got some new flyers for you, plus a brand new poster board. Had a friend design ‘em and everything. It put us back a little bit… but I think you’ll convert some of those dads.”

I should mention that the goal of the high school was not to get the male students, but rather the local fathers. “Go where the money is,” Tim often reminded me. Though I found his ideology to be quite inconsistent, and each time he made a decision on, well, anything, I wondered how much input Bella offered.

◆◆◆

Kankakee North’s Winter Fair was held the last Friday before finals week — a strange decision in my mind, considering kids probably don’t want to attend a school event in the run up to break — much less with their parents. But alas, it seemed like a tradition that wasn’t going anywhere and honestly, for good reason. The school really went all out for this thing, blinging out the exterior as well as the interior with full-on Christmassy bling.

The Winter Fair was kind of two events in one. In the building they called the Field House, where the indoor track was, a stage was set up with music, dancing, and other wholesome fun. The whole schtick was to emphasize fun for the whole family, make the school look good, and raise some money along the way. The fair was more or less a charity event put on by the boosters club, and the turnout was impressive.

While the main entertainment was centered in the Field House, the raffle, club stands, and everything else was shoved into the two connected gymnasiums a short walk away. And that’s where I’d be setting up my stand.

At first I felt a little awkward laying out my fliers, propping up the poster board, and rehearsing my spiel under my breath. After all, my business here has nothing to do with Kankakee North. Lily’s Touch wasn’t affiliated with the school in any way, nor was I an alum. But as other nearby tables started to fill up with a local bakery, an insurance company, and a financial services firm, I started to realize that maybe Tim had made a little ‘donation’ on behalf of the salon for this prime real estate.

Simply being around the buzzing high school atmosphere made the memories rush back in. I remembered going to events like this, hanging out with friends, and goofing off. Back when my future felt bright… only to enter what ultimately felt like a dark era, slaving away at Samford’s for four straight years.

Being in my 20s among a bunch of teenagers and parents, I of course felt a little out of place. But something about these last few weeks at work gave me more hope for my future than ever before. Screw the rejection by Bella, and screw Tim’s near-firing of me. My life felt like it was finally in a somewhat decent place.

“Excuse me?” a 40-something man approached the table, peering at the fliers. He was alone — no son, daughter, or wife. Perfect.

“Sir! Hello, how are you? That’s a lovely shirt you have on.” I began, buttering him up. He seemed to take the bait.

“It’s new. My wife got it for me. Can you… Can you tell me about, uh…” he leaned forward to read the poster board. “…Lily’s Touch?”

I gave him my 60-second spiel about the salon — already feeling far more rehearsed and confident than my day with the gym goers at Iron Arena. I explained all of the male-focused services, including facials, massages, and manicures that don’t involve nail polish.

“That’s cool,” he smiled genuinely, though a little overwhelmed by the information. “I’ll think it over, thanks.” The man grabbed a flyer, flashed me one more smile, and stepped away.

One down, so many more to go.

Every 5 minutes or so a similar exchange would go down. The man would be, understandably, a little on edge inquiring about spa services from a place called ‘Lily’s’, I’d talk him off a ledge and ensure that ‘even burly men deserve self-care’, and eventually another flyer would be taken.

Perhaps I shouldn’t be so surprised, but even with my clearly male body, voice, and outfit, I still seemed to attract the attention of a few flirtatious fathers. Even before my experiences at Iron Arena, I’d occasionally fool a man or two working at Samford’s or even back in high school with my long hair. But today it seemed to be happening a lot more often.

In the past, people would approach me with the assumption I’m a girl, then hear me speak or watch me move and immediately back off. But today that simply wasn’t happening. Was this school full of closeted gay fathers? Or was something else afoot?

“Hey darling,” another 40-something father said to me, putting on the charm. “Whatcha selling?”

As gross as this man’s advances felt, I knew at the end of the day my job was to sell for Lily’s and hand out flyers. Was my job maybe a little easier if I didn’t correct the men?

“Hi,” I answered sweetly, leaning into my femininity and raising the pitch of my voice just a tad. “Can I tell you about Lily’s services for men?”

The man’s eyes lit up, thrilled that a younger ‘woman’ reciprocated his attitude. “Well, who is Lily and how can I meet her? That wouldn’t be you, would it?”

I forced a chuckle at his forward joke, purely for the experiment of it. Over the course of our conversation, I kept up the subtle pitch change, swayed my hips a little more, and intentionally played with strands of my hair — all things I’d witnessed nearly every girl do to flirt.

Unsurprisingly our interaction ended in a taken flyer and a ‘promise to call’ — whatever that meant. But in my eyes, this was a successful sale. I know Tim wants me to sell Lily’s Touch services ‘man-to-man’, but does it really matter if we get the man in regardless?

And so I continued the subtle flirting and, while never outright lying, I refused to correct anyone’s assumptions that I was actually a boy. Doing so, my conversion rate skyrocketed. 

Did flirting with these men and playing with my gender expression feel a little dishonest? Sure, but in all honesty it was kind of fun. Not as much the ‘interacting with men’ part, but the ‘pretending to be a girl’ part of it all. The couple weeks of wearing skirts, blouses, and a bra and panties working the front desk served as great practice for this kind of experiment. I felt more prepared and confident than ever before.

By the end of the evening I’d given out 75 flyers for Lily’s Touch and had at least half that many conversations with interested men. Breaking down my stand and packing up my belongings, I had to remind myself that swaying my hips and playing with my hair wasn’t my default. It’s almost like I needed to think about walking and moving like a boy again. Exiting the gymnasium and walking through the hallways, I noticed how the tiniest part of me felt sad. Weird…

If there’s one thing I could look forward to tonight, it’s the chance to get some much needed sleep and doze off knowing I put in a solid day’s work. For as much as I didn’t need Tim’s approval, I was excited to see his face once he realized how well I did.

My self-satisfaction didn’t last long though, as not long after pulling out of the high school parking lot and hitting the road home did I notice my phone ringing — with the caller ID reading ‘Lily’s Touch’.

What? I paused for a moment. Who the hell would be calling from work? It was almost Nine o’clock and Lily’s was long closed. Could Tim be tracking me or something?

“Hello?” I answered nervously.

“Alex! Hey!” I heard Bella shout, with other voices in the background. “He answered, guys!”

As it always did, my heart warmed a little hearing Bella’s voice, even under these bizarre circumstances. “Bella, what’re you still doing at work?” I listened to the voices in the background for a moment. “And who else is there?”

“Just the usual girls,” she answered. “I wanted to let you know we just got a voicemail from a man looking to make an appointment. Said he met ‘Alex’ tonight and had to come by. Look at you with these speedy results!”

I blushed over the phone, proud and relieved that my hard work (and flirting) wasn’t for nothing.

“Heh heh… that’s great. But, uh… why are you checking the voicemails on Friday night?”

“Because we’re here getting ready for Amy’s birthday! It’s super last minute, but Amy’s boyfriend bailed on their night out — long story — so we decided to do a little girls night.”

I smiled. I had a real appreciation for the closeness of the girls outside of work. There’s a lot of kind, genuine souls at Lily’s.

“Well, damn! Please tell her happy birthday for me!”

“Why not tell her yourself? Come out with us!” Bella insisted.

My heart skipped a beat from being put on the spot. “Me? Oh, uh… no, I really shouldn’t.”

“Boooo! Why not?” Bella shouted over the background chatter. I got the sense they were already drinking. “Don’t you have tomorrow off? You can get all the sleep you want!”

She wasn’t wrong. “I mean… I’d really hate to intrude. Plus I don’t have a gift for Amy or anything. I can’t show up empty-handed.”

Bella paused over the phone for a moment. “One sec.”

She stepped away from the phone for a moment to ask the group something. I couldn’t hear the specifics, but whatever she was asking received laughs as well as cheers.

“Okay, Alex? I asked Amy and she said in place of a present, she’ll accept your presence.”

I rolled my eyes. “Hah. Clever…” I replied, but was swiftly cut off.

“Your presence,” Bella continued, “but in a dress. We all want you to come out with us as a girl!”


Chapter Eleven

“I’m sorry… what?”

Bella chuckled over the phone. “Well, it’s a girls night, so of course you’d be going out as a girl.”

My body felt cold, nervous. My heart started racing again. Her question really shouldn’t be shaking me like it is. After all, I’ve been wearing skirts and other women’s clothes to work for a while now — not to mention women’s panties, a bra, and routinely shaving my legs and underarms. Hell, I’ve even worn a little bit of lipstick and gloss on occasion.

But go out as a girl? That’s a whole other thing.

“Helloooo?” Bella pestered. “You still there?”

“Yeah! Yeah! Sorry, I’m here.” I’d almost lost my focus on the road for a moment.

“You’re on your way home from the ambassador thing, right? Just swing by Lily’s instead. We can get you dressed here. I’m sure there’s something from the Marie pile that’ll look good on you.”

If there was a time to reject her offer and call her insane for suggesting such a thing, it was right now. I could pull the car over and call out Bella’s absurd request for me to hit the town as a girl. ‘Have you lost your mind!?’, I could scream.

But I didn’t.

“Sure,” I said, nearly in a trance. “Let’s do it.”

“See you soon!” she exclaimed, hanging up the phone.

◆◆◆

It took more than just confidence to get out of the car and walk into Lily’s Touch. It took real, genuine bravery. I knew the second I stepped inside, I’d be in the lion’s den.

The first person I made eye contact with stepping inside Lily’s was my Amber, one the stylists I’d become friendly with. “She’s he-eeere!”

Amber’s call was followed by squeals from every other girl present — I counted seven in total, including Amber. Jasmine, kindly, rushed over to me and helped grab the posterboard, flyers and the other ambassador materials.

“Let me help you with that, Miss,” she said with a wink as another girl grabbed my hand and escorted me over to the chair.

Clear plastic cups, hard seltzer cans, and bottles of liquor were scattered around the styling area. Obviously these ladies were out to party. From across the room I spotted Amy, the birthday girl, and made my way over to give her a hug.

“Happy Birthday!” I told her warmly. “I’m sorry about the, uh… circumstances.”

By the look of her, Amy didn’t really want to think about her shitty boyfriend right now. “I’m just happy the girls are here for me tonight. It means a lot.” A few ladies put their hands over their hearts. “Including you, Lexi.”

I raised an eyebrow. “Lexi?”

“That’s the girl name we picked out for you tonight,” Bella answered, hugging me from behind. I turned around to witness her beautiful, smiling face. The girl looked absolutely stunning in a sparkly pink mini-dress and black high-heels. Sexy blonde curls, bold makeup, and a sweet, alluring scent… everything about her was mesmerizing.

“You look incredible,” I complimented, then taking a collective look at the girls. “I mean, you all do!”

The ‘uniform’ for tonight seemed to be just that — sultry makeup, a tight dress, high heels, and some sort of fun hairstyle. After all, that is what these girls do best.

“Enough chit-chat,” Jasmine declared, who seemed to be taking the lead. “If Alex is gonna be Lexi, we need to make her look the part.” Jasmine checked her phone for the time. “It’s nine o’clock. Plan to leave in an hour?”

I nearly stumbled backwards. “An hour? To make me a convincing girl? I just don’t know…”

“Alex, you’ve got seven professional beauticians right here. You really think we can’t make quick work of you?”

“I’ll do her toes!” someone called from behind me.

“Dibs on her makeup!” another said.

All this girl shit was moving faster than I could’ve imagined. Before I knew it (and before I even fully agreed) I was whisked away to the upstairs locker room to shower and get myself clean. Bella, being the one I was closest too, offered to accompany me in the bathroom for my prepping and changing.

“I, uh... I have to admit something,” I started explaining as Bella readied my clothes. “I’ve been keeping up on shaving...”

She chuckled, calling out to the girls. “Hey girls! Alex has been shaving his legs and arms!”

What was she doing!? I leapt toward Bella to shut her up, but all she did was laugh. “Alex, it’s obvious. You wear skirts almost daily now. And some of those tops show off your underarms. Honestly, I’d be disappointed if you weren’t.”

Feeling a tad bit better now that my ‘not-so-secret’ shaving confession has been revealed, I was able to comfortably strip down and wash up in anticipation of my transformation.

“Just rinse off, maybe use some of that sweet smelling body wash too, if you wanna feel more the part.” Bella instructed. “But don’t get your hair wet! Otherwise it’ll take longer to curl it.”

“Curl it?” I said, astonished. Though I didn’t get much sympathy from Bella, who kept insisting I calm down and enjoy the ride.

I took her words to heart and, after drying off, changed into a fresh pair of pink panties and a bright pink bra. Though unlike the kind I’d worn before, this set was made of a soft pink, lace — and offered far less coverage.

Even with how relatively petite it was, I struggled to position my package inside the embarrassingly little amount of fabric. Bella offered to help but frankly, I don’t care how big of a crush I had on her — it just felt plain awkward for her to help tuck my manhood inside panties this frilly.

Only a few minutes of trouble later and my front was as smooth as it was gonna look. “I hope the dress has a little poof to the skirt, yeah? To hide some of it?”

Bella, still not facing me, suggested otherwise. “Eh…” she muttered, snatching the dress from a hook and revealing a shimmery, tight mini-dress.

“Jesus Christ…” I bemoaned, but ultimately accepted it. “Hand it over…”

I squeezed my body into the dress — my first ever, notably — and walked a pretend, mini-catwalk for Bella to show it off.

“Put these on first,” she instructed, handing me a pair of way too high white heels.

“Are you insane?? I can’t walk in these?”

“You’re such a wuss! They’re only a couple inches. Try ‘em out.”

I reluctantly slipped on the heels to test ‘em out. The first several steps I nearly fell flat on my face — the tight, restrictive dress wasn’t helping much — but after a minute I was quickly getting the hang of it, taking small steps and swaying my hips with a natural femininity.

“God you’re so beautiful…” she whispered, just loud enough for me to hear. Though I wasn’t sure if I was supposed to hear. Bella lifted her head back up and clapped her hands, exiting the trance. “You look great, Lexi! Now let’s get you in glam.”

Of course, Bella insisted on a playful ‘reveal’ as she called all the ladies to attention.

“Everyone, I’d like to introduce to you a new employee of Lily’s Touch. You’ve seen a version of her, but tonight you see a brand new side of her. I introduce to you… Lexi Lester!”

Beet red in the face, I took my first step down the stairs and revealed myself to the tipsy, cheering ladies below. And seriously, they were going nuts for me. Hooting, hollering, gushing… it really was like they were seeing a new person. And beside the dress and heels, it really just looked like me.

“Gorgeous, gorgeous, GORGEOUS!” Jasmine cheered, clinking her cup of champagne.

I caught a glimpse of myself in a mirror while descending the stairs, and even in a dirty mirror, It was more than obvious that this dress was awakening a physical femininity that I’d never thought possible. The dress tightly hugged my body, making my hips appear wider than before. My already larger-than-most boy butt became a plump, tight girl butt through the power of the dress alone. And the straps at the top somehow gave the illusion of thin, delicate shoulders rather than the broadness you’d expect on a typical guy. The heels, though, made the biggest impact, forcing me to take tiny, deliberate steps and move like how a proper woman should.

“Careful there, Lexi,” one of the girls yelled. “Don’t let that dress ride up and flash your panties.”

I quickly grabbed the hem of my dress and yanked it up, not wishing to risk a free show for the girls below me. I hustled downstairs and was greeted with warm hugs and congratulations for each girl. That, out of everything, felt the best.

With our plan still to leave at 10 P.M., I was once again herded to the chair where, while I was changing, the ladies had set up a makeshift full service beauty chair at Bella’s station. One of the girls restarted the music, and to the fun, bumping sound of Taylor Swift, I sat down in the chair and relinquished control of my body to the girls.

The experience was hard to describe. On the one hand, I felt extremely exposed. After all, I had one girl working on my feet, two on my hands, one on my face, and one on my hair. The other girls either switched in for shifts or were in charge of ‘keeping the vibes good’, per Jasmine, refilling my drink and keeping me happy.

The whole, shall we say, feminization experience felt like a blur as the girls worked quickly and effectively on every part of my body. With things going so fast, I barely had time to think about what all of this meant for me. Questions like ‘Why on Earth would I let them do this to me?’ popped into my head. Does letting my coworkers turn me into a girl somehow make me less of a man? And I put up such a little fight… Not just for this, but for wearing girls' clothes at work over the last couple weeks. Not objecting to bras, panties and the occasional makeup. I kind of just… took it all.

Even scarier was the thought of what Grace might say if she ever found out I let this happen. Hell, or my mother. At least Grace knows about the ambassadorship and the fact that I’m learning about nails, facials, and other self-care services. But Mom doesn’t even know I work here, much less getting dolled up for a girls night out on the town. If she took one look at me, she might just die on the spot.

“You okay?” Bella asked, noticing my face turn to dread for a moment.

“Yeah, I’m good. Thanks,” I answered, never not enjoying hearing her voice — even under circumstances like these.

She giggled. “Well you’re almost done. I know you’ve been avoiding mirrors, but do you now wanna take a look?”

I sighed, then pouted. “How about a shot? That might give me the confidence I need.”

Annie stumbled up next to me. “Wayyy ahead of you,” she announced, struggling to carry multiple plastic shot glasses in her hands.

The ladies put the final touches on me, blowing on my nails, primping my hair, and touching up the lipstick that got smudged.

“To Lexi!” Jasmine called out.

I raised my shot glass too. “And the happiest of birthdays to Amy! I hope you like your present.”

Us eight girls cheers’d and downed the tequila, creating many a sour face — a sour face for everyone but me. Because immediately after taking the shot, I stepped up to the full body mirror next to Bella’s station and nearly crumbled.

I didn’t look good. I looked outstanding.

Simply put, there wasn’t a square inch of my body that read ‘man’, ‘boy’, or anything other than 100% female. Amy, who did my makeup, was true to her word promising ‘full glam’. Mascara, shadow, and a sleek wing-tipped eyeliner made my eyes pop with a stunning gleam. My lips were a sultry, sexy deep pink, complimenting the dress. And the hair — my god the hair — made me look no short of a prom queen. My naturally long, shiny hair that I’d spent the last couple weeks taking such good care of was now princess-esque. Beautiful, cascading waves fell softly onto my shoulders and crept down my back, tickling my soft skin and dainty shoulders with each turn of my head.

I already discussed my dress and its effect on my butt, hips, and shoulders, but Amy’s contouring on my chest created the illusion of adorable little breasts and cleavage, emphasizing the effects of my lacy pink bra hiding beneath the dress. Who would’ve thought makeup could make an impact on places other than my face!

And last but not least, the bright pink nail polish ensured the girlish energy extended all the way to the very tips of my limbs. While I hadn’t taken quite as good care of my nails post-manicure as I had done with my body hair, Jasmine pretty much erased that, filing my longer-than-usual nails into cute little ovals on which the polish would live. As an extra bonus, the heels were open-toe so I’d get to look at a gorgeous additional ten nails all night long.

“So… What do you think of our work?” Jasmine asked, gesturing for the group to step in closer. “Do you like it?”


Chapter Twelve

I had no words. Not a single one. But there was one thing I couldn’t deny. I really liked how I looked.

Jasmine giggled at my silence. “I think she likes it!”

The group erupted in applause, a few of them holding back tears. I hate to admit it, but I wanted to cry. I’ve never felt more beautiful and or supported in my life. Seven of the prettiest ladies taking me in and making me look and feel beautiful, just like them. The power of Lily’s Touch suddenly made a lot more sense.

Everyone was sufficiently gussied and liquored up, so with ten o’clock fast approaching the girls collectively decided it was time to get going. Two Uber XLs were called for the bar, and we were all on our way.

For the majority of us, just another fun night out. But for me? It was a bold, scary step toward exploring a whole new side of me.

◆◆◆

My attitude toward bars and clubs wasn’t exactly sweetened by my experience on Blackout Wednesday. They’re crowded, hot, and being surrounded by drunk people isn’t exactly a walk in the park. Marie’s outburst that led to her eventual firing went down that night, as well as my embarrassing choice to wear a girl’s crop top and high-waisted jeans in a foolish, failed attempt to ‘impress’ Bella, only to discover she’s with yet another jock.

But while that night in the moment felt truly awful, those events really led into tonight, for better or for worse. I’m dressed head-to-toe as a beautiful woman — and certainly not hating it.

Tonight’s establishment was far less grungy and located in the sleeker, swankier Oak Brook, Illinois — quite the drive from Kankakee but, as I learned, selected due to Amy’s uncle owning the club. So… That sounds like free drinks to me?

The two cars arrived at roughly the same time to ‘Six Three Oh’, the name of the club which presumably was a reference to the local area code. With the group gathered and shivering in our winter coats and legs fully exposed thanks to our short dresses, we made our way into the club.

