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CHAPTER ONE



I'm a different person out here. More free. More me. I'm Makayla, a girl who has no problem dancing for a thousand screaming strangers. Shaking her boobs for them. Teasing them until they all ache for more. And I love every second. The cheers and whistles remind me of who I am. Under everything. And if they roar loud enough, I almost forget my past and everything outside of the club. Almost.

My routine always starts off the same. I'm just a shy, innocent girl who accidentally wonders onto the stage wearing an ice-blue parka and a pair of six-inch platform heels. I look around and gasp. Why are all these people here? I back away from them. But then the music starts. And I start to sway. Just a little. Just a little more. Then I'm dancing. Twirling around the stage. And suddenly, I notice how hot it is, and I rip the parka off. I'm only wearing a bikini underneath. The audience goes crazy when they see it. The bikini and my D-cup breasts. And then just when they're all whipped into a frenzy, the music ends, I do the splits, and the stage goes black.

When I walk around the bar after my performance, almost everyone calls me "that girl who does the splits." Some of them even demand I do it for them right there on the dirty bar floor. I'm used to it, and I'm used to turning them down gently. But this man's table is always different. He's a regular and a great tipper, so all the girls make sure we stop at his table as we make our way through the audience. And the best part for me is that he never mentions the splits.

Tonight there are two women with him. One just smiles at me when I come to the table, but the other stands up and her jaw drops like a star walked up to her. "Makayla, right?" she asks me.

I grin. No one ever calls me Makayla except for the other girls and the staff. "Yes."

"You were amazing up there." Her eyes lock onto mine, and the flames build inside. "You're a great dancer. And gorgeous!"

I feel myself blush. I have no right to be called gorgeous when I'm anywhere near her. She's breathtaking. Her long black hair begs me to follow it down, and I do. To her full, red lips. She runs her tongue along them just as my gaze arrives, but I don't stop. My eyes keep drifting down. Down the curve of her long neck. Her collarbone. Her breasts, straining against her white sweater. It curls in just slightly at her waist before flaring again at her hips. I trace every curve. Lower. Down the skintight jeans. Down to the red high heels that she's wearing. And then back up. To the perfectly flat V that forms where her legs meet. And I wonder if it's as warm right now as I am. But I force myself to look away. If I don't, I would be trapped forever by her. Turned to stone by just one look at her beauty.

"That's so sweet," I say. "Thank you." I sweep a smile over all of them—careful not to look at her again—and move on to the next table.

But no matter what I do, I can't get her out of my mind. When I walk around the club, I'm looking for her. When I go on the stage again later that night, I stare at her the whole time. When I'm taking off my clothes at the end of the night, I think of her.

With all the makeup wiped off, I look in the mirror. What would she think if she saw me now? Would she recognize me? She wouldn't call me gorgeous.

I don't bother with my binder tonight. It's 2:30am. All my neighbors will be asleep. And if they aren't, it's too dark to see anything under my winter coat anyway. I pull on my jeans and sweater, then my coat. Not the parka I use on stage. That one is too feminine for me to ever take a chance wearing it outside of here. I slip into the boring black men’s coat I've worn each of the last three winters. My shoulders slump, just like every time I put it on.


CHAPTER TWO



"How bad do you think it'll be this time?" Heather asks me. We're in her office, getting everything in order before we head out and face the crowd.

I finish sorting the packets and look up at her. "40 parents who think their kid should have gotten one of the two lead roles? I'm sure it won't be bad at all."

She laughs. "But it was such an easy decision this year. Everyone knows Grace and Liam are the best two. By far. So no one should be surprised."

"At least Grace's and Liam's parents will like us. But you try telling Mrs. Millent that Grace is so obviously better than Ava. She would be furious if someone dared imply that Einstein might be smarter than her daughter."

Heather chuckles, and I put all my paperwork in the folders I have set out. I have scripts and sheet music for each part, a schedule of practices, and volunteer sign up lists. I hope we get more volunteers this year. For the last two years, we've had to beg and plead with other teachers to fill in when the parents didn't. I don't think they're going to go for that three years in a row, no matter how many cookies Heather and I bake for them.

"We'd probably better get out there before they start using the music stands to club each other."

I pull the hair tie out of my hair and redo my ponytail to capture all the hairs that have slipped free. "Maybe we could give them a few minutes more? To thin out the herd?"

"Why don't you ever wear your hair down?" she asks. "Some of the other male teachers with long hair wear theirs down. Your hair's too pretty to be pulled back all the time."

That's exactly why. Because I don't want people to think that my hair is pretty. I already overhear enough comments from the kids asking if I'm really a man or a woman. I don't need to encourage more of that. "It's just easier this way. You know me, low maintenance."

Heather snorts. "Come on, Mr. Low Maintenance."

I flip her off and grab my stack of papers.

I hear the murmuring as soon as I step out of Heather's office. There's no doubt they're all complaining about what a terrible job we've done and how even a deaf person could hear that their son or daughter is clearly the best.

They quiet once we enter the room. The chairs are set up on the built-in risers, so there are 6 rows of parents. I smile, and most of them smile back at me. A couple don't. Including Mrs. Millent. Heather takes a seat beside the podium while I set out my paperwork. When I'm done, I look up again. They had started talking, but they stop once I'm behind the podium. I know this might be the only time they show manners for the rest of the meeting.

"Good evening, everyone." I say. "Thank you all for coming. By now, you all know the casting decisions. Before Miss Craycraft and I take questions on that, though, I just want to reiterate that everything was done as fairly as possible. The high school music teachers were the ones who made the decisions. Not us. Since Miss Craycraft and I might recognize the voices, we didn't even listen to the recordings until after the decisions were made. But we both agree, one-hundred percent. And one final, very important, point: Each role is important. Some roles might have more lines or solos than others, but every student will have at least one solo line to sing. That being said, does anyone have questions about the casting?" I try not to make my sigh too obvious when a dozen hands all shoot up. Mrs. Millent's is the first one, of course.

I spend the next 30 minutes explaining the same things over and over. No, we didn't make the decisions about the casting. Yes, we're sure the high school teachers didn't know who they were listening to. Yes, your daughter is probably going to be offered a multi-million dollar recording contract any day now, but she's still going to be Sally #3 for this performance. If I didn't love my hair so much, I would pull it out.

When there's a knock at the door and the room goes quiet, I pretend that I've somehow been transported away. Being trapped in the middle of a burning building would be more peaceful than this.

"So sorry, I'm late. Work. I'll just squeeze in, and you won't even notice I'm here." The woman takes the closest empty seat and sets her purse and coat over the back.

"No problem at all. I don't know if we've officially met. I'm Mr. Perez, the choir director, and this is Miss Craycraft, the director of bands."

The woman slides into her seat and then looks up at me, and my knees give out. I have to reach for the podium to hold myself up and even then, I'm not sure I won't just fold into a heap on the carpeted floor. Suddenly, the binder around my chest is so tight that it's robbing the air from me, but I wonder if it's tight enough.

"No, we haven't officially met yet. I'm Kiana Masters, Grace's mom."

I stare at her, looking for any sign that her smile isn't genuine, but I don't see any. Is it possible she doesn't recognize me? "Um, good—" I have to clear my throat and then take a sip from my water bottle. My hands shake as I bring it to my mouth, and I hope that no one notices. "Good to meet you. We were just discussing the audition process, but you didn't miss anything important."

Mrs. Millent rolls her eyes and mutters something under her breath, but I don't pay attention to her. I can't pay attention to anyone except Kiana.

For the rest of the meeting, everyone's eyes are on me, but none of them burns away my skin the way that her stare does. None of them makes me feel like I'm being drowned the way she does. And no one else makes me wonder if this is going to be my last night here.

When I tell the group that we desperately need volunteers for everything from creating sets to wardrobe to lighting and sound, Kiana's hand darts into the air. I see it right away, but I look around the rest of the room, hoping that if I ignore it long enough, she'll lower it. But when Heather taps me on the hip, Kiana's arm is still stretched straight upward.

"Mr. Perez," Heather says, "the woman by the door has a question."

