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Chapter one



Upload Blues








D
 erek
 slid
 between
 tables
 seventeen and eighteen with millimeter precision, balancing four steaming croque madames on his forearm like a Tetris master in the final level. The brunch rush had morphed from manageable chaos into what Chef Mateo called "thermonuclear Sunday"—plates piling up, tickets spitting from the printer in an endless paper tongue, and the dining room packed tighter than a tin of premium anchovies.

"Corner!" he called, pivoting past Brenda who clutched a French press in white-knuckled hands.

The hollandaise crisis had started at nine sharp when Lucas dropped news that Tomas had called in sick—again—leaving the egg station unmanned during peak Benedict hour. Now Mateo hunched over the sauce like a battlefield surgeon, whisking furiously, his stocky frame vibrating with contained fury.

"Hammond! Table twelve's waiting on those madames. Move those skinny legs!"

Derek deposited the plates with practiced flourishes. "Croque madame with extra gruyère, house salad substituted for potatoes, dressing on the side." The words tumbled out in service shorthand while his mind calculated the fifteen other pending orders.

Sweat pearled along his hairline as he swept back toward the kitchen. Three hundred Sundays like this, and what did he have to show? A rent-controlled walk-up with more camera equipment than furniture and a savings account that wheezed like the ancient proofing cabinet whenever he checked the balance.

"Shakshuka for twenty-three!" Mateo slammed the cast iron onto the pass. The tomato sauce bubbled angrily, three perfectly poached eggs nestled in its crimson depths.

Derek grabbed the scalding skillet, fingertips dancing around metal that threatened second-degree souvenirs. This kitchen choreography—this constant motion of bodies barely missing collision—had once felt like purpose. Now it just felt like treading water while wearing cement shoes.

He admired Mateo, when he wasn't chasing likes on his video channel. In quiet moments between uploads, Derek daydreamed about commanding a kitchen like the chef did—orchestrating culinary symphonies with the same confident conductor's hands.

Mateo moved through the mayhem with military precision, pulling perfection from chaos without breaking stride. But the brutal truth of bottom-rung kitchen wages made Derek's bank account shudder in protest; starting salaries for line cooks were paltry pittances compared to even his meager brunch tips.

So instead, he poured his passion into perfectly framed food videos, sacrificing sleep for seamless edits, while real chef dreams simmered on back burners, reduced by necessity to fantasy's faint flavor. The siren song of potential viral fame—of sponsors and six-figure ad revenue—kept his camera rolling while professional kitchen aspirations collected dust like the cookbook shelf he barely touched anymore.

"Shakshuka's swimming to table twenty-three," Mateo announced, weaving through the labyrinth of bentwood chairs and designer handbags that cost more than his monthly take-home.

Behind him, the hollandaise broke again. Mateo's Spanish curses created a percussion section all their own, beating against the breakfast cacophony of clinking glasses and forced laughter.

Derek slid his cracked phone from his apron pocket during a ten-second reprieve, thumb automatically finding the refresh button. The BookTok review he'd spent three sleepless nights editing remained frozen at 927 views—digital cement that refused to set into something substantial. His fitness challenge video, the one where he'd demonstrated single-handed egg cracking while doing lunges, sat pathetically at 111 views. Not even enough digits to make a satisfying number.

"Motherfu—" He swallowed the curse as Brenda clicked past, her Bluetooth earpiece blinking like a silent sentry.

The kitchen doors swung open, releasing a blast of steam and Mateo's staccato commands. Derek pocketed his phone and grabbed a water pitcher, circling tables twenty through twenty-four with mechanical efficiency. Every smile he plastered on felt like a mask slipping half an inch with each passing hour.

Four years of content creation. Four years of "like and subscribe" whispered into the void. Four years of algorithm chasing that left him perpetually winded and permanently behind. The fitness influencers with their protein-powder sponsorships, the ASMR cooking channels with their million-subscriber milestones, the transition documentaries with their heartfelt comment sections—they all seemed to have cracked a code that remained stubbornly encrypted to him.

Between refilling water glasses and clearing plates stacked like porcelain Jenga towers, Derek refreshed again. Still 927. Still 111. Numbers that mocked his midnight editing sessions and dawn-lit filming attempts.

The algorithm's indifference had become a presence—a silent, judgmental roommate that followed him from platform to platform, watching with cold digital eyes as he tap-danced for attention that never materialized. He'd tried everything: cooking tutorials filmed in the cramped kitchen of his Queens apartment, book reviews whispered into ring lights at 2 a.m., even fitness routines performed between his bed and dresser.

"Hammond! Order up!" Mateo's voice cut through his digital despair.

Derek shoved the phone back into his pocket, its weight suddenly heavier than the four plates he balanced up his arm. Years of hustling, years of creating, years of chasing—and what did he have to show for it? A serving job that barely covered rent and an online presence with all the impact of a whisper in a hurricane.

Derek balanced a tray of champagne flutes on his palm while sidestepping a toddler who'd escaped parental custody. The kid trailed sticky maple syrup fingers across the polished floor like a snail leaving evidence of its crime scene. Sunday brunch: where dignity went to die and servers' souls departed their bodies.

"Careful there, Data Goblin." Lucas breezed past, mimosas balanced between his fingers like liquid jewels. "If we drop dead the algorithm still won't notice you refreshing those stats."

Derek's ears burned hotter than the kitchen salamander. "I wasn't—"

"Your phone's about to melt through your apron pocket." Lucas winked, his easy confidence cutting through the dining room chaos like a chef's knife through cultured butter. "Maybe try filming yourself serving tables? 'Watch exhausted waiter carry sixteen plates while crying inside!'"

"At least title it something clickable," Derek muttered, but couldn't help the half-smile that cracked his professional mask. Lucas had that effect—puncturing Derek's anxiety with perfectly aimed barbs that somehow felt like medicine.

The bar beckoned with its promise of caffeine. Derek made his pilgrimage between tables, depositing champagne flutes before weary parents and hungover twenty-somethings with practiced precision.

"Well, if it isn't my favorite content creator who refuses to create content." Gail's voice cut through the clinking glassware symphony. His on-and-off girlfriend, mostly off, leaned across the polished bar top, her dragon-fruit lipstick smile gleaming under pendant lights. Her fingers tapped an invisible keyboard as she spoke—a habit from endless hours of video editing.

"I create plenty," Derek protested, but the words sounded hollow even to his own ears.

Gail slid a cinnamon latte toward him, the foam swirled into a perfect spiral. "On the house of friendship. You look like you need the sugar rush more than the tip."

Derek wrapped his fingers around the warm ceramic, breathing in the spiced steam. "Thanks. I—"

"So I had this absolutely brilliant idea at four this morning." Gail's words tumbled out in caffeinated bursts. "Halloween party next weekend. You. Me. Glam-witch makeover for my vlog."

Derek nearly choked on his first sip. "Witch? Me?"

"Think about it! My channel needs fresh faces, your face needs exposure." Her fingernails—black with tiny silver stars—drummed the counter. "My transformation videos always hit algorithm gold. Last month's 'Goth to Cottagecore' pulled twenty-thousand views in forty-eight hours." She leaned closer, voice dropping to a conspiratorial whisper. "People love a good metamorphosis story, Dez."

"I don't know, Gail. Dressing up for clicks feels—"

"Table eleven needs coffee refills!" Brenda's voice sliced through his hesitation, her Bluetooth earpiece blinking accusingly.

Derek snatched the carafe from its warming plate. "We'll talk after shift," he promised, already backing away from Gail's magnetic enthusiasm.

He weaved between tables, pouring steaming coffee with the precision of someone who'd done this dance through a thousand brunches. Table eleven hosted a silver-haired couple and what appeared to be their adult son—a man with wire-rimmed glasses and a laptop open to spreadsheets that probably calculated the exact tip percentage down to the penny.

"Fresh coffee," Derek announced, reaching for the man's half-empty cup.

The man didn't look up. "It was cold fifteen minutes ago when I asked for a refill."

"I'm sorry about that, sir. Sunday rush can—"

"I don't care about your rush." The man's voice cut like a serrated knife, loud enough that nearby tables paused their conversations. "I asked for hot coffee. Is that really so difficult to process? It's like dealing with buffering software."

Derek's hand froze mid-pour, coffee hovering dangerously close to overflowing. The public dressing-down burned worse than kitchen steam, spreading heat up his neck and across his cheeks. Buffering software. Like he wasn't even human—just a malfunctioning service algorithm.

"Of course, sir. I'll bring a fresh pot immediately." His server voice sounded hollow, automated.

The man's companions stared at their plates, complicit in their silence. Other diners pretended not to notice, but Derek felt their sideways glances like pinpricks across his skin.

He retreated to the coffee station, hands trembling slightly. First the digital world ignored him, now the physical one treated him like defective code. Something cracked inside—a hairline fracture in whatever wall separated his public and private disappointments.

When his break finally came, Derek found Gail polishing glasses behind the bar.

"That witch makeover," he said, voice steady despite the storm behind it. "I'll do it."

Gail's eyebrows shot up. "For real? What changed your mind?"

Derek thought about 927 views, about being called buffering software, about four years of shouting into a void that never echoed back.

"Maybe I do need a metamorphosis," he said, the word no longer feeling foreign on his tongue. "When do we start?"














Chapter two



Makeover for the Metrics








D
 erek
 sat
 rigid
 on
 the barstool in Gail's apartment, fingers curled around its metal edge as if the floor might tilt beneath him. The walk-up had metamorphosed from living space to film set in less than twenty minutes—Gail moved with the practiced efficiency of someone who could transform any square footage into a production studio.

"Stop clenching your jaw," Gail commanded, dabbing foundation across his cheekbones. "You look like you're getting a root canal, not a glow-up."

Ring lights bloomed in strategic corners, casting their perfect circular glow across the lemon-sorbet walls. Two DSLRs hummed on tripods—one for wide shots, one for close-ups of his facial transformation. The vanity before him sprawled with open palettes like a painter's oils, tubes and compacts arranged in precise chromatic order.

"I'm not clenching," Derek lied, consciously trying to relax muscles he hadn't realized were tight. "It's just weird being on this side of a camera."

Lucas circled them with his phone, capturing behind-the-scenes snippets. "Dude, you've filmed yourself doing planks in your living room. How is this different?"

"Because I controlled those shots," Derek muttered as Gail tilted his chin upward with cool fingers. "And I wasn't wearing whatever the hell that is." He pointed to a sequined dress hanging from Gail's shower rod.

"That, my friend, is your ticket to algorithm heaven." Gail's brush flicked across his brow with surgical precision, carving an arch that would never naturally grow there. "Trust the process."

Derek watched his reflection shift with each swipe and blend. The stranger emerging in the mirror wore his features but arranged them differently—cheekbones higher, eyes deeper, jaw softer. The transformation stirred something both terrifying and magnetic in his chest.

"How does it feel?" Lucas asked, zooming in on Derek's half-completed face.

"Like wearing someone else's skin," Derek answered honestly. Then, seeing Gail's expression falter, he added, "But in a good way. Like Halloween but... better crafted."

Gail beamed, selecting a palette of smoky purples. "That's the spirit. Now close your eyes and let me work my witchcraft."

Derek felt Gail's fingers adjusting something at his temples, then came the soft weight settling onto his scalp. The synthetic strands tickled his neck as she positioned the wig with practiced hands.

"With a snap," Gail declared, giving the bubble-gum pink wig a final adjustment, "the transformation is complete."

The artificial hair smelled faintly of lavender spray—Gail's signature touch to mask the plastic scent. Derek inhaled, finding the floral note oddly comforting as it mingled with the powdery perfume of setting spray and creamy foundation.

Gail stepped back, head tilted critically as she surveyed her creation. Her eyes traveled from the glossy rose-petal lips to the witch-sharp cheekbones she'd sculpted with contour powder. Pride painted her features as she placed both hands on Derek's shoulders and met his gaze in the mirror.

"Hello, Delilah," she said, voice hushed with ceremony.

Derek blinked, pulse skittering like a startled cat beneath his collarbones. The stranger in the vanity mirror blinked back—wide hazel eyes framed by false lashes that fluttered like butterfly wings. Pink waves cascaded past shoulders that somehow looked narrower, more delicate beneath the silky dress Gail had squeezed him into.

Half dazzled, half horrified, Derek raised trembling fingers to touch his—her?—face. The reflection mimicked the movement, creating a surreal feedback loop between self and image. He couldn't reconcile the person staring back with the same guy who'd plated ricotta pancakes that morning.

"Holy shit," Lucas whispered from behind the camera. "Dude, you're..."

"Gorgeous," Gail finished, squeezing Derek's shoulders. "Absolutely stunning."

Derek's mouth opened, but the words crumbled before reaching his tongue. The reflection sparked an unexpected flutter beneath Derek's ribs. His eyes traced each curve and angle of the unfamiliar features, the face in the mirror called to him like an old memento tucked away and forgotten until now.

"I don't—" Derek started, voice catching. He cleared his throat and tried again. "Is that really me?"

Derek's eyes darted to his phone as it buzzed with a notification. Twelve minutes until his rideshare arrived. The night stretched before him like uncharted territory, every second amplified by the unfamiliar weight of the wig and the subtle tug of mascara on his lashes.

"We should get going," he said, voice catching on the higher register he'd unconsciously adopted. "Driver's almost—"

His gaze snagged on the forgotten platter of candy-corn bark he'd made that morning. Pristine triangles of white chocolate marbled with orange and yellow, studded with actual candy corn pieces. A Halloween recipe he'd perfected over three test batches but hadn't bothered filming.

Something clicked in his brain—the same instinct that made him reach for his phone whenever inspiration struck. But this time, the impulse carried a different weight, colored by the pink-haired reflection that kept startling him in Gail's mirrors.

"Wait," Derek murmured, fingers already reaching for his phone. The battery indicator blinked at 32 percent—enough. Just enough.

He propped the device against a ceramic pumpkin on Gail's counter, angling it toward the candy platter. His hands moved with practiced efficiency despite the press-on nails Gail had applied. The familiarity of setting up a shot grounded him even as everything else felt foreign.

"What are you doing?" Lucas asked, lowering his camera.

Derek didn't answer immediately. He adjusted the phone one last time, stepped back to check the frame, then moved deliberately into view. His heartbeat pulsed beneath the sequined bodice as he leaned forward, conscious of how the wig fell around his face in cotton-candy waves.

"Let's feed the algorithm," he whispered, pressing record.

The red dot blinked to life. Derek felt his body shift, shoulders relaxing, chin lifting slightly. Without conscious thought, his voice softened and lilted as he spoke.

"Hey sweeties, Delilah here with a super-quick Halloween treat." His manicured fingers broke off a piece of bark with a satisfying snap. "Homemade candy-corn white chocolate bark that'll have your friends begging for the recipe."

The words flowed with surprising ease, as if Delilah had been waiting patiently behind Derek's hesitation all along. He demonstrated the perfect breaking technique, then brought a piece to his glossed lips, making an exaggerated sound of pleasure as the chocolate melted on his tongue.

"Divine," Delilah purred, and Derek was impressed with his own flow of patter and humor, getting the whole production done in one almost flawless take. The words had tumbled from his glossed lips like perfectly placed dominoes, each syllable slotting into the next with surprising precision.

He hadn't stumbled once through the candy-corn commentary, his Delilah persona performing with the polished confidence that Derek himself often lacked in daily life.

Something about the transformation—the gloss, the gentle lilt of his voice—had unlocked a performance of almost balletic grace, each gesture as deliberate as brushstrokes on fine china. In the warm kitchen light, surrounded by the sweet scent of melted chocolate, Derek felt the rare satisfaction of having momentarily silenced his inner critic.

"Haunted Treats in Ten Minutes" is the result: misquoted measurements, runaway cocoa powder sneeze, improvised cackle that startles even him. No edits, no second angles—title, thumbnail, upload. Send. The video is a beautiful disaster, Derek's fingers trembling slightly as they hover over the keyboard before committing to the final click.

Powdery phantoms still cling to his shirt sleeves, spectral reminders of his culinary chaos. The screen flickers with the processing animation, swallowing his unpolished performance whole, pixel by pixel, while his stomach performs somersaults worthy of an Olympic gymnast. He's never released something so raw, so riddled with imperfections that sparkle like broken glass catching sunlight—dangerous but somehow mesmerizing. The progress bar creeps forward, consuming seconds and certainty in equal measure, sealing his fate with each percentage point gained.














Chapter three



Party Witch








D
 erek
 stepped
 out
 onto
 the stoop, his borrowed heels clicking against concrete with percussive precision. The night air hit his face, cooling the foundation that had begun to feel like a second skin. Streetlights cast his shadow—longer, curvier, unfamiliar—across the sidewalk below. He paused, suddenly aware of the open space, the vulnerability of being seen beyond Gail's apartment walls.

"Move your broom, runway's in session!" Gail's voice cut through his hesitation, her hand making small circular motions at the wrist. "Our ride's waiting, and Delilah doesn't keep her public waiting."

A yellow sedan idled at the curb, hazards blinking like patient fireflies. Behind the wheel sat a woman who could have been someone's kindly grandmother—silver-haired, plump-cheeked, wearing rhinestone cat-ears that caught the streetlight in winking flashes.

The driver honked twice, a cheerful toot-toot that somehow sounded like applause.

"She likes you," Lucas murmured, close enough that only Derek could hear.

Something shifted in Derek's chest—a loosening, like a knot coming undone. His shoulders rolled back slightly, chin lifting as if pulled by an invisible string. Without consciously deciding to, he tested a subtle hip-swing while descending the remaining steps, letting his weight transfer from one foot to the other with deliberate grace.

"Work it, Delilah!" Gail called, clapping her hands in syncopated bursts. "Serving haunted glamazon realness for the neighborhood!"

Derek slid toward the waiting car, each step more confident than the last. The borrowed dress swished around his knees, creating a soundtrack for his impromptu catwalk.

"And here comes fashion's newest sensation," Gail narrated in her best red-carpet commentator voice. "Delilah Hammond wearing vintage Salvation Army, accessorized with midnight mystery and sugar-spun attitude."

Lucas snorted but raised his phone, thumb swiping to activate the flash. It popped three times in quick succession, bathing Derek in momentary brilliance. "Give us blue steel, Delilah!"

Heat crept up Derek's neck and bloomed across his cheeks. The sensation startled him—Derek never blushed when he was just Derek. Embarrassment typically manifested as tension in his jaw, a tightening of his spine., a shrinking into his small body This was different—warmer, almost pleasant, like sinking into a hot bath.

* * *

Derek pushed through the front door and stumbled into a wall of sensory chaos. Fog machine vapor swirled around his ankles like spectral cats while purple LED spider webs pulsed across the ceiling in hypnotic patterns. The bass thumped through the floorboards, vibrating up through his borrowed heels and into his chest.

For one panicked heartbeat, he froze. What was he thinking? He couldn't pull this off. Everyone would see through the makeup, the wig, the—

"WITCH CHEF!" The bellow cut through his spiral of doubt.

A table of line cooks from the Bistro spotted him, their faces lighting up with recognition that sent contradictory waves of terror and delight coursing through him. Mateo's sous chef Santiago shot to his feet, thrusting a phone forward with the camera already open.

"Get over here!" Santiago called, waving frantically. "We need this for the kitchen group chat!"

Before Derek could process what was happening, he found himself surrounded by his coworkers, their arms thrown around his shoulders, pulling him into their orbit. The bubble-gum pink wig bobbed as he was jostled into position.

Gail leapt onto a table and announced, "I introduce to you Delilah!"

"Show us your claws, Delilah!" someone shouted.

Derek hesitated, then curled his fingers into exaggerated talons, baring his teeth in what he hoped was a witchy snarl. The poses stacked—peace signs, duck lips, tongue-out silly faces—all things sober-Derek would have labeled "cringy" and avoided at all costs. But wrapped in Delilah's skin, the performative silliness felt liberating rather than mortifying.

"She's killing it!" Martina from pastry squealed, examining the photos over Santiago's shoulder.

"She's serving spooky realness!" Another voice chimed in.

"Delilah, you gotta come see the punch bowl," Santiago said, tugging at his wrist. "We made it look like a bubbling cauldron."

Derek let himself be pulled through the crowd, conscious of how differently people were looking at him—not with the dismissive glances usually thrown his way, but with delighted attention, as if Delilah was someone worth noticing.

Santiago poured the jungle punch into Solo cups, the viscous purple liquid sloshing dangerously close to the rims. Derek accepted one, the sweetness hitting his nostrils before the cup even reached his lips. The sugar and alcohol burned pleasantly down his throat, warming his chest and loosening the last of his inhibitions.

The speakers crackled as the DJ transitioned tracks. A remixed '80s synth melody pulsed through the room, familiar yet transformed—just like him. Without thinking, Derek handed his cup to Gail and stepped into the center of the makeshift dance floor.

"Go, Delilah!" someone shouted.

The name settled over him like a spell. He wasn't Derek Hammond, the invisible line cook with the failing social media accounts. He was Delilah, bubble-gum witch, commanding attention.

He spun, the black skirt billowing around his legs like a neon tornado. His body moved with unfamiliar freedom, hips swaying to the beat without the self-consciousness that usually paralyzed him. Derek caught sight of Lucas in the corner, phone held at chest level, capturing discreet B-roll. Their eyes met briefly, and Lucas gave him a thumbs-up.

The terror of choreography—the mental math of where to put his hands, how to move without looking awkward—evaporated. His arms lifted above his head, pink wig bouncing as he tossed his head back, laughter bubbling up from somewhere deep and authentic. The bass thumped beneath his feet, and for once, he wasn't overthinking every motion.

Mid-spin, a bulky figure stumbled into his space. Beer breath hit Derek's face as the stranger leaned in, eyes narrowed with drunken hostility.

"Dude in a dress, nice try," he slurred, loud enough for nearby dancers to hear.

The words stung, sharp and contemptuous. Derek felt his shoulders start to curl inward—his usual defense mechanism when confronted. But something stopped him. Maybe it was the punch, maybe the wig, or maybe just the night's accumulation of "she's" and compliments.

Instead of retreating to a corner, Derek straightened his spine and found the sassy voice he'd used in his hastily recorded video earlier. "You wish you could look this good," he shot back, one hand on his hip, the other flicking dismissively.

Surprised laughter erupted from the surrounding dancers. The heckler's face flushed with embarrassment.

Before he could respond, a server from prep shift—Javier—materialized between them, broad shoulders creating a human barrier.

"Let's get you another drink, man," Javier said to the heckler, firmly steering him toward the bar. Before turning away, he threw a wink over his shoulder at Derek. "Keep slaying, Delilah."

* * *

Just a bit drunk, Derek escaped to the patio, lungs craving cool air after the dance floor's humid crush. Overhead, string lights tangled with fake cobwebs cast a spectral glow across the gathering of smokers and conversation-seekers. He leaned against the weathered railing, savoring the momentary solitude while vape clouds pirouetted skyward like ghostly messengers.

"That eyeliner is sick," came a voice beside him. "Gail's work?"

Derek turned to find Rey—the bar-back with the perpetually rolled sleeves and forearms corded from hauling ice buckets—studying his face with genuine appreciation. Rey had always been polite during shifts, but they'd never progressed beyond kitchen-to-bar small talk.

"Yeah," Derek nodded, suddenly self-conscious about the dramatic cat-eye flicks that had felt so empowering in Gail's bathroom mirror. "She's got steady hands."

Rey grinned, pulling something from his pocket. "Perks of the job," he said, revealing a handful of maraschino cherries wrapped in a cocktail napkin. "For the pretty lady who's been killing it on the dance floor."

The words "pretty lady" sent a strange tension through Derek's stomach—not embarrassment or shame, but something fun and affirming, attention he usually didn't get in public when he was usually observing everything from a corner.

"Thanks," Derek said, accepting the offering. The cherries gleamed like rubies against the white napkin, impossibly red and perfect.

Rey leaned in slightly. "I almost didn't recognize you at first. You look—" he paused, searching for the right word, "—different. Good different."

Before Derek could respond, Gail materialized beside them, her dragon-fruit lips curved into a knowing smile. One eyebrow arched high as she glanced between Derek and Rey, a silent where-has-this-Derek-been? telegraphed in her expression.

Derek's first instinct was to explain, to apologize for the disguise, to clarify that this wasn't really him. But the words died before reaching his tongue. Instead, he plucked a cherry from the napkin, popped it between his lips, and smiled at Rey.

"Pretty ladies love free fruit," he said with a confidence that belonged entirely to Delilah.

* * *

Near two a.m., sweat-soaked and euphoric, Derek sank onto the back stairwell with Lucas, both sipping water from Mason jars. The cool glass pressed against his palm like salvation. His feet throbbed pleasantly inside borrowed heels, each pulse a reminder of hours spent spinning, strutting, and sashaying across the makeshift dance floor.

"My calves are filing for divorce," Derek said, stretching his legs out on the wooden step. The bubble-gum wig sat slightly askew, but he couldn't summon the energy to fix it.

Lucas laughed, his camera finally tucked away. "Worth it though, right? I've never seen you move like that."

Derek nodded, surprised by his own lack of embarrassment. Something about being Delilah had unleashed movements his body somehow already knew. He pulled out his phone to check the time, only to see a cascade of notifications flooding the screen before it blinked to black.

"What the—" he started, but the battery icon flashed once at 3% before dying completely.

Lucas plucked the dead phone from his fingers and slipped it into his back pocket. "Reality can wait," he said with a shrug. "Tonight's for the moment."

Before Derek could protest, Gail burst through the stairwell door, her dragon-fruit lipstick somehow still perfect despite hours of dancing and shouting directions.

"There you are!" She brandished her phone like a trophy. "I got the final shot I needed—you two looking absolutely demolished." She slid down beside them, camera still recording. "Group hug for the wrap! Three, two, one—"

She pulled them both into a tight embrace, her arm strong around Derek's shoulders. The strobe light from inside caught the sequins on her costume, scattering tiny rainbows across their faces.

Through the open door, the opening bars of "Don't Stop Me Now" thundered from the speakers. The crowd inside roared in recognition.

"Oh my god, it's the Queen remix!" Gail jumped up, yanking both Derek and Lucas to their feet. "We can't miss this!"

They rushed back into the pulsing heart of the party, Derek's wig bobbing as they pushed through the crowd. Violet beams swept across the ceiling as Derek found himself at the center of the floor, arms raised, twirling without self-consciousness. In this perfect moment of sweat and sound and color, he was untethered, free.

Unbeknownst to him, miles away in server farms and smartphone screens across the city, his sloppy "Haunted Treats" video had just breached 10,000 views. The algorithm, that silent, invisible arbiter of digital fate, had begun its avalanche.














Chapter four



Likes Explosion








T
 en
 a.m.
 Saturday.
 Sunlit
 shards pierced the curtains, stabbing into Derek's throbbing head like vengeful daggers. He groaned, burying his face deeper into the pillow that still smelled faintly of synthetic strawberry wig and setting spray. Somewhere in the apartment, his phone buzzed with persistent fury, like a trapped bee seeking escape.

Derek rolled over, wincing as mascara flakes crumbled into his eyes. He'd collapsed into bed last night still half in costume, too exhausted to do more than kick off the heels and peel away the false lashes. Now his sheets bore the telltale smudges of foundation and glitter—battlefield markers of Delilah's triumph.

The buzzing continued. With herculean effort, Derek swung his legs over the bed's edge, stumbling toward the sound. He found his phone still nestled inside last night's sequined mini-purse, battery completely drained. He plugged it in, squinting as the screen flickered to life.

Notifications cascaded like an avalanche: 38,421 views, 4,700 likes, comments streaming in real time. Derek blinked, certain his hangover was causing hallucinations. But the numbers continued climbing even as he watched, hypnotized by the upward ticker.

His sloppy one-take tutorial—the chaotic candy-corn bark disaster he'd filmed on impulse—was exploding.

"What the actual..." Derek whispered, scrolling through comments that blurred before his eyes. The numbers gave him a thrill, feeding a hunger.

All those years spent chasing viewer counts. Derek possessed enough self-awareness to understand that his wonderful-in-many-ways working mother—who was frequently absent—had nurtured that craving for recognition, for acknowledgment. Earning an A on schoolwork or preparing a decent dinner for her after her extended workday had been his primary method of capturing any notice. And when she passed away, Derek had found himself alone—this ghostly digital validation frequently serving as his nearest replacement.

The smell of butter and maple syrup wafted through the apartment. Derek wandered into the kitchen, phone clutched like a talisman, to find Lucas flipping hangover pancakes on the portable griddle. Lucas glanced up, grinning at Derek's bewildered expression.

"Morning, viral sensation," Lucas said, handing Derek a fork like a microphone. "Your acceptance speech, please."

Derek's phone rang before he could answer. Gail's face filled the screen, her eyeliner halfway erased, hair piled in a messy top knot.

"You're on the Explore carousel!" she squealed without preamble. "The fucking carousel, Derek! Do you know how many views you need to hit that?"

Derek sank onto a kitchen stool, scrolling through comments while Lucas slid a plate of pancakes under his nose.

"Witch Chef is my new religion!" read one comment with three thousand likes.

"Bro, never cook as a dude again," declared another, followed by fire emojis.

Derek laughed—a sound half-delighted, half-horrified. "This is insane. It's literally the worst video I've ever made."

Lucas leaned against the counter, watching the numbers climb. "Isn't it weird how algorithmic love can feel so tyrannical? One day of being someone else and suddenly that's all people want."

* * *

Mid-morning, Derek watched over Gail's shoulder as her fingers danced across the editing software. The transformation footage played in reverse, then forward: his plain face blossoming into Delilah's contoured glory, lashes unfurling like midnight butterflies, glitter cascading across cheekbones that suddenly seemed sculpted rather than simply there.

"This is magic," Gail murmured, splicing in a clip of Delilah twirling under strobe lights. "Pure fucking alchemy."

Derek's stomach fluttered with something between pride and panic. "It's just makeup."

"No, honey. It's character development." Gail's crimson nail tapped the screen where Delilah threw her head back laughing. "Look at you there. That's not 'just' anything."