“Thank God he came through,” Amy shouted to us, pointing to a table that was reserved for us in the back. “I love you, Uncle Jeff!!” she shouted to nobody in particular.

Much like The Tap on Howard, Six Three Oh was packed to the brim — not too shocking for a Friday night — but the clientele was far better dressed and better looking. Look, I’d never disrespect my Kankakee brethren, but there’s something about well-dressed confidence (not to mention flexing cash) that can make a guy swoon.

“Lexi, hey!” Jasmine called out to me, though it took me a moment to remember ‘Lexi’ was the name I’d be using tonight and should try to respond to it. “Take a shot, then dance?”

I nodded excitedly as a few girls gathered around the complimentary vodka bottle we were gifted from Uncle Jeff to take a shot and then take the dance floor.

Already I was learning something new about women — they love to dance. In my mind, most guys get to a bar and like to hang back, scan the bar, and maybe chat a little bit. But girls are just the opposite. The moment music starts, they’re dancing.

Dancing, partying, celebrating, screaming — maybe it’s just this group, but these girls definitely know how to have a good time. With Marie gone, Amy appeared to be the new top party animal at Lily’s. Even in a dark, packed club she was able to clear out a space for the group to circle up and dance the night away.

…everyone except Bella, that is.

I craned my neck, dodging bodies to get a solid view of our friend, seated alone back at our table. She wasn’t drinking. She was just… sitting there.

“Do you think she’s okay?” I asked Annie, who among the group had probably known Bella the longest. “Is she usually like this at clubs?”

But Annie shrugged. “Bella’s only, what, 23? I think it’s all still pretty new to her!”

I wanted to walk over and check on her, but each time I took a step away, another girl’s hand would reach out and drag me back into the circle for another few minutes — forcefully, I might add, which wasn’t easy in these heels.

At the bare minimum, Bella seemed safe, so I decided to let her be and not let the negative energy rub off on me. After all, I was here to have a good time and hang out with my friends as Lexi.

I’m sure I could’ve guessed it, but being a girl at a club has a ton of perks. On top of the complimentary table and bottle service from Amy’s Uncle Jeff, us ladies were getting free drinks all night long. Paying careful attention to make sure each was actually made by the bartender (gotta be safe out there), the group collectively must’ve received over a dozen drinks. I mean, how sweet is that!

Now, of course I know there’s an ulterior motive to all of that. Being a guy myself — even though I’ve never done it — we buy drinks with the hope that girls will talk to us, flirt back, and eventually… you know. Obviously I had no intention of sleeping with these guys — or even kissing them for that matter — but I had to admit that getting bought a drink and gazed at desirably, even in a dress, was extremely affirming. It was a high that I knew would last a while.

Maybe I’m not being entirely honest with the ‘no guys’ thing though because throughout the hour, I did let a few guys dance pretty damn close to me — even bordering on ‘grinding’. But hey, tonight I’m a girl named Lexi, right? And that’s what a girl named Lexi would do. All the others (except the ones with boyfriends) certainly were. It was hard not to get caught up in the moment. The mix of my perfume with a gentleman’s cologne, our bodies moving together to the beat of the music. If only it were another woman… but nobody here seemed to be down for that. Though each time my mind started getting carried away with those ideas, the thought of Grace or Mom or Tim witnessing me brought me back down to Earth. I’m still Alex, after all. Clothing, hair, or makeup doesn’t change that.

It’d been a while since I checked on Bella and to my surprise, she’d left the table. That’s weird. She wasn’t with the group either. Had she left the bar entirely?

I managed to escape the circle of girls and the one or two male pursuers I had to head back to the table. Her phone, strangely, was still on the seat. So she didn’t leave. Weird…

Another thing about girls that I’d learned is they usually take trips to the bathroom together — either for comfort or to chat about something in private, away from the men. Maybe Bella had scooted off there.

It felt weird snaking my way over to the restrooms alone — even more so with intentions to use a women’s restroom for the first time. Well, except for the many times I’d used the changing room at Lily’s. But that was different.

Unsurprisingly, nobody batted an eye as I waited in line for the restroom with the other girls. Dress, heels, makeup, and curled hair accompanied with my sweet, flowery scent… If it was enough to fool the men on the dance floor, it was more than enough to fool these inattentive ladies in line.

The bathroom was packed, as expected, and I noticed each time a stall opened several girls would funnel out. Again, I found it so weird that they hang out in the toilets together. Guys would never do that. Girls just seem to have their own culture. A culture that, by the minute, I was getting to know better and better first-hand.

As the line moved and girls funneled in and out, I noticed one stall never seemed to open up. Much to the chagrin of a few people in line. Also to their chagrin, I scooted ahead of them and boldly knocked on the stall door.

“Bella?” I said, taking a total shot in the dark, but keeping my voice as effeminate as possible, not to spook anyone. “Are you in there?”

“Ale— I mean, uh, Lexi?” she said, quickly correcting herself. Thank God I’d found her. “Uh, I’m just…”

“Can I come in?” I asked. Damn, I never thought I’d be asking to come into a stall with my crush. “If you’re decent?”

No response from Bella, just the unlocking of the door. Sure enough, nothing was going on. She was just kinda… sitting on the toilet. Dress on and everything.

“Everything okay?” I asked. “The girls are all out on the dance floor.”

“It’s, uh… Yeah. I’m fine. Just a little woozy from alcohol, I think. I’m also learning that this is totally not my scene.”

“Yeah, me neither. I think a night on the couch beats this.”

She chuckled, looking me up and down. “Well, you certainly look like you fit in. And I noticed some guys…”

“Oh no no no. I think they got the wrong idea,” I swiftly corrected her. Nothing worse than your crush getting the wrong idea about your sexuality. “Wish Chris was here?”

Just saying the name ‘Chris’ evoked a strong reaction from Bella. “No, honestly,” she answered. “He’s been texting me all night… Not super thrilled I went out with the girls.”

“What? Why not?” I asked, letting my voice regress to a slightly less feminine pitch — but still girlish enough, I found. “You’re allowed to have a life.”

Bella sighed, and slouched further onto the closed toilet seat. “The last couple weeks he’s just been… a lot. I just need space from my phone right now. And from men.”

Strange that she needs space from men and yet allowed me to join her in the stall. But then again, tonight I wasn’t a man. I was a girl named Lexi.

I reached out and placed my hand on her shoulder. “Well, I’m here for whatever you need. Whether it’s on the dance floor, at the table, or in a cramped little stall.”

Bella smiled sincerely. I think that’s exactly what she needed to hear right now, as it finally got her to rise up from her seat.

We stood up, closer than normal for a moment thanks to the skinny stall shape. I glanced away awkwardly for a moment, but when my eyes returned, she was still looking at me.

“How do you look so damn good as a girl, huh?” she asked. “You’re just so seamless.”

I blushed. Part from her compliment, and part from standing so close to what was such an objectively sexy person. Hell, even in the harsh bathroom lighting, Bella looked like a supermodel.

“It’s all thanks to you,” I squeaked out.

Bella softened her voice again. “You’re a sweet one.” Without hesitation, Bella placed her hands on my exposed arms and delicately kissed me on the cheek. If I wasn’t red before, I definitely was now.

“You’re the sweet one,” I said back to her. Then, after a little hesitation, “And really, really beautiful.”

Bella’s eyes seemed to light up at my compliment. Another short moment staring at each other’s eyes, and Bella slid her hands down my arms to grip my hands, leaning in to kiss me on the lips.


Chapter Thirteen

I nearly lost my breath. Right then and there I could’ve fallen on the ground and choked from the sudden lack of oxygen. Bella – my boss, my old classmate, my crush – was kissing me. I couldn’t tell if I was more shocked, scared, or simply ready to die on the spot.

But somehow, none of that happened. Bella was kissing me… dressed like this. And yet I was all okay.

Instincts kicked in and I gripped her hands tighter, accepting her lips and kissing her back. The kiss didn’t last long — no more than five seconds — but goddammit if it wasn’t one of the more jarring but stupendous moments of my life.

“That was…” I said as she pulled back. But as quickly as the euphoria started, the embarrassment began.

“…a mistake.” Bella completed my sentence.

Wait, what?

I looked in her eyes and that honest, tender expression had completely left her face. She now looked frightened and concerned, as if my kiss had only reignited all her anxieties that I had only just helped to ease.

“Alex, I’m sorry, that… Please don’t tell anyone this happened, okay?” Bella mumbled frantically, no longer making eye contact with me. “Thanks for finding me, but, uh… I have to leave.”

I shuffled aside, giving her room to slip around me and out of the cramped stall, leaving me alone, as she shut the door behind her.

What the hell just happened…

◆◆◆

If there’s one thing I’ve always dreamed and strived to be good at — besides maintenance and tools — it’s compartmentalizing. And if there was ever a time to do that, it’s right now.

Friday night ended unceremoniously, returning to the dance floor, stunned for the next half hour or so before a portion of the girls decided to call it quits and uber back to Lily’s, where I changed back into my guy clothes, wiped off the makeup, and drove home looking like a mess. Bella, I understood, left moments after our encounter in the bathroom, apparently texting Amy that she ‘wasn’t feeling well’ and left abruptly.

My mind was a mess all weekend trying to decode what Bella could’ve been thinking when kissing me. Was she trying to make Chris jealous? That couldn’t be, or else she would’ve done it in front of him, right?

It also could’ve been the alcohol. Bella didn’t appear terribly drunk, but with some people it’s hard to tell. The girls were pregaming at Lily’s well before I got there, and it’s possible Bella front-loaded her booze. Or she took a lot more shots from our bottle service than I noticed. But still, simple drunkenness didn’t feel right.

As the weekend went on, I moved closer to accepting it as Bella simply got caught in the moment. We were standing extremely close to each other, in private, and perhaps felt vulnerable from the stresses of the evening. And hey, maybe I’d been a little too obvious with my crush on her. She could’ve just been throwing me a bone. Though a bone she quickly took back.

Out of everyone in my life, Grace would’ve been the best resource for this kind of thing. But things between us have been weird lately. She didn’t reach out to get lunch, and my one text to her was coldly answered. I’m sure she’s still sour from my misconstrued comment about Tamara and Mom. And if I’m being honest, I’m hesitant to trust her with my life updates now, considering how dumb she thinks my job is in the first place.

Regardless of the current feud, Christmas wasn’t far off so the two of us, Mom, and Tamara would once again be sharing the same space and participating in the holidays together. Things are already tense enough with Mom as is, and I’d hate for the same resentment to fester in Grace. Just another thing I have to compartmentalize and move on with, I suppose.

Still, all of that had little bearing on this past weekend. My crush kissed me. And I was on the most confusing cloud-nine ever.

◆◆◆

Heading into work on Monday, I genuinely had no idea what to expect. Would Bella be her typical friendly self? While I kept my word to not tell anyone about our kiss, is it possible she changed her mind and spilled the beans? Does Tim know? What was I going to wear for the day? Would anyone care — or even remember — the complete transformation I went through on Friday night?

Not owning a single piece of girls’ clothing, I thought it a step too far to show up as Lexi, so I kept with my standard of overalls and boy clothes, but arrived early on the off chance Bella had laid out an outfit for me to wear during my shift. After trudging up the stairs in boy-mode, I found no such outfit for a transformation.

It’s seven in the morning. I’m alone in the salon, and I have a simple choice: dig through the storage closet myself for something to wear, or put a stop to this feminine charade once and for all. Nip it in the bud and look back on this Lexi era as a thing of the past.

I could’ve done that. But I didn’t. Despite the chaos of Friday night, I still felt compelled to put on something pretty for work — but with one harsh caveat. If I put on an outfit now, I’d have to admit I wasn’t doing this for Bella, or Amy, or anyone else here. I’d be doing it for me. Because I wanted to.

And fuck it, that’s exactly what I did.

The next 30 minutes were gleefully spent digging through the piles of old Marie clothing in search of a feminine ensemble. I didn’t have Bella’s eye for fashion, but with a few weeks of styling under my belt, I put together a conservative but cute white skirt / blue blouse combo that’d do for the day. Professional enough for Tim, but girlish enough for my own taste. The perfect balance. I was dressed with time to spare.

Perhaps I’d been spoiled with the full glam of Friday night, but my look felt… incomplete. My hair was the same boyish messy ‘do and my face lacked makeup. Oh, if only I were in a beauty salon with all I could ever need!

While I’d normally turn to Bella in a situation like this, I took Amy’s fondness for my new style of dress as an invitation to raid her makeup drawer and hair products. Since this was the first time I’d be putting on makeup unassisted, I deliberately took it easy. Just some concealer, a little bit of mascara, and some simple light-red coloring for my lips.

My hair, too, needed much done to look presentable, but I remembered an off-hand comment from one of the stylists: ‘braids are a girl’s best friend’. Underneath some old brushes in Amy’s station, I found a pair of adorable little blue ribbons the exact shade of blue as my blouse. Perfect to tie at the ends of my two braided pigtails.

It wasn’t all smooth sailing — beauty never is — but just in time for the first employee to walk in, I’d completed my girly look for the day. My first time doing it all on my own.

I received my typical compliments from the Lily’s ladies as they made their way in, but got notable exuberance from the group of seven I went clubbing with. ‘Is that Lexi?!’ or ‘Yessss, she’s back!’ were just a couple of the nice gestures to brighten my morning and boost my confidence. Even those who weren’t outwardly excited were undoubtedly accepting. My feminine presentation didn’t faze a soul. To them, Alex just wears skirts now. The start to the day had gone as smoothly as possible.

Until, of course, Tim arrived. With Bella.

“Alex,” Tim said firmly, before even removing his coat or his hat. “A word?”

I stopped in my tracks for a moment, glancing at Bella. It was my first time laying eyes on her since the bathroom stall. She looked beautiful, as always, but stoic. Not the warm, interested girl who kissed me. But rather the cold, distant one who skipped out on me right after. Did her dampened demeanor have to do with Tim? Or was it because of me?

“Right here?” I squeaked.

“No, in my office,” he corrected. “But now, please. Bella too. We have some things to discuss.”

Bella stayed silent, walking past me, failing to address my outfit much less the fact that she’d kissed me mere days ago.

The three of us entered the office where Tim took his time removing his coat, and readying himself before kicking his feet up on the desk in his classic fashion. The anticipation was killing me, seated next to Bella but unable to address the gigantic elephant in the room. I wanted nothing more than to touch base with her before any conversations with Tim. But clearly that wasn’t happening.

“I heard about Friday,” he began bluntly.

Shit! Shit shit shit! My head whipped toward Bella, then back to Tim. Immediately I started sweating — I’m sure my makeup was as drenched as it could get in a matter of seconds. Did Bella squeal? Or did someone else? I was ready to confess everything and admit to kissing his sister but luckily, Tim continued.

“I heard how many fliers you gave out. And about the voicemails. Bella filled me in!”

My heart almost leapt out of my chest, but my wavering voice hadn’t caught up yet. “Y-you did? O-oh!”

Tim shot Bella a funky look. “Rough Monday for him, huh? You good, Alex? Notice that I’m complimenting you.”

His tone was condescending, but I couldn’t care less about that. I was safe!

“Heh, uh, yeah! The school was great. Lots of interested guys, I think.”

Tim chuckled. “Interested for sure. And I want you to return those calls and book those appointments, stat. You did good work. I was right to keep you as our ambassador. They seem to connect to you, man-to-man…” Tim sat up in his seat and glanced at my skirt. “Despite your continually bizarre outfit choices.”

I turned red again and nervously fiddled with one of my braids. “Well, I promise this is only for the front desk. I’m full-on manly at the events.”

He rolled his eyes, probably doubting my sincerity. “Regardless, we seem to have found a balance. I’m excited to send you out to more places in the coming weeks. And we’ll really hit the ground running after the holidays.”

“After the holidays…” I started piecing together his phrasing. “Hold on.”

Tim, unbelievably, cracked a smile. “That’s the other thing we wanted to talk to you about. Bella’s been saying how good of a job you’ve been doing at the front desk. And while I’m not thrilled with all the frilly dressing, you’ve got some real momentum. Keep it up and we can keep you on as our full time receptionist.”

Again, I whipped my head over to Bella who nodded, backing him up. Though still not looking my way.

“Holy fucking shit!” I couldn’t help but curse in front of him.

“Don’t act so surprised,” Bella finally said. “Are you taking the job or not?”

What began as such a terrifying meeting was turning into a genuine boon. “Uh, yeah! I’d love to! But, uh, the maintenance portion…”

“You’ll still be on retainer. There are still a few aesthetic changes I might want, and stylists never stop complaining about ‘broken’ things…” Tim lamented, ignoring a groan from Bella. “But you’re first and foremost our new ambassador-receptionist. Got it?”

I shot out of my seat and excitedly shook Tim’s hand, graciously accepting the extension. “Thank you thank you! You won’t regret it, I promise!”

“I hope so…” he replied auspiciously.

Tim dismissed us both, shewing us outside. Wow… What else could I say? I felt on top of the world! Not only had I avoided chastising, but I, in many ways, got a promotion. Or at least an extension. Either way, this was job security through the holidays and who knows how long.

Before I could return to the desk, however, Bella quickly pulled me aside. “Alex,” she said calmly. “We need to talk. Just us.”

Bella grabbed not my hand but my forearm, leading me away from Tim’s office and out of earshot of the stylists. Down the hallway, with no one around.

“Oh, thank God,” I began. “You guys were scaring me! I thought he was about to fire me for our kiss.”

While I expected a smile, Bella instead cringed a bit. “Yeah… About that, Alex.”

“I didn’t tell anyone, just like you ask—”

She held her hand to my lips, hushing me.

“The stuff from Friday night… That shouldn’t have happened.”

“Look, I know the bathroom can be—”

Bella shushed me again. Dead serious. Concerningly serious. “No, Alex. None of it. The dressing up shit? It’s silly. It’s not professional.”

Well this is a little unexpected. I tried smiling and chuckling away the awkwardness, hoping Bella would join.

“Uh… What? How come? I thought I’m supposed to be learning.”

My confusion seemed to frustrate her. “No, no! Not like this. And your kiss…”

“Uh, well you kissed me,” I reminded her. A reminder she did not care for.

“Did I? I don’t really remember it that way. I think we were just both super drunk.” She paused, straightening the skirt of her dress and adjusted her hair. “I’m your boss, and you need to treat me as such.”

Her sudden coldness was more than just confusing. It was a little insulting.

“Bella, I’m not saying we should—”

But again, she leapt in with another excuse. “I’m dating a man, Alex. Chris is, like, a real man.”

Again, I scoffed at her passive aggression. What the hell had gotten into her?

“Bella, excuse me, but you’re the one who dressed me up! You did my makeup. And my nails. And—”

For the third time, Bella hushed my lips, this time almost smothering my mouth. “Alex, stop it! Anything that happened before is done.” She took a deep breath, considering her words. “Look, I’m glad you work here. You do solid work. You can even keep waltzing around as a fake girl. That’s fine with me. But this,” she gestured to the two of us. “This isn’t gonna fly.”

Then, not with a kiss, a smile, or even a friendly acknowledgement, Bella reached out to shake my limp hand, like we’d just finished a goddamn business transaction, and returned to her station.

She left me there, dumbstruck and confused. I had so many questions. Questions that, from her tone, I knew weren’t getting answered. I’m not sure what I was expecting when she pulled me aside, but it definitely wasn’t that.

Her reaction was unclear. But what was abundantly clear was that Bella, after all we’d gone through together, didn’t want me around her anymore.

◆◆◆

The rest of the week felt like a funhouse mirror — everything was flipped, distorted, and unlike the reality I’d come to know. Well, sort of.

When I started at Lily’s I was the grungy maintenance man who nobody cared to notice. Except Bella, of course. And whether intentionally or not, she introduced me to the beauty of playing with your feminine side. It was Bella who did my nails for the first time, Bella who gave me my first headband, and Bella who gave me a face full of makeup, girls clothes, and led me down the path of femininity.

Little did I know, but embracing my femininity opened the minds of my coworkers. Cute headbands, painted nails, skirts, blouses, shaving my legs and arms… even subconsciously adopting feminine mannerisms that I’d come to appreciate let these girls know that maybe I’m not so different.

I talked with Jasmine this morning and her kindness, as always, made my heart sing. Alice shared a story of a guy she’d been seeing, and asked my opinion on her funky new black heels. Amy came over to hang out for a solid half hour to chat about her ex. Nothing really changed.

Except Bella.