I turn my head that way and try to act surprised, like I hadn't been avoiding calling on her. "Oh, yes. You have a question?"

"Not a question, Mr. Perez. Just want to say that I'm willing to do anything you need me to. I'm great with a jigsaw, and I'm practically a witch with a makeup brush in my hand. I'm so good I could take the roughest boy and turn him into a sweet little girl."

Fuck, fuck, fuck. It looks like the other parents are laughing, but I can't hear anything other than the swooshing rush of blood through my eardrums. I stagger backward and step on Heather's foot. She jumps up and catches me before I fall into the wall.

"Are you alright?" Her face is so close to mine, but I don't know what she's saying. "Marco? Are you okay?"

I stare at her until my brain can work through all the static and process her words. Then I nod my head and try to grin. "I'm fine. Just a little lightheaded spell for a second. All good now." I glance around the room. Everyone is quiet and staring at me. I smile to reassure them all as I step back to the podium.

"So sorry," I tell them, "just got a little dizzy for a second, but I'm better now. Anyway, Ms. Masters, thank you for that. I have sign-up sheets on the table to my right. Once we're finished here, please feel free to sign up for anything you can. Even if you can only give an hour of your time, that helps more than you know."

Heather's hand is still around the small of my back like she expects I might tumble at any second. And it's probably good that she's there. But the meeting only lasts a few more minutes, and Kiana doesn't say another word. She doesn't even look at me. And I wonder if I'm reading too much into what she said.

When I'm finished, I remind the group again about the sign-up sheets, and then I gather my folders and rush back to my office. I can't get there soon enough. Away from the room and those parents. Away from Kiana. I shut the door behind me and fall into my chair, burying my head in my hands.

Just a few seconds later, I hear the door swing open, and I look up. It's Heather. "You're not okay. What's wrong?"

I blow out a breath and shake my head. "I think I just need to eat. Maybe my blood sugar is low or something. I'll be fine. Honest."

She rubs her hand over my back. "I've got a candy bar in my purse. Want me to go get it for you?"

"Is it left over from Halloween 2016?" Heather avoids all added sugars like they're arsenic, so I don't know why she would have a candy bar in her purse.

"You can barely stand, but you're still a sarcastic little bitch. I guess you are fine." She laughs. "I'll go get it. Try not to pass out before I get back. Or after I get back, either."

I watch her walk through the door, and as soon as she's gone, Kiana takes her place. My heart races, but she looks so innocent. "I need to apologize," she says. "I didn't mean anything by what I said in there."

"What do you mean?" I try to sound confused, but I'm not sure it works.

"You know what I mean. I'd like for us to talk. Away from the school."

Oh God. She's going to threaten me or blackmail me. My stomach churns. "I don't really have—"

"Maybe over coffee? Are you free tomorrow at two?"

What if I tell her no? It wouldn't be the first time I've run away. But I like it here. I like the kids and most of the parents. And where else could I work with my best friend? Maybe she doesn't want much. More lines or an extra song for Grace. I could do that. Then would this all go away? Then could I stay here?

"Tomorrow at two," I sigh.


CHAPTER THREE



When I walk in to the coffee shop, I feel like someone has been punching me in the stomach for the last 19 hours. I couldn't sleep last night. I kept hearing her joke about putting makeup on a boy or telling me that we should talk. And each time I imagined her, the look on her face grew more menacing. And now I'm sure that I'd be less intimidated if I found Satan waiting inside for me.

I thought I had everything hidden so well. No one at this school knows about me. Not even Heather, who knows literally everything else about my life. I'm careful to always be Marco in town. Always wearing a binder to hide my breasts. I never wear makeup or women's clothes outside the club. And I picked a club that's over an hour away. Who would ever expect the parent of one of my students to be there? It doesn't matter. I obviously wasn't careful enough. I need to quit. No matter what Kiana tells me in here, I need to text Lee as soon as I leave and tell her I can't work there anymore. But first I have to make it through this.

Kiana is sitting at a table by the window. There's only one other customer, and she's on the other side of the room, wearing earbuds. That doesn't stop my legs from wobbling as I walk across the room. Neither does the smile on Kiana's face when she notices me. She looks too pretty for someone who is about to destroy my life. Her hair is pulled back, and her oversized light blue sweater hangs off one shoulder, showing her pink bra strap. She waves and stands as I get close. In case I didn't already see her. In case I wasn't already drawn to her like the convicted being funneled to the execution chamber.

"Mr. Perez, I was worried you wouldn't come." She hugs me, but I don't lift my arms. I'm not sure if I even can.

I sit at the table across from her. "So what can I do for you, Ms. Masters?" Like I don't already know. But I don't want to be the first one to bring it up.

"Coffee first?" she asks.

I shake my head. My body is already so on edge that any caffeine would make me explode. And I don't think I could drink a drop right now anyway.

"Then let me start by apologizing again for what I said yesterday at the meeting. I was trying to make a joke, but you obviously didn't think it was funny."

Obviously. I look down at my hands. They're twisting around each other. My fingers knotted together.

"You obviously remember me," she says. "I could tell by your face as soon as I walked in. And I remember you. I never forget a pretty face." She laughs, but it just seems cruel. Laughing at me before she disembowels me. "So tell me more about Makayla."

My cheeks ignite when she says that name. I burned that name and flushed its ashes. Everywhere except at the club. I wanted to use it there, so there would still be some place where I could be me. Even if it was just for a few hours each week. But now even that has flared back at me. "It's nothing. Just something a friend talked me into doing. A mistake."

"You didn't think it was a mistake last weekend. You looked like you loved it. What changed?"

I laugh. I can't help it. "What do you think?"

She stares at me and then her eyes go wide. "Not me, I hope."

"You just helped me see how wrong it was. I'm quitting. I'm never going to do it again. It was stupid." Maybe if I act contrite, she'll believe me?

She pushes her coffee aside and reaches for my hand. She cradles it and runs her thumb across it, the thumbnail tracing the lines of my palm. "You're scared." She's not asking, she knows. "I messed this all up. Can we start over?"

"I don't know what to say."

"Start by telling me what kind of coffee you drink. My treat for panicking you. Makayla is safe with me. I'll never tell anyone unless you want me to."

I stare at her and chew on the side of my tongue. I haven't done this in years. Not since high school. Before every test, I would chew my tongue until it was raw and sometimes bleeding. Sometimes I didn't stop then. "Cinnamon latte. Thank you."

She walks to the counter, and her perfect ass moves perfectly from side-to-side with each step. I try not to imagine cupping my hands around it. I try to not fantasize about what it would feel like. I try not to daydream about seeing it without those jeans covering it. I'm so caught up in trying to not think about it that I don't notice when she turns around to look at me. Not until she shakes her ass to get my attention and then sticks her tongue out at me once I do look at her face. I blush and turn away.

"So you're an ass girl?"

She sets the mug in front of me, and I pick it up. It's so hot it's almost uncomfortable, but the edge of pain feels good, so I press my fingers tight against it.

"Are you always this quiet?" she asks.

I look at her and shrug my shoulders. After a couple of seconds, I can't take it anymore, and I laugh. "No one who knows me has ever accused me of being quiet."

"Then maybe I need to know you better. Maybe we could start by talking about Makayla?"

I look down at my coffee. "Just a character. Just something—"

"Yeah, just something your friend talked you into doing. A complete mistake. I think I heard that before, and I didn't believe it then either. I think she's sexy, and I'd like to know more about her."

I stare at her over my coffee. The steam is swirling between us, and I wish it could act like a curtain.

"Unless you tell me there wasn't something when we first saw each other," she says. "Because it's been a long time for me, so I might be confused. But I'm pretty sure I felt all my lady parts start vibrating the second I looked at you. And they did the same thing last night and now again today. But if you tell me that's really just a reaction to too much caffeine, I'll believe you, even though we both know it's not."

I blow out a long breath. "There's not much to know."

She smiles again, and my stomach flips. But it's not from nervousness this time. Could I really open myself up to her? Just a little?