When the reel posted at noon, cross-linked to what Gail's christens "Delilah's Kitchen" channel, the numbers spiraled upward with dizzying speed. Derek couldn't stop checking, refreshing, scrolling through comments that praised everything from his winged eyeliner technique to the way he'd cackled while dusting powdered sugar.

By six p.m., his subscriber count had doubled, then doubled again. The kitchen counter became a runway as Derek paced back and forth, phone clutched like a vital organ.

"It's a one-off," he told himself, then Lucas, then the reflection in the polished mixer bowl. "Halloween stunt, nothing more."

But each notification ping sent sparklers through his bloodstream—bright, brief bursts of validation that fizzled just quickly enough to make him crave the next. He'd never felt so seen, so simultaneously exposed and embraced.

The phone buzzed again—another hundred subscribers. Derek's face lit up with the same glow that had illuminated it when he'd spun under those party lights, untethered from expectation.

* * *

Derek paced his apartment kitchen, jittery with possibility. The viral Halloween video had spiked his dormant channel to life, and he wasn't about to let momentum slip through powdered-sugar fingers. The numbers didn't lie—Delilah had connected. But surely it wasn't the wig that mattered; it was the creativity, the spontaneity, the fun.

"The algorithm gods have spoken," he told Lucas, who was untangling cables across the cramped space. "But I can channel that same energy without... you know."

Lucas raised an eyebrow as he mounted a light to the ceiling fan. "Without becoming your own evil twin?"

"Delilah was a costume. A gimmick." Derek tapped his wooden spoon against the counter—once, twice, three times—his ritual before every cooking session. "I just need to bring that same creative chaos to my actual cooking."

They transformed the kitchen into a makeshift studio. Lucas set up three camera angles: overhead for technique, front-facing for commentary, and a side shot capturing the flourishes. The butcher block island gleamed under perfect lighting, making the cannoli shells look like scrolls of ancient parchment.

Derek had practiced for hours, perfecting artistic piping techniques that would dazzle viewers. Melted chocolate swirled in hypnotic patterns across white plates. Crushed pistachios created emerald constellations around perfectly filled pastry tubes. Edible flowers—violets and pansies—perched like delicate butterflies atop cream peaks.

"I'm bringing real chef skills this time," Derek said, arranging his squeeze bottles like a surgeon's tools. "Plus personality. That's what people connected with."

He launched into his demonstration with caffeinated enthusiasm, describing ricotta secrets while piping perfect spirals. His movements were precise but playful, his commentary punchy with culinary knowledge. When chocolate drizzled onto his wrist, he licked it off with a wink that felt borrowed from someone braver.

"Cannoli catastrophe averted," he quipped, flourishing a plate of finished desserts that looked magazine-worthy. The plating was stunning—concentric circles of chocolate sauce, strategic placement of pistachios creating visual rhythm, pastry shells arranged like crescents around a central flower.

Lucas whistled low from behind the camera. "That's seriously beautiful, man."

Derek beamed, certain he'd captured lightning twice. The edit came together seamlessly—clean cuts, perfect audio, none of the chaotic energy but twice the expertise. He uploaded it that evening with trembling fingers, already imagining the validation waiting on the other side.

After his shift that evening at the restaurant, he watches the views came in slowly that night, a digital hourglass letting sand trickle rather than pour, but he was sure by the next morning, it would catch a strong wave like the Delilah video. Derek refreshed the page compulsively, watching numbers creep upward with maddening modesty, each new view a single star in what should have been a sudden supernova of attention.

His fingertips tapped anxious rhythms against the keyboard as the apartment settled into nighttime creaks around him, the butcher block island still speckled with remnants of his culinary performance. Surely the algorithm would recognize his mastery soon, would push his pristine pastry perfection to the masses who had devoured Delilah's chaotic charm. He finally forced himself to close the laptop at 2 AM, dreams sweetened with visions of viral validation waiting on morning's doorstep.














Chapter five



Canolli Double Take








D
 erek
 stared
 at
 his
 phone, thumb refreshing the screen until it cramped. The view counter had frozen at 1,100 like a broken digital clock. His pristine cannoli video—with its perfect piping, its elegant plating, its technically flawless execution—sat neglected in YouTube's vast ocean while comments trickled in with devastating simplicity.


"Bring back the witch."



"Where's Delilah?"



"Not as fun as Halloween girl."


The words stung like salt in paper cuts. Derek flung the phone onto his rumpled bedsheets and paced the narrow bedroom nook, each step punctuated by the ceiling's sympathetic creaks. He'd spent hours on that video—measuring, practicing, perfecting. He'd shown actual skill. And they wanted the wig. The mess. The character.

Thirty minutes later, he burst through Gail's apartment door without knocking, finding her cross-legged on her sofa scrolling through TikTok.

"The algorithm hates me," he announced, dropping dramatically onto her fuzzy ottoman. "My real cooking tanked."

Gail looked up, dragon-fruit lips pursed in concentration. "Numbers?"

"Eleven hundred views. In twelve hours." The words tasted bitter. "Meanwhile, Delilah's disaster has fifty thousand and climbing."

"People don't want perfection," Gail said, setting down her phone. "They want connection."

The door buzzed, and Lucas arrived bearing bagels and a knowing smile that suggested he'd already checked the analytics. They spread cream cheese while Derek recounted his crushing disappointment, hands slicing through air as if cutting invisible vegetables.

"So do a side-by-side test," Lucas suggested, dusting sesame seeds from his fingers. "Same recipe, same kitchen, same everything—except one as Derek, one as Delilah."

"Scientific method," Gail said, eyes sparkling with mischief. She sprang up and disappeared into her bedroom, returning with armfuls of fabric. "I've got the perfect outfit."

She held up a cherry-red circle skirt, crisp peasant blouse, and silk scarf printed with tiny strawberries. Not a costume. Not a Halloween gag. Real clothes. Woman clothes.

"This isn't witch drag," Derek said, throat suddenly dry. "This is... actual girl."

"That's the point," Lucas said softly. "The experiment needs clean variables."

Derek fingered the blouse's cotton weave, something shifting in his chest like tectonic plates finding new alignment. While Lucas set up the cameras in Gail's kitchen, she transformed Derek with careful brushstrokes—foundation, subtle contour, mascara that made his hazel eyes look huge. The auburn wig fell in soft waves past his shoulders, framing his face with surprising warmth.

When he finally looked in the mirror, Derek's breath caught. No glitter. No exaggeration. Just a soft-featured person with freckles and questioning eyes who looked... pretty. Not pass-on-the-street convincing, but enough to make his slender frame and delicate features suddenly make a different kind of sense.

"Oh," he whispered, touching his reflection.

Lucas and Gail had bundled him into an Uber and back to his apartment and now Derek stared at the ingredients spread across his countertop—ricotta, pistachios, cannoli shells like hollow promises waiting to be filled. His reflection in the stainless steel mixing bowl caught him off-guard; those lips, those eyes, that hair cascading past his shoulders. He shoved the thought aside. Experiment. This was just an experiment.

"We rolling?" he asked Lucas, who stood behind the camera, adjusting focus.

"Whenever you're ready, chef." Lucas gave a thumbs-up.

Derek cleared his throat. "Hey guys, welcome back to—" His voice cracked, too low, too familiar, too Derek. He paused, flustered.

"Dude, you sound like you're reading a tax return," Lucas snickered. "Channel Delilah. Remember how she moved at the party? That energy."

Derek's cheeks flushed pink beneath the foundation. "I don't know how to—"

"Just let go," Gail called from her perch on his shabby loveseat. "Pretend you're that girl who stole the dance floor."

Derek took a deep breath, squared his shoulders, and lifted his chin. When he spoke again, his voice slid up an octave, syllables dancing with a cadence he'd never consciously practiced.

"Hellooo beautiful people! Delilah here with the cannoli catastrophe you've been begging for!" His hands fluttered dramatically over the ingredients. "Last time was a Halloween nightmare, but today we're making these babies the right way!"

Lucas's eyebrows shot up, but he kept filming as Derek—no, Delilah—whipped ricotta with powdered sugar, hips swaying to imaginary music.

"Don't be stingy with the vanilla, sweethearts," she purred, splashing twice the amount needed. "Baking is like dating—if you're boring, nobody comes back for seconds!"

The words spilled out in a sassy stream, nothing like Derek's careful cooking monologues. Delilah tossed chocolate chips with flamboyant wrist flicks, piped filling with exaggerated precision, and dusted pistachios like she was casting a spell. Each movement flowed with theatrical confidence, punctuated by winks and catchphrases that materialized from nowhere.

"And that's how you turn disaster into delicious!" Delilah concluded, presenting a perfect cannoli with a flourish worthy of a showgirl. "Comment below what mess you want me to fix next!"

Lucas lowered the camera, mouth slightly agape. "Holy shit, where did that come from?"

Derek blinked, the sassy persona evaporating like steam. He stared at his hands, still holding the pastry, suddenly aware he'd completed the entire recipe in one breathless take.

"I have no idea," he whispered.

* * *

Derek scrubbed at his cheekbone with a grease-spotted napkin, grimacing as foundation smeared across the paper like war paint. The rearview mirror showed patches of makeup still clinging stubbornly to his jawline.

"It's just business," he muttered, voice cracking on the last syllable. "Just a stupid algorithm thing."

The traffic light turned green. Derek tossed the soiled napkin onto the passenger seat where it joined three others, all bearing the same peachy-beige evidence. His phone buzzed with another notification. Another comment. Another subscriber. He forced himself not to look.

Le Petit Bistro's familiar awning came into view, its burgundy stripes faded from summer sun. Derek parked in the alley, splashed water on his face in the employee bathroom, and tied his apron with mechanical precision. Chef Mateo barked orders from the line, barely glancing up as Derek clocked in.

"Hammond! Table six needs water refills and the special's eighty-sixed. Tell Lucas to update the board."

"Got it, Chef."

Derek's body moved through the motions—filling water pitchers, delivering plates, smiling at customers—while his mind remained trapped in Gail's apartment, reviewing footage of a girl with his face who somehow wasn't him. His fingertips tingled with phantom memory of piping cannoli cream. When had his hands ever moved so confidently?

"Earth to Derek," Lucas snapped his fingers. "The four-top by the window's been trying to flag you down for like five minutes."

"Sorry. Just... distracted."

Lucas's eyes narrowed. "Thinking about those views climbing, huh?"

Derek shrugged, heat creeping up his neck. "It's weird, right? Same recipe, same kitchen—"

"Different person," Lucas finished, voice low enough that only Derek could hear.

The shift crawled by like molasses. Derek checked his phone during bathroom breaks—comments multiplying, notifications stacking. At closing, he speed-cleaned his station, nearly dropped a stack of plates in his haste.

"Hot date?" Mateo asked, eyebrow raised.

"Just tired," Derek lied, hanging up his apron.

Home, finally. His apartment greeted him with silent judgment—dishes in the sink, laundry unfolded, but Derek ignored it all, diving straight into his editing software. The footage played back in high definition—Delilah's confident hands, her easy laugh, the way she tilted her head when explaining the importance of chilling cannoli shells.

Three hours of cuts, transitions, color correction. By 2 AM, Derek uploaded the finished product, collapsed into bed without brushing his teeth, phone clutched to his chest like a talisman.

Morning light stabbed through blinds he'd forgotten to close. Derek fumbled for his phone, blinking sleep from his eyes.

50,213 views. And climbing.

The comment section overflowed:


"Delilah is EVERYTHING!"



"Can we get a weekly series please???"



"Your energy is infectious girl!!!"


Derek scrolled to his original cannoli video from two days before: 1,247 views. Stagnant. Forgotten.














Chapter six



Delilah Takes Off








D
 erek
 stared
 at
 his
 phone, the latest Delilah video's analytics glowing like a slot machine jackpot. The dopamine rush collided with a practical problem: his costume collection consisted of exactly one bubble-gum pink wig and Gail's borrowed dress. The comments section demanded more Delilah, but his closet offered nothing but chef whites and faded hoodies.

His fingers hovered over the keyboard, composing a text to Gail that took four rewrites to sound casual.


Need to borrow more stuff for next video. Got anything?


Three dots pulsed. Then:


ABSOLUTELY NOT. Meet me at my place in 30. We're going SHOPPING.


Derek's stomach plummeted. "Shopping? Like... in public?" he whispered to his empty kitchen.

Gail greeted him at her door with the manic gleam of someone who'd consumed three espressos and a business plan. "This is perfect content! My followers will eat up a shopping makeover series, and you need a proper wardrobe. Symbiotic brilliance!"

"I was thinking more like raid your closet and film in my apartment," Derek said, fingers tapping nervous patterns against his thigh.

Gail's perfectly winged eyes narrowed. "Listen, Delilah deserves better than my hand-me-downs. Besides, nothing I own fits your shoulders right."

Two hours later, Derek found himself clutching a shopping basket in a vintage store where brass racks creaked with decades of castoff clothing. Sweat prickled under his collar as Gail pulled dresses with ruthless efficiency.

"Try these," she commanded, shoving a stack of fabric into his arms. "The burgundy will pop on camera, and that blue matches your undertones."

The dressing room—barely bigger than a phone booth—became Derek's panic chamber. He slipped the first dress over his head, fabric cascading past his shoulders in a whisper of polyester. The mirror reflected someone familiar yet foreign.

"You alive in there?" Gail called.

"This is insane," Derek hissed through the curtain. "What if someone recognizes me?"

"It's just fabric, Dez." Gail's pragmatic tone sliced through his anxiety. "Nobody cares except the algorithm."

But when Derek stepped out, the dress clinging to places he'd never considered highlighting, Gail's professional detachment cracked into genuine surprise.

"Holy shit," she breathed. "You look—"

"Ridiculous?" Derek supplied, crossing his arms.

"Beautiful," she corrected, circling him with appraising eyes. "That waist! Those legs! The camera's going to worship you."

By the fifth dress, Derek's whispered confessions spilled between changing outfits. "I'm terrified," he admitted, voice muffled through emerald satin. "But also... I don't hate this. Is that weird?"

"Only weird thing is how good you look in A-line skirts," Gail replied, snapping reference photos. "Your legs are criminal."

They left with three shopping bags that strained both Derek's budget and his conception of himself. Vintage-inspired dresses, two pencil skirts, blouses with interesting necklines, and a makeup palette Gail swore would "make those hazel eyes hypnotize the internet."

Derek stared at the numbers climbing on his screen, the comment section refreshing with bursts of praise every few minutes. Delilah had captivated them. Delilah—not Derek—was the star they wanted.

He pushed his couch against the wall, creating a wider frame for his next shoot. The living room transformed into a patchwork studio—ring lights clustered like mechanical sunflowers, Lucas holding a borrowed DSLR, a green screen taped crookedly to cover water stains on the wall. His kitchen island gleamed under fresh polish, ready for its close-up.

"Let's see if lightning strikes twice," he muttered, sliding bobby pins into the pink wig.

"It will," says Lucas confidently, always there to boost Derek's confidence.

It did. Three times. Five times. Eight videos later, Derek's subscriber count swelled past 70,000. His phone pinged with sponsor inquiries—a kitchenware brand offering free products, a baking subscription box proposing a collaboration. Each message addressed to Delilah.

Gail's profiles of Derek-to-Delilah makeovers skyrocketed her metrics while simultaneously supercharging Derek's subscription count. The transformation videos—fifteen-minute time-lapses of stubble vanishing beneath peach-toned concealer and shoulders softening under strategically draped fabrics—became catnip for curious followers.

The only jarring note in Derek's newfound success was Gail's describing the thrill of transforming her "ex"-boyfriend. That word—"ex"—broadcast with performative emphasis, making public what had been privately, painfully understood between them. Each time she said it, the syllable sliced through his confidence like a serrated bread knife through soft dough. Though their romantic chapter had closed months ago, hearing it trumpeted online made Derek's chest tighten with a peculiar melancholy.

Still, Derek watched in stunned silence as notification bells chimed like casino jackpots, each ping promising another pair of eyes witnessing his double life. The numbers climbed with dizzying speed, subscribers flocking to both channels like migratory birds finding twin sanctuaries. What had begun as Gail's friendly courtesy had mutated into a mutually beneficial symbiosis, their digital personas feeding each other in an endless content loop that left Derek both exhilarated and strangely exposed.

"This is crazy," he told Lucas over coffee between bistro shifts. "My first AdSense payment hit yesterday. Three hundred and twenty-two dollars for talking about butter consistency while wearing false lashes."

"More than Chef pays for a twelve-hour shift," Lucas said, stirring his americano. "Your apartment's becoming mission control."

Derek's kitchen counter now boasted professional lighting stands, his cabinets bulged with props, and shipping boxes stacked by his door like Tetris pieces. Makeup supplies colonized his bathroom, foundation bottles standing sentinel beside his toothbrush.

Each time, Derek slipped into Delilah like a second skin—contour here, highlight there, voice pitched just so. The transformation felt less like disguise and more like revelation. It wasn't just that Delilah wasn't getting more likes than his old Derek videos; he enjoyed making them more and it was actually easier. Lucas's camera shots captured confidence that had always cowered in corners when he filmed as himself. His hands moved with newfound grace, explaining caramel temperatures or demonstrating knife techniques. Delilah's voice carried melodic certainty where his had cracked with self-consciousness.

"We're going to try something different today," Delilah announced to the camera, hair cascading past shoulders in auburn waves—a new wig, better quality. "A recipe from my childhood, my mother's Sunday bread."

The comments poured in faster than he could read them:


"Your smile lights up my kitchen!"



"Made your tiramisu last night and my boyfriend proposed!"



"Delilah, you saved my dinner party!"


Derek refreshed his analytics dashboard hourly, sometimes minutely, watching green arrows point upward. Validation surged through his veins like sugar—sweet, addictive, demanding more. Each like fed something starved inside him; each new subscriber filled a void he hadn't realized gaped so wide.

* * *

Derek slipped through Le Petit Bistro's back entrance Monday morning, scrubbing his fingertips against his palm. The nail polish—a soft rose gold Gail had insisted "caught the ring light perfectly"—clung stubbornly to his cuticles despite a midnight panic scrub. He tucked his hands into his apron pockets, mentally calculating how many minutes he could hide before prep demanded all ten fingers.

"Morning, sunshine," Lucas called from the coffee station, eyebrows lifting as Derek hustled past. "Someone's glowing. Big weekend?"

"Just caught up on sleep," Derek lied, angling away from the overhead lights that might betray the faint shimmer still dusting his cheekbones.

The kitchen's familiar symphony of metal against metal and Chef Mateo's staccato commands normally calmed Derek's nerves. Today each noise jangled against his raw-edged secret. Thirty thousand new subscribers since Friday's "Midnight Soufflé" video. A kitchenware sponsor wanting contracts. The pink wig now hanging in his shower, drip-drying after a conditioner treatment that cost more than his actual shampoo.

Lucas sidled up while Derek chopped shallots, nudging him with an elbow. "Dude, your nails. Right side, pinky and ring finger. Still sparkly."

Derek's stomach plummeted. "Shit."

"Bathroom. Now. I've got acetone in my locker."

In the cramped employee restroom, Lucas produced a travel-sized bottle and cotton pads from his backpack. "You're playing with fire, Captain Cannoli. Mateo would flip if he knew his line cook moonlights as—"

"Don't say it," Derek hissed, scrubbing frantically. "Not here."

"Relax. Your secret identity's safe with me, Wonder Woman."

Derek rolled his eyes but couldn't suppress the flutter of pleasure at even this sideways acknowledgment of Delilah. The name had begun living in his chest like a second heartbeat.

Back on the line, Chef Mateo paused behind him, nostrils flaring. "Hammond. You smell like... nail polish remover?"

"Cleaned some—uh—super glue. From my phone case," Derek stammered, heat crawling up his neck.

Mateo's dark eyes narrowed. "And the flour in your hair yesterday? Your day off?"

"Baking. For my mother. Birthday cake."

"Your mother's birthday is in August. You requested it off last year."

The silence stretched like overworked dough.

"Testing recipes," Derek finally managed. "Just... experimenting."

Mateo's gaze lingered a beat too long before he nodded. "Passion projects build better chefs. Just keep your experiments out of my kitchen."

Derek exhaled slowly as Mateo moved on. The close call left his hands trembling slightly as he returned to his station. These worlds weren't meant to collide—Derek the reliable line cook versus Delilah the rising internet sensation. Each day the membrane between them grew thinner, more permeable.

During lunch service, Brenda cornered him by the dessert fridge. "Hammond, did you forget something this morning?" Her perfectly manicured finger gestured subtly toward her eye.

Derek's hand flew to his face. "What?"

"Mascara. Left eye, outer corner." She produced a makeup wipe from her apron pocket. "Amateur mistake. Always double-check your waterline."

* * *

Derek squinted at his phone screen, bleary-eyed at 2:43 AM. The blue light burned his retinas as he scrolled through the comment section of his latest upload—"Delilah's Deconstructed Tiramisu Towers." The video had cleared 100,000 views for the first time in just under eighteen hours. Numbers that would have made him weep with joy a month ago.

"Do a full makeup transformation next time!"

"We want to see the WHOLE process!!!"

"Delilah should try French pastry next!!!"

He collapsed back against his headboard, the cushion softening the thud. Success tasted sweet but cloying, like too much simple syrup in a cocktail. Four weeks of uploads had netted him more subscribers than three years of fitness content and book reviews combined. His bank account had finally crawled above three digits thanks to a small sponsorship deal with a bakeware company.

But each thumbnail now required the same formula: rotating wigs, cherry-red lips, that goddamn frilly apron Gail had insisted "popped on camera." Viewers wanted Delilah, not Derek—not the techniques he'd spent years perfecting in his kitchen .

"Shit," he muttered, pulling up his analytics dashboard.

The cold, clinical graphs confirmed what he already suspected. His one attempt at a "Derek's Professional Tips" series—shot in his chef whites with technical instruction—had bombed spectacularly. Meanwhile, "Delilah Does Dessert" videos consistently spiked the algorithm, creating perfect mountain peaks of engagement.

He scrolled through his YouTube subscriptions, studying creators he'd followed for years. The fitness guy who'd reviewed protein powders for seven straight years, now visibly dead behind the eyes. The travel vlogger reduced to the same "shocked face" thumbnail in thirty different countries. The mukbang creator whose stomach lining was probably dissolving in real time.

Golden handcuffs. That's what Lucas had called it yesterday.

"You're trapped in drag jail," Lucas had said, helping him organize wigs on a new shelf. "The algorithm found your lane and now you can't swerve without crashing."

Derek tossed his phone aside and rubbed his eyes. He craved the validation, needed those notification pings like oxygen. But the path ahead looked claustrophobically narrow—an endless parade of Delilah videos with diminishing returns unless he kept upping the ante.

The algorithm was a fickle god, demanding both consistency and novelty. It wanted Delilah, but it would eventually tire of just Delilah baking. He needed something fresh that wouldn't alienate his new audience.














Chapter seven



Pantry Dare








D
 erek
 sat
 hunched
 over
 his laptop, the blue glow painting harsh shadows across his face. His kitchen counter had transformed into a command center—analytics spreadsheets, content calendars, and three different social media accounts all demanding attention. But it was the comments section that held him hostage tonight, an endless scroll of the same request repeated with increasing fervor:


"Film your ingredient haul AS DELILAH."



"We want to see Delilah shopping!"



"Take us to the farmers market pleeeease!"


His fingers hovered over the keyboard, paralyzed between gratitude and dread. The apartment's familiar corners suddenly felt claustrophobic, its walls no longer sheltering but imprisoning. Four weeks of filming had turned his kitchen into a stage, but at least it was a controlled environment. His territory. His rules.

Going outside as Delilah was different. Terrifying.

He'd ventured out exactly once—when Gail had dragged him to a thrift store three neighborhoods away to build Delilah's wardrobe. Even with Gail as buffer, the memory of sideways glances from other shoppers still prickled his skin like invisible needles. The cashier's lingering stare. The teenage boys snickering behind clothing racks. The old woman who'd clutched her purse tighter when he'd passed.

"You're overthinking this," Gail said, materializing behind him with two coffee mugs that clinked against the countertop. She leaned over his shoulder, the scent of orange blossom hair oil mingling with espresso as she pointed to his engagement graph with a perfectly manicured nail. "Look at these spikes whenever you even mention going outside."

Her fingertip tapped the screen rhythmically, tracing the jagged mountain range of his viewership. "They're practically begging to see Delilah in the wild. It's your ticket out of dessert purgatory."

Derek's stomach knotted itself into a sailor's hitch. The numbers didn't lie—mentions of "shopping for ingredients" or "finding this at the market" consistently triggered comment storms and subscription spikes.

"I could do a main course," he said quietly, half to himself. "Something with fresh produce. Maybe that Mediterranean chicken dish Chef taught me."

"Exactly!" Gail squeezed his shoulder. "Pivot from sugar queen to savory goddess. But they need to see you picking those ingredients."

Derek's throat tightened as he weighed visibility against vulnerability, the promise of algorithmic love against the certainty of public scrutiny. Finally, he nodded with a reluctance that barely masked his fear.

* * *

Derek flinched as the automatic doors slid open with a mechanical wheeze. The supermarket's fluorescent glare hit him like an interrogation lamp, making the foundation on his face feel suddenly thick and obvious. As Delilah, he stepped through the threshold with a hesitation that belied the confident persona he'd cultivated in his kitchen sanctuary.

Lucas walked backward, camera steady, his familiar presence the only anchor in this sea of strangers. "Just like we practiced," he mouthed silently, giving a thumbs-up that the frame wouldn't catch.

Derek swallowed hard, feeling the unfamiliar press of his padded bra against the floral cardigan Gail had insisted "screamed springtime cooking goddess." The subtle makeup—just enough to soften his jawline and accentuate his naturally long lashes—felt like war paint now, protection against the curious glances of Tuesday afternoon shoppers.

"Hi everyone, Delilah here at Westside Market," he began, his practiced soprano carrying just enough to be picked up by the mic but not enough to draw attention from the entire produce section. "Today we're exploring the fascinating world of flour varieties."

He moved toward the baking aisle, gaining confidence with each step as he slipped into the familiar territory of food science. Shoppers parted around him and Lucas like water around stones, some slowing to watch, others hurrying past with averted eyes.

"The protein content in your flour determines everything about your final product," Derek explained, holding up two different bags. His hands stopped trembling as he fell into the comfortable rhythm of expertise. "Cake flour sits at about seven to nine percent protein, which gives you that tender crumb we all crave."

Halfway down the aisle, reaching for bread flour on a high shelf, Derek found himself stretching unsuccessfully, fingertips grazing the plastic packaging.

"Here you go, sweetheart," came a gravelly voice as an elderly man in a plaid shirt reached past him, easily retrieving the five-pound bag.

"Thank you," Derek replied automatically, his voice dropping into its natural baritone before he could catch himself.

The man's kind smile crystallized into something harder, his eyes narrowing as they traveled from Derek's face to his chest and back again. The warmth in his expression curdled into disdain, then disgust.

Derek's cheeks burned beneath his foundation. The sting of rejection hit him with unexpected force—not just embarrassment but a deeper hurt, as though the man had slapped him. Why did he care so much about that a stranger recognized he wasn't actually a girl? Why did this judgment matter when he was just playing dress-up for views?

He turned away quickly, pretending to examine pasta shapes while his heart hammered against his ribs.

Derek watched himself through Lucas's viewfinder, tracking the performance of Delilah as she floated between stacks of vibrant produce. The script they'd outlined in the train car flowed easily enough—something about seasonal selection and the superior flavor profile of heirloom varieties. His manicured nails (press-ons Gail had applied that morning) gestured toward a pyramid of organic carrots, their feathery tops still attached.

"The conventional ones might look perfect, but these organic beauties carry complex earthy notes that—"

Something cracked inside him. Mid-sentence, mid-gesture, mid-Delilah. His shoulders slumped as the performance mask slipped. The weight of dozens of peripheral gazes suddenly pressed against his skin like physical touch.

"This is... stranger than I expected," Derek said, his voice dropping from Delilah's practiced soprano to his natural register. The carefully constructed façade dissolved under the fluorescent lights, leaving him exposed.

He looked directly into Lucas's camera lens, not as Delilah the confident cooking witch, but as Derek—confused, vulnerable, unprepared for the reality of his experiment beyond kitchen walls.

"People are staring, but not like they recognize me from videos. They're trying to... figure me out." His fingers fidgeted with the shopping list they'd prepared, creasing the paper into smaller and smaller folds. "It's flattering when someone whispers they love my channel, but then someone else gives me that look—you know the one—and suddenly I'm scanning for the nearest exit."

The confession spilled from him unplanned, raw and unrehearsed. Behind him, shoppers pushed carts past the impromptu filming session, some slowing to rubber-neck. An employee restocking mushrooms paused, weighing scale forgotten in his hand as he watched.

Derek's pulse pounded in his throat. The skirt that had felt playful in his apartment now clung to his legs like a trap. The cosmetics that transformed his face into Delilah's felt suddenly like a target painted across his features.

"I didn't think it would feel so... public," he continued, voice barely above a whisper. "Like I'm both invisible and the most visible person in the room at the same time."

* * *

Derek scanned the mushroom section, disappointment creasing his brow. The fluorescent lights cast harsh shadows across the display, making the ordinary white buttons and portobellos look particularly uninspiring. Not a chanterelle in sight.

"They don't have the chanterelles I need for the sauce," he murmured to Lucas, whose camera temporarily lowered to hang at his side. The recipe Derek had planned—a wild mushroom cream sauce that would showcase Delilah's sophisticated palate—suddenly seemed impossible.

A moment of decision flickered across his face, courage and recklessness wrestling behind his carefully contoured features. The familiar pull of perfectionism tightened his chest. Viewers expected excellence, not compromises.

"The Bistro has some. Mateo said I could use small amounts for 'my little shows'—his words." Derek's fingers drummed against the shopping cart handle, Delilah's confidence momentarily displaced by Derek's practical problem-solving. "It's Sunday brunch prep. I know the back entrance code. We could slip in, grab what we need from the walk-in, and be out before anyone notices."

