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Chapter One

Pick up any travel guide or click on any internet article about Las Vegas and they’ll tell you all the same things: Come for the fabulous shows, gaudy casinos, and a level of opulence unmatched almost anywhere in the United States – nay, the world!

The guides aren’t lying. Vegas really is that and more. Sure, it’s got its scuzzy and grimy parts, but it’s so much more than the strip and downtown. Las Vegas is a rapidly growing metropolis, home to millions of residents and thousands of different industries. It’s not all magicians and strippers!

I’m a perfect example of that. Err, not the stripper part, but one of the thousand other jobs. An engineer, in fact. My career, my life, my entire world since graduating college three years ago has been geeking out over how to solve – drum roll, please! – commercial and residential hydration issues in the greater Rhode Island area.

Yep… It’s exactly as lame as it sounds. And while I genuinely do love the work, a few months ago I had a small epiphany (brought on by a minor panic attack) that I was letting this job consume my entire life. I made no time for hobbies, exercise, or self-care. I gradually grew distant from my non-work friends to the point that seeing them was no longer part of my weekly routine. Hell, even my monthly routine. Sure, the money was good, but I felt trapped. Slowly suffocating under the weight of my own isolation.

I needed a shake-up. Badly.

And so I took to the internet job boards, applying to any and all water engineer jobs. The only requirement? It was anywhere but here.

It wasn’t long till I heard back from a mid-size company out of Las Vegas looking to add to their staff. A couple interviews later, and I had an offer in hand. The people seemed nice enough, the pay was killer and best of all, it was in a city and state I’d never been to and knew almost nothing about. The perfect place to reset and regrow.

*KNOCK KNOCK KNOCK*

The knocks reverberated throughout my home, which I suppose makes sense being completely devoid of any furniture or wall decorations. I rose from my ‘chair’ which, for now, was one of my several unpacked suitcases of clothing, and answered the door.

A jubilant, preppy woman stood waiting with a big smile on her face and a manila folder in hand. Her dark, curly hair was the only thing about her that didn’t scream ‘bright!’. The stereotypical real estate agent.

She smiled wide, showing all her teeth. “Bailey, I presume?”

I nodded, needing a moment to adjust to her energy level – not to mention the wall of heat smacking me in the face as it rushed into my air-conditioned home.

“I’m Marie, we’ve been speaking on the phone. Welcome home!” she continued, slipping beside me and letting herself in. “Cleaned and move-in ready as promised.”

“I appreciate that,” I mumbled, admiring my pad. “The place looks great.”

Her eyes scoured the room. “It’ll look even better when the movers get here! This afternoon, right?”

“Tomorrow,” I corrected. “They’re running late.”

Marie grimaced. “Oof! Well, hope you got something to sleep on in those bags.”

“Blankets will do for a night, thanks.”

An awkward pause followed. Not that I blame her. I’m not exactly the best conversationalist.

“Anyway… I’ve got the last few things for you to sign. Standard rental agreement stuff. Your checks have cleared, so the moment I step out of here, the place is yours!”

Always the diligent one, I took my time reading over the language of the several contracts she placed in front of me, scanning for red flags and ‘Gotcha’ clauses.

“Plans for today?” she added, filling the silence.

“Coffee, actually. Just off the strip,” I answered. “It’s with someone I haven’t seen in a long time.”

Marie’s eyes beamed. “I love a good friend catch-up! There’s so much to explore in the city, too. I hope she’s a good guide to you.”

‘No kidding’ was what I wanted to say, but I got the sense that waiting for me to sign formality paperwork was the last thing Marie wanted to be doing. The lease was locked after all. No longer an incentive to be nice.

“Perfect!” she said, snatching the paper the second I completed my pen stroke. “Keys are on the table, all other unit information and important phone numbers are in your lease agreement.”

Clearly, Marie was antsy to get on with her day, so I wasted no time walking her to the door and saying goodbye. Not that I was envious of her realtor lifestyle. It’s a brutal, constant grind from everything I hear. Though, admittedly, I did envy her gumption and drive to always be meeting. It’s a character trait I’ve unfortunately never possessed.

And Lord knows it’s one I could use out here.

◆◆◆

I’m not usually one to get emotional about new experiences, but my first drive down the Las Vegas strip is one I know I’ll remember for a long, long time.

‘Welcome to Fabulous Las Vegas, Nevada’ the sign in front of me read. We’re all familiar, right? The iconic white, red, and blue sign – second only to the Los Angeles Hollywood sign in fame – shimmers in the sun, welcoming you to the strip and attracting tourists for a photo op. I could only imagine how hot that thing must be, made of metal and baking in the sun all day.

My eyes drifted to the thermometer in my car. 103 degrees. Yikes! And it’s only 11 A.M.

That’s one of the things those travel guides don’t tell you about Vegas. Yes, everyone knows it’s in the desert, but until you get here, the unbearable heat doesn’t really set in.

But all of that was quickly forgotten when the real stars of the show came into view: The Hotels. Dozens of massive resorts towered above me as the traffic crept down Las Vegas Boulevard, each with its own impressive, jaw-dropping style.

There’s the iconic pyramid-like Luxor hotel and the enormous green monster that is the MGM Grand. And who could forget the legendary Bellagio fountain that’s featured in like a million movies? Or the Roman throwback Ceasar’s Palace that indeed looks like an actual palace.

The magic of Vegas was already setting in. Damn, is this place cool. And I was about to meet with a local who gets to live this life every single day. Well, maybe meet isn’t exactly correct. Reconnect, rather.

While the majority of my drive was traversing the strip, just as I reached the most northern part, my direction app had me turn off to the right. The place we were meeting wasn’t amongst the madness – perhaps best for a coffee meeting and catch-up.

Miraculously I found parking about a quarter-mile from the café and decided to walk the rest. But of course, I was slammed with another wall of pure, scorching heat the moment I cracked my car door. Jesus, this place is hot.

The pressure of reconnecting with someone you haven’t talked to in 15 years is anxiety-inducing enough. And, like most anxious people, I quickly become a sweaty mess. Which is only exacerbated by the temperature. Gratefully, I had a black t-shirt and athletic shorts on – clothing that, at the very least, lends itself to not showing sweat. But that was hardly my biggest concern.

You see, ever since graduating college, I’ve relaxed on some of my… well… grooming standards. Not from a cleanliness perspective, I promise! But when you go three years without a haircut, let’s just say you end up looking like a rocker from the 70s. Long, slightly wavy, light-brown hair hanging just past my shoulders.

Strangely, it became my signature look around the old office. I don’t hate the look, but starting anew in Vegas, cutting my hair, and returning to a crisp, clean buzz cut has been high on my list. A fresh look for a fresh start. In fact, I’m hoping to get that done this week!

But for now, the long mane is but an expired relic here to boost my body temp. To conceal the look and cool off my neck, I neatly bundled up my hair and buried it beneath a baseball cap.

The café of choice was a place called ‘Groucho’s’. Possibly named for Marx. Or maybe not, considering its metallic, grunge aesthetic that could appeal to grouchy people. But then again, maybe it’s just Vegas being Vegas.

Looking around the half-filled café, I didn’t immediately recognize her. I mean, the last time I saw her she was in high school. She could have completely changed by now. I’m mean, Lord knows I’ve done some growing.

I snagged my latté from the barista and found an open table as my eyes nervously scanned the restaurant. Was she here? Did I miss her? Was she missing me?

It was only a minute sipping my latté in silence before a girl walked in. Well, a woman. A beautiful woman in fact. Fifteen years older, but no doubt the Caroline Schwartz I remember from back on Marist Road.

One deep, steadying breath before I bravely waved, inviting her to my table.

“No. Freaking. Way!” Caroline’s jaw dropped. “Little Bailey Boone!”

Caroline practically skipped over to the table, and while I reached for the probably-too-formal handshake, she immediately lunged in for a hug, squeezing me tight.

“Look at you! All grown up!!”

“Heh, sure am,” I politely tried to wriggle out before she noticed how sweaty I was. “I mean, hey, you too.”

Caroline rolled her eyes. The piercing, beautiful blue ones I remember so vividly. “I was 15. You were 10. I only get to say that to you. Don’t former babysitters deserve respect?”

I let out a long, deep sigh. I wondered how long it would take to mention the elephant in the room.

Okay, yes. Caroline used to be my babysitter. Maybe a dozen or so times. Nothing crazy, but enough to establish a report between us. Thankfully they were all good experiences. Otherwise, I’d be avoiding her like the plague.

Do I wish I knew a single soul in Las Vegas other than a girl who got paid by my parents to watch me? Absolutely. But as part of my desire to rebuild and rebrand, I’d be the one to initiate (getting Caroline’s cell number from my mother of all people). After all, what’s the harm in meeting someone once? It’s a HUGE town. If it goes horribly, I never have to see her again.

She earnestly wanted to learn all about what I’ve been up to the last few years, my life after leaving Chicago, and my decision to move to Vegas.

“That’s some bold shit,” she noted, which I think was a compliment. I’m still trying to get a read on her.

Caroline had simultaneously changed a ton and not at all in the last fifteen years. Look-wise, she was practically the same. She was always very pretty with her long, ginger hair, blue eyes, and angular face. She’s also quite tall. Obviously, she was taller than me when I was ten, but even today she still had several inches on me. Though so does everyone else, considering I’m 5’6” on a good day.

Caroline sipped her latté and peered around the café. “So is today your last day of freedom? Are they making you start tomorrow?”

I shook my head. “The opposite, actually. I don’t start for over a month. I’m taking this time to acquaint myself with the city, develop some hobbies… You know, get settled.”

She leaned in, ever-intrigued by the life of an engineer. “Really! Lucky, lucky you!”

At that point, I’d realized, over 20 minutes in, that I’d barely even asked about her life.

I smacked my own head.“But wait, tell me about you! I think all my mom mentioned was you work in music.”

Caroline tilted her head. “Ehh… Kinda. Music-adjacent. I work for a musician.”

“Hey, even better! Probably more stable employment.”

This is a presumption, however, knowing next to nothing about the music industry – or really anything creative for that matter.

She chuckled softly, though I sensed some pain. “You’d think… The artist I work for is… kind of a bitch.”

That certainly got my attention. “Oh yeah?”

“Yeah,” she nodded. “She’s been fucking stressing me out. Any chance you’ve heard of Molly Pop?”

Immediately that name rang a bell. “Molly Pop… Didn’t she have a couple hits like, what, ten years ago? I haven’t thought about her in a minute.”

Caroline confidently leaned back in her seat like she was enjoying the fact I wasn’t fawning over her boss. “Yeah, kind of a flash in the pan. But hey, she’s relevant enough for a residency at The Goulet.”

I blinked a few times.

“The Goulet,” she clarified, pointing out the door. “It’s an ugly, yellow hotel a few blocks that way. I don’t blame you for not knowing it. Not exactly prime real estate.”

Already I was finding her snark amusing. Memories rushed back of how entertaining Caroline was as a babysitter. Then, without waiting for permission, she reached across the table and swiped her finger along my cheek.

“You’re sweating,” she said with a little smirk. “Still getting used to that Vegas heat?”

I blushed, of course, hoping she wouldn’t notice. “Is it always this brutal?”

“Pretty much. Especially in the summer. One thing I always find helpful is letting your head breathe.”

Again, she reached across the table, but instead of swiping a bead of sweat, she grabbed the bill of my baseball hat and in one motion, yanked it from my head.

And then she went silent.

“O–oh…” she squeaked, staring at me. “Wow.”

For a moment I was confused, thinking there was a bug on my face or something. But no. She was reacting to what was beneath the hat: fourteen inches of thick, light-brown locks cascading onto my shoulders.

“Bailey…” she muttered. “My God. When did this happen?”

Suddenly, the sweat wasn’t so embarrassing. Sometimes people will give me strange looks for my long hair, but nothing like this. Caroline was mesmerized. Entranced, even. And her reaction only made me blush more.

“It’s… I’ve been lazy. Haven’t cut it in forever. I’m actually planning on shaving it all off this wee–”

“DON’T!” she shouted. Loud enough that a couple people in the restaurant turned their heads. She returned to a normal volume. “Don’t. You shouldn’t. It’s… Lovely.”

Lovely. My hair’s been called many things, but I’ve never heard ‘lovely’.

“Thanks… But it’s kinda part of the life reset. You know: ‘New Hair, New Me’?”

Caroline shook her head like a disappointed parent. A look I’m sure I got from her once or twice in our youth. “Well, that’d be a huge mistake.”

“Oh yeah? Why is that?”

For the first time in a minute, her gaze left my head and went to her phone, checking the time. “What’re you doing right now?”

I shrugged. “Nothing. I mean, the movers are coming later, but–”

“Perfect. Come back to The Goulet with me. I could use your help on something.”

This girl was making zero sense. “Wait, help with what?”

Caroline took her hand and lightly smacked her own forehead. “Oh! I’m dumb. I realize I didn’t tell you what I do for Molly Pop.” She sat up in her seat proudly. “I’m her personal hair stylist, and I’m working on some fun new looks for her.”

Hearing the words ‘hair stylist’ made my mouth go dry. Probably because, deep down, I think I knew where this was going.

Caroline smiled sweetly, flashing those baby-blue, puppy dog eyes. “Is there any chance I could borrow your head for the next hour?”


Chapter Two

“Borrow… my head?” I replied cautiously. “What does that even mean?”

Suddenly this light-hearted, fun catch-up between two, long-lost neighbors was turning into something completely different. Something that, unsurprisingly, made me sweat even more.

Caroline must’ve sensed this because she immediately went into explanation mode. “Oh no no no, it’s nothing bad, I promise! So you’ve heard her music, but do you know her style?”

“Sort of?” I struggled to put an exact description into words.

“Think Katy-Perry-meets-Madonna,” she explained. “Big, bright colors, extravagant outfits, and in my case, fun, over-the-top hairstyles and wigs.”

“Wigs,” I repeated. “You want me to wear wigs.”

Caroline sighed and sunk into her seat a bit. “Ever since Molly fired her manager a month ago, she’s been acting like a complete diva, literally micromanaging each detail from the choreography, the band, styling, even some audience stuff. It’s been a nightmare.”

“I’m sorry,” I said earnestly. Workplace drama can really suck the life out of a person.

“She’s constantly asking for new wig designs and styles. I’m barely keeping up. Partly because I despise working off a dummy head.”

Caroline saw my blank stare and could tell I needed my hand held through this.

“A dummy head is like a styrofoam mannequin head. They’re supposed to be good for wig making and styling, but I can’t stand them.”

While I sympathized with her struggle, I still didn’t understand why she needed me. What is it about me – a GUY, I should note – screams ‘wig model’? I wasn’t sure whether to feel flattered or insulted.

Caroline again reached across the table, though this time tenderly grabbing my hand. “Bailey, I could really use your help if you’re free. The amount I can get done with a real model in a couple hours dwarfs what I’d do on a dummy. Seriously, all you gotta do is sit there. Plus, there’s free drinks in our fridge!”

Not even an hour spent with Caroline and already I felt a strong connection. Maybe it’s her outgoing persona or just the fact she reminds me of home, but something inside me was telling me not to say no. Caroline is here for me, so I should be here for her.

“Just a few wigs?” I clarified, then tugged on my hair. “You won’t need to touch this?”

She shook her head. “It’ll be under a wig cap. In fact, you’ve got about as much natural hair as Molly, so it can only help.”

Hmm… I came to Vegas to reset and regrow, didn’t I? Well, what’s the harm in starting that regrowth with a favor?

“Alright,” I told her confidently. “I’m in.”

◆◆◆

The Goulet in Las Vegas is far from the most desirable or well-known hotel in town and, unfortunately, it's apparent from the moment you walk in the door.

Not that it’s disgusting or a deathtrap or anything, but take the lobby for example. It’s extremely outdated compared to those at the major hotels – at least from what Caroline says – and looks like the interior hasn’t been changed since the Beatles were still together.

Wood-paneled walls, ugly yellow carpet stretching as far as the eye can see, and cheap, plastic plants placed in random spots gave the whole place a stuffy feel. Maybe to some the retro feel is appealing, but I find it hard to believe anyone under the age of 70 would appreciate the aesthetic.

“Only the best for Molly Pop,” Caroline remarked sarcastically, rolling her eyes as she led me across the lobby, and through a series of low-ceiling hallways, following signs for the Goulet Theater.

“Theater’s on the left,” she began, then she gestured to a set of double doors leading to a cramped stairwell. “But my ‘cave’ is down here.”

The cave she was referring to turned out to be a dressing room. The space itself was just as small and stuffy as the rest of the Goulet, but that’s about all it had in common with the rest of the hotel. Because much to my delight, the dressing room was EXPLODING with color.

Weird, wacky outfits filled the clothing racks that lined the room, each sporting its own unique design and combination of colors. Most garments were what you’d expect: Shirts, pants, and dresses. But many of them I had no clue what to call them. A furry green monster onesie? A spherical dress made only of bubble wrap? Boots that were so high they turned into pants? Overwhelming, to say the least.

And then, of course, there were the wigs: smaller in size than the outfits, but with just as much personality. Some of the wigs were ‘normal’ hair colors with modest adjustments, but others were just plain weird. The one that stuck out to me the most was a neon orange Mozart wig with rubber duckies stuck into it. Like… what?

All of this was just another day at the office for Caroline, who casually tossed her purse onto the counter and ushered me to the styling chair.

“This is… extremely impressive,” I noted, still consumed by the colorful supernova surrounding me.

“Glad you think so,” Caroline bemoaned. “Molly’s nixed like half these designs. I either gotta take ‘em apart or toss ‘em. What a waste.” She kicked open the mini-fridge. “Want a soda?”

“I’m good.” The matte black mini fridge was about the only normal-looking thing in this room. “Should we start?”

Caroline nodded, cracked her knuckles, and jumped into work mode. But first, she gave me a proper explanation about what exactly she’d be using my head for.

The first thing I did was remove my baseball cap, shaking out my hair and letting it hang so Caroline could section it and bobby-pin it together in a neat formation around my head. Then, with it all in one piece, she fetched a tan, nylon wig cap and stretched it over my scalp, creating a smooth, workable surface.

I glanced over at the neon Mozart wig, wondering if it was in my future. Caroline must’ve been tracking my gaze.

“No, not that one,” she smirked. “But it’s just as fun.”

Then, from atop a styrofoam dummy head high up on one of the shelves, Caroline unveiled a long, messy, cherry-red wig.

“Meet Cherry Bomb!” she announced. “She’s my latest invention, and she’s coming along nicely.”

I chuckled quietly. “She?”

Caroline furrowed her brow. “Duh. All wigs are girls. Don’t you know that?”

With a quick little wink, she removed Cherry Bomb from the dummy and, after messing with a few straps on the inner, mesh part of the wig, placed the mess of red curls atop my own head.

I’m not sure why, but I closed my eyes and held my breath as she did so, as if my head was being shoved under water. When I ‘resurfaced’, I found my familiar face and body looking back at me in the mirror… but with a twist. The chaotic, deep-red wig was now a part of my head, seamlessly attached and aligned to my natural hairline. And damn did this hair look and feel real! If it weren’t for the unkemptness and strange coloring, you’d have no idea this wasn’t my natural hair. The quality was that good.

“Ahh!! Prettyyy!!” Caroline squealed, clearly enjoying this more than I was. “What do you think?”

“It sure is… something,” I muttered, still unsure how to feel.

“Well, it fits you like a dream. Thank God you and Molly have the same proportions. Gonna make styling her a ton easier.” Caroline clasped her hands firmly and took one last look at her canvas. “Well, might as well begin. Just keep your head still…”

With that, Caroline was off to the races tweaking, styling, and decorating Cherry Bomb into its – err, her – final form. And yes, I do mean decorating. While some of the work she’d done on the wig involved clips, brushes, driers, sprays, cream products, and tools with strange names I’ll never remember, the majority of Caroline’s time was spent adding decorative touches to the hair. In this case, little red, plastic cherries with stems, and light-pink cherry blossoms.

“I see why you call her Cherry Bomb.”

Caroline smirked. “Well, well, well… Look at you gendering her correctly. Like a natural wig model!”

“Heh, thanks…” I blushed, my skin turning a shade closer to the color of my hair. 

Our strange activity aside, I enjoyed spending the extra time with Caroline beyond our coffee. I found her to be the same sweet, thoughtful person I remembered from childhood. She was an engaging conversationalist and an open book when it came to her own life. In fact, our styling session was what I imagined an experience in a real salon might be like – chatting and trading stories with the stylist as she gradually transforms your hair into a work of art.

“Now, the last little bit…” Caroline narrated as she reached into the cabinet in front of me. From the bottom shelf, she pulled out a tiny baggie of white and gold glitter. “For an extra, shiny touch!”

Caroline dumped the glitter into her hand and, like a fairy godmother, softly blew the glitter into my hair where it neatly sprinkled and spread amongst the locks.

“Perfect,” she said softly after taking a step back. “Bailey, what say you?”

The last thing I wanted to do was admit that an overly girly, flowery, glittery wig looked ‘perfect’ on me… but facts are facts. Caroline’s work was stunning. So what If I, a guy, just happened to be the one showcasing it.

“You’re a master,” I said to her. “Seriously.”

“She’s pretty for sure,” Caroline let out a big sigh and slouched her shoulders. “Just hoping she doesn’t meet the same fate as so many other not-good-enoughs. Molly’s just so fucking–”

The faint sound of footsteps cut Caroline’s sentence short.

“Shit,” she muttered under her breath. “She’s early. She’s fucking early?”

“Who? Moll–”

Caroline forcefully shushed me. “Just… Please, play it cool.”

The fun, relaxed energy in the room quickly turned tense. Were we not supposed to be here? If so, Caroline never made it seem that way. Feelings of fear and dread kicked in, as did the natural instinct to leap out of my chair and book it, but doing so could ruin all of Caroline’s hard work. God, why did I ever agree to this…

The footsteps were fast approaching until, soon enough, the door swung open, and in walked not one but two people: an unfamiliar man and a very familiar popstar. Molly Pop.

“Caroline,” Molly said curtly, a little surprised to see her here though not as much as seeing someone occupying her chair. “What are you doing?”

Well, now it’s clear as day we’re not supposed to be here, thanks to the look on Molly’s face. A face that, I should note, was not at all what I remembered from her album covers, talk show appearances, or music videos. She was dressed simply, her mid-length brunette hair hung unstyled, and sported minimal makeup. If her black sweats and tank top were designer, I couldn’t tell. Molly Pop looked just like a normal woman.

Caroline, audibly nervous, cleared her throat. “Just thought I’d get ahead, Molly.”

Molly’s gaze shot to me. “And who’s this?”

“Uh, my friend who’s helping model. Bailey, meet Molly.”

Molly had no interest in making my acquaintance, instead, stepping right up to the styling chair to examine the wig. I could tell Caroline was happy Molly was walking in on the finished product and not something incomplete.

“Hmm…” she muttered, first fingering one of the cherries and examining a curl that rested on my shoulder. “This one actually looks good.”

A sigh of relief from both Caroline and me. “Really? You think so?”

Molly nodded, though looked reluctant to do so. Even the pickiest people recognize good art when they see it.

“Nicely done. We can use it for tomorrow’s show. But I still need the blue one re-done, two more green ones, and a whole new concept on a black wig for Showstopper.”

Caroline nodded obediently, already having pulled out a pen and paper to take notes.

“…and a black one for showstopper, got it.”

Molly walked back over to the man – a tall, mixed-race gentleman who promptly put his hand on the small of her back. He too was dressed fairly normally – a black t-shirt, light-gray shorts, and a trendy, fade hairstyle. Though he was rocking a gold chain necklace that, had I googled the price, would find it’s worth more than my house.

“Excited to see that on you, babe.”

She giggled girlishly, completely out of character from what I just witnessed.

“The crowd’s gonna love it, baby.” She leaned in for a kiss – a more spirited kiss than felt appropriate being in front of people. Not that Molly seemed to care what either Caroline or I thought. Nevertheless, we smartly averted our gazes till they finished.

Molly looked back our way, addressing me this time. “You know, your friend’s got talent when she’s not actively fucking up. So good on you for being her model girl.”

“Oh, actually I’m, uh…” I began, suddenly regretting the choice to speak up. But I was already in too deep. “…I’m a guy... Just so you know.”

Both Molly and her boyfriend did double takes. Then, after a stare-down that felt like an hour (but was probably only a few seconds) a sly grin appeared on her face. “Son of a bitch… You are a fucking guy!”

Then Molly started cackling. However, she was the only one as her boyfriend was still stuck studying my face.

“Fuck, man, you could’ve fooled me!” She kept laughing.

The whole thing felt just a tad mean-spirited, but Caroline and I kept quiet this time, hoping she’d quickly move on with her day. Thankfully, after a few more seconds yucking it up, she grabbed her boyfriend’s hand.

“Never know what you’re gonna see in Vegas, yeah Zach?”

Zach, the boyfriend, shrugged, reluctant to join in his girlfriend’s laughing fit.

“I mean, people can do what they want,” he said quietly, holding eye contact with me.

Molly paused, actually considering his words for a moment. “Okay, true. Fair enough.” She turned back around to me. “Zach and I are full supporters of the LGBT community by the way. If you wanna be a wig boy, be a wig boy.”

“Oh, I’m not–” I began to speak but realized any more engagement would just prolong this hellishly awkward encounter. “Thanks,” is what I settled on. Her words felt forced and fake anyway.

“Well,” Molly said, addressing Caroline again. “Don’t let me ruin your flow. Do your thing!”

Caroline nodded and forced a smile as Molly and Zach walked out the door.

She held up her hand, silencing me until we could hear their footsteps disappear completely down the hall. Once she was definitely gone, Caroline let out a huge sigh of relief.

“Fuuuuuuck that could’ve gone WAY worse…” Caroline said, releasing all the air in her lungs and collapsing into a nearby chair. “Thanks for playing it cool, Bailey. You’re a lifesaver.”

I still wasn’t entirely sure what just happened. Molly’s scathing introduction and rude-ish reaction to learning I was a guy felt icky to say the least. But the high praise she had for Cherry Bomb and her (mostly) positive praise for Caroline’s artistic talent felt worth it.

“Just happy to help,” I replied in earnest. “And… Molly is–”

“Fucking crazy? Yeah, I know… But that’s the price you pay for a dream job like this. And once you get one, you never let go.”

For a moment, I sensed real pain in her voice. Clearly, this was a taxing job, even if Caroline seemed willing to power through it.

“I find with Molly it’s just best to avoid her. Don’t engage, no extra conversation… Just, you know, don’t rock the boat.

I nodded along. “Hard to argue with that.”

We took another moment for our heart rates to reset, and Caroline laid her eyes on Cherry Bomb for one last look. “Boss Lady gave it the go-ahead, so I guess we’re done.” She gave my shoulder a soft squeeze. “Seriously, Bailey, thank you. You saved me hours of work. I officially release you!”

“You sure you’re good? It sounded like she put even more on your plate.”

“Unfortunately,” she sighed. “But I don’t wanna hold you hostage too long.” Then, with a twinkle in her eye, she looked at me through the mirror. “Maybe down the road, though?”

I smiled back at her. “Sure.”

Ensuring there’d be no damage to the wig, Caroline moved at a snail’s pace removing Cherry Bomb from my head and back onto the mannequin. Safe and sound and ready for its stage debut.

She then peeled off the wig cap, revealing my matted, bobby-pinned mess of hair. Not exactly my most flattering moment. Even a little jarring. I’d gotten so used to the beautiful, flowery cherry red, I’d forgotten about my own mousy, brunette mop.

“I’ll take these out for you,” Caroline said, picking away at the bobby pins one by one. Turns out, when you have as much hair as me, you need a lot of help keeping it tight and compact. She must’ve collected at least twenty. Most guys might only need two or three. But then again, most guys wouldn’t even be in this situation.

With my hair free of pins, I messed around with it and flopped it back onto my shoulders. My hair was admittedly lifeless and limp, particularly compared to Cherry Bomb.

“Mind showing me out?” I asked, beginning to rise from my seat. “Not sure I remember exactly how–”

But before I could leave the styling chair, Caroline firmly placed her hand on my shoulder, keeping me in place.

“Something wrong?” I asked, a little concerned. She wasn’t looking at me directly but at my reflection in the mirror. Not angrily or judgmentally – more like how I’d imagine a scientist looks at a complicated equation: something vexing that must be solved.

“I think I owe you a freshen-up,” Caroline said matter-of-factly. “You’ve been too helpful to get nothing in return.”

A freshen-up? Like, with my hair? That was hardly necessary.

“Oh, don’t worry about it. I was happy to help. Plus I was gonna cut it this week, remember?”

But Caroline was having none of it as she dug around in one of the cupboards. Without looking at me, she asked. “What brush do you use for your hair?”

“What brush?” I honestly had to think about it for a moment. I don’t exactly have a ‘hair routine’. “I don’t really brush it. Just, like, an occasional comb.”

“A comb? Oh, no no no!” Her voice was full of disgust. “You don’t even brush? Bailey, puh-leez!”

Caroline kept digging through drawers, gathering all sorts of items, some of which were the same ones she’d used on Cherry Bomb. She then approached from behind, gathering a portion of my limp hair into her hand, and slowly ran a big, thick brush through it.

“Before you go, I’m showing that wonderful, long hair of yours what it’s been missing.”


Chapter Three

Caroline clearly wasn’t waiting for permission. Not this time. Though to her credit, I wasn’t exactly resisting either. After all, I willingly agreed to be her hair model for the day and though this wasn’t exactly what I had in mind, I was having a nice enough time to keep going with the flow. Plus, I sensed Caroline wanted to repay me for sticking around, and this was her way of saying thank you.

And so I let her do as she pleased.

The first thing Caroline did after freeing my hair of its bobby pins was give it a thorough, much-needed brushing. And I do mean much-needed, as she was happy to keep reminding me.

Caroline stepped back as the brush hung in my hair, stuck in some kind of knot. “See? This is why you brush regularly!”

Her plan was to work through the entirety of my hair using a combination of three brushes. The first was what she called a ‘detangle brush’, best for removing knots and working through any snags that may have built up over time by ‘failing to properly care for my hair’ – her words, not mine. Once it was back to a suitable evenness, she gave it a second go-around with a cylindrical ‘round brush’. This one, she explained, is the go-to for my medium-thick hair. It smooths out the hair as a whole and helps distribute the natural oils. She also implemented some unique pulling, twisting, and rolling techniques I’d have never thought to use.

I found it amazing that with only a couple brushes in the hands of a hair wizard, my hair already looked significantly better. Not overwhelmingly different, but improved.

Still, Caroline had a third brush in her arsenal, but before using it, she fetched a small bottle from one of the cabinets and squirted something into her hands.

“Uhh… What’s that?”

“Hair oil,” she said. “Keeps your hair healthy and helps it shine.”

Without further discussion, she rubbed the oil on her fingers and began distributing throughout my hair, starting at the scalp and working it down to the ends.

The hair oil gave off a sweet vanilla scent. Quite enamoring, though undeniably feminine. I assume this is a problem men with long hair run into all the time. We’re such a small part of the market that, naturally, we wind up using the same stuff as the ladies. So I decided not to object.

Caroline did a quick, final run-through with the wide, rectangular ‘paddle brush’, intending to distribute the new vanilla-scented oil more evenly and give my hair maximal shine and smoothness. And it worked. Beautifully.

“Well?” She began, stepping back from the chair and allowing me an unencumbered look. “What do we think?”

Honestly, my hair looked better than ever. Well, at least healthier and better cared for. My light-brown locks, while not in terrible shape, were in general, flat and lifeless. But somehow, using only a few brushes and some hair oil, my hair had transformed into something fuller, shinier, and yes, girlier.

“It’s… Well, it’s definitely pretty,” I said, unsure if I should mention the added femininity.

Caroline clapped and leaped. “Oh, good, good! I’m so happy you think so!”

I wanted to tell her that making my hair ‘pretty’ wasn’t exactly my goal, but I knew her brushing and styling session was her way of saying thank you. So I thanked her, praising her talent. Hey, I didn’t want to seem ungrateful to a new friend.

“Well, I know I can’t keep you forever. Still want me to walk you out?”

After well over an hour of sitting and getting pampered, I rose from the chair and followed Caroline to the door.

“Wait!” She stopped short. “One last thing.”

Caroline grabbed my hand and led me back over to the mirror. “Now that your hair is all sleek and shiny… Do this.”

She proceeded to push her own hair in front of her shoulders, leaning forward just a little bit. Then, with her hands beneath her long ginger hair, flicked the strands in a one-two motion behind her head.

“Toss, toss!” she narrated, whipping the hair back behind her back. “It’s fun, try it!”