Of course the remainder of that Monday was awkward, avoiding eye contact with Bella each time she walked by (Tim too, but that was normal). Tuesday, Wednesday, and Thursday I took the risk of dressing up once again — and yes, for me and me alone. But did it feel wrong weirdly not having her blessing? Yeah, it did. However, as the days passed, my dressing changed its meaning. It was no longer the euphoric, positive ritual of trying on fresh, exciting new garments each morning. Instead, it was more of a rebellion.

I had no idea if Bella even recognized this, but what other choice did I have? She called me a ‘fake girl’, after all. I mean, even if I weren’t presenting as ‘Lexi’, per se, the fact she even made that comment was rubbing me the wrong way.

Instead of blindly accepting my femininity, I questioned it each step of the way. Did I look okay? Was anything about me off-putting or exceedingly boyish? I checked my hair more often, and the pretty blue nail polish I applied on Tuesday… Was it chipping?

The clients had nothing but good things to say. Coworkers, too. The support was comforting, but knowing that Bella was in the back, smiling and chatting with clients whilst silently judging me got me really upset. Even receiving the shift schedule Thursday night, her little book-end smiley faces that I’d grown accustomed to were replaced by cold, emotionless periods.

◆◆◆

“Morning, Andrea,” I smiled as one of our busiest stylists walked through the door Friday morning. “Your hair looks pretty!”

“Thanks, Alex,” she smiled, doing a double-take on my outfit. “Ooh, cute dress!”

I took a step out from behind the counter. “This?” I said coyly, then gave her a twirl. “It’s fun to spin around in.”

She laughed. “You are too adorable!”

Being the first person in each morning had its perks. While I’d normally arrive super early to get some painting or hammering or bolting done, with no planned tasks lately, I instead spent that extra time practicing my makeup and hairstyling skills. Compared to these ladies I was a total schmuck in the talent department. But each day I got a little bit better. Or rather, ‘less bad’.

Another reason I had to get here early was, notably, I still didn’t own any women’s clothing. All of it was recycled Marie outfits that were stored in the upstairs closet. I mean, I didn’t mind having the salon and locker room to myself for changing, showering, and getting ready all on my own. Plus, I had the added bonus of not gallivanting around my apartment building and possibly scaring the neighbors.

For as much as I enjoyed dressing up on the daily, I understood its restrictions. Girl time was a thing for Lily’s Touch and Lily’s Touch alone. A work perk. At home and on the weekends, I’d lounge in my boys clothes, going out and running errands as normal, nobody the wiser that each day I was putting progressively more makeup on my face and experimenting with girlier and girlier styles.

Today was an especially chilly Friday, well below freezing and creeping into the single digits even in the sunlight. But in the warm salon, there were no rules against summery outfits. Hell, I’m not going outside and I changed before leaving. It was a total win-win, and I’m taking advantage.

Bella arrived not long after the majority of the stylists did, giving me an emotionless nod of recognition. Tim came soon after, rolling his eyes at the bright orange dress and curled hair I’d settled on for the day. To be fair, it was probably the girliest he’s seen me yet.

Things weren’t too hectic this morning. Most of the stylists had downtime between clients, even running errands between appointment blocks. The waiting room never got past half-full, and the calls weren’t too frequent – unfortunate, because I was really starting to enjoy practicing an airy, feminine voice on the phone.

“You know, Alex?” Amy said to me during a break. “I used to think you looked exactly like a girl from behind. That I’d never be able to tell.”

She scooted around to my front, invasively staring at each section of my body. “But lately… hell, I’m talking to you and I can’t even tell you’re a guy.”

I blushed, embarrassed but admittedly a little flattered.

She grinned. “You really like this, don’t you? Dressing up.”

Rarely was I asked point blank questions like this, but standing here in a dress, heels, and curled hair — not to mention a thong she had no idea about underneath — I couldn’t really deny it.

“I do, yeah. And I think I’m getting better at it.”

Amy reached out to grab my hand and rubbed my palm sweetly, like a sister would.

Our tender moment, however, didn’t last long because a piercing shriek came from upstairs. Everyone’s attention redirected to the staircase, trying to get a view of what happened.

Tim sprinted out of his office, shoving stylists aside in search of the problem. “What is it? What is it??” he shouted.

“Aleeeeeex! Come here!” another voice shouted.

Surprised by the summoning, I too slinked through the crowd of clients and stylists and ran upstairs. Tim followed close behind.

Sure enough, it was a client sitting in one of the pedicurist chairs, with her feet abruptly pulled from the soaking tub, screaming because the pipe above her head had burst, violently spraying water everywhere.

“What’d you do??” Tim shouted at Amanda, the pedicurist. He rushed to the aid of the soaking wet client to comfort her. “Poor thing, you’re freezing!”

Amanda, bravely ignoring Tim’s blame game, stood up on the chair to plug the burst pipe with one of her towels. “Jesus Christ!! Alex, what do I do?”

“Shut off the water!” I shouted into the void, soon realizing nobody here knew how to do that except me. “I’ll shut off the water.”

Wobbly in my heels and my dress swishing about, I hobbled toward the supply closet with the primary shut-off valve and speedily cranked it closed. It only took moments for the water to stop flowing not just from the upstairs pipe, but in the entire salon.

“Okay, take your hand off the pipe, Amanda!” I yelled out to her.

“It’s off!” she answered. The poor girl even sounded wet.

Walking back to the scene of the crime, I was greeted with stunned faces and sighs of relief.

“My hero!” Amanda kidded, dripping wet. I kindly accepted her soaking hug.

Tim, however, didn’t look as pleased. After ushering the drenched client toward the changing room to be dried off, his attention and rage shot straight toward me.

“So now what?” he snapped. “The water’s just gonna be off forever?”

I rolled my eyes, equally annoyed by his tone and ignorance. “Well, no.” I slipped my shoes off and stepped up onto the chair to examine the pipe. “You’re lucky. These pipes don’t need to be replaced. At least for now. I can pick up a new part today if you’d like.”

“Um, duh. Yes, Alex. Go get a part. Fuck… Any longer and I’m gonna have to refund all these appointments.”

By now, Bella had run upstairs to see what was amiss. “The water’s all shut off downstairs… Oh shit!” she exclaimed upon seeing the mess.

“Alex saved the day,” Amanda reminded.

But Bella didn’t seem to care. “When can we get up and running again?”

“As soon as possible,” Tim said decidedly. “Alex, run out now.”

Bella glared at him. “Tim, look what he’s wearing. He’s not going shopping like that.”

“Why not?” I asked, forcing some confidence. “Not convincing enough?”

Bella’s eyes thinned, recognizing my diss. “As you wish, I suppose…”

Without another word, I hustled back downstairs and out to my car as clients and employees alike cleared the way. The men’s winter coat looked a little off paired with the orange dress, but time was of the essence. Someone needed to fix this problem, and it had to be me.

As I started my car, shivering from the brief time spent outside, I couldn’t help but notice two things. First, that this was my first time venturing outside in the daytime like this. Blackout Wednesday was at night and barely a girl’s outfit. The club was also at night, and I could blend in with the other girls. The prospect of no coverage from darkness was scary.

But my second realization was much more chilling. Home Depot and Lowe’s were too far away. I needed a closer hardware store. One where I know exactly where everything is and could run in and out.

Samford’s.


Chapter Fourteen

In any other outfit, the task ahead would be a piece of cake. Buy the part, grab my tools, and patch the pipe so things could be up and running again.

But this was no normal outfit.

Upon realizing that Samford’s, my former place of work, was my only option, I nearly parked the car and ran back inside to change. I mean, everything could go wrong. What if Mike Samford’s working that day? What if he recognizes me? What if he sees me in a dress, calls my mom, and squeals that her crossdressing son is out on the town. If Grace coming out of the closet nearly killed her, this little piece of news certainly would.

But Tim’s demands were looming, too. If I ran back inside, wasting time to change, he’d undoubtedly get the impression that dressing like this is nothing but a setback. That it only hurts the company and wastes time. He could revoke my dressing privileges for good. Or worse, fire me. I’d lose income, friends, and the outlet for self-expression. So I bravely restarted the car and carried on toward Samford’s.

The closer I got to the store, the more nervous I got. I could feel myself sweating, even in the single-digit cold. I feared that my makeup, while plentiful, wouldn’t cover me up enough and it’d be so obvious that I was a man wearing girls’ clothes. I’d stick out like a sore thumb, not to mention I’m wearing a sundress dress in December.

Returning to the strip mall and parking lot where Samford’s lies felt surreal, like running into an ex. You yearn to impress, but also fear the worst. For safety, I took a spot out of view of the window. I had no clue if Mike was working today or if they’d even hired a replacement yet. Not a word’s been exchanged since I quit.

As I reached for the car door handle, I froze up again, anxious. This was all too real. I couldn’t really just walk in there wearing a dress and makeup, could I? What if I tripped, fell flat on my face and Mike — or anyone else — got a full view of the panties I was wearing? Why the hell did I agree to this!?

I took a deep breath, racking my brain for some sort of justification not to turn back around. I felt sweat beading on my forehead, so I checked myself in the rear view mirror. Fuck, did I even look okay?

“Shit shit shit…” I muttered to myself. I knew that with each minute I sat here, Tim’s frustration only grew and, fair or not, he’d attribute all these lost appointments to my tardiness.

But then the thought of Bella crept into my mind. She didn’t think I should do this either. A ‘fake girl’, as she put it, shouldn’t go out like this. I’d only embarrass myself. But honestly, how true was that?

Not only did I pass as a woman at the club, but people mistook me for a woman at the gym, and at the bar. Hell, even before I started wearing girls' clothes at reception, people assumed I was a girl. So why not today?

Strangely, the thought of spiting Bella made me feel better than anything else. The risks were there, for sure. But if I could pull this off — if I could return triumphantly to Lily’s in record time, fix the pipe, and fully pass in front of my boss? Goddamn that’d be sweet. Maybe I’d even get an apology.

Fresh with confidence, I stepped out of the car and ran into Samford’s, heels and all.

Entering Samford’s felt like going back in time. Granted, it hasn’t been that long, but still, nothing in the store had changed. Dusty floors and shelves with the same classic rock CD playing quietly throughout the store. The familiar door chime even sent odd shivers down my spine. At least at first, it appeared nobody was here. Not even at checkout. Weird…

With little time for a trip down memory lane, I booked it for the plumbing aisle and quickly found the part I needed for repairs. God did it feel weird walking around these aisles as a customer — a female customer, no less. My overalls and workbooks tossed aside in favor of a dress and heels.

I thought that since Mike Samford wasn’t at the register, he must’ve hired a replacement that was either in the back room dozing off or messing around. I’ve definitely been there before. But part one of my Samford’s quest was done. All I needed to do was ring the bell at the register, pay, and get out of—

My train of thought was quickly interrupted by a painful thud. I’d bumped into someone, and nearly fallen to the floor.

“Excuse me!” a gruff voice said. “Pardon me, I was walking too quickly.”

Without even seeing his face, I knew who it was. I’d bumped into my former boss, Mike Samford, in the flesh.

For a moment, I kept my head down, sorely disappointed that he was working today and bracing for what’d be an inevitable chastising. I’m sure of it. The second I look him in the eye, he’ll pause for a moment, recognize me, and call me a freak, a tranny, or any sort of nasty slur his brutish brain could come up with.

“It’s okay,” I answered with my pitched-up voice, making quick eye contact with him. “I’d like to check out.”

Mike Samford, the tall, heavyset man with his bushy mustache and unkempt beard, looked back at me. As expected, he paused, longer than one normally would in a situation like this. I’d have bet a million dollars he’d turn sour on the spot.

“Very well,” he said with a smile. “We don’t get too many pretty girls like you around here anyway.”

What?

The man fully made eye contact with me! How did he not recognize me as Alex?

“Hmm, yes, let’s!” I squeaked out, stunned beyond belief.

I followed Mike to the register where he took notice of the part and rang it up. “What’s the project?” he asked kindly.

“Uh… Just a, uh… Plumbing issue,” I answered nervously. Please could he stop with the small talk? Every word that comes out of my mouth is pushing my luck.

He chuckled. “I can see that. Very impressive you know what to buy. Did your… boyfriend send you out?”

Yuck. This was the friendliest he’s ever acted toward me, and frankly, I wish he’d just gone back to the normal vitriol. I guess when presenting as a woman, you get all the gross flirting that comes with it.

“Sure,” I answered promptly. I was incredibly close to handing over my credit card, but caught myself and handed him cash instead. A quick glimpse at my name would have ruined the charade.

I handed him two twenties. “Thanks! Bye!” I said, snatching my purchase from his hands before he could even bag it. Was it rude? Maybe. But right now I wanted nothing more than to escape this hellhole and return to the sanctuary of Lily’s Touch. Bella and Tim are cold, but at least they know my secret.

I was just a few steps from the door — from freedom — when Mike shouted, “Wait, what’s all this?!”

Fuck!

I froze. He’d caught me hadn’t he? I turned around, ready for the outburst.

“You forgot your change,” Mike said, holding up a few bills and some coins.

“Oh…” I began, desperately trying to conceal my relief. “Keep it.”

“Oh no no no. I’m the owner. Owner’s can’t keep tips.”

Jesus, now he wants to act all altruistic? Where was this the last four years?

“Give it to your workers then,” I told him bluntly and stepped out the door, feeling like Indiana Jones as he snatches his hat seconds before the tomb seals.

◆◆◆

My reception at Lily’s was far warmer than at Samford’s, immediately greeted by a round of applause and chants of my name as I hustled upstairs to fix the piping. The reception felt nice, but honestly I was just happy to no longer be on edge.

Employees and clients alike waited anxiously as I dug through my tool box to meticulously fix the pipe and, while not a long term solution, we were able to get the water back on and return everything to functionality.

It felt good to feel useful and be praised again. While I took pride in my work as a receptionist and salon ambassador, my handiness was a unique and much-needed skill set at Lily’s.

I was essentially granted ‘superhero status’ the rest of the day. Stylists, nail techs, masseuses, and hair sweepers alike were beyond complimentary, making trips to the reception desk to deem me a ’savior’ or a ‘brave soul’. While that might be a step too far, I nonetheless appreciated the attention.

Even Tim managed to get over his anxiety and give me a sweet-ish compliment, calling me an ‘underrated team member’ who ‘saved the salon a lot of money today’. Hey, I guess I’ll take it.

My heroics, however, must’ve failed to impress Bella as she was noticeably absent from reception. I knew that I shouldn’t care about one missing compliment. Bella and I aren’t friends anymore, and that’s okay. One of my two bosses gave me my props, why get greedy and demand two?

Still, it killed me throughout the day knowing I couldn’t brag to her about my win. Particularly in one department — successfully presenting as a woman in front of a man I worked with for four years. It was her opinion, after all, that I’m a ‘fake girl’, and all of this is stupid.

And so I took the bait.

Just before closing time and once appointments had calmed down, I took the risk of approaching her as she was cleaning up her station.

“Heading out?” I asked.

She glanced up, surprised I was so casually addressing her — something I hadn’t done in well over a week. “Mmhmm.”

“Cool, cool… You know, I wanted to let you know that I didn’t change in the car when I went shopping. I interacted with my former boss dressed like this.”

Bella still didn’t look up. “And what’d he say?”

“Nothing,” I answered proudly, waiting for either an admission of regret or at least some sort of impressed reaction. But I wasn’t so lucky.

“Hmm,” was all she said.

“Really? That’s it? You’re not surprised a ‘fake girl’ could get away with this?”

She rolled her eyes, probably thinking verbal digs are somehow beneath her. “Well, there’s a lot more to being a girl than wearing a dress in public. But you’re quite the performer. I’ll give you that.” Bella picked up her coat and shoved the last few things into her station drawer. “Night, Alex.”

‘Performer?’ I muttered under my breath as I watched her walk out the door.

◆◆◆

Bella’s comments sat with me worse than expected. Just being at home chilling in my pajamas and snacking on popcorn in front of the TV, I couldn’t get the word ‘performer’ out of my head.

Is that all this is to her? A performance? I mean, I suppose it started that way, but even a blind man could see this is becoming something else. Does she not think I’m taking work seriously in favor of dressing up? Is she just so goddamn ashamed of kissing me that she feels the need to be as rude as possible?

Her words echoed in my mind all evening. Stuff like this is always so frustrating, because you think of a million comebacks and clever responses on the drive home and in the hours afterward, but never in the moment.

I really hated having this unfairly tense relationship with her — one that I simply couldn’t make right. I mean, what did she even want from me? To stop wearing girls' clothes? To prove her point that this whole ‘dressing up’ shit was indeed a distraction and waste of time? Maybe, but the more I thought about giving it up, the more it started to kill me.

Who am I kidding anymore? Not only do I like wearing dresses and skirts at work, but I wish I could wear them more often. Even now, I’d love to tear off these pajama pants and t-shirt and replace them with a soft, pretty nightie. I want my nails painted, and I want my hair curled. Passing as a woman in front of Mike Samford was more than just a fortunate break, but a euphoric one. Each time a client, an employee, or anyone looked at me as a woman, I loved it. And frankly, I want more of that.

Without a second thought, I opened up my laptop and went straight to Amazon’s clothing browser.

“She’s afraid I’m too much of a girl?” I said aloud to myself, unapologetically adding dresses and other clothes into my virtual shopping cart. “I’m about to get a whole lot girlier.”


Chapter Fifteen

I don’t love confrontation. I never have. But sometimes confrontation, tension, and a little bit of drama are necessary to get what you want.

Each subsequent day of the week I came to work motivated and with an agenda, because that one Monday evening, I made the decision to prove to Bella how believably female I can be.

Instead of my typical friendly smile and inconsequential greeting as each employee arrived, I instead presented them with a request.

“Call me Lexi this week, okay?” I told Jasmine, the first girl who came in that day. “I’m trying something new.”

Of course being the supportive friend she is, her face lit up. “Really?? Oh my god happily!”

Most of the other girls shared that excitement — or if not, neutral acceptance. By 10 in the morning, word had spread even to those I hadn’t told in person that I was to be addressed as Lexi going forward.

I made the decision to not tell Bella up front but instead let word travel to her. After all, what’s more of a bomb drop than hearing about a person’s name change from someone other than that person?

Tim, who had never been a big fan of my dressing or feminine presentation, I too chose not to inform. But with his natural distance from the rest of the staff and aversion to casual conversation, not once did I even fear he’d hear about the change. Even if he did, he’d probably mark it down as some dumb nickname circulating amongst the employees.

Wednesday was much of the same, intentionally focusing on womanly mannerisms, a higher, softer speaking tone, and an exaggeratedly feminine style of dress and presentation. More makeup, better accessorizing, and of course, smoother, shinier, and prettier hairstyles.

Thursday brought a bit more change since a bulk of new clothes had arrived. No longer was I restricted to Marie’s cute but admittedly out-of-style wardrobe. I didn’t spend an exorbitant amount, but enough for some staples and a week of unique looks.

Dresses, pants, skirts, tops, a few pairs of shoes, and of course, my own underwear arrived in bulk at my doorstep, swiftly organized in my suddenly girly closet and promptly worn to work.

That first morning leaving my apartment unapologetically in a dress was, yes, both scary and exhilarating but most of all affirming. It’s not like I interacted much with my neighbors anyway. I’m such a wallflower that they probably didn’t even think I could be the same boy as before and assumed someone new had moved in.

With new styles came more than just attention from clients and coworkers, but kind offers from my friends. Gracious gestures to continue what Bella had left hanging. While Tim’s initial plan was for me to learn about facials and mani/pedis and skincare services in the interest of relaying that information to men, my friends knew that the goals had changed. Lexi needed to learn how to become Lexi, and physical transformation was only the first step.

As a result of my friends’ generous use of their free time, I stuck around after hours for makeup tutorials from Amy, hair tutorials from Alice, and instructional mannerism sessions from Nora, who’d gained a particular interest in teaching me how to act more feminine.

Nail, skin, and facial routines were taught by Jasmine, Diane, and Natalie — though this time with a girlish emphasis. This wasn’t your typical rough-and-tumble ‘clean up the nail beds’ kind of man’s manicure. No no no. Jasmine introduced me to the wonders of press-ons and acrylics. Though nervous, I bravely accepted her offer to give me long, acrylic nails with a soft pink coating and some tasteful gems sprinkled throughout.

“God this feels weird…” I lamented once she had finished, but marveled at how fun clicking and clacking my freshly long fingernails on the table was.

“ I LOVE these! Thank you!”

“Any time, Lexi,” Jasmine replied sweetly.

From there on out, I felt on top of the world. The only restriction I gave the ladies was that everything must be removable or concealable by Christmas, which was the next time I’d be seeing my mother and sister. Much like with Bella, I really hated that the process of discovering this side of me and living a feminine life had to be suppressed or hidden. But as was becoming increasingly obvious, some sacrifices need to be made — be it in the name of keeping family peace or maintaining a professional relationship with your boss. For now, I think I've achieved a balance.