Lucas raised an eyebrow but nodded, already planning camera angles in that silent, calculating way that made him such a valuable partner. Derek caught his reflection in the polished surface of a metal produce bin—wig slightly askew, lipstick smudged at one corner. He fixed both quickly, muscle memory from weeks of practice guiding his hands.

"We'd need to be quick," Derek added, voice dropping to barely above a whisper. "Brenda hates interruptions during prep time."

The prospect of worlds colliding sent cold fingers of anxiety crawling up his spine. The Bistro staff knew Derek—hardworking, reliable, often shy, occasionally sarcastic Derek. Only Mateo had glimpsed Delilah, and even then only through Gail's makeup tutorials playing on a phone during closing. What would happen if someone saw him like this? The boundary between his real life and his digital persona felt suddenly as fragile as spun sugar.

***
Derek's heart hammered against his ribs as he slipped the key card into the Bistro's back entrance. The soft beep and click felt thunderous in the Sunday morning quiet. Lucas followed, camera already rolling, capturing Delilah's theatrical tip-toe through the darkened kitchen.

"We're breaking so many health codes right now," Derek whispered, but Delilah's confident smile remained plastered on his face. The duality felt strange—Derek's anxiety churning beneath Delilah's polished exterior.

The walk-in pantry greeted them with a blast of refrigerated air that made goosebumps rise on Derek's bare arms beneath the borrowed cardigan. The familiar smell of fresh produce and sealed containers calmed him slightly. This was his domain, after all, even if he was dressed in Gail's clothes with mascara threatening to clump in the humidity.

"Welcome to my secret ingredient stash," Delilah stage-whispered, gesturing grandly at the metal shelves. Lucas zoomed in on her manicured hands as she reached past industrial-sized mayo containers. "These Szechuan peppercorns are what make the sauce sing," she explained, voice hushed but theatrical.

Derek's fingers brushed against the specialty mushrooms tucked beside the spices. A momentary hesitation caught in his throat before he continued, "I should probably mention that my day job is waiting tables here." The confession felt weirdly intimate, like he was crossing streams that were never meant to mix. "This is where I spend most of my waking hours when I'm not, you know, doing this."

The sudden flood of fluorescent light hit Derek like a physical blow. The pantry door had flung open, framing a silhouette he instantly recognized. Lucas pivoted, camera still rolling, capturing everything.

Brenda stood in the doorway, clipboard clutched to her chest, mouth slightly open. Derek watched recognition dawn across her features—confusion transforming into a corporate scowl as her eyes flicked from Derek's face to the cardigan, the lipstick, then to Lucas's camera.

"Derek? What are you—" Brenda's words cut short as she took in the full scene. Her posture straightened, professionalism reasserting itself. "You need to leave. Now." Each word landed like a gavel.

"Chef Mateo said I could use—" Derek stammered, but the excuse withered under Brenda's stern gaze. Embarrassment flooded his cheeks with color visible even beneath his foundation.

Derek retreated, mushrooms forgotten, as Brenda's puzzled gaze followed them through the kitchen. Line cooks paused mid-prep to stare, knives hovering above half-chopped vegetables. Derek felt their eyes like physical contact, stripping away Delilah's confident veneer with each step toward the exit.

Derek slumped against the rough brick exterior of Le Petit Bistro, the coarse surface catching at Gail's borrowed cardigan. His pulse still hammered wildly beneath the soft cashmere, adrenaline crashing through his system like a derailed freight train. The morning air bit at his flushed cheeks, cooling the makeup that suddenly felt like a suffocating mask.

Lucas kept the camera rolling, its unblinking eye capturing everything. Derek couldn't decide if he hated or needed that mechanical witness right now.

"You okay?" Lucas asked, voice low and steady.

Derek looked skyward, seeking answers in the patchy clouds drifting above Astoria. His carefully constructed worlds had just collided with catastrophic force, leaving him standing in the debris, unsure which identity to claim.

"I didn't think this through," he admitted, voice quavering with emotion he couldn't quite name. "Being Delilah at home, on camera—that made sense. But this..." His hand gestured vaguely toward the Bistro's service entrance, the movement small and defeated. "I don't know how to be both people. Derek the waiter who needs that paycheck and Delilah who's finally getting noticed."

A delivery truck rumbled past, its diesel engine drowning his words in mechanical thunder. Derek welcomed the momentary reprieve, using those seconds to swallow the lump building in his throat. When the noise faded, leaving behind Sunday morning quiet, he found himself continuing, words spilling out more vulnerable than before.

"What if Brenda tells everyone? What if I can't just be Derek at work anymore?"

The camera captured his eyes, suddenly liquid with unspent tears. The confusion that had previously existed only as a persistent knot in his chest now crystallized into words that hung in the air between them. He felt like his carefully constructed boundary between real life and digital persona had shattered, leaving him exposed in both worlds simultaneously.

* * *

Derek stared at the raw footage on his laptop screen, the blue light highlighting the streaks of dried mascara still clinging to his lashes. He hadn't bothered removing all his makeup after the supermarket disaster, too exhausted by the day's emotional whiplash. The video timeline showed the moment in the walk-in pantry when Brenda's face had shifted from confusion to something harder, something that made his stomach clench even in replay.

His cursor hovered over the delete button. So easy to erase it all—the stammered explanations, the trembling voice outside the restaurant, the moment in the supermarket when that man's smile had frozen. His finger trembled above the mouse.

"It's too much," he whispered to himself, the words barely audible in his empty apartment. "Too real."

The footage continued playing. Derek watched himself lean against the brick wall outside Le Petit Bistro, vulnerability etched across his face in a way no recipe video had ever captured. The confusion in his eyes as he'd said, "I don't know how to be both people," felt like watching a stranger's confession.

His social media instincts screamed to cut it all—delete the raw confessions, package the rest with Delilah's sassy narration and clever transitions. That's what the was needed: polished performance, not messy reality.

Yet something stopped him. His hand pulled back from the mouse, hovering indecisively in the air. Maybe it was curiosity. Maybe it was the same hunger for connection that had drawn him to cooking channels in the first place—the comfort of watching strangers invite you into their kitchens, their lives.

Derek made minimal edits: trimming dead air, adjusting audio levels, adding subtle background music beneath the raw confessions. No clever transitions, no auto-tuned voice, no carefully crafted persona. Just Derek, caught between worlds, trying to make sense of it all.

His finger hesitated over the upload button for three long breaths before pressing down. The progress bar filled slowly, pixels of vulnerability traveling into the digital void. When it completed, Derek closed his laptop, crawled beneath his comforter, and fell into restless sleep.

Morning announced itself with notification sounds like persistent rainfall against his window. Derek squinted at his phone screen, the numbers blurring before his sleep-crusted eyes: 200,000 views. Then 300,000. Then 400,000.

Comments poured in faster than he could read them:

"This is the most honest thing I've seen on YouTube in years."

"I feel this confusion in my bones. Thank you for sharing."

"Been hiding my makeup from my roommates for years. I thought I was alone."

Derek stares at the numbers, a cold realization settling in his stomach: discomfort + confessional + visibility = engagement, the currency of fame. The equation writes itself across his consciousness as both promise and warning. His fingers hover over the screen like nervous birds preparing to land on a wire too thin to trust.

The mathematics of vulnerability had produced a profit he never calculated, transforming his midnight confession into morning marketability. Sunlight slices through his bedroom blinds, casting prison-bar shadows across the statistics that seemed to whisper: this is what they want, this is who they'll pay to see.














Chapter eight



Signed, Sealed, Delilah”








D
 erek
 squinted
 at
 his
 phone's glowing screen, the view counter for the Pantry Raid video climbing like a speedometer in a sports car commercial. Five hundred thousand views. Five hundred and twelve thousand. Five hundred and twenty-six thousand. His thumb swiped down to refresh again, a motion so automatic now it felt like breathing.

"Holy shit," he whispered, the words slipping out between cracked lips. He hadn't drunk enough water today. Hadn't eaten much either. The Thai food Lucas had unpacked sat cooling on the coffee table, pad thai noodles congealing while Derek's attention remained locked on the climbing numbers.

Sunlight sliced through the dusty blinds of his apartment, illuminating the chaos that had overtaken his living space. Three ring lights formed a semicircle around his couch. Two laptops sat open on the kitchen counter, one displaying analytics, the other showing a rough cut of tomorrow's planned video. Makeup palettes sprawled across his dining table like technicolor battlefields.

"Look at this spike!" Gail practically danced across the room, waving printed engagement graphs. Her energy crackled like static electricity. "This is the moment, babe. The algorithm gods have spoken, and they love Delilah at the Bistro."

Derek scrolled through the comments, each one landing like a sugar rush:


"We want Delilah at the Bistro full time!"



"Brenda's face when she saw you! I'm dying! More Brenda please!"



"Pantry Queen! Kitchen Goddess! Let her cook!"


"They're making Brenda memes now," Derek said, showing Lucas a photoshopped image of his manager's shocked face superimposed over the Mona Lisa.

Lucas set down a container of spring rolls, his expression carefully neutral. "Yeah, hilarious. But maybe consider that internet dares shouldn't dictate your actual job? The one that pays your rent?"

Derek's thumb twitched, refreshing the page again. Five hundred and forty-two thousand views. The dopamine hit was immediate, a warm flush spreading through his chest. Yet underneath it lurked something colder—fear, sharp as kitchen shears.

"What if Mateo sees it?" Derek asked, his voice smaller than he intended. "Brenda already caught us filming once."

"That's exactly my point," Lucas said, pushing a takeout container toward him. "Eat something before you pass out."

Derek couldn't focus on the food. Each notification ping sent a thrill through his body, a tiny jolt of electric validation. The congealing pad thai sat untouched while his mind raced ahead, calculating possibilities, mapping trajectories. The numbers weren't just numbers anymore—they were people, thousands of them, waiting for Delilah.

"What if we went bigger?" he blurted, cutting through Lucas's cautionary speech. "What if Delilah actually worked a shift at the Bistro?"

Gail's chopsticks froze midway to her mouth. "Full drag? On the floor?"

"Not full drag," Derek clarified, already envisioning it. "Something subtle. Professional. Real."

Lucas set his container down with deliberate care. "Define 'real,' because last I checked, you were using this as a stunt for views."

The words stung, but Derek pushed past them. "It doesn't have to be just a stunt. What if we pitched it to Brenda properly? Asked permission instead of forgiveness?"

"You want to ask your manager if you can wait tables in a skirt?" Lucas's voice carried equal parts concern and disbelief.

"Yes. Wednesday morning. Early shift, fewer customers." Derek's words tumbled out faster now, certainty crystallizing with each syllable. "Navy skirt, minimal makeup. Sensible flats. Nothing flashy—just... Delilah-lite."

Gail abandoned her curry, grabbing napkins and sketching rough outfits. "I can position myself at Café Artemis across the street. Keep a full makeup kit for emergency touch-ups."

"I'd need to film it," Derek added, his gaze finding Lucas. "For the channel."

Lucas sighed, shoulders slumping in surrender. "Only if we get explicit permission. And I'm bringing the gear in an unassuming duffel. No tripods, no ring lights."

Derek nodded, already sliding off the couch. He disappeared into the bathroom, leaving the door cracked. Standing before the mirror, he straightened his shoulders, raised his chin slightly, and practiced softening his voice.

"Hi, I'm Delilah. I'll be your server today."

Too high.

"Hello, I'm Delilah. Can I start you with something to drink?"

Better.

His practiced greetings flowed more naturally now, accompanied by subtle shifts of his stance and movements, until the mirror showed someone both familiar and new. In the reflection, Derek caught glimpses of someone he was beginning to recognize—not quite himself, not entirely someone else.

* * *

Derek's heart pummeled his ribcage as he sat across from Brenda in her back office. The small room smelled of printer toner and professional detachment, with motivational posters that seemed to judge his every word. His rehearsed pitch spilled out in nervous bursts, fingers twisting around each other beneath the table.

"So basically, it's a content angle—temporary, of course—and the metrics show incredible engagement when I present as Delilah." He swallowed hard, throat clicking. "It's purely for the channel. The algorithm loves it."

Brenda's face remained perfectly composed, a practiced neutrality that made her impossible to read. She straightened a stack of papers on her desk with mathematical precision, each edge perfectly aligned.

"Derek," she began, and her tone carried none of the outrage or mockery he'd braced for. "I appreciate you coming to me directly instead of continuing to film in our pantry without permission."

Lucas shifted uncomfortably beside him, sliding the camera bag behind his legs as if it might somehow become invisible.

"Let me be clear about our policies," Brenda continued, bypassing all his careful explanations about content strategy. "Le Petit Bistro maintains non-discriminatory employment practices. If you prefer to present as Delilah during your shifts, that falls within our workplace guidelines."

Derek blinked rapidly. "I—wait, what?"

"Your transition is your personal journey," Brenda said, her voice softening slightly. "While I would have appreciated more notice for scheduling considerations, we can accommodate your preferred presentation."

"My trans—" Derek's voice cracked. "This isn't actually about—I mean, it's for content—"

"Delilah may wait tables," Brenda pressed on, consulting what appeared to be an HR manual, "provided performance standards remain consistent. Your section assignments and responsibilities will not change."

Her gaze suddenly sharpened as it landed on Lucas. "However, filming is restricted exclusively to your break periods. We cannot have camera equipment disrupting service or making patrons uncomfortable. Have to have permission from anyone filmed."

Lucas nodded quickly. "Absolutely. Understood."

Derek sat stunned, realizing Brenda had completely misinterpreted his request. She was treating this like it was about gender identity, not content creation. The assumption made him squirm in his chair, a strange cocktail of relief and discomfort swirling in his stomach.

The door banged open with the force of a summer thunderclap. Derek flinched as Chef Mateo barreled in, balancing a hotel pan of lemon curd that steamed with citrus-scented warmth. Mateo's presence scattered the office tension like flour on a marble countertop.

"What's this about filming?" Mateo demanded, setting the pan on Brenda's desk with casual disregard for her paperwork. His eyes finally registered Derek's appearance—navy skirt, subtle makeup—but his expression didn't flicker beyond mild curiosity.

Derek's mouth went desert-dry. Chef's approval meant everything in the kitchen hierarchy. While Brenda controlled schedules and paychecks, Mateo controlled respect.

"Chef, I can explain—" Derek began.

Mateo cut him off with a dismissive wave. "Show me these videos everyone's talking about."

Derek fumbled for his phone, pulse skittering like butter in a hot pan. He pulled up the channel, thumb leaving a nervous sweat print on the screen as he passed it over.

Mateo took the phone with flour-dusted fingers, scrolling through cooking clips with narrowed eyes. He didn't even glance at Delilah's outfit, focusing instead on the pastry techniques with hawk-like intensity. His bushy eyebrows knitted together as he studied a cannoli-filling sequence.

"Your wrist is too loose here," he muttered, tapping the screen. "And your ganache split because you rushed the cooling."

Derek nodded rapidly, chef instincts overriding all other concerns. "I'll temper it properly next time."

Mateo grunted, continuing to scroll. Minutes stretched like pulled sugar while he assessed each technique. Finally, he handed the phone back.

"Pipe tighter rosettes next time," he pronounced, nodding toward the lemon curd. "Try my method—forty-five degree angle, consistent pressure."

That was it. No comments about the wig, the makeup, the entire transformation. Just culinary critique, as though Delilah's existence was utterly unremarkable.

Derek swallowed hard, relief washing through him in dizzying waves. Yet beneath it ran a strange undercurrent—the peculiar sting of being so casually accepted by the Chef, of having his dramatic revelation treated as mundane as a recipe substitution.

The printer whirred to life, its mechanical heartbeat counting down the seconds until Derek's life officially split in two. He watched, transfixed, as Brenda fed a crisp sheet of paper into the machine's hungry mouth. Each click and whir sounded thunderous in the small office, like a judge's gavel pronouncing sentence.

"This addendum will go in your personnel file," Brenda explained, her voice crisp as freshly ironed linen. "It documents your preferred presentation as Delilah Hammond, with corresponding pronouns when so attired."

Derek stared at the emerging paper, watching his dual existence materialize in stark black and white. The bistro's letterhead crowned the top, lending corporate legitimacy to something that had begun as a Halloween prank. His pulse hammered against his collar, too fast and too hard, as though trying to escape the moment's gravity.

"I'll need your signature here," Brenda said, sliding the paper across her desk with the practiced efficiency of someone who processed paperwork for a living.

Derek's hand trembled slightly as he accepted her ballpoint pen. The cool metal felt absurdly heavy in his grip. He signed his legal name—Derek Hammond—while the document referred to Delilah. The contradiction made his head swim.

"Thank you for your professionalism," Brenda added, reclaiming the paper with a brisk nod. "I'll update the scheduling system today."

"Right. Thank you," Derek managed, the words sticking to his tongue like overbeaten meringue.

He rose from the chair, legs unsteady beneath the unfamiliar fabric of his skirt. Chef Mateo had already disappeared, presumably back to his kitchen kingdom, leaving behind only the lingering scent of lemon curd and casual acceptance.

Outside, autumn sunlight slapped Derek's face with golden warmth. The world looked impossibly bright—every leaf edge razor-sharp, every sound crystalline. He blinked rapidly, adjusting to the sensory overload of reality after the office's fluorescent hum.

Gail spotted them first, leaping up from her perch at the café across the street. She bounded over, practically vibrating with excitement.

"Well?" she demanded, eyes wide.

"We're in," Derek said, the words feeling strange in his mouth.

Gail's victory fist-pump punched the air with such force that her bracelets jangled like wind chimes. "I knew it! Content gold mine, baby!"

Lucas stood quieter beside him, his steady presence an anchor in the churning sea of Derek's thoughts. He squeezed Derek's shoulder, the pressure of his fingers conveying protective pride that words couldn't capture.














Chapter nine



Shifted Selves








D
 erek's
 stomach
 performed
 a
 backflip worthy of Olympic qualification as he navigated the sidewalk. Delilah's navy skirt swished against his knees with each careful step, the fabric's whisper a constant reminder of his dual existence. He'd practiced this walk for hours in his apartment—not too swishy, not too stiff—a tightrope performance between masculine habit and feminine presentation.

The construction site ahead loomed like a gauntlet. Derek's pulse quickened, preparing for the worst. He'd heard the stories from female friends, seen the sidelong glances they endured. Now he'd face it firsthand.

"Hey, cupcake!" The whistle sliced through morning traffic noise, sharp as a paring knife.

Derek flinched, shoulders hunching instinctively. His fingers tightened around his purse strap, knuckles blanching beneath a coating of nude polish Gail had insisted would "pull the look together." The catcall settled uncomfortably on his skin—both validating his appearance and crawling through his consciousness like an unwelcome parasite.

Before he could process this contradictory response, a teenage girl's shriek shattered his thoughts.

"Oh my god! You're Delilah!" The girl bounced on platform sneakers, phone already raised for documentation. "I subbed after your cannoli video! Can we take a selfie?"

Derek blinked, mental gears grinding between identities. This wasn't just any random woman being harassed then recognized—this was him, his creation, his burgeoning brand drawing attention on a crowded street.

"Of course," he managed, voice pitched carefully in the register he'd practiced with Gail.

The girl pressed against him, trembling fingers struggling to frame them both. Her excitement vibrated through his ribs, contagious and terrifying. This wasn't anonymity; this was something altogether different—a fame tethered specifically to Delilah, not to Derek.

By the time Le Petit Bistro's burgundy awning came into view, Derek's emotions raced neck-and-neck through his veins like twin stallions stampeding toward an uncertain finish line. Exhilaration at being recognized, dread at what awaited inside. His colleagues knew him as Derek, the quiet server with pastry skills. Today they'd meet Delilah, YouTube sensation with painted lips and subscriber counts climbing by the hour.

* * *

Derek's hands betrayed him at the worst possible moment. The porcelain cup tipped just slightly—a millimeter's error—but it was enough. The latte cascaded over the rim in slow motion, a creamy waterfall that splashed directly onto his carefully chosen navy skirt. The warm liquid seeped through immediately, clinging to his thighs in an embarrassing pattern.

"I'm so sorry," he stammered to the startled customer, voice wavering between practiced Delilah-pitch and his natural tone.

Derek grabbed napkins from his apron pocket, dabbing frantically at the spreading stain. His cheeks burned so hot he wondered if his foundation was melting. Three tables needed clearing, another party waited at the host stand, and now this disaster. The morning's confidence evaporated like steam.

At the register, the credit card slips became a tangled mess in his trembling fingers. Numbers blurred, receipts stuck together, and his normally deft hands felt clumsy and foreign. A line formed. Someone sighed loudly.

"Take your time," an older woman said kindly, but her patience only heightened Derek's mortification.

From his peripheral vision, Derek spotted Brenda watching from the pass. Her face remained professionally neutral, but her eyes missed nothing. She crossed the floor with quiet efficiency, sliding a fresh apron across the counter.

"This might help, Delilah" she said simply.

The gesture contained no judgment, just practical assistance. Derek tied the apron with shaking fingers, grateful for the barrier it created between his stained skirt and the world's gaze.

"Thank you," he whispered.

Brenda nodded once and returned to her post, leaving Derek to continue his baptism by fire.

Each minute stretched like taffy. Derek focused on his breathing—in through the nose, out through the mouth—techniques he'd used during competition cooking. Gradually, his pulse steadied. By the end of the shift, his dignity remained intact, even if his outfit didn't.

In the break room, Gail hovered nearby with a makeup bag. "Emergency touch-up," she announced, producing blotting papers and a compact. "Your T-zone is giving oil slick realness."

Lucas captured their huddle on camera, his lens a silent witness to Derek's transformation back into presentable Delilah.

"It's exhausting," Derek confessed, shoulders slumping under an invisible weight. "Shows were one thing, but constantly monitoring how I look, how I move, all the time—it's wearing me down."

Gail's smile curved knowingly as Derek applied a fresh coat of lipstick to his own reflection in his compact mirror.

"Welcome to the sisterhood, honey," she said with a wry twist. "We've been doing this dance since puberty."

* * *

Derek watched the waitstaff huddle dissolve as Brenda clapped her hands for pre-shift. The shakshuka special sat steaming on the pass, its fragrant tomato sauce bubbling around three perfectly poached eggs. Chef Mateo had added merguez sausage this week—the spicy lamb coils nestled between pools of melted feta.

"I need servers who can sell this," Brenda announced, gesturing at the terra-cotta skillet. "Table seven already asked about the pancake special."

Derek stepped forward, the navy skirt swishing against his tights. Something clicked into place—a performer finding their mark. Words poured from his glossed lips with surprising ease.

"The shakshuka's a vacation in a dish. North African spices bloom in the tomato sauce—cinnamon, cumin, a whisper of harissa heat. The eggs poach directly in the sauce, so when you break into them—" He mimed the action, his polished nails catching the kitchen lights. "The yolks create this silky golden river through the spice. Chef's added lamb merguez this week—it's got this beautiful fennel perfume that cuts through the richness."

Silence fell. Even Mateo looked up from his prep.

"Damn, Hammond," Lucas whispered. "Save some words for the rest of us."

By noon, Derek had sold the special to three consecutive tables. The second table ordered a bottle of the Moroccan red he'd suggested as a pairing. The third left a forty percent tip with a note: Delilah made our anniversary lunch special
 .

Friday brought a busier dinner rush. A four-top of finance bros who would have ignored Derek now leaned forward, captivated by Delilah's descriptions of the duck confit. When she dropped a joke about "culinary commitment issues" regarding the table's indecision, that full-throated laugh—the one from the Halloween video—rippled out naturally. The entire section seemed to brighten in response.

Later, counting tips in the break room, Derek's fingers shuffled through more cash than he'd ever made in a single shift. Pride swelled in his chest, but beneath it lurked a strange, bitter recognition. Delilah commanded attention Derek had spent years chasing. She moved with confidence he'd faked. Her smile opened wallets and hearts.

"You're killing it out there," Lucas said, dropping onto the bench beside him, waving the camera that's surreptitiously captured many of these moments for later upload.

Derek nodded, realizing with startling clarity that each compliment, each successful interaction, each moment of being seen and appreciated wasn't just building Delilah's confidence—it was building his. The line between performer and performance blurred with every shift, every laugh, every genuine moment of connection.

"Yeah," Derek said softly. "We are."

* * *

Saturday afternoon brought a lull between brunch and dinner service. Derek leaned against the service bar, tallying receipts while his feet throbbed in the sensible flats Gail had insisted would "save your arches from early retirement." He'd grown accustomed to the gentle pressure of the underwire bra, the way his padded hips swayed when he walked between tables. The uniform—navy skirt, crisp white blouse, subtle makeup—had begun to feel less like costume and more like clothing.

Table twelve signaled for their check. The graphic designer with salt-and-pepper stubble and wire-rimmed glasses who'd been nursing an espresso for forty minutes while sketching on his iPad.

"Everything all set?" Derek asked, setting down the leather check folder.

The man looked up, his gaze lingering on Derek's face. "Perfect, actually. Your recommendations were spot-on." He slid his credit card into the folder, then extracted a minimalist business card from his wallet. "I'm Ethan. I design book covers mostly. Would you—" a slight hesitation, "—like to grab dinner sometime? When you're not serving it, I mean."

Heat crawled up Derek's neck, settling in patches across his cheeks. The invitation hung between them, fragile and unexpected. He'd fielded flirtation as Derek before—awkward, stilted attempts that fizzled quickly. But this felt different. Ethan was looking at Delilah with genuine interest, not curiosity or challenge. Did he actually think Derek was a girl? Did he care?

"That's really flattering," Derek managed, his voice finding Delilah's softer register. "But I'm not really dating at the moment."

Ethan nodded, no trace of hostility in his expression. "Fair enough. Keep the card anyway—in case you change your mind."

The next day brought a baseball-capped tourist with sunburned cheeks and an easy smile. After demolishing the bistro's famous French toast, he scribbled something on his receipt before handing it back with a wink.

When Derek collected it, he found a phone number looping across the paper with "Call me? -Mike from Chicago" written beneath.

Gail materialized from behind the bar, peering over Derek's shoulder. "Second one this weekend," she purred, eyes glittering with possibility. "Dating series, anyone? 'Delilah Does Dinner' has a ring to it."

"Not content," Derek sputtered, shoving the receipt into his apron pocket. Yet his fingers closed protectively around the paper, pulse hammering against his wrist. The thought of Delilah dating—of him dating as Delilah—sent a confusing spiral of panic and curiosity through his chest.

* * *

The ticket printer spat orders in a staccato rhythm that Derek had learned to read like Morse code. He slid between the cramped tables, balancing three plates of eggs Benedict, when Mateo's voice cut through the dining room chatter.

"Delilah! Need you. Now."

Derek handed off the plates and hurried toward the kitchen, pulse quickening. Chef never pulled servers mid-shift unless disaster loomed.

The pastry station was a battlefield of scattered sugar and smeared fig reduction. Eddie, the new prep cook, stood before a tray of balsamic-fig tarts, his piping bag clutched in white-knuckled fingers. Each rosette looked like it had been squeezed by a panicked octopus.

"These go out in fifteen," Mateo growled, tapping his watch. "Show him how it's done."

Derek tied on an apron, suddenly conscious of how his skirt brushed against the stainless steel counter. He'd piped thousands of rosettes as Derek, but never as Delilah, never with an audience of line cooks stealing glances between flipping steaks and deglazing pans.

"Grip firm, consistent pressure," he explained, taking the bag from Eddie's sweaty palm. His hands remembered what his brain wanted to forget—the countless hours of practice, the muscle memory built when no one was watching.

The first rosette bloomed perfectly, deep purple against golden pastry. Derek's wrist rotated with practiced precision, creating tight spirals that glistened under the kitchen lights. Five, ten, fifteen tarts transformed under his steady hands.

Santiago, the taciturn sous chef who rarely acknowledged anyone below his station, paused at the pass. He extended a fist across the counter. Derek bumped it with flour-dusted knuckles, a wordless acceptance that sent warmth spreading through his chest.

"Kitchen Cinderella saves the day," Eddie muttered, just loud enough to carry. "Attention tax must be nice."

The words stung like lemon juice on a paper cut. Derek kept his expression neutral, his hands steady as he finished the last tart. He cataloged both reactions—Santiago's respect and Eddie's resentment—behind his professional smile, mental footage already edited for tomorrow's confessional. Slights and successes carried equal weight in Delilah's growing archive.

* * *

Derek stared at his phone screen, thumb hovering over the stop recording button. The confession hung in the air between him and the digital eye watching from its tripod perch. He pressed stop, then immediately played back the whispered words.

"I don't know where Derek ends and Delilah starts—maybe that's okay?"

His own voice sounded foreign, pitched somewhere between his natural tone and the practiced lilt he used for Delilah's videos. The uncertainty in those syllables made his stomach clench.

He turned to the closet again, the hanging clothes creating a visual timeline of his transformation. Black server's vest, starched white shirt, sensible slacks—Derek's uniform for years. Beside them, the expanding collection: floral blouses, A-line skirts, a single red dress still bearing its thrift store tag. Delilah's wardrobe grew weekly, colonizing closet space like territorial flowers creeping across garden beds.

Derek ran his fingers across both sets of clothes, feeling the textural difference between cotton button-downs and silky blouses. His reflection caught in the mirrored closet door—face half-clean where makeup wipes had done their work, half still painted in Delilah's colors. Split down the middle, neither fully one nor the other.

The bathroom counter told similar stories of division and merger. His razor stood sentinel beside Gail's donated lipsticks; aftershave shared space with setting powder. Derek picked up a makeup wipe and scrubbed at the remaining foundation, wincing as the alcohol base stung his sensitive skin. The cotton came away stained with beige and traces of mascara.

"Three hundred and sixty-three thousand subscribers," he murmured to his reflection. "For her. Not me."

Yet the line blurred further each day. Delilah's confident laugh had started appearing during Derek's morning coffee routine. Derek's meticulous plating techniques showed up in Delilah's most popular videos. The boundary between performance and person had grown porous, leaking identity in both directions.