I hesitated for just a moment, not sure I wanted to emulate such a feminine motion with my already feminine hair. But I reluctantly obliged.

“Toss… Toss...” I matched her motion and verbiage.

Caroline shook her head. “Too clunky. Try it again. Quicker.”

I reset my hair, pushing my locks to the front. “Toss, toss!” I said, this time with a little more flair.

My stylist looked on proudly, cheering and applauding my efforts. “Yes, Girlie! Yes!”

She skipped on ahead, out the door, and up the stairs toward the main Goulet hallway. I was fully ready to follow her, eager to get back to my new apartment, meet the movers, and get settled for good. But I couldn’t help but pause for one extra second.

Girlie… Did she just call me… Girlie?

◆◆◆

Growing up, my dad was the kind of guy to always seek out the newest, trendiest company to invest in. No, he wasn’t a stock trader or banker or anything like that – day trading was merely a hobby – but damn did he funnel a lot of money into it. In fact, he was so obsessed with stock-picking, that he’d pressure me to research companies so I could invest as well. “You’re a numbers guy,” he’d always say. “This should be right up your alley!” But the investing bug never bit me.

I’m about as different of a person from my parents as possible. They were and still are pretty serious socializers. Their weekends were always filled with plans, morning, noon, and night. Partying wasn’t really my bag. I wasn’t the kind of high schooler to sneak out at night to meet up with friends, and even in college I mostly kept to myself. A good book and a warm cup of tea was my kind of thing.

Every kid is like this to some degree, needing to be the opposite of their parents. They partied, so I didn’t. They didn’t take academics seriously, so I did. They enjoyed a tantalizing, speculative investment, and so I tended to avoid the world of risky bets.

But hey, one investment I have absolutely zero regrets about was the decision to hire movers. And damn it if it’s not already paying dividends!

Shortly after getting home from The Goulet, the moving truck arrived and two enormous men hopped out. Within just a few hours, every single one of my possessions had been loaded into my condo. Even better, a different pair of guys showed up the next morning to help move things around, unpack boxes, and make sure I barely needed to lift a finger in pursuit of setting up my new home. What can I say? I’m an engineer. I’m all about efficiency!

Now I’m sure there are some who’d criticize me for outsourcing the most laborious tasks. And admittedly, I’m a bit ashamed I’m not strong enough to lift heavy boxes. But every human is built differently. It’s not my fault I’m 5’6” with the body of a twig.

However, as part of my ‘reset and regrow’ mindset, I’ve leaned into a new, healthy hobby: cycling. From the moment I arrived in Las Vegas, I’ve been waiting for a cool morning to take my bike out for a nice, long ride on the desert roads.

Cycling was something I tried a couple times during my final days in Rhode Island, and from the moment I hopped on the seat, I knew it was for me. And like anyone who’s recently picked up a hobby and quickly became obsessed, I’ve been researching and ordering all the latest biking gear and gadgets to make the most of my new favorite form of exercise. Today, it all arrived.

Brand new bike shorts, a sleek, sweat-wicking bike jersey, a bright-white aerodynamic helmet for both style and function, and several other gadgets like a biking watch, special shoes, and sunglasses designed for the road.

With nothing on the calendar and a whole day ahead of me, I decided to put on all my new gear this morning for a casual 30-mile ride. Thankfully, everything fit great and exactly as advertised. In fact, one thing in particular felt better than expected.

I should note that since seeing Caroline, for better or worse, I’ve been paying much more attention to my hair. I mean, it’s hard not to, considering how soft and smooth she made it just from some oil and minimal brushing. But much like getting your car washed, you do everything you can for the next few days to keep it from getting dirty again. Or at least not right away.

Helmet hair became an obvious concern, so instead of my usual practice with a hat or helmet – bunching it up and shoving it under – I googled what would be the best way for long hair to fit under the biking helmet. Turns out that for this particular helmet style, something called a ‘French braid’ made the most sense.

And so I spent a half-hour on YouTube learning how to braid my own hair. A task I’d never thought was necessary or even possible turned out to be quite simple after some practice. Hell, it even looked kind of good. I was this close to taking a mirror selfie and sending it to Caroline, but got nervous and reconsidered.

With my helmet snug and secure and my confidence sky-high, I took off for Nevada roadways.

◆◆◆

I understand that the majority of people come to Las Vegas for the shows, hotels, and casinos – they’re an obvious draw. But take one bike ride around and you’ll learn that the views come in a close second.

The Midwest and the East Coast have their own charm, but there’s something about the vast, arid desert that is uniquely beautiful. Gigantic cacti on the side of the road and mountainous vistas in the distance reinforce the region’s sheer scale, and remind you how open and free we can feel if only we go out and explore.

Hitting the five-mile mark, then ten miles, then fifteen, I felt freer and freer, happier and happier exploring my new home and soaking in the local nature. It was a beautiful, affirming experience and an early sign I might just be in the right place.

I had a solid hour of zen until, eventually, my mojo was interrupted. Someone was calling me, and my earbuds promptly announced ‘Incoming call from Caroline Schwartz’.

I clicked a button on my watch to answer. “Hey Caroline,” I said between steady, even breaths. “What’s up?”

“Oh,“ she cut herself off. “You sound busy...”

I was busy, yes. And I had no idea what she wanted, but getting a call from a friend – especially when I have no others out here – gave me a little jolt of excitement.

“Just finishing up a workout,” I said noncommittally. “Everything okay?”

“Well… I just got into work and found a note from Molly. She wants a bunch of shit redone on her wigs and… well, I was wondering…”

I smirked. “You need my head?”

“Please!” she exclaimed. “Any chance you can be here in an hour?”

“Hmm…” Knowing I’d traveled around 15 miles in one hour, it’d take at least that long for me to get home. “Sorry. Think I’m too far out. I won’t be back in–”

“Wait, but are you near The Goulet?”

I thought about it for a moment, performing my best mental navigation. “Actually… yeah. I kinda am.”

“Ooh! Then can you come straight here?” Caroline pleaded over the phone. “Bailey you’d literally be saving my life. Not to mention my job. I’d owe you BIG time.”

Cutting my bike ride short wasn’t ideal, but the chance to be there for a friend in need is, in a way, its own investment. And an investment I’d really love to see grow.

“I’ll be there,” I told her, braking and turning around. “See you in 20.”

◆◆◆

Pulling up to a Vegas hotel on a bike felt odd, considering the town is pretty strictly a walk-or-drive kinda town. But an eager, frantic Caroline was already waiting outside.

“Hey! Where should I lock my–”

“Just bring it inside,” she said.

I looked at her unsure, not entirely believing it was kosher to bring a road bike into a hotel. But then I remembered how crappy the lobby looks already.

I shrugged. “Maybe tire tracks will be an improvement.”

She had little time for chit-chat as I followed her across the lobby, wheeling my bike through the hotel’s labyrinth-like hallways – left, right, right, and two lefts – eventually reaching the mini lobby outside the Goulet Theater.

“Leave it out here,” she directed, referring to my bike and gear.

Finally, after a quick jog down the stairwell and into the dressing room, Caroline let out a long, loud, anxious sigh.

Jesus… The poor girl was stressed as all hell, pacing the room as she gathered her tools and wigs. It’s hardly fair that while I get to enjoy the open air and weeks off work, she’s stuck in a windowless room making wigs for an impossible-to-please boss.

“Wait!” she stopped in her tracks. “Shit shit shit!” Caroline frantically dug through drawers searching for something. “Fuck!! I left them at the store!”

“Left what?”

Caroline gestured to what must be the wig du jour – a poofy, dark-haired piece, half of which was curled and the other half still straight with two ponytails sprouting from the side. Definitely unfinished.

“The bows. I gotta finish curling that wig and then tie like a hundred little bows in it. But I forgot them at the store…” she snatched her keys from the counter. “You mind waiting?”

“Uh, I guess so,” I remarked, removing my helmet. I guess I’ll be here a while.

I watched as Caroline did a double take on my hair.

“Did you…” she mumbled as a little smile crept onto her face. “You braided your own hair?”

I blushed and clutched the braid bashfully. “I mean… Yeah. For the helmet. It helps for riding.”

“Well it looks very cute,” she said, more like her usual self. It’s as if seeing my braided hair lifted her spirits just enough to keep going.

But that favor didn’t last long. Caroline took one step closer to me and her nose immediately scrunched. “Ooo… How about you, uh, wash up while I’m gone… Pee-yew!” she teased. “Sweaty boy!”

I blushed even harder this time. “Hey, you asked me to come…” However, I politely took a few steps back to reduce the scent. “Well, where is it?”

She gestured to the door. “Through there. It’s a mini-locker room. Molly hates it, but it’s all we’ve got.”

Caroline hurriedly led me into the room where, sure enough, lived something in-between a locker room and a master bathroom. It wasn't glamorous, but the fact the dressing room had its own private bathroom of a reasonable size felt like a plus.

She grabbed items from the rack and handed them to me. “Here’s a towel, a washcloth if you need it…”

I paused for a moment, realizing something. “And… for shampoo?”

Caroline peered into the shower, focusing on the caddy. “Just use Molly’s. I know she’s not here today. She gets in from New York tonight.”

Again I hesitated. Not only was she telling me to use her boss’s shampoo, but shampoo that's objectively for women. Not to mention the body and face wash, waiting for me in their own bright pink bottles.

“I guess so…”

“And hey,” Caroline continued. “Might as well use some conditioner while you’re at it. Keep that hair nice and pretty, right?”

My voice wavered. “Heh, you got it!”

“Ah! You’re the best, Bailey. Back soon!”

And just like that Caroline was gone. I’d officially been left alone in a pop star’s dressing room, instructed to make myself clean with her girly-scented shampoos, all so I could help out with a wig-styling. Not exactly the manly workout day I had in mind.

Nevertheless, I stripped out of my cycling gear, now soaking wet from exercising in the hot desert sun all day, and hung them up to dry. As I set them aside, I got a whiff of my own stink – a taste of what made Caroline insist I shower and change. For the best, I might add.

But then it hit me. My cycling clothes. They’re wet, gross, and definitely unwearable. They’re also the only clothes I have. Either I put those back on, or…

My eyes peered around the dressing room.

…I wear something of Molly’s.


Chapter Four

I let out a long, deep sigh, fully coming to terms with the situation I was in. I mean, really? Of all places to be stuck without a second outfit, it had to be in a pop star’s dressing room?

As frustrating as it might be, before I could do anything clothing-related, what I needed was a clean mind – and a clean body.

I turned on the faucet and the water poured from a wide, rainfall-style shower head. For a makeshift little washroom attached to the dressing room of a very outdated hotel, the shower quality was actually fantastic. Great flow, heated up fast, and made a calming pitter-patter sound on the tile within the glass enclosure.

Now normally when I take my showers, I’m in and out real quick. Shampoo for a minute, body wash for two or three, and I’m gone. But the ‘ingredients’ available to me here, clearly, had a different set of rules.

“Apply liberally and massage into scalp…” I read aloud to myself from the pink shampoo bottle, “…for three to four minutes.”

Huh… Is that what you’re supposed to do? Or maybe it’s just a girl thing. Regardless, the light-pink bottle of rose-scented shampoo’s instructions were clear, and as long as I’m taking orders from Caroline, I might as well listen to the bottle too. And so I applied the floral-scented product to my hair, spreading it evenly so it’d hit every bit of my brown locks.

While the shampoo worked its magic, I turned to the next step of my process – the body wash. Again, these weren’t my typical Old Spice, man-scented products. Molly’s body wash came in a large, off-white bottle, aptly named ‘Warm Vanilla Sugar’. My eyes nearly rolled to the back of my head reading the name. God, could this get any girlier?

Nevertheless, I spread the slippery vanilla product all over my body. With every inch I covered, I felt simultaneously more embarrassed and more at ease. Yes, this meant I was now head-to-toe covered in feminine scents – warm vanilla and sweet rose – but also, I was pleasantly surprised by how much I enjoyed it. Between the steam of the shower and the aroma of the products, the vibe inside this glass box was immaculate. For just a moment, I felt like I’d stumbled upon a secret spring in the depths of a dense forest, bathing beneath the waterfall and surrounded by sweet-scented flowers.

When it finally came time to wash it off, it was easy to notice the products’ effects. I was clean, smelling like a dream, and my skin and hair felt way softer than it would with my men’s products. Maybe these girls are on to something.

But I still wasn’t done. The conditioner bottle had patiently waited its turn.

With shampoo, I knew roughly what to do. But conditioning my hair – particularly long hair – was a completely different concept. Thankfully, this bottle also came with instructions.

“Apply from the mid-lengths to the ends of your hair,” I read quietly. “Gently massage in with your fingers and leave in for three to four minutes.”

Hmm. Another product that required waiting. But with how immaculate this shower stream was, I hardly minded.

Raking my slender fingers through my hair, I worked in the rose-scented conditioner exactly as directed until I was fully, well, conditioned. While waiting, I reached for the fourth and final bottle: Another rose-scented product, but this time a facial scrub.

Now this I knew how to use, squirting a bit into my hands, then lathering and scrubbing away at my pores, concluding with a crisp rinse.

If my count is right, this is now the fourth women’s shower product I’ve used – and the fourth successful one, too. I thought for a moment why that might be the case. Are women’s products just superior to men’s? Maybe, but if that were the case, why aren’t more men using them? It could just be a marketing ploy to make men comfortable in their own skin, but if I’m totally honest, these products suit me a lot better.

With hair that falls past my shoulders and the absence of a beard on my face, I’m kind of a perfect target for women’s products – not to mention my minimal body hair and sensitive skin. I can’t believe I’m saying this, but I’m actually kind of glad this was all that’s available.

By now, four minutes had passed and it was time to rinse out the conditioner. I did so carefully, making sure all the product was out and my hair was left squeaky clean. I guess it’s a bit too early to say, but the difference between this and a generic men’s brand? Night and fucking day.

I stood there in the shower for a moment, naked and dripping but oddly not as self-conscious as I probably should’ve felt. This last-minute, frantic shower in my new friend’s boss’s dressing room was somehow the best shower of my life. My body felt warm, smooth, refreshed, and my hair felt better than ever. Maybe these girls are on to something.

Of course, the high from my perfect shower quickly wore off when I remembered the problem from earlier: my lack of clean clothes.

Thankfully there was one fresh towel – pink, because of course she’s only got pink – to dry myself off with, but that only solved a small part of the much larger issue. What the hell was I going to wear?

I looked around the bathroom in search of something other than this light-pink towel for coverage. Though, being a bathroom and not a closet, there wasn’t much around. However, I did find a small wicker basket off in the corner that looked like it might have some kind of clothing. And, well, I got half my wish.

It wasn’t a towel, but it sure as hell was pink. Bright pink. A nice, fluffy, cozy bathrobe that almost certainly belongs to Molly.

At this point I was just tired of being wet or wearing anything wet, so I hung up the towel and promptly wrapped myself in Molly's robe. At the very least, I could wait around in this until Caroline gets back.

The, err… color wasn’t exactly ideal, but damn if the material didn’t feel like an absolute dream. The fleece was fuzzy, soft, and utterly cozy. Perhaps if I weren’t in such a foreign space, I’d find a spot on the carpet, curl up into a ball, and take a quick nap. It really was that comfortable. But alas, I was here as a favor to Caroline – with the added bonus of getting clean in the meantime before she got back.

I stepped out of the bathroom and returned to the main dressing room where I got a look at myself in the giant, wall-length mirror for the first time since showering. Right away, my face turned red from embarrassment. I looked pretty fucking silly trouncing around in a pink bathrobe.

“It’s only temporary…” I assured myself quietly. “Just till she’s back.”

Of course, I had every right to change into literally anything else – it was a dressing room after all – but two things were holding me back from that.

One, none of this stuff belonged to me, and while borrowing someone’s bathrobe already felt a little intrusive, taking someone’s show costumes felt even more so. And two, even if I were okay with the idea of borrowing her clothes, it’s only women’s clothing. Like, what, am I supposed to slip on one of her flashy, stage dresses, or bright shiny stage pants and tops? That’d be crazy!

Instead, I decided to do the rational thing and wait in the styling chair. Quietly, respectfully, and minding my own business.

However, that lasted all of ten minutes before I, like anyone else would, got impatient.

Shouldn’t she be back by now? How long does this ‘trip to the store’ take? My guess would’ve been fifteen minutes max, but it’s been at least a half hour with no sign from her. I should probably call her.

I went back to the bathroom to look for my phone, but it wasn’t near the shower. Maybe somewhere in the pockets of my sweaty workout clothes? Still no.

Then it hit me. Shit… My phone, wallet, keys – everything was outside by the theater lobby with my bike. Ugh…

The last thing I wanted to do was sit here with zero entertainment and no clue when Caroline would return, so I knew I needed that phone. But then there’s the problem of venturing out.

I stood up again and looked at myself in the mirror. Molly’s robe fit me quite well and offered plenty of coverage at first glance… but underneath? I had literally no backup. One trip, one overextension of the leg, and my private area would be visible for the world to see. That sounds like a great way to get banned from a Vegas hotel less than a week into living here…

So I looked around the room again, this time searching more thoroughly. There must be something I could wear that’s not a bathrobe or a costume. As a last resort, I even checked my cycling clothes one last time, but they were just so gross and stinky. Putting those on a clean, rose and vanilla-scented body felt like treason.

Eventually, I realized that hidden behind the racks of flashy Molly Pop costumes was additional closet space – inside of which lived plenty more garments hung up, stacked, and at times crumpled into piles. Some of it looked meant for her shows, but others looked like everyday, normal clothes. Albeit girls’ clothes. Well, beggars can’t be choosers…

I sifted through the clothing, carefully setting aside anything that wasn’t aggressively girly and noting where to put it back in the closet once my phone was recovered. But soon enough I settled on a winning outfit: black sweatpants and a light-orange sweatshirt. Plenty of coverage and something any guy could wear.

Or so I thought. After stripping out of the robe and slipping on the sweatpants and sweatshirt, it was immediately made clear why these were designed for women rather than men. For one, the waist was much tighter in the pants, leaving more room for hips and butt. Something that, oddly, I didn’t really mind.

But the sweatshirt had its own little secret after putting it on: It was cropped! In fact, looking at myself in the mirror, my belly button and most of my tummy were on full display. For a brief moment I thought it was just small until I realized it was designed to be like this. But much like the sweatpants, the sweatshirt didn’t look half bad on my body.

I couldn’t help but stare at myself in the mirror for just a bit longer, marveling at how good these clothes felt. Not just the fabric, but the fit. From only the little bit of cycling I’ve been doing, I guess my legs and butt have grown – a physical change that was only accentuated by these pants. And my healthier eating had certainly contributed to a skinnier, tighter tummy, now in full view thanks to the cropped sweatshirt.

Yes, this was perhaps a bit girlier than I wanted to look, but rather than spend even more time messing up her closet, I chose to roll the dice and duck out to grab my things.

Quick, efficient, nimble! I kept repeating those words in my head as I scooted up the stairwell: two flights, and out the door to the right.

Faced with the long, Goulet hallway, I took four quick, successive breaths. I’ll be fine, right? All I gotta do is grab my stuff, text Caroline to make sure she’s coming back, and I can move on with my day. My normal, regular, men’s day. Who cares if it required a brief stint in public wearing cropped, women’s sweats and with soft, rose-scented hair. It’ll all be fine.

Nevertheless, I took off down the hallway hoping I’d be lucky enough to avoid any interactions. A right turn at the end of the hall, then a left, and the theater should be– Huh?

There was no theater lobby around the corner. Instead, I was faced with more hallways and a few signs directing me to the casino.

The casino? What? I could’ve sworn the theater was this way. Up two flights, down the hall, take a right… Or was it a left?

Of course. Of fucking course. Not only was I lost, I was lost and wearing Molly Pop’s clothes. The worst-case scenario.

As I explored the hallways and glanced around for anything the tiniest bit familiar, I felt my heartbeat speed up. What if I ran into someone? Or worse, what if I ran into Molly’s cronies? Or Zach? Or Molly herself?

I did my best to backtrack and find the original staircase, but I had no such luck. For someone who navigated a bike for dozens of miles around a city he barely knows, I sure am shitty with directions in a building.

With all this sneaking and tiptoeing around I felt like a Grade-A cat burglar. Each time I heard voices, I either silently shuffled away or quietly ducked into an alcove until the people disappeared. Thankfully, I went unseen.

Eventually, I found a door that led to a stairwell. Hallelujah! Now, was it the same staircase I came up? At this point, I was willing to try anything.

Descending two flights unfortunately didn’t lead me to the theater lobby or back to the dressing room. But I did find myself faced with a new, fluorescently-lit corridor. Figuring I’d try anything, I stepped through the door and started exploring.

The further I ventured down the hallway, the less it looked like a hotel and the more it felt like a theater. Clipboards and call sheets hung on the walls. Stage equipment was scattered around. Photographs of extravagant, Vegas-y performers from past shows stuck onto the wall, held up by thumbtacks. But the final kicker? A sign with a big, fat red arrow pointing to ‘STAGE’.

Progress! I followed the signage and pushed myself through the heavy double doors, only to find myself in a dark, narrow space. I must be backstage.

Being so dimly lit, I half-expected to trip on some loose rope and faceplant. Or worse, topple into another person. But nobody seemed to be here. The theater was quiet and still.

Sensing I was safe, I weaseled my way around the stage equipment and onto the wide-open, wood-paneled stage. Hundreds of empty seats looked back at me from both the main level and the mezzanine. My first thought was to be impressed, knowing someone like Molly Pop could fill a stage like this multiple times per week. But I was also given a sense of calm and relaxation I hadn’t felt since getting to the theater. Sure, I was dressed in girls’ clothes and smelling as feminine as ever, but I was alone and at peace.

A small idea crept into my mind – one that I wasn’t sure I even believed but found intriguing nonetheless. Maybe it’s not the clothes or the hair that was scary, but the fear of being caught and labeled? No one else around to look or judge or ridicule? Out on this stage, alone in an empty theater, I actually felt at peace.

*CLANG*

A sharp, metallic sound came from the back of the theater that startled me, nearly making me trip. The theater was still too dark to properly identify it.

I figured I should run, but was either too scared or too curious to bolt. So I stayed put. Turns out, I made the wrong decision because just a few seconds later, a different metallic sound echoed throughout the theater, followed by a bright beam of light projected onto the stage, surrounding me. A spotlight. But who the hell was shining it?

“Hello?” I called out, my voice wavering with guilt. God, I knew I shouldn’t have left the dressing room…

Before I could cut my losses and sprint away, a voice responded to my call. A deep, booming voice that reverberated throughout the theater.

“You shouldn’t be out here.”


Chapter Five

Just like that, all of my serene, at-peace thoughts vanished in a puff of smoke. Though not physically trapped in the spotlight, I felt smaller and weaker than ever. Clearly, I’d made someone very upset.

Instead of running, I ever-so-slowly backed up, away from the house seats and closer to backstage. Finding my phone and contacting Caroline was no longer a top priority.

But as I tiptoed backward, the spotlight followed me.

“You shouldn’t be here,” the deep voice repeated.

“I know! I’m sorry!” I called back, my voice still squeaky. I sped up my backpedaling, mentally planning to pivot and sprint. “I just–”

But the moment I tried to turn, I clumsily tripped on an uneven part of the stage and went tumbling to the ground, banging my knee in the process.

“Ach!” I yelled out in pain. “Shit!”

To my surprise, instead of another ominous warning from the voice, the spotlight shut off, and a few seconds later, the house lights came up.

“Oh, shit!” A man’s voice called out from the back of the audience. “You okay?”

I carefully turned my head, my knee still pulsating with pain, to see a man in his late 20s rushing down the aisle and toward the stage. What the hell is going on?

“You okay?” the man repeated as he hustled up the steps onto the stage. “I didn’t think you’d actually fall over.”

From the ground, I looked up at the tall, dark-haired man.

“That was you? Telling me I shouldn’t be here?”

He laughed awkwardly. “I was messing around with the voice changer.” He extended his hand to help me up. “I’m really sorry. I didn’t think you’d hurt yourself.”

Thankfully, the sharp knee pain was already almost gone. Just one of those hurts-like-hell-and-quickly-passes kinds of injuries.

“I… I’m good.” I answered – though I refused to let him help me stand up, preferring to stay on the floor. “I got lost leaving the dressing room and found myself out here.”

“Likely story.” The man nodded. “And who authorized you to be in the dressing room?”

“Who authorized you to shine lights in people’s faces?”

He smirked. “Umm… As head lighting designer I think I can give myself authority.”

I blushed, regretting my attempt at a snarky comeback. “Fine then,” I said, beginning to rise on my own. “I’ll get out of your way.”

“Hold on,” he said, again extending his hand. “I’m sorry I scared you, Miss. I’m Theo York.”

I allowed him to help me up, but the moment I stood I clocked what he’d just said.

“Wait. Miss?”

Theo looked at me blankly.

“Uh, I’m a dude, dude.”

Saying he ‘winced’ would be putting it wrong, but he definitely flinched, clearly not expecting the word ‘dude’ to come from my mouth. His bright green eyes peered into mine with curiosity, drifting down to my cropped sweatshirt and ladies’ sweatpants, then back to my face.

“Hmm,” he said. “And your name?”

“Bailey!” a familiar voice yelled, coming from behind us. It was Caroline, emerging from backstage and carrying a giant bag of ribbons. She looked extremely confused.

“Uhh… Why are you out here?” Her eyes widened even more when she noticed me with Theo. “And what’s… uh…”

Caroline was gesturing to the fact that I was still holding his hand. The second I realized this, I immediately retracted it. But not before a healthy amount of blushing and embarrassment.

“I, uh… I tripped! He helped me up. I was… He needed his hand to, like, help me up.”

God, I sounded like a mess. So much so that Theo had to step in and explain.

“It’s my fault, Caroline. I was testing the new spotlight when Bailey wandered out on stage, so, obviously, I had to mess with him.”

The entire time her eyebrow was raised, even smirking a little bit. I guess our explanation didn’t clear things up much.

“Anyway… Let’s get back to the dressing room? We still have a few wigs to get through.”

“Wigs?” Theo asked. “Really.”

“As a favor,” I clarified, briefly glancing at my clothes. “And these were, uh… So my cycling clothes were dirty after the shower…”

Caroline snatched my hand and started pulling me away. “We’ll see you around, okay Theo?”

“Uh, yeah! See ya,” he replied.

Caroline ushered me behind the curtain and the second we were alone, shot me a frank, honest look but held back her laugh.

“What?” I asked, a little defensive.

“Nothing,” she muttered. “Nothing at all…”

◆◆◆

I’m so happy to report that the remainder of my day with Caroline was nowhere near as hectic as the first part. Because honestly, if it had been, I might’ve just collapsed from exhaustion.

With everything for the wig in her possession, Caroline was able to sit me down and, over the course of an hour, successfully style and transform ‘Black Magic’ – the name of the bow-obsessed, wavy-haired, jet-black wig – into a stage-ready, hopefully Molly-approved masterpiece.

Having everything in order had Caroline in a much better mood than when I originally arrived. She was patient, passionate, and at peace as she steadily worked away. Just like with Cherry Bomb, I relished the opportunity to watch an artist at work – even if the ‘art’ is a girly hair piece atop my head. But I should’ve known better than to think Caroline’s focus would distract us from the admittedly wild situation she walked into.

Think about it from her perspective, she left me alone with instructions to wash up and wait for her return. That’s it. Instead, what she returned to was her male friend not only smelling like a girl but dressed as one, having borrowed her boss’s clothes, and venturing onto the stage where he had an extremely awkward encounter with the show’s lighting designer. I’d bet anything that that wasn’t on her Bingo card.

And yet, she hardly teased me for any of it. Sure, she had a few questions, like whether or not I enjoyed the products in the shower (I did) and why I picked the sweatpants and sweatshirt (because they fit my body well), but beyond that, she pretty much let me off the hook. Even my run-in with Theo didn’t seem to faze her all that much, despite her smirking at the extremely brief hand-on-hand contact we had. My guess is she knew I’d been through enough.

When our wig session ended, Caroline kindly gave my hair another thorough brushing – though far easier this time around since I’d been keeping it somewhat maintained at home – and she sent me on my way. By now, my biking clothes – though still stinky – were dry enough to slip back into and finally finish that long-interrupted morning ride.

◆◆◆

I’ve only just realized this, but anyone who uses the phrase ‘moving day’ or even ‘moving weekend’ can screw right off. It’s probably the biggest misnomer in the entire English language.

Today marks two weeks that I’ve officially been a Las Vegas resident, and though the moving truck is long gone, my furniture is placed, and all residential paperwork is complete, it feels like every other minute I find myself needing something new. Today, that ‘something new’ is a houseplant.

Yeah, I know. A small ficus for the corner isn’t a necessity, but take one look at my soon-to-be home office and you too would agree that something needs to fill space in the northeast corner. So here I am at Target in the middle of the day, pushing around a cart and shopping for a fake plant. What a life!

Really though, I’m quite pleased with how things have gone so far with my life reset. I have a nice, comforting condo, I’ve leaned harder into the deeply rewarding physical hobby of cycling, and I’m starting to get used to the heat. Sure, I haven’t exactly started a full-fledged social life yet, but I’m sure when my job starts in just over a month, friendships will form naturally.

“Ooh!” I said, a little louder than was appropriate, approaching the home decor aisle. Right off the bat, I may have found the perfect plant. Four feet tall, bright-green stalks that looked healthy and not overly plastic, this’ll do wonders in my home office. And reasonably priced! I lifted the plant into the cart, already thrilled with my choice.

Every Target has its own quirky layout, and this one was no different. The home decor was way in the back, forcing you to walk past every other section. Whether it’s an intentional design to subconsciously make you spend more or not, it seemed to be working as I found myself weaving through each aisle, running a mental checklist of what I may be missing at home.

Toys? Don’t think so… But it’s fun to see what kids are playing with these days. Outdoor and Recreation? I’m good with cycling, but a lot of this exercise stuff looks good. School and Office supplies? Hah! I’ll mooch from work, thank you very much.

“Women’s Bath and Beauty…” I whispered the subsequent aisle aloud.

Well, I don’t take baths, and neither of the terms ‘women’ or ‘beauty’ apply to me. But I did explore every other aisle. It felt wrong to skip this one.

Despite feeling confident in my choice, I did a quick look side-to-side to see if anyone was watching me enter the aisle I so clearly didn’t belong in. There was no one around to judge.

For the vast, vast majority of the merchandise, I had zero clue of its use. Tools for hairstyling, creams and lotions for nighttime face routines, different makeup products… It was all so foreign. In fact, being around this stuff reminded me a lot of my two trips to The Goulet to help out Caroline. Though strangely less so the wig modeling, and more the showering and post-wig hair care.

As I turned the corner, I discovered there were in fact two aisles for Women’s Bath and Beauty, the second focusing much more on the ‘bath’ side of things. Again, most of this was foreign until one item in particular jumped out at me: The same exact rose-scented shampoo from Molly’s shower.

Woah! What are the odds that of all women’s shower products for sale, the one I had experience with was right in front of me? And not just the shampoo – the identically-scented conditioner sat right beside it. And a few shelves down, Molly’s vanilla body wash was also for sale. My entire shower experience from last week, recreated in front of my eyes.

I carefully looked both ways again, wondering if any women had wandered into the aisle. The coast was clear. And so, out of pure nostalgia, I picked up the bottle and opened the cap to get a whiff of the scent. Then the same for the body wash.

“Mmmmm…” I moaned, completely inadvertent. Okay, maybe it’s a little embarrassing to react so viscerally to such feminine scents, but the fragrances were too delectable to resist. And considering how stressful much of that day was, the fact I still thought fondly of them really said something.

Should I…? No, right?

I reached to put the products back. These are girl products after all. Borrowing them from Molly is one thing, but buying them with my own money felt completely out of bounds.

But then again…

Running through my checklist, I seemed to remember being low on body wash. And if I’m low on body wash, I’m probably low on shampoo too. Those things run out in tandem, don’t they?

It sure took some courage and some mental gymnastics, but soon enough I had convinced myself that, yes, I should buy all three bottles – body wash, shampoo, and conditioner – slyly tossing them in my cart and scooting out of the aisle before anyone could notice.

For some reason, my heart was racing. Not in the way it races when I’m cycling uphill, but a nervous, exhilarating feeling. Something that felt weird but overall, I dunno, affirming. Still, I appreciated that the giant plant sticking out of my cart was shielding the view from fellow shoppers whose wandering eyes might notice the ‘beauty’ products I was about to purchase. And of course, it was a no-brainer to do self-checkout rather than let a cashier silently judge my purchases.