"I go to a club and see one of the hottest girls I've ever seen. Then a week later, I find out she's my daughter's music teacher. A teacher that my daughter adores, by the way, even before she was named the lead girl in her school's musical. And now she's sitting across from me drinking a coffee and looking sexy as fuck without even trying to." She puts her hands on mine, pinning them between her palms and the mug. "I'd say there's more to know. Like, how often does Makayla come out?"

I don't even have to think about it. My tongue just automatically slides between my teeth. My teeth just automatically bite down. But then I stop them. "Not very often."

"Why not?"

My heart thuds to a stop. "Pass."

Kiana chuckles. "Okay. Do you want her to come out more often?"

I exhale, and the steam gets caught up and wisped into nothing. "Why were you at the club that night?" I ask. "Was it your first time?"

She lets go of my hands, but her smile grows wider. "First time. And I went with my best friend and her boyfriend. She's the one who introduced me to all of this, and that's when I saw how hot it is."

"So you're a tranny chaser?" She furrows her eyes, and I can see she doesn't know what I mean. "A person who is attracted to trans people but just as a fetish."

Kiana shrugs. "I think playing with gender is sexy. The same way that some people think shaved heads or black lingerie are sexy. I'm some people, by the way. Those both make my naughty bits hiss. But I saw a lot of other girls there that night, and you're the only one who did this to me. So I think there's more to it."

Suddenly, looking into her eyes is uncomfortable. Just being here is almost too much. I look around. There's still no one here. What would she do if I just left? She doesn't want to get me fired, so what's holding me here?

"So you did feel something too. And you're feeling it now, just like I am."

"I'm your daughter's teacher."

She leans forward, and my body tries to do the same. But I stop it. "You're her ex-teacher. She doesn't have choir this semester. And she's already had her musical tryout. But that doesn't matter. I want to ask Makayla out, and Makayla was never her teacher. I'm willing to bet the school administration doesn't even know about Makayla. I say we keep it that way."

She would lose that bet. They do know. I disclosed everything when I first interviewed for this job. I had to. And they assured me that they're a supportive school district and will stand behind me no matter what. But I told them I have no plans of ever working as Makayla. "It doesn't seem right."

"One date with Makayla. That's all. Someplace safe where no one knows you."

I thought I was safe at the club. "One date and you won't ask for anything more?"

"I promise. But that doesn't mean you won't." She winks, and I want to laugh.

"I won't." I won't let myself. "Next Friday evening?"

"It's a date... Makayla."


CHAPTER FOUR



Friday, I drive straight to the club once I'm finished with musical practice. It's the only place I can get ready. I won't risk my neighbors seeing me as Makayla. I don't have any makeup or women's clothes there anyway.

It's strange to go inside the club while it's still light outside. It's harder to adjust to the dark interior. But I work my way through the backstage hallway to the dressing area. I finally earned my own curtained-off space just a couple of months ago. Before that I had to float and go wherever there was room. Now, I draw back the curtain and see the parka from my act hanging on the rod right where I left it. But next to it, there's a pair of jeans and a sweater. And a pair of black tights draped across the jeans. I ball them up and set them on my dressing table.

"Those are to keep your legs warm. Wear them."

I look behind me. Lee is standing there.

"We don't have any thermal underwear—we're not that kind of drag bar—so the tights are the best I could come up with. But they're better than nothing, so put them on. This too." She tosses a black and silver sequined bodysuit onto my chair.

I look at it and shake my head.

"I know you, Makayla. You might say no at first, but you'll give in, eventually. Have fun tonight, girl." She closes the curtain, and I hear her heels click away.

I take off my baggy Westland Middle School sweatshirt and peel the binder off my chest. Just like every time I do, my boobs moan in relief and curse me at the same time. I rub them in my hands as a piece offering before I put on a real bra. Black and lacy to match the panties I'm wearing tonight. I don't know why I picked sexy underwear. This is just a one-time date to satisfy her. There won't be anything else. But I suppose it doesn't hurt to feel sexy even if there's no purpose behind it. That's one of the reasons I took the job at the club. To give me an outlet. Not that it's helped much.

When I have the bodysuit and tights on, I look in the mirror and laugh. I look like a 12-year-old girl about to perform at her dance recital. I hurry and put the sweater on so I'm not blinded by all the sparkles. Then I stop. Just a black sweater over black tights, but it's a sexy look. With some heels, it could be hot. I shake my head. There's no point in even letting myself think about it. This look is past me. I'm not her anymore. Other than here. And tonight.

When my makeup is done, I finish getting dressed. Boots, jeans, sweater, hair in two braided pigtails, and a knit hat on my head. I look just like any other woman about to go outside in the winter. Nothing remarkable. And I think maybe that's what I miss most of all. Just feeling normal. Not having to pretend to be someone else or to perform in order to justify who I am. Just being. I toss my wallet into my purse and head out the door. The sun has just set, so everything is burning orange for a few more minutes. I take a deep breath and hold it in until it makes my lungs hurt.

Kiana is already in the parking lot when I pull in. She's leaning against her car. The bright pink of her coat stands out among all the blacks and greys. Even with her hood pulled up, I recognize her. There's something magnetic about her face and her eyes. Something that pulls me toward them.

When I get close to her, she laughs, and the sound gives me goosebumps. "Is that the parka from your act?" She rubs her hand along my sleeve.

"What was that for?" I ask.

"This thing is famous. I wanted to touch it."

"You don't know where it's been."

"That's true." She makes a show of rubbing her hand on her black pants.

"Are you ready?" I rub the bottom hem of the parka along her hand and jog away before she can do anything to me.

From outside, we can just see the tops of the trees, but once we pass through the building and into the park, we see everything. And our eyes light up. Every tree and every plant is covered from the ground to the tip in lights and ornaments. I've never seen anything like it.

Kiana takes my hand and laces her fingers through mine. I look down and stare, like I'm not sure if it's real. When I look up at her, she's staring at me. She's waiting to see what I'll do. I'm waiting to see too. I smile and start walking.

Normally each garden in the park is centered around a specific climate or type of plant, but for the holidays, each section has been transformed into a different style of village from around the world. They're all connected by a Candy Cane Train covered completely in red and white ribbons and with white lights hanging from the tops of each open-air car.

"How have I lived here my whole life and never even heard of this?" Kiana pulls me closer, and I don't resist.

I lean into her and inhale the scent of her hair. The lemon and coconut smell is familiar. I used to use the same conditioner. "I've only lived here three years, and it's all everyone talks about every winter. You just don't hang out with the right people."

She laughs, and I get those same goosebumps all over again. "I don't hang out with any people. My social circle consists of my daughter and one friend. And now, my one friend's boyfriend."

"You need more people."

Kiana pulls me again, and this time I turn to face her as I move toward her. "Do you have lots of people?" she asks.

I shake my head and look down. I have Heather. I tell myself I don't need more. Between teaching, all the after school music performances, and the club on weekends, I don't have time for anything else. But feeling Kiana's hand in mine makes me wonder how true that is. I made plenty of time for Shannon when I thought there was a future there. Before everything that happened.

"Do you have to be home for Grace?"

"She's spending the night with a friend, and she knows to call her grandma if she needs anything." Kiana's words are slow, like she's picking out the correct thing to say. "Why? Are you asking if I—"

"I have a stupid idea, but I'm not going to tell you what it is. You in?"

She smiles, and I want to forget my idea and just stand here and look at her all night. "I'm always in for a stupid idea."

I tug her hand and lead her back toward the train.

[image: ]


"Are you sure about this?" she asks. We're both out of breath, and we're only halfway up the hill.

The store only had two sleds left. A unicorn and a saucer painted to look like a donut. We bought them both and then flipped a coin to see who could be the unicorn. I won. So now I'm using it like a walking stick as I trudge through the snow toward the top. There are probably a hundred kids here and some parents too. The kids zip around us as they run from the bottom to the top over and over. Most of the people older than 25 have enough sense to just stand at the bottom and watch. But not us.

When we get to the top, I bend over to catch my breath, but I make the mistake of looking down the hill. From below, it doesn't seem so steep, but now I see why we had such a hard time climbing up. "Are we about to plunge to our deaths?" I ask Kiana.