He tossed the makeup wipe into the trash and turned off the bathroom light, leaving his reflection half-illuminated in the doorway—caught between spaces, between selves.














Chapter ten



Content in the Crosshairs








D
 erek
 watched
 Gail
 pace
 his tiny apartment, her shadow dancing across the kitchen's laminate countertops as she gesticulated with a half-empty Red Bull. The channel's explosive growth over the past week had transformed her from beauty vlogger to self-appointed brand manager, a role she embraced with chaotic precision.

"Okay, so the apron needs to be statement but practical," Gail muttered, sketching furiously in a notebook propped against Derek's mixer. "Black with cherry-red piping—period, paragraph—and the logo here." Her fingernail tapped a spot where she'd drawn a cartoon witch hat tilted over a whisk.

Derek smiled, content to observe her creative tornado from the safety of his couch. Three hours earlier, they'd posted a table-service montage that captured a banker's sneer when Delilah corrected his wine pronunciation. The clip had already broken 800K views.

"We could do matching oven mitts," Gail continued, flipping to a fresh page. "But they'd need silicone grips because aesthetic without function is dead-on-arrival, you know?" She paused to gulp coffee, then spun toward him. "Mugs! Mugs with cauldron handles. Seasonal merch is recession-proof."

Her boots click-clacked across the floor as she retrieved her tablet, pulling up color swatches while simultaneously texting a print-on-demand contact. "Burnt sienna or blood orange for fall, powder blue for winter drops." She chewed her lip, tasting the possibilities like flavors.

"The banker video's engagement rate is criminal," she said, switching topics with the fluidity of someone whose brain operated on multiple tracks. "We should capitalize with a weekly 'Kitchen Confessionals' segment. Raw, real, slightly underlit—authentic vibes sell better than polish."

Derek nodded, marveling at how she transformed caffeine and chaos into concrete plans. Her enthusiasm painted pictures of possibility across his cramped apartment, making the space feel bigger with potential.

"You're scary good at this," he said.

Gail's lipstick smile flashed like a struck match. "Not scary—strategic. Speaking of which—" She flipped her tablet around to show a mock-up of a phone case emblazoned with 'Witch, Please' in glittering script. "Limited run of two hundred. They'll sell out in forty-eight hours."

* * *

Derek sailed through the lunch rush with newfound grace, balancing three plates of lemon-drizzled calamari on one arm while deftly refilling water glasses with the other. As Delilah, his movements flowed with a confidence that had once seemed foreign—shoulders relaxed, smile genuine, voice carrying just enough to command attention without straining.

"Table twelve wants to know if you have a TikTok," Santiago whispered as they passed in the service corridor.

Derek winked. "Tell them @WitchChefDelilah takes special requests on Fridays."

The bistro hummed with midday energy, silverware clinking against porcelain, conversations bubbling like simmering stock. During a rare lull, Derek slipped behind the host stand where Brenda meticulously updated the reservation system.

"Have you seen this?" He pulled up his phone, showing her the latest analytics. "#BrendaBlink is trending in three cities."

The ten-second clip—Brenda's perfect deadpan stare at a patron who'd demanded to speak to the manager after she'd already identified herself as such—had become an unexpected viral sensation. Her polished exterior hadn't cracked, but her eyes had delivered a sermon on customer service martyrdom.

Brenda's lips twitched. "Five hundred and fifty-seven thousand views for my face doing absolutely nothing?"

"And that plus Sixty-three thousand now," Derek corrected. "People are using it as a reaction GIF. 'When the barista asks if you want whip cream for the fifth time.'"

To his surprise, Brenda's professional veneer cracked into a genuine laugh. "My fiancé sent it to his entire family group chat. His mother replied that I have, quote, 'admirable restraint.'"

Derek blinked. "Fiancé?"

"Three months engaged." Brenda wiggled her left hand, where a modest emerald winked on her ring finger. "Marcus proposed at Montauk lighthouse. We're planning for June."

"I had no idea you were even dating someone," Derek admitted, suddenly aware of how little he knew about the woman who'd scheduled his shifts for years.

Brenda smiled, something soft crossing her typically businesslike features. "We met at a wine tasting class. He's an accountant—absolutely terrible at distinguishing Pinots but makes spectacular paella." She pulled out her phone, scrolling to a photo of a broad-shouldered man with kind eyes and salt-and-pepper temples.

"He's handsome," Derek said, genuinely impressed. "June wedding sounds perfect."

"We're debating between traditional church or vineyard," Brenda confided, leaning closer as though sharing state secrets. "The vineyard photographs better, but my grandmother would disown me."

Derek realized with a start that this was the longest personal conversation they'd ever shared. As Derek, he'd known Brenda only as the efficiency machine in sensible heels. As Delilah, he'd somehow unlocked a different dynamic—woman to woman, confidante rather than subordinate.

"What would you choose?" Brenda asked, surprising him further.

"Vineyard," Derek answered without hesitation. "Life's too short for bad lighting."

Brenda's laugh—unrestrained and melodic—was yet another revelation.

* * *

Derek stared at the view counter—831,000 and climbing by the second. His latest compilation, "Street Life: Through Delilah's Eyes," had struck digital gold. The three-minute montage juxtaposed construction workers' wolf whistles against teenage fans' squealing selfie requests, then pivoted to the mumbled slurs from passing strangers who'd clocked her as trans. Each segment labeled with stark white text: "The Catcall," "The Fandom," "The Hatred."

"Same street, different lenses," Derek had narrated in voiceover, letting the raw footage speak its painful truth.

The comment section bloomed like a toxic garden—2,500 entries and counting. Debates raged about whether Delilah "passed" or not, viewers dissecting her jawline, Adam's apple, the pitch of her laugh. Derek scrolled, mesmerized by strangers picking apart his body like vultures at a carcass feast.

"You shouldn't read those," Lucas said from the doorway. He looked haggard, skin sallow beneath the apartment's fluorescent kitchen light. Purple half-moons hung beneath his eyes—casualties of three consecutive all-nighters spent editing their backlog.

"Why not? It's engagement." Derek refreshed the page. "Fifty more comments since we started talking."

Lucas crossed the room, coffee mug clutched like a shield. "Engagement isn't always positive. What exactly are we doing here, Derek? Are we documenting a journey or feeding sharks?"

"They finally care about me—care about us," Derek snapped, pulling the laptop closer. "Do you know how many brands reached out today? Three sponsorship offers and a makeup company wants to do a collab."

"And how many death threats?" Lucas countered, his voice steady but strained. He set down his mug and pulled out his phone, opening a separate moderation dashboard Derek had never seen. "Six hundred comments deleted before you even logged in this morning. Six hundred slurs, threats, and graphic descriptions of what certain viewers would like to do to Delilah."

Derek's stomach clenched. "You've been filtering the comments?"

"Since week two." Lucas swiped through screens of hateful text, each struck through with red lines. "I set up auto-filters for the worst stuff. The algorithm may love controversy, but you don't need to see someone threatening to follow you home."

The protective fury in Lucas's eyes made Derek's throat tighten. Behind the casual sarcasm and steady camera work, Lucas had been standing guard, a silent sentinel between Derek and the digital mob.

* * *

Derek stood frozen behind the kitchen island, strawberry compote still glistening on his fingers. The red light on his camera blinked, recording his unplanned confession. What had started as a simple Napoleon pastry demo had crumbled like delicate mille-feuille under the weight of his thoughts.

"Sometimes the in-between feels like a target," he'd said, voice cracking. The words had tumbled out after he'd described how a man had followed him for two blocks yesterday, muttering slurs. "You're not quite what people expect either way. And every day I wonder if—if there's a way to make the target smaller."

He'd finished the video somehow, hands trembling as he layered pastry cream. Later, after posting, his phone buzzed relentlessly—notifications cascading like water from a broken dam.

"Holy shit, Dez," Gail sprawled across his couch, scrolling through comments. "This is blowing up. People are connecting with you—really connecting."

Derek peered over her shoulder. Beneath all the heart emojis and support messages, one comment had rocketed to the top, propelled by likes and replies:


"Poll: should Delilah try a low-dose estrogen experiment?"


The comment had spawned a thread hundreds deep—people sharing transition stories, medical advice, warnings, encouragement.

"You have to respond to this," Gail said, her voice vibrating with excitement. "Create a poll. The engagement would be stratospheric." Her eyes sparkled with possibilities, calculations running behind them. "Think about it—a whole series documenting physical changes. Weekly updates. Before and afters."

Lucas, who'd been silently editing at the kitchen table, looked up sharply. "That's not content, that's someone's life." His jaw locked, the muscle pulsing beneath his skin.

Derek's thumb hovered over the "Create Poll" button on his phone. Such a simple gesture—one tap and he'd set something massive in motion. The thought both terrified and thrilled him. Hormones. Real, physical changes. Not just clothes and makeup, but something that would alter him from the inside out. The shock coursed through his system rapidly—and then he allowed it to dissipate, excessive, too wild a notion.

He glanced through the window. Outside, Queens streetlights blinked in the darkness like notification icons, demanding attention, promising connection if only he'd take the next step.














Chapter eleven



Sweat & Glowups








D
 erek
 tugged
 at
 the
 hem of his neon crop top, willing it to stretch lower as he stood outside PowerZone Fitness. The morning sun cast his shadow long across the parking lot, elongating his silhouette into something more feminine than his actual frame. Lucas adjusted the camera strap, offering a thumbs-up that Derek couldn't quite return.

"Viewers want gym content, they get gym content," Derek muttered, smoothing his hands over the high-impact sports bra beneath his top. The silicone inserts pressed against his chest, creating the illusion of small breasts. "Let's get this over with."

Stepping through the glass doors, Derek felt the blast of air conditioning and the weight of eyes. Delilah had conquered restaurant floors and grocery aisles, but this—this was different. Bodies everywhere, mirrors multiplying every angle of his not-quite-passing form.

"Just act natural," Lucas whispered, camera partially concealed. "Remember, confidence sells it more than anything."

Derek nodded, signing the day pass with "Delilah" in looping script. The front desk attendant barely glanced up, too busy with her protein shake to question the slight deepness in his "thank you."

The squat rack stood in the center of the floor, surrounded by mirrors that offered no place to hide. Derek arranged his face into Delilah's trademark smile, pulled leggings higher over his hips, and began his warm-up. The camera caught his movements—careful, practiced motions he'd rehearsed in his apartment, determined to move like the women in fitness videos.

That's when he heard it—snickering from the bench press station. Two teenagers, backward caps and patchy facial hair, phones pointed directly at him. One whispered something that made the other double over, shoulders shaking with laughter.

"Just ignore them," Lucas murmured, shifting to block their view.

But Derek couldn't ignore the burning in his chest that had nothing to do with exertion. In the unforgiving gym lighting, his Adam's apple seemed to protrude more prominently. His shoulders suddenly felt too broad, his jawline too sharp despite the careful contouring. Every feature he'd learned to disguise with camera angles and careful styling was exposed under the fluorescents.

He added weight to the bar, determined to push through. But with each squat, the boys' laughter sliced through his concentration. Their phones tracked his movement, documenting his humiliation for who knew what audience.

"We can cut this," Lucas offered quietly. "Find another angle."

Derek shook his head, blinking rapidly. Delilah wouldn't quit. But beneath the makeup and moisture-wicking fabric, Derek felt painfully visible—not as the woman he portrayed online, but as a man failing at femininity, his body betraying the illusion he'd crafted so carefully.

* * *

Derek stared at the laptop screen, its blue light casting shadows across his apartment's cluttered kitchen island. The workout video had been live for three hours, and the comment section boiled with reactions that stung like saltwater on fresh cuts.

"'Maybe try a women's fitness channel that teaches proper form,'" he read aloud, scrolling past a dozen more notifications. "'Those shoulders need a cute wrap or cardigan.'" He paused on one that simply said, "Estrogen would soften your jawline beautifully."

Lucas reached over and scrolled past it. "People are idiots. You looked great."

"I looked like a linebacker in lipstick," Derek muttered, remembering the teenagers' phones pointed at him, their laughter cleaving through his confidence.

The door buzzed, and Gail swept in like a summer storm, brandishing iced coffees and statistics. "Six hundred new subscribers since this morning," she announced, sliding drinks across the counter. "The algorithm loves controversy almost as much as cleavage."

Derek sipped his coffee, the sweetness doing little to wash away the sour taste of humiliation. "The witch chef thing isn't working anymore. Not for gym content." His fingers traced the edge of his laptop. "I need something... different."

"Different how?" Gail perched on a barstool, eyebrows raised.

"I don't know. Less costume-y. More..." Derek struggled for the word, his cheeks warming. "Pretty."

Lucas looked up from his camera, something soft crossing his features. "You already look pretty, Dez." His ears reddened immediately after the words left his mouth.

Derek smiled at Lucas faithfully attempting to boost his self-esteem. "I bet you never imagined you'd have to reassure me about my absence of curves, Lucas," he said, smirking at Lucas' discomfort.

Gail clapped her hands together, breaking the moment. "That's it! What you need is a glow-up—not witch chef, but girl-next-door realness." She pulled out her phone, fingers flying across the screen. "We'll call it 'Gal-Pal Glow-Ups.' My channel features the transformation, your channel gets the after content, double the engagement."

"Where would we even start?" Derek asked, but excitement was already building behind his skepticism.

"Thrift stores," Gail declared. "Today. Right now. Authentic femme on a budget."

An hour later, they were elbow-deep in racks at Queens Vintage Collective. Derek ran his fingers over a silk blouse, its fabric cool against his skin.

"Try it," Gail urged, already filming on her phone. "And these jeans—they'll give you hips where God forgot."

Derek disappeared into a changing room clutching an armful of clothes. Lucas stood guard outside with the camera, while Gail narrated for her Instagram story.

"Watch us transform witch chef into girl next door," she whispered conspiratorially to her phone. "Authenticity upgrade in progress."

Gail later confesses in a changing stall that dating Derek felt like cosplaying romance; this sisterly dynamic feels more honest. She whispers it between the rustling of silk and synthetic stretchy fabrics, her voice muffled by the thin particleboard walls. Derek laughs, relieved, surprised to feel zero sting where heartache should theoretically bloom.

The fluorescent lights overhead cast peculiar patterns across their faces, turning this thrift store confession into something sacred and strange. Derek realizes that whatever spark they'd once manufactured had metamorphosed into something far more valuable—a friendship fierce enough to withstand both his stubborn pride and her scorching honesty.

* * *

Derek watched the subscriber count tick up—another thousand since breakfast—with a mixture of awe and disbelief. The Gal-Pal Glow-Up series had transformed not just his appearance but the entire channel's trajectory. Videos now regularly soared past the million-view mark, each one drawing comments that ranged from makeup questions to cooking requests to marriage proposals.

"Your followers really love the new cardigan-and-skirt combo," Lucas said, scrolling through analytics on his tablet. "That 'How to Make Tiramisu While Looking Tiramisu-licious' video is outperforming everything we've ever done."

Derek smoothed down the emerald wrap dress he'd chosen for today's shift—another Gail-approved find that somehow made his shoulders look narrower and gave the illusion of curves where there were none. "The clothes make the witch, I guess."

At the Bistro, something had shifted too. Derek moved between tables with newfound grace, each interaction punctuated with the light, confident laugh he'd once practiced in front of his bathroom mirror but now came naturally. Customers lingered longer, tipped better, and—as Lucas's discreet filming captured—followed Delilah with appreciative glances as she delivered their espressos and crème brûlées.

"Table seven asked specifically for you," Brenda said during a lull, straightening the reservation book with her perpetually precise fingers. "The silver fox by the window. Third time this week."

Derek glanced over, catching the man's subtle nod. "Should I be worried?"

"Please. He's harmless. Just appreciates good service." Brenda leaned closer, her voice dropping conspiratorially. "Your foundation's creasing a bit around your nose, by the way. Always set with powder after your midday touch-up. Gail is just a bit too naturally pretty to understand the work regular girls like us have to put into looking good everyday."

Derek nearly choked on his water. "Regular girls like us?"

"Women who weren't born with perfect bone structure," Brenda clarified, completely serious. "Here." She slipped a compact from her pocket. "Translucent. Works for both our skin tones."

Later, when Lucas showed Derek the footage of Brenda's makeup solidarity moment, they both collapsed in silent laughter behind the dessert cooler. "This is going viral," Lucas whispered. "Brenda's going to be a fan favorite."

He was right. The clip of Brenda's matter-of-fact "girls like us" comment generated more comments than anything since the channel's inception. Brenda herself seemed bewildered by her sudden internet fame, but accepted it with the same efficient grace she brought to seating arrangements.

Meanwhile, Chef Mateo remained gloriously oblivious to Delilah's rising star status. He simply appreciated having someone competent handling the dessert station during rushes.

"Your piping technique has improved," he noted gruffly one afternoon, watching Derek create perfect rosettes on a row of lemon tarts. "The Instagram people will be happy, yes?"

"Very happy," Derek agreed, secretly pleased that Mateo still saw him primarily as a cook worth training rather than content worth filming.

After closing, Gail spread a spreadsheet across the bar, her eyes gleaming with the particular brightness they only got when engagement metrics were involved.

"Sixty-three date requests this week alone," she announced. "Twenty-seven phone numbers from customers, two hundred comments begging for a date, fourteen DM requests for private cooking lessons that are definitely not about cooking, and one particularly creative poem about your cannoli skills that I've saved for blackmail purposes."

"Jesus," Derek murmured.

"I'm telling you," Gail continued, tapping the numbers with a lacquered nail, "we're sitting on gold here. 'Date With Delilah' contest. One lucky winner gets dinner cooked by you. We film it, monetize it, watch the numbers explode."

Derek stared at the spreadsheet, calculating potential views against his lingering discomfort- but also budding curiosity, he had to admit. The numbers won. "The algorithm would love it."

"The algorithm would marry it if it could," Gail corrected.














Chapter twelve



Date‑and‑Plate #1: Elliott








D
 erek
 studied
 the
 poll
 results on his phone with a mixture of fascination and dread. The numbers were undeniable—over fifty thousand votes cast in twenty-four hours, with "Date-and-Plate" trending across three platforms. His followers had spoken, and they wanted to watch Delilah critique both food and romantic prospects with equal scrutiny.

"This is going to break your channel wide open," Gail declared, scrolling through the finalist profiles they'd curated. "Food critics are dime-a-dozen, but a culinary dating series with our sharp-tongued Delilah? That's algorithm catnip."

Derek nodded, feeling that familiar flutter of excitement mingled with apprehension. The dual-review concept had come to him during a 3 AM editing binge—why not leverage the constant stream of date requests into content? His viewers could vicariously experience both the restaurant scene and the dating scene through Delilah's discerning palette.

"Elliott Sanders," Gail announced, tapping the winner's profile. "Vegan veterinarian, looks like a hemp-wearing sunbeam, and apparently rescues abandoned guinea pigs in his spare time. The comments section is already shipping you two as 'Delliot.'"

Lucas, who'd been silently coiling cables nearby, snorted. "This is ridiculous. You're not actually going through with this, are you?"

"What's your problem?" Derek asked, surprised by the edge in Lucas's voice. "The numbers don't lie—this could double our subscriber count."

"My problem is turning your personal life into a circus for clicks," Lucas snapped, setting down his equipment with more force than necessary. "Dating as content? Where's the line?"

"It's not actual dating," Derek protested, feeling defensive heat crawl up his neck. "It's a restaurant review with personality. Nothing's going to happen."

"I'd hope not," Lucas muttered, his jaw tight.

An uncomfortable silence stretched between them until Gail clapped her hands. "Boys, boys! Save the drama for after we hit a million subs. Lucas, can you handle a two-camera setup at Plantique? We need your steady-cam magic."

Lucas's shoulders dropped slightly. "Fine. I'll bring the gimbal for reaction shots."

On date night, Derek sat perfectly still as Gail applied the finishing touches to Delilah's makeup—a soft terracotta eye shadow that made her hazel eyes pop against the emerald dress they'd chosen.

"Lucas is already at the restaurant setting up," Gail said, blending contour along Derek's jawline. "Despite his little tantrum, he's determined to make you look fabulous. That boy would walk through fire to get you perfect lighting."

Derek smiled, warmth spreading through his chest. "He's always been like that—grumbles but delivers."

* * *

Derek couldn't remember the last time someone had held a door open for him. Elliott's fingers brushed his elbow as he guided Delilah into the passenger seat of his pristine electric Prius, the interior smelling faintly of sandalwood and something herbal.

"That dress is stunning," Elliott said, his earnest blue eyes crinkling at the corners. "The color reminds me of the Madagascar day gecko at the clinic—nature's perfect emerald."

Derek felt his cheeks warm beneath Delilah's foundation. The compliment landed differently than the wolf whistles or awkward stares he'd grown accustomed to. Elliott's admiration felt... respectful. Genuine.

"Thank you," Delilah replied, smoothing the recycled-polyester fabric over her knees. "Sustainable fashion, since I figured you'd appreciate that."

At the restaurant, Elliott pulled out Delilah's chair with a flourish that somehow avoided feeling performative. Derek caught Lucas's subtle thumbs-up from behind the steady-cam, the red recording light blinking like a silent metronome.

"So, ethical cheese," Elliott began, unfolding his napkin with careful precision. "Have you tried the cashew-based Roquefort they make in Brooklyn? The bacterial cultures are identical to traditional methods, but without the animal exploitation."

Delilah leaned forward, elbows on the table, chin resting on laced fingers. Derek slipped seamlessly into the performance, mirroring Elliott's enthusiasm while keeping one eye on the camera angle.

"I'm fascinated by fermentation processes," Derek replied. "The magic happens in the microbiome, doesn't it?" A little Internet research never hurts, does it?

Elliott's face lit up like Christmas morning. He launched into passionate explanations of protein structures and flavor compounds, pausing only to signal the server for water refills. Derek found himself genuinely interested, not just pretending for content.

The jackfruit "crab" cakes arrived, plated like modern art on slate tiles.

"Seven out of ten for texture," Delilah announced after a thoughtful bite, tilting her head toward Lucas's gimbal camera. "Minus two points for nostalgia of real crustacean sin. But the chipotle aioli? Pure genius."

Elliott pulled out his phone, swiping to photos of a three-legged rabbit he'd rehabilitated. "Clover here actually prefers carrot tops to carrots," he explained, sliding the phone toward Delilah.

Derek glanced at Lucas, who was already zooming in for the perfect reaction shot. The audience would swoon over this combination of animal rescue stories and culinary critique.

Between bites of surprisingly delicious plant-based cuisine, Derek found himself admitting to the camera during a bathroom-break confessional: "I usually think milk and meat are essential to any decent meal, but I'm actually enjoying this." He paused, lowering his voice. "And the date itself. He's... considerate in a way I didn't expect."

The waiter placed the unexpected dessert before Delilah with a flourish. "On the house for the lady," he announced with a wink, then disappeared before Derek could process what had happened.

"How lovely," Elliott beamed, his face crinkling with genuine pleasure at Delilah's good fortune.

Derek stared at the pristine cashew crème-brûlée, its caramelized top gleaming under the restaurant's pendant lights. A peculiar warmth bloomed in his chest—not the calculated thrill of content creation, but something raw and unscripted. The lens of Lucas's camera caught his reaction: wide eyes, parted lips, a shy-pleased flush creeping up his neck.

This simple courtesy—this automatic deference to Delilah—both thrilled and unsettled him. The waiter hadn't seen Derek Hammond, struggling content creator and line cook. He'd seen a woman worthy of special attention. The world believed she was real.

"You should try it," Elliott suggested, sliding a spoon toward her. "The crystallized sugar shatters perfectly against the creamy base."

Derek cracked the caramelized surface, savoring both the textural contrast and the strange duality of the moment. Delilah received perks Derek never would. Delilah drew smiles Derek couldn't. Delilah existed in spaces where Derek felt invisible.

After dinner, Lucas trailed them with the gimbal camera, capturing their silhouettes against the restaurant's warm glow as they stepped into the cool night air. Elliott's Prius purred quietly through Queens streets, stopping finally outside Derek's apartment building.

"I had a wonderful time," Elliott said, walking Delilah to her door with earnest chivalry that made Derek's stomach flutter strangely.

The camera's red light blinked steadily in Lucas's hands. Content, Derek reminded himself. This is for content.

At the door, Derek pointed at his cheek, offering the perfect cinematic goodnight. Elliott leaned in, smiling—but at the last possible second, Derek turned his face. Elliott's lips landed squarely on Delilah's mouth instead of her cheek.

The kiss lasted barely a breath. Derek wasn't sure why he'd done it—for views, for curiosity, for the sudden pounding pulse that drowned out rational thought. He braced for disgust, for awkward stammering.

Instead, Elliott pulled back with pupils blown wide, looking inordinately pleased. His fingers brushed Delilah's elbow, steadying himself as though the brief contact had made him dizzy.

"That was..." Elliott's voice trailed off, replaced by a smile so genuine it pierced through Derek's performance. He walks to his car with an almost strut and Derek is left bemused.

* * *

Derek watched Elliott's Prius disappear around the corner, his lips still tingling from the unexpected kiss. Lucas lowered the camera but kept recording, his expression carefully neutral as he captured Delilah's post-date confessional.

"So that happened," Derek said, touching his fingers to his mouth. The strawberry lip gloss Gail had applied hours earlier was now smudged. "I wasn't planning that."

Lucas adjusted the focus, saying nothing about the kiss. "How was the free dessert situation?" he prompted instead, his voice deliberately casual.

Derek leaned against the brick wall of his apartment building, the evening's events swirling through his mind like cream in coffee. "The femme perks feel... delicious and disorienting at the same time," he admitted. "People treat Delilah differently. Better, sometimes. That waiter wouldn't have given me free anything as Derek."

"Free flan is a superpower," Lucas quipped, but his eyes lingered on Derek's face, reading something beneath the surface that Derek himself couldn't yet articulate.

The cool night air brushed against Derek's bare legs beneath the skirt. He suddenly remembered how Elliott had pulled out his chair, handled the check without discussion, even positioned himself between Delilah and the street as they walked to the car. Small courtesies that had made Derek feel... protected. Valued.

A forgotten memory surfaced with startling clarity: Gail, face flushed with frustration during their third date, snapping at him over appetizers. "I'm tired of making all the plans, Derek. I'm tired of taking care of you." Her words had cut deeper than he'd admitted. "If I wanted to date a woman, I'd be a lesbian."

Derek had forgotten that fight, buried it beneath the amicable breakup that followed weeks later. Now it returned with perfect clarity, a puzzle piece suddenly fitting into place.

"Elliott kept opening doors for me," Derek said quietly to the camera. "He noticed when my water glass was empty. He just... took care of things."

Lucas remained studiously silent behind the viewfinder, allowing Derek the space to process without commentary.

***
Derek woke to his phone pinging like a pinball machine gone haywire. The Date-and-Plate video had passed 1,400,000 views overnight, catapulting his subscriber count into territory that made his hands tremble as he refreshed the dashboard. Comments scrolled past in dizzying succession: "Witch Chef now foodie Bachelorette!" "Elliott + Delilah = Power Couple!" "More dates please!!!"

He stumbled to the kitchen, mind buzzing with notifications, and pressed his forehead against the cool stainless steel of his borrowed Hobart mixer bowl. His reflection warped back at him—stubbled chin, bed-head, decidedly Derek-shaped—but the memory of last night's kiss lingered like phantom lipstick.

His phone chimed again. An email from Veganista Butters offering a six-month sponsorship deal with more zeros than he'd ever seen in his bank account. The subject line read: "For Delilah Hammond's Consideration."

Not Derek's consideration. Delilah's.

He poured coffee into his chipped BISTRO mug, spilling some when another notification made him jump. A DM from Elliott: "Dinner was amazing. When can I see you again?"

Derek's thumb hovered over the screen. The honest answer tangled in his throat—that Elliott had kissed Delilah, not Derek. That the person Elliott wanted to see again wore contour and mascara and moved through the world with a confidence Derek himself had never possessed.

He set down his phone and padded to the bedroom nook. The curtain parted to reveal his closet's split personality: chef whites and jeans hanging on the left, an expanding collection of dresses and skirts billowing on the right. His fingers brushed past denim to linger on silk. The inconvenience of it all—the makeup routine, the voice modulation, the constant vigilance in public spaces—suddenly seemed smaller than the rush of being seen, being wanted, being valued.

For the first time, he reached for a skirt without the camera rolling. Just to see how it felt. Just for himself.














Chapter thirteen



Estrogen A Go-Go








D
 erek
 stared
 at
 his
 phone, heart pounding against his ribs like a trapped bird. The cursor blinked accusingly in the video description box, waiting for him to commit. He'd already filmed the thirty-second outro, an impulsive addition after the date footage—just him, bare-faced but still in Delilah's clothes, asking the question that had been circling his mind since the gym humiliation.

"So I've been thinking..." his recorded self had said, voice pitched between Derek and Delilah. "Should we conduct a thirty-day low-dose estrogen experiment—under medical supervision? Let me know in the poll below."

His thumb hovered over the "Post" button. The Date-and-Plate video was already performing beyond his wildest expectations. This outro would send it stratospheric.

He pressed post before he could reconsider.

The moment the video went live, Derek's bravado evaporated like morning dew. He grabbed his laptop and frantically Googled "HRT side effects," scrolling through medical websites describing mood swings, breast tissue development, potential fertility issues. His screen blurred as he clicked from page to page, clinical terms melting into a soup of possibilities and warnings.

Yet beneath the panic bubbled something else—an electric thrill sparking through his veins. What if the crowd said yes? What if this wasn't just content creation but something he actually wanted?

The apartment door banged open ninety minutes later. Gail burst in first, her dragon-fruit lipstick replaced by a concerned crimson, followed by Lucas whose face had settled into thundercloud territory.

"What the actual hell, Derek?" Lucas tossed his phone onto the counter. The poll already showed seventy-eight percent voting "YES!" with comments piling up by the second.