*RING*

The incoming call startled me. Guess I’m jumpier than normal. I looked at who it was and, speak of the devil, it was the one person who might actually appreciate my situation.

“Hey, Caroline!” I answered cheerily. “What’s up?”

“Hey yourself!” I could tell she was either walking on the strip or in the car with the windows down. The strip, as I’m learning, has a distinctive sound. “I was just putting together my schedule for the next few days. Was wondering if you’d be down to help me out again?”

“Oh, uh… totally!” I answered, surprised by my own enthusiasm. Maybe I should sound a bit more measured. “I mean, sure. Whatever you need.”

Caroline giggled quietly at my reply. “Yay! You’re the best! It’d be Friday afternoon, and might need you for a couple hours. That okay? Work hasn’t dragged you into the office yet, right?”

“Not yet. And thank GOD for that,” I answered. “Name the time and I’ll be there.”

She squealed over the phone. “You are too sweet! I think this time will be especially fun.”

I looked ahead at the cashier. She was just about ready for me.

“Well, uh, great,” I said, not putting too much stock into that. “I’ll see you Friday.”

“Yep, see ya then, Girlie!”

We both hung up, but once again I was left feeling the tiniest bit confused.

Girlie. That’s the second time she’s said it now. Girlie…

◆◆◆

I like to think that the reason I’ve done well in my career is that I seldom make the same mistake twice. My bosses have always appreciated that quality in me, and I think it’s a characteristic that’s useful outside the office, too. Which is why, arriving at the Goulet Friday afternoon, I asked Caroline to meet me in the lobby. No more getting lost and embarrassingly stumbling on stage.

“Hey!” Caroline called out, ushering me to her waiting spot on a lobby couch. “So we’re going to this place called ‘the dressing room’ and not this other place called ‘the stage’, okay?” she teased.

I playfully groaned. “Yeah, yeah… I’ll take note of the turns.”

Though Caroline made no mention of it, there was a second mistake I made sure to prevent this time around – and that’s showing up as a sweaty mess. Part of that was to avoid an awkward shower and embarrassing reminders of how gross my sweaty clothes were, but also, I kiiindaaa wanted to show off my new and improved hair.

Well, maybe not new – it’s my same hair – but since acquiring the rose shampoo & conditioner and vanilla body wash, my hair has never felt, looked, or smelled better. I even went back to Target the next day and bought myself a high-quality brush to keep my locks smooth and sleek. I’m actually quite proud of it.

And so my ‘evil plan’ for a presumed post-wig brush out, I’d ask her if she’d noticed anything different with my hair. If she does, great! And if not, I can tease her till the cows come home for failing to recognize quality hair care! I’m already imagining the look on her face…

I followed Caroline through the halls and down the stairwell where she kindly held the door open for me into the dressing room. The familiar sights and colors of Molly Pop’s dressing quarters put me at ease. I hadn’t been here in over a week, but I kind of missed it.

However, there was one glaringly obvious difference with the place. Something I hadn’t seen before in my two trips down here. Or, should I say, someone. 

“Hi!” a young woman said cheerily. “Bailey?”

“Uh… Yeah?” I looked back at the woman, confused. Was she a friend of Caroline’s or a crony of Molly’s? Should I be happy or concerned?

Caroline put her hands on my shoulders from behind. “It’s okay. Hannah’s with us.”

“Hannah…” I muttered. “Nice to meet you.”

Hannah looked at me with warmth. Her smile was big and toothy, and like Caroline, she was an extremely pretty woman of around 30. She had gorgeous, curly blond locks and notably wore a lot more makeup than Caroline. I guess some girls just have their presentation preferences.

I went to take a seat in the styling chair as normal. In fact, I felt like such a ‘regular’, that I even reached for the pile of bobby pins to save Caroline some time.

“So which wig are we working on today?” I asked, catching Caroline’s gaze in the big mirror. Instead of replying to me, she looked at Hannah.

“Uh…” Hannah said first.

“Yeah… So, uh, Bailey? I kinda have a different plan for today.”

I raised an eyebrow. What was she talking about? I see four unfinished wigs in front of me.

“Okay… What’s the ‘different plan’?”

She nervously scratched at her arm as if she were revealing a long-awaited secret. “You’ll be… uh, working with Hannah.”

Hannah stepped closer, giving another sheepish wave. Suddenly I wasn’t feeling as ‘at peace’ as before.

“…and what do you do, Hannah?”

She reached into one of the many drawers in front of us – one that Caroline had never bothered to use. Giggling softly, she pulled out some face wipes, sponges, and powder brushes.

“I’m Molly’s makeup artist. But today, you’re gonna be my model!”


Chapter Six

“Makeup?” I asked. Then after another moment of silence, I repeated myself. “Like, makeup makeup?”

Caroline shook her head. She must’ve thought I was the cringiest person on the planet. Hannah just stood there and giggled.

“Uh… yeah! Makeup makeup. You know, pretty up your face and make you beautiful? That kind of makeup.”

I sat there, stunned and silent. I know this might sound weird coming from a guy who willingly showed up to help model wigs, but I genuinely couldn’t believe what she was asking me to do right now. Why on Earth would she think I’d be willing to model makeup?

Gradually, I rose from the seat. “I think there was a miscommunication somewhere… I only help with wigs. Makeup? That’s like…”

“For girls?” Hannah completed my sentence. “Not true at all. It’s honestly for anyone. Boys, girls, or folks of any and all genders!”

Hmm. I guess that’s true… I know all sorts of male rock stars and actors wear makeup. But still, letting her put it on me? That just felt like, I dunno… a lot.

Caroline, recognizing our snag in progress, stepped in.

“Look, Bailey, I’m sorry. I should’ve given you more of a heads-up. I was telling Hannah all about how helpful you’ve been for my wigs, and with how fucking picky Molly’s been, having you around has literally been a godsend. I feel a hundred times more productive.”

Hannah nodded along. “Molly’s been a lot for me too. Every time she sits down for her makeup before a show, there’s always a gripe about how my work ‘looks off’, or ‘feels unoriginal’.”

“It’s been a ton of that lately,” Caroline continued. “For both of us.”

The last thing I wanted was to appear unsympathetic. Everyone’s dealt with tough bosses at some point – myself included – and it fucking sucks. You feel hopeless, useless, and demoralized each day at work. So when something comes along to alleviate the pain, you jump at it. And to them, having a friend who’s temporarily off work, eager to meet new people, and willing to model? Well, that’s a golden opportunity.

“Okay… But why me?”

This time, Caroline and Hannah looked at each other, smirking a little bit.

“I mean…” Hannah started giggling again. “Come on…”

I had no idea what she was talking about.

Caroline led me back into the chair and gestured to my reflection. “Bailey, you saw Molly, right? Out of costume? You have to admit you two look a ton alike. Like, you could totally be related.”

This time I really started to blush. As much as it pained me to admit it, Caroline was totally right. Our hair was the same length and close to the same color. We have similar facial features, we’re both 5’6”, and as I discovered in the mad dash to find clothing, we’ve even got similar body types.

Caroline, standing over me, started sniffing. Something had caught her nose’s attention.

“Bailey... Your hair…” She reached down and ran her fingers through my long brown locks. “This… Is this the same rose shampoo as Molly’s?”

“It, uh… Yeah. It is.” I answered awkwardly.

A smile crept on her face. “Did you buy the same stuff from the shower?”

I watched helplessly as she pieced it together in her mind.

“Oh my God, you DID! Bailey, that’s adorable!!”

Now I was even redder in the face.

“It was on sale!” I insisted as if that tiny fact would make them back off.

It wasn’t long before I was copping to not only the rose shampoo, but the conditioner, body wash, and a brand new hair brush.

As soon as Caroline finished ogling my hair, Hannah took her turn, cooing as she brushed her thin fingers through my soft strands, her long, red acrylic nails tickling my neck as she worked her way through.

“Well can I just say I’m proud of you for taking the self-care plunge,” Caroline said. “You’re gonna feel so much better.”

“Uh, yeah, thank you.” Anxious from all the sudden attention, even I found myself stroking my hair to calm down. It had an impressively soothing effect.

Hannah – I guess taking my hair confession as permission – pulled out a cleansing wipe and gently started wiping my face.

“How about this,” she said, gently readying my skin. “We do one makeup look, and if you hate it, I’ll clean you off and never speak of this again.”

As Hannah worked the wipes, I felt Caroline gather my hair from behind, pulling it back into a ponytail so Hannah could clean every inch. Two women, working in tandem.

“God, your face is just like Molly’s…” Hannah muttered. “And not a speck of facial hair. That’s helpful.”

“I can’t really grow any,” I mumbled back.

“So, what do you say, Bailey? One pass, and we wipe it clean.”

“Uh…” I muttered, admittedly in a trance from these women being so close to me. “Deal...”

Hannah nodded and smiled big, giving me a sweet, gentle peck on the cheek before wiping her lipstick mark clean as well. “Wonderful. Let’s do it!”

And just like that, the girls were off to the races. Hannah took the lead of course, but not without her sous chef Caroline there to hand her products and consult on decisions. Being my first ever time in makeup, each step of the process felt like entering an entirely new world. And while I didn’t exactly ask for a breakdown, Hannah explained the steps along the way.

Apparently, Molly’s request was to have a makeup look that’s ‘bold and unapproachable’: sassy, sultry, and as Hannah put it best, ‘girlboss-y’.

After a full cleanse and moisturizing of my face, the first product she applied was concealer to even out or correct any dark circles and unwanted redness.

“Just a few, but not many!” Hannah complimented, unsure if I’d be offended by the need for correction. She gently dabbed the concealer around my eyes. “Seriously… You’ve never had a nighttime skincare routine?”

“Heh…” I chuckled nervously. “Does chapstick count?”

With my face properly ‘concealed’, the next steps were foundation, powder, and bronzer, each of which she applied with ease, considering Molly and I have the exact same skin tone. I guess that’s a plus?

She followed up with a big, poofy brush she used to apply blush to my face.

“I thought you wanted the redness gone?” I asked.

Hannah smiled. “Not gone, just in the right places.”

Every time a brush touched my face I had to resist the urge to giggle. Those things are surprisingly ticklish!

By now, my face was really starting to look different. Any rough, tough maleness had vanished (not that there was much to begin with), instead replaced by a smoother, more feminine complexion. Still, I looked like the same ‘ol Bailey, just… I dunno… prettier? But little did I know, the aforementioned ‘girlbossiness’ was about to take shape.

“Close your eyes, please,” Hannah instructed.

I did as told.

“Not too firm though. Very gently.”

I sat still, waiting for something to happen when I suddenly felt a much smaller, more delicate brush tickling my eyelids. Again, I had to hold myself back from giggling.

“I told you, Bailey’s ticklish,” Caroline said, standing to my left.

“What even is this?” I asked.

“How about…” Hannah said, completing her work. “…you open up and see!”

I opened my eyes to find they looked totally different. Instead of my normal skin tone, they were dusted with a darker, more purply shade. They were even a little sparkly.

“Is this... eyeshadow?“

Hannah clapped gleefully. “Yes, it is! Looks like you do know your makeup.”

Gulping, I muttered, “I wouldn’t say that. It’s just… Wow, it’s quite a change.”

Hannah reached back to the counter for another fistful of products. “Well, they’re about to change even more! Now sit still and shut those lids again, please…”

Following Hannah’s lead, my transformation continued as she kept piling on the makeup products. Darkening pencils to shape and mold my brows, wing-tipped eyeliner to give my eyes a more seductive look, and multiple coats of mascara for both my upper and lower lashes to give my eyes that flirty, feminine pop.

But we still weren’t done, as Hannah reached back into the drawers for lip products. Yes, multiple lip products. Apparently, there’s more than just lipstick.

She began by lining my lips with a pencil, creating a thin, scarlet outline just beyond their natural reach. Then she grabbed a shiny, silver tube, popped the cap and twisted it to reveal a luscious, matching scarlet lipstick with which she used to fill in her outline.

“Lovely, lovely, lovely…” she muttered as I sat there, keeping my lips loose but not too loose, as instructed. “Now, just one more step.”

Hannah grabbed the final product – another tube, but this time one containing a shimmery liquid and a tiny applicator wand: lip gloss.

“This look requires the best gloss I have.” She had me pucker just a bit as the sparkly lip gloss was gently applied to my already overly girly lips.

As a final touch, Hannah had me close my eyes while Caroline undid my ponytail and gave it a quick brush, neatly parting it and tossing some of my soft brunette locks over my shoulders.

“So…” Hannah said, barely containing herself. “What do we think??”

“Uh…”

Looking in the mirror I was stunned. Floored. Utterly, genuinely, unequivocally dumbfounded. In the span of 40 or so minutes, my face had transformed into what I could only describe as a 100% beautiful, 100% convincing woman.

“I… I can’t believe it,” was all I could muster, much to the enjoyment of the ladies.

Caroline leaned in. “Ain’t she a master?”

I looked over at Hannah, skillfully twirling a brush between her fingers. “Sure is.”

Not only was the makeup immaculate, but with my hair softer and sleeker than ever and delicately resting on my shoulders, I had trouble convincing myself that I wasn’t looking at a girl in the mirror.

Hannah stood back, intently studying my face, probably making mental notes of what worked versus what’ll change when she does this for Molly. I mean, that was the goal of this after all – purely for academic and practice purposes.

After a few more minutes of note taking and photo taking – photos she promised not to share with anyone outside this room – Hannah took a deep breath, her face filled with satisfaction.

“Thank you, Bailey. You’re a huge help.” Hannah was earnest in her gratitude, but a smirk nonetheless crept onto her face. “And if that wasn’t soooo bad… Maybe you’d be down for another?”

That was the deal, wasn’t it? If I hated getting my makeup done, I could call it quits right then and there. No questions asked, and we’d pretend like this never happened.

I sat in silence, pondering her question. But the longer I held out, the more apparent it became that my answer wasn’t an emphatic ‘hell-fucking-NO’.

I mean, that’s what a man should say, right? To demand that this makeup be wiped from his face immediately and head straight home? But then again, most men wouldn’t even be in this situation in the first place.

Yet here I was.

“You did a great job,” Caroline added. “And if it’s alright for me to say, you look beautiful.”

Instinctively I blushed – another response most men wouldn’t have. In fact, I kind of didn’t hate being called beautiful. But like, you know, in a ‘job well done’ kind of way.

I bashfully tucked a strand of hair behind my ear, knowing I needed to decide one way or another.

“Okay,” I said.

Hannah’s eyes lit up. “Okay… Like, ‘Okay, you’ll do it’?”

One last chance to get out of this. It was now or never.

“Yeah,” I answered, my gut winning the battle over my brain. “Let’s keep going.”

You would’ve thought it was the New Year’s Eve ball drop with how excited these girls were, cheering and hugging as they celebrated the chance to keep practicing makeup on their surprisingly willing male friend.

And so we continued just as before. Wiping my makeup clean, getting briefed on the new style, and sitting patiently while Hannah beautified my face.

Over several hours, Hannah practiced numerous looks and styles spanning all over the makeup spectrum. The first was a dewy, highlighter-heavy look supposed to emphasize luminosity and sheen, meant for a song Molly has that’s about a waterfall. Then in a complete 180, we practiced a powder-heavy, sheet-white clownish-look that was totally over the top. Later, we tried out a funky neon style with lime green lashes and eyebrows and a bold, neon orange lip color.

It’s important to note that most of these makeup looks are over-the-top for a reason. Molly’s a stage performer, so just like her outfits, the makeup needs to be big, bold, and full of emotion. Which is why I found it odd that at the end of the neon makeover, Caroline whispered something to Hannah, prompting her to request we do one final ‘simpler’ look.

“It won’t take long,” Hannah assured me. “I promise.”

In for a penny, in for a pound, I suppose. “Sure, we can do one more.”

Like before, my face was wiped clean of its wacky, neon paint, as Hannah started the process over once again.

I sat calmly in my chair, barely noticing or caring what ‘simple’ look she was going for this time around. In fact, it felt like she was done in the blink of an eye. Well, maybe seven or eight minutes, but still.

“Ta-da!” Hannah proclaimed. “The final look!”

I stared into the mirror, taking a moment to recognize the changes to my face. And honestly, there weren’t many. Compared to the previous four styles, it appeared I was hardly wearing any makeup at all. I mean, I was, but I more or less looked like myself – prettied up just enough in each part of my face.

No heavy bronzer or highlighter, and no outrageously puckered lips like before. Instead, I had light foundation, bits of concealer, just enough mascara to pop my eyes, and a soft pink lip color with tiniest bit of gloss.

“Thoughts?” Caroline asked.

Might as well tell the truth.

“Honestly? I think it’s my favorite so far.”

Both girls cheered giddily.

“But,” I continued. “It shouldn’t matter what I think. Will it look good for Molly on stage?”

Instead of answering me, Hannah nudged Caroline, prodding her to speak up.

“Actually… Bailey, I had Hannah do this look for you, not for Molly.”

“For me?” I asked, flattered but confused. “Oh, no. I’m doing this for you guys. For Molly.”

“And we appreciate that!” Caroline began, stepping behind me in the chair, once again toying with my long, soft hair. “But you know, it is a Friday night in Las Vegas… And we do have plans to go out after work…”

“A little girls’ night out.” Hannah nodded along excitedly.

Caroline locked into my eyes in the mirror – my pretty, brown eyes accentuated by my big, dark lashes.

“And we were thinking you might want to join us as one of the girls.”


Chapter Seven

It sounded like a joke. It had to have been a joke. Because what Caroline just proposed sounded utterly absurd. So instead of jumping out of my seat and sprinting for the door, I merely laughed.

“That’s… Yeah, that’d be crazy! Wouldn’t it? Me? Going as a girl?”

But Caroline wasn’t laughing. Neither was Hannah.

Wait… Were these girls serious?

“It’s just a thought,” Caroline said earnestly. “There’s this guy I know who’s a magician a few hotels over. Small theater, but he always gets a crowd. Tonight’s his final show before he goes on tour, so I thought we’d swing by.”

It was objectively nice of Caroline to support her friend, and the idea of a magic show did sound fun, but she was missing the bigger issue here – me going as a GIRL.

Hannah, to her credit, sensed my hesitancy as well.

“Maybe Bailey doesn’t have to go as a girl. He goes as himself… only, you know, cuter!”

I rolled my eyes. “Cuter?”

Hannah shrugged. “Hey, just spitballing.”

Caroline went on and on describing her proposal: hitting up a bar, catching the show, maybe gambling a bit after. But while she talked, I found myself focusing not on her face but on my own. Oddly mesmerized.

Yes, I’ve been watching myself in the mirror for hours, but the prior makeup never really looked like it was part of me. Instead, each was a temporary ‘costume’, ultimately intended for Molly. The same was true with the wigs.

But my face right now? This makeup, strangely, felt like makeup meant for me. The feminine aspects of my face were accentuated while the masculine aspects were suppressed, creating a different but still very real version of myself. And my long hair only furthered this new feminine form. Hannah might be right. I’m still Bailey, but cuter.

“Damn, someone can’t keep his eyes off himself!” Hannah teased.

I blushed, caught red-handed.

Caroline put her hand on my shoulder gently. “You know, there’s nothing wrong with liking how you look.” Then she paused for a moment. “You do like this, don’t you?”

I felt my body stiffening, still not ready to say the quiet part out loud.

Hannah paced the room. “Femininity is fun! It shouldn’t be wrong to play with makeup. That’s always been my gripe with society. We never let boys play with hair and makeup. Why not? Half of all humans can’t grow or explore because of some stupid norms?

My eyes lit up when she said the word ‘grow’. That’s my goal out here, isn’t it? To reset and regrow? I know that originally meant expanding my social circle, focusing on my health, and finding a good balance in my career… Could this be part of it too?

Maybe playing around for just one night couldn’t hurt.

I swiveled the chair and gazed at the closet space I’d embarrassingly already raided.

“If I join you… Then I should probably borrow an outfit.”

The girls' heads shot toward each other with excitement, though I sensed they were dialing it back so as not to spook me.

Caroline held back a smirk. “An outfit can certainly be arranged…”

Before I knew it, we were back digging through Molly’s closet looking for an outfit. Though this time under very different, arguably better, circumstances. However, that didn’t mean the experience was void of stress.

For one, I rejected nearly everything Hannah and Caroline threw my way. Either it was too girly, too over-the-top, or too revealing.

“Remember, I’m not going as a girl, I’m going as ‘Bailey, but Cuter’.”

“Bailey, but Cuter,” the girls repeated in unison. Though I sensed a bit of disappointment in Hannah’s voice, the usual culprit trying to stretch the limits.

Because Molly and I were the same size, I didn’t have to actually try anything on until, after much deliberation, we decided on tonight’s look.

For the top, we settled on a light-blue, long-sleeve, off-the-shoulder cropped tee. While the shirt would show off my shoulders and tummy, the sleeves and high neckline offered enough coverage to still feel comfortable and not overly girly. It also paired nicely with the high-waisted, flare bottom leather pants (apparently very in style). Again, a decent mix of comfortable, cute, and androgynous. However, just as I was about to put them on, we hit another snag.

Caroline held up her hand, halting me before I went to change. “Bailey, what underwear do you have on?”

Weird question…

“Uh… boxers. Why?”

She quickly shook her head. “With those pants? Won’t work.” Caroline gestured to Hannah who, in one swift motion, reached into a drawer and tossed me a package of something.

“Panties?” I said in disbelief. “What? Why?”

“Boxers will scrunch up all night. Trust me, these will be way more comfortable.”

I let out a long sigh but realized I’d probably fought her on enough already. With my index finger jammed straight at her, I caved.

“Only IF they’re comfortable…”

With my clothing choices set, I instructed the girls to turn their backs to me while I stripped off my pants, boxers, and shirt – careful not to mess up my makeup – and gingerly stepped into one of the navy blue panties fresh from the package.

Slowly but surely, I slid the panties up my legs until neatly secured and…

“Woah,” I muttered quietly, though loud enough that the girls could hear.

“Everything okay?” Caroline asked, her back still turned.

“Yeah…” I began, twisting my hips and playing with the elastic.

I can’t believe I’m saying this, but the panties really were comfortable. Heavenly, in fact. Not only did they fit like a glove around my tush, but my private parts even felt good in them. A tiny bit snug, but since I’m not exactly, uh… sporting much size in that department, I actually appreciated how secure everything felt.

Of course, I didn’t want to outright say that. The last thing I wanted was for these girls to think they’re right about everything, so I told them a half-truth.

“Comfortable enough. These’ll do.”

I quickly moved on, stepping into the leather pants and fumbling to get my shirt on right. With the new outfit on, I allowed the girls to turn around and bravely listened to their oohing and aahing as they witnessed their male friend blush in what was clearly the most feminine outfit of his life. Thankfully, they were nothing but complimentary.

Hannah went back to the drawers. “All that’s left are shoes.” She tossed me two strappy-looking pieces of footwear. “Try these.”

I glanced at them for a moment. “They look like heels.”

She rolled her eyes. “They are heels. They’ll go great with your pants.”

I hung my head again, exasperated. “Hannah, if we’re going for comfort, are heels really gonna help?”

She shot a look at Caroline who shrugged back. “Were we right about the panties or not?”

With another frustrated sigh, I sat down and fiddled my way into heels. The ivory color and unique, strappy laces immediately stood out to me. Sure the shoes were girly, but at least they were a manageable two inches.

Walking in them felt extremely strange at first, but after a few laps around the dressing room, I grew to understand their appeal. They looked good, felt comfortable enough, and, apparently like everything else in Molly’s closet, couldn’t have fit my feet more perfectly.

Caroline checked her phone for the time. “Well, I think we’ve putzed around here long enough. Shall we start the night?”

Hannah clapped her hands with glee. “Yes yes yes! I’ve been dying for a cosmo.”

Caroline flipped off the lights and led us up the stairwell. Somehow, once again, I’d found myself in Molly’s clothes and without the safety of the dressing room. At this point, all I could do was hope and pray I’m not making a massive mistake.

“I think I’ll join you in that cosmo,” I said, my voice wavering the tiniest bit.

Lord knows that to get through the night dressed this way, I’ll certainly need one.

◆◆◆

While I wasn’t exactly the most social person in college, I was no stranger to hitting the town on weekends to bar-hop and have a good time. For four years of school, friends and I would hit up Rhode Island bars and, over time, grow familiar with the customs, traditions, and energy of your typical East Coast pub to the point where, by graduation, we felt like locals.

Unfortunately, none of that ‘experience’ would prepare me for a night out in Vegas with these ladies.

Maybe I’m exaggerating a little. Hannah and Caroline aren’t exactly the issue here. If anything, they were the seasoned tour guides helping navigate the strange and unique culture that is the Las Vegas bar scene.

As promised, our first stop of the night was a cocktail bar about halfway between The Goulet and the hotel where the magic show would be. Those first couple steps across the Goulet lobby and onto the street were admittedly terrifying. Makeup on my face, adorning a women’s top, pants, and heels… I felt like there might as well be a big ‘ol sign on my back that reads ‘Weirdo’ or ‘Freak’ or something like that.

But thanks to my strange, natural ability to strut in heels with confidence, I managed not to turn too many heads. If anything, it was my two friends who garnered most of the attention. They’re two hot, single women after all. For them, a gaze from a random man is a positive.

It was the same deal in the cocktail bar. Just by flirting with the male host, Caroline immediately got us a table and quick, prompt service from our very chatty male server.

Unlike out east where our nights were spent huddled in old, drafty dive bars, here I got to enjoy a chic establishment with trendy, colorful decor. No longer was it beer or whiskey shots as our only option for alcohol. Instead, we were presented with a fancy menu featuring an extensive list of cocktails with weird, funky names. Exactly zero of my college bars would be caught dead having a ‘Prickly Princess’ drink on the menu.

“Three of those, please,” Hannah said to the server with a little wink. He smiled back and walked off. Then she turned to me. “It’s similar to a cosmo. You’ll like it, Bailey.”

Most of my evening so far was the two girls talking amongst themselves, complaining about work, sharing funny stories from the past week, or maybe a juicy detail from a recent date. Conversationally I wasn’t much of an asset, but I didn’t really mind. Tonight was about observing, accompanying, and stepping out of my comfort zone to get a better sense of the town – and maybe a better sense of myself, too.

“Three prickly princesses,” the server said, handing us our pink cocktails. Notably, his eyes were squarely on Hannah who was happy to play her part in this flirtation game. Then, with a playful gasp, he revealed a fourth drink. “Oh, and the bartender threw in an extra one for you ladies to split. On the house.”

Hannah and Caroline giggled, enjoying the attention and the free drink.

“Oh my god, thank you, sir...” Hannah purred back. “You are like, so sweet.”

The man seemed to appreciate her reaction just as much as she appreciated the drink. Caroline, hoping for a future payoff, gave him a similarly flirtatious thank you.

Now, obviously that’s something I had no issue staying away from. Partly due to the whole flirting aspect, but mainly for how he addressed us.

Ladies. Was he referring to just Caroline and Hannah, or was he including me in that? I know my goal was to look ‘cuter’ tonight, but did I actually look like a full-on woman?

Caroline raised her glass for a toast as the server made his way to another table.

“To a fun night out!” Caroline announced as we clinked glasses.

At least I can finally start drinking.

◆◆◆

We stayed at the bar quite a while longer, working through two more rounds of cocktails before ultimately deciding we were liquored up enough to enjoy an off-strip magic show.

Besides a few more awkward, flirtatious visits from our server, my night had mostly gotten better. Sure, he may have kept calling us ‘girls’ or ‘ladies’ – as did, frankly, both Caroline and Hannah who slipped up and referred to me as ‘she’ a few times – but the energy at our table was inclusive and comfortable. Exactly what I needed.

With a few drinks in me, I found my footing and joined the conversation with ease. Hannah in particular wanted to know everything about my life as an engineer – something I found odd and hilarious since, to me, she was the one with the fascinating job. I guess when you work for an endlessly demanding pop star, even the thought of using math and physics to solve commercial water solutions becomes appealing.

For something that, at first, couldn’t have felt more different from my bar-hopping days in college, it ended up feeling remarkably similar. Chatting, joking, and laughing like any normal group of friends might do. Just, you know, dressed a little differently.

It took another 15 minutes of walking to get to our second stop for the evening: a hotel called Stratosphere. Though off-strip like The Goulet, Stratosphere was an objective step up – and that was clear from the moment we stepped into the lobby.

Everything around us was sleek, clean, and best of all, from this century. High ceilings, water elements, and a tasteful blue and seafoam-green color motif throughout. This is more what I imagine when I think of ‘Vegas Hotel’. Not a dusty, mustard-colored 1960’s carpet.

“Damn… Molly should come here for her next residency,” I kidded.

Caroline huffed. “She wishes.”

Also unlike The Goulet, the path to the Stratosphere Theater was simple: straight through the casino. A casino that didn’t allow smoking, mind you. What a relief on the lungs!

The theater lobby was also a huge improvement over The Goulet, helped in part by the smiling usher waving us over to receive our specially comped digital tickets.

“Guests of Christian?” the polished woman asked. Caroline nodded and handed us each a wristband for VIP access. “Enjoy!”

The theater, as expected, was another step up in quality from The Goulet – though that’s kind of comparing apples to oranges. Molly’s stage is a concert venue with much more seating and production value, whereas the magic stage was just that: a magic stage. Smoke effects and a mysterious, blue-tinted lighting filled the intimate space, probably seating no more than a hundred folks. And instead of theater seats, the audience was grouped into tables. The layout was more like a comedy club than anything else, and like any good comedy club, it included a full cocktail bar in the back with eager servers walking around taking orders before the show.

Caroline noticed my impressed expression. “Pretty cool, right?”

Hannah insisted we all order one last cocktail before the show starts – not that any of us needed one. Nevertheless, seconds after our round of pink cosmos arrived at the table, the house lights dimmed and the “The Magic of Christian Diamanta” began.

I’d never actually seen a magic show in person, but the vibe was about what I expected. Christian walked out dressed in a sleek, black button-down and black pants, greeting the nearly full venue with a slick, charismatic smile. He made a few prepared quips and asked us to ‘expand our minds with possibility’ (classic magician talk) before jumping into his first trick. And boy was it a doozy.

Using a projection screen to give the audience the best possible view, we watched him start with a single coin and proceed to disappear it, reappear it, multiply it, split it and reform it, and so much more using nothing more than misdirection and sleight of hand. Oohs, aahs, and cheers were abundant as Christian showcased his talents. Or to be more blunt: He blew our fucking minds.

And the show was far from over. Disappearing items on stage, seemingly reading audience members’ minds, and all sorts of crazy impressive magic tricks followed. Each one crazier than the last! Caroline, Hannah, and I couldn’t help but look at each other with our jaws dropped from how impressive it was. Hannah even mentioned that Christian was ‘pretty cute’, though, like our cocktail server, I assumed her comment about another man’s attractiveness was directed to Caroline and not me.

“Thank you, thank you,” he said with his hands clasped, nodding gratefully to the audience. “If you don’t mind, I wanna squeeze in one final trick for the evening. It’s something new I’ve been working on and I’m not entirely sure it’s gonna pan out.”

Laughs from the audience. His ‘I’m not sure this’ll pan out’ comment only for him to execute it beautifully was a running joke.

“I’ll need help from an audience member...”

Several hands shot up, eager to be mesmerized up close.

“…but in the last trick I had a gentleman help me. Let’s have a lady this time.”

It just so happened that every hand raised was from a guy, meaning he’d need someone else. Christian carefully scanned the audience, looking for his next assistant until suddenly, his head stopped moving at our table. Honest to God, my first thought was that Caroline or Hannah was about to be chosen. It made me snicker.

“You, ma’am,” Christian said. “Would you be so kind as to help me?”

I looked at the girls to my left, but both were already looking at me.

Then it hit me.

Christian wasn’t picking either of them. He was picking me.


Chapter Eight

“Ma’am? Hello?”

The chuckles from the audience were piercing. Was this really happening? Did Christian really think I was a girl?

“Come on up! It’s very simple, I promise.” Christian turned his attention to the crowd. “Let’s give her some encouragement, yeah?”

The entire theater clapped along, hoping the shy, timid girl would be brave and play along. If only they knew the real reason.

Caroline and Hannah – who did know the reason – weren’t much help, sitting there frozen and just as confused as I was.

The applause only grew louder and more incessant the longer I stayed seated. With Christian’s beckoning face staring down at me, I really started to feel the pressure.

If I were to walk up on stage, I’d not only draw unwanted attention to myself, but I’d more or less be validating and accepting what I feared all night: I wasn’t just ‘Bailey, but Cuter’, I was ‘Bailey, the Girl.’