I just hope I can keep it up.

◆◆◆

“Lexi!! Look!!” I heard a shriek from Amy behind me — unfortunately while on the phone with a client.

“Jeez! One second!” I spat at her, burying the phone against the poofy fabric of my blouse, then gently returning it to my ear. “So Thursday at 3:30 with Amber, yes? We’ll see you then. Kisses!”

Amy, hearing how I concluded the call shot me a sly grin. “‘Kisses’? That’s how you’re ending your calls now?”

I blushed. “Just something I’m trying. Wait, is it too unprofessional?”

“No no no,” she laughed at my hesitation. “It’s cute. But look, he responded.”

Amy held up her phone right in my face, showing off a busy text chain between herself and some guy she’d gone on a first date with. “What do you think he means??” she prodded.

I was getting a lot of this lately, and not just from Amy. With my transition to going by Lexi at work, as well as the many girlish treatments and changes to my personal style, too came an extra closeness and sense of camaraderie between the girls at the salon. Not that I was getting ignored, but I was suddenly sought out. Issues of relationships, life advice, social plans, and even fashion, girls were coming to me for opinions.

Each time I was prompted with something like this I gave my honest take and moved on. I mean, I knew nothing about dating men, much less having sex with them. And I made sure to remind the girls of that, but something about my demeanor and appearance didn’t seem to convince them otherwise.

“Well, anyway,” Amy carried on as I mostly avoided her sex question. “Whatcha bringing for White Elephant?”

“Hey!” I playfully slapped her wrist. “That’d spoil the surprise! A girl never tells.”

Friday was setting to be a big moment for Lily’s. It was our annual Christmas party which, for the first time ever, included a White Elephant — the classic Christmas gift exchange game where everyone brings a secret gift, and each person gets the chance to unwrap a new gift or steal someone else’s. It’s a ton of fun from what I hear, though I’ve never done one before.

“Well can I tell you mine?” Amy leaned in but I pushed her face away.

“No! I want to be surprised!” I insisted, giggling.

Amy was a bundle of joy, and someone I was really starting to treasure as a friend. And damn was she gorgeous as well. The only downside of being attracted to women at Lily’s was how many of them there were. Presenting male, I got no attention. Presenting female, I got so much… just not the kind I really wanted.

I glanced over Amy’s shoulder and noticed Bella watching us from afar. She quickly looked away and scurried off to her station. For a moment, I felt bad that Bella looked kind of… sad. At least sadder than usual. But as soon as that guilt came, it went, remembering that even if she could use a pick-me-up, it’s the exact opposite of what she’d want from an employee. Especially from me.

◆◆◆

The whole next week flew by like no other, probably thanks to the overwhelming holiday energy inside the salon. Myself, alongside Nora and a few other girls, clocked a few extra hours one morning and quite literally decked the halls with boughs of holly (and so much more) turning Lily’s Touch into a winter wonderland.

Friday in particular was filled with Christmas spirit and the excitement of the holiday break. We were busy, of course, considering many women (and yes, a few men, though not as many as Tim would’ve liked) came in for treatments, blowouts, and makeovers in advance of their own holiday parties.

The salon planned to close at 5 P.M. and jump straight into the holiday party and white elephant game. Much like the pre-games to our bar-going, alcohol would be served, music played, and everyone dressed up in their most festive outfits. Myself, in particular, dove back into the Marie bin for a sultry red strapless dress. I even got in early and, using some of the knowledge from my lessons, straightened my hair and put it into a fun little half-up, half-down style held together by a cute red and white polka dot bow. The pièce de résistance was a bold red lip from a brand Amy loved and claims can last a whole day. I was full-on ‘Minnie Mouse chic’, as Jasmine called it, and loving it.

Ladies and our few male employees alike stood by as workers cleaned and finished preparing the salon to be closed for the next few days. The moment one of our girls wiped the last counter, someone started the music and the party began!

It was a real joy having not just my close work friends but nearly everyone present to celebrate the end of the year. Only the select few with romantic or child-related commitments dropped out, but we were able to pull together a group of over 20 people.

The evening started off with catered Chinese food, generously covered by the company card and thoroughly enjoyed by everyone. Even for the most prim and proper stylists, a greasy meal is the perfect choice.

I spent the first hour chatting mostly with friends, but also taking the chance to meet and better know some of the employees I’d interacted with the least. Like Rose, one of our masseuses. She’s a woman in her late 30s who always seemed incredibly serious and distant. But upon talking with her, I learned we had a lot in common. The same went for Kenneth, another spa employee who I’d made small talk with a bunch when painting the upstairs wall, but failing to ever really know. He too had quite the interesting last few months, getting engaged to his boyfriend of almost 10 years.

As stories were swapped and drinks were poured and consumed, there was one person in particular I couldn’t stop running into: Bella. She’d been acting so strange all week. Not as intentionally dismissive as before, but straight-up depressed. In fact, it reminded me a lot of our night at the club where she isolated herself from the group and hid in the bathroom for a while, ultimately… well, you know.

The kind soul in me really wanted to check on her, because beyond just looking sad, she didn’t get her hair or makeup done up like usual, nor was she wearing a festive outfit. That’s extremely unlike her. But on the other hand, I knew I shouldn’t make her problems my own. Hell, I’m happy now. I get to come to work and present as Lexi, something that I never really knew I wanted until I dove right in. And honestly, most of that credit belongs to her. Credit I would’ve happily given, if she’d only accept it.

Instead, we kept to ourselves throughout the evening and up until the big white elephant game, which was not organized by her but by Amy — the de facto ‘party planner’.

“Gather ‘round, gather round!” Amy called out. “Grab a chair and circle up. Gifts in the center.”

The salon wasn’t ideal for a big circle game, but we made do. Having never done one of these before, I had no idea what a good gift would be. Hoping to neither show off nor look cheap, I settled on a nice-ish $25 bottle of wine. Simple and desirable enough.

With everyone around, Amy had us pick paper slips from a hat to determine our drafting order and re-explained the rules.

“Bella, I’m designating you picker number one as our fearless leader!” Amy declared. “Thank you for making this happen!”

Everyone gave her a warm round of applause which the apathetic Bella strangely brushed off. Damn, something really was off.

Amy glanced around for a moment. “Wait… no Tim today?”

She turned back to Bella, who shrugged. “He’s supposed to be here. I called him and he didn’t pick up.”

Again I tried to catch Bella’s eye, but she kept her head down.

Amy had no problem shrugging off Bella’s weird behavior. “Well, whatever. He’s missing out. Let’s get started!!”

I think to everyone’s relief, the white elephant game started off light, fun, and giggly. The first handful of presents were relatively simple like mine: bottles of wine or liquor, gift cards to popular restaurants, or other useful knick-knacks. But as the game went on, some weird things started popping up from the pile. Justin, one of the stylists, pulled a vibrator of all things, which made the group howl with laughter — and even more so when Nora subsequently stole the gift from him instead of pulling from the pile.

Everyone was a little tipsy and a lot entertained. The more I thought about it, the better it was that Tim wasn’t here. If I had to guess, he probably saw this sort of vibe coming and that it wouldn’t be catered to him.

With so many people to go and presents to open, the game did drag on a bit toward the end. One of the stylists I wasn’t friends with pulled my bottle of wine (she seemed happy enough), and when it got to my turn, instead of picking one of the few remaining from the pile, I stole someone’s Starbucks gift card. A gift I was more than happy to receive.

“Only a few left! Final stretch!” Amy announced, gesturing for the next person without a gift to pick from the remaining couple in the pile. However, it was an endless series of swaps that kept the game going, including several girls fighting for a really pretty iPhone case. Hell it even caught my attention.

Slowly but surely, the game jumped back around the circle, and with one gift remaining in the center, the guy before, Carlos, me who was currently without a gift, stole mine!.

I playfully sneered at him as I handed over the card. “Sorry Lexi, but I like coffee!” he said sheepishly.

The choice had once again returned to me, but I guess someone had expressed discontent and in the interest of the group, we decided to set an endpoint and finish the game once the last unwrapped gift was selected.

“Alright, choice is on you, Lexi,” Amy explained, gesturing to the last remaining unwrapped gift. “You can steal and pass along the last gift to someone else, or take it and end the game.”

All eyes were on me, though many of them were losing interest in the never-ending gift swap game. I had every right to take my Starbucks card back, but the prospect of an unopened surprise and sealing the game was equally tempting. Inspection wasn’t really allowed, but the gift was an envelope, so likely another gift card. Hey, maybe it’ll be another Starbucks one and I’ll end up happy.

“Let’s go with the mystery!” I exclaimed, reaching for the envelope, opening it as everyone watched.

Amy waved her arms, declaring the game over. “Gifts are locked! Whatcha got, Lexi?”

I split open the envelope and dramatically reached inside, opening to find… no gift card? What?

“What is it?” someone shouted out.

“It’s a… notecard,” I answered, confused.

And that it was. A little pink notecard with a few words with handwriting on it. “Salon Experience Coupon Good for one… ‘bikini sugaring’?”

The group all giggled. “Do you know what that is?” Jasmine asked.

I shook my head, not understanding the language.

“It’s hair removal. Like a gentle waxing… but for your lady parts.”


Chapter Sixteen

“Lady parts??” I reacted spastically and nearly fell out of my seat, much to the amusement of the group.

Jasmine held her hands up, barely containing her laughter. “Don’t shoot the messenger! I’m just telling you what it is!”

I was red as a beet. For everything ‘girly’ I’ve done to my body, it’d largely been in private and extremely discreet. Yes my legs were shaved, but I did that myself. I wear a bra and panties, but I change in private. But this? This was an entirely new level.

“Who even put it in there?” I asked as the group looked around. Eventually Amanda raised her hand. “I’ve been talking to Tim and Bella about sugaring as a new service. You know, to expand beyond pedicures? Sorry if it offended you.”

Well shit… Amanda’s sugaring coupon wasn’t meant as a prank, it was meant as a gift. It’s just bad luck I was the one who pulled it.

“You know, it doesn’t have to be just for the bikini area. Or hell, you can give it to someone else if you don’t want it,” she said. Again, the group waited idly by, silent as I considered the offer.

What’s the right decision here? I had no problems with Amanda personally, so it’s not that I’d be against her specifically waxing me down there. But the invasive nature of a bikini wax? I mean, how much girlier can you go than that?

Shaving had become a regular routine of mine in the shower but I always left the area around my privates alone. However, each time I put on panties, I couldn’t help but wonder if I’d look any better with everything gone. A smooth, sleek look would be pretty cute.

I didn’t care much for everyone’s staring while I made the decision. And I think the fact that it wasn’t an immediate ‘hell no!’ surprised even my most fervent supporters. Like ‘is he really gonna get his butt waxed? Goddamn that’s extreme’.

Out of everyone present, Bella caught my eye the most. She looked at me intensely, almost as if her opinion of me would be reliant on this one decision. The ‘fake girl’ and ‘performer’ comments still stung, even if she seemed to back off a bit as of late. In my mind, I’d proven to her that my presentation as a girl isn’t a silly work distraction, but a genuine representation of myself as a human.

One last look in Bella’s eyes, and my mind was made up. “I’ll do it,” I answered Amanda while looking at Bella. “Let’s set an appointment for next week.”

◆◆◆

I’ve never been a massive fan of Christmas music, but I understand the appeal. It’s cheery, seasonal energy that has the ability to elevate your mood and get you pumped for your favorite wonderful holiday traditions. Today is Christmas Day after all! I should really try to be happy. Because God knows this Christmas with the family could use all the cheer it can get.

In years past, I’d have mixed feelings about spending the holidays with my mother and sister. Mom and Grace would fight, which is always uncomfortable as it left me to be the mediator. I really hated having to sort out drama between the two of them, but over time I got quite numb to it. It was just part of the job, in the same way part of my job at Samford’s became taking verbal abuse from that man. Just another thing I was forced to become numb to.

Today’s holiday also brought mixed feelings, but of a completely different variety. While it’s not unheard of for Mom and I to go a few weeks without seeing each other, I can’t remember the last time Grace and I had gone this long without a lunch or frankly, a phone call. My comments about Mom’s odd behavior around Tamara were totally blown out of proportion, prompting bitterness and judgment I’d have never anticipated from her. Was Grace’s growing closeness with her new girlfriend the start of a fracturing relationship between us as well?

So much has happened at Lily’s over the past month that Grace was completely unaware of, and I was deeply afraid that, somehow, everything would bubble up and come out over the course of an evening. Even though I did my best to conceal or reset all feminine changes to my body and planned to show up in men’s clothing completely as Alex, there were still tweaks that Grace’s keen eye might catch.

Though I did briefly consider a full reveal maybe isn’t the worst thing. There’s a chance Grace and Tamara would want to bury the hatchet and I in turn could finally reveal what I’ve been up to. She’s finally in a good place with her partner and with Mom. The least I could do is extend an olive branch and let her back into my life.

Grace, I noticed, had already arrived as I was parking — a fact that seems irrelevant until noting that for years she’d insist on arriving after me, so as not to be alone with Mom. A comforting, warm smile grew on my face as I knocked on the door, picturing them inside together, peacefully. For the first time in a long time, I wasn’t dreading this Christmas quite as much.

But Mom swung open the door and, without hesitation leaned toward me and practically hissed, “Thank God you’re here, Alex…”

Stepping inside, the vibes immediately felt off. The house, while aptly decorated for the holidays, had a foul energy. One glance into the living room was all it took. Grace, seated alone, with her hands buried in her face.

“W-what’s going on?”

Grace lifted her head from her hands, frustrated and teary-eyed, and said, “Tamara dumped me. That’s what.”

◆◆◆

What I had hoped and imagined would be a positive holiday was poisoned from the get-go. Not that any of it was Grace’s fault, but clearly she had some trouble to work through.

From the moment I arrived, Mom pretty much shoved all condolence duties onto me so she could start preparing the Christmas Day meal. While being a sounding board for my sister was nothing new, because of our conversation hiatus, I felt uncomfortable jumping back in as if nothing happened. And it seemed Grace thought the same.

“So it was just out of nowhere?” I asked, seated in the recliner across from her and sipping some wine.

Her eyes drifted up to me. “Yeah, Alex, it was. A day before Christmas…”

“It’s crazy…”

She huffed again. “Like… Who does that??”

I shrugged. “Someone who never really cared about you, I’d guess.”

Grace didn’t much care for that answer. Or any of my responses for that matter. Each time she posed a question or told a portion of her story, she did so as if it were to fill time rather than actually caring what I thought. And look, I understand that she’s hurting. But unlike in the past when I’d sit and listen to her complaints to provide catharsis, instead, my mere presence seemed to annoy her.

“Can I say something?” Grace asked. “I’m a little surprised you showed up today.”

“Why is that?” I replied, a little on the defensive already.

“I feel like I haven’t heard from you since Thanksgiving.”

Really? That’s what she’s bringing up?

I paused for a moment, listening to Mom cook in the kitchen and to the quiet Christmas music in the background. Grace took another sip of wine, staring at me, waiting for a response.

“You haven’t exactly reached out either,” I told her matter-of-factly. “I think the space has been good.”

Grace rolled her eyes. “Good for who?”

“You, I assume,” I said, tucking a strand of hair behind my ear. “And me. I’m still finding my groove with the new job.”

“The ambassador job,” she reiterated, as if not fully trusting me. “You look different, you know.”

I suddenly grew less defensive and more nervous. “I told you, I’m learning about skin treatments and stuff.”

With her typical no-personal-space attitude, Grace reached forward and examined my hair. “Soft…”

“Guys need hair treatments too.”

“What ever happened with that girl, huh? Your boss? Did she keep… painting your nails?”

I didn’t like how invasive these questions were, and I felt like I was in a deposition, covering up lies for no real reason.

“And your eyebrows look cleaner…”

“It’s all for the job,” I said through gritted teeth.

She raised an eyebrow, paused, and took another suspicious sip of wine. “I’d be careful. Mom’s not gonna like this.”

“Sounds like you don’t either.”

She looked me up and down again, shaking her head with some disappointment. “Aren’t you worried how this is gonna affect Mom? Or does that concern start and stop with Tamara.”

Any inkling I had toward coming clean about my time at Lily’s had gone out the window. It seemed her capacity for kindness and sympathy left with her relationship. She’d officially pissed me off.

“Enough about my body, okay?” I exclaimed, standing up and making space between us. “You grill Tamara like this?”

Grace’s grimace turned from bad to worse. “Excuse me?”

Abruptly, a loud splat came from the kitchen. “Shit!” Mom yelled.

Grace and I turned our attention to the kitchen. “I’m fine, I’m fine…” Mom assured nobody in particular.

“All good?” I asked.

“It’s these fucking slippery oven mitts,” she yelled. “Forget the asparagus tonight, I guess.”

“Be right there!” I called out to her, desperate to leave the conversation.

◆◆◆

The cathartic, relationship-mending Christmas that I’d hoped for came and went without any healing. Was I frustrated? Sure, but mostly at myself for raising my expectations even the tiniest bit.

If anything, I should be happy that Grace reaffirmed why we haven’t been talking. If she’s not gonna be open to hearing about changes in my life, then why should I be her shoulder to cry on over Tamara?

I’m actually impressed with myself at how unbothered by this I am. People change, grow, and mature. Just because Grace is in a moment of turmoil and I’m finally in a place where I’m connecting with coworkers and discovering things about myself, doesn’t mean I need to be dragged back down to her level. I’ve got a lot going for me — including a very exciting sugaring appointment tomorrow.

Of all the treatments I’d gotten from friends at Lily’s, the upcoming sugaring would be without a doubt the most… personal. To put it bluntly, I’m granting Amanda full access to my private area and a blank check to make me as smooth as a girl down there. The thought of it was scary but nonetheless exciting and affirming.

Since sugaring wasn’t a typical service offered by our salon, we made the decision to schedule our session in the off hours on the 26th, giving us ample time to prep the materials, scope out the space and time needed, and the ability to be undisturbed by other goings-on. Amanda had promised to have everything ready for me. All I needed to do was show up.

However, with such an intimate service, I wanted to do everything I could to prepare and not embarrass myself in front of Amanda. A simple Google search gave me suggestions on how to present myself well, and while probably overkill, I did make the decision to purchase a douche from the store and thoroughly ‘clean myself’ before letting Amanda anywhere near there.

And yes, it was one of the stranger sensations I’ve ever had.

But above all, I knew arriving with confidence was crucial. Hell, I was establishing myself as a well-respected employee at Lily’s, so arriving in full makeup, hair done, and a cute outfit felt necessary, even if it would be stripped off and ignored for the majority of the session. At work, I was no longer ‘Alex’, but ‘Lexi’. And Lexi was still building her resume.

The door was unlocked when I arrived — understandably, as Amanda would be setting up for our appointment. No stylists, no reception… The entire salon was quiet and the lights were off, except for the beckoning soft light from the upstairs spa.

“I’m here!” I shouted into the void, not expecting a reply, just hoping not to startle Amanda. Clearly someone was working upstairs.

From the look of it, Amanda had refitted one of the massage rooms for our session. Makes sense with the way those tables are set up.

“Should I wash up? Change?” I called out again. Would it kill Amanda to give me a little guidance?

“No need,” a voice finally replied. But it wasn’t Amanda.

I heard the click of heels coming out of the room, and sure enough right in front of me with a tray of sugaring wax was not Amanda… but Bella.


Chapter Seventeen

“Christmas was good?” she asked plainly, as if nothing about this was weird. “Nice time with the fam?”

“Bella… what the hell are you doing here?”

I guess I’d offended her, as she was immediately on the defensive. “Uh… Because it’s my salon?”

“You know what I mean,” I huffed. “Where’s Amanda?”

“Running late. She’s stuck in really rough traffic from Kentucky, so she asked if I could prep everything for your session.”

My eyes were fixated on the oozing, yellow wax dripping from the stick held in Bella’s hands.

“That’s what I’m getting?” I squeaked out, then gestured to my crotch area. “Down here?”

She chuckled. “Hey, nobody’s making you do this.”

“Yeah, I know. I want to. Despite what you might think.”

Bella sighed, clearly not wishing to fight. “Look, I haven’t talked to Amanda in an hour or so but she should be here soon. Go change into your robe. I’ll get your room ready then I’ll be on my way.”

As promised, Bella had laid out a soft pink bathrobe for me in the locker room – the same kind all clients at Lily’s Touch wear for massages, facials, and other services. If Amanda’s sugaring ‘coupon’ was as explained, I’d be treated like any other client. But damn if I didn’t quite feel like one alone here with Bella.