She looks down, and her eyes go wide. "I think there's a good chance that we are." She swallows, and I can hear the gulp. "Last one down is a rotten unicorn?" She drops onto her saucer and, with just one push, she starts down the hill.

"No fair!" I dive onto my sled and chase after her. The snow has been packed hard from days of kids sliding down the hill. My sled scratching over the ice is so loud, I almost can't hear Kiana screaming as she spins around and around. I've just about caught up to her when I hit a bump. It's so hard, my teeth slam together and I tumble from the sled. All I can do is cover my head and hope I don't hit anything or anyone.

When I stop rolling, I'm so dizzy I don't know which direction is up. I lay still until I hear a sled scrape too close beside me. Then I jump away before I become the first person since 1870 to die by being run over by a sled, and I realize I need to move off the hill whether or not the earth is spinning faster than the wheels on the truck roaring down the street.

It takes me three tries to stand, but finally I get to my feet. I look around for my unicorn, but the hill won't stop moving long enough for me to find it.

"Makayla!" Kiana's bright coat doesn't stand out as much here among the kids on the hill, but I hear her yelling and eventually spot her. She's halfway between me and the bottom, and she's working her way toward me. She has a sled in each hand.

I yell for her to stay there, and I head toward her. Slowly at first, but once my brain stops sloshing around inside my skull, I'm able to move faster. When I get to her, she wraps her arms around me and pulls me tight. "Are you okay?" she asks.

"I'm fine. You didn't fall off?"

"Nope." I can hear the smirk in her voice. "Made it all the way to the bottom safe and sound. Your sled threw you because it knows I'm the rightful unicorn rider."

"Whoa, I think I'm feeling light-headed again." I tip us both over into a snowbank. Kiana shrieks as snow falls inside her hood. "Yep, sudden dizzy spell out of nowhere," I say.

She growls and tries to rub a handful of snow against my face. "You little brat!" I fall onto my back to avoid her, but she climbs onto my chest and shoves the snow down the neck of my sweater.

"Oh my God!" I scream.

"How do you like it?"

I can't take in enough breath to answer her, so I look up at her and wait for my body to come back up to temperature. She lowers herself on me and buries her hands between my back and the hill. I like it.

"With Grace gone, I have the whole house to myself tonight. In case you want to come over and get warmed up."

I shouldn't. Only bad things will come of this, but right now I don't care. More than anything, I don't want this night to end. "Are you sure this is a good idea?"

"If you only did things that are good ideas, we would have never gone sledding tonight."

"And we'd both be a lot warmer," I say.

"But I wouldn't be lying on top of you."
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Kiana pulls into the garage, and I park in the driveway behind her. I look around before I turn the car off. I know as soon as I do, the interior light will come on and I'll be exposed to anyone watching.

"Why did you look around like that?" she asks as soon as I'm out of the car. "My neighbors are all either way past the age of having school kids or newlyweds who won't remember you when their kids are old enough to have you."

I force my mouth into a grin. This isn't something I want to talk about. "This is a nice neighborhood."

"It is. I really like it here, Miss Change-the-Subject. But let's get you inside before the blind 98-year-old next door recognizes your scent." She smiles to let me know that she's kidding, but she's not far off base. Even in the garage, I feel uncomfortable being here dressed like this.

The inside of her house makes me wonder if she's not so secretly an alcoholic. The walls are covered in signs with sayings like "It's wine o'clock. Time to move your glass" and "Don't tell me to put a cork in it. I already drank it all."

"So you must like wine?"

Kiana laughs. "I think it's gross. I don't even drink."

"Oh." I look around again. "Roommate? You don't have a wife or a girlfriend, do you?" That would be just my luck to come home with the parent of one of my students, while dressed as Makayla, only to find out that she's married. The trifecta of being run out of town by an angry mob.

Kiana takes a step closer to me and slides her finger down my cheek to my lips. My body tingles, and I want to open my mouth and take it inside me. But I don't move. "No girlfriend. Yet." She leans in and kisses me. Just a peck. But my heart stops beating. "Let me take your coat."

I don't move as she pulls it from my arms and hangs it in the hall closet. I just stare straight ahead. My eyes locked on the spot where she stood when she kissed me.

"One day, Grace came home from a friend's house. She made fun of the girl's mom for having a sign that said 'This house has a wine room: My belly.' I wanted to teach her a lesson about making fun of people, so that weekend I went out and bought these. It was a month before she invited anyone to come over, but I think she learned the lesson."

I laugh. "I'm not sure if that makes you the best mom ever or the worst."

"Oh, definitely the worst if you ask Grace. But I like to think I at least have a sense of humor. Now... this is going to sound like an awful line, but you're shivering. Let's get those clothes off and get you into something warm." She hangs her coat in the closet next to mine and then lifts off her shirt. She's wearing a black bra that looks almost identical to mine. But it looks so much better on her.

She notices me staring at her and walks over to me. "There's nothing warmer than my bed." She kisses me again, but this time she means it. She sucks on my lips and then runs her tongue along their seam until I open up for her. When her tongue slides into my mouth, it's like being on the hill again. I'm breathless and tumbling and the world is spinning all around me. I put my arms around her, but she brushes them away so she can lift my sweater over my head first.

I raise my hands for her, but as soon as it's off, I throw them around her body again. I pull her tight, and I moan as she grinds herself into me. Her hands slide to my waistband, and she unfastens my jeans. Part of my mind is screaming to stop her, but its noise is overwhelmed by the sensations shooting through my body. I don't fight as she slides the jeans down my legs. Down to the tops of my boots.

"Can you take your boots off, or do you want me to get them?" Kiana steps back out of my arms, and I don't want to do anything other than to pull her back into me. "Oh my God, Makayla..." She's laughing so hard she's bent over. "Do you have a baton you're going to twirl for me? Maybe with sparklers on the ends of it?"

"What? Oh... fuck!" Lee and this damn sequined bodysuit. "I didn't plan on you ever seeing this. I was getting dressed at the club before I met you tonight, and one of the owners gave me this to help me stay warm. I honestly don't usually dress like—"

"Like some wannabe pageant queen?"

"Yeah. That."

She stands up straight and wipes the tears from her eyes. "Oh my God, girl, I'm sorry. That was just not what I expected to find under your clothes."

My cheeks burn, and I hope that she won't notice.

"Not that you're not sexy in that, because goddamn, you're the hottest twirler I've ever seen. And maybe you could let me play with your baton." Before I can move, she cups one of my breasts in her hand and slides the other down my front and between my legs.

I gasp and jump away. The pants around my ankles trip me, and I crash into a wall. "Kiana, no! I can't." I turn away from her and pull the wet jeans up my legs before she can try anything else. I shouldn't have come here. "I'm sorry. I... I need to go." I fasten my pants with one hand while I grab my sweater with the other and dash out the door. She's calling behind me, but I don't hear what she's saying. I just have to get away.


CHAPTER FIVE



When Grace walks in by herself, it feels like someone removes a watermelon-sized lump from my stomach. All day yesterday and today, I've been sick thinking of seeing Kiana again. We've had several practices, but this is the first time we've invited the adult volunteers to join us. Kiana wrote her name in bold looping letters at the top of each sign-up sheet on the night of our meeting, so I was scared she would still show up tonight despite what happened between us. Despite me letting her get too close and almost ruining everything.

Right at 6pm all the students gather in the center of the stage and wait for our directions. "All here and ready to go? How on earth did we ever get this lucky?" I ask Heather.

"Not another word, or you're going to jinx it." She goes toward the orchestra pit while I take the stairs to the stage.

"Everyone practiced their parts this weekend, right?" I ask it as a joke, but most of the students nod their heads earnestly. I can't believe it. "Good. So I expect to hear great things today then. Let's start with the Act 2 reprise, since it caused some problems for us last week. Miss Craycraft, are you ready?" I turn and look down. She gives me a thumbs up. "Everyone else off stage then. Including me." A few students giggle as I walk to the wing so I can watch.

We run through the song over and over for almost half an hour when I finally tell the kids to take a break. I don't care how dedicated they are, they're a bunch of pre-teens, and thirty minutes on one song is pushing the limits of their attention span.