Gail's eyes sparkled despite her frown. "The analytics are insane. If you document the whole experience, we're talking numbers through the roof. Sponsors will line up around the block."

"This isn't about sponsors," Lucas snapped. "The numbers are already great. The point was to get success, not mess with your actual body, Derek."

Derek wrapped his hands around his coffee mug, seeking its warmth. "I was curious," he said quietly.

"Curious if the viewers would want you to?" Lucas threw up his hands. "Of course they would! They'll vote yes to anything dramatic!"

"No," Derek said, meeting his friend's gaze steadily. "I'm curious like the viewers are curious. What would it be like." He set down the mug. "I almost did it after the gym debacle because I was feeling bad about my body, which would have been a terrible reason. But now, I feel pretty good—so just, curious."

* * *

Three days later the poll finalized at 74% YES. Derek stared at the number on his screen, throat tightening as he processed what came next. The camera was already rolling—Gail insisted they capture his genuine reaction—and he swallowed hard, Adam's apple bobbing visibly.

"So it looks like we're doing this," he said, voice steady though his fingers trembled slightly against the desk. "Seventy-four percent of you want to see what happens when Delilah tries low-dose estrogen."

The words felt surreal coming from his mouth. When he'd first posed the question, it had seemed like just another engagement hook—a provocative what-if to keep viewers clicking. Now it loomed as a physical reality, pills and prescriptions and actual biochemical changes.

Two days later, Derek sat nervously in a waiting room, leg bouncing beneath a plastic chair while Gail flipped through outdated magazines beside him. The clinic specialized in transgender healthcare, its walls plastered with pride flags and informational posters. Every few minutes, Derek's eyes drifted to a pamphlet titled "Your HRT Journey" featuring before-and-after photos of smiling patients.

"Hammond?" A nurse called, and Derek startled upright.

Dr. Patel's office smelled of antiseptic and faint lavender. The doctor herself—a woman with silver-streaked hair and rectangular glasses—reviewed Derek's intake forms with methodical precision.

"So you're interested in feminizing hormone therapy," she said, looking up. "Tell me about your gender journey."

Derek froze. Gender journey? He'd prepared to discuss dosages and side effects, not personal revelations. Gail squeezed his arm encouragingly.

"It's... complicated," he managed. "I've been presenting as Delilah for my cooking channel. It started as a costume, but—" He paused, searching for words that wouldn't come.

Dr. Patel nodded patiently. "Many people explore their gender through different avenues before seeking medical support. There's no single correct path."

She walked through potential effects: skin softening, fat redistribution, breast development, decreased muscle mass, potential fertility impacts. Each point came with a timeline—what might happen in weeks versus months.

"What if—" Derek's voice caught. "What if I'm not sure? About all of this?"

Dr. Patel removed her glasses, expression softening. "Uncertainty is common. As long as you understand the potential effects—including which changes may not be completely reversible after prolonged use—the decision remains yours. Many people start HRT without absolute certainty about their gender identity."

"Okay," said Derek. "That's me."

* * *

Derek's fingers trembled as he clutched the white paper bag, stepping out of the pharmacy into the blinding afternoon sunlight. The weight of it seemed disproportionate to its actual mass—a small bottle of pills that could change everything. He paused beside a concrete planter, studying the prescription label through designer sunglasses borrowed from Gail. His name—his legal name—stared back at him in stark black type, followed by "Estradiol, 2mg tablets."

The pharmacy technician's words still rang in his ears. That pause when she'd checked his driver's license—the fleeting confusion in her eyes before she'd settled on "ma'am" despite the male name printed on the ID. Derek hadn't corrected her. Something in his chest had swelled, warm and strange, at being seen as Delilah without explanation or qualification.

His phone buzzed. Despite his initial opposition, Lucas as always was nothing but support, texting a thumbs-up selfie from the bistro prep area, grinning beneath the copper pots hanging above his head: "Proud of you—don't OD on soy lattes."


Derek snorted, typing back "Shut up. I'll see you back at the studio," before hesitating, then adding a heart emoji. The casual affection slipped out so naturally it startled him—when had he started punctuating messages with hearts?

Derek placed the bag carefully in his purse. The pills rattled softly as the train car rattled forward, their plastic percussion keeping time with his hammering heartbeat. Terrifying, yes—but also strangely, beautifully his. The sound carried both promise and peril, like stepping onto a stage without knowing the script.

* * *

Derek spread the small white pills across his kitchen island like a dealer showcasing high-stakes poker chips. The estradiol tablets—so tiny, so potent—formed a neat line against the scarred butcher block. Gail perched on a barstool, already sketching content calendars on her tablet while Lucas adjusted ring lights, the familiar click-clack of equipment setup providing a comforting backdrop to Derek's racing thoughts.

"So look," Derek said, his voice catching slightly. "If I'm changing my whole body chemistry, even if it's just temporary, I probably should change my pronouns too. Just go whole hog into being Delilah, being referred to that way."

Gail nodded vigorously, her pen tapping against her notepad with staccato enthusiasm. "Full immersion makes sense for the channel. Consistency sells, babe."

"Although 'Dez' is still fine, Lucas," Derek added quickly, glancing at his best friend. "Works for both."

Lucas performed an exaggerated brow-wipe, complete with theatrical sound effect. "Good, since I'm too lazy for two syllables, much less three." He grinned, the smile crinkling the corners of his eyes in that familiar way that made Derek's chest tighten with gratitude.

Something about keeping that nickname—that one thread of continuity—felt suddenly precious. His relationship with Gail had shifted into something better, more honest since they'd stopped pretending to date. But Lucas had been his constant, steady as the tripod he was currently adjusting. Derek wanted at least one thing to stay the same while everything else transformed.

"Content calendar," Gail announced, spreading printouts across the counter, careful to avoid the medication. "We need the perfect mix. Medical updates will drive curiosity traffic, but we need cooking segments to keep the core audience fed—pun absolutely intended."

Derek nodded, studying the schedule. "Weekly hormone updates, bi-weekly recipes, and the restaurant confessionals have been performing well."

"And another Date-and-Plate?" Gail suggested, wiggling her perfectly penciled eyebrows.

"Not rushing that," Derek said firmly. "Let's see how the first few weeks on estrogen go before I subject some poor guy to my mood swings."

Lucas positioned the camera, framing Derek against the kitchen backdrop that had become their signature set. "Ready when you are, Dez."

Derek picked up a single pill and a glass of water, turning to face the lens. His heart hammered against his ribs, but his hand remained steady. "Day one," he said, voice clear despite the butterflies swarming his stomach.

He placed the pill on his tongue, took a sip of water, and swallowed—a simple action that felt monumentally symbolic. Lucas gave him a thumbs-up from behind the camera.














Chapter fourteen



Hormone‑Honeymoon Diaries








D
 elilah
 positioned
 her
 phone
 against the syrup bottle, adjusting the angle until the kitchen's morning light caught her face just right. Her fingers trembled slightly as she picked up the small pink pill, so tiny yet so consequential.

"Day three," she announced to the camera, trying to keep her voice steady. "Still no superpowers, but I swear my skin feels different already." She held up the estradiol tablet between her thumb and forefinger. "Bottoms up—both meanings." The joke felt corny even as she said it, but the comments section seemed to eat up these little moments of vulnerability.

She swallowed the pill with a dramatic gulp of orange juice, then winked at the camera before reaching to stop the recording. Later, she'd add this to the compilation of morning medication moments that were becoming a ritual—both for her channel and her actual life.

At the bistro, the lunch rush hit like a tidal wave. Delilah balanced four plates of Mateo's signature shakshuka while mentally calculating which tables needed water refills. Her bladder protested after three consecutive coffee refills, but she kept pushing through orders.

Finally, during a brief lull, she made her break for the restroom—only to freeze in the hallway between the two doors. The women's line stretched past the coat check, three female customers checking their phones impatiently. The men's stood empty, door slightly ajar, beckoning with its availability.

Delilah hesitated, her bladder screaming while her brain short-circuited. Use the men's and risk a customer seeing Delilah—the person they knew as their waitress—emerging from the men's room? Or join the women's line and potentially face uncomfortable stares?

She hovered in purgatory, pretending to check her phone while panic bubbled beneath her carefully applied foundation. The sharp click-clack of sensible heels announced Brenda's approach before Delilah even saw her.

"Problem?" Brenda asked, her tone professional but not unkind.

"I—" Delilah started, then gestured helplessly between the two doors.

Brenda's eyes narrowed with sudden understanding. Without another word, she produced a key from her pocket, unlocked the single-stall staff bathroom tucked behind the service station, and beckoned Delilah inside.

"Take your time," she said, hanging a laminated "Occupied—Cleaning" sign on the doorknob.

Later, during pre-dinner lineup, Brenda cleared her throat. "Quick housekeeping note," she announced to the assembled staff. "Present as her? Use 'her' door. Questions?"

The silence held for three heartbeats. Eddie's eyebrow twitched slightly, but no one spoke. Brenda nodded once, satisfied, and moved on to the evening specials.

That night, Delilah propped her phone against her pillow, the screen's glow illuminating her makeup-free face in the darkness of her apartment.

"Weirdest relief ever," she whispered into her late-night confessional, "not having to hover in the hallway pretending to look at my phone. Brenda just... fixed it. No discussion needed." She paused, running a hand through her hair. "Maybe this whole thing is less complicated than I thought."

* * *

Delilah's fingers hovered over her chest, the sensitivity surprising her even though she'd read about it extensively. The ring light cast dramatic shadows across her face as she prodded gently at the tender knots forming beneath her nipples.

"Sweet suffering soufflés," she hissed through clenched teeth, addressing the seventeen thousand viewers watching her live stream. "Nobody warned me these would feel like someone planted pebbles under my skin."

She forced a smile, trying to maintain the bubbly persona her followers had come to expect. "Pocket marbles of future cleavage, I guess? Week two of hormone honeymoon bringing all the physical fireworks."

The chat scrolled frantically with questions, comments, and a concerning number of inappropriate requests. Lucas, moderating from his apartment, deleted the worst offenders while Delilah positioned the blowtorch over her perfectly sugared crème brûlée.

"Now for the satisfying part—" she began, but a sudden stabbing pain beneath her left nipple made her jolt. The torch wavered, flame licking too long over one section of the dessert. Black smoke curled up as the sugar scorched beyond caramelization.

"Shit!" she yelped, then immediately covered her mouth. "Sorry for the language, folks. Apparently breast buds and blowtorches don't mix."

The chat exploded with flaming pan emojis and sympathetic comments. By the time she ended the stream, the video was already climbing YouTube's trending list, eventually settling at number six.

Later that evening, sprawled across her bed with Gail beside her, Delilah scrolled through analytics that seemed impossible—subscriber count ticking from 212K to 243K in a single day, #BeeStingBuds trending on TikTok, sponsorship offers flooding her inbox.

"This is bonkers," she murmured, showing Gail a particularly generous offer from a women's athletic wear brand.

***
The following day at PowerZone gym, Delilah positioned her phone against a weight rack, capturing her post-leg-day glow. Sweat beaded along her hairline, creating a glistening halo effect that somehow looked better on camera than it felt in person.

Just as she smiled for the selfie, a wave of intense heat crashed through her body. Her glasses fogged instantly, vision blurring as dizziness swept over her. She wobbled, stepping out of frame as she gripped the nearest bench for support.

"First hot flash?" asked a voice beside her. A college-aged girl with a high ponytail offered a clean gym towel. "My mom gets them all the time."

"Thanks," Delilah managed, dabbing her suddenly drenched face. "Hormone adjustment period."

"Wait—" The girl's eyes widened with recognition. "You're Witch Chef! Your espresso brownies literally saved my finals week. I made three batches."

The genuine excitement in the stranger's voice sent a rush of pleasure through Delilah's system—a serotonin jolt more powerful than any notification ping or analytics spike.

* * *

Delilah stepped into Brenda's cramped back office, the smell of printer toner and day-old coffee hanging in the air. Her hands fidgeted with the apron strings, still not used to tying them over the tender spots on her chest.

"I need to adjust my schedule," she said, trying to sound confident despite the flutter of anxiety. "The channel's taking off faster than I expected."

Brenda glanced up from her laptop, face professionally neutral. "Numbers?"

"Three hundred thousand subscribers as of this morning. The sponsorships are starting to come in—actual money, not just free product."

Brenda's eyebrows lifted a fraction. She tapped her pen against the staff schedule grid. "What are you thinking?"

"Wednesday through Friday, plus Sundays for brunch service. I need the other days for filming, editing, meetings."

The manager studied her for a long moment. Despite all the changes, Delilah still felt like Brenda could see straight through to the parts of her that remained Derek—the anxious people-pleaser, the kitchen perfectionist.

"You bring Sunday brunch revenue," Brenda said finally. "The reservation book fills faster when you're on. Funny how that works."

"Is that a yes?"

"It's a yes. Just don't forget who gave you your first real kitchen chance."

Delilah also stayed in the restaurant because Mateo had begun letting her work in the kitchen regularly with Thursday night kitchen shifts becoming Delilah's favorite—partly for the content potential, but mostly because Mateo had begun treating her like an apprentice rather than just another line cook. He'd started showing her the finer points of sauces, letting her prep the more complex dinner specials.

"Derek! Grab the chinois!" Mateo's voice boomed across the kitchen during the mid-morning rush.

Delilah froze, whisk suspended over a hollandaise. The name sliced through her like a badly sharpened knife—jagged, unexpected. Santiago, working the egg station, shot her a sympathetic glance.

She recovered quickly, fetching the conical strainer without comment, but her hands trembled slightly as she passed it over.

Minutes later, Brenda appeared beside the walk-in freezer where Mateo was inventorying seafood. Their conversation was brief, Brenda's voice a controlled hiss that carried just enough for Delilah to catch fragments: "...respect in my kitchen..." and "...not that difficult to remember..."

During the next service lull, Mateo approached, holding out a pastry bag filled with chantilly cream.

"Delilah—sorry I glitched," he said, not quite meeting her eyes. The pastry bag landed in her palm. "Now, pipe tighter rosettes; gravity isn't your friend."

Something warm bloomed in her chest—not just from the acknowledgment of her name, but from what followed. An apology paired with criticism was Mateo's particular love language, the way he signaled someone was worth his time to teach.

* * *

The Sunday brunch rush hit its crescendo precisely at 11:47—that magical moment when mimosa glasses emptied in synchrony and every table seemed to need something simultaneously. Delilah balanced three plates of lemon-ricotta pancakes along her forearm while calling out a substitution to the kitchen.

Then it happened. The spironolactone hit her system like a sudden drop on a roller coaster. Blood pressure plummeting, vision swimming with sparkly black dots. Her knees buckled, and she barely managed to set the plates on an empty service station before crouching down.

"Shit," she whispered, pressing her forehead against the cool metal of the counter base. The room tilted sideways, a sickening spin that made her stomach lurch.

Chef Mateo's sturdy legs appeared in her narrowing field of vision. Without a word, he shoved something small and amber-colored between her fingers.

"Electrolytes. Chew," he commanded, already pivoting back toward the pass. "Move."

The salted caramel cube dissolved on her tongue—sweet, buttery, with a sharp mineral kick that gradually steadied her spinning world. Delilah pulled herself upright, grateful for Mateo's brusque rescue. No fuss, no questions—just the practical solution she needed.

Later that afternoon, as she helped break down the dessert station, Lucas sidled up beside her.

"Dude, has anyone mentioned you smell completely different?" he asked, sniffing performatively. "No more post-shift onion cloud."

Delilah paused, bringing her wrist to her nose. Sure enough, where Derek's body had always produced that distinctive kitchen-worker funk—garlic, sweat, and fryer oil—she now detected something softer. Vanilla lingered on her skin, with subtle notes of cardamom.

"Holy shit, you're right." She sniffed her collar. "The hormones are changing my body chemistry."

That evening, camera propped on her bathroom counter, Delilah filmed herself making a DIY deodorant paste with coconut oil, baking soda, and freshly crushed cumin seeds.

"Estrogen doesn't just grow boobs, folks—it rewires your entire scent profile," she explained, grinding the spices with theatrical flair. "Men's deodorant is basically aluminum and sadness. This recipe works with your new chemistry, not against it."

Delilah's phone pinged with notifications all evening as her cumin-spiced concoction caught fire online. Women in transition flooded her comments with grateful testimonials—"finally something that works with my body not against it!"—while a small sustainable cosmetics brand slid into her DMs with surprising swiftness, offering free product and a modest sponsorship. Scent had suddenly become a strange new superpower, summoning success from the sweaty struggle of her shifting biochemistry.

* * *

The Thursday afternoon lull stretched like taffy between lunch and dinner service. Delilah wiped down the last of her section's tables, mind drifting through the peculiar physical sensations that had become her daily companions. The tender ache beneath her nipples pulsed with each movement, a constant reminder of the chemical revolution happening beneath her skin.

Three weeks into hormone therapy, and already her body felt like a foreign landscape being terraformed. Emotions surged without warning—commercials that had once barely registered now threatened to unleash torrential downpours. Just yesterday, she'd wept over a fabric softener ad while folding laundry.

"Delilah? Got a minute?"

Brenda's voice snapped her back to the present. The restaurant manager stood by the service station, fingers fidgeting with her clipboard—an unusual sight. Brenda, forever composed, looked distinctly... nervous?

"Sure, what's up?" Delilah followed her to the small office behind the bar.

Brenda closed the door and perched against the desk, straightening her already immaculate blouse. Her normally confident posture seemed brittle, almost fragile.

"So, I'm getting married in June," Brenda began, words spilling faster than her typical measured cadence. "Small ceremony, just fifty people at my sister's place in Connecticut."

"That's wonderful! Congratulations," Delilah said, genuinely pleased.

"I was wondering—" Brenda paused, clearing her throat. "Would you consider being one of my bridesmaids?"

The question hung in the air, simple yet seismic.

"Me?" Delilah whispered.

"Yes, you." Brenda's smile softened her usually businesslike expression. "But I should clarify—no cameras or content there. You know I want it just to be my day, if you understand."

Something cracked open inside Delilah's chest. Not Derek the content creator, not Delilah the performative witch chef—just her. A woman being asked by another woman to stand beside her on one of life's milestone moments.

The tears came without warning, hot and fast, blurring Brenda's startled face.

"I'm sorry," Delilah stammered, flour-dusted fingers fumbling for tissues. "Of course, of course I'll be there." She tried to compose herself but instead sobbed harder, mascara surely creating raccoon circles beneath her eyes.

Brenda, clearly unprepared for this emotional deluge, awkwardly patted Delilah's shoulder. "It's just a wedding, not a proposal," she joked, but her voice held genuine concern.

"It's not that," Delilah managed between hiccuping breaths, mascara-tinged tears carving dark tributaries down her flour-dusted cheeks. "It's just—this is the first time someone's asked me as a girl—not content me, but this me—to be part of something that matters."

The simple validation of Brenda's request prickled painfully sweet through her body, as potent as any viral video success or sponsored post could ever be.

* * *

Delilah stood in her cramped apartment bathroom, the day's work still clinging to her skin in faint traces of vanilla and flour. The mirror reflected back a face that seemed both foreign and increasingly familiar—softer cheeks, slightly less angular jawline, eyes that held a different kind of light. One month. The experiment had lasted exactly one month.

She hung her chef whites on the hook beside the Bistro-green blouse she'd worn for yesterday's shift. The contrast between the two uniforms—one gender-neutral, one decidedly feminine—struck her as a perfect visual metaphor for the line she'd been straddling.

Her chest ached with the persistent tenderness that had become her daily companion. Wincing slightly, she pulled two gel ice packs from the freezer, wrapping each in a thin dish towel before pressing them gently against her budding breasts. The cool relief made her sigh audibly in the empty apartment.

"One month," she whispered to herself, leaning against the counter.

The timer had run out on her "content experiment." The deal with her viewers had been clear: thirty days of hormones, documented for their entertainment and her channel growth. The algorithm had rewarded her transparency handsomely—the subscriber count that had once seemed an impossible dream now approached astronomical heights.

She picked up her phone, opened the pharmacy app where her prescription waited in digital limbo. Her thumb hovered over the screen, trembling slightly. The logical choice would be to pause, to evaluate, to consider what part of this journey was performance and what part was truth.

For a heartbeat, she hesitated.

Then, with a decisive tap, Delilah pressed "Renew Rx." The confirmation appeared instantly, along with the pickup time for tomorrow.

As if synchronized by some cosmic algorithm, her phone pinged with a notification. She switched apps to see her subscriber count tick over to exactly 300,001.

The symmetry of the moment wasn't lost on her—chemical commitment and digital milestone arriving in perfect tandem. The world's validation and her private choice aligning with uncanny precision.














Chapter fifteen



Hate Stitch








D
 elilah
 perched
 on
 the
 edge of a teal couch, lights searing her skin as the morning show host leaned forward with practiced intimacy. Her palms slicked with sweat beneath the borrowed midi skirt—this was the fourth interview this week, each one catapulting her further from the safety of her kitchen counter and ring light.

"So tell us, when did you know?" The blonde host's question hung in the studio air, wrapped in the same saccharine curiosity that had pursued Delilah through a parade of podcasts and livestreams.

"That's the thing," Delilah said, voice steadier than her racing heart. "I'm still figuring it out. The hormones were supposed to be a month-long experiment for content, but something clicked. I'm not claiming to understand everything about gender identity—I'm just sharing my particular path."

Back in her apartment, Derek scrolled through the comment section beneath the clip, which had already spiraled past 1.2 million views. Supportive messages floated like islands in a sea of vitriol. Trend-chaser. Fake trans. Attention whore.
 The words burrowed beneath her skin, yet somehow felt less painful than being called "he" had begun to feel.

The radio interview came next—syndicated across forty stations. The host's voice crackled through her headphones: "Critics say you're profiting from trans identity while sitting on the fence. How do you respond?"

Delilah's fingers curled into fists beneath the table. "My confusion doesn't make me less valid. Neither does my success. Everyone deserves space to question without persecution."

The clip went viral within hours.

The gaming stream that followed should have been softball questions about her favorite desserts. Instead, the host read aloud a particularly brutal comment. Delilah's smile faltered only briefly before steel replaced silk in her voice.

"Listen, I don't know if I'm transgender or gender-fluid or just someone who feels more at home as Delilah than as Derek right now. But I know this—policing other people's journeys doesn't make yours more authentic. It just makes you a bully with WiFi."

Other attacks came from the opposite direction, questioning why people should accept anyone claiming to be female who was born a male. Wasn't "he" just part of a general attack on female rights and pushing "gender ideology" against traditional gender norms and normal families.

Three days later, Delilah stared at the YouTube clip with mounting horror. Her thumb hovered over the pause button, but some masochistic instinct kept him watching as the conservative pundit—a red-faced man with a crew cut and suspiciously perfect teeth—dissected the estrogen-poll video frame by frame.

"Another man in a dress corrupting American cuisine!" the pundit thundered, spittle flying. "What's next? Drag queens teaching your children how to bake birthday cakes?"

The comment section beneath the video crawled with venom. Someone had posted Derek's birth certificate, his childhood address, even grainy photos from his high school soccer days—skinny legs, awkward smile, hair buzzed short above ears that seemed too large for his face.

"Fuck," Delilah whispered, phone slipping from suddenly numb fingers. The screen cracked against the kitchen tile, a spiderweb fracture splitting Delilah's face in the thumbnail.

Gail burst through his apartment door twenty minutes later, laptop balanced on one arm, phone pressed to her ear.

"Yes, full content moderation, both channels. I need your best people," she barked into the phone. "We're talking round-the-clock coverage, lexicon filters for the obvious slurs plus these specific terms..." She rattled off a list while setting up command central on his kitchen counter.

Delilah watched her from the couch, a strange detachment settling over him. Her phone buzzed incessantly—notifications, DMs, texts from distant relatives who'd seen the hit piece.

"I'm hiring two veteran mods as freelancers," Gail announced, hanging up. "They've handled worse storms for bigger creators. And I've drafted responses for the sponsors asking about the controversy."

"Keep the comments on," Delilah said suddenly.

Gail's perfectly drawn eyebrows shot up. "Are you insane? They're calling for—"

"Algorithm fuel," Delilah interrupted. "Engagement is engagement. Just filter the worst stuff."

Her fingers found the phone settings, methodically disabling push notifications for every social platform. The constant buzzing ceased, leaving an eerie silence in its wake.

"I won't let them stop me from creating," she said, voice steadier than he felt. "They want me to spiral and doom-scroll and apologize for existing. Not happening."

* * *

Delilah's hands trembled beneath the cold water, soap suds swirling down the drain like her momentary confidence. She'd been riding high all evening—three tables had recognized her from the channel, leaving generous tips alongside hastily scrawled compliments on napkins. The persistent prickle between her shoulder blades whenever she entered the women's restroom had almost faded to background noise.

Almost.

The middle-aged woman's reflection appeared beside her own—ash-blonde bob, pearls clasping a slender neck, lips pinched into a thin line of disapproval. Her gaze crawled over Delilah's frame with surgical precision, lingering on her throat, her hands, the places where makeup couldn't quite soften angles nature had carved.

"Honestly," the woman stage-whispered to her friend, a salt-and-pepper pixie cut hovering by the paper towel dispenser. "I can't believe they let men use our bathroom now. It's not right."

The words sliced through Delilah's chest, sharper than any kitchen knife. Her lungs contracted, refusing to expand. She fumbled with the soap dispenser, desperate to appear busy, normal, belonging.

"I know," Pixie Cut replied, voice dripping with performative concern. "My daughter says we're supposed to call them 'she' now. Political correctness gone mad."

Delilah bolted for the nearest stall, locking the door with clumsy fingers. She pressed her back against the cool metal partition, sliding down until she crouched above the tile floor. Pressure built behind her eyes, but she refused to cry—mascara was expensive, and she couldn't afford to reapply between tables.

The women's voices faded beneath the bathroom door's pneumatic hiss. Delilah counted backward from sixty, timing her breaths to match the rhythm. Her phone buzzed—Lucas checking in. Table seven needed refills. Life continued beyond this momentary hell.

Standing, she smoothed her skirt with palms that still trembled. The mirror revealed blotchy cheeks beneath foundation, eyes too bright with unshed tears. She reapplied lipstick—Dragon Fruit, Gail's signature shade—and squared her shoulders.

This was her restaurant, too. Her space. Her life.

Delilah pushed through the bathroom door, cheeks still burning but chin lifted. The dining room's familiar symphony of clinking glasses and laughter enveloped her. Table seven needed iced tea. The pearled woman and her friend were signing their check, avoiding her gaze.

* * *

Delilah stared at the email notification blinking on her screen, the yogurt brand's carefully worded rejection letter swimming before her tired eyes. The PR-sanitized phrases—"brand alignment concerns" and "temporary partnership pause"—couldn't mask the cowardice beneath. They'd courted her when the numbers looked good; they fled at the first sign of controversy.

"Fucking yogurt people," she muttered, pushing back from the desk. "As if bacterial cultures have political opinions."

Lucas glanced up from the cutting board, knife pausing mid-chop. Onion vapors had reddened his eyes, giving him a sympathetic, tearful appearance that matched her mood. "What happened?"

"Apparently promoting healthy gut flora and transgender chefs don't mix." She spun her phone toward him, the rejection email prominently displayed. "They're 'pausing our collaboration' due to 'current discourse surrounding my content.'"

Lucas snorted, resuming his methodical dicing. "Their loss. Pretty sure trans people eat yogurt too."

The bitterness lingered on her tongue as she scrolled through the day's notifications. Comment sections had devolved into battlegrounds—strangers fighting over her existence, her authenticity, her right to occupy digital space. She'd stopped reading them directly, relying on her moderators to filter the worst bile, but the knowledge of what lurked below her videos cast a persistent shadow.

Then she saw it—a direct message with an attached photo. A teenage girl holding a plate of slightly misshapen cannoli, dusted with powdered sugar. The caption read: "Made these because of you. Never baked before. You make me brave."

Another notification pinged. Then another. And another.

Photos flooded in: families gathered around kitchen islands, flour-dusted countertops, proud smiles above imperfect pastries. Messages of support written in dozens of languages, some translated by Google, others left in their original script, the sentiment clear regardless.

"Hey," Lucas said softly, appearing at her shoulder with a steaming mug of tea. "What's happening?"

Wordlessly, she tilted the screen toward him. Tears blurred the images, but she couldn't stop scrolling through the outpouring of support.

"Look at the subscriber count," Lucas pointed out, tapping the corner of her analytics dashboard. "Up fifty percent since the controversy started." He squeezed her shoulder, his voice dropping to a conspiratorial whisper. "So dine on their tears, Delilah. The haters may be loud, but your people are louder."














Chapter sixteen



Date‑and‑Plate #2: Adrian








D
 elilah
 perched
 at
 her
 vanity mirror, the afternoon sun casting golden stripes across her cheekbones as she dusted them with a peachy blush. The ritual of makeup application had become both armor and meditation—each stroke of concealer building confidence, each swipe of mascara punctuating her transformation. Her phone pinged with another subscriber comment: "Team Adrian all the way!"


Post HRT, Delilah has finally felt ready to do another episode for the Date-and-Plate series but tonight it felt different from the first one. This wasn't just content; it was about curiosity, thinking about this more like a real date. She'd spent forty minutes selecting the perfect outfit—a burgundy wrap dress that hugged her newly softening curves, paired with black ankle boots that added just enough height without sacrificing mobility. The algorithm would love it, but more importantly, she actually hoped Adrian would too.

On the subway, Delilah balanced her compact mirror in one hand while scrolling Adrian's photography portfolio with the other. His Instagram feed revealed strong hands cradling vintage cameras, biceps flexing beneath rolled corduroy sleeves, and lips that looked sculpted specifically for whispering late-night secrets. Each photo showcased his talent for capturing strangers in moments of unguarded beauty—a skill that suddenly made her nervous. What would his practiced eye see when he looked at her?

She slipped a small whisper-cam from her tote, positioning it close to her lips while pretending to check her lipstick. The subway's fluorescent lighting painted her face in unflattering shadows, but the confession felt too urgent to wait.