As scary as that thought was, I just wanted the pressure to stop. And so, with as much confidence as I could muster, I rose to my feet and followed Christian onto the stage.

The crowd went nuts, probably thinking it was their clapping that made the difference. I guess it kind of was.

“Yes, keep it going!” Christian announced as I navigated the thin steps onto the stage. Recognizing my heels, he kindly held my hand to help with balance.

As I stood on stage under the heat of the lights, I suddenly felt a thousand times more self-conscious about my appearance. Not whether or not I looked like a girl – that ship had sailed – but whether each bit of my look was holding up. How was my hair? Were my pants too tight? How was my makeup holding up? All thoughts I never dreamed would enter my mind.

Christian ushered me into position on stage and turned to me.

“What’s your name?”

An easy question, right? But another dreadful thought occurred to me: What if he notices my voice?

I looked down at my friends who, from the way the stage was lit, weren’t easy to see. I can only imagine how nervous they were for me. Nervous and stunned that I actually went through with this. But there was no way out but through.

Focusing as best I could to manipulate my vocal cords, I slowly and bravely replied to Christian. My eyes were locked on his, hoping and praying he wouldn’t make some grandiose reaction to a male voice coming from what he believed was a female body.

“Uhh… It’s Bailey.”

But there was no such reaction.

Much to my surprise, my first-ever words spoken as a female-presenting person couldn’t have been softer or more naturally feminine.

Christian turned to the audience. “Another round of applause for Bailey!”

The crowd cheered encouragingly, not judgmentally.

Holy shit! How did I pull that off with such ease? Sure, my voice was a little shaky, but saying my name in a soft, dainty, girl’s voice came completely natural. If only I had a good view of my friends. I’m sure they’re losing their minds.

Christian pulled out a deck of cards and explained as he went.

“This one’s very, very simple.” He held up the deck to the audience. “First, Bailey’s gonna examine the deck to make sure it’s real. It’s a standard deck? No tricks?”

I took the deck from his hands. Flipping through, it was exactly that. A normal deck, fresh from its packaging.

“It’s legit,” I muttered, somehow again nailing a feminine pitch.

“Perfect!” he exclaimed.

Christian went on a little tangent about how he likes to play poker and never loses because he always knows what cards his opponents have. He fanned out the deck and presented it to me.

“Bailey, I’d like you to build your own poker hand. Pick five cards from the deck and don’t show them to anyone. Not to me, not to the audience. They’re your little secret.”

Heh. If only he knew my real secret.

I nodded and did as told, selecting five cards at random, then held them close to my chest.

“Done,” I said after a moment.

“Now, of those five cards, I want you to think of one and only one. Your secret, okay?”

I gazed at my five cards. The Ace of Clubs, the King of Hearts, the Seven of Spades, the Two of Spades, and the Jack of Diamonds. Of those five, the Seven of Spades felt the least obvious.

“Okay, got it.”

Thank God these questions only required short answers.

Christian took a few steps away and stared back at me. “Now, Bailey, the next thing I want you to do is, while looking at your cards, look me in the eye and repeat after me: Ace, Two, Three, Four, Five, Six, Seven, Eight, Nine, Ten, Jack, Queen, King.”

Holy shit that’s a lot more than simple one-word answers. But what else could I do but follow his prompts and hope my voice holds out.

Miraculously, with beautiful pitch and intonation, I repeated back to him loudly and clearly, “Ace, Two, Three, Four, Five, Six, Seven, Eight, Nine, Ten, Jack, Queen, King.”

He stared at me hard. But not because he suspected some hidden identity. He was trying to discern something about my cards.

“Clubs, Spades, Hearts, Diamonds,” he said. “Repeat, please.”

I repeated his words, holding perfect vocal form.

The audience was on edge, desperate to see what would happen next. Of course, I was on edge too, but for completely different reasons.

After a few moments of deep focus and staring into my eyes, Christian clasped his hands, closed his eyes, and turned his back to me.

“Bailey, I want you to do me a favor, okay? On the table in front of you…” Christian held for a long, dramatic pause. “Get rid of the King of Hearts. That’s not your card.”

My eyes widened. Holy shit, that’s one of the five!

An impressed smile emerged on my face as I slowly lowered the card onto the table. The crowd gasped. But Christian wasn’t done.

“And get rid of the Two of Spades. That’s not your card either.”

More gasps, more awe. I ditched the deuce.

“Same with the Jack of Diamonds and King of Hearts.”

How the hell was he doing this?? The crowd’s wonder ballooned with each card added to the table.

“So that leaves you with one card, right Bailey? The card you thought of. Your card.”

I nodded.

“Show everyone the Seven of Spades.”

I flipped the card around and the audience went ballistic. A standing ovation as Christian somehow managed to nail all five cards in my hand. It was wizardry, plain and simple.

“Give it up for Bailey!” he motioned for me to take a bow, which I did carefully. “Brave girl. Thank you, thank you.”

Christian helped me back down the steps and swiftly, like I’d narrowly escaped a bank robbery, I scooted back to my table where Caroline and Hannah’s jaws were on the floor. A little from Christian’s trick, but mostly from my own bit of stage magic.

That being his final trick of the night, Christian gave one last bow and said goodnight to the crowd.

The house lights came up and chatter filled the room. Everyone was abuzz and eager to discuss the magic they just witnessed. But my two friends cared about one thing and one thing alone.

Caroline gripped me by the shoulders. “Bailey… where the hell did that come from??”

I smiled coyly. “What ever do you mean…”

“The voice!” Hannah shouted, then lowered her voice. “You sounded, like, exactly like a girl!”

Of course I knew what she was talking about, but my guess was as good as hers. I shrugged.

“Survival mode? Christian thought I was a girl, so, I dunno… My body just kinda reacted accordingly.”

Caroline couldn’t stop smirking. “You’re full of surprises, aren’t you, Bailey Boone…”

As much as the girls wanted to keep discussing my brief but bold venture presenting female, Caroline reminded Hannah they had only a quick chance to say hey to Christian backstage before he had to go.

“You can probably come too,” Caroline said, gesturing backstage. “Maybe try to keep fooling him?”

She winked at me and I playfully rolled my eyes. “I’ll hang back,” I said, already eyeing the bar. “I could use another drink after all that.”

“Suit yourself,” Hannah said as she and Caroline followed the stage manager back to the green room.

As I walked to the bar at the back of the theater, I clocked that, for the first time all evening – besides my time on stage – I was entirely on my own. No friends to turn to to make a comment, to show me where to go or what to do next... Just me, myself, and I.

It also wasn’t lost on me that every other person standing by the theater bar definitely still assumed I was a girl. After all, Christian certainly seemed to think so. So did our server from earlier and, thinking back, lots of people we passed on the street didn’t bat an eye, probably assuming I was a girl just like Caroline and Hannah.

None of these people knew who I was, and had no clue or interest in my history. Everyone was ‘meeting’ me for the first time, and while I meant to introduce to the world ‘Bailey, but Cuter’, ‘Girl Bailey’ was all anyone saw.

Part of me knew this should be deeply frustrating – infuriating, even. Everyone looking at you and seeing something you don’t intend? It’s like walking around with an ugly zit on your face. But oddly, I hardly cared about that ‘zit’. In fact, the tiniest part of me even found it flattering. Flattering that, if in some crazy, bizarro world, I ever wanted to look pretty and present as a girl, I now knew I could.

Approaching the bar, the female bartender came up to me with a smile. “What can I getcha, babe?” she asked, but using ‘babe’ in the girl-to-girl kind of way.

Then, despite no pressure to do so – I was off stage and off the hook – I decided to answer in my softer pitch. Not ‘full-on girl’ like with Christian, but enough to sell the point.

“Just a cosmo please?” I asked. The woman nodded and began mixing.

“Actually, make that two, please,” someone said from behind. A man’s voice. An oddly familiar man’s voice, and the second I turned to him, my face turned bright red.

Wavy, dark hair, olive skin, and piercing green eyes. Sure enough, Theo, the lighting guy, was standing right beside me.

“Shit!” I yelped, my feminine voice evaporating from existence. For a millisecond I wondered if sprinting away was possible – to just weave through the crowd and hope he’d mistaken me for someone else. But there was no getting away. Theo had fully recognized me.

The bartender smiled at him. “Of course.”

Things were quiet between us for a moment as we watched the bartender prepare the drinks. Someone needed to break the ice, and it might as well be me.

“You… You saw the show?”

Theo just stared forward, chuckling a little bit. “Sure did. Can I say you were even better on this stage than at The Goulet?”

I huffed, already as annoyed by his trolling as I was last time.

“Yeah, 'cause you scared the shit out of me with your stupid spotlight!!”

He tilted his head slightly. “Oh come on, you looked like a deer in headlights long before I pointed it at you. You were begging to be messed with.”

Another annoyed huff.

“Alright, alright,” he finally conceded. “Just be happy there’s no voice modifier equipped for this theater.”

My eyebrow raised. “What do you mean?”

Just as I said that, the woman returned with our drinks. Two pretty, pink cosmopolitans. Quickly and deliberately I pulled out my card to pay, but the bartender held up her hand.

“You’re together,” she said, nudging her head toward Theo. “Nice to know the right people.”

I glared at Theo as she stepped away. “You are not buying me this drink.”

“You’re right. I’m not,” he said plainly. “It’s free.”

From his shirt pocket, Theo summoned an ID card. The text was small but clear enough to read ‘Stratosphere Lighting Staff’, right next to a tiny image of his face.

“Wait, you work here too?”

Theo smirked again. “Someone’s gotta pay the bills. And I live alone, so I guess that person’s me.”

Jesus. Not only did Theo witness my girl ‘performance’, but he had the best seat in the house. And from the little I knew about him, I’ll bet he turned up the lights just a bit brighter to stick it to me.

“Well, I’m glad you’re getting plenty of work.”

He sipped his cosmo and nodded. “What’s the saying? Idle hands are the devil’s workshop? Something like that.”

This time I chuckled, looking down at my outfit and doing a quick toss of my hair. “Preaching to the choir,” I said back to him.

We simultaneously sipped our drinks to fill the awkward pause.

“These are yummy,” he said. “Girly, but yummy. Good call.”

“Oh, I never had one before tonight. Drink choice was all Caroline and Hannah.”

Theo craned his neck, looking past the crowd to spot them. “They leave already?”

“Just talking to Christian. Apparently, they’re friends. Got us in for free tonight.”

Theo lifted up his cosmo around neck-high. “You’re getting all sorts of free shit tonight, aren’t you?”

It might’ve been a dig, but it made me smile. “Lucky me.”

“Speaking of which, since you’re waiting anyway… Want a little tour of the lighting booth? Also free. I promise.”

I looked around the bar again, wondering if perhaps Caroline and Hannah had only a quick catch-up with Christian. But they were nowhere to be seen. Best I could tell, Theo was my buddy for this portion of the evening.

“Sure,” I said, forcing out some confidence. “Might as well learn something new tonight.”

Theo and I grabbed our drinks and carried them past the bar and around the corner to a door marked ‘Staff Only’. Through the door and up a small, metallic set of stairs to our left, I was suddenly greeted by a wide control board with hundreds of colored switches and buttons, as well as a whole new elevated view of the stage through the glass.

“Welcome to the lighting booth,” Theo said humbly. “Where the real magic happens.”

As an engineer, I’m no stranger to complex equipment and technology being the real MVP behind the scenes… but never something like this. The setup was extensive and miraculous, especially for such a small theater.

Theo eagerly sat down and began fiddling with the board. “Give me a color and a pattern.”

He was putting me on the spot. “Uh, green spiral?”

Theo smiled and clicked a few buttons on the board. “Coming right up.”

Within seconds, on the stage’s backsplash, a collection of green lights focused into a circle then pulled apart and began to spiral.

I honestly couldn’t help it. My eyes lit up at the sight of the flashy, emerald spiral. And Theo seemed to adore my reaction. “And let’s take the blue from your shirt…” He shifted a few more levers. “…and add it to the mix!”

With barely any effort, the light-blue color from my long-sleeve top was now part of the spiral, dazzling and twinkling on stage.

“Holy shit, you’re good…” I said in awe, stepping forward to get a better look at the mechanics behind it. I had to crane my neck to see, but above us, there were dozens of lights hung from a catwalk, each rigged to move at the command of Theo’s board.

“How many you got up there?” I asked.

“Forty-seven,” he answered confidently. “Magicians like their lights.”

I squinted my eyes, trying to get a sense of how it all came together. “Where do you buy your clamps? They look nice.”

Theo froze for a moment. He wasn’t expecting that question out of me. “Uh, I get ‘em online from Pearson’s Products…”

“Pearson’s is the best!” I exclaimed, turning my attention back to Theo. “So much good stuff. And they never rip you off.”

His eyebrow raised. “And why do you know about mechanical rigging companies?”

Instinctively I double hair toss, just like the one Caroline taught me.

“Because I’m a water engineer. We use ‘em all the time.”

An intrigued smirk slowly formed on his face.

I playfully craned my neck. “What, you think you’re the only one with multiple jobs? Well, if you count modeling Caroline’s wigs a ‘job’.”

The vibe had suddenly shifted. And not in a bad way. I have no idea what Theo thought of me before tonight, but revealing my job seemed to light a fire under him.

“Wait… That’s like so fucking cool, Bailey! Seriously?”

“Heh… Well, yeah!” I said, cheesing it up. “That’s my job!”

“Jeez. I’m like such a mechanics nerd.” He grabbed the back of his neck, perhaps a little embarrassed by that confession. “Seriously, you gotta tell me everything!”

And that’s exactly what I did – or at least tried to do. I took a seat at the control board in the other chair and dove right into my life story. Well, some of it. I told Theo all about how I studied engineering in college, worked a job in the area right after and, kind of on a whim, moved out to Vegas to mix things up.

Theo was extremely attentive, asking plenty of follow-up questions as we sipped our drinks and discussed the intricacies of being an engineer. Even the most boring and technical aspects Theo seemed interested in.

It’s funny, usually by now people nod off and try to change the subject. But not Theo. Those bright green eyes held their focus on me the entire time, eager for anything I had to say.

“And the best part? I’ve still got like a month off before I start.”

Theo shook his head and smirked. A little jealous but mostly amused. “You lucky bastard.”

We shared a laugh. One of many.

If you’d asked me how I thought this night would pan out, I would’ve never guessed it’d result in running into the annoying lighting guy – much less sharing cocktails together in his booth while talking about my job. Yet here I am. And honestly, I’m kind of enjoying it.

During another Theo question, I felt my phone buzz in my pants. I downed the last bit of my martini and answered. It was Caroline.

“Hey! Sorry that took so long. You didn’t leave, did you?”

Theo sat patiently as I took her call.

“I uhh… No. Just stepped away for a moment.” Again, I found my eyes meeting his. “In fact… I ran into Theo.”

“Lighting Theo?” Caroline asked, some curious elevation in her voice. “Really… I didn’t know he worked here.”

“He does! But yeah, give me a second and I’ll meet you at our seats.”

Honestly, as much as I wanted to be back with Caroline and Hannah, a small part of me was sad to leave Theo – something I thought I’d never say. But hey, surprises are everywhere. Especially in Vegas.

I followed Theo out of the control room and, with his helping hand, descended the thin staircase in my heels. Once we returned to the hallway, I paused kind of awkwardly.

“Hey…” I said. “Thanks for, like, not roasting me too much for my outfit. I was helping the girls out, and we got carried away and I agreed to–”

Theo held up his hand. “There’s nothing to roast. Honestly, you pull it off.”

Hearing the girls compliment me was one thing. This was their doing. But to hear it from a guy felt different. It made my insides feel all swirly and spirally, like Theo’s light display from earlier.

But I mentioned none of that. A mere “thanks,” would do.

He nodded and smiled. Even the uber-confident Theo looked a little awkward for once.

“See you around,” I said quietly, ready to return to my girls. “Unless you wanna keep hanging with us?”

Theo thought about it for a moment but ultimately declined. “I, uh… Thanks, but I have somewhere I should be.”

Nodding, I told him I understood.

“But listen,” he continued. “We should hang out again.”

“Absolutely! I’m sure Caroline and Hannah–”

“Oh, no,” he corrected. “I mean, those girls are great but…”

Theo looked about as bashful and meek as ever. Already uncharacteristic, but what he said next shocked me just as much.

“...Maybe we could do something just the two of us?”


Chapter Nine

“How the hell did you bury the lede this long??”

Caroline was practically screaming over the phone through my earbuds. Not exactly what I wanted on what was supposed to be a peaceful 35-mile bike ride through the desert.

I let out a long sigh between steady, heavy breaths.

“So?” Caroline pleaded into my ear. “What’d you say?”

I was a little peeved to be prodded like this, but I suppose some of it’s my fault for sitting on this info for four whole days.

“I gave him my number,” I answered plainly. “That’s literally it.”

“Wow…” she muttered. “A one-on-one hang with Theo…”

“Hey, I haven’t agreed to anything!” I told her back. “Plus, he hasn’t even texted me yet.”

I obviously couldn’t see her face, but somehow I knew she was holding back the biggest smirk in the world. God does this girl love to tease me…

“Well, I don’t know a ton about Theo, but from the little I do, he’s a cool, hard-working guy with a sense of humor. And you two really seem to be connecting.” Then, a pause. “As friends.”

I huffed loudly. “Yes, as friends. What else would it be?”

“Nothing… I dunno!” she squeaked. “Just ignore me.”

If there’s one thing I can say about that night, it’s that it was unlike anything I’d ever experienced before – and probably ever will experience again. My first time in makeup. My first time in women’s underwear and an androgynous (though leaning feminine) outfit. My first experience wearing heels. My first time using a female voice. And all of it in public.

I fully understand that most men would die of embarrassment after doing that. But somehow, not me. Instead, I found myself continuing some of it.

I’d already established a fondness for well-maintained and nice-smelling hair. And while it’s still on the board I get a haircut before my job starts, as of now, I’m enjoying it way too much to even consider that.

Clothing-wise, I’ve returned to my fully-male, non-Molly wardrobe. Just as I should be. But if I’m being honest… I have found myself thinking about how comfortable those panties were. I know, I know! Crazy! But something about keeping everything so compact and so secure down there just felt… I dunno. Comforting?

I should also confess that after an entire night walking in heels, I’ve been focusing more and more on keeping good posture and walking with grace. Every time I pass a mirror in my house or at the store, I do a quick posture check. Are my shoulders back and down? Am I engaging my core? Is my stride graceful, or is it too clunky? It’s nothing drastic, but who knew spending a night in heels would actually help me walk better?

Of course, I shared none of these things with Caroline who I knew would only tease me. But as it turns out, none of this was why she had called me.

“So Hannah and I were talking yesterday and realized you still haven’t been to a Molly Pop show!”

Really? Huh! I guess she’s right. I’d worn her wigs, her clothes, and her makeup – but never actually seen her in concert.

I smirked on my bike. “Is this your way of inviting me to a show?”

“Maaaaaybe,” she said. “Well, only if you like shitty, outdated pop music.”

Honestly, a little midweek concert did sound fun. “Is my ticket free? You do owe me for all my volunteering.”

“Free as a bird,” she said. “Come by early for a drink! Plus, having you around will help loosen me up for a full night of Molly.”

I hung up the phone and continued my ride. My eyes looked ahead at the road while my mind looked ahead to what would undoubtedly be a wacky, goofy, but most of all low-pressure night out.

◆◆◆

I spent much of my Uber to The Goulet quizzing myself. No, not on the names of Vegas hotels, or even how to navigate the tricky Goulet hallways, but on Molly Pop’s discography. Because honestly, I couldn’t remember the last time I listened to one of her songs.

Molly Pop, like many artists, had a period in her career when she seemed downright unstoppable. Album sales, streaming and downloads, getting played on every radio station in America – you name it. But that was almost a decade ago, and here she is, relegated to a residency at an off-strip Las Vegas theater.

Still, it’s pretty impressive what she’s achieved. Based on my memory (and having seen and worn some of her wardrobe), she’s pretty much a poor man’s Katy Perry or Lady Gaga. Maybe the costumes aren’t as iconic and the music isn’t as good, but being second fiddle to those ladies is far from a bad thing.

I arrived at the theater a few hours before the show, as promised, but figured I should keep my distance from the dressing room. I had no clue what time Molly would arrive, what her mood would be, or what the energy leading up to show time might be. All I could think of was Caroline’s vague warning from our first wig session: “Just don’t rock the boat.”

Caroline left me completely in the dark on any details, so here I was, standing alone in the theater lobby, wearing the one thing I thought might fit in at one of Molly’s shows: dark blue joggers and an old, neon-green tank top I got from a random fundraiser back in college.

“Psst! Bailey!”

I looked up from my phone and saw Hannah’s curly blonde hair and big eyes peeking out from behind a corner. I waved back at her, a little confused by her stealth. But as soon as she realized I was alone, she spoke at full volume.

“Sorry to keep you waiting. Sometimes Molly’s fans get here early to see her and they wait in the lobby.”

I pouted, jokingly. “What, am I not a fan?”

Hannah shook her head. I could tell she was already kind of stressed. “Trust me, you’re too normal of a person to be a Poppie.” She rolled her eyes. “Yeah, that’s what her fanbase calls themselves.”

She then stuck out her tongue and pointed her throat making a gagging noise. Jeez, these girls really don’t like their boss…

I followed Hannah down the stairwell and to the dressing room where, sure enough, Caroline was waiting in the styling chair, anxious and actionless. I didn’t even need to ask. Molly was late, and it was stressing the hell out her styling team.

“She hasn’t even fucking landed yet,” Caroline held up her phone to Hannah. “The bitch has a show in a few hours and she can’t bother to be in the right state?”

“Ugh!” Hannah yelled out, exasperated. “The crew’s gonna hate this too. And she’ll somehow make it our fault.”

I sensed the room’s rising tension and thought to offer them an out. “Is this a bad time? I can come hang later.”

Caroline shot up from her seat. “No, no, no, I’m sorry Bailey. It’s honestly really good to see you. I could use a distraction from our lazy-ass boss. Plus, you getting here means it’s drinking timeeeee!”

Hannah walked over to the mini fridge and held it open for our selection. It was fully stocked with sodas, beers, seltzers, and canned cocktails. At least Molly’s hospitality was good.

We cracked our drinks and sipped away as the girls vented about their boss, making up scenarios about everything she, her boyfriend, and the rest of her entourage might be up to that's so much more important than showing up on time. I know it’s negative, but the way they complain never ceases to be funny and entertaining.

One thing I couldn’t get off my mind though was how this might be affecting Theo. Did he care if Molly was late? Was he even here yet? Was he coming at all?

Despite giving him my number and having an admittedly nice conversation about our jobs, I didn’t know much at all about his day-to-day life. He’s an enigma alright. An enigma who seems pretty uninterested in that ‘one-on-one hang’, despite his claim.

Caroline was in the middle of fetching her second drink when, out of nowhere, the door to the green room swung open. I clutched my can and braced for impact, thinking I was about to witness an enraged Molly. But quite the opposite person walked in.

“Oh, hey Alice,” Caroline said as if nothing was the matter.

The woman, Alice, was all smiles. “Gorgeous day outside.” She looked around for a moment. “Hmm. No Molly yet?”

“Nope,” both girls grunted.

Who’s this now? Like Caroline and Hannah, the woman clearly is an employee. But unlike the girls, Alice looked just north of 50. She had a full head of undyed gray hair that hung past her shoulders and a funky-looking, multi-colored dress to go along with her thick-framed, red-tinted glasses. This woman looked like a stylist, and sure enough, I was right.

“Oh! Where are my manners?” Caroline shot up from her seat. “Alice, meet Bailey. Bailey, meet Alice.”

Alice, like everyone else I’d met around here, took a few moments to soak in my image – probably noting that, yes, my hair, features, and build were the male equivalent of Molly Pop.

“Charmed,” Alice muttered. “Has anyone ever mentioned–”

The girls started to laugh. We all knew where this was going.

“That I look a little like Molly? You’re hardly the first,” I stood up from my seat and walked over to the fridge to help myself to another canned cocktail. “I’m learning to accept it.”

“Well, her personality aside… She's very pretty. I hope you take it as a compliment.”

I’m barely two seconds into meeting her and she’s already calling me pretty. And I’m not even in ‘Bailey-but-Cuter’ mode. It never ends, does it?

Alice promptly stepped toward the closet and began fiddling with some of the dresses on the rack. “I’m gonna work on the tweaks she wanted, ‘kay, girls?”

“Go for it,” they replied again in sync.

Alice took the costumes and, along the closet space in the back of the dressing room, pushed another full rack of clothes out of her way that was up against the wall. Or so I thought.

With a rugged heave, she pushed open a creaky wooden door that had completely blended into the wall.

“Wait,” I muttered. “There’s more back there?”

She turned around and smiled. “My studio!”

I shot up from my seat to investigate. For all the time I’d spent in this room, I’d never realized there could be even more space beyond the cabinets, styling chairs, and the bathroom. Maybe the amenities at The Goulet were better than I thought.

The girls stood back as I wandered to the back of the dressing room and into Alice’s studio which, upon closer look, was just as dusty and outdated as the rest of the hotel.

The studio was full-service, however. More costumes and clothing hung on even more racks, and loose material, fabric swatches, and decorative trinkets were piled up all around the room. But the centerpiece of it all was a large table featuring a big ‘ol sewing machine and tons of sewing supplies.

“This is incredible!” I gawked. “All of this is for Molly?”

Alice rolled her eyes. “I imagine you’ve heard how… selective… she is?”

I nodded.

She giggled. “Then you understand.”

Alice kindly walked me through a few of the oddities and eccentricities of her studio, including some of the garments she’d been working on. One of which was a short, tight, white mini dress with a bunch of plastic red cherries attached to it.

“Oh! Is that for Cherry Bomb?” I called out instinctively.

Alice looked at me, stunned that I was so familiar with her work.

“How do you…” she began curiously but stopped as she suddenly realized something. She gazed deep into my eyes. “Oh my goodness… You’re the one that’s been helping out the girls!”

My face suddenly turned bright red, embarrassed that I’d so foolishly walked back into the trap of discussing my similarities to Molly. But what was I supposed to do? Lie?

“I, uh… yeah,” I answered with a little bit of shame in my voice. But Alice was having none of it.

“No, no, no! I think that’s fantastic! It’s just when the girls said the other day they had a friend helping them… I assumed that friend was also a girl.” She gently put her hand on my shoulder. “I’m sure you look adorable.”

My stomach was churning up a storm. What was it about being called ‘adorable’, ‘cute’, or ‘lovely’ that kept setting me off? And what is it about me that keeps earning those labels?

“He sure does,” Caroline said from behind. She and Hannah had been eavesdropping and, to nobody’s surprise, wanted every part of this conversation.

“Bailey’s a fantastic model,” Hannah said. “I did his makeup last weekend and we even went out!”

Alice’s face lit up while mine turned an even deeper red.

“Did you, now! Oh, that must’ve been a delight.”

The three ladies went on for a little while longer, recapping our night out, the process of picking out an outfit to borrow from Molly, and, over and over again, how ‘cute’ I looked.

“You’ve got quite the fanbase, Bailey.”

“Sure do…” I squeaked out.

Alice’s eyes widened as if a brilliant idea had struck her. She scampered across the room over to one of the mannequin bodies and pulled it into view.

“Bailey… you wouldn’t mind doing me a favor, would you?”

She didn’t even need to ask. It was obvious where this was headed. The mannequin she’d summoned was wearing a blue asymmetric dress – a fancy, eveningwear kind of gown.

“Let me guess,” I said, monotone. “You want me to wear it?”

Alice gleefully clasped her hands. “Oh, would you!? Molly’s here so rarely and her clothes fit you perfectly…”

How has this happened to me not once, not twice, but three times now? I take a trip down to the dressing room, I miraculously match Molly in some physical manner and find myself modeling something girly. Hair, makeup, and now a dress?

Before I could even answer, Caroline had somehow dug around and found the package of panties I’d worn the other day. Admittedly, the sight of the super comfortable piqued my interest. And I must have made a face of some sort because Hannah started teasing me.

“Oh, now he’s interested...”

Back to red in the face.

“It’ll be quick,” Alice said. “I promise. Super quick, super easy.”

Still without receiving my ‘OK’, I was promptly handed the package of panties, the room was vacated, and the door shut behind me. I let out a sigh, long and loud. One I hoped the girls on the other side of the door could hear. But my innate, curious desire to feel the comfort of that underwear once more had me in a trance.

I stripped out of my clothes and slid another pair of panties – white this time – up my legs, and snapped the elastic in place. A shiver rushed through my body – either a chill from being nearly naked, or maybe the heavenly feeling of the underwear on my body once again.

Alice knocked and re-entered the room, greeted by the sight of a long-haired boy she’d only just met, standing patiently for her in nothing but white, cotton panties. You can only imagine how embarrassed I felt. But to her credit, Alice did everything to make sure I was at ease.

She closed the door behind her, clasped her hands together, and smiled. “Oh, aren’t you a darling, Bailey!”

Well, except for that…

As promised, Alice made the process as quick and easy as possible. However, I was first instructed to strap on my first-ever bra. Wearing a bra wasn’t exactly in the cards for today – or for my life – but other than my lack of breasts, the A-cup brassiere fit perfectly on my chest.

“Hmm…” Alice stood back, analyzing her model. “Since you’re missing ‘the girls’…”

Alice dug through several cabinets in her studio until, soon enough, obtained two flesh-colored, gelatin-like objects.

“These are breast forms,” she said, promptly placing one in each cup of my bra. “They’ll fill you out.”

“Breast forms?” I groaned. “Are these really–”

“Yes. You want the dress to fit, don’t you?”

‘YOU want the dress to fit!’ is what I wanted to say, but held my tongue.

So I accepted the breast forms in stride. I think of all the items or products I’ve been told to put on my body, these were easily the strangest. The gelatinous forms were cold on my skin, but as long as I wasn’t looking too closely, they appeared impressively realistic. And catching a glance of myself in the mirror – me, a long-haired boy, wearing panties and a bra with realistic breasts – made for a genuinely striking image. An image that, somehow, I was pulling off.

With ‘my girls’ in place, Alice told me it was time for the dress. She removed it from the mannequin and showed me how to shimmy into it. Being the first actual dress I’d ever worn, I found it so strange to not just step into a garment, but to be zipped into one. And of course, it fit like a glove.

“Pretty, pretty, pretty!” Alice applauded. Though I couldn’t see, I was certain Caroline and Hannah were salivating on the other side of that door, desperate to get a look at their model in his first-ever dress. But we still weren’t done.

To make sure her measurements were perfect, I was told to put on the pair of heels Molly would wear with this dress: three-inch, black stiletto heels that I actually had no issue balancing in thanks to my practice from the other night. Alice was extremely impressed.

Over the next ten minutes, Alice made chalk markings, inserted and removed pins, and jotted notes in her notebook to remember what was needed. And soon enough, we were done.

“We wanna see!” Hannah yelled from outside. “Come on!”

Alice, respecting my comfort level, deferred to me. “Up to you,” she said.

As much as I wanted to stick it to those girls for getting me into this situation in the first place, I knew if I deprived them of a view I’d NEVER hear the end of it.

“Ugh…” I sighed. “Open the door, I guess.”

Alice smiled and dramatically swung open the door, revealing to Caroline and Hannah their beautiful, bra-and-panty-clad, dress-wearing, breast-donning male model. And my God, the shrieks of joy they made could’ve shattered glass. The girls were ECSTATIC.

“Oh my god, Bailey!!! Girlie!!!” Caroline squealed.

“Queen!!” Hannah shouted.

Alice stood there giggling at her colleagues’ responses. Honestly, I couldn’t help but giggle too. What could’ve been a deeply awkward moment was actually a joyous one. I’ve never been in a situation where a girl tries on her prom dress or a woman puts on her wedding dress, but it couldn’t have felt too far from this. And the positive, welcoming energy of the girls seeped into me. The embarrassment I’d felt earlier? That was entirely gone. Their support made me feel beautiful. And, full stop, it felt freaking amazing.

Of course, they weren’t letting me off so easily, shepherding me over to a mirror where we did cute poses and took pictures. Something I was strangely happy to take part in.

Everything about this dress made me look and feel like a princess, and despite having no makeup on, the softness and straightness of my long brunette locks fully added to the ‘girl’ illusion. However, there was one pretty obvious ‘flaw’ that kept the illusion from its full realization. One I hadn’t even clocked until I heard Caroline mention it offhand.

“Just imagine if he’d shaved his arms and legs,” Caroline said to Hannah.

“Maybe if he were a swimmer,” Hannah replied. “I know guy swimmers do that.”