"Mr. Perez?" A chill runs through me when I hear her voice. "I have a question about one of the props."

I want to walk away, but I have to act like there's nothing unusual going on. So I turn to face her. "Kiana, right?"

Her smile is suspiciously large. "Right. I've been downstairs working on the bus stop set, and I'm afraid I might have taken things a little too far. Maybe you could come look at it and tell me what you think? I'm all alone down there, so I can't ask anyone else."

We're both adults. We're both working on the same musical. It's normal to run into each other. It's normal for us to be alone together. If one of the other parents had asked me to do this, I wouldn't hesitate. But I didn't almost take things too far with any of the other parents Saturday night. "I only have a few minutes."

"It won't take long. I promise."

I nod and follow her backstage and down the stairs to the prop workshop. This is always my least favorite part of any theater. It smells like a combination of mold, sawdust, and grease, and the bright lights cast bold, muscular shadows everywhere. "So, what's the problem?" I ask.

"Me. The problem was one-hundred percent me, and I'm sorry. It's been so long since I've... used a drill that I got a little trigger-happy."

I lean against the wall and close my eyes. "It wasn't all your fault. I might not have been clear about what I expected."

Kiana walks toward me. I wish she wouldn't, but I don't say anything to stop her. "I went too fast and ended up making a mess of everything. So now, I wonder if maybe I can sand off the rough edges and start over?"

"What if that whole piece is a mistake? Something we don't need. Maybe it's a distraction, and it would be better to just not work on it at all." She's so close to me that I can feel her breath on my chin. But I don't move away.

"I think it's important. I couldn't sleep Saturday or Sunday because I kept thinking about it. About how I screwed it up. And about how I needed to make things right."

My body is on fire. She has me pinned against the wall now. If I were smart, I would step to the side. If I had any self-preservation instinct, I would end this now. "And what would you do to make things right?"

"I'd go slower this time. A lot slower. Maybe I'd start with this." She rests her hand on the center of my chest between my breasts. They both ache to be free of the binder so they can feel her touch. "Then maybe this." She kisses me. It's not a peck, but it's not the kind of kiss that makes me count the steps to the nearest bed either.

"Those are both great ways to start," I tell her.

"Then maybe I would do this." She slides her hand to the left and somehow finds my nipple even through all the layers. She circles her thumb over it. Pressing in just hard enough to make me lose my breath. She leans forward. "Why do you wear this?" Her words tickle my earlobe.

"You know why."

"But why do you hide yourself? You're beautiful. No one would ever know what you have between your legs. And it's not their business anyway, so fuck anyone who knows and has a problem with it."

I blow out a deep breath, but don't inhale to replace it. The pressure builds on my lungs. The world is crushing around them, and they start to burn. It's not much at first, but it grows. And then my lungs are screaming as loudly as they can, begging me to breathe again. But I still don't want to. I want to see how far I can go. And just when I see black spots swirling around me, I have to suck in a mouthful of air. My brain doesn't give me a choice. My mouth just opens, and the lungs pull in as much as they can. All the musty, oily wood smells, but also all of Kiana's lemon and coconut. It's all pulled into an eddy inside me.

"Do you work this weekend?" she asks, and I know she means at the club.

I shake my head no. I should have quit. If I were smart, I would have. But that would mean more than just quitting a job. So I told Lee that I need to take a few weeks off. Just long enough to get through the musical. A few weeks to convince myself there's no going back.

"Then let's do something this Friday night. Something simple. A dinner." Her hand works behind me, and cups my ass. "And this time, I promise nothing more. I'll even make sure that Grace is home just to guarantee we don't do anything. Do you want to do that, Makayla?"

"I do." Why can't I say no to her?

She smiles at me and kisses me again. Not chaste. Not sinful. "I know a person who can get us a table at Pepper and Jade."

I gasp, and this time I do finally take a step away from her. "No. Absolutely not. Nothing in town. No one here can know who I am. I mean that, Kiana. No one here can know me as Makayla."

She holds her hands up in surrender. "That's fine. You name the restaurant. And not here. I'll go wherever you want me to. Just say it."

"Hey Marco?" I jump and turn around. It's Heather.

Kiana bites her lip and looks at me. "I really need to get going. I'll be back at eight to pick up Grace." She doesn't look at Heather as she walks around her and scrambles up the stairs.

"What was that about?" Heather chuckles, and I think maybe she didn't overhear anything at all.

I grin at her. “Grace's mom just had a question about a set piece that she was working on.”

"Hmm..." She stares at me, and my heart sinks through my stomach. "You know I love you, and you can trust me with anything, right?"

Someone else once said that same thing to me, but I was stupid enough to believe the woman who said it then. And that mistake almost cost me everything. "I love you too, and of course I know that. But really, it's nothing." I kiss her on the cheek and walk toward the stairs. "Ready to get back up there?"

She doesn't move. "Who's Makayla?"


CHAPTER SIX



I put my car in park and then put my head in my hands. What the hell am I doing? I need to walk in here and end this. Too much has already gone wrong. And it will just keep spiraling unless I get myself under control.

It's bad enough that I have to sneak around like some teenage girl dating a boy her parents don't like, but I've had to lie to my best friend. That was the final straw for me.

When Heather asked me who Makayla is, my heart pounded so hard she had to have heard it. But I couldn't say anything for the longest time. We just stared at each other in the theater basement. There was no way I could tell her the truth. But my brain wasn't working fast enough to come up with a story.

"It's nothing. You wouldn't even think it was funny," I told her, just to stall for more time.

"Are you saying I don't have a sense of humor? Spill it, mister."

I took a step toward her and focused all the energy I could into my smile. "Promise you won't tell anyone?"

She ran her hand down my arm. It was meant to comfort me, but it did the opposite. "Of course I won't. You know that."

If there was anyone I would trust with this, it would be her. "It's silly." I looked away. I didn't have to pretend to be embarrassed. I really was. "It's an online thing. I had an account set up where I pretended to be a woman named Makayla. Kiana—Grace's mom found out and was just teasing me about it. That's all. Told you it was silly." I put my hand on her shoulder and walked around her toward the stairs.

"Hold on."

Shit.

"She's Kiana to you now? And how did she find out? I thought you didn't even know her a couple of weeks ago?"

I took a deep breath. "You really have to promise not to say anything. I mean it, Heather. It's very important that you don't say anything to anyone."

I could see the worry contort her face. "Marco… I won't say a word, but you have to tell me."

"Kiana and I…" I closed my eyes and hoped this worked to lead her away from Makayla. "We went on a date this weekend."

"Marco, I can't believe—"

"I know… I know. You don't have to say it. But Grace isn't my student anymore. I thought if we went really slow, it wouldn't be so bad. Then this summer we would be free to explore whatever feelings we have." In the corner of my eye, I saw my hands shaking, so I hid them behind me.

"Hmm…" I'd seen her give that look to students before. It was usually when she knew they were lying to her, but she didn't care to press the issue any further. "You already know what I would say. But I won't tell anyone. Just promise to be careful, Marco. You know how bad this could be."

I did know. And I knew I needed to tell Kiana there wouldn't be any other dates or talk of Makayla.

That's what I'm going to do tonight.

She's not here yet when the host leads me to our table, so I sit facing the entrance and wait. There are a dozen variations of the stereotypical "It's not you, it's me" speech running through my mind, but they're all true in this case. In any other situation, I would fall over myself to spend time with Kiana. But not like this.

When she does come in, she's holding my ice-blue parka. "You left this at my house the other day."

"Oh." I'd completely forgotten about it. I stand and take it from her, spreading it over the back of my chair. "Thank you."

She wraps me in a hug before I can stop her. And for a minute, I forget about everything I had planned. I slide my hands around her back and hold her. There's just me and her. This is everything, and it's wonderful.

The tears start to build in my eyes, but I blink them away. "Oh my God, Kiana. What are we doing?"

"We're doing what any two adults who have feelings for each other would do." She steps back and looks me up and down. "And now I'm ogling the girl that I've been thinking about each night this last week. You're even prettier than in my fantasies."