"Honestly," she murmured to the hidden lens, "pre-HRT Derek thought about sex the way you schedule dentist visits—fine, get it done. Poor Gail." She paused, glancing around to ensure no fellow passengers were listening. "Tonight my brain keeps rewinding to Adrian's forearms. That... is new."

She clicked the camera off, tucking it back into her purse with shaking fingers. She wasn't sure if it was just lowering inhibitions or if the estrogen was reshaping more than just her body—if it was rewiring her desires, transforming the landscape of attraction into something richer and more immediate. The thought both thrilled and terrified her as the train rumbled toward her stop and the rooftop restaurant where Adrian waited.

***
Candlelight licked the edges of their plates, creating a chiaroscuro effect Delilah had never quite appreciated in her years of restaurant work. The flames danced, casting Adrian's cheekbones into sharp relief while softening the corners of his smile. Delilah found herself cataloging these details with newfound precision—how the ambient glow burnished Adrian's forearms to copper as he reached across the table, how his laugh seemed to vibrate at a frequency that tickled something primal in Delilah's chest.

"This angle is perfect," Adrian murmured, lifting his vintage camera to capture the tableau of tapas between them. The shutter clicked, mechanical and decisive. "Food photography is all about the story it tells beyond taste."

Lucas hovered at the periphery, gimbal sweeping in smooth arcs that Delilah knew would translate to cinematic gold in post. His presence should have felt comforting—a buffer against whatever strange currents were crackling between the table's occupants—but instead, Delilah found herself wishing for more privacy.

Adrian slid a square of developing film across the linen tablecloth. "To tonight's muse," he said, tapping the Polaroid with one finger. The image slowly materialized: Delilah's viral cannoli creation, but somehow Adrian had double-exposed it with a silhouette of her profile, creating a haunting superimposition that made the dessert look like it was emerging from her very thoughts.

Heat bloomed under Delilah's wig cap, spreading down her neck in prickly waves. No one had ever seen her work that way—as an extension of herself rather than just content.

When the manchego-stuffed peppers arrived, glistening with olive oil, Adrian leaned forward. Before Delilah could react, Adrian's thumb was brushing the corner of her mouth, wiping away a droplet of oil. Then—in a gesture so casual yet intimate it short-circuited Delilah's brain—Adrian licked his thumb clean.

Without thinking, Delilah loaded her spoon with a morsel of sherry-soaked chorizo and held it across the table. Adrian's eyes widened briefly before he leaned forward, accepting the offering with parted lips. His eyes never left Delilah's as he chewed.

While Adrian turned to photograph the guitarist who had begun playing nearby, Delilah quickly pulled out her phone, angling it for a discreet selfie.

"Taste test: chorizo, saffron, a hint of maybe-I'd-kiss-him," she whispered into the camera. "And yes, Lucas just rolled his eyes—my ex-gaming buddy still codes me as 'bro,' clearly not ready to picture me in any horizontal scenarios."

Lucas cleared his throat loudly from behind his camera, lens aperture widening to capture every loaded glance, every smirk, every moment of transformation happening across the candlelit table.

* * *

The restaurant kitchen thrummed with purpose, a gleaming stainless steel labyrinth pulsing with heat and precision. Delilah followed the chef through swinging doors, Adrian close behind. The familiar smell of restaurant kitchens—garlic, caramelizing onions, and that particular blend of sweat and sanitizer—wrapped around her like an old friend. Yet for the first time, she entered as guest rather than worker, the novelty sparkling through her veins.

"This is where the magic happens," the chef announced, sweeping his arm across the controlled chaos of the line. "My crew is prepping for the late seating."

Delilah stepped carefully in her heels, hyperaware of how different her presence felt compared to being in Mateo's kitchen in chef whites. The kitchen staff's eyes flickered toward her, curious glances that lingered longer than professional courtesy required.

"Is that bomba rice for the paella?" she asked, leaning over a simmering pot where saffron threads bled gold into the broth. The fragrance spiraled upward, carrying memories of culinary school demonstrations.

The whistle cut through the kitchen's percussion—long, low, unmistakable in its intent. It sliced across the space from somewhere near the prep station, a sound that had nothing to do with food and everything to do with her body.

Delilah's spine stiffened as though flash-frozen. Heat that had nothing to do with the stoves flooded her cheeks. She straightened slowly, eyes fixed on the reduction, unable to look up and identify which of the sous-chefs had marked her so publicly.

Adrian, lost in his viewfinder as he photographed hanging chorizo, hadn't noticed. His camera clicked rhythmically, oblivious to the moment that had just carved itself into Delilah's consciousness.

Lucas's camera swung sharply toward the sound's source, his protective glare visible even from behind the lens. Delilah caught his movement in her peripheral vision—the sudden pivot, the tensing of his shoulders.

Something complicated twisted in her chest—outrage that anyone would reduce her to an object, yet beneath it, a flicker of something darker and more confusing: validation. Someone had seen her, desired her, found her worthy of that crude attention. The realization made her stomach clench with an odd mix of pride and self-disgust.

She forced her shoulders down, summoning the professional demeanor that had carried her through years of restaurant service.

"The hydration ratio for bomba rice is different from arborio, isn't it?" she asked, voice steadier than she felt. "How long do you toast it before adding liquid?" She figured she would feed a bit more cooking content for viewers who didn't want more of her dating agita musings.

* * *

The evening breeze carried whispers of saffron and paprika as they stepped out of Azotea Roja. Delilah tucked a strand of hair behind her ear, acutely conscious of Adrian's hand resting lightly at the small of her back. Lucas trailed behind, camera still rolling.

"Well," Adrian said, stopping beneath a streetlamp that cast his features in dramatic shadow. "That was definitely the best date I've been on this year."

Delilah laughed, the sound bubbling up more naturally than she'd expected. "Even with the kitchen whistler?"

"What whistler?" Adrian's brow furrowed. "Did I miss something?"

The realization that he hadn't noticed settled strangely in Derek's chest. Men moved through the world so differently—oblivious to signals that screamed like sirens to those marked as feminine.

"Nothing important," Delilah replied, swallowing the bitter truth of that moment. Instead, she leaned forward, summoning every ounce of flirtation she'd observed in countless rom-coms.

"Thank you for a wonderful evening," she murmured, heart hammering against her ribcage. The performance aspect provided cover for what she suddenly, desperately wanted to try.

Adrian smiled—that crooked, photographer's smile that crinkled the corners of his eyes—and closed the distance between them. His lips met hers, not in the chaste peck she half-expected, but in something deeper, more purposeful. Delilah surprised herself by leaning in, one hand finding his shoulder for balance.

The kiss sent sparks cascading through her nervous system. Derek's brain catalogued sensations: the slight scratch of Adrian's five o'clock shadow, the warmth of his palm against her waist, the scent of his cologne mingling with the night air. She felt herself swoon slightly, partly from the unfamiliar rush of hormones, partly from knowing how the viewers would explode with excitement.

When they parted, Adrian's eyes held questions Delilah wasn't ready to answer.

"Goodnight," she whispered, stepping back toward Lucas and the safety of the camera's boundary.

As Adrian's silhouette disappeared around the corner, Delilah found herself thinking how objectively handsome the photographer was—strong jawline, artist's hands, that perfectly tousled hair. Yet something felt missing. The realization struck with surprising clarity: Adrian wasn't her type.

Her type. When had that happened? When had Derek's aesthetic preferences morphed into Delilah's romantic inclinations? The thought sent a shiver of recognition through her that had nothing to do with the evening chill.

* * *

In Delilah's apartment, the blue light of the monitor cast stark shadows across their faces as they freeze-framed the kitchen whistler moment. Lucas's finger hovered over the delete key, his jaw clenched like a vise.

"We cut that," he growled, the protective fury in his voice surprising Derek with its intensity.

Delilah shook her head, copper-brown curls brushing against her shoulders. "Real story. Leave it."

Derek watched Lucas's face carefully, noting the flicker of disapproval that crossed his features. This wasn't just about editing choices—something deeper pulsed beneath Lucas's professional concern. But the decision belonged to Delilah, to him, to the blurred line they'd become.

"Your call," Lucas finally conceded, saving the edit with three sharp keystrokes. The tension between them crackled like static electricity, neither willing to acknowledge its source.

After Lucas packed up his gear and left with a too-casual fist bump, Derek settled before the webcam for a final commentary. Delilah's lipstick remained perfect despite the evening's adventures—a small victory that somehow mattered.

"Compliments taste like fine wine at this point," she confessed to the glowing eye of the camera, "and the whistle like cheap liquor—gross, electric, both." Her fingers traced absent patterns on the desk's surface. "I pictured Adrian's hands on my hips and maybe—a little more—and nothing inside me screamed wrong
 . Which surprised me but there it is."

Delilah paused, remembering Lucas's tightened shoulders when Adrian had leaned in for the goodnight kiss.

"Ah but Lucas's face, though—like I'd betrayed some unspoken pact. He's such a good sport in all of this but maybe he's not ready to see his old buddy as a sexy vixen yet." She laughed softly. "Although neither am I really, but I can think about it."

Delilah smiled, the expression genuine and slightly wicked, before uploading the episode, then reaching forward to close the laptop. Her pulse still skipped beats like a scratched record, a rhythm that wasn't quite fear anymore. The hunger blooming in her chest—was it for likes, for touch, or for the next boundary waiting to be tested? Whatever it was, she no longer dreaded finding out.

The episode premiered to a firestorm of engagement: feminist stitches analyzing gender dynamics in professional kitchens, thirst memes tagged #SaffronSwoon, and a DM avalanche that kept her phone buzzing through the night. View-through surpassed the Elliott date by 40%; a sangria brand emailed an offer by sunrise.
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Bridesmaids Fitting








D
 elilah
 hesitated
 at
 the
 threshold of Le Cygne Couture, where crystal chandeliers splintered sunlight into prismatic daggers across cream marble floors. Her stomach knotted with the peculiar dread that accompanied new female territories—spaces where Derek had never ventured but Delilah was expected to navigate with practiced ease.

"Come on, bridesmaid!" Gail's arm snaked around her waist, propelling her forward into a cloud of lavender starch and perfumed silk. "The Lavender Legion awaits!"

Jenny Park stood by a pedestal, phone in hand, already calculating something. "Six chandeliers, custom installation—ROI must be brutal in this square footage." She winked at Delilah. "But worth it for the 'gram, right?"

Sarah Rizzo, Brenda's sister, materialized with practiced kindergarten-teacher stealth, pressing a granola bar into Delilah's palm. "Blood-sugar insurance," she whispered. "Fittings can be fainty business, especially for first-timers."

Gail's camera flashed as she captured the moment. "Meet the bridal alpha squad!" she crowed, spinning to include the entire boutique in her panorama.

Madame Élodie—a silver-haired woman with measuring tape draped around her neck like a fashion boa constrictor—clapped her hands twice. "Ladies, behind the curtains, s'il vous plaît."

The dressing room resembled a silken cave, mirrors multiplying Delilah's reflection into infinity. She peeled off her blouse with trembling fingers, standing awkwardly in her Walmart training bra and slip. The vulnerability prickled her skin—this wasn't the calculated exposure of her videos, but something rawer, more intimate.

And she felt almost as bemused that the other girls had no hesitation stripping in front of her, their casual disrobing a silent testament to her acceptance. Bras snapped off and blouses billowed to the floor with the careless confidence of women among women. It added to the emasculating sense that any remains of her masculinity had leaked away, draining from her like watercolor pigment washing down a sink. The feminine fortress of the dressing room had admitted her without question, without suspicion—a passport stamped without a second glance at the photo. In this silken sanctum of sisterhood, Derek seemed a distant memory, a character Delilah had once played in a different production altogether.

Jenny, already shimmying into seafoam chiffon, caught Delilah's reflection. "Startup chic," she nodded approvingly at the practical cotton. "I dig it. Function over frills."

Sarah's eyes lingered on the subtle swell beneath Delilah's sports bra. "Growing pains in the best sense," she murmured with a knowing smile that made Delilah's cheeks burn.

Before Delilah could respond, Brenda slipped through the curtains, clipboard abandoned for sisterhood solidarity. Without preamble, she reached out and gently palpated the tender tissue beneath Delilah's bra.

"C-cup by August, calling it now," Brenda announced with clinical certainty.

Delilah's face blazed scarlet—partly pride at the progress, partly panic at the casual assumption she'd continue this hormone journey beyond the experiment's boundaries.

Delilah watched as the four lavender gowns shimmered on their display platforms, catching light like liquid silk frozen in time. She felt oddly detached, as if observing herself in this surreal tableau—Delilah standing among women who accepted her without question, while she hovered somewhere behind her eyes, both participant and witness.

Jenny circled the first gown, tapping her manicured nail against the bodice. "If this empire waistline were Series A funding, we'd be oversubscribed," she declared, professional assessment bleeding into bridal vocabulary. "High-growth potential with minimal structural resistance."

Sarah giggled, grabbing the skirt of the third option and swirling it around her legs like some Disney princess extra. The fabric billowed, creating a lavender cyclone that made Delilah's stomach flutter with an unfamiliar yearning.

"Bouquet durability is non-negotiable," Brenda interjected, ever the practical manager. "My cousin's wedding—carnations wilted before the first dance."

"Peonies," Gail voted, snapping reference photos. "Voluptuous, camera-ready, built for the long haul."

Jenny shook her head. "What's the ROI on floral lifespan? Peonies peak early, crash hard. We need sustainable bloom architecture."

Sarah, already in problem-solving mode, pulled out her phone. "Setting a timer. We'll test wilting speeds at the florist tomorrow."

The sisterly chemistry crackled between them—so different from the competitive kitchen banter Delilah had grown accustomed to. This was collaborative chaos, comfortable and warm.

"So," Jenny pivoted, eyes gleaming with curiosity as she helped adjust Delilah's shoulder strap, "any Date and Plate extracurricular activities happening off camera? That photographer had major bedroom eyes."

Delilah felt her cheeks warm. "Adrian? No, just good on-camera chemistry."

"What about Lucas?" Sarah probed. "He's been giving you that protective glower on recent shoots. Very knight-in-shining-camera-gear."

Jenny side-eyed with matchmaking glee. "The way he positions that camera—always catching your good side? Classic crush behavior."

Delilah shook her head, uncomfortable with the direction. "Lucas still thinks of me as a guy," she explained, surprised by the twinge of disappointment that accompanied the words. "He's just being a good friend. Professional boundaries and all that."

"And the trolls?" Brenda asked quietly. "I saw that thread about the bistro." And the quizzing and joking went on and on, giving Delilah a warm feeling of belonging that bloomed like spring flowers in her chest. The gossip and casual confessions about their own love lives flowed more intimate than she had expected, secrets spilling across the table like scattered sugar crystals catching light. Their stories—Sarah's disastrous Tinder date with the lawyer who mocked her students as welfare tax credits for their parents, Jenny's confession about crushing on her delivery guy—created a tapestry of trust that Delilah had never experienced in male social circles. She savored each syllable shared, each conspiratorial laugh that linked them together in sisterly solidarity.

The persistent probing about her potential paramours, far from feeling invasive, only added to the increasing joy she was feeling in this new feminine role, where vulnerable revelation was the currency of trust rather than the competitive male banter that he has alway been ill at ease with.

Delilah balked at the entrance to La Lingeriste, where mannequins posed in wispy concoctions that seemed to defy both gravity and modesty. The pink-and-cream interior pulsed with femininity so concentrated it practically perfumed the air. Derek had never stepped foot in such a place—had barely glanced at these storefronts when passing malls.

"I own, like, two sports bras," she protested weakly as Gail propelled her forward with the momentum of a bulldozer wearing stilettos.

"Which is precisely two more than you owned three months ago," Gail countered, steering her toward a velvet chaise lounge where Carmen, the fit specialist, waited with a measuring tape coiled around her wrist like a serpent.

Carmen's practiced hands swept around Delilah's ribcage with clinical precision. "Under-bust: thirty-three," she announced, then circled higher. "Over-bust: almost thirty-five." Her fingers brushed against the tender buds that had been throbbing beneath Delilah's cotton sports bra for weeks now. "You're a 34B trending C."

The assessment landed like both compliment and clinical diagnosis. Delilah's mind spun with conflicting emotions—pride at the physical confirmation of her changing body, bewilderment at having these measurements matter at all.

Carmen disappeared behind a curtain and returned with an armful of options. She held up a blush balconette with delicate lace edging. "This will give you lovely support and shape."

Gail snapped a photo of Delilah's stunned expression. "Picture reveal—who gets the front-row seat when these beauties make their debut with a lover?" she teased.

Jenny raised her eyebrows suggestively. "Does Lucas get to film the event for your channel?"

Sarah laughed but added, "Maybe with Adrian—Mr. Polaroid who might like lace—or someone else?"

Heat crawled up Delilah's neck. The suggestion of sex at all with a man made her face flush red and the thought of Lucas filming her in lingerie sent a confusing jolt through her system—mortification tangled with an unexpected flutter of... something else.

Carmen slipped a garter belt into Delilah's growing basket. "Just in case," she winked. The elastic stretched between her fingers like a question mark, asking how far this experiment might go—and with whom.

***
Delilah had never considered the politics of a salon chair until now. The black leather throne at Mira Luxe swiveled under her weight as she settled in, watching her reflection with curious detachment. The stylist—Annika, with lavender-tipped pixie cut and sleeve tattoos—draped a silken cape around her shoulders with practiced flourish.

"So what are we thinking today?" Annika's fingers sifted through Delilah's growing locks, assessing texture and fall. "Your natural wave pattern is actually pretty fantastic."

Delilah hesitated. Her hair had been growing out for months now, but she'd never actually styled it professionally—relying instead on Gail's collection of wigs for her more femme looks. This would be her real hair, her actual growing-from-the-scalp strands, transformed into something deliberately feminine.

"Nothing too dramatic," she managed, throat suddenly dry. "Just... clean it up? Maybe some layers?"

Across the salon floor, Brenda was already settled in with a magazine, her usual sleek bob being prepped for a wedding-worthy blowout. Jenny had confidently requested "loose Hollywood waves—boardroom siren vibes," while Sarah opted for a practical braided crown she declared "teacher field-trip proof."

Annika's fingers continued their gentle assessment. "You've got natural lift most people would kill for. We could do soft waves that just brush your collarbones—frame your face beautifully."

Delilah nodded, swallowing against the strange vulnerability of having someone else touch her hair with such intimate attention. This wasn't the brusque barber shop experience she'd known as Derek—fifteen-minute appointments with clippers and minimal conversation. This was ritual, transformation, belonging.

Water cascaded over her scalp as Annika massaged in lavender-scented shampoo. The sensation sent pleasant shivers down her spine. Delilah closed her eyes, surrendering to the gentle pressure of another woman's fingers working through her hair, each stroke an affirmation.

"You and your sister have similar bone structure," remarked an older woman under a dryer nearby, nodding toward Gail. "Different dads?"

The question floated between them like a gift. Delilah's heart swelled—her first organic "pass" from a stranger who hadn't seen her YouTube channel, who was simply making a casual observation about two women in a salon.

"We get that a lot," Gail called back with a wink, seamlessly accepting the narrative.

Later, Delilah's hair fell in soft waves around her face, the layers Annika had cut creating a frame that softened her jawline. The stylist stepped back, beaming with professional pride.

"Runway gold," she declared, spinning the chair so Delilah could see the back in a hand mirror. "That natural lift is something models pay good money to fake."

* * *

Delilah settled into the cozy restaurant booth, still feeling the lingering sensation of Annika's fingers against her scalp. Her freshly styled hair swung pleasantly when she turned her head, catching afternoon light through the windows. The waiter arrived with a tray of Croque-monsieur sliders, each one perfectly golden and oozing Gruyère.

Jenny immediately whipped out a pen and began scribbling on her napkin. "Wedding Efficiency Ratios," she announced, drawing columns. "I'm tracking cost-per-minute-of-joy for each element. Flowers? Twenty minutes max of actual appreciation. Cake? Fifteen minutes of photos, three of eating."

Sarah leaned forward, eyes widening. "Speaking of wedding disasters, you won't believe what happened at my cousin's. The bride insisted on these massive ceramic charger plates—purely decorative—and during the father's speech, one went flying across the head table like a frisbee."

Brenda's hand flew to her chest in mock horror. "Please tell me it hit the mother-in-law."

"Missed by inches!" Sarah laughed. "But took out the centerpiece in spectacular fashion."

Delilah sipped her rosé, noticing how quickly warmth spread through her chest and into her cheeks. The alcohol hit differently now—less body mass plus estrogen created a potent combination. Two glasses felt like what three used to.

The conversation inevitably circled back to Delilah's love life, with the table speculating about Lucas again.

"He's so protective," Jenny observed. "The way he watches you during filming."

Delilah rolled her eyes good-naturedly. "Lucas still thinks voice chat means 'frags in a video game, not flirting.' He's been my best friend for years—that's all."

Jenny leaned closer, her voice dropping to a more serious tone. "Honest question—do you actually want anyone seeing that balconette we bought, or was that just us pressuring you?"

The question hung in the air, surprisingly weighty. Delilah considered it, realizing her heartbeat remained steady. Six weeks ago, such a question would have sent her into a spiral of confusion. Now, the answer came with unexpected clarity.

"I bought it for me first," she said finally. "Who gets the view is a bonus field TBD."

Sarah clinked her glass against Delilah's with a smile of approval. "That's exactly the right metric."

* * *

Delilah closed the apartment door behind her, tossing her purse onto the kitchen counter with a satisfied sigh. The afternoon with Brenda and her bridesmaids still buzzed through her system like champagne bubbles—effervescent, light, and surprisingly potent. Her phone pulsed with notifications from the Lavender Legion
 group chat that Jenny had created, bombarding her with dress-twirl GIFs and photos of the napkin spreadsheet with its meticulously calculated "joy metrics."

She smiled, thumbing a message: "Today felt like entering a story I kept reading from the outside."


Brenda's reply appeared almost instantly: "You're written in permanent ink, sis."


The words settled in her chest with surprising weight. Permanent ink. Not erasable pencil, not temporary marker—ink that stayed, soaked into the page. Derek had spent years feeling like a rough draft; Delilah was somehow becoming the final version.

She moved to the bedroom, carefully hanging the new balconette bra beside her practical sports bras. Her fingers lingered on the delicate lace, tracing the scalloped edges like reading braille. Something about the garment felt talismanic—not just fabric and wire but a physical manifestation of possibility.

Without thinking, she reached for her phone and propped it against her jewelry box. She hadn't planned to film anything tonight, had promised herself a night off from content creation, but this moment felt too significant to let pass undocumented. Not for the viewers, but for herself—a breadcrumb trail marking her path forward.

She tapped record, the familiar red dot blinking to life. The ring light remained off; only the bedside lamp cast a soft glow across her features.

"Note to future me," she spoke softly, "nerves burned off quicker than I thought. Maybe womanhood is just stacking firsts until none of them feel like auditions."

She powered down the phone, setting it aside without checking views or engagement stats. Her hair still carried the scent of jasmine blow-out serum from the salon. For the first time in months, she didn't queue up analytics before bed. Today's validation had come face-to-face, lavender-scented and laughter-wrapped—more real than any digital metric could ever be.
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Date‑and‑Plate #3: Chef Theo








D
 elilah
 stood
 before
 her
 bedroom mirror, fingers trembling slightly as she fastened pearl studs into her earlobes. Two months of estrogen had softened her jawline just enough that the earrings seemed to float against her skin rather than announce themselves as costume pieces. The tiny change thrilled her—subtle physical confirmation that the inside and outside were finally negotiating terms.

"Celebrity chef," she whispered, practicing the phrase like a spell. "Not just any chef—Theo freaking Aranda."

Her subscribers had practically combusted the comments section when his name appeared in the Date-and-Plate poll. The man was culinary royalty with a James Beard nomination and a profile in Bon Appétit
 that called him "the pastry provocateur rewriting flavor grammar." His Instagram featured him torch-caramelizing yuzu custard while explaining Barthes' semiotics—intellectual eye candy that made Delilah's pulse quicken in ways that confused and delighted her.

She smoothed the emerald silk blouse she'd splurged on at Nordstrom Rack, wondering if the color was too bold, too attention-seeking. No—Theo's own chef coats ran electric pink to ultraviolet. Bold was the baseline at Umami Riot.

Her phone pinged with a text from Lucas: Three-cam setup ready. Bringing the gimbal for noodle porn close-ups. You nervous?


Delilah typed back: Only terrified he'll judge my piping technique.


The real terror lay deeper—the possibility that someone she admired professionally might see through her performance, might catch the moments where Delilah's confidence faltered and Derek's anxiety leaked through. She'd studied Theo's knife work in slow-motion YouTube clips; now he'd be studying her.

She applied a final sweep of mascara, blinking at her reflection. The bridesmaid dress fitting with Brenda yesterday had given her a contact high of belonging that still hummed beneath her skin. Women had passed her safety pins and compliments with equal casualness, treating her as unremarkably female—the greatest gift she could imagine.

Tonight would be different. Tonight was spotlight time, cameras and commentary. She slipped her feet into black ankle boots with a modest heel—stability for the kitchen segments, height for the confidence she needed to borrow.

"Game face," she murmured, practicing the smile that had become Delilah's signature—slightly crooked, inviting viewers into the joke rather than making them the butt of it.

* * *

Theo commanded the space like he'd been born in a kitchen—like the stainless steel counters were extensions of his limbs. Delilah watched, transfixed, as he stretched ramen noodles with a theatrical flourish, his copper-tinted curls catching the pendant lights overhead.

"See how they pull?" He grinned, letting the dough snap back with elastic tension. "Like good laminated pastry, it's all about the protein structure. Tension and release."

His eyes met hers with a playful sparkle that sent warmth cascading through her chest. Delilah felt herself blushing and hoped the camera wouldn't catch it.

"I've been experimenting with gluten-free alternatives," she offered, grateful her voice sounded steadier than her pulse. "Cassava flour gives that springy mouthfeel without the inflammatory response."

"Health-conscious witch," Theo winked, torching a row of miso-infused marshmallows with practiced precision. "Tell me more about your nutritional dark arts."

Delilah laughed, the sound surprising her with its genuine warmth. "Nothing dark about it. Just almond flour, coconut sugar, and a prayer to the baking gods."

The conversation shifted as they moved to the plating station. Theo's hands danced over ceramic bowls, arranging edible flowers with surgical focus.

"Why desserts?" he asked suddenly, his voice dropping to something more intimate than performance. "What pulled you into the sweet side?"

Delilah paused, caught off-guard by the sincerity beneath his showmanship.

"My mom was a night-shift nurse," she admitted, surprising herself with the truth rather than a camera-ready quip. "Sundays we'd bake together before her shift. The kitchen was where I felt... seen."

Theo nodded, his expression softening. "Food is memory. My abuela's kitchen smelled like cinnamon and star anise. First place I felt like I belonged."

"Exactly," Delilah breathed, feeling something crack open inside her chest. "It's chemistry and art and history all at once."

"And transformation," Theo added, his gaze lingering on her face. "Taking something raw and making it beautiful."

The double meaning wasn't lost on her. Delilah's fingers trembled slightly as she accepted the piping bag he offered.

Matcha steam swirled between them like green ghosts, fogging the lens as Theo guided Delilah behind the gleaming stainless steel counter. Her heart hammered against her ribcage—this wasn't in the script. Chefs didn't invite random YouTubers into their sacred spaces, especially not during service.

"Try this," Theo said, handing her a piping bag filled with pale yellow yuzu mousse. "Gentle pressure, let gravity do the work."

His fingers brushed hers during the handoff, sending an electric current up her arm. Delilah steadied her breathing, determined not to fumble on camera. The mousse spiraled perfectly into the first ceramic bowl, a pale yellow crown atop the ramen.

"Perfect technique," Theo murmured, standing close enough that his shoulder pressed against hers. The heat of him registered through her thin blouse, startlingly intimate.

Delilah piped three more bowls, hyperaware of the cameras tracking their movements. Lucas's handheld rig seemed to waver slightly, unusual for his typically rock-steady hand.

"There's a food festival up in the valley next weekend," Theo whispered, his voice pitched below the microphone's pickup range. "Small producers, secret pop-ups. Come with me—no cameras, just taste buds."

Delilah's eyes widened. None of her previous Date-and-Plate suitors had suggested meeting without the protective barrier of lenses and lights.

"I'd—I'd like that," she stammered, surprising herself with how quickly the answer came.

The live chat ticker scrolling on her phone screen exploded: "YES CHEF!" "TAKE HER OUT!" "SHIP THEOILAH!"

Theo's smile crinkled the corners of his eyes. "I'll text you details," he said, slipping a business card into her apron pocket with practiced smoothness.

Later, reviewing footage in her apartment, Delilah noticed something strange. Lucas's typically steady camerawork became noticeably shaky during that exchange. The frame drifted, focus softened, then snapped back with uncharacteristic jerkiness. She paused, rewound, watched again.

Strange. In three years of filming, she'd never seen Lucas lose his composure behind the lens. He was their rock, their technical perfectionist. Yet something about that moment had clearly rattled him.

* * *

Lucas slammed the last Pelican case shut with enough force to rattle Delilah's mixing bowls. She watched him from the kitchen island, where she'd been scrolling through the fresh avalanche of notifications since posting the Theo episode. His movements had the stiff precision of someone trying very hard not to break something.

"Everything okay?" she asked, setting down her phone.

"Fine." The word snapped like brittle caramel. "Just tired."

Delilah studied his profile—the tightened jaw, the deliberate way he avoided looking directly at her. She'd seen this tension building over the past few weeks, but tonight it crackled like static electricity before a storm.

"The numbers are insane," she offered, sliding her screen toward him. "We broke half a million views in three hours."

Lucas glanced at the analytics, then back to his equipment. "Great."

"And that specialty yuzu supplier wants to send cases for recipe development." She twisted a strand of hair—a nervous habit she'd developed since the hormone treatments began. "Plus three sponsorship offers already."