Just being in the locker room and changing into a feminine garment took me back in time to my old dress-up sessions. It felt like just yesterday, Bella walking me through my girls’ outfit, convincing me to try on a bra and panties and wear them with confidence as I stepped into my new receptionist role. The newness, the excitement… I think fondly of those times.

But today’s reality, unfortunately, was different. We’d veered down different paths. Bella prioritizing her professional pursuits, and me, my personal ones. Standing there in the fresh new panties I’d bought myself, preparing to put on a pink Lily’s Touch robe… I can’t help but recognize that despite all the drama, Bella was the reason for all of this. None of it happens without her gentle push.

“Are you decent?” Bella asked, knocking on the door.

“Sure,” I answered, tightening my robe to provide full(ish) coverage.

Bella stepped carefully into the locker room, perhaps not trusting my judgment and averting her gaze. “The room’s all set up, so I’m gonna head out. When Amanda gets here she’ll take you through a full body sugaring.”

“Full body?” I clarified. “Well that’s nice of her.”

Bella shrugged. “There’s enough wax. Plus I know you’ve been, uh, shaving… anyway. It won’t be too hard.”

I found it difficult to willfully admit my regular grooming, so I let out a tiny chuckle instead.

She stood there for a moment, sighing deeply. She’s been so off. Not just tonight, but this whole week. Even a bit before that. For as much as I truly resented her comments about my gender experimentation, I couldn’t help but look at her and see the girl who started it all. The kind, inclusive, encouraging friend I’d lost. Ruined by a stupid little kiss.

“Seriously, are you okay?” I decided to blurt out. “I know, I know, this is an employee-to-boss conversation… but I’m actually worried. You’ve been weird all week.”

Part of me expected her to lash out and tighten up, scolding my question. But maybe I’d caught Bella in an equally vulnerable state.

With another huge, regretful sigh, Bella said, “No. Not really. Things between Chris and I fell apart. Well, finally fell apart. It's been trending that way for a while now.”

Figures. It’s always a guy, isn’t it?

With real sincerity I said to her, “I’m sorry that happened.”

She calmly shook her head. “Don’t be. He was… He was a little too controlling. Wanted me to be certain things that I’m not.”

I knew not to let my curiosity get the best of me, pushing my luck with details.

“You really seemed to like each other, is all.”

Bella nodded, coolly. “At times, yeah. But sometimes it’s more important to be with people who understand and accept the entire you.”

For the first time since she stepped in the locker room, Bella looked at me head on. It was the first time in forever that I’d gotten a clear look at her eyes – a sight I’d sorely missed in the last few weeks. And to my surprise, she even cracked a little smile.

Our moment was interrupted by Bella’s phone, the ring startling us both and plunging us back into reality.

“Uh, ahem, hey Amanda,” Bella answered, returning to her professional voice. A pause, then, “Really… Hold on, let me put you on speaker.”

She hit the button and Amanda’s voice came out loud and clear. “Hey, Lexi! Thanks for being so patient,” she began, admittedly taking me a moment to remember I’m responding to ‘Lexi’ when at Lily’s. It was flattering she did so seamlessly. “So Bella probably told you I’m still driving back and the traffic is wicked. I’m SO sorry but I think we gotta reschedule.”

“Oh, uh, that’s okay–” I started to say, genuinely understanding her dilemma. But out of nowhere, Bella shocked me.

“I’ll do it,” she jumped in. My eyes darted to hers, wondering what she was thinking, making such an offer. But Bella’s eyes were locked firmly on the phone.

“Uh…” Amanda continued. “Well, you do know it better than me. Lexi, are you okay with that?”

“Oh, uh…” I stuttered as my inert need to please leapt to the front of my mind. “I mean, sure. If that’s easier for everyone.”

“Thank you thank you THANK you, Bella! Lexi, I promise I’ll make it up to you, ‘kay?” Amanda shouted over the phone, thrilled to have been bailed out. Before I could even say goodbye, she’d hung up.

With Amanda gone, it was back to me and Bella – though now with an entirely new dynamic. One that months ago would have shot me to the moon, but now made me as nervous as a little girl.

“Well, it’s all ready,” Bella said, trying to project some semblance of confidence. I could tell even she wasn’t so bought into her own proposal. “Just, uh… meet me in the room.”

“Do we…”

“I’ll leave your private areas alone, don’t worry,” she assured me with the slightest waver in her voice, shutting the door on her way out.

◆◆◆

The last several weeks exposed me to a swath of beauty and body services, each with its own unique benefits. While Bella had introduced manicures, facials, and a little bit of makeup and hair styling, it was the other girls who had revealed the wonders of pedicures, eyebrow and lash treatments, as well as more complex hairstyling techniques.

But none of them required the closeness and intimacy that comes with sugaring. From what I can gather, the ‘sugarist’, after preparing the skin with powders, liquids, and applying a few other techniques, uses a sugary, honey-colored paste to gradually remove all hair from a given area, leaving the skin smooth to the touch.

Per Bella’s instructions, I stripped down to my panties and laid down on the converted massage room table, where the lights were dimmed, the air was warm and a tiny bit hazy thanks to the running humidifier. Serene music filled the room as I waited for her beneath a towel, covering the areas that weren’t getting serviced.

Bella quietly knocked on the door. “Decent?”

“Mmhmm,” I called back, my mouth a little dry.

She stepped inside and smiled the moment she saw me. “Hah! Going for the mermaid look?”

It took a second to realize she meant my soft curled hair spread out almost circularly around my head, like how I imagine a posing mermaid’s would be. “Heh, you know me…”

“So it’s good you haven’t shaved in a few days,” Bella said. “That means there’ll actually be hair to treat.”

“And this’ll have a similar effect?” I asked. Bella nodded and smiled sweetly. I’ll admit, for as strange as this situation was, I’d be hard pressed to find anyone more qualified for this service, or hell, any beauty service. So young, and yet already a master.

Like any good professional, Bella worked diligently and carefully, taking proper time to prepare the skin and giving me ample warning before any of the wax was applied.

“Left underarm first…” she guided. I held still while she gently applied the wax, shifting and twisting the orange-ish yellow glob in a flicking-type motion. Because of the regular shaving, there wasn’t too much to grab but after a solid effort, Bella removed the wax and had me take a look.

“Clean as a whistle, yeah?” she said with a soft grin.

I ran my fingers and long, manicured nails along the skin, relishing the unmatched softness and smoothness. It was as if hair had never been present.

“Holy shit, you’re amazing!” I blurted out.

She chuckled, appreciating the compliment.

“I love your nails, too,” she added, commenting on their soft creamsicle coloring. “Did you do them this morning?”

I nodded. “Jasmine’s been teaching me. She’s a wizard.”

We both paused for a moment, recognizing this oddity and not sure what to do next. It’d been so long since either of us had a nice thing to say about the other.

I decided to be the one to break the silence. “Right arm?”

The next half hour of intimate powdering, moisturizing, and waxing was much more delightful than either of us likely expected. The conversation flowed smoothly. We laughed, kidded with each other, and caught up on little life details and work gossip from the prior month – like nothing was ever the matter. Like we’d never fought to begin with.

The Bella who was waxing me was calmer and much more in her element. But I always knew that to be the case. No matter the beauty service, she was able to turn on the charm and treat the client (or in this case, myself) like they were the only person that mattered. To some it could seem phony, but Bella’s not like that. She’s the genuine article. And it was a sincere pleasure watching her work.

Bella worked her way through my arms and up to my brow area, complimenting the work I had done on my brows, lashes, and hair over the last several weeks. “Seriously… I’m really blown away,” she noted mindlessly, applying the wax as I laid there.

“Heh… Thanks,” I squeaked, flattered that a girl as pretty and talented as her thought someone like me could be perceived as beautiful.

From my face she moved all the way down to my calves and soon to my thighs, creeping the towel up just the smallest amount for the best angle. It felt nice, but I’d be lying if her proximity didn’t create the littlest of perverse thought. And of course, the further she moved up my legs, the more I felt the humidity of the room – lightly sweating, moistening my skin.

Just… think of anything else, I told myself.

“So…” she mused, diligently working the wax onto my bare thighs. “Your sister. Is she ever coming back for a service?”

“Grace? Oh, no… Salons aren't really her thing.”

Bella nodded, keeping her focus on my increasingly slick legs. “How is she though? I know you two had a little tiff.”

“Yeah, uh… Things aren’t great between us right now,” I answered. “Plus she got dumped a couple days ago.”

Bella slowly shook her head. “Hmph. Damn, relationships ending left and right. Well, we’re all trying to get back out there, aren’t we?”

Her comment made me have a sudden realization of the time. “Sorry, am I keeping you too long?”

“You know, honestly?” She calmly checked her smart watch. “I could use the distraction.” Then she looked down at me, her head perched just above my thighs. “You’re a good distraction.”

I groaned a little bit at her friendly corniness. “Distraction? I thought I was a performer.”

The word, ‘performer’, while Bella’s own, seemed to sting her a bit. She sighed, embarrassed that I was bringing it up. “Look… I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have said that.”

“Hmm,” I mumbled, a little surprised she was even engaging with it. But the fact she apologized weirdly made me feel a ton better.

She took one last glance at my inner thigh, shifting my leg over an inch or so for a better view. “I’ve been in kind of a rough place, as you know. I hope you understand.”

I didn’t reply, though it was probably foolish. This was a vulnerable side of Bella I hadn’t seen in a long time.

She eventually cleared her throat, breaking the silence. “Well, that’s about it. Might not live up to Amanda, but there you have it. One free sugaring session.”

God, why did I have to bring that up? There she was, back to not making eye contact with me again. Things had been going so well. With one little snarky comment, I’d ruined an evening’s worth of progress for the both of us.

I reached down to feel my legs, holding onto my towel to keep myself covered. “Lovely work. Thank you, Bella.”

She smiled for a moment followed by a gulp, still looking toward the floor. But then something unexpected happened.

“Of course, Lexi. You deserve it.”

I had to backtrack for a moment, trying to remember that if Bella had even once referred to me as Lexi. Not that I’d correct people, but it was the consensus around Lily’s that I was using the female version of my name.

“I… uh… I’m glad you think so,” I told her with a nervous smile.

“For what it’s worth, I don’t think you’re a fake girl.”

I swallowed hard, but nodded along. “Sometimes it’s hard to feel like that–”

“Because of me… I know. All of that crap… I just… Look, with me, you have to understand…”

Whatever she was about to say, Bella didn’t look ready to say it aloud so I gently held my hand forward.

“You don’t have to, okay?”

There we were, staring at each other again, like only once before. Me, naked physically. Bella, naked emotionally. The humidity was starting to get to me again and I turned my head away to kill the tension.

“Should we–”

“How about I finish with you?” Bella suggested. “The, uh, rest of your body. Girls get bikini waxes. And I think you deserve one.”

I swallowed again. Now I was the one avoiding eye contact. But I nodded nonetheless.

I laid back down on my back, just as I’d done before, but instead of staying covered, Bella lifted the towel off my midsection, revealing my panties and tucked penis.

“Hmph,” she noted, though gently. “New underwear, yeah?” She asked, referencing my bright yellow thong.

I turned red, a little embarrassed but mostly trying to keep my mind out of the gutter. After all, my crush was literally commenting on my underwear.

Gently, she slid the elastic of my panties down an inch and started on my wax. “Nothing to be embarrassed about, Lexi. You look beautiful, okay?”

“Mmhmm,” I managed to say. Something about being prompted as Lexi had me replying in my naturally higher-pitched voice again. Something I hadn’t done around Bella in a long time.

Bella remained gentle as she waxed my area. Not a judgment in the world from this girl as she let me lay back and try to relax.

“I’m sorry if I’m sweating too much,” I began, but Bella only chuckled quietly.

“Nonsense,” she took her thumb and ran it along my inner thigh. “Your skin feels nice. I can tell you’ve been taking good care of it.”

A few minutes later Bella had me flipping over onto my hands and knees – notably flashing her a full view of my panties’ g-string.

“You’ve got a cute butt, Lexi. Very toned.”

I giggled girlishly, a little embarrassed. “Maybe it’s the squats? I’ve started–”

Then without any warning, before I could lay down, Bella slowly slid the g-string of my lacy thong aside, creating a clear view of my hole. I couldn’t really see, but I felt her begin applying the wax, kneading and flicking just between my butthole and my male parts.

“Stay right here,” she said calmly. “This will work.”

Her hand’s proximity got me nervous – grimacing with embarrassment and trying desperately not to make any inappropriate… noises… as she worked on me down there. “I’m sorry there’s a, uh… thing in the way.”

For some reason, I felt the need to apologize for my penis and balls, but Bella held zero judgment. “I can work on them too, if you’d like.”

I nodded nervously, knowing I should probably stop this right now, but overpowered by my own curiosity and temptation.

As she finished my taint and asshole, Bella reached further through my legs and lightly brushed the base of my balls. “There’s almost nothing here, hair-wise,” she said matter-of-factly.

“You can skip it then,” I said, pained. The wax was really starting to get to me in the more sensitive areas. Bella noticed this and gently cooed, petting my back.

“I’m sorry, Lexi… Are you in pain?”

Fuck she was really making this hard… “I’m… I’m fine,” I squeaked out girlishly.

“Would you like me to kiss it?”

Kiss it? I nearly lost my breath, but the trance I was in had me instinctively murmur back. “Mmm, please…”

And just like that, facing the opposite direction and on my hands and knees, I felt the touch of Bellas lips on my butt cheek. Gentle, soft, sweet. The quiet ‘smacking’ sound of a kiss coming off my moist skin, followed by her delicate fingers rubbing the very same spot.

“That feels good…” I murmured.

“I can give you more,” she whispered. Again, with no clear view, each kiss was a surprise. She gave a few more gentle kisses on my smooth cheeks, before the inevitable happened.

“Ohhh, someone’s getting a little excited,” she said softly, referring to the erection I’d been trying so hard to keep down. “But poor baby… I know that’s not your fault.”

“Bella…” I moaned, as she reached through my legs and gently began stroking it. The combination of sweat, oil, and lotion from the treatments made for the perfect lubricant. “Please… Keep…”

“Keep going?” she teased. “Keep playing with your little clit?”

Fuck did that feel euphoric to hear her say that. Until that moment I had no clue how much I wanted to hear it called a clit. I couldn’t have been more in heaven than I was right now. Until she started kissing me more.

Bella had one hand lightly gripping my thigh while the other massaged my clit. Her face, however, was perfectly positioned to keep planting sweet little kisses on my butt – kisses which were ever-so-slowly drifting closer to my hole.

“You wouldn’t mind if I… No, right?” she teased again, kissing me gently between my cheeks. “Kissed your pussy?”

Again, I let out a moan of euphoria hearing her mention my pussy. God, how was this woman so insanely sexy?

All I could do was keep moaning and nodding until she got the message that, yes, I wanted my pussy kissed more than anything in the world right now.

With my thong slid to the side, Bella kissed my tight, bare hole once, twice, three times before letting her soft, warm tongue peek out from her mouth and gently lick my pussy.

“Mmm… Lexi. I love this. I love your tight little pussy.”

Her words, her hands, her tongue. Everything was driving me closer and closer to the edge. So much so that my long nails had dug into the bed, trying to hold back what could only be my first orgasm as a girl.

“Bellaaaaa…” I moaned, first somewhat quiet, but louder with each lick of my pussy. “Bellaaaa… Bellaaaaa!”

And just like that, I’d had enough. With her tongue in my pussy and her hand stroking my clit, I came straight onto the bed below me, my body spasming as beautiful warm goo spilled out of me and into Bella’s dainty hands, ready to catch it.

“Shh…” she said, now with her hands and head pulled back, warmly caressing my back and butt.

Things were quiet for a moment as the reality of what we just did began to set in. But unlike our bathroom stall kiss, there was no immediate regret. Nobody ran away or said anything rude or insulting. In fact, Bella broke the silence with one simple phrase.

“That’s my girl.”


Chapter Eighteen

It’s amazing how a single event can change your entire view of a person. Like, a total 180.

To call me surprised would be an understatement. No, I was beyond blown away. I thought for a moment there was something brewing between me and Bella early on, but she said it herself – our first kiss was nothing but a drunken mistake. Well, neither of us had a drop of alcohol in our system this time around. Last night was real. And I couldn’t wait to see her again.

Of all the delightful things that happened, perhaps the best part was how at peace we both were. She helped clean up the mess I made, I put my clothes back on, and we locked up the salon together, sealing the evening with a very sweet kiss.

Genuinely, no notes. Things couldn’t have gone any better.

◆◆◆

My mind raced all night, dreaming of Bella, our intimate moment, and what the future might bring for us. Of course, anything serious or long term would have to be discussed and built over time, but the hopeless romantic in me wanted to shout what we did from the rooftops.

I wanted to look extra cute for Bella that morning, so I settled on my prettiest green dress, a pair of white heels I hadn’t worn yet, and styled my hair into cute, curled pigtails to go along with a fun, flirty makeup look. The dress didn’t cover much of my body and might challenge Tim’s ‘professionalism’ standard just a bit, but I simply couldn’t avoid showing off (some of) the work I had done last night.

The day began like any other, making small talk surrounding our holiday breaks. I ended up seeing Amanda, who had made it safely back from Kentucky and wanted to hear all about my first sugaring experience. I told her it went well and for both of our sakes, I left out the final part.

As the ladies had suggested, the busiest time of year for a salon is the week between Christmas and New Years. Many people have slow work weeks and some extra cash – perfect fodder to splurge a little and treat themselves to some pampering. And it only ramps up to the all-important New Year’s Eve, where girls all across the country insist on looking their best for the biggest party night of the year.

The mood at Lily’s Touch was vibrant and energetic with everyone eager to work and, like me, happy to be away from their families for a while. After all, who needs family when you have all the sisters you need right here?

The only red flag today was that, despite a few appointments on her calendar, Bella hadn’t come in yet today. The way we left things last night didn’t seem like she was regretful, but to be safe, I sent her a text asking what’s up. She assured me nothing was wrong and she’d see me soon, punctuating it with a cute little smiley face.

Lunchtime came and went, and the salon carried on as normal. Again, the only thing slightly bumming me out was that Bella still wasn’t in to see my cute look – and my hair was losing its curl!

Four o’clock is typically around when the first employees start leaving for the day, having wrapped up their final appointments. But just before then, I received a slightly concerning phone call. Not on my cell, but on the main line. It was Tim.

“Tim! Hey, what can I do for you?” I answered in my natural pitch. He never cared for me acting too girlish around him.

“Alex, I know some of our crew starts creeping out around now. Can you keep ‘em around? We’re having an emergency staff meeting at seven.”

Emergency? What?

“Uh… sure,” I answered hesitantly. “I’ll let everyone know.”

“Thank you. Bella and I will be in then.”

Hanging up the phone my heart started beating a million times a minute. Shit. Shit shit shit. There’s no way Tim could know about last night, right?

…right?

◆◆◆

“I wish I knew,” I said to a pissy Justin. “He just said everyone’s gotta be here at seven.”

He, like many of the people I’d already given the news to, was upset. “Well then I’m grabbing dinner and coming back. He can’t stop me from eating.”

Justin pushed by me and waltzed out the door into the cold.

Of course, my mind started replaying each moment of last night, wondering where we could have slipped up. Did we not clean up right? I’m pretty sure we did. Was there a camera or something? No… I’d know if there were. Tim would’ve had me set it up.

The only saving grace was that, at least at the moment, I had no concrete evidence that I was about to be fired for hooking up with my boss. But then again, Bella’s co-owner. Even if she frustratingly doesn’t act like she is. What can Tim really do to hurt me?

Then again, maybe it isn’t Tim. Maybe Bella just came to her senses, recognizing that anything intimate or romantic with me is only a waste of time.

I was a nervous wreck all evening until at seven on the dot, Tim and Bella walked through the front door together, each with a cold expression.

I looked toward Bella who was actively hanging her head down, avoiding eye contact with anyone. I could tell she was nervous. Plus, she was wearing a suit, similar to Tim. Typical for him, but very unlike Bella. Something was really off.

“Thanks for sticking around everyone. I promise you’ll be able to go home momentarily.”

Glancing around, I saw sneers and eye rolls from the employees. These people really didn’t like listening to Tim.

“As you all know, both Bella and I have extraordinary respect for what you do as professionals and who you are as people. I look at Lily’s Touch as a family that can never be broken. However, as of tonight, Bella and I would like to share that Lily’s Touch has been sold.”

Huh?

The group, hanging on Tim’s every word, didn’t even know what to say. Every single person was rightfully stunned. Wordless, until Amy bravely chimed in.

“Excuse me… Sold? To whom?”

“A very nice gentleman looking to expand his insurance practice,” Tim answered. “He liked the size and space of Lily’s, and since we own the property, we decided to sell.”