I laugh and wipe off a tear that started to escape. "Yeah right."

"I mean it." She sits down, and I know if I sit with her, I won't be strong enough to do what needs to be done. "You're not staying, are you?" she asks.

My throat is threatening to swell shut. "Tell me you understand."

Kiana shakes her head. "I don't, Makayla. I don't understand any of it. You don't need to hide yourself."

"I used to think that. My ex had me convinced that she would love me no matter what."

She sighs. "Makayla—"

"I can't, Kiana. It's the same thing all over again."

Kiana stands and takes a step closer to me, but I back away. "I don't know what happened," she says, "but I'm not your ex. It's not the same"

"It is. I'll lose you. I'll lose my job. And I can't go through that again. I almost didn't make it last time. There's no way I could this time."

She looks resigned. "Girl, you are stronger than you think. You just need to believe it."

I shake my head. "I can't, Kiana. Please?"

"Sorry, babe, but no. If you want to walk away, then walk away, but I'm not going to help you choose the wrong path."

I don't move. I just stare at her because I know this will be the last time I see her. She's not making it easy, but that doesn't mean I can't do this. "You don't know how much I wish I could stay, Kiana."

"Obviously not enough." She blows out a breath and looks down.

Once the lock breaks between our eyes, I'm freed. I take the parka, and walk out to my car. I don't look back. I can't. For her sake or mine.

I don't start sobbing until I'm two blocks from home. And it's an ugly cry. The cries wrench themselves from my throat, and my whole body shudders. I think about pulling over. I probably should pull over. But I'm so close. I keep going.

When I pull into my parking spot, I slam my hands against the steering wheel over and over and over. Why am I like this? Why can't I just be normal? I don't even notice that someone has opened my door.

"Hey! Stop that! Marco, stop!" A pair of hands pulls mine down and holds them there. I look up, but I can't even see who it is through the tears.

"Shh, honey, you're fine." My insides twist when I recognize the voice. Heather. She leans into the car and hugs me. "I'm here. You're okay."

No, I'm not. I've never been okay, and I'm never going to be okay.

She unfastens my seatbelt. "Let's get you inside. Come on, sweetie." She tugs at me, but I don't budge.

"Why are you here?"

"You've been avoiding me all week, and that's really impressive since our offices are next to each other. But I've been sitting in my car waiting for you to get home. And I'm glad I was. Now up."

This time, I let her pull me out of the car. I clutch the parka to my chest like it's a teddy bear while she grabs my purse. Then she wraps an arm around me and supports me as we walk to my apartment. Halfway there, I gasp, and my feet won't move any further.

"My clothes," I hiss.

"I'll go get anything you need. Just let me get you inside first."

My entire body is shaking. "That's not what I mean. Oh fuck, hurry, Heather. My keys? Where are my keys?" I dash along the walk. My heels clicking against the concrete with my quick steps.

When I get to my door, I throw myself into it face first, hoping that if anyone looks outside, they won't be able to recognize me. Heather presses against me from behind, and now I'm grateful she's here so she can shield me from everyone's gaze. She unlocks the door, and we both almost fall in.

"I assume this is Makayla." Heather looks over my body. My clothes. My dark green dress. My black tights. My hair. My makeup.

I collapse onto the couch and don't say a thing. I don't even look at her when I feel her sit next to me and slide her arm around my shoulders. This is the end. Everything I've built back up since my ex had me fired from Watkins Catholic.

It's amazing what one phone call to a bigoted administrator can do. Your choir director, Miss Perez, isn't what she seems. I never saw it coming. The principal and a police officer came to my office and escorted me out of the school. An actual police officer. Like I was a criminal. Or a threat to the students. And Shannon's text was almost gleeful when she admitted she was the one who told the school district about me. I didn't leave my house for almost a month after that. How could I? Everyone in that town knew my secret. And they didn't hesitate to make their judgement known. There were so many nights I thought about just ending everything. It would be so much easier.

As strange as it seems, someone spray-painting "Leave Faggot" on my garage door is what convinced me to not kill myself. I wasn't going to let those people control what happened to me.

But I promised I wouldn't let myself be put in that position again. I switched back to my deadname. I started living as a man again. When I saw the opening for the middle school choir director here, I applied. And when the superintendent and head of human resources tried to convince me during my interview that this school district was trans-friendly, I knew better than to believe them. I assured them that, although my legal name was still Makayla, I would be working and living as Marco.

It was easier that way. I never had to worry someone would find out about my past. I never had to worry about an overly curious parent digging a little too deep into the history of their son's new teacher.

All I had to do was bury Makayla. It should have been easy.

"I had a guy friend in high school who liked to dress up like a girl," Heather says. Her arm is still clamped around me, and her body next to mine is the only reason I'm not shivering now. From the cold and from nerves. "He liked to be pretty now and then. I do too. So I understand, Makayla. And I will never tell a single person about you. Ever."

I wish it were that simple. That this was just because I liked to feel pretty sometimes. I wish Makayla was just a piece of me rather than the entirety of my soul.

I stand up and take her hands. "Stay right here until I come back out?"

She nods, and I walk to my bedroom. I slip the dress over my head and pull the tights from my legs. Then I take off my underwear and look at my naked body in the mirror. The body that I hide every day before I leave the house. The body I'm about to show to my best friend.

Heather looks up at me as I walk into the living room. The smile drops from her face, and her jaw slowly lowers like it's a freight elevator.

"Oh my God."


CHAPTER SEVEN



"You..." Heather stands up, but doesn't move any closer to me.

"Yeah." I blow out a breath. I can't believe I'm doing this. "Remember how you said you'd never tell anyone?"

She doesn't say anything. She doesn't even move.

"Remember how you said that? Please tell me you won't."

She shakes her head, and I'm not sure if that's good or bad. "You... that's..." She comes toward me, but she doesn't touch me. She just leans in closer, looking at me like she might look at a dead bug she found in her kitchen.

"Heather?"

"Huh? Oh, I won't tell anyone. I promise. But why?" She gestures at my body.

The wave of relief that spreads over me when she says she won't tell anyone almost knocks me to the floor. "I'm transgender, so I—"

"No, I get that. I mean, why do you hide this? Why hide who you are?"

"It's a long story. Mind if I put some clothes on first?"

She laughs. "Sorry."

I slip into a pair of joggers and a sweatshirt and sit next to her on the couch. When I do, she takes my hand. I can't look at her, but I tell her everything. How Shannon promised she would support me. How that changed once I transitioned and started hormones. And then how she got me fired, and how I vowed I could never be in that position again.

"Oh honey. You didn't deserve any of that. But we're not like that here. Before you came, there was a student who transitioned. And no one said a word to him. One day he just started using a boy's name and using the boys' restroom. And that was it. So if the administration said they would support you, I'm sure they meant it."

I shake my head. "I can't trust anyone with this. I just can't."

Heather tucks a hair behind my ear. "You trusted me. And I'm grateful for that. And you trust Kiana."

A snort comes out before I can stop it. "I told her tonight that we can't do this anymore. You were right. It's not a good idea for me to see her."

She sighs. "No, I wasn't. But that's not the reason you broke up with her anyway. It's because you're scared. And you don't have to be. You can tell the school you changed your mind and want to transition at work now. I know these people. They'll be happy for you."

I lay my head back against the cushion, and she cuddles against me. We sit like that without saying a word for hours.
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"I can't believe I let her talk me into this. Nothing good will come of it." Anyone looking would think that I'm crazy. I'm sitting in a parked car talking to myself. Of course, anyone here will already know how crazy I am.

I look around. I see Heather's car and the cars of a couple parents who volunteered to shuffle the sets on and off the stage. No one else is parked back here. This would be the perfect time to sneak in. If I could just force myself to get out of the car.

I emailed the superintendent and HR director on Sunday night to tell them. I didn't sleep at all afterward, and the next morning I was so worried and tired I could barely function. When the superintendent knocked on my door before first period, I was shaking so much that my chair squeaked. She took one step into my office and stopped. It seemed like she looked at me forever. So long that I wanted to beg her to just get it over with so we could both be out of our misery.