"Congratulations." His voice carried none of its usual warmth. "Theo must be thrilled with all the publicity."

Something in his tone made Delilah pause. "What's that supposed to mean?"

Lucas shrugged, zipping his backpack with unnecessary force. "Nothing. You two had chemistry. The viewers loved it. Everyone wins."

"Are you upset about something?" Delilah pressed, crossing her arms over her tender chest. The breast buds ached constantly now, a physical reminder of her changing reality.

Lucas finally looked at her—really looked at her—for what felt like the first time that night. His expression shifted from frustration to something more complicated, almost wounded.

"I'm fine," Lucas said, the words clipped like herbs snipped too close to the stem. He snatched up his backpack and headed for the door. "Talk tomorrow."

The door closed with a decisive click, leaving Delilah alone with the lingering scent of yuzu and the hollow echo of his departure. She stared at the space where he'd been, fingers absently touching her tender chest where the estrogen had begun its quiet revolution.

Something had shifted between them, something deeper than professional jealousy or creative differences. Lucas had been her rock through this entire transformation—filming her first tentative steps as Delilah, defending her against trolls, celebrating each milestone. But tonight his eyes had held something new—recognition, perhaps. As though he'd finally understood this wasn't just content creation anymore.

Delilah picked up her phone, scrolling through the comments flooding the Theo episode.


OMG DETHEO IS REAL! Did you see how he looked at her?



Chef's kiss to this romance! More please!


She set the phone down, sighing. The algorithm adored her connection with Theo, but the algorithm couldn't see Lucas's face when Theo had whispered that weekend invitation. Couldn't capture the moment Lucas realized this wasn't a costume anymore—that Delilah wasn't just Derek in makeup.

Her Womanhood Log sat open on the counter. Today's entry read: Day 37 - First time someone wanted to date ME, not the character. Peers see me as both chef and woman now. Terrifying. Exhilarating.


She added a postscript: Lucas finally sees it too. Not sure he likes what he sees.


Delilah closed the journal, wishing Lucas could share in her triumph. The channel was soaring, brands were calling, and for the first time, she felt recognized as herself. Everything was falling into place.

Everything except her best friend's smile, which had disappeared the moment Delilah had started to become real.














Chapter nineteen



Flea‑Market Saturday








D
 erek—no,
 Delilah
 now,
 she
 reminded herself—squinted suspiciously at Lucas when he appeared at her door Saturday morning. He balanced two steaming coffee cups and wore his most disarming grin, the one that had talked them out of detention sophomore year after the cafeteria pudding incident.

"Friend day," he announced, pressing a cardboard cup into her hand. "Gail's orders."

Delilah accepted the peace offering, catching the familiar scent of cinnamon latte. "So she sicced you on me, huh?" The text she'd sent Gail last night must have triggered some kind of friendship intervention.

"Something about me being weird?" Lucas shrugged, but his smile never faltered. "Come on, no cameras, no content, no Theo. Just us."

The mention of Theo's name sent a flicker of something through her chest. "Give me five minutes."

She threw on a sundress and denim jacket, finger-combing her actual hair—now grown past her ears in soft waves—instead of reaching for the wig she'd abandoned weeks ago. The person in the mirror looked different from both Derek-past and early-Delilah: softer jaw, slightly fuller cheeks, eyes that seemed somehow brighter.

The arcade greeted them with its familiar symphony of electronic beeps and synthetic explosions. They gravitated toward Starship Assault, their high school addiction.

"Prepare to die, Hammond," Lucas taunted, slamming quarters into the slot.

"In your dreams, Ocampo," she fired back, settling into the plastic cockpit.

For two glorious hours, they were simply themselves again. Lucas trash-talked her targeting skills; she cursed his evasive maneuvers. The tension from yesterday dissolved in pixelated explosions and victory dances.

At the basketball game, however, Delilah's first shot sailed wide right. Her second bounced off the rim. Frustration mounted with each miss.

"What the hell? I used to nail these."

Lucas stepped behind her. "Your center of gravity's different now. Try holding your arms like this." His hands gently repositioned her elbows, his chest briefly pressing against her back as he guided her stance.

Something electric shivered through her—a sudden, acute awareness of Lucas as a physical presence. The solid warmth of him, the clean scent of his cologne, the careful way his fingers adjusted her wrist angle.

"There," he murmured, stepping back. "Try now."

The ball swished through the net. Delilah blinked, momentarily disoriented by both the successful shot and the lingering sensation of his touch.


It's just because I've had Theo on the brain
 , she rationalized, reaching for another ball. I'm making comparisons, that's all.


* * *

The downtown flea market buzzed with its familiar weekend energy—haggling voices, competing food smells, and the constant shuffle of treasure hunters. Delilah felt a wave of nostalgia wash over her as they wandered past stalls filled with vinyl records and vintage kitchenware. How many Saturdays had she and Lucas spent here in the past, scraping together quarters for secondhand pans and slightly chipped mixing bowls?

"Remember when we found that KitchenAid mixer with the busted motor?" Lucas chuckled, pointing to a similar model on display. "You spent three weeks rebuilding it."

"And you filmed the whole resurrection for that engineering class you were failing," Delilah added, smiling at the memory. "God, we were broke."

Lucas shook his head, sunlight catching in his dark hair. "Speaking of which, did you see the channel numbers this morning? That Theo episode is still climbing."

"I know. It's surreal." Delilah paused at a jewelry stand, fingers brushing over copper pendants. "Remember eating ramen for a week straight so we could afford decent lighting?"

"Now we're buying professional-grade equipment like it's nothing." Lucas's voice carried a note she couldn't quite place. "Sometimes I feel like I'm just coasting on your success, you know? Like I'm just the guy holding the camera while you're becoming... this whole phenomenon."

Delilah turned to face him. "Are you kidding? Your shots are half the reason people stay. That tracking pan you did when Theo was torching the miso? Pure cinematic genius."

They drifted toward a stall displaying vintage kitchen tools. Delilah's eyes caught on a set of measuring spoons shaped like tiny birds—delicate, whimsical things with curved beaks for handles and enameled wings in pastel colors.

"Those are beautiful," she murmured, reaching out to touch one.

The vendor, a gray-haired woman with kind eyes, smiled. "Ladies' discount today—fifteen instead of twenty."

Delilah felt Lucas tense slightly beside her, then relax. She'd expected him to make a joke, maybe even correct the vendor—something to restore their old dynamic. Instead, he pulled out his wallet.

"I'm getting them for you," he said simply. "They're perfect."

The casual acceptance in his voice—the way he didn't flinch or try to pretend this wasn't happening—made something warm unfurl in Delilah's chest. This wasn't Lucas trying to ignore her changes or pretend she was still just Derek. This was Lucas seeing her, acknowledging who she was becoming, and still wanting to be right beside her.

The afternoon sun warmed their shoulders as Delilah and Lucas claimed a wooden bench, halal containers balanced on their knees. They watched children chase bubbles across the grass while sharing a paper sack of cinnamon mini-donuts that left sugary fingerprints on everything they touched.

Lucas brushed at the crystalline dust freckling his sleeve. "So... I've been meaning to talk to you about something." His voice dropped lower. "Those comments under your videos. The nasty ones. I know our filters catch most, but—" He swallowed. "It must hurt. A lot."

Delilah nodded, surprised by his directness. "Some days it's like wading through sewage to find the good stuff." She dabbed her lips with a napkin. "But then..."

"Then what?" Lucas prompted.

"I wasn't going to mention it because I thought it might be weird for you, but—" Delilah hesitated, studying his face. "Being with Brenda's bridesmaids for the fitting? It was incredible. They just folded me in, shared champagne, helped pin the dress when the seamstress stepped out."

Instead of changing the subject, Lucas leaned forward. "What was the dress like?"

The question startled her. Since when did Lucas notice clothes?

"Sage green," she answered. "With this delicate lace overlay that catches light when you move."

"Like that blouse you wore to the yogurt sponsor meeting," Lucas said. "The one with the shimmer thread."

Delilah blinked. "You noticed that?"

"I notice everything about you," Lucas said matter-of-factly. "So what else happened at the fitting?"

The floodgates opened. Delilah found herself describing how one bridesmaid had shown her a trick for walking in heels on grass, how another had braided her hair while they waited, how she'd nearly cried when they'd collectively vetoed the seamstress's suggestion of cap sleeves in favor of something that flattered her shoulders.

"It wasn't just being included," she realized aloud. "It was being seen—not as a curiosity or a channel or even as someone transitioning, but just as... another woman in the room."

Lucas nodded, understanding blooming across his features. "That's what you've always needed, isn't it? To be seen for who you are."

The simple truth of it struck Delilah like a bell. This was Lucas—the same Lucas who'd dragged her out of post-college depression with questions that dragged out Derek's feelings of neglect as child, the need for validation. So with a borrowed camera and a plan, Lucas had helped her researched food styling when her early videos flopped, who'd always somehow known what she needed to keep going before she did.

Delilah suddenly connecting dots, Lucas's bristling about Theo was like his reaction to the hateful comments—like he was being a big brother trying to stand between Delilah and anything that might hurt her.

Lucas might wish his video gaming buddy was still around - and really she needed to make more time for Delilah to be just that for him, since she felt guilty she hadn't been making time for them to just have fun together more. The PlayStation collected dust in the corner of her room, their half-finished save files frozen in digital amber. Lucas deserved that version of their friendship back—the comfortable, controller-clutching camaraderie that required no cameras, no comments section, no constant calibration of identity. Delilah made a mental note to schedule a gaming night soon, something sacred and separate from channel concerns, where they could sink into sofa cushions and slip back into the rhythms of their simpler connection.

But she saw nothing had really changed in their relationship, that Lucas was there for her as he always had been.














Chapter twenty



Just a Taste with Theo








D
 elilah
 shivered
 in
 the
 pre-dawn chill of Penn Station, watching the sparse crowd of early commuters shuffle past like ghosts. No ring light, no lapel mic, no Lucas hovering with his steady-cam—just her in a pretty skirt and a stylish sweater, hair carefully coiffed.

The station's fluorescent glare flattened everything to the same sickly palette, making her wonder if she'd made a mistake agreeing to this camera-free excursion. Delilah felt strangely vulnerable without her digital armor, her fingers fidgeting with the pleated hem that swished softly against her thighs. The cashmere clung to her slender shoulders like a comforting embrace while the morning's merciless fluorescents found every stray strand of her painstakingly arranged curls. She had spent forty minutes on those spiraling tresses, primping and pinning until they framed her face in a perfect cascade of cinnamon-kissed brown.

Then Theo materialized through the haze of sleep-deprived travelers, his copper-tinted curls catching light like a beacon. He wore a vintage band t-shirt beneath an unzipped bomber jacket, looking impossibly alert for 5:13 a.m.

"Morning, pastry queen." He pressed a warm paper cup into her hands. "Café con leche—the bodega on 34th makes it with condensed milk that'll rewire your brain chemistry."

The cup's heat penetrated her palms, sending tendrils of comfort through her sleep-starved system. She took a sip and tasted caramel sweetness cutting through bitter espresso.

"Thank you," she murmured, suddenly self-conscious without her camera's protective barrier. "I wasn't sure if this was still happening."

Theo's smile crinkled the corners of his eyes. "Promised you a food festival adventure, didn't I? Speaking of which—" He leaned closer, voice dropping to a conspiratorial whisper. "What's the first smell that says 'home' to you?"

The question bypassed her usual filter of calculated responses. "Mom's cinnamon toast," she answered without thinking. "She'd make it before night shifts at the hospital. The whole apartment would smell like—"

"Burnt sugar and butter and that particular alchemy that happens when cinnamon hits heat," Theo finished, nodding enthusiastically. "Did you know I spent a week in Sri Lanka just to see cinnamon harvested? The farmers peeled bark so fresh the scent made my bones fizz. Like your skeleton suddenly remembers it's alive."

Delilah laughed, surprised by his intensity. He was dazzling, if a little loud for this hour—his hands punctuating each word with chef's precision, drawing curious glances from passing travelers.

"You really talk like that even when the cameras aren't rolling," she observed.

"Why save the good metaphors for subscribers?" Theo grinned, tapping his watch. "Our train leaves in four minutes. Ready to chase some sunrise flavor?"

The Amtrak lurched forward, pulling away from the station with a rhythmic clatter that vibrated through the half-empty car. Delilah settled into the window seat, her reflection ghosting against the dark glass as dawn slowly purpled the eastern sky. Theo slid in beside her, close enough that his cologne—something with cardamom and cedar—mingled with her carefully applied perfume.

She felt strangely unmoored without a camera documenting this moment. The algorithm wouldn't know she was here; no comment section would dissect her expressions. The freedom was dizzying, almost disorienting.

"Ever crash-brûlée a crème caramel with a soldering iron?" Theo asked suddenly, breaking the comfortable silence that had settled between them, an arm settling around her shoulders pulling her in.

Delilah smiled, feeling his comfortable hold on her. "No, but I have scrambled custard with a hot flash," she replied, the words slipping out before she could filter them.

"Hot flash?" Theo's eyes lit with genuine interest. "God, I love that bodies keep the chef honest. Reminds me of when I fainted in Oaxaca from habanero vapors—woke up, kept stirring."

He leaned closer, his knee brushing against hers. "So tell me, how'd you start the channel? Before the witch costume that broke the algorithm."

Delilah explained about Halloween, Gail's makeup skills, and the accidental viral spark. Before she could finish, Theo was nodding vigorously.

"Serendipity! Like my first pop-up. Was supposed to be a Korean-Mexican fusion, but the kimchi delivery crashed into a taco truck—literally—and suddenly I'm serving fermented cabbage tacos to food critics. Sometimes the universe throws better recipes than we do."

When she mentioned her first estrogen dose, he immediately launched into a story about cooking with Buddhist monks who taught him about bodily transformation through fasting. Her bridesmaid invitation prompted an elaborate tale about photographing neon-lit street vendors in Bangkok at 3 a.m.

Each question felt like a pretext for his own anecdote—the pansexual romance that began over oysters in Seattle, his brief apprenticeship with a Michelin-starred chef who threw knives when angry. His stories were fascinating, vibrant with sensory details that made her taste phantom flavors.

It was fun. It was exhausting. Delilah found herself both captivated and slightly breathless, as though trying to keep pace with a professional sprinter while wearing heels for the first time.

In her mind, she can't help comparing how Theo's questions all seem to lead back to himself versus Lucas whose questions always seem to be about going deeper into what Delilah wanted and needed. She sipped her drink, silently sorting through this revelation while Theo launched into another lavish tale about his life-changing liaison with a Lebanese pastry chef.

* * *

The Hudson Valley Food Festival sprawled across the fairgrounds like a culinary carnival, tents flapping in the gentle breeze, smoke from a dozen grills painting the air with promises of flavor. Delilah followed Theo through the crowds, conscious of every glance her way. Some recognized her—whispered "Witch Chef" trailed in her wake—while others simply saw a woman in a floral sundress, her growing-out hair tucked behind her ears.

"Here," Theo said, pressing a paper cup into her hand. "Strawberry-jalapeño ice. The heat hits after the sweet fades—like all the best experiences."

The frozen confection melted on her tongue—first berry sweetness, then the slow burn of chile. A pink droplet escaped, sliding down her chin. Before she could reach for a napkin, Theo's thumb swept across her skin, lingering a moment too long. His eyes held hers, dark and confident.

"Thanks," she murmured, stomach performing somersaults that had nothing to do with the spice.

At the seafood pavilion, Theo commandeered an empty demonstration station with the easy authority of celebrity. The vendor recognized him instantly—"Chef Aranda!"—and suddenly they had premium scallops and clarified butter at their disposal.

"Here, like this," Theo said, standing behind her, his chest warm against her back as he guided her hand on the tongs. "Forty-five seconds, no more. Listen for the sizzle—it's telling you secrets."

His breath tickled her ear, his body curved protectively around hers. The scallops seared perfectly under their joined hands, butter browning to hazelnut perfection.

Between tents, amid the bustling crowd, Theo steered her toward a quiet corner behind the cider booth. The sun dappled through apple-tree leaves, casting golden patterns across his face.

"So," he said, voice dropping to an intimate register, "you ever think about sex now that estrogen's on board? How it might feel different?"

Heat flooded her cheeks, but not from embarrassment—from the sudden intrusion of memory: Lucas's careful eyes whenever she mentioned hormones, his protective presence during every milestone, the way he never pushed but always supported.

"I'm... curious," she admitted, watching Theo's smile widen.

"Curiosity is a spice," he said, leaning closer. "Let's keep tasting."

The words were perfect—charming, seductive—yet as his fingers brushed her wrist, she found herself wondering what Lucas was doing right now. If he'd like this festival. If he'd ask about her feelings or simply tell her about his own adventures.

* * *

The Catskills hotel room glowed amber with sunset, each wooden beam and antique fixture bathed in honeyed light. Delilah stood by the window, watching the Esopus Creek bubble over smooth stones three floors below. Her reflection ghosted against the glass—growing-out hair curling at her neck, the silhouette of breasts pushing softly against her blouse. Almost three months of estrogen had rounded her face just enough that strangers no longer hesitated before using "she."

Theo moved with practiced grace, uncorking a bottle of cloudy orange wine. "Natural fermentation," he explained, pouring two glasses. "Like relationships—sometimes the wild yeasts create something more interesting than the controlled environment."

The mattress dipped as they settled on the handmade quilt. Theo's playlist hummed softly—something jazzy and French that Delilah couldn't identify. His palm slid over her knee, warm and certain.

"You're beautiful," he murmured, leaning in.

His lips met hers, tasting of wine and confidence. Delilah closed her eyes, surrendering to the sensations as his fingers slipped to her blouse buttons. One by one they came undone, cool air brushing her skin. Theo's hands cupped her tender breasts through her bra, thumbs circling the sensitive nipples that had been forming these past weeks.

Her body sparked with pleasure, hormones magnifying every touch into electric current. But as his mouth moved to her neck, an unbidden image flashed: Lucas laughing under the bistro's heat lamps, catching her eye across a crowded patio, that private smile meant only for her. And she suddenly thought about his tall, muscled body—a thought she had never had about Lucas before. The image flooded her consciousness: those soccer-sculpted shoulders, the way his t-shirts strained slightly when he reached for high camera angles. In her excited state, it blotted out her brain for a second, silencing the sensible voice that should have been reminding her whose lips were actually pressing against her collarbone.

Delilah pulled back suddenly, breath shallow, heart pounding against her ribs.

"What is it?" Theo asked, hands pausing respectfully.

"I—" She swallowed hard. "I keep seeing my best friend."

"Camera guy?" Theo's expression showed no surprise.

"Lucas," she confirmed, the name feeling like confession. "I think I'm half in love with him."

Theo didn't pout or retreat. Instead, his face softened with recognition. "Been there. Hearts sprint ahead of plans sometimes."

He shifted, giving her space, and sipped his wine. "Marco the barista. Rayna the cellist. Alex from culinary school." He listed them with gentle nostalgia. "Each one a lesson, not a trophy."

"So—train home tonight?" Theo asked, as Delilah felt relief and regret mingling in her chest.

She nodded. "Probably best."

"He just wants friendship," she said, eyes dampening. "I can't break that."

Theo squeezed her hand. "Or you're both waiting for the same cue. Either way, you'll cook through it."

The train's metallic pulse matched Delilah's racing heartbeat as she settled into a window seat, watching Theo's silhouette fade on the platform. Her tote bag crinkled with paper-wrapped churros, still warm and fragrant with cinnamon. "Emergency carbs for big feelings," he'd said, stuffing them into her bag with a chef's certainty that food could bandage emotional wounds.

She touched her lips, still sensitive from kisses that had sparked pleasure but ignited no deeper flame. Theo really was a good guy—talented, kind, protective without being possessive. The sort of man she should want. The sort of connection her subscribers would screenshot and celebrate with heart emojis.

Yet Lucas's face had materialized unbidden, shattering the moment like a dropped plate. Lucas, with his steady hands and knowing eyes. Lucas, who'd been there before Delilah existed, who'd filmed her first stumbling steps into this new skin without judgment.

The Hudson Valley slid past in blurred greens and golds. Delilah pulled out her phone, thumb hovering over the screen. Her reflection stared back—softer jaw, fuller cheeks from the estrogen. Three months of pills had redrawn her features in subtle strokes, while her heart had apparently been rewiring itself without her conscious permission.

She opened her messages and typed to Gail: We need to talk. Not about Theo. About Lucas.


Send.

The message whooshed away, commitment made concrete. She leaned her forehead against the cool glass, suddenly exhausted. What if she was ruining everything? What if Lucas only saw her as Derek-in-a-dress, a project to protect, not a woman to desire?

A notification pinged: Omg finally. My place. Bring snacks and your big girl panties. This convo is OVERDUE.


Delilah's stomach flipped. Was she that transparent? Had everyone seen what she'd been blind to?

She unwrapped a churro, sugar crystals cascading onto her lap like tiny diamonds. The first bite melted on her tongue—sweet comfort that couldn't quite dissolve the knot of anxiety forming beneath her breastbone.














Chapter twenty-one



Point of No Return








D
 elilah
 stared
 at
 Lucas
 across her kitchen counter, watching him methodically slice bell peppers for their off-camera dinner. His steady hands moved with practiced precision, the knife's rhythmic tapping against the cutting board filling the silence between them. She'd just finished telling him about her weekend with Theo—the edited version, omitting her inconvenient epiphany about Lucas himself.

"So nothing happened?" Lucas asked, keeping his eyes on the vegetables. "You seemed pretty into him on camera."

"Chemistry doesn't always translate off-screen," she said, testing the waters. "We kissed, but it felt... performative? Like we were both waiting for someone to yell 'cut.'"

Lucas nodded, his expression frustratingly neutral. "That makes sense. Dating while filming is basically speed-dating with an audience."

Delilah fidgeted with her wine glass, remembering Gail's advice from their emergency meeting: "Don't be weird. See what he does when you tell him about Theo. If he gets jealous, there's your sign."

But Lucas wasn't giving her anything to work with. No tightened jaw. No possessive glances. Just sympathetic nods and supportive commentary while chopping peppers with infuriating calm.

"Are you okay, though?" he asked, finally looking up. "I know you were excited about him."

"I'm fine," she said, surprised at the disappointment crawling through her chest. "Really."

"I'm sorry it didn't work out," Lucas said, and the genuine warmth in his voice made her heart sink further. He meant it. He was actually sorry that her potential relationship with another man hadn't flourished.

The realization deflated her hopes like a soufflé collapsing in a slammed oven. Delilah reached for the wine bottle, pouring herself another generous glass. She'd wanted green-eyed jealousy, some crack in his supportive-friend veneer. Instead, she got the same steady Lucas who'd held the camera while she flirted with other men, who'd edited those episodes with professional detachment, who now stood in her kitchen chopping vegetables and being thoroughly, maddeningly happy for her well-being.

"Thanks," she managed, swallowing her disappointment. "You're a good friend."

The word "friend" hung between them like a barrier she couldn't see how to dismantle.

* * *

Delilah sat rigid in the molded plastic chair as Dr. Whitman reviewed her lab results. The frosted-glass office smelled of antiseptic and the peppermint tea steaming from the doctor's ceramic mug. Scattered sunlight filtered through venetian blinds, casting tiger-stripe shadows across the polished desk where her medical chart lay exposed.

"Your testosterone has dropped significantly," Dr. Whitman said, tapping a manicured nail against the declining graph line. "And estrogen levels are right where we'd expect after more than three months of treatment."

Delilah nodded, throat suddenly parched. The numbers confirmed what her body had been whispering—tender nipples and growing breasts, softened skin, emotional currents that crashed and receded with tidal force. Scientific validation of her metamorphosis.

"Before we proceed with another prescription," Dr. Whitman continued, settling her reading glasses more firmly on her nose, "I need to make sure you understand where we are in the process."

The fluorescent lights buzzed overhead, a persistent hum that seemed to amplify as the doctor's words sharpened into focus.

"One more refill and the changes accelerate—breast tissue development becomes more pronounced, fat redistribution continues shifting your body's contours." Dr. Whitman's voice maintained its clinical steadiness. "And fertility will likely become permanently compromised. Many of these changes will be irreversible, or at minimum, difficult to reverse without surgical intervention."

Delilah's fingers pressed crescent moons into her palms. The algorithm had never prepared her for this crossroads—300,000 subscribers had voted yes to her estrogen experiment, but none of them sat in this sterile room facing permanent biological transformation.

"Continue or taper?" Dr. Whitman asked, pen poised above the prescription pad.

Delilah's throat locked. The question echoed in her skull, bouncing between the person she'd been and the woman she was becoming. For a full minute she heard only the buzz of fluorescent bulbs, their persistent drone drowning out the cacophony of competing voices in her head.

Continue meant no return to Derek without scars and surgery. Taper meant abandoning Delilah's blossoming body. The decision loomed before her, impossible and inevitable all at once.

* * *

The stainless-steel office door clicked shut behind Delilah. Chef Mateo hunched over his cluttered desk, fingertips drumming against a manila folder bearing the prestigious Culinary Institute's gold-embossed letterhead. Sunset streamed through the single window, painting copper streaks across his salt-and-pepper stubble.

"Sit," he commanded, voice gruff as sandpaper. "Got something."

Delilah perched on the metal folding chair, knees pressed together beneath her black uniform skirt. Her chest tightened—had someone complained about her bathroom use again? Had the conservative pundit's followers bombarded the bistro with calls?

Mateo cleared his throat, suddenly fascinated by the pencil cup on his desk. "Remember that split-screen cannoli video? The one with you piping perfect rosettes on one side?"

She nodded, pulse quickening. The video that had cemented Delilah's superiority over Derek in the public eye.

"I sent it to Dean Morales at the Culinary Institute." Mateo's face flushed beneath his perpetual kitchen tan. "He controls a special Women in Pastry scholarship fund. Discretionary. Bypasses some of the formal application hoops."

Delilah's breath caught, suspended between her ribs.

"He's offering you an audition slot. Next Monday." Mateo slid the folder across his desk. "Day after Brenda's wedding."

"An audition? For culinary school?" Delilah's voice cracked, higher than usual.

"Full ride if you nail it." Mateo's eyes finally met hers. "Dean was a line cook I trained at Brasserie Blanc years back. Maybe that helped. Maybe not. Your rosettes spoke for themselves."

Delilah's trembling fingers traced the embossed letterhead. Everything colliding at once—hormones permanently reshaping her body, Brenda's wedding where she'd stand as bridesmaid, and now this impossible dream materialized from Chef's secret advocacy.

Mateo shifted uncomfortably in his chair. "Listen, scholarship has specific eligibility requirements. Women in Pastry program." He scratched his neck, searching for diplomatic phrasing. "Dean needs to know if... if Delilah will still be..." He gestured vaguely at her entire person.

"If I'll still be a woman in the fall?" Delilah supplied, saving him from his floundering.

Chef nodded, relief washing over his weathered features. "Yeah. That."

* * *

The tea light's flame wavered in the air-conditioner's gentle breath, casting tremulous shadows across Delilah's tiny kitchen island. She perched on the metal stool, bare feet tucked against its rungs, her hormone prescription papers spread before her like tarot cards predicting futures both terrifying and true. The apartment felt cavernous in its silence—no cameras whirring, no comment notifications pinging, just the refrigerator's steady hum keeping her company.

Delilah pulled her leather-bound Womanhood Log closer, fingers tracing the coffee-ring stain on its cover. She'd filled dozens of pages with clinical observations, emotional breakthroughs, and daily victories. Tonight's entry should mark the scholarship news—the culmination of months performing herself into existence. Yet when she flipped to a pristine page, her pen hovered, paralyzed. Words scattered like spooked birds, refusing to land.

How could syllables capture the vertigo of standing at this precipice? The scholarship paperwork required a permanent name, a permanent gender marker—a permanent Delilah. The comments section clamored for their witch chef, but those voices suddenly seemed distant, tinny through cheap speakers.

Instead of writing, she reached for the hormone continuation consent form. Her signature flowed across the dotted line without hesitation, tears blurring the ink into watercolor blooms. She snapped a photo, sent it to her doctor with a simple "Yes, please refill," then set down her phone screen-first.

Delilah pressed trembling fingertips against her tender chest buds—physical proof of chemistry rewriting her body's ancient code.

* * *

The waiting room buzzed with fluorescent irritation as Delilah clutched her birth certificate like a talisman. Each minute crawled by with bureaucratic indifference, making her stomach knot tighter beneath her carefully chosen silk blouse. Somewhere behind the counter, her future waited—printed on plastic, legitimized by the state.

"Hammond, Delilah?" The clerk's voice sliced through the room's murmur.

Gail squeezed her arm. "Showtime, babe."

Delilah's knees trembled as she approached the counter. The clerk—a woman with silver-streaked hair and cat-eye glasses—scanned the documents with practiced efficiency.

"Transitioning?" she asked without looking up, her tone neither judgmental nor particularly kind.

"Yes." The single syllable caught in Delilah's throat, emerging strangled but certain.

The clerk nodded, her fingers clicking across the keyboard with percussive precision. "Sign here, here, and initial here." She pointed to X-marked lines with a pen tipped in chewed plastic.

Delilah's hand shook violently as she took the pen. The first signature emerged as a seismic reading—jagged peaks and valleys of anxiety. She closed her eyes, inhaled deeply. The second signature flowed smoother, her wrist remembering years of receipts signed at the bistro. By the third, her hand had stopped trembling entirely, the letters flowing with newfound certainty.

"Congratulations," the clerk said, stamping the final form with mechanical finality. "Your updated license will arrive within fourteen business days."

Gail whooped so loudly that several heads turned. She ushered Delilah outside to the concrete benches overlooking the parking lot. Without a word, Gail poured two generous glasses of pink wine she had smuggled in along into chipped mugs.

"To choosing yourself," Gail said, clinking her mug against Delilah's.

"To choosing myself," Delilah echoed, voice steady despite the tears threatening again.

They sipped in companionable silence. No algorithm had made this choice. No comment section. No viewer poll. Just Delilah, finally recognizing her own reflection.