The comment, while not meant to be critical, made me feel just the tiniest bit self-conscious all of a sudden.

Can you believe that? Feeling self-conscious as a guy for not having shaved legs and pits. But that’s the power of this dress. It’s warping my freaking mind!

Eventually, once the girls had had their fun and took more pictures than they could ever dream of looking through, Alice decided it was time to change out of the dress.

“Ooh! And perfect timing!” Caroline said, reading a text on her phone. “Molly should be here soon. Gotta get ready for the boss.”

I followed Alice back into her studio, shutting the door behind us so I could change in somewhat privacy.

“Thank you for doing that…” she said earnestly. “I’m never able to track Molly down.”

I smiled back. “Happy to help. Really.”

“You’re one of a kind, Bailey.”

I stepped out of the dress, removed the breast forms, and with Alice’s back turned, changed out of the panties and back into my boy clothes. The feeling of putting on that neon tank top and joggers felt oddly deflating. Not that they were uncomfortable – it’s the same outfit as a half-hour ago – but this time, wearing them just felt… worse for some reason.

I reached for the door handle to return to the dressing room, but Alice stopped me. She had something in her hand.

“What’s that?” I asked.

“Will you accept payment?”

“Oh… No, that’s okay. Honestly.”

“It’s not money,” she clarified, handing over a piece of blue cardstock.

She’s right, it wasn’t money. It was a gift certificate to some place called Illusions.

“Illusions Spa,” she said. “My very good friend owns the place. It’s one of the premiere spas in Las Vegas. She gives me these vouchers all the time which are good for all sorts of services.”

I raised my eyebrow. “Services?”

“I had an appointment tomorrow afternoon that I’m more than happy to pass along as thank you for today. Call it our little secret.” Alice then lowered her voice. “What the girls were saying about body hair and dresses, they’re not entirely wrong.”

Shit. There goes my stomach again…

“Body hair is a personal choice and beauty comes in many forms. But if the look in your eyes was what I think I saw, you might be interested in a wax. You know, to see if you like it? And if you hate it, just let it grow out again.”

Before saying another word, Alice brushed my hair aside, and planted a gentle kiss on my forehead, whispering one last sentiment.

“But I have a sneaking suspicion you’ll love it so much, you might never want to go back.”


Chapter Ten

Being in your twenties, it’s not often you receive gifts from people who aren’t your partner or your parents. Even then it’s a pretty rare occurrence, mostly reserved for birthdays. And that’s why I truly had no idea what to say to Alice as she handed me that spa voucher.

The news of Molly’s imminent arrival threw everyone into a frenzy – so much so that I downed the rest of my canned cocktail and left the dressing room so everyone could be prepared for the madness. I returned to the theater lobby where, as Hannah predicted, plenty of ‘Poppies’ were buzzing around, eager to start the night. I decided to make acquaintance with a few of them and assimilate into the growing crowd.

The show itself turned out to be a pretty fun show, albeit very strange and scattered. Molly performed all her hits which the crowd of several hundred cheerily sang along and danced to. The costumes, hair, and makeup all looked great – and at times, very familiar, knowing I’d been the guinea pig for much of it. The production quality in general was quite impressive. The sets, the sound, and yes, the lighting, all looked great. Several times I found myself looking toward the back of the theater at the lighting booth, wondering if Theo was working tonight. And if so, whether he had any idea I was in the audience.

Admittedly, all of that was secondary to what I simply couldn’t get off my mind: the visceral memory of trying on that dress – the bra, panties, breast forms, everything – and Alice’s generous but unexpected gift. The gift I knew I should turn down, but due to my own curiosity, wanted to accept.

By the end of the concert, after a million mental back-and-forths, stewing in thought for almost three hours, I decided to go through with it.

Tomorrow I go to the spa.

◆◆◆

I once figured that, over the years, I must’ve passed by a thousand spas without ever going in. Spas and salons? They're everywhere. It feels like every strip mall has one of ‘em, sometimes just simply labeled ‘Spa’. But pulling up to Illusions, address in hand and still barely able to find it, I now believe I might’ve passed more of these suckers without ever realizing.

It’s true. The spa was tucked away in a small, upscale shopping center ten or so miles north of the strip – not exactly yearning to be noticed by foot traffic. But the reason became pretty clear as I walked inside. This place was beautiful, elegant, and clearly an exclusive spa for the very rich… and the very discreet. Really living up to its ‘Illusions’ name, huh?

My imposter syndrome set in immediately. If Stratosphere was ten times nicer than The Goulet, then this place was ten times nicer than Stratosphere. A tasteful waterfall built into the wall, gorgeous, aquamarine tiling, and ‘Illusions’ displayed on the backsplash gave the ultimate feeling of elegance and serenity. Not to mention the beautiful, rich-looking clients coming in and out as I sat patiently in the waiting room. Eventually, a thin, dark-haired woman in her late 30s emerged from the doorway and called for me.

“Bailey?” she asked sweetly.

I was honestly caught off guard that they didn’t just reject me outright. I’d hardly blame them for refusing service to someone as grubby-looking as myself.

“Oh, uh… yeah. That’s me.”

The woman smiled back and adjusted her thin-framed glasses. “My name is Mary Lynn, I’m the owner of Illusions, but I’ll also be performing your services today. You’re Alice’s friend?”

The owner herself was working with me? Wow, Alice really went all out.

“I uh… Sure am!”

“Well it’s lovely to meet you,” she replied earnestly. “Please, follow me.”

I followed her through the doorway and down the long, sparse hallway to a holding room where I was presented with a cushy white robe – a lot like the one I’d borrowed from Molly.

“Go ahead and get comfortable. There’s hot tea or flavored water if you’d like. Our room will be ready momentarily.”

I looked at her curiously for a moment. The idea of taking off my clothes to change here felt a little… public.

“You won’t be bothered,” she assured me.

“Okay…” I muttered, glancing around nervously.

The woman smiled again. “I’ll fetch you soon. For now, please relax.”

Mary Lynn walked away, leaving me alone to change out of my street clothes and into the robe. With the robe on and only my boxers underneath, I helped myself to a cup of chamomile tea and sat patiently on the loveseat.

Was I nervous about what was to come? I mean, sure. But the grandeur of the spa coupled with my nagging curiosity should outweigh my fear. Or, at least some of my fear. Right?

A few minutes later, Mary Lynn returned. “Bailey, follow me.”

She led me down a different hallway, all the way to a door at the end with a sign marked ‘Wax Services’. Instinctively, I gulped.

“All fine…” I whispered to myself.

In the middle of the room was a table, similar to what you’d find in a doctor’s office but set at an incline and wrapped in soft blankets for comfort. Dim lighting, calming music, and the smell of eucalyptus filled the room, all of which were meant to put me at ease. Mary Lynn held out her hand, ushering for me to get on the table.

I did as told, though suddenly I found that sitting on the table made my heart start to race. The sounds, smells, and situation were all so unfamiliar to me. I felt like an athlete playing at the rival’s stadium. This was totally uncharted territory.

“Alice told me you’re doing the same treatments she signed up for. Is that correct?”

Another gulp. “Can you, uh…” I wanted to ask what those treatments were, but thought doing so might only make things more awkward. And I didn’t want to seem ungrateful. So instead, I responded simply, “Mmhmm.”

Mary Lynn looked at me, a little dubious, but carried on.

I watched her gather the products on the table beside her: a tray of orange-ish wax, a flat, wooden stick, presumably for spreading, and thin, white-colored pads, presumably for ripping.

The sight of the wax was both mesmerizing and terrifying, sending me into a mini panic. Not just for the impending pain, but for how momentous this felt. Was I really about to do this? Wax my freaking body? All because of what, a little comment Caroline and Hannah made about me in a dress – something I’ll probably never wear again in my life?

My sweating increased and my breaths quickened, but Mary Lynn carried on prepping the wax, asking me to slip out of my robe and lift my arm behind my head.

“We’ll begin with your underarms, okay?”

Beads of sweat formed on my neck, forehead, and back as I barely squeaked out an “okay.”

She scooted forward on her stool, the tray of wax in one hand and the wooden slab in the other.

“You don’t have much hair. That’s good.”

She said it as a compliment, I think, but I honestly couldn’t focus on anything besides my breathing. Something that got worse and worse as she continued prepping the wax.

Mary Lynn gently adjusted my arm into a better position. I gasped at the feeling of her cold hand on my skin.

Fuck. Am I making a mistake?

She dipped the wooden stick into the wax, swirling it, and slowly brought it toward my underarm.

I’m making a mistake. I know it.

Ten inches away. Then five. Then just one inch away from my skin the wax was until–

“Wait!” I yelped, grimacing. “Stop. Please.”

Mary Lynn retracted immediately, almost as if she was expecting this reaction. Though she didn’t say a thing.

There I sat, seated on the bed, my arm in the air ready to be waxed and… I just couldn’t go through with it.

God damn it… Not only do I feel like a total weirdo for showing up, but a selfish weirdo for wasting this lovely woman’s time. Forget embarrassment – shame was all I could feel right now. Genuine, earnest shame.

“I understand your concern, honey,” Mary Lynn said calmly, shuffling back to the table and placing down her tray of wax. “Trust me, you’re not the first.”

Maybe it was her friendship with Alice or perhaps her experience owning a spa like this, but something about Mary Lynn was deeply trustworthy. She wasn’t talking to me as an owner – or even a wax tech – she was talking to me as a fellow human.

“I just…” I began, taking in my surroundings again. “I thought it’d be worth trying, you know?”

“Would you like to talk about it?” she asked sweetly.

I shook my head. Fewer opinions are what I need, not more.

My esthetician nodded, understandingly. “How about I share a story instead?”

Mary Lynn shifted in her seat. As much as I thought I should probably just move on and go home, she clearly had something of value to offer.

“When I opened this spa eight years ago, I was immediately blessed with clientele thanks to my work in the beauty industry. But quickly, I found I’d pigeonholed myself. Rich Las Vegas ladies were my bread and butter, but I wanted to be a spa that anyone could come to and be comfortable. And so I started advertising in men’s spaces.”

I watched as Mary Lynn fiddled with her thumbs. She chuckled the tiniest bit.

“You can probably imagine how that went… Not a great return on investment. But the few men I did get turned out to be my favorite clients. Why? Because they were brave and ready to challenge the norms of their gender. It took a lot of strength and willingness to come here, so when they did, I wanted everything to be as comfortable and welcoming as possible.”

Wow… Who knew Mary Lynn had this kind of history? The way she values her clients and prioritizes inclusivity – that’s a beautiful way to run a business.

Mary Lynn reached forward to hold my hand. “Like I said, not all those men found they were ready for this kind of stuff. Facials, mani-pedis, aromatherapy, body hair removal… These are traditionally feminine services. Some even went through with it and realized it wasn’t for them. But the ones who pushed through and discovered the wonders of self-care? They walked out happier, more complete people. Many with a whole new outlook on life.”

A whole new outlook on life. It’s a strong sentiment, but a wonderful one if you think about it. In fact, it sounds a lot like what I’ve been in search of. Maybe by sending me here, Alice saw something in me that I hadn’t. Wearing and posing in that dress yesterday – that was a total step out of my comfort zone. And yet, the feelings that came from it weren’t nearly as scary as I feared. In fact, they were pretty damn wonderful.

I took a long, deep breath, carefully thinking about my next step.

“The wax… How long does it take for the hair to grow back?”

“It’ll take several weeks,” she said. “But I promise, it’s not permanent.”

Her calm, confident reminder of its reversibility really put me at ease. Maybe that’s all I really needed.

“Alright then,” I said with a decisive huff. “I’ll do it. We’re here to try new things.”

A big smile emerged on Mary Lynn’s face. She looked like a proud mother. “I’m telling you, Bailey. People like you are why I’m in this business.”

Well, with my confidence appropriately restored, Mary Lynn continued right where she left off. Granted, my nervousness about the pain didn’t subside, but being so skilled in her craft and using a special kind of wax, Mary Lynn handled my underarms with relative ease.

I did keep my eyes closed throughout the process, including the soothing balm she applied to the skin once the hair was removed, but eventually opened my eyes to a sight as exciting as it was startling.

“Poof! Like magic,” she announced. “Give it a feel.”

I carefully brushed my fingers along my suddenly hairless underarms. The smoothness, the softness… The feeling was unreal.

“Amazing,” I muttered. Then, without hesitation. “Legs next?”

Mary Lynn chuckled. “You’re the boss!”

The bed was lowered flat and I was asked to remove my robe completely as she repeated the same process on my legs. Wax application, removal with pads, and cooling balm application to the newly hairless skin.

While my leg hair wasn’t thick, it did stretch from my ankles all the way up to my thighs. Mary Lynn took her time, diligently working her way up my naked legs to remove every last bit of hair. It wasn’t long until I found myself wide-eyed, gazing at my unrecognizably smooth, sleek, hairless legs.

Again, I found myself muttering. “Holy shit! I never thought I’d–”

“Feel this good?” Mary Lynn jumped in.

I chuckled. “I was gonna say ‘be this hairless’… But that too.”

Mary Lynn smiled and took a gander at my appointment slip on the side table. “You know… there’s still more we can do.”

“Yeah?” I asked curiously. “What else?”

She made a coy little expression. “Well… the Brazilian service does cover everywhere…”

My face suddenly turned red. “Oh. Is that what, uh… what Alice had for today?”

Mary Lynn nodded.

Waxing everywhere, huh? The idea hadn’t really occurred to me – mostly because other people aren’t exactly looking down there. At least not regularly.

“What, uh… And what reason would one have their private area waxed?”

“Lots of ladies like it,” she said, though quickly correcting herself. “Ladies and men. Some people want to be smooth for their partners, and others just for themselves.”

“Hmm…” I mumbled quietly, thinking it over.

Mary Lynn had a compromise. “We could start, then if it’s too discomforting, we stop.”

“I suppose that’s fine,” I said with as much confidence as I could muster, even if deep down I knew regret was the more likely outcome.

Removing my boxers – my last remaining clothing – was awkward but necessary. Though knowing Mary Lynn was a seasoned professional and undoubtedly sees this stuff all the time put me at ease.  Hell, I’d already let her wax me in my underwear for nearly an hour anyway. How different was it really?

With my clothes completely off, I was instructed to lay flat on my back and spread my legs. With my arms and legs done, the only area with any hair left was what Mary Lynn kept referring to as my ‘bikini area’ – a term I didn’t exactly relate to but understood.

I was pleased to learn that the hair removal process of my bikini area was not the traditional method she’d been using with wax and pads. Instead, she explained a technique called ‘sugaring’. In short, instead of ‘ripping’ the wax, a warm, sugar-based paste is gently but firmly ‘flicked’, creating a more pleasant method to remove hair.

“Just relax, Bailey,” Mary Lynn assured me.

Her care and attention to detail were much appreciated as she navigated my private area – a weird fucking feeling if I’m being totally honest. Mostly because, yes, I know… I haven’t exactly ‘been’ with a girl in a while. So it only figures that the first time in God-knows-how-long that a woman actually touches my genitals, it’s to make them hairless. Thankfully though, nothing was budging or bulging since the sugaring process is far from a scintillating one.

Slowly but surely, Mary Lynn worked on my bikini area, tackling, yes, the tiny bits of hair on my privates, tenderly shifting my flaccid shaft around as she ‘sugared away’ every bit of hair she spotted. It wasn’t comfortable, but it was manageable.

“Now please flip over for me,” Mary Lynn instructed.

I complied, though suddenly realized we were addressing my final, untouched area: the butt.

“My butt?” I managed to squeak out.

“It’s part of the Brazilian package,” she stated plainly. “Can you get on your hands and knees?”

Again, I nervously did so and felt immediately vulnerable, spreading my legs to her desired width. I tried to look back to gauge her reaction, but my long locks hung down and surrounded my face, blocking my view. For this part, I’d be flying blind.

Mary Lynn must’ve sensed my returning discomfort, so instead of working in silence with the soft music playing, she started up a conversation. I guess to put me at ease.

The distraction sort of helped, asking about my thoughts on Vegas, plans for the week, and whatnot. But I can say for certain there’s not a conversation topic in the world that can effectively steal attention from your butt being waxed.

Still, I tried my best to play along, sharing some of my recent highlights like falling in love with cycling, setting up my new home, and reconnecting with Caroline.

“Caroline sounds like a sweet girl,” Mary Lynn added. “The perfect person to know out here.”

Right as she replied, I felt a warm, soft bit of wax finally reach my taint. Instinctively I gasped but had to remind myself this was part of the process.

A simple “Mmhmm,” was what I mumbled back.

Ever so gently, Mary Lynn sugared my taint, leaving smooth, hairless skin in its path, working her way closer and closer to my crack.

“And Caroline… You model for her like you’ve modeled for Alice?”

I nodded frantically, trying to keep my mind off the trail of wax closing in on my butt hole.

“Wigs,” I squeaked out. “I model wigs for her.”

“Oh, isn’t that sweet of you to help,” she complimented. “Wigs for Caroline and dresses for Alice.”

With each word she uttered, I felt Mary Lynn’s thin, delicate fingers inch dangerously close to my hole until, finally, in one swift motion, I felt the warm, sugary paste sweep across my opening with Mary Lynn’s finger in tow.

Shivers reverberated through my body, but I managed to hold position. Never before had I felt so sensitive, vulnerable, and acquiescent at the hands of another person. But in its own way, it also felt kind of wonderful and empowering.

“That’s the hardest part,” she whispered. “You’re doing great.”

But something felt different. Different… down below.

Maybe I was doing great with the instructions, but that strange, wonderful feeling of my hole being brushed – even by the wax – had activated a different organ. Because hanging between my legs was a very mild – but painfully visible – erection.

“Oh… Oh my god…” I muttered, quickly clocking what happened, though utterly unable to do a thing about it. “Mary Lynn I am so SO sor–”

“Shh shh shh…” she replied calmly, kindly placing her hand on my back. “Sometimes that happens during services. Please, don’t think twice about it. We’re almost done anyway.”

Jesus Christ... I was beyond grateful for how cool Mary Lynn was playing this, but I imagine she’s telling the truth. Part of the job is touching sensitive areas. People are bound to have accidents. And it doesn’t have to be weird.

“I, uh… Thank you,” was all I said.

As far as I could tell, Mary Lynn was done with the wax, but still needed to apply the various creams and balms to prevent irritation. So I didn’t move quite yet. Instead, I remained on my hands and knees, freshly hairless but with my skin sensitive and red, as my esthetician carefully spread the balm all throughout my bikini region.

At this point, all I could think about was how embarrassed I was to have gotten an erection. I thought about Caroline and how she’d tease me to death if she ever found out. Hannah too. And Theo.

Wait, Theo? Why was I thinking about Theo?

Mary Lynn lathered the balm in her hands and began spreading it around. The slick, cool material felt lovely on my sensitive bikini area, even more than with my legs and underarms.

“Just a quick bit here…” she narrated, swiftly applying the balm to my still-erect penis.

For some reason, when her hand brushed my cock, another image of Theo flashed in my head. Him at the Stratosphere Theater from the other night. A mental photograph of his smile, oddly.

Weird…

Mary Lynn had just a bit more to go on the balm, gently applying it to my balls, taint, and giving warning once again as her warm, slick finger firmly brushed along my crack and atop my opening.

Another jolt of sensitivity and vulnerability followed with – Jesus fucking Christ – another flash of Theo.

Okay, why the hell was he popping into my mind all of a sudden? Of all the stuff Mary Lynn and I talked about, I didn’t mention him once. Or at least I think I didn’t.

It ended up not mattering, as that last balm application was our final step. My whirlwind of a session had concluded.

I rose from the table and put my clothes back on as Mary Lynn stood by patiently and quietly. Not much more was said between us as I think she sensed I might be too embarrassed to go over it. But there was a silent, mutual understanding that, overall, this experience was eye-opening, important, and I should be proud of my bravery.

She led me down the hallway and out the door where, because of the voucher, I had no payment due. Everything was covered by Alice, I was told. A simple nod and smile back to Mary Lynn standing at the door, and I was on my way.

Though I wore the same t-shirt, sweatpants, and boxers I arrived in, walking out into the blustery desert air this time felt different. I felt cleaner, newer, and yes, more refreshed. The feeling of zero hair below my neck felt strange as all hell, but I had a strange inkling I’d made the right call. A new version of Bailey had emerged from Illusions Spa.

On my short walk back to my car, I listened to the quiet chatter of patrons coming and going to the spa and other businesses at the shopping center. None of which caught my attention.

Well, except one.

“They better have those FUCKING cakes, Zach!”

A shrill voice pierced my ears. A familiar voice.

My curiosity got the best of me as I turned my head and peered down the walkway a few doors down from Illusions. Two people were entering a bakery: one of whom looked a lot like me. Or should I say, I looked a lot like her.

Sure enough, it was Molly and her boyfriend, Zach. And despite not saying a word and even sporting my own hair this time – not the Cherry Bomb wig – I’d somehow caught Molly’s eye.

And by the look of her, she recognized me fully.


Chapter Eleven

It’s times like this that I truly hate being a guy with long hair. Because there aren't many of us, we’re immediately recognizable – in this case, to the worst possible person.

Before even saying a word, Molly stopped cold in her tracks and pointed. Not subtly, either. A big, forward jab of her finger right toward me.

“You!” she shouted, a little too aggressively. “I know you! You’re the Wig Boy!”

To say I was already in a vulnerable headspace was an understatement, made even worse by my friend’s boss charging at me.

I closed my eyes and braced for an impact that never came. When I finally opened them, she was looking at me curiously.

“What’s wrong?” she asked. Molly was dressed about as expected. All-black designer sweats, fancy sunglasses, and her hair in a cute, messy bun. “Oh please, I don’t bite!”

I guess this was her way of acting friendly.

“Hey, Molly… Good to see you again,” I said as my eyes drifted to her boyfriend, following closely behind her. His eyes were locked on mine. “And, uh, Zach, right?”

Zach smiled. A real smile. Not like the fake, spastic one his girlfriend had plastered on her face.

“Good to see you too, Bailey,” he answered.

“Bailey!” Molly shouted, “That’s his name. I knew it was something androgynous. Names I’ll forget, but never a face. NEVER.”

How she said it sounded like a threat, even if it was probably just her manner of speaking.

Without my permission, she reached forward and touched my hair. “So this is your real hair, huh…”

I stood like a statue as she fingered a few of my brunette locks – the same length, shade, and softness as her own.

“Yeah, well, you know… I like it long, I guess.”

She leaned in closer, her nose inches from my hair. “And is that a rose-scented shampoo?”

I gulped. “Never hurts to smell nice?”

Molly shot me a stern look for a few brief moments before, eventually, her face relaxed.

“Ha! Agreed!” she said, all girly and flouncy all of a sudden. And then, back to her investigative demeanor, asked, “So whatcha doing out here?”

‘Getting waxed at Illusions’ was the obvious answer, but I hardly felt comfortable sharing that with my closest friends, much less this manic pop star. I quickly looked around, trying to find a different business that might pass muster.

“Uh…”

But before I could answer, a smirk emerged on her face. “You weren’t– No… Were you at the spa??”

My face turned bright red again, thoroughly disarmed. Physically, there was no way she could know I’d gotten a full body wax, yet somehow was piecing it together in her mind.

“Just a massage,” I lied. “Just a… you know… a… hot stone massage?”

She eyed me. “Really…” Holding her gaze, she took another look at my hair. “Well, I hope it was very… restorative.”

“Thank you,” I squeaked out, praying this conversation would end as soon as possible. Thankfully, I was right.

“Well, anyway, we got a cake to pick up that better fucking be there,” she sneered to nobody in particular. “Toodles!”

Molly did a dramatic 180-degree turn and marched back toward the bakery. Zach, however, stayed for an extra moment.

“I’m, uh… I’m sorry if she offended you,” he said, simply. “Your hair looks great, by the way. And I hope you had an incredible massage.”

I nodded, unsure how to respond to that. He smiled once more, then turned to chase after his spastic, pop star girlfriend.

“I guess opposites attract…” I muttered under my breath, watching the pair enter the bakery. Honestly, though, I couldn’t care less what the two of ‘em did as long as it involved leaving me alone.

What I needed right now was space. Space from Molly, from Illusions, from everyone and everything. My body might feel refreshed, but my mind could use a day of simply being left alone.

But of course, it wasn’t that simple. It never is. Because just as I reached my car, my phone buzzed. Someone had texted me.

And that person was Theo.

◆◆◆

Anyone with an ounce of objectivity would admit that, in the past month, my life has been a complete rollercoaster. But for all the chaos, weirdness, and unpredictability since moving to Las Vegas, I take solace in the fact that at least at home, I’m blessed with a pretty peaceful existence.

That’s right. Living space-wise, I’m so freaking happy. I adore everything about my condo: the space, the design, the location… It can’t be beat. Well, except for one thing.

Back in Rhode Island, I had a strange aversion to buying new furniture, insisting, for financial reasons, that something like a brand-new couch was a total waste of money.

As a broke college student, this made sense. And so I rolled with the same used couch for my university apartment, the two places I lived out East after graduating, and even had it shipped all the way to Las Vegas. The trusty, ‘ol reliable $10 couch I bought off Kyle Peterman was somehow still in my life.

But the more I thought about it, a dusty, dilapidated couch like this no longer made sense in my life. And so, I took to Craigslist and offered it up for free to whoever wanted to pick it up. A couple guys replied to the post, swung by this morning in a pickup truck, and hauled it away. Farewell, old friend…

Admittedly, the most exciting part now was looking for a new couch, one that I found almost immediately, bought on sight, and had it shipped to arrive today. The only problem was, well, I kind of had to assemble it myself.

Sucks, right? But the couch was so perfect that I knew it was worth the effort. As long as I had some help, of course…

“Well, well, well… You finally cashed in that favor, huh?” Caroline said with a sly smile as I greeted her at my door. “What, the free concert ticket wasn’t enough?”

“The concert ticket was payment for one wig. And you’ve put me through way more than that!”

We laughed together as I welcomed her inside.

This was Caroline’s first time at my new apartment – she reminded me – so we began with a quick, obligatory tour before jumping into the main assignment.

“You have a beautiful place, Bailey. Seriously. Dare I say even better than your childhood home?”

I laughed but also cringed a bit.

Every once in a while I have to remind myself that, yes, I’m hanging out with my former babysitter. That same teenage girl, once in charge of my safety, was now roping me into wig modeling and a whole lot more. But hey, today was my day to boss her around.

With her extra set of hands, we were able to assemble the needed pieces, screw in what needed screwing, and move the pieces around my living room until things looked as perfect as can be.

Caroline, to her credit, was a total trooper – not complaining once and doing everything with a smile. Within an hour, the job was done, we had crisp, cold lemonades in hand, and had our bodies sprawled out enjoying the giant, leather sectional.

Obviously, this was an upgrade in comfort. But beyond that, I found myself sincerely fawning over the addition of new furniture – not just because it looked nicer, but because of what it represented: In with the old, out with the new. A motto I find myself embracing more and more these days.

“I’m proud of you, Bailey,” Caroline said, staring at the ceiling. “You’ve built a sweet fucking life.”

I chuckled. “How do you mean?”

Caroline sat up and gestured around the room. “I mean, this place? The job you’ve got coming up. You’ve got all this success, freedom, a fresh start… A lot of people would kill for that.”

I couldn’t argue with that. My Vegas transition hasn’t been without its stress, but it’s a marked improvement from my life in Rhode Island. ‘Freedom and a fresh start’. That’s hard to beat.

Caroline sunk back into the couch. “Not to mention the massages…”

Wait, what?

“The massages…” I repeated. “What are you talking about?”

Caroline turned her head to me nonchalantly.

“Oh, I totally forgot. Molly mentioned she ran into ‘Wig Boy’ outside Illusions Spa. Getting a little massage, eh? Treating yourself?”

Holy shit… Molly blabbed? Jesus Christ. That woman barely even knows my name and she’s telling everyone she ran into me? Or at least everyone we both know. So much for Alice’s ‘our little secret.’

“The uh… yep!” I spat out awkwardly. “A nice, normal massage.”

Caroline sat up again and looked at me suspiciously. “Why are you acting weird?”

“I’m not acting weird…”

God was this girl perceptive. A smirk had quickly formed on her face. “What are you hiding, Bailey Boone…”

The sudden interrogation made me sweat. More than I’d like to admit. I hated the idea of lying to Caroline – the girl who has done nothing but look out for me since I moved out here. But jeez, did she need to know everything?

Putting aside whether or not she had the right to know, I knew I wouldn’t last long under this amount of pressure. And so, reluctantly, I caved.

I explained to her how, after trying on the dress, Alice offered a free wax session at Illusions and how, of my own volition, I decided to go through with it.

Suffice it to say, Caroline was stunned. “You got waxed… everywhere?”

I nodded bashfully, expecting to be mercilessly teased. But instead, Caroline’s face just lit right up.

“Bailey!!” she squealed. “That’s amazing!! What do you think?? How does it feel??”

Her immediate jump to joy suddenly masked every bit of embarrassment in my body. She was more than just supportive of my decision to try it; she was proud.

And frankly, so was I. Only a few days removed from the service and I’ve been low-key in love with how my body looks. I know it’s not how a real man should feel, but every time I shower, walk by a mirror or change clothes for the day, I take an extra minute to admire my body. The sheer smoothness of my skin paired with my newly muscular butt and legs from biking have gifted me an impressive figure. Part of me even wonders how I’d look in Alice’s dress now… But I quickly set those thoughts aside.

Because of Caroline’s relentless positivity, I managed to get away with not mentioning the truly embarrassing part: my accidental arousal. Even someone with as bad a poker face as me wouldn’t let that detail leak. But now that we were talking about details from the day, I felt there was one more thing I ought to tell her.

“And hey… you’ll get a kick out of this, too…” I said, chuckling. “Guess who finally texted me?”

Her eyebrow raised, thinking it over until her eyes widened. “Theo? Lighting Theo?”

I nodded.

“Well, well, well…” she began, her smirk only solidifying. “That one-on-one hang’s finally happening?”

I scratched the back of my neck. “He… We actually didn’t talk about that. He just apologized for not texting me right away. Oh, but we’ve been, uh… We’ve been chatting. It’s cool.”

Caroline seemed earnestly intrigued. “Really…”

I went on for a bit, giving her gradual pieces of information about our chats.

Honestly, I have no idea why she’s so interested. He’s literally just a friend I’ve been texting. But Caroline, ever the instigator, wouldn’t let up.

“Well, what have you been talking about??”

Shrugging, I said, “I don’t know. Just… stuff.”

“Stuff?”

“Yes. Stuff.” I was admittedly a little peeved and defensive. I already regret bringing it up.

“So why not hang out?” she asked. “That was the plan, wasn’t it?”

I mean, it’s a good question. Theo had originally brought it up, but I was the one who gave him my number. Nobody made me do that. And part of me wanted to see what meeting up with him would be like.

Mindlessly, I pulled out my phone and scrolled through our past messages. Mostly nonsense, jokes here and there. Overall good vibes.

As I sat there scrolling, I could tell Caroline was unsatisfied with my answers. She’s a girl who likes action and needs control, always taking things into her own hands. Until, well, she quite literally did that.

“Yoink!” she yelled, snatching my phone from my hand. “I think it’s time we set up this hang.”

Woah. Not cool.

I tried to steal it back, but my reflexes were no match for Caroline’s. She shot up from the couch and sprinted toward the kitchen with a big ‘ol wicked smile on her face.

I sighed, loudly. “Stealing phones? Caroline, what are we, twelve?”

“Hey, you’re the one not following through. As your friend, it’s my job to make sure you do.”

From the kitchen, I saw her start to text something. Goddamnit…

It’s now or never if I’m gonna stop this girl. So, as stealthy as possible, I rose from my seat, trying not to call attention to myself, and as soon as I had an open lane, I charged.

But again, she was too nimble, zooming around the kitchen island and cleverly avoiding my reach, all while typing away. We must’ve looked ridiculous. Seriously, like freakin’ teenagers. In a way, it felt like an old babysitting scenario playing keep-away in the house – but this time with the roles flipped.

“Caroline!” I shrieked, sounding girlier than I would’ve liked, but it just slipped out.

Another minute of this went on, dashing between the kitchen and living room until, finally, Caroline set down the phone.

“The deed is done,” she said calmly.

God was I fuming. I angrily picked up the phone she’d thrown on my brand new ottoman to determine the ‘damage’. It wasn’t as bad as I’d feared. But still, she was far more forward than I’d ever want to be.

I read the text aloud. “So… When’s that one-on-one hang happening?”

Caroline smirked proudly as I read her words aloud. “Pretty good, right?”