"This is extremely inappropriate..." she said.

I took a deep breath. "I understand. I—"

"Can I hug you?"

Her words jolted me. "What?" I must have misunderstood. She had to have said you're fired and I need you to clear your things out right now before I have you escorted out, but it just sounded like she asked if she could hug me.

"I should have never asked. Forgive me. I'm just so proud of you. Of course, we support you in this. What absolute monsters would we be if we didn't? So you tell me, what do you need from us? We're going to work together to make this transition as smooth as possible."

"Did you ask if you could hug me?"

She stepped back into the doorway and dropped her head. "I'm sorry. Even before I said it, I knew that I shouldn't."

"You're not firing me?"

The look of shock on her face was almost as big as the one on Heather's face Friday night when she saw the real me. I leaped from my chair and threw my arms around her, pulling her so tight it's a wonder she didn't yip. Instead, she put her arms around me too, and we both cried.

We sat through my entire free first period planning this. I was willing to wait until the start of the next school year, but she wanted me to transition right away. It seemed like she would have been happiest if I put on a dress right then. What we finally worked out was maybe the worst compromise I could have agreed to. This.

I take a deep breath and push open the car door. I'm wearing tights under my dress, but the wind is still cold on my legs. The stage door seems like it's a mile away, and I hurry toward it, hoping that no one will see me. Silly, since everyone is going to see me within the next couple of hours.

Heather is standing just a few feet away when I slam the door shut behind me. She tries to bite down her grin, but she can't. Not all the way. "Miss Perez, I think I have everything handled... Fuck it, I tried." She squeals and rushes to embrace me. "This is so perfect, Makayla. You're so perfect. This will be one of the best nights of your life. I just know it."

I would settle for just an average night in which the townsfolk don't come after me with torches.

"You look petrified," she says. "Deep breaths."

"Probably because I am." I take a couple deep breaths, but I'm still just as nervous. "That didn't work. Do I at least look better?"

"You look great. Like a beautiful woman who just happens to be terrified. But beautiful is the key word there."

I think woman is the key word. That's the word that fills me with every emotion I'm experiencing right now. Happiness, elation, fear. It's the word that brought me into the building, and the one that's making me want to run away to my car.

"Come on. I want to show you something." She takes my hand and leads me toward the dressing area. When I hear the kids, I try to stop, but she won't let me. It sounds like some of them are practicing while others are fooling around.

"Hi everyone. Are we all ready for the big debut?" Heather asks the kids. I know the word choice is deliberate.

"Hi Miss Craycraft. Hi Miss Perez." The kids all greet us, tell us that they're ready, and then go back to what they were doing before we walked in.

"Miss Perez, I have a question." Ava Millent is standing in front of me, holding a copy of her script in her hands.

"I, uh... uh..." It's like I've forgotten how to speak.

"It's on page 7. I think it makes more sense if I say my lines plus Milani's. I've been practicing it that way, and I think it's a whole lot better for the play."

I just stare at her. Thankfully Heather answers for me, "No Ava. It's too late to change anything now. We're leaving it the way we rehearsed it together."

Ava huffs and walks away. I just stare at Heather.

"What was that?" I ask her.

"The apple didn't fall far from the tree—"

"No, I mean all of that. Miss Perez? Like it's normal?"

Heather laughs. "Were you expecting a party? I already told them all, so they would be ready for tonight. And they're 12- and 13-year-olds. They have more important things to worry about than what pronouns their teacher uses."

I look around the room. The kids who aren't practicing are either gossiping with each other or watching videos on their phones. Or both.

“Now that that's over with, there is something I want your opinion on before we get started. I want to make a change to the lighting for one scene.”

Didn't she just tell Ava that it's too late to make changes? "Which one?"

"Grace's solo ballad, but come on. You need to see it. I think you'll like it." She takes off before I even have a chance to protest. "So, I think we need more light on the house instead of just focusing on the stage, but what do you think?"

I barely walk past the edge of the curtain when I realize that I'm an idiot and this isn't about the lighting during the show. But it's too late now. There's a crowd of parents all sitting together in the first couple of rows, and they cheer when I come out. For a second, it makes me feel like I'm on stage at the club.

My jaw hangs as I look over them. All applauding and cheering and smiling. And I can't believe it. I wipe a tear away from my eye and tell myself that this can't be real. But then I see Kiana standing at the front. She's holding up a white sign covered in glitter that says "I told you!" and I know this has to be real because my dream Kiana would have a different message for me.

"How?" I ask Heather.

"You realize I'm a teacher, right? I have everyone's email addresses and phone numbers. This was Miss Masters' idea, though. Not mine."

I look at Kiana and mouth, "you?"

She smugly shimmies her shoulders and looks around to make sure no one is looking at her before blowing me a quick kiss.
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"So, tonight turned out great."

"If you don't get that door unlocked, you're going to ruin it all."

The keys jingle in Kiana's hand, and I'm sure she's doing it to frustrate me. It works.

"Since Grace is spending the night at Ava's, I have all night to make it up to you."

"I still don't understand that," I say. "I thought they still hated each other."

"That was yesterday. You need to get up to date, Miss Perez."

I growl when I hear her call me that, and she finally slips the key into the hole when I do.

I almost tackle her into the house. My lips kiss the back of her neck and down the curve of her shoulder, while my body presses into her from behind. She walks forward to the wall, and I pin her against it, grinding my hips against her ass. She sighs, and knowing that it's because of me makes my core burn even hotter.

I slip my hands under her shirt and up to her breasts, tracing my fingers along the lace of her bra before cupping my hands around her. Then I slide my fingers along her band to the back. I unhook the bra and let it dangle loosely under her shirt.

"Jesus, Makayla. Maybe we could at least get into the house first." Her voice is deeper and more breathy than usual.

She spins so she's facing me and lifts the hem of my dress. Her hands are dancing along my thighs, and my breath catches as she gets closer to my hot center. She raises the dress above my waist. Above my breasts. And I take it from there. I lift it over my head and then pull both of my arms free. Then I yank the tights down my legs.

"Were you surprised?" she asks.

I lean forward and kiss her collarbone. "Yes." Everything was a surprise tonight. The way the kids acted like there was nothing unusual about me changing genders in the middle of a semester. The way the parents acted like that was something to be celebrated. The performance, which was perfect other than a couple of pitch issues caused by stage fright. Even the standing ovation at the end when the students insisted I join them on stage to bow with them.

"Do you like surprises?" I ask while I nuzzle the crook of her neck.

"Love them." She grabs my ass and pulls me into her.

I pull the shirt from her in one clean motion and drop my mouth to her breasts. I pull them free of her bra while I lick around her nipples. Sucking them and swirling around them like a lollipop. The sound of her moan drives me wild. I drag her inside. Past her "I'm Like a Toy: Wine Me Up and Watch Me Spin" sign. To the couch. I take her shoulders and guide her down, and I sit next to her. My tongue barely leaves her breasts. But my hands slide to her waistband. "How far?" I ask.

"How far?"

"How far do you want to go tonight?" I pant into her breast.

"Do you need to ask?" I feel her hands over mine as she unfastens her pants and pushes them down. "As far as you want to go. Are you okay?"

I'm so much more than okay. I slip a finger between her legs and find her nub. I tease it gently at first, and then I press into it. Her head rolls back, and I slide on top of her. But then I stop and pull my hand away. She whimpers and puts her hand on mine to lead it back to her, but I resist.

“There's something you need to know first.” I hook my thumbs in the waistband of my panties and wait for her to look at me.

Her eyes are unfocused, but then she sits up just a little and her eyes go from mine to my breasts to my panties. "If you're going to tell me that you're trans, I think I already figured that out." She rolls her eyes. "Nothing under there is going to surprise me, so rip them off and get back to fucking me."

I take a deep breath and slowly push the panties down my legs. When they're around my ankles, I kick them to the side and stand with my legs slightly spread.

"Oh… I, uh, take back what I just said." She stares. Her eyebrows furrowed and her lips parted just enough to make them even more kissable than they already were. I want to press my lips against them. I want to slip my tongue between them. But I can only wait.