Chapter twenty-two



Brenda’s Wedding Day








M
 orning
 in
 the
 bridal
 suite feels like backstage at a film set. Brenda's professional makeup artist circles Delilah with soft brushes and lilac shimmer, then swivels the chair toward the mirror. For a beat she forgets to breathe: cheekbones glassy-bright, curls pinned back with baby-pearls. The flower girl, Molly, peers over the counter, eyes wide. "Princess," she whispers. Delilah's throat knots—no cameras, no comments, just a little girl naming what she sees.

The person staring back from the mirror bears no resemblance to the chef who once hunched over ricotta pancakes in a sweat-stained uniform. This creature of light and shadow, with delicate collarbones peeking above lavender silk, seems spun from some alternate universe where she had always been this wondrous creature.

Delilah's fingers trembling slightly, touch the pearl pins securing her now shoulder-length hair. Almost four months of growth, no wig needed today. The small breasts beneath her dress send peculiar shivers through his chest. The hormones have sculpted subtle curves where angles once dominated, softening the map of his body into territory he's still learning to navigate.

"You look stunning," Brenda says, appearing behind her in her cream wedding gown, practical even in bridal splendor.

Delilah feels herself smile—the boundaries between performance and person having dissolved like sugar in hot coffee. No subscribers watching, no algorithm to feed, no comments section to moderate. Just this moment, this suite, this mirror reflecting a truth she hadn't known she was seeking until this event revealed it.

* * *

Golden October sun poured through stained glass, casting prismatic halos across the chapel. Delilah glided down the aisle, each step synchronized to the string quartet's delicate melody. Her lavender chiffon swirled like morning mist around her ankles, the bouquet trembling between her fingers—not from fear of tripping, but from the crackling awareness that Lucas might be watching.

He was. Positioned across the pews in his charcoal tux, his posture shifted subtly as she passed. Their eyes locked in that fractional second where time slowed to syrup-thick stillness. His lips parted, forming a silent "wow" meant for no algorithm, no comment section, no viewership beyond her. The private appreciation painted her cheeks warmer than any ring light ever had.

Delilah took her place among the other bridesmaids, their perfumes swirling into a sweet symphony. Throughout the ceremony, she stole sideways glances at Lucas, catching him doing the same. Each time their eyes met, her heart trembled with emotions connected to something terrifyingly unscripted.

Brenda stood radiant before her groom, reciting vows with the same precise confidence she used to organize shift schedules. "I promise to support your dreams as you've supported mine," she declared, voice steady as steel. Delilah swallowed hard, finding unexpected resonance in those words. Her fingers tightened around the bouquet stems, their coolness anchoring her to this sacred space where pretense fell away.

While Brenda completed her vows, Delilah surrendered to the ceremony's gravity. Not here for subscribers or crafting content, she was simply present—absorbing the sanctity of commitment, the beauty of vulnerability, and the peculiar weightlessness of being seen truly by someone who had known all her iterations.

* * *

The reception lights dimmed to amber pools as Brenda, flushed with champagne and matrimonial bliss, called the bridal party forward. "Everyone, please join us for the first dance reprise!" Her voice carried the same authoritative warmth she used for lineup meetings, but softened with celebration.

Delilah stood frozen at the edge of the parquet floor. The string quartet tuned their instruments, their bows poised like promises. Guests circled the dance space, sipping flutes of prosecco and murmuring appreciatively. Her palms dampened the chiffon of her dress.

Lucas materialized before her, tall and steady in his charcoal tux. The reception lighting caught the silver threads woven through the fabric, making him shimmer with each breath. He extended his white-gloved hand, palm up in silent question.

"May I?" His voice carried no performance—just a simple request that carried worlds beneath its surface.

Delilah swallowed, her throat suddenly desert-dry. She nodded, unable to summon words from her constricted chest. Her fingers settled into his, lighter than pastry dough against parchment.

His palm found the small of her back with delicate certainty. The pressure—firm enough to guide, gentle enough to question—sent prickles of awareness cascading through her nervous system. Time folded around them like beaten egg whites into batter.

One rotation carried them past Brenda's beaming approval. Delilah's senses heightened, cataloging every sensation: Lucas's aftershave mingling with starch from his collar, the subtle squeak of dress shoes against polished wood, the warmth radiating between their bodies where space disappeared.

Two rotations and they synchronized perfectly, no longer requiring conscious thought to move as one. Their bodies remembered the rehearsal but added something unscripted—a mutual surrender to gravity and momentum.

By the third turn, Lucas's thumb drew slow circles at the curve where her spine met hip. The gesture, possibly unconscious, sent spirals of warmth up her vertebrae like caramel climbing a spoon. Each touch felt like a question mark, testing boundaries neither had acknowledged existed.

The wedding guests blurred to watercolor impressions around them—faceless smudges of color and light. The music swelled beneath their movements, but Delilah heard only the percussion of her heartbeat and the soft catch in Lucas's breathing when she leaned fractionally closer.

Lucas's breath brushed her ear. "You look... so real."

The words trembled between them like a struck tuning fork. Delilah's reply caught in her throat—half laugh, half sob. She couldn't untangle what "real" meant coming from him, the one person who'd known Derek before any camera had ever captured Delilah's smile. Did he mean beautiful? Authentic? Female? The possibilities swarmed like bees beneath her ribs.

Panic and longing twisted together in her chest, a braid of contradictory emotions pulling tighter with each heartbeat. Her pulse hammered in her wrists where they rested against his shoulders. The space between them crackled with unspoken currents, dangerous and magnetic.

Lucas sensed the overload flickering across her features. His eyes widened slightly, recognizing the precipice they'd wandered toward. With practiced ease, he pivoted from intensity to levity.

"If I dip you, don't sue for cupcake damage," he cracked, then broke their perfect waltz frame to launch into a series of goofy Charleston kicks. His knees pumped comically, arms flapping like some deranged wedding flamingo.

Laughter detonated around them. Wedding guests clapped in delighted surprise at the sudden shift from elegance to slapstick. The tension floated outward, dissolving into the reception's golden atmosphere—but only externally. Inside Delilah, it coiled tighter, a spring compressing beyond its design specifications.

Across the dance floor, Gail lowered her camcorder. Their eyes locked, and with deliberate clarity, she mouthed three words: Figure it out.


The silent command pierced through Delilah's carefully constructed defenses. Three syllables that demanded she stop dancing around the truth—both literally and figuratively. The truth that whatever was happening between her and Lucas couldn't be edited away or reframed for better engagement metrics.

The reception spun in kaleidoscopic whirls around them, but Delilah couldn't stop replaying Lucas's awkward Charleston escape from their moment of connection. She sipped champagne mechanically, nodding at Brenda's aunt who complimented her dress, while her mind tumbled through contradictory emotions like clothes in a dryer.

The quartet, having finished their contractual set, began what they announced as their final piece—a languid, melancholy arrangement of "La Vie en Rose." The notes unfurled like silk ribbons across the dimming reception hall.

Delilah stood near a cluster of potted ferns, watching guests drift toward coats and gift bags. She hadn't noticed Lucas approaching until his shadow fell across her champagne flute.

No words passed between them. His hand extended, palm up—a question without syllables. She placed her glass on a nearby table and stepped toward him without conscious decision, as though her body recognized its destination before her mind caught up.

This time when Lucas's arm circled her waist, his touch carried certainty rather than hesitation. His palm pressed firmly at the small of her back, drawing her closer than protocol demanded. Delilah's breath caught as she settled against him, her body fitting perfectly into the negative space of his—like fondant settling into the contours of a cake pan.

The solidity of his chest against hers transmitted his heartbeat, quick and steady. Cedar and bergamot from his aftershave mingled with the warm cotton scent she'd known for years—the same smell that had lingered on borrowed hoodies and shared Uber rides. Yet tonight it sparked through her nervous system like cinnamon oil hitting hot sugar.

Delilah tilted her face upward, a question in the movement. Lucas's gaze met hers—no filter, no deflection, no safety net of humor. Just naked adoration swimming in those gray eyes that had witnessed every version of her becoming.

The distance between them collapsed like a soufflé removed too soon from heat. His lips found hers with the quiet certainty of something inevitable finally arriving. Champagne sweetness lingered on his mouth, bubbling through her senses as the reception hall's ambient sounds faded to distant thunder.

For five perfect heartbeats, the world contracted to just this: the pressure of his lips, the whisper of chiffon against wool, the warmth blooming between two bodies that had orbited each other and now were colliding.

Applause erupted around them as their lips parted. Delilah felt weightless, suspended between identities and possibilities. The reception hall's golden light seemed to shimmer around Lucas's face as he leaned close, his breath warm against her ear.

"Been wanting to do that for months," Lucas whispered, his voice rough with emotion.

Delilah's pulse stuttered beneath layers of lavender chiffon. So recent, this transformation—yet so complete it sometimes frightened her. The realization that Lucas had been harboring these feelings while she'd been navigating her own metamorphosis sent butterflies swarming through her stomach.

She leaned into his shoulder as they swayed through the final measures of the waltz. His solid frame supported her, reliable as he'd always been through every camera setup and midnight edit session. Yet beneath the surface contentment, a ripple of doubt fluttered like ribbon caught in crosswind.

When the lights came up, when it was daylight again, would he still see the princess? Or just his old gaming partner? The question crystallized in her mind with sharp-edged clarity of how much he was just captivated by the feminine illusion conjured by the wedding.

The quartet played their final notes. Guests began collecting purses and suit jackets. Reality intruded as Derek glanced at her watch and felt panic spike through the romantic haze.

"The audition," she gasped. "I have to be at the Culinary Institute by eight tomorrow morning."

Lucas's hands remained at her waist, reluctant to break contact. "I could drive you—"

"No," Derek said, touching his cheek. "I need to prep tonight. Focus on technique." What she didn't say: she needed space to process what had just happened between them, to examine it away from the wedding's enchanted atmosphere.

She reached up, pressing another kiss to his lips—this one deliberate, a promise rather than a discovery. His arms tightened around her momentarily, as if he could anchor this moment against time's current.

"To be continued," she whispered against his mouth, then stepped back, gathering her small beaded clutch from a nearby chair.

Delilah rushed from the chapel, chiffon billowing around her legs, heart pounding with equal parts exhilaration and terror. The cool night air hit her flushed cheeks as she descended the stone steps, feeling like Cinderella fleeing before the spell broke—though unsure which version of herself might appear when the clock struck midnight.














Chapter twenty-three



Knife Skills & Curtain Calls








T
 he
 fluorescent
 lights
 of
 the Culinary Institute's test kitchen bounced off stainless steel surfaces with clinical precision. Delilah smoothed her navy pencil skirt, feeling the unfamiliar constriction around her thighs. The silk blouse—borrowed from Gail's "power meeting" collection—whispered against her skin.

Four other finalists clutched their knife rolls like rosaries, knuckles blanching with pre-competition tension. They stood ramrod straight in traditional whites, while Delilah's burgundy lipstick and pearl earrings screamed outsider. The stark contrast sliced through her confidence like a properly honed santoku through scallion.

Three chef-instructors—silver-haired sentinels of culinary tradition—arranged mystery baskets on the judging table. Their expressions remained professionally unreadable, though one woman's gaze lingered a beat too long on Delilah's heels.

"Welcome to the Women in Pastry scholarship finals," announced the center judge, a stern-faced woman with spectacular burn scars decorating her forearms like badges of honor. "Your technical challenge begins in five minutes."

Delilah's pulse skittered and surged. Her body instinctively sought the familiar comfort of performing—shoulders squared, chin tilted to catch better light, lips parted in camera-ready anticipation. But the institutional prohibition against recording devices left her strangely naked. No viewfinder to hide behind, no comment section to validate her technique, no Lucas behind the lens sending silent encouragement.

"Ms. Hammond," the head judge called, "station three, please."

Delilah startled at the formal address—the first time she'd heard her feminine honorific in a professional culinary setting without irony or performance attached. The simple syllable settled into her chest, warm as proofing dough.

She stepped forward, heels clicking confidently against the polished concrete floor. The familiar symphony of kitchen sounds swelled around her—gas burners whooshing to life, the percussive clatter of sheet pans, someone's muttered prayer over rising meringue. For the first time in months, she wasn't performing for an algorithm. She was simply cooking.

Delilah's hands moved with mechanical precision, the chef's knife an extension of her arm rather than a separate tool. The weight felt right, the balance perfect as she sliced through the bright orange carrots with practiced efficiency. Derek had spent years perfecting knife skills, but Delilah somehow made them dance.

Chef Nguyen circled the stations like a hawk, her critical gaze missing nothing. "Cleaner corners, station five!" she barked at someone else.

Delilah kept her focus tight on the cutting board, not daring to look up. The julienne strips fell into precise matchsticks, each one indistinguishable from the next. The onions came next, and she switched techniques seamlessly, rocking the blade in the tiny brunoise dice that had once made Mateo grunt in reluctant approval.

When she finished with two minutes to spare, she arranged her mise en place in perfect rows, wiped down her station, and stood at attention. Chef Nguyen paused at her station, eyebrow raised.

"Clean technique, Hammond," was all she said before moving on. She nearly glanced around to check if Lucas had captured that on camera, and thinking of him made her heart ache - a feeling she quickly pushed aside to maintain her focus.

Round two brought the real challenge. The duck breasts glistened under the fluorescent lights, their skin promising crackling perfection if treated right. Delilah scored the fat with confident cross-hatches, savoring the satisfying resistance against her blade.

As she worked, her mind kept drifting to Lucas in that charcoal tux, the way his eyes had followed her across the reception hall. She shook her head, refocusing on the task at hand. The blood oranges yielded their juice under her hands, their fragrance sharp and bright as she reduced them with shallots and a splash of vinegar into a glossy gastrique.

The duck sizzled skin-side down, fat rendering slowly. Delilah moved with practiced efficiency between her stations, blanching the rainbow chard before shocking it in ice water, then sautéing it with garlic and a whisper of nutmeg. The potato-parsnip purée came together silky and smooth, just the right consistency for piping.

When plating time came, Delilah channeled her inner performer. The duck, sliced to show the perfect medium-rare center, arranged in a fan. The gastrique drizzled with precision. The chard's emerald brightness a perfect counterpoint. And finally, those rosettes of purée, piped at exactly the height Mateo had always insisted upon—not too tall to topple, not too flat to disappoint.

One of the other competitors glanced over and muttered, "Damn," under her breath.

Delilah suppressed a smile, tasting the sauce one last time to check the salt balance. Perfect.

The thirty-minute countdown began with a digital beep that ricocheted through the test kitchen. Delilah's hands hovered over her station, mind racing through possibilities. But something shifted in her posture—shoulders loosening, chin lifting with practiced confidence. Derek watched from somewhere inside as Delilah took control, the transformation so seamless it frightened him.

Her signature dessert would be cannoli, naturally, but with a twist that showcased technique while honoring the duck entrée. She reached for eggs with balletic grace, separating whites from yolks with a single-handed crack that would have earned thousands of likes online.

The whisk became an extension of her wrist, cutting through egg whites with hypnotic precision. She spun the copper bowl while working, creating a rhythm that pulled focus from neighboring stations. The meringue climbed the sides in glossy peaks, kissing the bowl with each rotation like lovers reuniting.

"Don't overthink," she whispered to herself, but Derek wasn't sure which of them needed the reminder.

Instead of traditional tubes, she piped the cannoli dough into delicate cone shapes, their tips tapered to fine points. The hot oil bubbled and hissed as each shell dropped in, browning to perfect amber. She dipped the cooled edges in crushed pistachios that sparkled like emerald dust under the kitchen lights.

For filling, she whipped mascarpone with a whisper of ricotta, folding in candied blood orange zest that connected her dessert to the previous course. The crimson reduction simmered nearby, its scent cutting through butter and sugar with citrus brightness.

Derek felt a pang of pride watching her pipe the filling with surgical precision. This wasn't performance for clicks—this was craft. Yet when she finished assembling the plate, muscle memory betrayed her. She tapped the edge twice, a habit born from countless videos where the gentle percussion signaled viewers to admire the final reveal.

Her cheeks flushed pink when she realized no cameras captured the moment. No comment section would explode with heart emojis. No algorithm would reward her flourish. But once more, she longed for Lucas's presence - and recognized how profound that yearning ran that she couldn't banish it even during this instance.

Across the kitchen, competitors paused their own plating to stare. Even the perpetual clatter of utensils momentarily ceased. Chef Nguyen cleared his throat—the sound carrying both warning and reluctant admiration.

The judges approached Delilah's station in formation, their white coats pristine and intimidating. She stood at attention, hands clasped behind her back to hide their trembling. Chef Nguyen lifted the first cannoli cone, examining its structure with narrowed eyes before taking a deliberate bite.

The sound of shattering pastry echoed in the silent kitchen. Delilah held her breath as the chef's expression remained impassive, though something flickered behind her eyes—surprise, perhaps. The second judge followed suit, methodically dissecting the components before sampling.

"The shell has exceptional structure," Chef Nguyen finally said, breaking the tension. "Crisp exterior with proper lamination throughout."

The male judge nodded in agreement. "Your acid balance with the blood orange is masterful—cutting through richness without overwhelming. Many pastry chefs neglect proper counterpoints."

The third judge, a petite woman with silver-streaked hair, studied Delilah's face before commenting on the dessert. "There's a savory note that shows range beyond typical pastry applications. The pistachio incorporation demonstrates classical training with contemporary sensibility."

A young sous-instructor standing behind the judges actually clapped once—a sharp, appreciative sound—before catching herself with widened eyes. She tucked her hands behind her back, face flushing at the breach of protocol.

Chef Nguyen's mouth twitched, almost smiling. "Thank you, Ms. Hammond. Well executed."

Delilah's heart thundered in her chest as the judges moved to the next station. The formality of "Ms. Hammond" still felt new, yet somehow right—like a properly fitted chef's coat after years of borrowing ill-sized uniforms.

When the final judgment concluded, the contestants filed out into the corridor. A tall woman with intricate braids pulled back into a professional bun gave Delilah a respectful fist-bump. "Killer technique with those shells," she murmured.

Another finalist, a freckled redhead who'd produced an ambitious chocolate sculpture, nodded grudgingly. "Same. That meringue work was insane."

As they gathered their belongings, Delilah lingered behind, carefully packing her tools. Through the partially open door, she overheard two competitors speaking in hushed tones.

"Not even mad—she cooked circles around us," one said with a sigh.

"Yeah, but did you see her hands? Rock-steady through the whole thing. Like she's been performing her whole life."

* * *

The Dean's office smelled of old books and success. Delilah shifted in the leather chair that creaked beneath her weight, suddenly conscious of the way her skirt draped across her knees. The Dean - a silver-haired woman with elegant posture and penetrating eyes - slid a pristine folder across the desk's polished surface.

"Full tuition, women-in-pastry scholarship," she said, tapping the embossed Institute crest. "Course-load is brutal—lab at 6 a.m., externships, no filming in classrooms. Your channel is... sizable."

Delilah's cheeks blazed. She'd known her online presence would come up, but hearing it acknowledged in this hallowed space felt jarring. The Dean's tone carried curiosity rather than judgment, which somehow made it worse.

"Can you balance viral fame with forty-hour practicum? We must notify an alternate if you decline."

The question sliced through her like a perfectly honed chef's knife. Could she? Delilah's mind splintered into competing visions: Lucas's champagne-flavored lips from the wedding toast, Gail's manic excitement over analytics graphs that climbed like sourdough in summer heat, Mateo's gruff nod when she finally mastered those damned rosettes.

She lifted the delicate teacup, inhaling peppermint steam that cleared her senses. The porcelain felt solid against her fingers - more substantial than the phantom weight of her phone, constantly demanding attention.

"I need a few days," she said, surprised by the steadiness in her voice. "But I want this more than subscribers."

Something shifted in the Dean's expression - respect, perhaps, or simple recognition of familiar determination.

"Email me by Wednesday," she replied, standing to signal the meeting's conclusion. "Opportunity favors decisive chefs."

Delilah clutched the folder to her chest as she stepped into the crisp autumn air. Sunlight spilled through golden leaves, casting dappled shadows across the courtyard's cobblestones. Her phone buzzed against her hip - another hundred likes on something she'd posted hours ago - but for once, she didn't reach for it.

The future tasted sweeter than any digital validation: real kitchens, real mentors, real growth. A career plated on fine china instead of served through a screen.














Chapter twenty-four



The Weight of Acceptance








D
 elilah's
 fingers
 trembled
 as
 she typed the message to Lucas. She set her phone down and stared at her reflection in the bathroom mirror. With deliberate strokes, she wiped away every trace of foundation, mascara, and lipstick that had armored her through the scholarship interview. The bare face that stared back carried the subtle changes of hormones—softer skin, less angular jawline—but still held echoes of Derek's features that no amount of estrogen could fully erase.

She peeled off the tailored blouse and pencil skirt that had made her feel so confidently feminine at the Institute. Instead, she pulled on faded jeans and an oversized Mets t-shirt that hung from her shoulders like a surrender flag. No padding. No cinching. Just her body, three months into transition—curvier than before but still occupying that liminal space between masculine and feminine that made strangers squint in confusion.

When Lucas's knock rattled the apartment door, her heart pounded against her ribs like trapped sparrows. She swallowed hard and let him in.

"They accepted me," she said simply, clutching the folder with its embossed seal.

Lucas's face bloomed with genuine delight. "That's incredible! I knew you'd—"

"And the crazy part was all I could think about was telling you," Delilah interrupted, her voice catching on invisible hooks. "Of sharing it with you." She gestured at herself with palms turned outward. "But I realized that last night was a fairy ball where I was a princess, but this—" she waved at her body, "—this is the me I have to share too."

Lucas's gaze softened, tracing the contours of her face with careful attention. "You're just as beautiful now," he said.

"Liar," Delilah replied, a sad smile tugging at her lips.

Lucas's laugh broke through the tension like sunshine after rain. "Okay, true. But also true of every other woman who is the same."

"But they don't have all the same equipment," Delilah said, waving downwards at her genitals. "Are you ready to deal with that, since I may not get surgery there for a while?"

Lucas stepped closer, his eyes never leaving hers. "Um, are you ready to deal with it with me," he countered, "since as I remember I have similar equipment for you to deal with?"

"But—" Lucas said, his voice dropping to that gentle baritone that always made Delilah's stomach flutter, "stop with the surface issues."

He crossed the apartment in three long strides and pulled her into his arms. For a breathless moment, Delilah stiffened—then surrendered, melting against his chest. The steady thrum of his heartbeat beneath her cheek felt like coming home after wandering lost.

"I've known I've wanted you for months," Lucas confessed, his words vibrating through her. "Watching my best friend become this amazing woman in front of me, but you just ignored me." His fingers traced tentative patterns along her spine. "What changed?"

Delilah pulled back just enough to meet his gaze, seeing vulnerability swimming beneath his practiced calm. "Theo, honestly," she admitted. "Since I wasn't thinking of anyone for a while. Maybe it's the drugs or maybe it was me, but it was only when I got sexually interested in Theo that I suddenly had to think about who I'd want in the ideal—" her voice caught, then strengthened, "—and realized that person was around me all the time already."

Lucas's fingers tightened slightly against the small of her back, his pupils dilating as he processed her words. The sunset streaming through the kitchen window gilded his profile, catching on the faint stubble along his jaw that Delilah suddenly wanted to trace with her fingertips.

Derek stood facing Lucas in the center of her apartment, the city's twilight hush enveloping them. She watched his face closely, gauging his reactions, the weight of her confession hanging between them like a tangible thing. Her heart thrummed with a mix of fear and desire, each beat a plea for understanding.

Through the haze of her own turbulent emotions, Delilah saw Lucas's gaze drop to the tangle of her fears—the parts of her that still whispered doubt in the secret recesses of her mind. She gestured to herself, a silent question hanging in the air, laced with vulnerability.

Lucas stepped forward, closing the distance with a determination that stilled her racing thoughts. He reached up, cradling her face in his hands with an intimacy that felt both foreign and achingly familiar. His touch was gentle, yet firm, a steadying force amidst the chaos of her transition.

"I've seen you in every light," Lucas said, his voice a soothing balm over her raw nerves. "And I mean every single light. From the stark fluorescents of the Bistro kitchen to the soft glow of your apartment at midnight. I've watched you evolve, grow, and embrace who you are."

Delilah's breath caught in her throat as Lucas leaned in, his intentions clear. His lips met hers in a kiss that was both a promise and a revelation. It was a kiss that bridged the gap between Derek and Delilah, between the past and the future, between friendship and something infinitely more profound.

"I love you," Lucas murmured against her lips, the words a testament to the love that had blossomed quietly between them. His hands slid from her face, tracing a path down her neck, over her shoulders, until they found the gentle swell of her breasts.

The sensation of his touch through the fabric of her shirt sent a shiver cascading down her spine. Delilah's body responded with a surge of warmth that bloomed in her chest and radiated outward to the very tips of her fingers and toes.

"But are you really ready for this, Lucas?" Delilah asked, her voice barely above a whisper as she broke the kiss. She gestured downward, a silent acknowledgment of the reality they were about to navigate.

Lucas's response was a kiss that left no room for doubt. His fingers danced along the waistband of her jeans, deftly undoing the button and sliding down the zipper with practiced ease. His hands moved with a reverence that belied any hesitation, and Delilah found herself laughing—a sound of pure joy and relief.

"Big clitty," she quipped, the playful nickname easing the tension that had been building within her.

Lucas chuckled softly, the sound mingling with her own laughter in the quiet room. His fingers explored her with a tender curiosity, every touch a declaration of his love and acceptance.

Lucas pulled Delilah closer, their bodies intertwining. She pressed against him, her fingertips tracing patterns across his skin while her lips found his neck. Their breaths mingled in the dim light as she whispered his name between kisses as he probed her body. As he drove into her with a fervor that bordered on reverence, she dissolved into a symphony of pleasure and emotion, her laughter intertwining with sobs, her voice a melody of confessions of love.

She had been living for the validation by millions of online views - but realized all she needed now was this one amazing man viewing her now. Lucas's gaze held her completely, his eyes reflecting her whole self back to her with such tender clarity that algorithms and analytics seemed suddenly hollow, mere shadows compared to this singular connection.

And with that thought, even as her body was wracked with pleasure, currents of sensation crackling through her like summer lightning, she knew she'd be sending her acceptance to the Culinary Institute tomorrow. The decision settled into her bones with the same sweet certainty as Lucas's hands on her skin - this path was hers to claim, not for clicks or comments, but for the passionate purpose that had simmered within her since childhood, now boiling over with undeniable heat and promise.














Chapter twenty-five



Epilogue: Real kitchen, real life, real love. Screens can wait.








D
 elilah
 steps
 through
 the
 Culinary Institute’s glass doors just as the afternoon light turns copper. Her first full day is pressed into the flour on her jacket sleeves, the faint burn on her forearm where hot sugar snapped, the ache in her cheeks from smiling too long at proofing dough. Outside, beside the courtyard fountain, Lucas is easy to spot—knife‑roll slung over one shoulder, denim jacket, the kind of steady presence a person can lean their whole life against.

When he sees her, his face opens like sunrise. Delilah has lived for view counts, for cascading hearts in a live chat, but nothing on a screen ever lands the way Lucas’s smile does. She falls into his arms; the city hushes for a breath. He doesn’t ask for content. He asks, simply, “How was it?”

She tries to compress ten hours—sheets of dough rising like small miracles, laughing when her meringue peaked too soon, an instructor tapping her shoulder and saying, “You have service hands”—into a few words, but they spill out anyway, graceless and joy‑drunk. Lucas listens, not angling to top her story, only anchoring it. The algorithm used to measure her worth every ninety seconds; Lucas’s silence tells her she’s allowed to exist between updates.

They ride the 7‑train together, packed in with commuters and trumpet buskers. Every jolt of the carriage reminds Delilah that her body is truly hers now—curves settling, surgery scars fading to pink threads, a weight arrangement that finally makes sense in gravity. She rests her head on Lucas’s shoulder.

She had dumped the last of the big paydays from her channel into those surgeries and knows they are going to be few and far between going forward. The algorithm hates part-timers but she doesn't care at this point. A notification lights her phone: an old sponsor, subject line—“Fall Spice Collab?”
 Three months ago the dopamine spike would have owned her, but now she doesn't have time for it. She swipes it away, tucking the phone face‑down in her pocket. The only metrics she wants to track are the rise and fall of Lucas’s breathing and the distance shrinking between here and home.

At Le Petit Bistro the dinner rush is already simmering. Mateo’s voice booms orders; garlic and butter hang in the air. He spots Delilah, wipes his hands, and—surprising them both—pulls her into the quickest, clumsiest hug. “First day, eh? Don’t get cocky. Bring those fancy tricks back Sunday and teach my rookies.” The words are gruff but the pride underneath is unmistakable.

Brenda appears from the office, one hand curved over her pregnant belly. She presses a Tupperware of ginger cookies into Delilah’s hands—“For nerves, sweetheart.” Gail pops out from behind the bar, brandishing an inventory sheet like a battle flag; chaos is clearly under control as she prepares to take over when Brenda goes on maternity leave. In that noisy, flour‑smudged space, Delilah feels the algorithm’s clock dissolve. Here, she isn’t a viral moment. She’s family.

Lucas ties on his apron. Before he disappears into the clatter and steam, he turns back. Their kiss is soft, unhurried, tasted of sugar and the possibilities of a shared future. Delilah watches him go, presses the cookies to her chest, and inhales the mingled scent of ginger and roasted garlic. Likes and sponsors may ebb, lessons will get harder, rent will still hover—but the metrics that matter are right here: warm dough under her palms tomorrow morning, a seat reserved at the staff table, and Lucas waiting at the end of another long day.

Her phone buzzes again. She powers it off this time. The city is alive outside—subway rumble, cooking oil hiss, muffled laughter through the kitchen door. Delilah steps onto the sidewalk, tucks the knife‑roll under her arm, and walks toward the subway home, feeling entirely, abundantly fed.
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