Stunned faces continued to fill the room. Tim’s news was so out of left field that people simply couldn’t comprehend.

“So then, what?” Justin spoke up, “What about Lily’s?”

“Lily’s is done!” Tim answered confidently, beaming. “We’re out of the beauty business for good. Personally, I’m looking to move into real estate, if anyone has questions on that matter?” He took a moment to read the tense energy. “Maybe not. Well, don’t worry yourselves. You’re not out of a job until the end of January. And because Bella and I are leaving the beauty industry entirely, you can take your clients with you to your next jobs. I don’t give a crap. I’ll give you more details over the next week, so stay tuned.”

The rude, cavalier, and condescending tone being projected at us felt like a dream – or rather, a nightmare. Suddenly, the prospect of being reprimanded by Tim for hooking up with his sister felt like child’s play.

And what did Bella do? Well, nothing, of course. She merely stood silently beside her brother. The girl who lit my heart on fire last night and exhibited such raw passion and individualism, she’s just.. standing there as her, taking it. While her brother tears everything down.

Whether everyone else was too confused or just too scared to challenge him, I had no clue. But the thought of this job going away – not just for me, but for everyone – was like a knife in my heart. With the room silent and starting to go their separate ways, I knew I was the one who had to do something.

“I’m sorry… has everyone lost their minds?” I called out to the room. Surprised I was speaking up, Bella finally lifted her head. “You do realize what just happened, right?”

“We’re losing our jobs,” Alice answered quietly, not looking to make a scene.

“Yeah, but Tim’s throwing this whole thing away in the process! Everything their mother built, in pursuit of what? More money?”

My sudden outburst had caught the attention and concern of my colleagues, shocked that the mild-mannered Lexi was the one to not only speak up, but call out Tim in the process.

“Excuse me,” Tim held his hand up, not about to be slandered. “Alex, what exactly are you implying about me?”

Bella, standing beside her brother, looked a mix of shame and fear, dreading any conflict.

My fierce glare shot toward Bella. “Bella, don't you care about Lily’s?” My eyes started to tear with frustration. “Why are you doing this?”

She looked back at me, coldly, almost rehearsed. “I trust Tim to make the right decision.”

I couldn’t believe this. Where the hell was her passion? Everything she’s told me about her mother, learning all she knew from her. Why the fuck is she keeling over to Tim’s greed?

My face tightened with anger, frustration, and fear. Not only was I watching Bella completely give up on the salon, but in many ways, she was giving up on me. Doesn’t she know this is all I have right now? Doesn’t she realize how fragile I am? If I lose this job… If I lose her…

“Everyone, you can go home now,” Tim said with a wave of his hand. He looked like he was waving a bunch of stunned cattle. “Tomorrow my office will be open for questions, I promise. Let’s just close up for tonight, okay?”

Amazingly, my colleagues did just that, going their separate ways, and while everyone felt somewhere between miffed and pissed, nobody put up a fight. ‘Well, that’s just business,’ they’re probably thinking.

As the group dispersed, Tim nearly lunged toward me and with aggression I’d never seen before, grabbed my arm, yanking me toward him and Bella.

“You do NOT talk to me like that in front of the staff! Do you understand?”

Already my makeup was running, and the added fear of Tim’s rage wasn’t helping. But I knew unless I stayed strong, nothing was gonna change.

“Why do you care? You’re not gonna be their boss in a month. You’re firing them!”

“Alex, you clearly don’t understand this business at all. Stylists jump around all the time. This is nothing new. They have a month’s notice! Lily’s is my company, and I get to do what I want.”

Again I looked over to Bella, apoplectic that she still wasn’t standing up to him. In my mind, there was only one word that fit her right now.

“Coward,” I managed to say through tears. My hair was frizzy, my makeup ruined, and I’m sure my reddening skin looked like a terrible sunburn. But dammit if I didn’t mean what I said. “You two are 50-50. You’re just as greedy as he is.”

Instead of another insult, Tim’s anger started disappearing from his face. In fact, a weird, grotesque smile was forming as he turned toward his sister. “You… You never told him, did you?”

That set Bella off, as she slapped Tim’s hand away. “Tim, stop it.”

Tim cackled some more. “Oh well shit, I thought you two were close! Damn, Bella. You better set the record straight then.”

The Faison siblings were hiding something, and because of it, Bella suddenly looked more guilty and vulnerable than I’d ever seen her.

“Bella… What didn’t you tell me?”


Chapter Nineteen

The entirety of Lily’s Touch was filled with depressed chatter and reeked of bad vibes as the new, unfortunate reality set in. But off to the side, in our own little moment, I watched as Tim’s wicked grin grew, watching his sister crumble in front of him.

“Ohhh, well this’ll be interesting,” he smirked, slyly stepping aside. “I should really get going.”

And just like that, Tim was gone and back out the door, leaving Bella and I alone in the corner.

By now, she too was crying, trying her very hardest not to show any more weakness than she already had. With Tim gone, I could calm down a bit and handle her with some grace.

“You know you can tell me anything,” I offered gently, reaching out to touch her hand. But Bella fiercely slapped it away.

“You wanna know why I never stand up to Tim? You wanna know why I’m, as you say, a ‘coward’?”

Bella didn’t just look serious, she looked scared. Unlike anything I’d seen before. But damn it if I wasn’t going to get some answers.

“It’s because I don’t have the power. Mom never gave it to me.”

I shook my head. This sounded like a cop-out. “You’re bullshitting me.”

“I’m telling the truth!” she whisper-shouted, trying not to spook the others. “When Mom died, she didn’t split the salon 50-50 between Tim and I… Tim got the whole goddamn thing.”

What?

“Bella, that… that can’t be true. You two share–”

She threw up her arms in frustration, as if she’d gotten sick of telling this a million times already. “You think you know this better than me? And honestly, I fucking deserved to lose it.”

As much as I was fed up with her tonight, this was not the look or tone of a liar. Bella was telling me the truth.

“Why did you deserve it?” I queried quietly, no longer looking to challenge and merely to learn.

“Because I showed my Mom who I was… and she found out in the worst possible way. See, three years ago, just before she died, I had developed a crush on one of the other workers. Marilyn was her name. An incredible stylist and an even sweeter woman. Mom had always suspected I was into girls, and despite how warm and forgiving of a person she was, she had no patience for that kind of, well, attraction. Especially at Lily’s.”

I stood by, watching as Bella recounted this raw tale, struggling to get through certain parts.

She continued. “Marilyn, unfortunately, suspected it too. And despite me having a boyfriend at the time, she made a move on me at work. A move I absolutely welcomed, and continued to welcome as we kept a secret affair going for months. I’d tell Mom I was working late or taking extra shifts cleaning, while Marilyn would meet me to hook up at the salon. It was new, it was exhilarating… I was exploring a new side of me. Until Mom came by one night and caught us. Naked. Fucking. Right in front of her eyes.”

“W-what did she say?” I asked.

“It’s less about what she said than what she did. She fired Marilyn on the spot, of course. A 28-year old woman fucking her 20-year old daughter obviously wouldn’t do,” Bella paused to wipe a tear. “As for me, she said ‘someone who cannot control their impulses’ – particularly those impulses – ‘has no place running a salon.’”

Bella was fully crying by now. I tried to reach toward her but, again, she pushed away my hand, as she steadied herself.

“In my eyes, I’d failed my mother. And I know this because only a few weeks later, she died of a stroke. Was it me, or just some bad fucking luck? I’ll never know. But I’d hurt her enough that in only that short time since the affair, she’d taken me completely out of her will, giving everything she had to Tim – Her pride and joy, straight-shooter, business school son. Including Lily’s Touch.”

It was quieter now as the majority of employees had packed up and left – the few people remaining just minding their own business.

“Tim… He doesn’t know, does he? Why you got–”

Bella shook her head. “She must’ve never told him. For all he knows, he was ‘just so much of a genius!’ and I was such a fuck-up that I couldn’t even be trusted with one tiny bit of her sanctuary.”

I was staring at a defeated, utterly distraught woman. Someone I’d completely misread and felt horrible for doing so. “Bella, you know none of this is your fault, right? Right? In fact, this is even more of a reason to fight for the salon! I see how you work. How wonderful you are with clients–”

“Is that where your fucking head’s at now?” Bella managed through her tears. “I don’t deserve this! Because when you came along, all I did was fall into my same old urges. ‘There goes girl-boss, professional Bella, unable to stop thinking about the new girly-boy she wants to fuck!’ Huh?’”

Bella’s glare had gotten more intense as her comments got more personal.

“And you know what? Last night I was actually, for once, kind of at peace, you know? Because now I know for sure that’s all I am. A useless, impulsive, fuck-up. You were my proof, Alex. My inevitable rock-bottom. Thanks a FUCKING lot.”

I took a few steps back, fearing her all of a sudden. “Don’t come back here. I can’t be around you.”

Bella cried into her hand and pointed to the door. Trying to hold back tears of my own, I rushed to grab my things from the front desk, and escaped out the front door to my car. Away from Bella, and away from Lily’s Touch. Forever.

◆◆◆

Ashamed. Broken. Humiliated. Hopeless. Destroyed.

Any of those words were fitting descriptions for me. In one fell swoop, I’d gone from cloud nine to what felt like the depths of Hell. My job, my sense of self-worth, the girl I finally thought I’d fallen for… All of it was gone.

I barely got a wink of sleep that night, tossing and turning until at least 5 in the morning. Bella’s tragic story and the horrible fact that I was the one who pushed her over the edge, sealing in her mind that she was an abject failure, had ruined me. The moment I returned home, my dress, bra, and panties were torn off my body and strewn across the floor. I wanted nothing to do with them. Instead of the pretty, soft nighties I’d grown accustomed to, I laid awake in my bed in an unwashed t-shirt and scratchy men’s pajama pants. It’s what I deserved, after all.

Amazingly, it wasn’t until the wee hours of the morning that my immediate thoughts of survival came to be. What would I do? How would I pay my rent? Did I really begin and end a whole new career path in a matter of months?

The punishing stress and constant crying must’ve tired me out, because eventually, my body shut down and I finally fell asleep. But not for long, because at 8 in the morning, I awoke to my phone ringing.

Tired and careless, I didn’t even check who it was. “Hello?” I said drearily, my throat destroyed by the rough night.

“Alex! Where are you?”

It was Grace. And she sounded scared.

“What?” I perked up, her concerned tone naturally focusing me. “I’m at my apartment. What’s going on?”

“Mom got in a car crash this morning. Don’t worry, she’ll be fine, but she’s in the ER now, recovering. For some fucking reason I was her emergency contact.”

“A crash?” I screamed, my voice probably grating Grace’s ears through the phone. “Jesus! I, uh… Which hospital? I’m on my way.”

◆◆◆

“Sandra Lester!” I shouted frantically, rushing up to one of the floor receptionists.

She glanced at me, just a moment too long, likely thinking about how much of a mess I looked.

“She’s my mother. Which room is she in?”

The woman shook herself out of a stare and pointed down the hall. “Sorry, uh, room twelve.”

Despite my troubling physical state and even more horrifying mental one, I managed to swiftly make my way to the twelfth room and, sure enough, there laid Mom with Grace pacing the room beside the bed.

“It’s Alex!” Mom, to my sincere surprise, actually looked happy to see me. “Alex is here!”

But before I could say anything back, Grace stepped in front of her. “She’s drugged up, don’t get used to it.” And almost immediately after, Mom woozily slinked back to sleep.

Much like the floor nurse, Grace did a double take on my appearance before saying anything else. “Jeez, you look…”

“How’s Mom?” I quickly redirected.

Grace let out a huge sigh, clearly having had a stressful morning of her own. “Well, she crashed her car, so there’s that. Her shoulder got fucked up pretty bad, which is why they got her on all those meds. She’s gonna need surgery.” Grace swallowed, preparing to say something more serious. “And Alex… I was filling in the doctor about some of her medical history and, uh, recent quirks. They can’t say for sure, but the Doctor said she might be showing signs of, uh… Parkinson’s Disease. It could’ve contributed to the crash.”

My heart sank when Grace finally said it, but somehow, deep down, I weirdly wasn’t terribly shocked. “She’s been dropping things lately… Closing the oven, too. And when Tamara ‘bumped’ her?”

Grace shot me a look upon mentioning the T-word.

“Jesus… it was right in front of us the whole time.”

Grace shrugged, as if all of this was news to her. I remember at Thanksgiving mentioning something about it – not that even I thought it was this bad.

I breathed in, absorbing and accepting the news. “Okay, well, what do we do now?”

Grace checked her phone for the time and reached for her jacket. “I really have to get going. There’s a stupid staff meeting on our week off. Total bullshit. The doc’s gonna come in at some point and just, you know, answer his questions. Mom will eventually sober up.”

I nodded, caught in a stare at our dozing mother with her braced arm and bruised face. As if I didn’t feel guilty enough already, now I’d essentially let a possibly super serious condition go unchecked. Plainly put, I felt like the biggest piece of shit on the entire planet.

But for some reason, I didn’t feel helpless this time. Horrible, yes. But not helpless. Maybe… This was my chance to actually help someone for once.

“I’ll move in with her. I’ll be her caretaker for a while. She’s gonna need all the help she can get.”

Grace’s eyes widened, but didn’t fight anything I said. “What? I mean… Wow. You’d do that? What about your job?”

I sighed heavily. “It’s all over. Blew up in my face.”

The whole time I’ve been here, Grace looked like she was holding back a comment. She circled me, getting a real solid look at my expression. But being my sister, I could tell she knew I wasn’t ready to talk about it, and accepted that.

“Whatever went on at that salon, it looks like you’ve been through a lot. You could use some time to reset. Live with Mom for a while. Take the time you need.”

I nodded, graciously. For all her faults, I appreciated Grace’s confidence and certainty in a time like this.

“And Alex,” Grace added as she picked up her purse. “Please know I’m not dumb. I know tweezed eyebrows and curled hair when I see it. If this is your, uh… thing… just keep it from Mom. I won’t tell.”

My silence felt just as suitable as an admission. “Thank you. But I’m done with it anyway.”

Grace hung her head just the tiniest bit, and with one last “good luck”, exited the room.

There was nothing else I could do but wait. Grace had done her part. Now it was my turn to, well, man up for Mom.

In more ways than one.


Chapter Twenty

“Alex! Time for breakfast!” Mom called from downstairs.

“Ughhhhh,” I groaned, though not loud enough for her to hear. Half of my groan was to express the frustration of being woken up at 7:30 in the morning. But the other half drew from my mother’s annoying insistence on still doing things herself.

“Mom, you just had surgery! You literally can’t be cooking!”

My mother, poofy red curls and all, looked like a kid with their hand caught in the cookie jar.

“It’s only cereal…” she lamented.

I walked up to her, snatched the cereal box out of her good hand, and poured the two of us bowls, which I in turn brought to the kitchen table.

Today was New Year’s Eve, but you’d never know around here – probably because the last several days have been a whirlwind of doctor visits, pharmacy runs, and yes, auto insurance calls. Objectively not the strongest week for Sandra Lester.

First, the positives. Mom’s car accident didn’t injure any other people – but only because it didn’t involve other people. She swerved and crashed into a street light post while in the middle of an arm tremor. But since she foolishly wasn’t wearing her seatbelt, her shoulder got the worst of it. The car is totaled and we’ll soon be receiving a bill for the property damage. Thank God for insurance.

Her shoulder, too, required minor surgery that was completed two days ago. According to her doctor, the recovery timeline shouldn’t be longer than a month or two. Toss in some physical therapy and she’ll eventually return to full strength. Again, insurance for the win.

Though with all the chaos of the week, the most depressing part of it all was what caused this tragedy in the first place. Confirmed by a doctor last week, my mother is in the early stages of experiencing Parkinson’s Disease.

Only in her late 50s, this diagnosis is objectively distressing. After all, most patients don’t start experiencing symptoms till even later in life. Though we haven’t talked much with the neurologist yet – her shoulder demanded most of our immediate attention – we’ve been told that catching this earlier rather than later was a godsend. Maybe her accident had a silver lining after all. Otherwise, who knows when we would’ve done something about it.

“Sleep okay?” Mom asked, forcing some small talk as she worked through the cereal with her strong hand. The other arm was to be largely immobilized and to remain in a sling for the foreseeable future.

“Fine,” I answered. “Feels weird not being in my old room, but I actually kind of like Grace’s.”

“Oh, good. I’m glad,” she answered – genuinely, though without a smile. Mom didn’t smile much.It’s only been a few days living at home, but I gotta admit. It’s been kinda… not the worst? Look, I’m well aware of everything going wrong in my life right now, but having my Mom to take care of is doing wonders for my mental health. Have I thought about Bella? Or Lily’s Touch? And dressing up? Sure, but the depressed longing I expected hasn’t shown up. At least not yet.

Plus, this is undoubtedly the most time I’ve spent alone with Mom in at least three years, and navigating that awkwardness requires a lot of mental energy. Generally, interacting with her, especially since I’ve been an adult has, at times, felt like pulling teeth. But so far our interactions have been peaceful. And unemployment hasn’t been the humiliating mess I would’ve anticipated. Again, at least not yet.

A lot of the credit goes to, yes, the fact I still haven’t told her about the new job. Or now, the old job. In that regard, nothing’s new. I still found it impossible to lie to her face, so instead, I gave her the vague ‘I’m taking time off work to be home with you’ excuse. Technically not a lie! And impressively, she took that excuse, no questions asked. Very unlike her, but my guess is she wants the company more than she’d like to admit.

So that’s where I’m at: jobless, bunking with my recovering mother, and back living the life of a boy. It’s a little sad, sure, but it’s secure. And right now, I could use a little security.

“Alex?” Mom, having wolfed down her cereal, handed me the empty dish. “Thank you,” she said in advance, as I took it and carried it to the sink to wash.

Security, with a little bit of purpose.

◆◆◆

Mom and I spent most of our free time apart and in separate rooms. That was the default over these first few days. Not out of hostility or anything, we just lived very different lives. When she needed help, I gave it to her. I’d run errands, do chores, and cook when she’d allow me. But mostly Mom kinda just sat in the living room. All day. Alone.

Honestly, I don’t think we had a conversation that lasted longer than 10 minutes this entire week. Though with no special New Year’s plans, there wasn’t much to discuss.

Of her two children, one clearly had the more exciting evening planned. To take advantage of the holiday break, Grace and a few other teacher friends decided on an impromptu girls trip to Michigan. Rent a little house, hit up a few bars, enjoy the wintery wonder of another state… It all sounded nice. She even texted me, apologizing (though not envying) that the burden of Mom was falling squarely on my shoulders. But I insisted we’d be okay. Like I said, I could use the peace.

As nighttime rolled around, the idea of drinking, partying, and ringing in the New Year started to sound appealing. The thought of my friends and everyone at Lily’s Touch repeatedly crept into my head too. What was the energy like around the salon? Were they bummed or jazzed? I pictured all the clients rolling in in the afternoon, big smiles and bigger expectations for the night ahead. "Give me the works!” I imagine they’d tell the stylists, requesting beautiful updos and full glam makeup looks.

I wondered what I would’ve asked for had I planned to go out tonight – and had I not been asked to leave Lily’s or had taken part in Bella’s mental downfall. The poor girl… I really miss her. And not just the explorative sexual side, but the companionship side. Getting our hair done together, putting our makeup on and picking out pretty dresses. What could have been…

A single tear fell down my cheek that I quickly wiped away. Sitting alone in my room and dreaming unachievable dreams clearly wasn’t doing me any good, so I figured I’d see what my mom was up to in the living room.

“Hey,” I said casually, approaching her from behind. The living room energy was typically quite glum and tonight was no exception – my mother, alone on the couch, illuminated only by the glow of the TV. At least the stuff on TV looked fun.

“Hey,” she answered, a little surprised I’d emerged. “Wanna join? Seacrest is on.”

I scoffed a little. “He’s always bugged me.”

“Hmph,” she answered, grumpily.

“But sure,” I eventually accepted, taking a seat in the chair across from the couch. There we were, mother and son, watching celebrities yuck it up across the country in Times Square. For a while, neither of us said a thing, not even during the commercials.

Then suddenly, Mom chuckled. “I guess he is a little annoying here. He’s much funnier on Idol.”

“Like, American Idol? Do you still watch that? I didn’t realize anyone still watched!”

Mom raised an eyebrow, faking offense. “Never miss it! In fact, I think it’s even better now than ever.”

The two of us shared what must’ve been our first laugh all week. It’d been so long since I heard an actual ‘Mom chuckle’ that I forgot what it sounded like. Scratchy, as a matter of fact.