"You..."

"Yes," I say.

"But I thought..."

I wait for her to finish, but she doesn't. "I am," I answer the question I think she was trying to ask. My stomach is hollow now. I thought she would be fine with this. After tonight, when everything seemed to be going my way, I thought this would just be a technicality.

"So how did you..."

"Surgery. I told you I transitioned before. What I didn't tell you is that I went all the way with it."

Her gaze finally moves from my crotch to my eyes. "You have a vagina?"

I nod my head. "Is this a problem?" My heart feels like it's vibrating rather than beating.

She stares at me for so long that I'm sure it must be. I pick up my panties and step into them. But before I can pull them up, she comes and kneels before me. She stops me and then runs her hands over my thighs. I have to put my hands on her shoulders to hold myself up.

"It's not a problem," she says. "Just a shock."

"You did tell me you love surprises."

"That's what you meant? I thought you meant flowers or jewelry or trips to a sledding hill so we can be reminded of just how old we are."

I laugh. "Ugh, so very old."

Kiana puts her hands on my hips and guides me around to the couch and then pushes me down. "How could you ever live as a man after going through all of this?"

I sigh. "After what happened, I didn't think I had a choice."

She kisses the inside of my thigh and rests her head on it. "I'm going to make you forget all about that."

I snort. "I appreciate the sentiment, but I don't think that's possible."

She looks up at me through her eyelashes. "I." She kisses my thigh again. "Am going." She kisses my other thigh. "To make you." She kisses higher now, and my breath stutters. "Forget." Her lips move back to my other thigh, and they're so close now. "All." She kisses the seam between my crotch and my leg. "About." Her lips brush against my sensitive folds. "That." Her tongue flicks against my clit, and I fall against the back cushion.

It's like an animal is unleashed inside her. Her tongue swirls around me. Her mouth sucks and tries to pull me into her. And then her fingers slide inside me. I gasp. I don't know how many fingers it is. It feels like it could be her whole fist, but I'm sure it's only one or two. But it's wonderful.

"Oh... Oh my God... Kiana!" Her fingers move inside me, against a sensitive spot that I never even knew I had.

"How's that for a surprise?"

I can only answer her with a moan. I'm lucky I can even get that out. I don't feel like I'm in control of my lungs. My entire body is drawn tight. She pulls her fingers out of me, and I'm empty. But then she slides her tongue along my lips. The rough surface dragging along the tender flesh. Then she slips her fingers inside me again, and her tongue goes back to my clit. Circling. Flicking. Circling. Sucking. Circling. And her fingers are pumping me. And I'm screaming. My body spasms and I cry out her name over and over and over while my entire body shakes. And when every muscle is so sore that they're begging for relief, I collapse back onto the couch. Unable to move. Unable to even look at the woman who did this to me.

"Well?"

I huff out a breath as she climbs on top of me. Her legs slotting between mine. Her breasts on mine. Her cheek against mine.

"I've never done that before," I say.

"Had sex with someone as skilled as me?"

I laugh and take a couple of breaths, trying to get the oxygen back into my exhausted muscles. "Had sex period. Never as a girl. As me."

Kiana sits up just enough so she can look at me. "You're kidding?"

I shake my head. After I had the surgery, Shannon never wanted anything to do with me physically. I wish I could have seen her for what she was and just walked away then.

"Well, I am going to spend a lifetime fucking you so often that you're going to be sick of it."

"Never." I lean up and kiss her.


CHAPTER EIGHT



I can't help but sneak glances at Kiana as we walk to the table. She's gorgeous in her silver and dark blue dress, and I love the way her leg peeks out of the slit with every step. I take her hand, and she looks at me and smiles.

"How did I end up with the most beautiful woman in the entire room?" I ask.

"Second most beautiful. My girl is the most beautiful." She pecks me on the cheek.

Kiana's best friend Bri and her boyfriend Sebastian are already at the table when we get there. Every time I see him, I'm shocked at just how muscular he is. They stand to hug both of us. When we all sit, Sebastian smiles. "Once again, I'm reminded of how blessed I am. I get to share a table with three exquisite ladies."

"And not at one of your restaurants for once," Sabrina says.

Sebastian clicks his tongue. "Perhaps not, but remember whose staff is working in the kitchen here right now."

Bri shrugs. "So, what did you girls think of her dress?"

"It was pretty," I say.

"It was very boring." Someone says from behind me. I recognize the voice and grin. "I tried to talk her out of it, but would she listen to me? She has the body, she needs to show it off. Maybe she could have found someone better than that brother of mine. Too late now."

I turn around. Lee is standing behind me.

She rests her hands on my shoulders. "Hey, babe. We miss having you at the club."

"I was just there last weekend," I say. "You must not miss me that much if you forgot already."

"I meant on stage, smartass." She sits next to me, smoothing her long black gown under her as she does. She was her brother's best man, and with her stage presence, she almost stole the show just by standing silently next to him during the ceremony.

I look down at her black high heels. I don't think I've ever seen her wearing anything lower than a four-inch heel, and today is no exception. I don't know how she does it all the time. I'm on my feet all day long, and if I wear anything higher than two inches, I regret it. Of course, that just means I have an excuse to ask Kiana for a foot massage when I get home.

"I do sometimes miss it. But now that I'm actually working as me, I don't think the parents or the school system would be too happy about a teacher moonlighting as a dancer on the weekends."

Lee flicks her wrist toward me, dismissing the thought. "Who cares what other people think?"

"Almost literally everyone except you, babe." Lee's partner Jasmine kisses her on the cheek before joining our table.

"At last, the best man and the bride's gorgeous maid of honor are reunited," Sebastian says. "It's always such a pleasure to see you, Jasmine."

"Your girlfriend is sitting right next to you, and you're flirting with my partner? Do I really need to stab you right here in front of everyone?" Lee acts like she's getting up before she chuckles and then pulls Jasmine so close to her that she might as well be on her lap.

Sabrina shrugs. "After all this time, I'm used to it. I know how he is. And I know he's always coming home to me, so it doesn't bother me." She kisses him, and he blushes. It's cute to watch someone as formidable as him turn red just because a woman kisses him.

"So who's next?" Kiana asks. "We have three couples sitting here, and none of us are married. Which one is going to be the first?"

My heart starts to pound. We've lived together for almost a year now, but we've never discussed marriage seriously. I've brought it up a few times, but Kiana always tells me she isn't sure if she wants to do that again. So I never press the issue. Grace is a different story. She's been pressuring us to get married since I moved in.

"That's not fair to the others," Lee says. "I already know the answer."

"How do you know?" Kiana demands.

Lee points at Sebastian. "As tough as he is, he can't keep a secret from me to save his life." Sebastian shrugs and bites his lip.

"Well, since everyone else already knows, I guess I should tell the most important person." Kiana drops to a knee in front of me, and now my heart is racing. Holy shit. Is she really doing this? "Makayla Perez, I love you more than I've ever loved anyone else other than Grace, and I can't imagine my life without you. I want you to go through everything with me. Together. Every day. And I want you to be in my daughter's life forever. I want us both to be there to celebrate every one of her victories, no matter how big or small, and to comfort her every time she has her heart broken. Will you be my wife?"

The tears are streaming down my cheeks, and I'm already nodding before she even asks me. "Oh my God, Kiana! Oh my God!" I hold my hand out, and she slips the ring over my finger. We both stand, our arms wrapped around each other. And our kiss feels like the very first one. Better. A million butterflies circle around us. The wind from their wings pulses against my skin, sending tingles through my body.

Kiana pulls away and runs her tongue slowly between her lips. "Is that a yes?"

"Of course, it's a yes. I know this is Alexis' day, but I think I might be the happiest woman here." I look around. "Where's my purse? I need to call Heather so she can be part of this."

"Got you covered, babe." Kiana points at Sebastian. He's holding Kiana's phone, and I see Heather on the screen. She's bouncing up and down and screaming.

I smile, and then turn back to Kiana. I rest my forehead against hers. Our lips are just a fraction of an inch apart. "I love you so much."
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