“That’s what you made such a big deal about? Theo’s not gonna–”

*DING*

A reply. And pretty damn quick.

Caroline shuffled behind me to read over my shoulder. I shook nervously as I read it aloud.

“I’d love to take you out.”

Caroline started squealing as I started sweating. “Take me… out?”

The girl was giddier than ever. “Sure sounds like a date to me!”

Now, that I had to push back on.

“It’s not a date! No no no. I specifically asked for a one-on-one hang.”

She shrugged. “Tomayto, Tomahto.”

Again, I shook my head. Though admittedly I was intrigued by his word choice. ‘Take you out’ certainly implies ‘date’... But there’s no way he could mean that. I mean, he knows who I am. What I am. Right?

“I’ll tell him I’m down…”

Under her watchful eye, I carefully typed out, ‘Let’s do it!’ and hit send.

“…but this isn’t a date. Okay?”

“Alright, fine, not a date.” Caroline was quick to jump ahead. “So, what’re you gonna wear??”

I slapped my forehead. “I don’t even know what we’re doing!”

Caroline nodded in agreement. But then… her eyes widened. She looked like she had an idea.

“What is it…?” I asked, a little scared.

“Bailey… you said you’re enjoying the results of your service, right?”

“Huh?”

“The wax,” she clarified. “You like how your body looks?”

“I, uh…” I stammered, searching for the right way to frame it. But under her gaze, it was hard to do anything but tell the truth. “Yeah. I do.”

“Then maybe you should wear something, I dunno, more flowy. More… girly?”

Jesus Christ.

“You want me to dress as a girl??”

“Not necessarily!” Caroline quickly added. “Just… something to fit the occasion.”

Again, I felt my skin turn red. I was blushing hard.

“How about this: if Theo comes back, suggesting a ‘guy’s guy’ hang – like you think it’ll be – then forget everything I said.”

I nodded, following.

“However…” Caroline continued. “If he texts back with what sounds like a date… Then I get to pick your outfit!”


Chapter Twelve

Sometimes dealing with Caroline felt like dealing with the devil. With her bright, ginger hair and that fiendish grin, she definitely looked the part. But much like dealing with the devil, it’s often hard to say no.

No, I didn’t like how much leeway I was giving Caroline in this matter, and no, I didn’t care for how much she’d inserted herself into this part of my life. But in a way, this is what friends are for. For better or worse, you rely on them. You trust their gut. Even if, at times, it seems fucking bananas.

“Fine,” I said. “Deal.”

Right as I said that, my phone dinged. Guess we were getting our answer right away.

The ever-eager Caroline smushed her face as close to my phone as possible for the verdict. We both quietly read it in our heads.

‘How about a picnic?’ the text read.

I was hoping there’d be some ambiguity in his answer. Like, a concert or drinks at a bar – those could definitely be men’s hangs. But a picnic? Fuck…

“Sounds like a date to me…” Caroline whispered in my ear. I had no response. She was unequivocally the victor.

As I stood there stunned, Caroline stepped away and checked the time on her phone. “I should probably get going. But hey, keep me in the loop. I’m sure there’ll be something in Molly’s closet you can wear.”

Instead of a proper response or concession, I merely sighed. Loud enough for her to grasp my frustration. But there was no sympathy on her end, only giggles.

“See ya, Bailey!”

Caroline let herself out the door as I remained frozen. There’s no two ways about it: I basically committed to a date with Theo. And even scarier, I have no idea what I’ll be wearing.

My heart was beating a million times a second, understandably – most of it from nerves and a good hunk of anxiety. However, and I can’t say for sure, but mixed in with those anxious feelings was a real sense of curiosity.

And maybe even a bit of excitement.

◆◆◆

You’d think I’d be nervous to finally see Theo again. But I wasn't. Not at all, actually. Granted, it’d been a while since I saw him in person, but we’d been texting all week in anticipation of our hang, and the more we communicated, the more I appreciated how easy he was to talk to.

So, no. Theo wasn’t the one I was nervous to see. It’s Caroline who was giving me fits.

Today marked the first time I’m coming to the Goulet for me and me alone. No show, no wig practice – nothing Molly-related. This morning, I’d been summoned by Caroline to ‘get ready’ for my hang. Whatever that meant.

Knowing I’d most likely be changing into an outfit of her choice, I arrived in ’full schlub’ – Caroline’s words, not mine. Basketball shorts, a grubby t-shirt, and dirty white sneakers.

“At least your hair looks nice,” Caroline said with a grimace as we walked down to the dressing room. She grabbed a few of my brunette locks and ran her hands through it, giving it a gentle sniff. “Smells pretty too.”

“Thanks,” I said back. At least I’m doing something right in her eyes.

The whole drive over here I’d wondered what exactly she had in mind. The last time she dressed me, our goal was ‘Bailey but Cuter’. And though some items were a tad too feminine, I was pretty pleased with my look. But that was a nighttime thing. My picnic would be outside and she’d hinted at showing off a little more leg.

But whatever I’d been imagining in my head was thrown out the second we opened the dressing room door. Turns out, it wasn’t just Caroline who’d be helping me today. Hannah and Alice were here too.

“Surprise!!!” Hannah cheered.

Alice stood beside her, joining in the applause. “Welcome!!”

Right away I was blushing. Three stylists instead of one clearly meant there was a lot in store.

“Really?” I huffed, turning to Caroline. “Jeez… How much do you plan on doing?”

The ladies coyly shrugged.

“Enough to make sure you have the most wonderful, perfect picnic!” Caroline said, leading me to my seat.

“’Bailey but Cuter?’” I asked, checking the time on my phone. “We only have an hour till Theo picks me up.”

Hannah clutched her heart. “Aww… He’s picking you up?”

I blushed again as Caroline leaned over and whispered in my ear. “Just leave it to us, okay? When have I ever led you astray?”

“I’ll plead the fifth,” I grunted back.

With the clock ticking, we were off to the races, each woman hard at work on her respective specialty. Caroline kickstarted my hair which, like last time, was fairly simple… but with one little twist.

“Braids?” I asked, watching her swiftly braid the left half of my hair. “Not sure I’ve ever worn braids before.”

“And now you have!”

Her plan for my hair wasn’t just one braid, but two. Braided pigtails to be precise.

In my mind, braided pigtails were probably the girliest way to wear your hair. So, right off the bat, I got the sense that ‘androgyny’ wasn’t what Caroline had in mind for her master plan. Particularly when I saw her picking through bows to attach to the ends.

“I think blue will match best,” she said, tying a small silky bow to the end of each braid.

“Match?” I asked. “Match what?”

Another smirk, another coy shrug from Caroline.

As soon as my hair was done, Hannah jumped into the makeup. It’s worth noting that the last time she did my makeup, it was simple and relatively androgynous.

But not this time.

Hannah began with the typical foundation products – perhaps with a little more focus on contouring and highlighting – but surprised me by pulling out the two tiny, black, caterpillar-looking things.

“Uh… What are those?”

“Falsies!” she said, giggling. “False eyelashes. Aren’t they pretty?”

I didn’t even have a chance to answer before getting told to keep my eyes shut so the surprisingly heavy lashes could be applied to my lids. I held still for a few seconds, waiting for the glue to dry, and… Voila! I ‘woke up’ to eyes that looked twice as big and, admittedly, ten times as pretty.

Hannah noticed my subtle, pleased reaction. “I love it when a plan comes together!”

The rest of the makeup was fairly straightforward – no products I hadn’t seen or tried in my previous session. Except that with each step, we slipped further from ‘androgynous’ and closer to ‘girly girl’.

“And now, the outfit!” Alice said from behind. Caroline dramatically whipped my chair around to reveal the grand finale the girls had in store. Not a shirt, not shorts… but a baby blue, flowery, exceptionally girly, mini sundress.

I was speechless.

Yes, I know I just let Caroline give me braided pigtails, and I sat idly by as Hannah gave me a full face of makeup with false eyelashes… But this dress would really seal it. If I put this thing on, I lose all claim to my manhood. Plain and simple. At least for today.

But something about the dress was too alluring to turn down. The gown I’d worn the other week gave me such euphoria. And now with my smooth, hairless body, I could only imagine how good I’d look in something like that. Honestly, that dress looked meant for me.

So instead of putting up a fight, I merely smiled and, as if an alien had taken over my body, I smiled at the girls and said, “It’s beautiful.”

Of course, before I could put the dress on, I needed to strip out of my t-shirt, shorts, and boxers in favor of – you guessed it – a brand-new bra and a fresh pair of panties. Pink this time, as if my clothes weren't girly enough.

Alice watched me with pride as I stripped naked, revealing to her and the girls for the first time my 100% hairless body. And damn did their jaws drop.

“What?” I blushed, realizing that, yes, this was the first time I’d been fully naked in front of the girls. But something about today’s outfit and hairstyle made it not so weird. Even if they did get a quick look at my smooth, flaccid dick, no one seemed to mind. It sounds crazy but at that moment, I actually felt like one of the girls.

The bra and panties fit like a glove and, after a bit of finicking with the shoulder ties and bow in the back, the dress had found a home on my body. My second-ever dress, but the first-ever one that looked made for me.

Alice stared at me with awe. “How you fit Molly’s clothes so well, I’ll never know…”

Caroline helped with the finishing touches, including tan sandals, a few pieces of gold-colored jewelry, and of course, a couple spritzes of her favorite perfume.

“Now we can smell like sisters!” Caroline cheered, leaning in for a hug.

With the outfit complete, I was shuffled over to a full-length mirror where, in dramatic fashion, I got to meet the new me for the first time.

“Holy… shit…” I uttered. My jaw was on the floor.

Call it luck, call it the wizardry of these stylists, or call it genetics, but somehow, in the span of an hour, Bailey the Boy had transformed into Bailey the Girl.

“You’re beautiful, Bailey,” Caroline added, actually tearing up a little.

Hell, everyone was tearing up. Even myself – something I had to stop ASAP lest I ruin Hannah’s incredible makeup work.

“You make a lovely girl,” Alice added. “Theo’s gonna love you.”

I stopped cold for a moment.

This entire hour I’d completely set aside in my mind the reason I was getting dolled up. I wasn’t just going out in public, I was going out in public with a boy. Just the two of us.

Not that I doubted my beauty, but a pit in my stomach started to form. What would Theo think? I know he’s seen me in girl-ish clothes before but nothing like this. What if I’d gone too overboard? What if I’ve ruined this budding friendship before it even started?


Chapter Thirteen

“Is that your phone?” Hannah asked. “I heard a ding.”

Christ! My head had gotten so cloudy I didn’t even hear the text come in. I glanced at my phone.

“Theo’s here,” I muttered. “He’s outside.”

The feeling of warmth and camaraderie in the dressing room suddenly evaporated. It’s as if the past hour was a delightful dream, but now I've woken up to reality. This was no longer a game of dress-up. I was about to go on a real-life picnic with a real-life guy… dressed like this.

“You know, maybe…” my head whipped around, checking out some clothes visible in the closet, “maybe I should change into pants. It might be chilly.” I caught another glimpse of my braids dangling past the shoulder straps of my dress. “Anyone else think the bows are too much?”

Caroline saw right through me. She put her arm around me and led me toward the door.

“You’re gonna be fine, Bailey. All of this is just an extension of you.”

An embarrassing extension, I wanted to say. But it felt rude to storm out on Caroline now after all she’d done for me.

I said goodbye to the others and thanked them for their efforts as I nervously walked back to the lobby with Caroline by my side.

Being in public like this strangely wasn’t the problem. I knew I looked cute and I knew that at least a part of me enjoyed dressing this way. Everything I’d done to this point – the hair care, the exercise, the body hair removal – was so I could feel confident dressed like this.

When we reached the lobby doors, a single car was waiting in the roundabout.

Caroline leaned in for a hug. “Have so much fun, Girlie.”

Girlie. Again. But with how I looked, it was hard to reject.

“Thanks,” was all I said.

I lingered on our hug for longer than I’d care to admit. Hey, I’m taking every bit of emotional support I can get.

Bravely I walked outside and approached the car – a black, small-size SUV with a few dings on the bumper. Nothing special, but none of that mattered as I heard the car door open and running around the back of the car came Theo.

He wore blue shorts and an orange and white vertical striped collared shirt – trendy, casual, and bursting with personality. But his eyes, currently hidden behind sunglasses and undoubtedly judging me, were what I was afraid to see.

He approached me standing at the passenger door but stopped just a few feet away. For some reason at that moment, our height difference really stood out to me. Was the dress making me feel daintier?

Slowly, he removed his sunglasses, revealing his bright green eyes.

“Hi,” I squeaked.

I braced for impact, waiting for an eye roll. Or worse, some kind of grossed-out reaction. Shit! I needed to get ahead of this.

I nervously grabbed at the hem of my skirt. “I uh… The girls thought… Well, I actually lost a bet–”

But instead of letting me finish, he leaned in for a hug. A quick hug, but a hug.

“Thanks for being on time!” he said, cheerily. “Shall we?”

Wait… No snarky comment on my outfit? Not so much as a hesitation?

“Uh… yeah!” I answered. Theo stepped up to hold the door and before I knew it, we were off. On our way to a drive through the desert, a picnic, and a whole lot more nerves and confusion. I’m sure of it.

◆◆◆

“I swear to God! The guy thought I was a loser for using a harness while rigging lights. Meanwhile, he’s the one walking around with like a dozen face tattoos.”

Theo broke into laughter but kept his eyes steadily on the hilly, desert road.

We were a half-hour into our drive toward the oh-so-mysterious picnic spot, one that Theo kept insisting was ‘the best in all of Nevada’. While I couldn’t speak to the end result, at least the drive was quite pretty. Classic, sprawling desert vistas, unique wildlife scooting out alongside the road, and endless blue skies.

The pretty views also served as a nice distraction for what was admittedly an awkward start to our hang – at least on my end. While I kept mentally obsessing over my hair, how my body looked in this dress, and whether these stupid false eyelashes were staying on, Theo kept the conversation light and positive, making no mention of my appearance or how obviously nervous I was.

“But seriously, I could go on forever about crazy coworkers,” he briefly turned his head to me. “How about you? Anyone wacky from your East Coast days?”

I really do like talking to Theo – he’s charming, and engaging, and as much as he likes to tease, it’s done in a good-natured way. Even if he has a slight inability to read the room at times.

Atop the hill, we were met with a tricky hairpin turn that required his concentration.

“God bless all-wheel drive,” he muttered, nailing it perfectly.

With my gaze still on him, I watched his face gradually brighten. “Aaaand… Here we are!”

Our car came to a slow stop. I’d lost my bearings on the drive and had no clue where we were. But at that moment, I couldn’t have cared less. The view was astounding.

“Holy shit…” I said in awe.

I stepped out of the car with my eyes still fixated on the expansive desert landscape. A beautiful, panorama of blue-ish, orange-ish sky and fantastical nature unlike anything I’d experienced in my tenure as a Nevadan.

“It’s the best spot for rock formations,” Theo said, approaching from behind. He stood just a few inches away from me and pointed into the distance at an enormous, abstract mass of rock. “See there? That’s my favorite.” His finger drifted left to another funky-looking boulder, miles out. “And that’s my second favorite. I think. I go back and forth. I can never decide!”

I couldn’t help but giggle at his enthusiasm. “You must come here a lot.”

“It’s my secret spot,” he said. “But I figured it was time someone was let in on it.”

Theo shuffled back to the car and insisted on setting up the entire picnic spread himself. And I do mean a spread. Forget the giant, cozy, checkered blanket – the food choices he had were the real stars. Bread and crackers, various jams and butters, nuts from all different regions, and at least a half dozen kinds of fruit.

“So you’re a lighting expert and a picnic expert?” I smirked.

Theo smiled back. “Well, I did a lot of googling…”

The views, the spread, the weather – everything was seriously impressive. What else was there to do but dig in?

It may have taken a while, but being here with Theo at this peaceful, desert overlook, I felt myself finally start to loosen up. I stopped constantly thinking about what I was wearing or how embarrassed I was and started acting like, well, myself.

I shared more stories about work and life back in Rhode Island. I talked about how, while I missed my hometown in Chicago, I was growing to love Las Vegas, which happened to be where Theo was born, raised, and lived all his life.

Each time he told a story or asked a question or we shared a laugh, I found myself smiling and appreciating him that much more. No, this still wasn’t a date, but the energy between us definitely felt date-like. Odd, considering we were just two male friends who happened to be spending time together.

“Wait… You played high school football?” I scoffed, nearly choking on a strawberry dipped in Nutella. “I’m sorry, I just don’t see it!”

“Wide receiver, baby!” Theo playfully snarled back. “What? You don’t think I’m athletic?”

I giggled near-uncontrollably as he pantomimed juking out defenders, almost knocking over our picnic spread.

“Exactly! You just don’t seem like the football type.”

“And what’s the ‘football type’?”

“I dunno… Like a rough-and-tough, beat-em-up kind of guy,” I tucked one of my braids behind my shoulder, silently recognizing the irony of me telling him he didn’t seem overly tough. “You seem… sweeter than that.”

“Sweeter…” he repeated. “I’ll take it.”

For the first time all day, I thought I saw him blush. Though it was likely just redness from the sun.

Theo reached for another cracker and spread some jam on it. “And what childhood sports have you been hiding from me?”

“I’ll have you know for a solid four years, aged five to nine…” I sat up straight, ready to announce it proudly. “I was a gymnast.”

Theo nearly spit out his food. “A gymnast? Someone as clumsy as you?”

He really never misses an opportunity to tease, does he? As revenge, I hucked a cracker at him, hitting him square in the chest. He smirked back, like he was ready to retaliate. So, with an admittedly girlish giggle, I braced for impact and laughed uncontrollably. However, before I could, Theo’s cell phone started ringing. From our shifting around on the picnic blanket, it was right next to me.

The caller ID read ‘Marian’, which I announced loudly.

“Marian’s calling,” I said to him, causing a quick loss of focus in his eyes – super slight, but noticeable – before ultimately, he shook his head.

“There is no waaay I’m talking to Mom right now.”

“Marian’s your mom?” I asked. “First name basis, how bold.”

He shrugged, reaching for the phone. “Well, uh, step-mom,” he corrected, snatching the phone, typing out a quick text message, and putting the phone aside. “It’s a… Well, a long story.”

Hmm. This was the first bit of vulnerability I’d noticed and Theo clearly wasn’t looking to discuss it. Hey, everyone’s got their thing.

“Say no more,” I said. “Share as much or as little as you’d like.”

He smiled back, appreciating my sentiment.

The phone call, while brief, dampened the giggly energy and quieted us, creating a chance to silently gaze at the vista.

I noticed my heart racing fast. But not from nerves like before; it’s because I was really, really enjoying myself.

I mean, God, I can’t remember the last time I’d smiled and laughed this much. Theo and I just, I don’t know… clicked.

In the days leading up to our hang, I was so afraid things wouldn’t go well. But now a new fear was slowly sinking in: What if things go too well?

Like clockwork, my mind started to spiral and I became hyper-aware of my surroundings. I picked at the hem of my dress and glared at my hairless legs and sandals – not with glee, but insecurity. I could feel my bra and panties scratch at the skin beneath my dress as if they were reminding me they didn’t belong on my body. A male body. My makeup felt like a costume rather than a part of me, and my fake eyelashes felt heavier than ever.

Theo must’ve noticed something. “Bailey, you good?”

I breathed steadily, trying to regain my focus as I searched for water to sip on.

Theo read my mind and had a bottle of water at the ready – one I promptly chugged. But that hardly did a thing beyond moistening my dry throat.

Just a moment later, out of the corner of my eye, I noticed Theo reach forward and, very gently, he put his hand on mine, resting on the blanket.

I knew it was a kind gesture. I really did. And yet, the moment his skin touched mine, my instinct was to retract like I’d touched a hot stove.

“Oh, my god, I’m sorry,” he said, quickly apologizing. “I was just–”

“I know,” I snapped, rudely cutting him off.

But realistically, I didn’t know. I knew nothing – about me, about him, and especially about how he was feeling.

How did I let things go this far? How did I let myself put on panties, a dress, makeup, and fucking pigtails and drive out here with another man? A real man. Not a joke of a man like me. And how was I letting myself actually like this?

“Theo…” I mumbled. “What are you even doing here?”

He paused, confused. “Doing what?”

My nose sniffled. “Charity work, is that it? Or a prank? If so, very funny! You got me!”

“Is this about touching your hand? I thought you were stressed so, I wanted to console–”

“No, Theo!” I gestured to the backdrop. “This! All of this! The picnic! The date! Me!”

Well, there it was: my first admission I was on a date. But semantics were the last thing on my mind right now.

Theo looked at me with his kind eyes. “I… I just wanted to hang out with you. You’re fun and funny, and, like… cool.”

My eyes were still tearing up, assuredly messing with my makeup.

“But you know what I am, right? I’m a guy! Dressing as a girl! How are you okay with this? How is this not fucking weird to you?”

Theo thought about it for a moment, searching for the right words.

“You’re beautiful, Bailey. But I don’t like you because you’re beautiful, I like you because you’re you.”

He hung his head for a moment. “You know, for too fucking long I did things because of what others thought I should do and not for how I felt. Enough years of living like that and you just get sick of it.”

Trepidatiously, he reached forward again and gently grabbed my hand. This time I didn’t retract.

“And something in my gut said asking you out was the right thing to do.”

Now the waterworks were really starting to come. I couldn’t believe it, but this man and his raw, unfiltered admission of unapologetically liking me was perhaps the sweetest thing I’d ever heard in my life.

He wiped away a tear from beneath my eye then uttered, “Hey, eyelash! Make a wish!” holding it in front of my face for me to blow on it. I managed the tiniest giggle, then blew it away.

Theo rose to his feet and took a big, deep breath while soaking in the beautiful vista. After a few moments, he smiled and turned back to me, his arms wide and raised.

“I try to live in the now, Bailey! I mean, look at how much we–”

Suddenly I heard the sound of feet slipping and over the cliff’s edge went Theo. His body disappeared from sight.

“THEO!!” I shrieked, shooting up from my seat and running ahead, stepping on a plate of strawberries in the process. “HOLY SH–”

However, as I approached the edge, I realized the cliff wasn’t quite as steep as I thought. Not nothing, but more of a gradual decline than a proper cliff. And instead of a horrifying injury, Theo was carelessly barrel-rolling down the hill, laughing his ass off.

It didn’t take long to realize that he’d done this on purpose. Probably to shake me out of my sorrows – and son of a bitch, it worked.

“You scared the shit out of me!!” I yelled at him as he rolled down the somewhat grassy, mostly dusty hill to a landing at the bottom. It was no more than 20 feet below.

But Theo kept laughing. “I told you, I’m an athlete! I can handle a tumble!”

He came to a stop at the bottom, and sitting on his butt, beckoned for me to join him. “Gymnasts know how to roll too, right?”

I crossed my arms, hesitant to join him in what looked like a painful experience. Though the idea of tumbling did sound fun…

Theo’s words from before must’ve already sunk in because, right now, ‘do it for me’ and ‘live in the now’ were all I could think about.

Eh, fuck it!

Closing my eyes, I gained a tiny bit of speed, straightened out my legs, and barrel-rolled down the hill toward Theo. The ground was softer than expected (though still not pleasant) as my surroundings whipped by in a dizzying fashion, picking up speed as I tumbled down the hill. Despite the complete lack of control, I felt freer than ever.

I must’ve spaced out because, before I knew it, Theo was calling for me to slow down – something I had no idea how to do. Like I said, I haven’t been a gymnast since I was nine.

Faster and faster I rolled until suddenly... Blam! I knocked right into Theo.

“Jesus…” he moaned. “You make a hell of a bowling ball…”

Everything around me was spinning, including Theo’s face, looking down at me with a smile. Only with his help could I get up from the ground, still woozy from the tumbling. No chance I wasn’t waking up tomorrow with bruises – as will he, I’m sure – but goddamn was it worth it. I felt like a kid again.

“You good?” Theo asked, watching my eyes spin as my dizziness gradually dissipated.

“Yeah…” I muttered. “You?”

He nodded warmly. “Thanks for joining me on my little impromptu, uh… journey.”

I chuckled. “Anytime.”

We sat in silence another moment, enjoying our entirely new view: 20 feet lower in elevation, significantly dustier… and much closer together. After catching me from the tumble, I was practically sitting on his lap.

To break the awkwardness, I examined my sundress and spotted a tiny tear.

“Ah, shit…”

“What?” he asked.

“I bet you already assumed, but it isn’t my dress. It’s Molly’s.” I huffed. “And I didn’t exactly get her permission.”

Theo shrugged, checking the tear. “No matter. She’s famously forgiving.”

We both laughed, moving closer together as we did. I felt my throat go dry.

“...I’m sure Alice can fix it,” I squeaked.

Theo moved his head closer and placed his hand on my thigh. “It’ll be fine.”

I sharply swallowed, clocking how close our bodies had gotten. Sitting on this grassy, dusty landing in the middle of a desert mesa, we were practically cuddling. My legs folded over Theo’s. His strong hand was on my soft thigh, right near the rip in my dress.

Theo, ever the chatty one, for once didn’t have much to say. His eyes were locked on mine, with an occasional quick glance down to my lips.

Was he…? Were we…?

Every rational part of my brain knew where this was headed and wondered if I should stop it. Just get up, walk away, and maintain my manhood.

But I wanted it. I wanted him.

And so, with our faces already inches from each other, I closed my eyes, leaned in, and kissed him.


Chapter Fourteen

Fear, uncertainty, and self-doubt rippled through my body as my soft, pink-painted lips touched his. Had I read him wrong? Could he not have been interested in me after all?

Thankfully, those fears were quickly put to bed. Not only did Theo let me kiss him, but he returned my kiss with twice the confidence. He definitely wanted this too, and he definitely wanted me.

I tried my best to let my gut instincts take the lead, kissing him gently at first, placing my hand on his strong chest, and gradually, working in my tongue.

And Theo happily obliged, gently caressing my arm with his right hand, and slowly but surely working his hand higher and higher up my smooth thigh.

Though not my first kiss period, it was my first time kissing a man, so I honestly had no idea how to, well, do it. From my own experience, girls tend to want the guy to make the moves and take the lead.

“Can I kiss you here?” Theo whispered into my ear, working his lips down to my neck and planting a few, ticklish kisses.

I nodded and giggled girlishly as he did so. The feeling of his stubble on my neck was a whole new wonderful sensation.

Every once in a while, Theo would let out a very soft but masculine moan, presumably entranced by the perfume Caroline wisely spritzed on my neck before leaving. Feeling the warmth of his body and the sound of his voice so close to me sent shivers down my spine in the best possible way.

Holy fuck, how am I enjoying this so much?

The kissing continued, and our hands began to explore more places. Theo toyed with my dress strap and continued his climb up my thigh – with full permission, of course. In a similar vein, I gripped one of his biceps with my thin, feminine fingers while the other – seemingly with a mind of its own – boldly unbuttoned the top button of his shirt.

Theo pulled back and smirked. “Okay, Bailey…” he snarled playfully.

I snarled back, letting the pitch of my voice sound as soft and feminine as possible. “I’m sorry, but aren’t you the one with your hand halfway up my skirt?”

“Touché,” he answered, moving it further. “Oops. Two-thirds now.”

I giggled softly and leaned in to kiss his neck again. His fingers were slowly working their way up.

“Three quarters…” he whispered.

All sorts of desires filled my mind. Dirty desires. Feral desires. Things I never, ever imagined I’d want to be done to me, much less by a man. Yet here I was, donning a dress, lipstick, and perfume, and mentally pleading for his hand to hurry the fuck up and rub my tight little–

But Theo’s hand pulled back. He lifted his head.

“Do you hear that?” he asked.

I listened intently for a moment. I did hear something. It sounded like wheels on gravel. And it was getting closer.

We sat there frozen for a moment, our hands retracted as if we’d been caught at a crime scene.

It was the sound of a car approaching from above – back up the hill where we’d parked and abandoned our picnic spread. We heard a car stop, doors swing open, and then the sound of… kids?

“Aww, someone took our spot!” a kid yelled out.

“Ohh, it’s fine,” a woman chimed in. “There’s room for two blankets, right Gary?”

A man’s voice answered. “Plenty. It’s public property.”

We still couldn’t see a thing, but this much was clear: Our intimate time had come to an end.

“Maybe we should…” I began, gesturing to the family picnic about to commence.

“Yeah,” Theo answered, thinking with the right head this time. “Gotta get back for work tonight anyway.”

Theo and I walked up the hill together and back to the car, inadvertently startling the family as we emerged from below.

“We’ll be out of your way in a minute,” Theo said to the father.

The man nodded and tipped his ballcap. “Not a problem.”

His wife glowed at the sight of us, then turned to her husband. “I just love that young couples still do picnics.”

Couples? She’d said it quietly enough that I’m not sure Theo heard her. But I did. And damn did I ever blush. And no, not because the idea of being ‘in a couple’ with a guy was repulsive.

I blushed because I actually kind of loved it.

◆◆◆

“Un-fucking-believable,” Caroline uttered, combing through my long, frizzy black hair. Well, the long, frizzy black wig I had on.

The entire day I’d been blushing, much less the hour I’d spent in the styling chair.

No, I wasn’t exactly eager to give Caroline a next-day play-by-play of my date with Theo, but per usual, she ground me down and talked me into spilling. I guess I owe her. The whole date might’ve never happened if not for her.

“I dunno…” I said coyly. “I just… I guess I just got carried away.”

My friend smirked. “That’s one way of putting it!”

Agreeing to the picnic was one thing, and getting dolled up was another. But the kiss? And the feelings that came from it? It’s hard to deny that spending a day as ‘Girl Bailey’ had awakened something inside of me.

“Can’t say I’m surprised,” Caroline added.

I gasped. “What? Why?”

She shrugged, half-joking. “It’s hard to explain. Sometimes you just meet someone and think, ‘I bet they’d enjoy kissing a boy’.”

I hated getting teased, but Caroline made a real point. Every chance I had to lean into my feminine side, I did – up to and including going on a date with a man.

But I made an important distinction.

“All of this… girl stuff,” I noted. “Yeah, it’s fun and all… But Boy Bailey is still the default.” I paused, thinking. “I mean, I have a life, a job, responsibilities. A future.”

Caroline nodded along, respecting my conviction. “You’ve got an incredible future! But honestly, what’s just as incredible is what’s happening right now.” She stepped away from the chair and started pacing the room. “I mean, who the hell is so lucky to get like two months between jobs, explore a new city, and experiment with an entirely different side of yourself?”

I raised my eyebrow but listened intently. “What are you saying?”

“Nothing concrete, I guess…” she mulled.

I watched her pace the room some more before something caught her eye. A piece of clothing hung on a rack.

“Have you thought about a ‘Girl Week’?” she asked innocently.

I shot her a funny look. “A Girl Week?”

“Yeah. Like, a whole week of Girl Bailey. Morning to Night. Live as a girl.”

The thought of something so bold made my stomach churn.

“Uh… Why would I...?”

“Hey, you’re the sciencey one. If you’re ‘experimenting’, isn’t it best to do it long term? Not just little one-offs. You know, gather as much ‘data’ as possible?”

Honestly, she was making some sense. Scenarios rushed into my head: waking up as a girl, doing my hair and makeup in the morning, going out and about in a cute dress… These weren’t appalling ideas, per se. But the thought of committing to an entire week felt so… overwhelming.

I had to change the subject.

“I don’t know, okay?” I answered curtly. “You’re asking a lot.”

“Sure, but wouldn’t it–”

“Caroline!” I snapped. “Drop it, alright?”

It was always weird getting curt with Caroline in the middle of a wig fitting, but this time it was necessary. She stared at me for a moment, visibly a little hurt.

We continued the rest of the fitting mostly in silence until, eventually, Molly’s funky, over-the-top wig was styled to perfection and transported from my head to a mannequin’s.

“Need another?” I asked quietly. It was the first thing said aloud in almost ten minutes.

Caroline shook her head solemnly. “No thanks. Molly should be good with what I’ve got.”

“Oh,” I replied. Very unlike her to not squeeze as much out of me as possible. “Alright then.”

And with that, I was on my way out the door, up the stairs, and out of The Goulet, feeling admittedly a little icky. I know Caroline meant well, but just, sometimes… man can she be pushy. I mean, I went on a date with a guy for Christ’s sake. Is that not enough for her?

Driving home, I found myself torn on whether or not to give her a call. Not to accept her proposal, but to apologize for killing the mood. Maybe clear the air a bit. But when I picked up my phone, I noticed someone else had texted me. A text that felt like a firm, wake-up slap from reality.