I also can’t remember the last time I actually sat and watched a New Year’s Eve program for more than a few minutes. And yeah, it’s the same shit every year. Some popular bands play, and the hosts welcome drunk celebrities pop-ins to promote their movies or brands. It’s light and fun. Exactly what I needed.

“So… what other shows do you watch?” I asked unobtrusively.

My mother seemed a little jarred by my follow-up question. Like the fact I was taking an interest in her life was concerning.

“NCIS I like… And reruns of Two and a Half Men are always on…”

“With Sheen or post-Sheen?”

“With Sheen. I can’t stand Kutcher,” she carped.

“Me neither! I never got his appeal! ”

And there we were, laughing again together, sharing opinions and, while not getting to the nitty gritty of anything, Mom and I were getting along. And it wasn’t like pulling teeth. Not in the slightest.

The stop-and-start reconnecting moments carried throughout the night, even if we mostly sat in silence listening to Seacrest gab. But the more I sat there with my Mom, the less I thought about my old life. The more I was able to suppress the desire to run out the door, out to my apartment to put on a dress and makeup. Could I really pull this off, suppressing Lexi?

Mom had pretty much dozed off as the clock approached midnight. The ball drop was coming and I made the executive decision to wake her up.

“Huh-what?” Mom snorted as she woke up, shifting on the couch.

“Thirty seconds til the New Year,” I said through a yawn, quite exhausted myself.

“Oh good, thank you. I wanted to see.”

Happy, excited faces filled the chilly streets of Times Square, ready to embrace and leap into the New Year.

“Three… Two… One… Happy New Year!” the voices shouted in sync on the TV. Mom and I sat apart quietly, but warm and in comfort.

Mom groaned a little as she rose from the couch. “Hmph. Well, I think I’m off to bed. Happy New Year, Alex.”

“Oh, okay,” I answered, again through another yawn. “Need a hand?”

She waved me off. “I’m fine, thanks. Night.”

Mom ventured to her bedroom as I watched the celebrations continue all by myself. The people of New York, partying like animals in the street. Everyone kissing, hugging, and singing Auld Lang Syne as if millions weren’t watching them around the globe. Gleeful, drunken hooligans, those New Yorkers.

I gazed longingly at the TV, envying their collective happiness. The chilly but joyful faces. There’s no doubt I wish I was there. Or hell, anywhere but here.

But after a snippet of thought, I corrected myself. Maybe I’m conflating happiness with hopefulness. When people cheer on New Year’s, they’re not celebrating – they’re anticipating. They’re not applauding their current state, but welcoming a chance to be happy. A chance to repair what’s broken. Maybe that’s all anyone can really ask for.

Despite the hellish week and absolutely chaotic last couple of months, I survived. I survived into the new year. Two jobs lost, friendships molded and subsequently destroyed, and family in and out of turmoil – but I’m still here. By making it to the new year, I now know I’ve earned the chance to make things right. To make things better. To fix things.

Maybe I’m stronger than I give myself credit for.

◆◆◆

Rome wasn’t built in a day, and neither would my relationship with my mother. But three whole weeks of living together had seen some genuinely impressive gains.

First and foremost, Mom’s shoulder has made marked improvements. She’s still in the sling as a precaution, but the onslaught of medical appointments, treatments, and drugs have done wonders. For both her physical and neurological impairments.

It’s also no secret that my mother is a difficult woman to approach, which is why I still haven’t found the courage to tell her about anything job related – neither Samford’s nor Lily’s. We still don’t chat much about our personal or professional lives and mostly keep to ourselves. To date, she still thinks I’m on a ‘temporary medical leave’ graciously granted by Mike Samford. But day by day, we find ourselves conversing a little bit more. Small talk about current events, pop culture, and whatnot.

It’s been a blessing and a curse.

The blessing being, for the first time in forever, I’m feeling some sort of connection with my mother – even if extremely surface level. But the curse? Well, the guilt of hiding my time at Lily’s has only grown. And it really sucks keeping a secret of that magnitude, even if it’s a life I’m never returning to.

Speaking of Lily’s – while it hasn’t been easy – I’m proud of my own willingness to shove that whole experience into my mental closet and lock the door. I look at my mother and sister about think about how close I was to losing them over, what, silly arguments and the desire to dress as a girl? Just… not worth it. Right?

Sure, some of the girls reached out over the weeks to check in, which was appreciated. But with the sting of how things ended with Tim and Bella, moving on from everyone there – even in a friendship capacity – felt like a wise move.

Today was an unseasonably warm day for late January, and being a Saturday, you just know everyone will be out and about. Which explains why Grace, for the first time in the New Year, texted me to hang out. It was a proposal that, surprisingly, my Mom welcomed.

Though we’d texted and talked a bit on the phone regarding logistics for Mom’s care, Grace and I hadn’t yet found the time to take a day off and just be social. While things still felt a little tense between us, our feud was pretty much over. Just another loop on the Grace Lester rollercoaster.

“We’re seeing a movie then getting dinner,” I explained to Mom during lunch. “Just, you know, nothing crazy.”

“That’s a great idea,” Mom replied quite sweetly. “You two deserve to get along.”

“I think so too,” I echoed her thought. Grace herself had been quite busy and, in her words, jumping head first into work was the best way to fully get over Tamara. While supervising weekend classes sounds like Hell to me, for her it’s a needed distraction.

“She could really use a break,” I added. “Grace is a hell of a worker, you know?”

Mom nodded, though not looking up from her sandwich. “Oh, I’m aware. Both of my kids are. I’m proud of you both.”

I paused for a moment, absorbing Mom’s comment. I’m proud of you both. I’m sure she didn’t mean to, but something about her saying that in the moment made me feel, I dunno… extremely at peace.

There she sat, quietly eating her sandwich with her one good hand. She said nor did anything extraordinary. And yet, I felt courage building up inside me. Boldness and courage that I hadn’t felt since my days at Lily’s.

This aura of confidence and self-respect I started fostering at Lily’s… It’s always been here with my Mom, hasn’t it? She’s always felt this way about me, even if it took some time and forced-proximity due to tragedy to show it.

I decided right then and there that Mom deserved the truth. Or at least some of it. Enough that I could legitimately be the person I’m only now realizing she has always seen me as. Someone, for better or for worse, to be proud of.

Without another word, I stood up from the kitchen table, evoking a confused glance from my mother.

“Mom, I have to tell you something. And I should’ve told you this months ago.”

She sat back in her seat, confused, but intently listening.

Here goes nothing. God, why was I shaking so much?

“I… I quit Samford’s. A while ago. Long enough that I should’ve told you a hundred times over.”

Mom sat silent for a second. No words, just a blank face. But instead of rage or disappointment or grief, a sly little smile emerged on her face.

“I know, Alex. I was wondering when you were gonna tell me.”


Chapter Twenty-One

I shuddered, speechless for a moment. But that only made Mom chuckle.

“Did you hear me? I said I know,” she reiterated.

Mom didn’t seem mad. Like… at all.

How? How did she know? And how did she not care?

“You… You know?”

Mom nodded solemnly. “I’m not close with Mike, but it’s not like I never run into him. Maybe a week or two before my accident, I saw him at the grocery store.”

Just hearing his name gave me goosebumps and shot chills up my spine. “What’d you say to him?”

“Me to him? No, he blabbed right at me! He was going on about how you gave him no warning about quitting and that I should be ashamed at how you conducted yourself.”

“Holy shit…” My stomach had hit the floor. “Mom, I promise there’s more to it.”

She shook her head. “I certainly hope so, because I slapped him right in the face!”

“You WHAT?” I went from nervously sipping my water to nearly spitting it out in shock.

“I never much cared for Mike Samford... He was always more of your father’s friend. Alex, if you didn’t want to work there, you should’ve just said something. He seems dreadful.”

Every single word out of my Mom’s mouth was blowing my mind. The fact she knew all along, the violent slap, the sudden kindness. All of it.

“Mom…” I began, feeling myself shaking. “I never felt like I could.”

She sighed, thinking deeply. I got the sense she wasn’t ready to have this conversation. “I only wanted you to be able to provide for yourself. To support yourself. As a man.”

As a man. That phrase hit a little different, even with all my mental progress.

“I understand,” I said plainly, not looking for any more drama. “Thank you.”

“You’ve done a lot for me, Alex,” Mom said warmly. “And I know I should be more appreciative.”

She rose from her seat herself, taking the crusts of her sandwich, dumping them in the trash and putting the plate in the sink. “So tell me. What have you been up to?”

◆◆◆

What followed in the ensuing hours was unheard of with regards to my mother. We talked. Nonstop.

From the end of our lunch and for several hours after, I told Mom about my time at Samford’s and my true thoughts on the man. I took her through the entire saga of his verbal abuse, my reluctant employment, and my ultimate decision to leave.

To her credit she hung on my every word, asking a question here or there, but mostly letting me speak. This was a new, empathetic, welcoming Mom I had the sheer pleasure of meeting.

And yes, I told her about the strange set of circumstances leading to my job offer at Lily’s and how I accepted the ambassador / maintenance man job. While I left out how I began falling in love with the clothing and everything else girly, I definitely teased my appreciation of those things. I explained how I better underwood women and in turn, they better understood me. My time at Lily’s made me a better person.

Not only was this the most I’ve ever spoken about it, but it was the most I’d thought about it since the night of my fateful fight with Bella. Saying all these things out loud really did make me miss being there, even if I knew I’d never be going back. And I made sure to let my mom know that I was ready to move on.

There were certainly times where the old Mom shined through, making a judgmental comment here or there about ‘being around such girly energy’, but she was largely supportive. And I knew that’s all I could ask for. At least during step one.

HONK! HONK-HONK!

Both of our heads perked up. Mom and I both knew what a triple-honk meant. Grace was outside.

“Holy crap, I totally forgot!” I said, embarrassed I’d been droning on about the salon for so long.

“Movie and dinner, right?” she confirmed. “Have fun with your sister, alright?”

I stopped for a moment, recognizing that this was the first social thing I’d done since moving in with Mom. It felt weird to step out and leave her.

She reached out across the table and gently touched my hand. “Seriously, I’ll be fine. Go have fun.”

I nodded, accepting her blessing.

“And thank you for being so honest with everything,” she added genuinely. “It means a lot.”

I took off upstairs to change into some more appropriate clothes for the movie and dinner – blue jeans and white hoodie, both of which were items I’d worn a ton in high school and have re-entered my regular wardrobe coming home. Again, from outside, Grace repeated her triple-honks.

I stood there in my room for a moment – well, now the guest room, but it’s really become mine these past few weeks. Maybe it was just the unseasonably warm day, but my insides felt warm and cozy. Like a weight had been lifted off my shoulders and instead, I was swaddled in a soft, comforting blanket. Letting the truth come out felt good. It felt necessary.

Over three weeks spent living with my mother, and though we hadn’t set a date for me to return to my apartment, the fact she was getting rapidly better signaled the beginning of the end. The beginning of my chance to restart and fix my life. The beginning for me to be happy again.

With my sister anxiously waiting outside in the car, I changed out of my t-shirt and threw on a nice-enough button-down.

“I’m coming!!” I yelled out to myself in response to her third triple-honk.

I said goodbye to my mother and wished her a peaceful afternoon and evening as I ran out to my sister’s noisy Prius.

“Well look who it is… Finally taking a day off!” I said jokingly. Grace smiled back, her sunglasses on, looking all cool.

She was smiling too. “It’s good to see you, Alex. My honking piss off Mom?”

I shook my head, already thinking back to our positive conversation. “She’s a different lady now.”

It wasn’t super obvious, but it looked like Grace’s eyes widened. “Really? Tell me more…”

On our drive to the movie theater, I filled her in on Mom’s injury rehab, how she was already responding spectacularly to the neurologist’s meds, and how we’d conversed more in the last four weeks than we had in the previous four years.

“And she slapped him? Mom. She slapped Mike Samford?!” Grace couldn’t believe my story.

“I know, right?? It’s so unlike her!”

Grace grinned admirably. “Damn, I’m liking her more already…”

Mom wasn’t the only one who was owed some honesty, however. And Grace, understandably, wanted to know more about the Lily’s Touch fallout.

“Look… I never really got to tell you about, you know… More of what happened while working at Lily’s.”

Grace nodded, similar to how Mom had, perhaps knowing a little more than she’d led on to.

“Alex, before you say anything… I think I’ve been a little harsh,” she began.

The peppiness of our car ride had turned into something else. But it was an elephant in the room that needed to be addressed.

“I got so wrapped up in my shit with Tamara and spiting Mom… I didn’t support you the way I should’ve. I mean, let’s be honest, I never thought you’d take a turn like that, but–”

“Well, to be honest,” I cut her off. “I’m kind of planning to move off that time in my life. You know, find a little bit more balance. Realize my priorities. Not be so all in on, you know, dressing as a girl.”

Grace drove silently for a few moments, almost as if she were disappointed in my decision to quit dressing. “Are you sure, Alex?”

“Yeah. I got a little too wrapped up in it. I need to give Alex a fair shot. For my sake… And for Mom’s sake. It’s like, she’s finally got a proper son. I think I owe her that much.”

Again, Grace shook her head. Taking a right turn down Hillgrove. She’d been taking a weird route to the theater, which I hadn’t thought to mention until now. But her direction was eerily familiar.

“Grace…” I said, suspecting something was up. “You’re not…”

The car sped up again, her recklessness and impulsivity showing through. The treeline, the houses… I knew this street very, very well.

“Are you thinking of–”

“It’s too bad you’re planning to step away from that side of you,” she said, grinning as she reached into the glove compartment, pulling out a very familiar orange piece of plastic. “Because I called Lily’s this morning. It’s their final day taking appointments. And we still have $100 left on my gift card.”


Chapter Twenty-Two

“Grace…” was all I could muster as she pulled into the oh-so-familiar parking lot out front. “Grace…”

“Oh, don’t ‘Grace’ me! I’m trying to do a nice thing for you!” she said, holding back a laugh.

I was trying to do the same, but I couldn’t keep from smiling. “You said we were seeing a movie! Is this your game? Tempt me with fun things and bring me to a salon!”

She shrugged. “I started this whole thing,” she held up the card. “Might as well be here to finish it.”

Genuinely, I couldn’t believe she’d pulled this crap on me. Again! Though admittedly, I was much more excited this time around. Even if a hundred dollars at Lily’s might not take us very far.

“What on Earth did you book for me? Another haircut?”

Grace chuckled. “You’ll see…”

As if I were royalty, Grace parked the car and ran around to the car to open my door and help me out. Crazy, but kind. Two words couldn’t sum up my sister better.

Stepping up onto the sidewalk and toward the door, thoughts, emotions, and memories raced through my body. Suddenly, I was less excited and more terrified. The fears and concerns of leaving on such questionable terms and the salon’s looming death boded terribly for my homecoming. Was Grace walking me into a trap?

I kept my eyes shut walking into Lily’s, following Grace as I braced for Tim’s nasally voice to chastise me, or Bella to scream at me to leave. But neither thing happened. Instead, Nora’s was the first voice I heard.

“Well if it isn’t Miss Lexi…”

Jesus. I hadn’t heard that name said aloud in a while – even if I thought about it constantly. Slowly, I opened my eyes to see not one, not two, but at least a dozen girls crowded around the front desk, ready to welcome me.

“Welcome back, Lexi!!!!” they all shouted in unison.

The screamed welcome was immediately followed by a roar of applause, sending shockwaves toward me and Grace. I looked at my sister who, despite planning this surprise visit, didn't see this sort of welcome coming.

In the group of girls I spotted all the familiar faces. Nora, at the front working reception, but behind her Alice, Jasmine, Amy, Amanda, and so many more. Though notably, no sign Bella.

The salon still looked functional, if not a bit barren. It was obvious January had been a transition month for Lily’s Touch, as stylists and other employees jumped ship early for new opportunities. Was Bella among them?

“Lexi?” Grace asked, holding back a smile.

My face turned even redder. “It’s uh… It’s a long story.”

Grace, shaking her head, approached Nora at the front desk. “So… I’m here to sign in Alex Lester for what I believe is ‘the works’?”

Nora typed away at the computer, pulling up my appointment. “I don’t believe I have one for ‘Alex’ in here…” she answered coyly. “We do have a ‘Lexi Lester’.”

I laughed at her little joke, but wanted to save a little face around my sister. “Nora, I appreciate the effort, but I think that era’s gone. My sister’s here to–”

“Sorry, yes, I meant Lexi,” Grace answered confidently. “My sister is here for the works.”

What?

“Grace, you don’t have to go along–”

“Why not?” she replied, then gesturing to the entire salon and all the supportive faces circled around us. “Seems like they think you should. Who am I to protest?”

God I love my sister.

“Well, okay, but I should warn you $100 isn’t covering ‘the works’. And I know that because, as you all remember, I was your damn receptionist!”

Amy stepped up to the counter. “Uh, I’m not so sure, Lexi. I see on the computer it says a makeover is only $10.”

Then Alice did the same. “A full blowout is only ten bucks too.”

“Mani-Pedis are only 10 each, last I checked!” Jasmine shouted from the back of the group.

These girls were putting me to tears with their gestures. “Guys, you’re gonna make me cry…”

Amanda, too, stepped up from behind. “Well if you’re gonna cry now, maybe it’ll clear out all your tears when I give you your $15 full body wax!”

“And don’t forget some work on your brows, girlie!” Natalie added.

Screw it, I wanted to cry. Why for a single second did I ever feel the need to abandon this? Deep down, this is the life I was meant for.

I looked at Grace who was standing by proudly. Lily’s Touch was in her final hours, but she still had one more client left in her.

“Give me all you’ve got!” I announced to the girls. “Lexi’s back!”

◆◆◆

The following three hours – yes three hours – were a whimsical whirlwind of womanly wonder. There’s simply no other way to put it.

I was indeed given ‘the works’ – starting off with a much needed full body sugaring with Amanda who was thrilled to finally give me her white elephant gift I’d nearly forgotten about. Though notably with no Bella, things did not ‘happily end’ the same way as last time. The experience was phenomenal nonetheless, and returned my body to a smooth, feminine softness.

After the wax, I was whisked away to the nail stations where I received a simultaneous mani-pedi courtesy of two of our finest nail techs. Jasmine took the lead on my hands, extremely excited to give me a simple but elegant seafoam green nail design – plain color but with cutesy red hearts on each of the ring fingers.

“Your favorite color, plus a little extra flair!” Jasmine beamed.

With my hands, feet, and nails looking as pretty as ever, the girls continued their girlifying mission, shepherding me downstairs and straight to the washing stations for the beginning of a hair transformation. Nora, just as she’d done in my first trip to Lily’s, shampooed my hair with her favorite flowery scent, readying it for what sounded like big plans.

Waxed, washed, and with adorable, dainty nails, it was time for the hair transformation. Nora led me to Alice’s station where she announced plans for a full reworking of my lifeless brunette mop into a style fit for the stars. Though it took a little convincing, I reluctantly let Alice chop off nearly half a foot of my hair and work her magic to create a medium-length, heavily layered look including – for the first time in my life – sexy, sweeping bangs.

“So pretty, Lexi!” Alice cheered. “I knew you’d pull it off.”

Not to be outdone, Amy also announced big plans for what she called ‘the makeover of a lifetime’. This was no casual little ‘dinner makeup’ for a night with my sister. No no no. Amy insisted on an intricate A-list movie star glam look, complete with heavy eye makeup, multiple layers of lipstick and gloss, and the most beautiful false eyelashes. It was nothing short of a delight watching my boring, male face that over the last month I’d convinced myself I was happy with, gradually return to its deserved femininity.

“Only one thing left,” Amy announced, gesturing to the front door where, just in time, Annie had returned with multiple shopping bags. I didn’t see the clothes yet, but the luxury brand names on the bags made my heart leap out of my chest.

“Oh my goodness… Annie, you shouldn’t have.”

“No no no! These are on the house. From all of us,” Annie admitted, blushing a bit. “Call it part of your $100. I know you’ll look beautiful.”

I eagerly followed Annie upstairs and into the locker room where she revealed an absolutely stunning white and seafoam green-speckled formal bouffant dress. Forget all the pretty clothes I purchased or borrowed from the Marie pile – this was without a doubt the most beautiful garment I'd ever worn.

Annie had kindly picked up some sleek, sexy 4-inch white stilettos to pair with my new dress and a few pieces of delicate gold-colored jewelry as a final touch.

Standing at the mirror and witnessing myself at my most feminine and beautiful, I found myself dangerously close to crying. The hair, the makeup, the nails, the body treatments, the clothing… Everything was perfect.

“Shall we debut you?” Annie asked with a smirk. I think your sister needs to see what the new, true you looks like.

I heard from outside a bunch of shuffling. Everyone had gathered, anxiously awaiting the final reveal.