Bruce Jones: My soon-to-be boss from Vegas Water Solutions.

◆◆◆

With how absolutely strange and frenzied the start to my life in Las Vegas has been, you’ll have to excuse me for not exactly having my job front of mind. Even if it is the entire reason I moved out here.

Nobody enjoys an off-the-clock text from your boss, but hearing from Bruce was actually a welcome surprise. Thankfully, he wasn’t pressuring me to start early or anything like that. Instead, he was inviting me to the office to meet in person, chat a bit, and give a brief tour and pre-orientation before I formally start in just a couple weeks. Not that I really had a choice, but I happily accepted his offer.

Boy Bailey, Girl Bailey… It’s time to forget all that and focus on Work Bailey.

◆◆◆

Alright, hot take: I freaking love a business park.

I have no idea why, but there’s something about a low-traffic, well-maintained business park of nice clean streets, tasteful but not over-the-top shrubbery lining the roads and medians, and uniform buildings that put me at ease. And the Vegas Water Solutions office was smack dab in the middle of one.

After weaving through the serene business park streets, I found the building and parked right outside. Sure enough, waiting at the door was a portly, mustached man of about fifty – jovial and waving ecstatically.

“Bailey Boone!” he called out. I hadn’t even left my car yet. Always nice to have an extroverted boss, I suppose.

“Bruce, hey!” I said, adding some pep to my voice. I approached the jolly, balding man and shook his hand. “So nice to finally meet you.”

“And you,” he replied. “Please! Come inside. I’m sure you’re dying to see your new home.”

Bruce and I made small talk as we waltzed into the lobby, past the security guard, and began our exploration of the VWS office.

“Have a good one!” the guard said. He gave me a friendly wave which I reciprocated.

In fact, everyone we passed by went out of their way to be kind and welcoming. Bruce took the time and care to make a proper introduction each time.

“Meet Bailey Boone!” he’d say, ecstatic. Then, I’d quickly give ‘em the spiel that I just moved from Rhode Island, I’m starting here in a couple weeks, and swinging by to get the lay of the land.

“Great, see you then!” they’d say, and carry on with their day.

I met accountants, administrators, HR folks, and of course, other engineers. I know it’s a meaningless cliché companies like to use, but Vegas Water Solutions really did seem like a big family. Helped in part by the large, open-concept workspace on the ground floor, the office was bright, welcoming, and collaborative. Compared to my old company, it was night and day.

Bruce gestured to an open, glass-walled room across the way. “That one’s your office,” he said. “Well, it will be once we furnish it.”

“How dare you!” I teased. “I demand a fully furnished office weeks in advance!”

Bruce and I shared a laugh, as did a few co-workers sitting nearby.

“Actually,” my boss said, cracking a smile. “I think Joe our office manager got a little head start on your decor…”

Well, that intrigued me.

I followed him with great interest, approaching the glass office, stepping inside, and, sure enough, found a large piece of decor hanging on the wall.

“Oh,” I said, meekly.

When I hear ‘decor’, I think 'art'. But this definitely wasn’t art. It was a framed football jersey.

“Isn’t it sick??” Bruce gawked at the black jersey proudly mounted on the wall. “We’re big Raider fans ‘round here. All the guys are nuts about ‘em!”

I gritted my teeth, trying to get used to this new ‘decor’ without seeming ungrateful. “Are you now…”

“Yep!” Bruce continued without a hint of recognition his recipient may not be the biggest fan. “Consider it a little welcome gift, from all of us. You know, sometimes we even trade ‘em between offices if they get a little stale. Brett’s got a Rickey Henderson A’s jersey in his. Signed, too!”

Look, the fact that they gave me any gift genuinely warmed my heart. But I’m the furthest thing from a football fan – or really a fan of any pro sports team. Sports just aren’t my thing. I’m not that type of, err… guy.

I managed to pull myself together and thanked Bruce for the gift, pretending I not only loved it but ‘couldn’t wait’ for the upcoming season.

“Like I said, Bailey, we’re a big family. Every couple Sundays, someone steps up and hosts a watch party for the full day of games. Usually, my wife only lets me get away for half the day, but hey, I’ll take what I can get!”

I hid another grimace, tucking away a loose strand of hair that had fallen out from beneath my ball cap.

Bruce insisted we move along, continuing our tour with stops in the kitchen, the rec room, and the outdoor patio for the staff to get fresh air and sunshine. Again, the amenities were fantastic, and every step of the way I was greeted with big smiles and warm welcomes.

But something was off. While moments ago I’d felt energized and ecstatic to learn about my future home, I suddenly felt nervous and smothered.

Only now did I notice that probably 90% of the staff was men. Not that that’s a bad thing – or even a surprising thing. It’s extremely common for engineering companies to be majority male. But instead of feeling comforted by that fact – seeing a swath of others just like me – it made me uneasy.

Bruce waved down another man from across the courtyard. “Jeffrey!” he shouted. “Come meet Bailey!”

Jeffrey, a man in his 30s, gave me a firm, cordial handshake as I went through my typical introductory spiel.

“Jeffrey’s got the most important job here,” Bruce said, nudging him.

“Engineer, I hope?” I joked. Though it came out sounding way more nervous than intended.

“Hah! Nope!” Jeffrey jumped in. “Well, I’m in accounting, but what Bruce means is that I organize all our I.M. leagues.”

I paused, confused. “...‘I.M. leagues’?”

“Intramural leagues,” he clarified. “You know, like, beer league sports? All the guys in the office play!”

Bruce nudged my shoulder. “You look like a speedster, Bailey! What position do you play in softball?”

The real answer is ‘none’. Because I don’t play softball, and I don’t play sports. But these guys clearly didn’t seem to care. Or more likely they just didn’t realize. Can’t they see that I’m–

Then it hit me. Of course, they can’t see I’m not like them. Because when they look at me, they see a man. They see Boy Bailey, through and through.

And honestly, why wouldn’t they? A men’s polo shirt, men’s khakis, and a baseball hat with my long hair tucked beneath it? Sure, I’m not the biggest, strongest guy, but in an outfit like this – showing no skin and making no adjustments to my voice – I look like every other guy. Unless I said it aloud, they’d have absolutely zero clue that, just a few days ago, I had makeup on my face, a girly sundress on, and was kissing a man.

Jeffrey and Bruce kept chatting as I silently came to a realization: My introduction to Vegas Water Solutions as a company was practically perfect. The pay is great, the people are kind and thoughtful, and I know the work will be rewarding. But the moment I return to this office to begin my career, it’s Boy Bailey they’ll be expecting.

Every day, and every time.

Suddenly, I really felt the heat out on the patio. My sweating commenced and I felt lightheaded. Bruce, very attentively, suggested we go inside and get some water.

“Maybe we should call it for today,” I said to him, gulping down my second glass of water. “I just… you know…”

“Say no more,” he held his hand up. “I’m thrilled you came in at all! Meeting so many new faces can be overwhelming.”

Though we’d cut our tour a tad short, I saw most of the office and met at least two dozen future coworkers. From a ‘planting the seeds’ standpoint, the trip was, I suppose, a success.

I waved goodbye to Bruce and quickly returned to my car where I, with the AC blasting in my face, took a much-needed, long, deep breath to reset.

It’s fair to say I was stressed, but above all I was frustrated. Not at Bruce or the VWS folks – they couldn’t have been nicer. I was frustrated at myself for feeling the way I did.

Here I am, presented with this perfect little job on a perfect little platter, and I feel bad about it? How can that be?

My mind swirled, wondering where I’d gone wrong. I took solace in the fact that at least I had two weeks to figure it out. Two weeks to shake off these icky feelings, come to some internal consensus and move on with my life in a healthy, realistic way.

But for now, I knew any more thinking about the future would only drive me crazier. I needed something more immediate. Something that could excite me in the meantime. To, however briefly, return me to a feeling of serenity.

Caroline.

I pulled over to the side of the road and paused for a moment, wondering if what I was about to do was actually smart. But no. I was in no mood to think about the future. Only the now.

“Hello?” Caroline answered. She’d picked up after only one ring.

I could tell my voice would waver even before I spoke. “Hi…” I said sheepishly.

“...what’s up? Everything good?”

Well, now it seemed like something was wrong. And the last thing I wanted was to worry her.

“Yeah, yeah! Of course! I just… I wanted to apologize. I’ve been thinking more about your offer.”

“Girl Week,” she said quickly.

“Yes,” I answered.

Strangely, hearing her utter those words aloud felt like Aloe on a sunburn.

“I think I’m in.”

She was silent for a moment – long enough that I wondered if she was gearing up to chastise me or to laugh.

Nope. Far from it.

“Eeeeeeeeee! Yes yes yes!” she cheered, so loudly I had to pull my ear from the phone. “I was hoping you’d come around!”

Her excitement filled me with genuine joy and comfort – unlike anything I felt back at the VWS offices. The widest smile grew on my face.

“Yeah, you know… I figured it could be fun to try out. To experiment. Like you said.”

“Well lucky for you, I’m waaaaay ahead of it. Hope you don’t mind, but in case you said yes, I’ve been putting together outfits from Molly’s closet. Alice helped too. Can you come by tomorrow morning and pick it up?”

“Uh… Yeah! Absolutely!” I chuckled, flattered by her dedication.

My heart raced in the very best way. Not only could I hardly believe how fast it came together, but I was stunned by the immediate bout of euphoria it’d given me. Without putting on a single bra or skirt, the prospect of Girl Week as a form of relief was better than morphine. Maybe this was the right decision…

“Also, not trying to do all your planning for you, but this Saturday there's a pool party at The Goulet for staff and friends. Something they do every year, I believe. You wouldn’t wanna be my plus one, would you?”

I thought about what she’d just said. “This Saturday,” I repeated. “In three days. So–”

“Yep! Right in the middle of girl week,” Caroline clarified. “But don’t you worry.”

“Worry about what?”

“What you’ll wear, silly!” Caroline giggled. “Because I already have the cutest little bikini picked out for you.”


Chapter Fifteen

On the long, initial drive out to Las Vegas, I must’ve run through a million scenarios of what my life might become – dreams of how it could change for the better, and fears of how it could turn for the worse.

But I tell you, honestly, not a single one of those million scenarios included driving to a pop star’s dressing room, willfully accepting a box full of women’s clothing, and agreeing to wear it for a week. Hey, you never know what life’s gonna hit you with.

Other than curating each outfit and packing the suitcase, Caroline didn’t participate much at the onset of Girl Week. For one, she (and consequently Hannah and Alice) had an absolutely nuts week of work. Apparently, Molly’s manic ways were only worsening as she channeled all of that stressful energy toward her wary staff.

But thankfully I am not on her staff. And while I feel a little bad not going out of my way to offer wig, makeup, or dressing help, I had to make sure my ‘experiment’ of dressing and living as a girl for a week was being honored. Because damn it if it doesn’t take a ton of effort to do so.

I decided that upon waking up Wednesday morning, I’d do everything I could to present as Girl Bailey – up to and including skincare, body preparation, hair styling, and dressing. Even if for the majority of the day, I’d be all alone.

One thing I noticed was that my routine didn’t really change much. Sure I needed extra time in the morning to sift through my outfits and get myself into girl mode, but once I was dressed and ready, I did exactly what I’d do as Boy Bailey. A long bike ride in the morning, followed by lunch, then chores around the house and errands out and about.

My biggest fear was that, without a friend by my side who knew my secret, I’d be a sitting duck for ridicule and condemnation. Going for a bike ride in women’s attire might be easy, but errands are a completely different beast. This is when I realized my earlier ‘training’ actually came in handy. It wasn’t my first time in a bra, panties, a shaved body, or sporting makeup and a girly hairstyle. I’d done all of this before and with great success. The only difference is this time, my mindset wasn’t one of a cute-looking boy, but a genuinely cute girl.

Interacting with employees at the grocery store was a breeze, and the feminine voice I’d practiced in the past came as naturally as ever. Sure, I had to be intentional with my posture and mannerisms, but being pretty, petite, and smiley did a lot for passing as a woman in public.

At night, I put myself in the ‘female mood’ consuming media that fed that side: rom-coms, mostly. And to get the full female experience, I dressed in my girliest pajamas, spritzed my favorite feminine fragrance, and even painted my nails for the first time. A soft pink color, of course.

Thursday was much of the same, venturing outside – this time in a dress! – doing my hair, and just, you know, experimenting. Friday I did the same. With each day I felt that much more confident in Girl Bailey as her own, unique human being. But then again, not all that unique. She’s me, after all. And I am her. Well, for just a week…

Though I kept mostly to myself, I made sure to text Caroline and Hannah updates from my girly galavanting – anecdotes and plenty of outfit pics. All of which were met with overwhelming support.

“I’m sorry we’re so busy!” Caroline kept apologizing. She’d felt terrible she was unable to treat me to a proper girls’ lunch date or dinner date. “We’ll make it up to you. Promise!”

There was one other person I’d wanted to see – someone who, unfortunately, was also quite tied down for the week: Theo.

No, it wasn’t easy to send him a text sharing that I’m spending an entire week as a girl. But considering how well our picnic went and how unequivocally supportive he was of my dressing and gender experiment, I felt he should know.

Sure enough, he loved the news, immediately sending flirty texts my way. And hey, since I’m living as Girl Bailey, what else could I do but respond in kind? While Theo didn’t get anything scandalous, I did find myself practicing poses in the mirror to make sure my outfits looked as good as possible for him. You know, something to brighten his day.

‘I’ll see you tomorrow?’ I texted him. ‘Pool party won’t be the same without you :)’

Theo responded immediately. ‘Wouldn’t miss it for anything :)’

As the week came to a close, I found falling asleep on Friday night to be among my most blissful experiences. Fresh off an at-home, full-body shave and moisturizing, and donning a pretty, red nightie with my hair done up in overnight curlers, (Caroline had called me earlier for a walk-through) I felt as at peace as ever lying in my bed.

I mean, I’m no scientist – even if Caroline keeps insisting engineers are scientists – but is it too early to conclude that this Girl Week experiment is an outright success?

Nope. No no no. I had to remind myself not to get too ahead of myself. One step at a time.

But hey… A girl can dream.

◆◆◆

For all the times I’d visited the Goulet to help Caroline, Hannah, or Alice with their respective jobs, I still didn’t have a sense of the grounds as a whole. The lobby was old and crappy, and while the theater had its… charm… It wasn't exactly impressive either. So all that’s to say, I didn’t have high hopes for the pool. But boy was I about to be wrong.

“Bailey!” Caroline called out.

We’d often meet in the lobby, though this time, Caroline had an extra sparkle in her eyes. Standing in front of her in a cute beach dress, pink flip-flops, and a fully done-up face with curls in her hair, was Girl Bailey.

“Hi!” I shouted back in my girliest voice.

Caroline had no interest in playing it cool. She sprinted up to me and gave me the biggest hug imaginable.

“You… look… AMAZING,” she uttered quietly, holding me tight.

I giggled. “Hey, it’s just clothes!”

She nodded, even if we both knew that was an understatement.

“Come on,” she said, leading me in a brand new direction – past the casino and toward the back of the hotel where, like I said, I was about to be proven wrong.

“The Goulet’s hidden wonder!” Caroline announced as we stepped out of the building and into paradise.

The Goulet pool party, held once a year for hotel staff, their significant others, and ‘friends of the resort’, was already a complete zoo. Hundreds of scattered folks filled the multiple, luxurious pools, lounging in the sun with drinks in hand, or up on the pool deck dancing to the DJ’s bumping music. The vibes were immaculate. But before I could walk out there, I needed to look the part.

“So…” I began, turning to Caroline. “I noticed you didn’t pack the bikini in my suitcase.”

She nodded, smiling and holding up a tote bag. “I wanted to surprise you with it. Come on! Let's get you changed!”

Caroline led me to the locker rooms outside the Goulet pool, and, without hesitation, turned into the ladies’ room.

I paused for just a split second, wondering if this was okay. I mean, you never know with some people…

“You coming?” she called from ahead.

“Uhh… yep!” I answered, hiding my nervousness. In for a penny…

It turns out that choosing the women’s locker room was a necessity, because all set up and waiting to greet us was Hannah, holding a tote bag of her own.

“Bailey!!!” she squealed. Her reaction, if you can believe it, was even more ecstatic than Caroline’s. After giving her a moment to fawn over my hair, clothing, and overall appearance, I insisted the girls finally reveal their surprise.

“Alright, I know what it looks like…”

I watched as Caroline emptied the contents of her bag, and tumbling out of it came a red stringy, bikini made from an embarrassingly little amount of fabric.

My face turned as red as the swimsuit.

“Caroline!” I squirmed as I held it in front of my face. “I can’t wear… this!”

Not that it wasn’t adorable, but there was an obvious flaw: There simply wasn’t enough fabric to cover up my… boy parts.

Caroline appeared to expect this response. “No, no. This’ll do.”

I groaned quietly in case someone else walked in. “Look, I know I’m not so big down there, but…”

Hannah jumped in, emptying the contents of her tote bag. “Which is why we’re giving you this!”

Onto the bench in front of us came a roll of what looked to be tape. ‘Tuck tape’, the label read.

I held it up warily. “Is this…?”

“Yep! For those pesky boy parts!” Hannah answered brazenly.

Caroline went on to explain that part of their ‘gift’ was the gift of concealment. Though only if I wanted to, of course.

“Certain girls are more comfortable wearing it,” she explained. “Especially in public.”

Up to this point, any time I’d worn panties, I’d kind of just… repositioned… to flatten things out. But for a bikini this skimpy, the tuck tape might actually be needed. And so I set aside my nerves and carried on.

“I mean… It is Girl Week.”

For the application of the tape, we moved to a more private area of the locker room. Though it was awkward having these girls so close and present as I tucked away my male parts – and in the women’s room no less – I managed it successfully. All that was left was to slip on the top and the bottoms and…

“Voila!” I said with a girlish flair. The girls applauded as I spun around for them in my brand-new bikini.

With my bouncy, brunette curls, my fresh face of makeup, and my smooth, lotioned body sporting a skimpy red swimsuit, I both looked and felt like a model, ready to be photographed for a magazine cover.

“God damn, Girlie!” Caroline said in awe.

Girlie. There it was again. But now the name made all the sense in the world.

“You like?” I asked sheepishly. Though I think I knew the answer.

“Love,” Caroline answered sweetly. “Now let’s get out there.”

◆◆◆

Boosted by the confidence of my friends and euphoria from the two-piece, I had no problem strutting out to the pool, ready to enjoy the day. But while there must’ve been a couple hundred people present, there was only one person I was looking for.

“Have you seen him yet?” I asked, trying not to seem too eager. We had only just gotten to our pool chairs.

Hannah smirked, clearly entertained watching me fret over a boy. “Not yet, but I’m sure he’ll come b–”

I watched as Hannah’s face froze, her eyes widening as she stared at something behind me. Rather, someone behind me.

“Speak of the devil…” she said, smiling, and stepping away.

I did a quick 180 and, sure enough, standing there right on cue was Theo. But not in a way I’d seen him before.

His considerable height I was already familiar with, but I had no idea how he looked without a shirt. And… holy shit was the man cut. His glistening, olive complexion shimmered in the sun, helped by the perfect mix of sweat and sunscreen.

And the tattoos! I’d noticed a couple on his arms during our date, but I had no idea of how inked up he really was. No shortage of unique but tasteful designs on his pecs and shoulders. His body was like a work of art – one I had trouble taking my eyes off of.

“Hi…” I squeaked, suddenly losing all ability to play it cool. But I wasn’t the only one.

“Holy shit…” Theo took a step back, admiring the considerable transformation I’d gone through in just a few days. It’s safe to say whatever he’d ‘expected’ of me, I’d gone above and beyond. The man looked absolutely enamored.

Of course, I blushed and giggled girlishly. How couldn’t I, in the face of a man like that?

“I see the experiment’s going well,” he said casually.

Definitely an understatement. “Eh, you know… It’s okay.”

We chuckled together as he leaned in for a quick hug. The skin-to-skin contact sent wonderful shivers through my body.

“I just took a dip. Pool’s super refreshing.” Theo pointed to the bar on the opposite side of the pool, then looked at Caroline and Hannah who’d been quietly watching our whole exchange. “Can I buy us a round and we hop in?”

“We’re good,” Hannah declined politely.

Caroline nodded. “I think we’ll lay out for a while. You two have fun!”

Without saying it directly, this was the girls’ way of saying ‘Enjoy the fruits of your labor’. With the ‘fruits’ being Theo and the ‘labor’ being Girl Week.

“Catch you later then,” I said with a wink. Theo reached for my hand and we walked to the bar for a drink.

Utter. Euphoria.

How else could I best describe the next hour other than a whirlwind of fun, flirtatiousness, and ever-strengthening chemistry between Theo and me? It’s honestly amazing how quickly I loosened up after choosing to set aside maleness and embrace Girl Bailey. For example, as it turns out, Girl Bailey is quite a touchy person! I found myself constantly wanting to hold hands, brush arms, and with a few drinks in me, playfully leap atop his back in the pool. All of which he gladly reciprocated.

Theo also introduced me to several other members of the Molly Pop stage crew – one of the other lighting guys, the girl who’s in charge of the show’s aerial effects, an audio guy, and two stagehands. Everyone was super friendly, welcoming, and most of all, ready to kick back after what was apparently a hellish week.

“She’s… really something…” the male stagehand said. He was trying to not speak ill of his boss aloud, as much as he wanted to. Molly ran a tight ship.

In fact, it got me thinking I should consider myself lucky to have a boss like Bruce. He’s inclusive, doesn’t yell, and most of all, he’s not jetting off every weekend to party in New York with his entourage.

Theo’s ears perked up as the DJ switched songs.

“Oh! This song slaps! Should we dance?”

I nodded excitedly, and after a quick swing by the bar for another round of drinks, we made our way to the pool deck area where, as people got drunker, more and more gained the courage to get up from their seats or out of the pool and head to the dancefloor.

It didn’t take long for Theo and I to physically gravitate back toward each other. Dancing close with plenty of eye contact, broken only when one of us took a sip of a drink. I found it extremely cute watching him sing his heart out to a Flo Rida song – yes, Flo Rida – and he somehow got me to join him. And no, scream-singing ‘Wild Ones’ in a bikini and holding hands with a boy was not a thing I’d ever thought would happen.

The more we danced and the more we drank, the more I found myself slowly slipping into a different headspace. I started noticing his muscles more, and clocking our height difference again. His strong, masculine facial features and jawline felt more and more alluring, and the closer we got, the more I focused on his lips.

Holy shit we were close. So close that I wondered if, perhaps, this was a little too intimate for the venue. Yeah, it’s a 21-and-up event, but there are probably 200 people here. Some of whom Theo personally knows. Hell, so do I!

And yet, none of that stopped him from giving me all this attention. Despite the hundreds around us, he made me feel like I was the only one in the room. The only girl in the room.

Fuck it. Maybe it was reckless, and maybe Caroline and Hannah were spying on us from afar, but the only thing that felt right at this moment was to kiss him. And so I did. For the second time, my lips touched his. And once again, Theo didn’t miss a beat.

A rush of feminine euphoria surged through my body, adoring being clutched tightly and kissed softly by a big, strong man who was absolutely crazy for me. I found myself once again full of the feral, primal feelings and urges only a woman could experience in the hands of a man. But that, I knew, couldn’t happen. Not now, at least.

After several songs worth of kissing, Theo pulled back and pressed his forehead to mine, gently holding the back of my neck.

“You little minx…” he teased.

“Me?? You’re the one who brushed my butt…” I squeaked back.

We shared a nice little laugh.

“Still having fun?” Theo asked. “Another cocktail?”

I smiled and nodded. This was far too fun and far too euphoric to stop now.

“Mind grabbing ‘em? I’m gonna run to the girl’s room.”

“Of course,” Theo said sweetly. “Meet ya back here.”

I scampered off, high on adrenaline and self-satisfaction. However, I did realize one little snag before hitting the restroom: the tucking tape.

Shit. While it’d been doing God’s work keeping my parts flat, I had no idea if it was a one-time use thing. To the best of my ability, I peered around for any sign of Caroline or Hannah. Unfortunately, the dance floor was about as far as possible from our chairs.

But no fear. After a lap I should have no problem finding–

I stopped in my tracks.

“Molly…” I muttered aloud. So much for Caroline’s belief that she was ‘too good for shit like this’.

But sure enough, Molly, her boyfriend Zach, and a few other of her friends were standing by the cabanas, ready to enjoy the day like everyone else. The way her cronies surrounded her in a half-circle felt almost dictatorial. They kept their gaze on Molly and Molly alone, as if each was present purely to bend to her whim. Like a pop star Putin.

Though unlike Putin, she looked absolutely beautiful – oddly enough, in a red bikini of her own. Say what you will about her personality, but Molly Pop’s got the talent, voice, and body of a genuine pop princess. And she certainly knows it.

Thankfully, I wasn’t spotted by her or her crew at a distance, but her cabana was directly in my path back to the chairs. Shit. I need to improvise. Unless…

Isn’t it possible that, wearing a bikini, sporting curled hair, and donning women’s sunglasses she’d never even recognize me? I mean, Molly knows Boy Bailey. But last I checked, it’s only Girl Bailey here today.

And so, putting on a brave face, I continued down the path – speedily, mind you – and marched right past Molly, Zach, and her friends. Nobody said a word, and no one noticed a thing–

“Hey!” she called out.

Goddamnit. I froze, hoping she wasn’t referring to me. But Molly continued.

“Is that? No way…” She cut herself off merely to cackle. “Is that Wig Boy?”


Chapter Sixteen

I was trapped. Utterly trapped.

Running away made no sense. She’d already seen me. Plus, in an unfortunate way, I kind of needed to stop and talk to her, considering she was actively employing my friends.

Slowly and shamefully, I turned around to face her. Molly, Zach, and her three other friends had confused looks on their faces. Molly, however, had a wicked grin.

“Come here,” she commanded, though with a tiny bit of levity still in her voice. “I don’t bite.”

I silently stepped toward her, but suddenly felt unsure how to walk. Four straight days of confidently moving and living as a woman, only to outright get clocked as ‘Wig Boy’ completely threw me off.

“Holy shit, it is you…” she glared and circled me like I was a prized pumpkin in a contest. “This is incredible…”

I gulped, nervously. Somehow, I sensed that her ‘incredible’ remark wasn’t exactly a compliment. I mean, the woman was treating me more like an object than a person.

“Good to see, Molly,” I said quietly.

Molly turned to address her friends. “So this is Wig Boy. He’s been modeling for my stylist and, to his credit, turned her from pretty rough to passable.”

God, this girl was just full of backhanded compliments.

She slinked back over to me and, without permission, ran her fingers through my curled hair. Then, her eyes drifted down to examine my body.

“You know, I’m wondering… When I saw you outside Illusions, were you actually getting a massage, or were you prepping for today?”

I had no idea what to say. I mean, yes, she’d caught me in a lie. But it was hardly her business.

“No matter,” she said, dropping the subject. “It’s just… amazing what you’ve done.” Then, her eyes drifted a little lower to my bikini bottom. “You somehow even made… it… disappear!”

The friends in her group giggled. Except for Zach, who notably looked as uncomfortable with the whole situation as I did.

Zach started to speak up and placed his hand on Molly’s shoulder. “Babe, maybe we should–”

But Molly’s head whipped around like a cobra, taking another look at my bikini. “Wait.” She jabbed her finger toward me, inches from the bikini top. “I used to have a bikini just like that.”

Zach kept working to calm her. “It’s probably just the same brand.”

“Is it?” she snapped again. “That swimsuit is like four grand. You think he can afford that?”

Setting aside the gall of not knowing or caring I had a career of my own, was she seriously talking down to me like this?

“Where did you get it?”

God did I wanna disappear right now. Just vanish in a puff of smoke. Where’s Christian Diamanta when you need him? But I was simply too overwhelmed and out of my element to speak or think rationally.

“Uh… I…” I stammered, thinking of an appropriately vague answer. “A friend bought it for me, okay? I don’t know where she got it.”

That second part is true. I don’t know whether this bikini is Molly’s, but now was not the time to fess up considering I had a week’s worth of her clothing in my home.

The pissy pop star peered deep into my eyes. Hell, she peered into my soul. I could tell she didn’t believe me. But this overly protective, obscenely paranoid girl had zero evidence. Beyond intimidation, there was nothing she could do.

“Alright,” she sneered. “Perhaps I… overreacted.”

“Good,” Zach added. “Let’s… Let’s just have some fun, okay? Enjoy the sun and shit?”

Molly didn’t look back, and neither did her three disciples as they entered the cabana and drew the curtains behind them. Zach, however, held back for a moment.

“Again, Bailey… I’m sorry.” He muttered. “You didn’t deserve that.”

His apology was nice but hollow. The accusation, the intimidation, the fact I had to lie to her face – all of it left me shaken. Not to mention the permeating dread brought on by being called ‘Wig Boy’ in such a nasty manner. I mean, how fucking dare she?

But then again, maybe she’s right. I mean, I am a boy in a bikini, waltzing around pretending to be a girl. Am I really the crazy one here?

I shook my head, shaking away the confusion and wanting no part of these people anymore. Not Molly, not Zach, not anybody.

I sprinted in the other direction – I think back toward the DJ floor, but I might as well have been running in circles. It felt like an industrial press was pushing on my brain. The guilt, the confusion, the dysphoria – what the hell is going on with me? A wonderful day thrown in the toilet because of one girl?

Suddenly, I felt a hand placed gently on my shoulder. Startled, I whipped around. It was Theo. He’d gotten the drinks.

Something about seeing his face – his warm, smiling, comforting face – melted me. And in that moment, instead of acting composed like I had all day, I broke into tears. Hard.

Theo was surprised by my sudden breakdown, but he wasted no time comforting me, guiding my head to his chest as I wept. Poolside and out in the open. So everyone could see Wig Boy weep.

“Bailey?” Theo whispered after giving me a moment. “Should we get some space?”

I had no idea where that’d be other than the locker room, but Theo surprised me, taking my hand and leading me around the pool to a cabana – similar to what Molly had retreated into. It was much bigger and much nicer than it looked from the outside. A bar cart, a nice, L-shaped couch with a big coffee table, and two white fabric chaise loungers.

Sniffling, I asked him, “Wait? You rented one of these?”

“Didn’t have to,” he answered, cracking a smile. “Perks of knowing the towel guy, I guess.”

I noticed a couple backpacks and towels were scattered around, as well as some empty cocktail glasses.

He looked at me, bashful. “Sorry, it’s kind of a mess... Some of the crew guys came by earlier.”

Theo calmly ushered me to one of the loungers, insisting I sit back on the chair and breathe. He sat up in the one beside me and waited on me attentively.

“Want some water?” he asked.

But I shook my head. This wasn’t a dehydration problem. I wish it were. That’d be a much quicker fix.

He gazed at me as I lay back on the chair, trying to calm myself with steady breaths. I closed my eyes for better focus.

“The last thing I wanna do is cry in front of you again,” I muttered. “Out there was embarrassing enough.”

Theo reached forward and gently grabbed my hand. “First of all, it’s always okay to cry.” Then, after a beat, “Wanna tell me what’s up?”

Obviously, I’d let Molly’s rudeness get to me. But should Theo know that? It’s his boss after all. If I told him what she said, he might want to confront her. Or worse, quit on the spot. And I know how much he needs this job.

Caroline’s words echoed in my mind: ‘Don’t rock the boat’.

“It’s nothing,” was what I decided to say.

“Nothing…” he repeated, definitely sensing I was leaving something out.

Despite her being gone, Molly’s words stuck with me. Her accusations of theft, and her mocking of my bikini. I felt like such a phony. Such a fraud. Not only did she hate the idea of someone else in her bikini, but that someone else was a man.

Again I sniffled, looking at my body with disdain for the first time all day.

“I… I don’t deserve this,” I spoke again through tears.

“What?” Theo looked concerned.

“To wear this. To go around, acting like a girl. And it’s Molly’s swimsuit. It’s not even mine.”

I grabbed at the tuck tape under my bikini bottom, loosening it. “And I went through all this… bullshit.”

Theo looked at me solemnly, slowly piecing my emotions together.

“Bailey… Do you have any idea how good you look?”

I shrugged him off. “Who cares? It’s all fake. Smoke and mirrors. Like that magician you work for.”

I half-expected Theo to nod along in agreement. It’d be the easy thing to do. Maybe even the smart one.

Instead, he shook his head. “I’m not just talking about today. On our date, in those pics you sent me, at the magic show…” Then, he paused. “Even the first day I met you. When you stumbled onto the stage.”

I had to chuckle at that. “No, you didn’t. I was wearing–”

“It doesn’t matter what you’re wearing. It’s who you are that drives me crazy.”