“Remember, she’s Lexi,” I heard someone outside the locker room remind Grace, who had been patiently waiting all afternoon for the final reveal to meet her newly transformed sister.

“Are we ready?” Amy said, poking her head inside. “Ladies, I proudly give you… the return of Lexi!”

Someone had some goofy regal-sounding music cued up for my big unveiling as Annie swung the door open beside me. I stepped out into the open salon hallway and bravely introduced Lexi to Grace for the first time.

The entire salon went silent, waiting to see what Grace would say. For a moment, it was a terrifying nothing.

“Hi Grace,” I said sheepishly, using my feminine voice I’d been suppressing for at least a month, and now felt so good to use again. “What do you think?”

Still no words, but after a few seconds, a single tear fell from her cheek. Then another. Then a third. She started sobbing.

“How dare you…” she said through tears, but a smile couldn’t help but grow on her face. “How dare you look so goddamn naturally beautiful, Lexi!”

Grace ran across the hall and, almost toppling me over, grabbed me tight and gave the biggest, longest, sweetest hug.

I could feel her crying up against my shoulder. “Forget everything I ever said in the past year,” she said quietly in my ear. “I love my new sister. More than anything.”

The whole group was crying, cheering, hugging… just a complete mess of positive, beautiful emotions. After experiencing a moment like this, I knew I could never leave a sisterhood this incredible ever again. I wanted to be a girl for life.

◆◆◆

As if I hadn’t been spoiled enough already, Grace and I left Lily’s Touch for our dinner reservation at what turned out to be one of the nicest steakhouses I’ve ever been to. We were treated like royalty and ate like queens – quite the consolation prize for being screwed out of what I thought was a trip to the movie theater.

While I assumed our first dinner as sisters would be a rapid fire Q&A about girlhood, it was actually the furthest thing from it. Despite the fancy setting, our meal felt not too different from what we would’ve experienced at Red Robin or any of our regular joints. Two siblings, smiling, laughing, and sharing stories about work, life, and relationships. And as I realized, I think that’s exactly what I needed.

To close out what was already an above-and-beyond day, the girls had invited me back to Lily’s for low-key drinks and a toast to the final day of appointments, as presumably Tim and Bella would be hiring moving crews and other buyers to scavenge what’s left of the soon-to-be dead salon.

Grace kindly drove me back to Lily’s but declined the chance to stay for a drink.

“These are your work sisters, not mine. Have this moment, okay? Say your own goodbyes.”

I nodded, a little sad our day of sisterhood had to end, but warmed by the thought this was only the first of many nights like this to come.

I gracefully stepped out of her car and waved as she drove away. It was dark out, and I glanced up at the Lily’s Touch sign that would almost certainly be stripped down and destroyed in the next week. The sign might go away, sure, but the spirit and impact of this salon never will. I just know it.

People were clearly still hanging out since the lights were still on, so I walked in, ready to have a drink or two and say my goodbye. But the moment I stepped inside, it wasn’t a ‘goodbye’ that came to mind, but the opposite.

“Hello!” a familiar voice said, standing beside the front desk.

It was Bella.


Chapter Twenty-Three

“Bella…”

There she was, in the flesh. The girl I’d lost, found, and lost again.

She wasn’t alone, of course. All the same girls from earlier were in the back by the styling stations holding plastic champagne flutes and chatting away.

Bella curtsied, playfully. “It’s really nice to see you, Lexi.”

I turned around and looked side to side, wondering if this wasn’t a hologram or someone was playing a prank on me.

“It’s me, I promise!” she insisted.

Still, I was hesitant. “What are you doing here? I thought you guys sold the place.”

“Well, the ownership doesn’t switch til the end of the month. Did the girls not fill you in?”

I mean, they did. I understood that tonight was one last hurrah in the spirit of the salon. But the way things were left with Bella… I couldn’t imagine she’d ever want to step foot in here again.

Suddenly I felt embarrassed with the way I was dressed. All the memories of our fights and her anguish rushed in. So did the guilt. I couldn’t help but feel responsible for the downfall.

Bella must’ve sensed my stress, as she stepped toward me and calmly grabbed my hand. “Come on, have a drink. We’re here to have fun tonight.”

My mind was quickly taken off Bella’s arrival as the girls wanted a full recap of my first dinner with my sister as a sister.

“Everything was wonderful,” I answered. “And it’s all because of you guys.” I turned to Bella. “Did you know they–”

“Yes,” she stopped me, giggling. “I heard about the makeover.”

Around ten girls in total were at Lily’s, sipping wine and casually hanging out. Eventually, Bella called for everyone’s attention.

“It’s really nice to see everyone together again,” she began, taking a moment to look at each of us individually. “I know this past month’s been, like, super strange watching everyone dip off for new jobs, one-by-one… Including me. But it’s nice we could all come together for one last toast.”

She raised her glass, as did the rest of us, and cheers’d.

Bella chuckled for a moment during an awkward silence. “Well, uh, I’m sorry. I didn’t really have a speech planned or anything.”

Amidst the pause, Alice spoke up. “How about we all share a memory? You know, as a send-off?”

Everyone liked the idea – especially Bella who stood back proudly as employees, new and old alike, dove into their own little anecdotes. Some were funny, some were serious, and others were a mix of both. It was a delight listening to longtime employees like Amanda talk about Lily herself and the way she ran things. Despite her complicated history with Bella, it sounded like she made a real impact on all the women here.

“And remember Tim’s first day here?” Annie asked the group. “How he insisted ‘Conair’ could only be a movie and ‘no way it’s the name of a freaking hair dryer!’”

The girls howled with laughter. For all of Tim’s flaws, it’s good they could have a sense of humor about him. Even Bella, who has every reason in the world to loathe her brother, joined in the laughter.

The stories were largely positive, sincere, and served as an honorable, nostalgic final act to the night.

“What about you, Lexi?” Amy turned to me. “As our latest employee.”

It took me a second to come up with something. I looked toward Bella, obviously thinking about our time in the sugaring room, but signaled with my eyes I wasn’t about to mention that. Still, I couldn’t leave her out completely.

“My first day here,” I said decidedly. “First I met Marie – rest her soul…” I said to a few laughs. “Then I met Nora, who scared the shit out of me with that hair wash!”

Again, more laughs from the girls. Nora smiled at me, beaming over how far I’d come from that day. I got the sense she was extremely proud.

“...and of course, Bella. You only cut a few inches off my hair but…” I gestured to the dress and my entirely female appearance, “...look where that led me!”

It’s all truly incredible. What if Grace hadn’t won that gift card? What if I hadn’t been assigned to Bella that day? What if Kylie’s chair hadn’t squeaked, and I hadn’t jumped into action? I never would’ve found these girls. I never would’ve found myself.

By now we’d been sipping, laughing, and for everyone else, working, for a full day. Bella made the decision to call it quits and suggested we pack it up for the night. After a carousel of hugs, tears, and loving words, the girls gradually stepped out the front doors of Lily’s Touch for the final time.

“Lexi, hold back for a second…” Bella said before I took my final steps out the door. She looked around one last time to make sure it was just us here.

“What’s up?” I asked, filling in the silence. Bella looked like she had a whole mix of emotions running through her head.

“I owe you an apology. Like, the biggest of apologies,” she began, hanging her head. “Like so big that I wouldn’t even blame you for never forgiving me.”

She looked ready to ramble on, like she’d been known to do. “Stop,” I told her firmly but tenderly. “Stop stop stop.”

“Lexi… I blamed you for so much. And none of it was your fault.”

I nodded. There she wasn’t wrong. “You did. And it wasn’t easy. This last month was… weird. But I’m sure it wasn’t easy for you either.”

Bella shook her head. For as pretty and put-together as she looked, you could tell she was suppressing a lot. I reached out to hold her hand.

“If there’s one thing I discovered… It’s that closing yourself off and keeping secrets really, really sucks. And it can be so hard to come clean. Even to the most important people in your life.”

Bella nodded, clearly with her mom on her mind.

I looked deep into Bella’s eyes. “But you have to be able to be yourself. You just have to. Some people will never get you, and that’s part of life. But the people who really matter, if you give them love and patience, they’ll come around.”

Her tears kept falling as I leaned in for a needed hug.

“She would’ve gotten there,” I whispered gently. “I know she would’ve. I just know it.”

The two of us embraced for what felt like an hour. Nothing romantic or even apologetic. Just being there for each other. Like only friends can. When Bella finally pulled back, she actually had the tiniest little smile on her face amidst her ruined makeup.

“Finding yourself is messy, isn’t it?”

I giggled. “But the end result can be wonderful.”

She smirked. “Especially when you get really close with a friend…”

I immediately turned red. “Bella!” I shrieked, glancing around embarrassed as if someone had heard.

“I’m kidding! Not tonight.” Then Bella looked me in the eyes, seriously but vulnerably. “But again? Sometime?”

I smiled. “I do need to return the favor.”

◆◆◆

I couldn’t believe it’s been nearly a month since staying a night in my own apartment, but considering the way I was dressed, it would’ve been quite the scene showing up at night to my Mom’s place like that. I figured it best to not terrify her. But at the very least, I could sleep easy knowing things with Bella were peaceful once more – even if that didn’t mean everything was perfect, or even back to normal.

Unsurprisingly, Bella had already found another job as a stylist at a salon a couple towns over – Michaela’s, it’s called – and as far as I can tell is not operated by a profit-obsessed heir like her brother. But that girl is way too talented to be subjected to working under such poor management. I know she’ll shine in her new role.

But as for me, I’m kinda back to square one. Or maybe that’s not entirely true. Much like those New Year’s Eve folks on TV, I have a lot of reason for hope. Plenty of work to be done, sure, but the bones of my new life are all there. I just need to fix ‘em up. And I know I’m pretty damn good at fixing things.

While I let my Mom handle herself almost all of yesterday, I did feel a responsibility to get back home to her as soon as possible the following morning. And yes, while I decided not to show up in a dress or any girls’ clothes, I made the conscious choice to keep my fingers and toes painted from yesterday, as well as not move mountains to hide my fresh haircut and bangs. She’s gonna find out about all this at some point. Might as well ease her into it.

I spent the entire car ride psyching myself up to explain my feminine changes to Mom, a little afraid she’d have some unexpectedly brutal reaction. But when I pulled up, the biggest surprise had nothing to do with Mom – because Grace’s car was parked right out front.

What? Why the hell was Grace here? Shit… Did Mom fall or something and I wasn’t there to catch her? Did she know I was out so settled for Grace’s help?

“Shit shit shit shit…” I muttered to myself, hastily parking the car and sprinting inside, barely caring about how I looked. I didn’t even knock, I just swung open the door and called out for Mom.

“Mom!” I shouted from the entrance. “Where are you? Are you oka–”

“Alex,” Mom said calmly from the kitchen one room over. “Everything’s fine. Grace is here.”

My heart still beating, I leapt into the kitchen where I found both my mother and Grace… not fighting, but sitting at the table. Together. Peacefully.

Grace shot me a smile. “I bought scones!”

“...Scones?” I repeated, deathly confused.

“Grace texted me this morning and offered to bring breakfast.”

“Try one!” she said, holding out the box. I very suspiciously reached into the box and grabbed what appeared to be a strawberry scone.

“They’re super moist,” Mom said, her mouth full. “Scones are almost always too dry, but your sister found a good place.”

Grace smirked proudly. “Been going to them for years. I got everyone at work hooked.”

She patted the seat beside her as I sat down with extreme caution. Was… Was this happening? Mom and Grace getting along?

“Is that a new haircut, sweetie?” Mom asked. “It’s very bold.”

Jeez! I was so distracted by Grace’s presence that I had totally forgotten about my own. “Oh, uh, yeah. I went back to the salon.”

“It was a closing sale,” Grace finished my thought, looking over at me and, with her eyes, convinced me to explain further.

“I’m thinking of trying a few new styles,” I explained slowly, thinking that if I spoke carefully enough, my appearance somehow wouldn’t spook Mom. Then, remembering my nails were girly too, I held them up. “Same with these.”

Mom peered over the table at my seafoam green manicure. “Hmm. Pretty color.”

Grace was beaming. We both knew that this was about as good as we were gonna get from Mom. Damn it, I’ll take it!

Grace reached into the scone box for a second helping. “So anyway, I was thinking… Maybe we do this every week? Scone Sundays? Could be better than dinner once a month.”

Mom looked up from her plate, a little surprised by the offer. “Uh… sure. That’d be nice. Alex?”

I was still in awe of how well things were going. Maybe it was the sunny winter day or something in the water, but the energy at the Lester household was outstanding.

“I’d love that!” I exclaimed. “Scone Sundays!”

And so the three of us munched and chatted for well over an hour as if nothing was ever different. No mention of feuds, fights, or drama from the past. It’s like we were getting to know each other all over again – but this time, the right way.

In the middle of one of Grace’s Michigan trip stories, my phone rang.

“Bella,” I read aloud, as if it were a natural reflex. Mom and Grace looked at me funny. “I… I’m gonna take this…”

Extremely curious about a random Sunday morning phone call, I scampered up to my room for a little privacy.

“Hello?”

“Hey, so I realized I forgot to give you something last night!” Bella said, kind of shouting. It sounded like she was at work on account of the blow dryers and many voices going on in the background.

“Oh, well, uh, that’s sweet of you. What is it?”

“It’s a surprise!” she said. “But something Lily’s Touch-related. I’m at work, but can you come pick it up now?”

I shook my head, part-lamenting but part-loving the spontaneity of this girl.

A smile, then a sigh. “Send me the address. I’ll be there soon.”

◆◆◆

I couldn’t help but giggle pulling up to Michaela’s. As if fate were pulling all the right strings, this salon had the exact same color scheme as Lily’s Touch. Though instead of flowers, Michaela’s had funky, retro waves painted on both the outer and inner walls. Super cool.

I’m not sure why, but I was afraid the salon either somehow wouldn’t be real or would be a barren wasteland, completely void of clients. Fortunately, neither was the case because even somewhat early on a Sunday morning, this place was packed.

“Here for an appointment?” the front desk receptionist said, a bubbly woman in her late 30s. She looked nothing like Nora or Marie or anyone from Lily’s. I knew I shouldn’t be comparing everything to Lily’s, but hey, it’s all I know.

“Just here to see Bella Faison… I think she’s the new stylist?”

“Oh, yes!” The woman turned around and called out for Bella who was back by her station wrapping up a conversation.

As I waited for Bella, I noticed the receptionist was pregnant and quite far along. “Oh, uh, congratulations,” I said to her.

“Well thank you!” she answered kindly. “My husband and I are having a girl next month.”

I smiled, though was quickly startled by Bella’s gleeful hug.

“Lexi!!” she shrieked while giving me a giant squeeze.

“Agh! Hi to you too…” I muttered, tightly gripped. I noticed that, even with a feminine haircut and nails, I was still getting used to going by Lexi in public. Though hearing my name said so naturally gave me serious euphoria.

“So, this is the place?” I asked, peering out at the smaller-in-size but equally impressive salon. “It’s beautiful.”

“Mmhmm!” she beamed, spinning around gleefully with the energy of a young girl. “Isn’t it a dream! A ton of my clients made the jump with me. Just finished with one a minute ago. Plus, everyone here is so nice.”

That genuinely warmed my heart. The only thing better than Bella was a happy Bella.

“So the eponymous Michaela isn’t a nightmare?” I questioned her teasingly.

“No, I’m not,” the pregnant receptionist replied quite seriously.

My skin turned scarlet with embarrassment. “Oh my gosh, I didn’t kn–”

But she quickly broke her seriousness. “I’m only kidding,” she chuckled then, extending her hand, said, “Michaela Watson.”

I let Michaela shake my limp hand as Bella stepped between us, linking arms with her boss. “Michaela is an incredible owner. You know I literally just walked in with a printed resume and asked for a job?”

Michaela nodded. “It was very bold, but she impressed me right away. And then when I learned she ran her own shop? I was floored! I had to hire her on the spot.”

Bella flashed a cheeky grin. “And here we are!”

“That’s incredible!” I exclaimed. “Seems like everything worked out perfectly.”

“Well…” Michaela began, changing her tone a bit. “Not everything. You see, the baby is due in a few weeks, and I’m planning to take a considerable amount of leave – whether I need it or not!  I took just two weeks with my last kid and I deeply regret doing so little. My husband, Matthew, is planning to do the same. He’s a wizard with tools and is always fixing stuff around here, but I need him at home with our baby too.”

Bella, while listening, had a huge smile on her face. She knew where this was going.

Michaela continued. “So when I expressed this to Bella, I asked if she knew any girls who’d somehow be good enough to work a front desk, but also have the handiness skills to fill in for my husband when needed. I could barely finish my question before she screamed your name at me.”

Bella’s infectious smile was steadily turning my bewilderment into excitement. I knew where this was headed too.

“Well, I couldn’t ignore such a person, so that’s why I had her call you in for an interview.”

“An…an interview?” I mumbled, nervously pushing a strand of hair from my face.

Michaela whipped her head to Bella. “You did tell her, right?”

“Sure, of course I did…” Bella assured her boss, taking her by the shoulders and redirecting her toward the back of the salon. “Lexi will meet you in your office in a second.”

Michaela shrugged and did as Bella suggested. “Alright then, I’ll be waiting!”

As she walked away, Bella approached me slowly, gently grabbing my hand. “Well?”

I shook my head, not with angst but with thrilled disbelief. I’d been tricked, but in the best possible way.

“You shifty little–” I began, but was muted by a sudden kiss from Bella. A kiss that nearly made me lose all focus. A kiss from the sweetest, most thoughtful girl.

“Go. Do the interview,” she whispered sweetly. “At the very least, it’ll pay the bills while you figure out what you wanna do next.”

I rolled my eyes at how corny this whole interaction was – not that I wasn’t loving every second.

“At your command…” I conceded coyly. “I’ll do the interview.”

I walked past Bella and back toward Michaela’s office, objectively unprepared in a professional sense but in a personal sense, more prepared and confident than ever before.

“Hey,” Bella called out, causing me to turn around. “You deserve this, Lexi. Every bit of it.”

I nodded, smiling back at her.

“Besides,” she said with a playful wink. “Maybe you’ll like it.”


The End
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It’s the summer before college, and Madison’s task is to clean out his late Grandma’s entire house before it’s sold. Even worse, he has to do it with his annoying, bratty cousin, Olivia. But while digging through boxes, they discover something unexpected: beautiful, vintage dresses of a wide variety of styles… and Grandma’s unfulfilled dream for someone to wear them. What starts as silly bonding activity for Madison and Olivia turns into much more when they realize how convincing Madison looks as a girl, leading them to take advantage of his feminine looks.
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He's officially stuck with a women's gym membership. Can he fit in as long as he follows the rules? 

Charlie’s company finally did something right — granting each employee a $3,000 wellness stipend to pursue self-improvement hobbies and interests. So he decides to use it to get in shape! But when 100% of his stipend is mistakenly allocated to a women’s gym, Charlie is out of luck. That is, until the gym’s owner surprisingly allows him to join, even as a man. But how will he ever fit in?
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He's let his girlfriend bring another man into the relationship in order to save it. But the new man has some very unorthodox, very girly changes in mind for him...

Justin and Bridget's relationship is in trouble. They just aren't clicking romantically like they once did. So to spice things up, Bridget recommends bringing in a third: a suave, mysterious man named Anthony. Justin unenthusiastically accepts, and at first, the shake-up seems to be helping. But Anthony starts recommending increasingly feminine things for Justin to try -- inside and outside of the bedroom. How far will Justin let things go in order to save his relationship?

In Rotation: A Gradual Feminization Story

He's coaching girls for the first time... So what's the best way to relate to them?

Caleb is a recent college grad and part-time volleyball coach who feels directionless in life. But when he's assigned to be an assistant coach for the club's top girls team, Caleb slowly discovers that fitting in with the team may be easier by embracing his feminine side.

Just Let Me Do Your Hair: A Gradual Feminization Story

Sam's sister, Jenna, has dreams of working as a hair stylist. But with Jenna's hair too short to do much with, Sam reluctantly lets his older sister put his own long hair into girlish style. But just this once... right?

Misscast: A Gradual Feminization Story

Initially hoping for the leading male role, Jesse finds that his best shot at stardom is accepting the female lead in his university's production of The Phantom of the Opera.

You're Beautiful: A Coming-of-Age Gender Discovery Tale

Tom's sister tries to help him fit in with his preppy classmates, but some feminine changes are made along the way in this sweet, coming-of-age romance/gender experimentation story.

A Girl For Halloween: A Slow and Sweet Gender Realization Story

After finding part-time work at the local Halloween Costume store, Jason quickly learns the rule that employees must wear costumes while on the job, allowing him to explore his feminine side for the first time in his life. How far will he go?
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