Theo stared into my eyes for a while. Deep. I held my gaze too, as if what he’d said was the most honest, most important statement in the world. Then, very slowly, he leaned over to my lounger and kissed my cheek.

Awkwardly, I nodded and said, “Mmhmm,” as if his kiss was just a platonic gesture. And being on the cheek, it could have been.

But then he kissed my neck. Small, gentle kisses in several spots.

“Theo…” I muttered back. I was flattered, but still in my funk. Though I wouldn’t be for long if he kept this up. “What are you–”

“Doing?” he finished my thought as his kisses worked their way down my neck toward my bikini top. “I’m not doing anything…”

That made me giggle. Clearly, this man was up to something. Those lips were fast-tracking toward my chest. Whatever he ‘wasn’t’ doing was starting to have an arousing, alluring effect on me. A small but noticeable stirring came from the bottom half of my two-piece.

Theo continued kissing my body until, gently, he slipped my bikini strap off my shoulder, slid down the cup of my bra, and exposed my nipple to the warm, cabana air. His eyes looked up to me, silently asking for permission to do what he knew we both wanted. I nodded reticently, watching his soft lips find and taste my soft nipple.

Holy shit… I had no idea something so simple could feel so intense. I gripped the sides of the lounger and purred as he licked and sucked on my breast. Not long after he slid down the opposite strap and did the same to my other side.

“Theo…” I moaned. The stirring in my panties was getting harder to ignore. But there was an obvious problem – my tuck.

“Hold on,” I whispered, placing one hand over his eyes and using the other to loosen and free my parts from the tuck.

Theo giggled at my awkward maneuvering. “Feel better?”

“Sort of,” I said, looking down at my bottoms. A cute but objectively embarrassing bulge had replaced the flatness. Physically I felt better, but emotionally I felt even more confused.

“It’s okay,” Theo whispered assuredly. “Makes no difference to me.”

His kindness and openness turned out to be a major turn-on, one that certainly wasn’t helping my bulge stay small. And it only got worse when his hand drifted lower and he gently rubbed my growing hardness. Fuck did that feel good…

Here I was, lying in a cabana in three-quarters of a bikini, being kissed and touched by a man. His lips on my nipples, and his hand on my smooth little cock.

Those feral urges I had while kissing him on our picnic were back in full force. Urges unique to Girl Bailey. And urges I wanted nothing more than to satisfy right this moment.

With my eyes closed and my smooth, tight body prone on the lounger, I muttered to Theo, “Can you rub my…”

I paused for a second, wondering what to call it.

“Your pussy?” he whispered back. “Happily.”

Hearing that word was like a shot of euphoric adrenaline through my body. I flipped over immediately, with my top falling to the floor and positioning myself on my hands and knees, eager for Theo’s touch.

Carefully, he slid my little red bottoms down to my knees, leaving my entire, naked body exposed to the warm air. I felt nervous. I felt vulnerable. But I also felt submissive. And God did I feel desired.

With my head down and my soft hair hanging over my face and eyes, I had no clear view of Theo, getting my bearings from his touch alone. He first ran his hands up and down my back and legs, admiring the view, before ultimately gripping my hips and – to my surprise – spitting onto my pussy to lubricate it.

“Theo!” I whimpered girlishly as his impromptu lubricant tickled my ass and nestled into my smooth, tight hole.

And then Theo touched me.

The gentle but firm strokes of his finger across my hole felt heavenly, provoking sharp, feminine whimpers as I clenched my fists, wanting more and more. I couldn’t help but think back to my waxing service, the accidental arousal, and the visions of Theo. Foreshadowing at its finest, it seemed. As if being with Theo right here and right now was fate. Like I was destined to be pleasured by him.

I let him lead the way, fingering my pussy, teasing my taint, and even fondling my ‘clit’ – a much-preferred term for my cock he chose to use. And one that shot a jolt of arousal each time he uttered it.

The more he worked on me, the sharper and faster my breaths became and the harder my little clit got. So much so, I couldn’t help but wonder if he’d actually get me… there.

Two things, however, crossed my mind. One, we were in a cabana at a very public pool party. Yes, the blinds were drawn, but what if someone walked in? What if a coworker walked in? And Two, if Theo were to make me cum – what on Earth would that say about me? About the future of Girl Bailey?

But it was impossible to focus on anything but the pleasure. Especially when, in a whisper, I heard him ask, “Can I please kiss your pussy?”

Shivers.

I aggressively nodded and moaned, “Do it, Theo. Please…”

The first touch of his lips upon my bare hole was an entirely new level of pleasure. With his strong hands on my hips, the sensation of his warm tongue kissing, sucking, and licking my smooth little pussy was off the charts. It was the hottest thing I’d ever seen or witnessed in my entire goddamn life.

Suddenly, the fact I could’ve ever considered not cumming seemed laughable, and each subsequent lick, moan, or re-grip of his hands on my hips brought me that much closer to orgasm.

“Theo…” I whimpered again. “I’m gonna cum…”

“Then cum for me, Bailey,” he whispered back. “Cum for me.”

He needn’t say more. I was already there. With Theo’s tongue deep in my pussy, my body writhed and twitched as spurts of beautiful, hot, girl cum covered the towel beneath me. I squealed, moaned, and made every girlish groan under the moon as I reached my first-ever orgasm as Girl Bailey. All at the hands of a kind, sexy, thoughtful man on a mission to make me feel every bit like the woman I was presenting as.

Both of us took a minute to recover – me especially, both mentally and physically. Did that really just happen? Did I really just let a man bring me to orgasm?

Theo sat back on his own lounger, a coy smile on his face as he watched me, still on my hands and knees, flushed and flustered.

“Holy shit…” I muttered. It was the first thing I’d said in over a minute.

“Feel okay?” he asked.

There was only one right answer.

“I’m not sure I’ve ever felt better.”

We shared a laugh as I finally rose up, put my bikini back on, and did our best to make sure all evidence of our hookup was concealed. Easy enough for the physical evidence, but the emotional impact of what we’d done? Well… Let’s just say the look of euphoria and satisfaction plastered on my face said it all.

Theo took another step closer to me and put his fingers under my chin. “I’m so glad I could share that with you.” Then, he leaned in and kissed me on the lips. A long, romantic kiss. The perfect way to seal it all.

*DING*

Just hearing the text tone reminded me it’d been well over an hour since I’d seen Caroline or Hannah. I hope they’re not worried. But wait, I didn’t bring my phone…

“Oh, that’s mine,” Theo said, pointing to his cell phone resting on top of one of the bags. “Can you toss it to me?”

I stepped over a couple towels and picked up his phone. Inadvertently, I could see who’d texted him. Just like last time, it was Marian, his Mom.

“Marian has the worst timing,” I joked, handing him the phone. Theo glanced at the text, forcing out an odd sort of smile.

“Yeah, well, bosses never know when to leave you be.”

Bosses?

I chuckled awkwardly. “Bosses? Isn’t Marian your Mom?”

Theo paused for a moment, looking directly not at me but straight ahead. “Yeah,” he answered, chuckling. “She is.”

“And so is your boss?”

“Oh, yeah. They’re both Marians. I see why that’s confusing. But it’s a common name.”

“Is it?” I forced out another awkward chuckle. “I guess for old people.”

“Every old person is either named Marian or Horace, as far as I can tell.”

“Knock, knock!” A voice called out. Not even a second later, two of the crew guys I’d met earlier, strolled right into the cabana and beelined for their belongings. “What’s gooood?” the other one said, flashing a shaka sign. He looked a little drunk.

Clearly, this was a good breaking point. Theo seemed to think the same.

“We were just leaving,” Theo said. “Bailey, are you good to walk back to the chairs?”

“Sure,” I said, feeling just a tad off. Probably thanks to the sudden presence of two drunk guys I don’t know.

“Cool,” Theo offered, a little abruptly. “I gotta split, but I’ll text you later?”

I smiled softly. “I’d love that.”

Theo, not missing a beat and not caring about the other guys, gave me a sweet goodbye kiss. As with everything he does, I blushed.

“Get home safe,” I said sweetly.

“You too.”

I watched as Theo walked out of the cabana across the long, still very busy pool deck, leaving me with the two crew guys who were talking amongst themselves.

Many thoughts circled my brain as I watched him go. Some good, and even some… confusing? But to me, this wasn’t a time for negativity. It’s a time to celebrate and to hope. To celebrate my first-ever sexual experience with a man, and to hope that it’s the first of many, many more to come.


Chapter Seventeen

Girl Week, though Caroline’s brainchild, had very much become my own enterprise. Sure, she’d supplied the clothing, but other than that, the building of outfits, the makeup and hairstyling, and the feminine grooming of my own body were all me. And I’m damn proud of the outcome.

Have there been hiccups and moments of stress? Absolutely. Over the course of any week – girl or boy – you’re bound to have ups and downs. But as I sat here in my apartment on Sunday, relaxing on the couch in a sports bra and soffe shorts painting my nails a new, fresh color, I realized the best part of Girl Week. It’s 7 days long, and I’m only on day 5!

Yesterday, after Theo left the pool party, I reconnected with Caroline and Hannah who were treated to the recap of all recaps. No, I didn’t give them a play-by-play – I’m allowed to keep some things secret – but I had the pleasure of watching their jaws hit the floor as I informed them of my heat-of-the-moment, steamy cabana hookup with Theo, and how it was everything a girl could have wanted for her first time. Even if it wasn’t technically ‘all the way’.

Speaking of which, while it didn’t strike me in the moment, it dawned on me that I didn’t get to reciprocate. Theo had done anything and everything to make me feel good, but I hadn’t gotten the chance to do it back to him. I know it’s not completely my fault, but I still felt guilty.

Well, guilt is only one emotion. I also felt incomplete and a teensy bit unsatisfied. Because I didn’t get ‘payback’, suddenly doing so was all I could think about. All afternoon, thoughts of his handsome face and muscular, tattooed body filled my mind, and visions of what he might look like beneath his shorts stole every bit of my focus. Which led to another personal first: stopping by a sex shop for a, uh… a toy.

I know, I know, pretty embarrassing… But it was a quick, seamless purchase, and the moment I got home, I had the unreal pleasure of experimenting with my brand new girthy, 7-inch, vibrating dildo. Licking it, inserting it, and imagining Theo’s perfect body on its other end was an experience I could definitely see myself recreating often.

And no, not an experience I will be divulging to Caroline. No matter how much she pressures me. But pressure me she will, it turns out, because just as I was finishing my nails, I noticed her calling my cell.

“Hey, Girlie!” I answered. Against all odds, I found myself adopting that term with delight.

“Bailey,” Caroline answered bluntly. She sounded shaken up, kind of half-whispering. “Where are you right now?”

Our typical fun, light tone vanished immediately. “Home,” I answered. “Why?”

“Okay, don’t worry too much, but… I need you to come to pack up all of your Girl Week clothes and drive to The Goulet as soon as you can, okay?”

That was a hell of a tall order. “What? Why? Caroline, what’s going on?”

“Molly’s been snooping,” she said plainly. “Just… Please. Come as soon as you can.”

I felt all the air leave my lungs. Somehow, despite the euphoria from Theo that followed, deep down I knew the saga with Molly wasn’t over.

“Okay,” I whimpered back.

“Oh, and Bailey?” Caroline added before hanging up. “It’s important you show up as a boy.”

◆◆◆

Never before had I been so nervous showing up to The Goulet. Waltzing into the lobby, navigating the maze of hallways, and trekking down the stairwell to the dressing room of the girl who had shown me such disgust only a day ago.

Inside, however, was no Molly. Caroline was waiting for me – as was Hannah and even Alice. The whole squad was there. A delightful reunion if I weren’t so goddamn scared.

Caroline cut right to the chase. “Thanks for coming so fast.”

“Sure,” I replied. “Just needed to take my makeup off and, you know, change.” I gestured to the jeans and t-shirt I haphazardly threw on. Though only five days, it felt like forever since I’d worn anything male. “I didn’t have any nail polish remover, so I settled for socks. Is that okay?”

Alice sensed my discomfort and stepped toward me for a hug. “You did nothing wrong sweetie. Nothing wrong at all.”

“She’s right,” Caroline chimed in. “I did. I shouldn’t have played so fast and loose with Molly’s wardrobe. It’s not yours, or mine, or even Alice’s.” Caroline then sneered and planted her hands on her hips. “Not that our lovely boss ever touches any of it…”

Alice shot Caroline a look. “But that’s not the point. Yeah, Molly’s got enough here that a few ‘misplaced’ outfits aren’t noticeable.” She reached for my suitcase and zipped it open to reveal all the neatly folded girls' clothes I’d enjoyed so much over the past few days. “But it’s best we return them to their rightful owner.”

“Of course,” I said.

Hannah, who was the quietest of the bunch for once, paced the room. “But like, how would she even know to look?”

At that point, I remembered I still hadn’t informed the girls of my rude run-in with Molly. Clearly, Molly hadn’t either, choosing to be sneaky about it and try to catch me in a lie.

“She must’ve seen my bikini and recognized it,” I said. “I did, uh… pass her by at the pool.”

The women nodded, buying my story. I figured informing them of their boss’s nastiness, like with Theo, wasn’t good for anyone. Plus if I’d told them about the run-in, the girls might get mad. An extended conversation with Molly (not to mention lying) is the definition of rocking the boat. And the atmosphere around here is tense enough as is.

Caroline took a deep breath as she rested in the styling chair. “Let’s just put everything back in its place and consider ourselves lucky. Sometimes I forget how territorial Molly really is.”

Hannah agreed. “She’s nutso.”

“And I’m sorry this had to happen during Girl Week, Bailey,” Alice said sweetly. “I hear it’s been lovely.”

I’m not entirely sure whether Caroline and Hannah had spilled the details of my hookup with Theo, so I decided to simply thank her and nod. Not that I really cared if Alice knew. She’d done so much for me, after all.

“It’s okay… I mean, all good things come–”

“Wait!” Caroline shot up from her seat. “You do have two more days, don’t you?”

“Uh, yeah?” I answered bashfully.

“Then this is how I’ll make it right. Tomorrow morning, before the show, I’m taking you to the mall. Today might be lost, but I want to make sure you have some kind of cute outfit for your last day of girl week. On me!”

What had up until now been gloomy news after gloomy news, Caroline’s offer was a light at the end of the tunnel. Still, her buying me an outfit felt too generous.

“Oh, you don’t need–”

“I insist,” she looked at me earnestly. “Please, Bailey. Let me treat you.”

I mean, who am I to say no to free clothes?

“Then yes,” I answered, smiling. “Thank you.”

I might’ve lost nearly every bit of clothing in my Girl Bailey wardrobe in one fell swoop, but now I had something new I could look forward to. A more permanent outfit for Girl Bailey that I could really call my own.

Or rather, for at least as long as Girl Bailey can stick around.




◆◆◆

For all of my Vegas exploration, the shopping mall was a place I’d managed to evade until now. Eh, perhaps ‘evade’ is the wrong word.

Don’t get me wrong, I enjoy getting new things. I’ve just never appreciated the shopping process. So many stores, so much striking out and not finding the exact right thing… It’s a pain in the ass. But all of that was before I experienced the joys of Girl Week.

Though the return of Molly’s clothes provided a 95% reduction in my female clothing, I still had a few things that could pass as somewhat girly. For example, a couple of the panties I’d acquired were solely mine, and I had a pair of sweatpants that looked fairly androgynous. Not to mention a tank top that, once paired with a bra, appeared quite girly. And with a still-shaved body and cute, well-maintained hair, I was impressed by how feminine I looked. Frankly, so was Caroline.

“Cutieeee!” she squealed, spotting me from across the mall. Though we arrived separately, from the minute we greeted each other we couldn’t have been more on the same page. Today’s mission? Buy Bailey the absolute cutest Day 7 of Girl Week outfit ever!

Caroline, dressed in her own sweatpants and tank top combo, was set to be my tour guide for the day. Not just of the mall itself – most of the women-specific stores were, understandably, completely foreign to me – but I also got an education in acting like a proper lady on a shopping spree.

When men shop, they tend to go right for the item they want. Maybe they try on a couple of items, but that’s rare. And they only check out a handful of stores. For the guys, clothes shopping is like that SoCal burger chain: In-N-Out!

But ladies are the complete opposite. Even if it embodies everything that annoys me about shopping, I grew to appreciate exploring multiple stores, grabbing tons of stuff off racks, and playing glorified dress-up. Hell, some of the stuff I was trying on I knew I’d never buy or wear again. But trying it on wasn’t just part of the fun; it was the fun.

In addition to having a blast, I noticed Caroline was especially happy. Even more than usual. Yes, she’s always been a supportive friend, but today felt like a slightly different vibe. Serious, almost.

Each time I emerged from the changing room with a smile, regardless of what I had on, she was smiling twice as big. If I twirled in a skirt and giggled, she looked at me as if what I’d done was literally warming her heart. After about the fourth time clocking this, I decided to tease her about it.

“I think you’re enjoying this more than me!”

Caroline shrugged. “You know, it’s nice to see you, I dunno… grow up.”

“Grow up?” I chuckled. “I’m twenty-five.”

Again she shrugged. “I know that. But like, you’re experiencing so much of this for the first time. Girl stuff, I mean.”

Things all of a sudden felt very real, and Caroline, though famously cool under pressure, started tearing up – right in the middle of the Abercrombie.

I leaned in for a hug. “Hey, hey… Whatever it is, it’s okay…”

She didn’t say much back. But I think I knew what was going on.

Caroline, my former babysitter, became the valuable guide I needed after moving to Vegas. But she also became a fast friend. Actually, that’s still underselling it.

To me, Caroline had functionally become an older sister. And what do older sisters do? They sometimes tease their younger sisters, sometimes to the point of annoyance and frustration. But most importantly, they love them. And if you’re lucky enough, they’ll beam with pride every step of the way as you blossom into a woman.

Eventually, Caroline was able to regain her composure, after which she wagged her head and shook out her arms.

“Woah!” she said, exasperated. “I’m so sorry! I don’t usually cry like that.”

“It’s okay, really!” I said, even if I noticed we were getting a few stares from others in the store. “I’m glad you’re here with me.”

I’d be lying if I said I didn’t nearly shed a tear as well. Her willingness to be open and honest and raw with her emotions was having its effect on me. Not just from a sentimental standpoint, but from a realistic one.

All week I’ve been fighting hard to suppress the reality of what was coming in just over a week. Very soon, I’d be starting my 9-5 at Vegas Water Solutions, going into the office every day not as a girl, but as a boy. Regardless of how I felt and how much I’d fallen in love with this other side of me, I knew this was how it had to be.

Unless…

“Hey, you know how you said you’d buy me an outfit for tomorrow?”

Caroline looked up. “Yeah. We just gotta find the perfect–”

“How about you buy me one, and I buy another… I dunno, five?”

Her eyes widened. “Five? But Bailey, you’ve got one day–”

“Well, maybe I have more than a day left? I know my job’s starting soon, but isn’t it possible we have more days like this to come? In secret, of course. But on the weekends you’re not working… We could make it work. Girl Bailey could live on.”

At first, she looked stunned. And for a moment, she appeared broken. But then, very slowly, a smile started to emerge. Unlike any I’d seen from her.

“Bailey… Yes, yes, YES!” she started clapping and leaping in the store, not caring who saw.

Saying those words aloud felt like jumping into an abyss without knowing what was at the bottom. I love that Caroline supports the idea, but honestly, who knows how possible it really is? What would I say to people I met while dressed up? What if someone wasn’t as supportive as Caroline is? And what would Theo think? Would he sign up for this level of secrecy?

So many new, scary questions filled my head – none of which I wanted to deal with right now. All I knew for certain was that Girl Bailey was not someone I wanted to quit. Not right now, at least.

It’d already been a long day of shopping, and because we were being so picky, we still hadn’t bought a thing. But now with my decision to let this ride out a little longer, both of us felt motivated to pull the trigger on a bunch of items, even returning to some of the stores from before to purchase some favorites.

Just a few more beautiful, sentimental hours of trying on clothes, and we’d settled on some ultra-cute outfits for Girl Bailey to take home. In fact, five outfits may have been an underestimate considering I had four full shopping bags in my hands full of bras, panties, shorts and pants, skirts and dresses, plenty of tops, and a bunch of new makeup and hair products that I couldn’t wait to try. But my final purchase of the day was the outfit I planned to wear for Day 7 of Girl Week – a cream-colored, bouffant mini dress with a matching bow for my hair, and some super pretty black heels. Eeee! Just thinking about it gives me shivers!

In the middle of the checkout line, I found myself rattling on mindlessly about how to style my hair for tomorrow’s look. Some of the girls around me looked at me weird, but I couldn’t care less. I was far too excited to be embarrassed. But then I noticed Caroline wasn’t listening.

Snapping out of my mania, I saw she was quietly talking on the phone with someone. And not a normal phone call either. She looked concerned.

“Is everything alright–” I tried to ask, but she shushed me, listening intently.

“Okay, okay… I’m coming right now,” she said steadily, then hung up.

“What is it?” I asked. “Are you okay?”

She took a deep, stressed breath before answering. “I’m fine. But I’m sorry, I need to leave right now.”

“Of course,” I said, trying to be supportive. “But can you tell me what’s going on?”

She hung her head. Then, looking me dead in the eye while trying to keep her voice down, uttered, “It’s Molly. She’s going berserk.”

Then, another pause.

“Zach dumped her.”


Chapter Eighteen

Caroline’s bombshell sucked every last bit of energy that was left in our marathon shopping trip. And justifiably so. I mean, not had Molly and Zach broken up, but she’s the one who got dumped!

Fear and concern were the leading emotions in Caroline’s eyes as I willfully let her leave our shopping spree a bit early. If she was needed anywhere, it was at her job. Not with me. Though I think both of us understood that, knowing Molly’s temperament, Caroline was almost certainly walking into a minefield.

I wished her luck and she went on her way, leaving me to finish checking out. And standing there alone, I felt a growing ickiness in my gut.

No, not because I was alone in the mall as a girl. Nor was it because I now had to lug all these bags to the car by myself. My rotten, internal feeling had everything to do with the breakup – and the nagging concern that my confrontation with her at the pool had something to do with it.

◆◆◆

It might’ve taken a few hours, but I eventually managed to brush aside any personal concerns related to Molly’s breakup. I mean, this is a freaking pop star we’re talking about. Several times a week she gets up in front of a screaming crowd, sings and dances her heart out, and then jets off to New York or Miami with her entourage to blow all the money she just made. I need to remember that her life is infinitely bigger than mine. And honestly, that’s more than okay. Who I really should be concerned about is those poor folks in her immediate circle.

I sent out a few ‘Thinking of you!’ texts to Caroline, Hannah, Alice, and Theo, wishing them the best during Molly’s inevitable wrath. Having a show scheduled for tonight and the next night certainly spelled trouble – trouble I was happy not to be present for.

The following morning – the seventh and final day of Girl Week – brought mixed feelings. On the one hand, I had this beautiful gift in front of me: a full day to dress and present as a girl. I could try out all my new makeup and hair care products, as well as shave and moisturize every inch of my body.

Shaving and moisturizing – or honestly, anything I did while naked – I found provided the utmost euphoria. Well, that, and letting my thoughts run wild every time I passed a full-length mirror. It’s always times like this that I start thinking about Theo. Imagining his grunts, and growls as he runs his hands along my smooth legs and hips. Closing my eyes and picturing him bending me over the bed for another taste of my–

And that is when I know it’s time to break out my toy and lube and finish letting my mind run wild in privacy. God does that man have an effect on me…

Ultimately, I did pull myself together and finish everything I needed for the day, all while keeping a small part of my mind focused on my friends. Presumably, last night’s show had gone okay or else I definitely would’ve heard something. The girls and Theo… they’re all strong people. I know they can handle anything life throws at them. Plus, if they’ve dealt with Molly through all her chaos, why not a breakup?

But actually, I had a better idea.

My friends have all been going through hell. Meanwhile, I’m just sitting at home alone – in a way, wasting my final, full day as a girl. Why not kill two birds with one stone?

I thought about it for a while and cracked the code. Tonight, instead of all of us wallowing in stress, how about we celebrate something? Celebrate the end of a rough stretch of shows for them, and the end of an incredible week of girlhood for me. As soon as the show ends, we’ll meet up, catch a late dinner, and then hit the town! We’re in Vegas, baby! Who cares how late it is? And for an extra layer of fun, I’ll surprise them and cover the whole cost of the night. They deserve it, after all.

This plan sounded better and better as I ran through it in my head. I checked the time. Three o’clock. Molly’s show starts at six, so that means I have a couple hours to pretty myself up as much as possible.

Perfect.

◆◆◆

Back in my youth when I did gymnastics, I was pretty much the furthest thing from a ‘clutch performer’. If the moment was big, I’d fall flat on my face. Not that there was ever much at stake, but still.

Tonight, however – when the ‘stakes of girlhood’ were as high as possible – I not only rose to the occasion but blew past the goalposts.

My hair, makeup, and outfit couldn’t have been more immaculate. Getting ready to leave for the night felt like a final exam. Everything Caroline had taught me about hair prepared me to pull off the perfect loose curls in a half-up, half-down style with my beautiful cream-colored bow as the centerpiece.

Hannah, having walked me through all those makeup looks (along with some help from YouTube), allowed me to create a cutesy but glamorous look, complete with glitter on my cheeks, bold, dark eyes with big, false eyelashes, and of course, a fierce, deep red lipstick for a pop of color.

And the dress, while not Alice’s choice, was inspired by her styling and design tastes. Flouncy, fun, and feminine this cream-colored bouffant mini-dress was, and the strappy black heels down below were to die for. My toes were kept visible, of course, to show off my ten, red-painted nails that matched not only my lips but my fingers as well.

I added a few pieces of delicate, gold-colored jewelry (splurge purchases from my shopping spree) in the form of a necklace and some bracelets to add a bit more class. Then, last but not least, a few spritzes of my brand new, vanilla-scented perfume. So delicious, and sooo girly!

Yep, that’s right. I stuck the landing. Now all I needed was an audience.

Because I was so eager, I left my home a bit earlier than usual and got to the Goulet at five o’clock, an hour before the show. And sure enough, the lobby was already buzzing with Poppies. Some of whom I even recognized from the show I went to. Say what you will about Molly, but that woman’s fans do not quit on her.

In fact, The Goulet seemed even more crowded than usual, and the people here seemed especially energized. It made me wonder if they’d somehow heard about her breakup and wanted to support her in these trying times. Then again, I didn’t spot any ‘Zach Sucks’ t-shirts or anything like that.

I shook off those thoughts and remembered why I was here, so I beelined for the dressing room, hoping Molly wouldn’t be there yet.

Zigzagging the hallways and traversing the stairwell (it’s crazy how little security they have here), I quickly arrived at the dressing room door. I rehearsed in my head what I’d want to say, all the while picturing their jaws dropping as they witnessed their friend looking as beautiful as she’d ever looked.

‘Surprise!’, I thought. Nah, it’s not a birthday. ‘Hey girlies! Who’s ready to blow off some fucking steam tonight? On me!’. I guess that’s better.

My hand was inches away from pushing open the door when I heard a screech. A loud, human screech. It was Molly, throwing a hissy fit.

“Not that fucking wig, Caroline!! The other one!!”

Yikes. I felt physically ill hearing Molly scream like that. I couldn’t imagine how Caroline felt. Poor girl… I suppose I can surprise her after the show. And so I quickly hustled up the stairs and out of sight.

You know… Just because the girls are busy, doesn’t mean Theo’s swamped too. While I’d planned on revealing my outfit to him after the show – I had some fun quips and a cute little curtsy in mind – I suppose I could push that up to now.

The Goulet Theater lighting booth – though I’d never actually been inside – was fairly easy to get to, just up some stairs by the theater lobby. But instead of snaking through the crowd of eager Poppies, I remembered a back entrance. Up a different stairwell, down a long hallway, and… Voila!

A simple sign on the door read: ‘Lighting Booth Staff Only’.

‘Well, staff AND those romantically interested in the staff,’ I thought, chuckling to myself. I knocked twice on the door and waited, making sure my posture was as good and girly as possible for Theo when he opened the door.

After a few moments, the door slowly creaked open. But it wasn’t Theo who answered.

It took me a sec to place him. It was one of the guys I’d met at the pool party. Nate I think was his name.

“Bailey?” he asked, looking kind of surprised. “Oh, hey.”

“Hi!” I said sweetly. I understood how strange it was that I’d just shown up unannounced at the door an hour before the show. “I was, uh… I’m looking for Theo.”

“Theo…” he muttered. “Tonight?”

Well, I’m here tonight, aren’t I?

“Yeah,” I said back.

Nate looked very confused. “Theo’s not working tonight. Did he tell you he was?”

I paused, now just as confused as Nate, if not more.

“I mean… Yeah. He said he had back-to-back shows.”

Nate shook his head again. “Nope. I’ve been scheduled to solo this one for weeks.”

What? Did I mishear Theo? I could’ve sworn he was working tonight. Caroline is. Hannah is. Alice is. Why not Theo?

After standing there for a moment, Nate looked at me a bit uncomfortably. “Bailey, you seem trustworthy. Do you, uh… mind watching the booth? I gotta take a piss.”

He didn’t wait for an answer, scooting off down the hall in a hurry. Nate, from what I remember at the pool, wasn’t the most socially ‘with it’ person. But hey, we’ve all got our strengths and weaknesses.

Still with this scheduling error on my mind, I wandered into the booth and gazed at the giant board filled with the pretty, sparkly lights. It took me back to the day of the magic show, when Theo took me upstairs to the booth and showed me around, demonstrating the green and blue swirls. But the Goulet Theater was on an entirely different level. On top of having five times the seating, this show had infinitely more production value. All of which made me think even more highly of Theo and his skill as a lighting designer.

I started dreaming of how fun it’d be to watch him do the show from the booth sitting beside him. One hand on the lighting board, the other holding mine.

But where was he?

I snooped around a bit more, killing time until Nate returned. I thought about texting him, checking to make sure he was okay. Maybe he’d gotten sick? No. He wouldn’t have planned an absence then… So what was it?

As I continued scanning the shelves, desk, and walls, I stumbled upon something of interest pinned on a cork board: a calendar. Not a personal calendar, but a work schedule.

I’m not really the kind of girl (or guy) who snoops, but I couldn’t help but wonder if Theo had marked his absence on the schedule as well.

Oh! The Stratosphere. Maybe he had a shift there?

Gently, so as not to disturb anything, I lifted the paper flap covering the work schedule, revealing a whole bunch of names, times, and technical terms I didn’t recognize.

But then, I gasped.

Written in the box for today’s date and tonight’s show were Nate’s name and Theo’s name with some additional scribbled text. Next to Nate was a green check mark. But next to Theo?

In tiny, handwritten chicken scratch were these five words: ‘Six-Month Dinner with Marian.’


Chapter Nineteen

“Six months…” I muttered aloud, deathly confused. “Dinner with… Marian?”

Dinner with Marian? Why would he be getting dinner with his Stratosphere boss? And to celebrate six months of what?

Or maybe, I figured, it was his stepmom, Marian. The other Marian. One of the two Marians whose texts I saw at inopportune times. But why would he not tell me about dinner with either of them?

None of this made sense. Maybe I should ask Nate.

I flipped down the calendar page and nervously paced the room. Why was I suddenly so shaken? I felt my heart rate rapidly climb and beads of sweat form on my neck.

“Marian his boss or Marian his mom? Marian his boss or Marian his mom?” I repeated this over and over to myself hoping that in doing so, I’d come to some sort of epiphany. But each time I said it aloud, I started believing it less and less.

Six-Month Dinner with Marian. Six-month dinner for what? Who gets dinner with their boss to celebrate working somewhere for six freakin’ months? And his stepmom? He’s known her a hell of a lot longer than six months.

My skin grew hotter and my breathing got faster. I so badly wanted clarity that what Theo was doing tonight wasn’t what the tiny, cynical voice in my head was telling me. But nothing else made sense. I felt myself holding back tears.

Suddenly the lighting booth door swung open and in walked Nate, back from the bathroom.

“Thanks, Bailey. I really needed–”

“Who is Marian?” I snapped at him, distressed.

Nate looked at me, completely caught off guard by a stressed, red-faced, sweaty person barking questions at him.

“I… Uh…”

“Tell me that’s Theo’s mom,” I demanded a little louder this time. “Or his boss. At Stratosphere? You must’ve worked with him there, right?”

Poor Nate looked like he wanted to crumple into a ball. “I don’t know Theo’s mom…” he muttered. “And his boss at Stratosphere – I think his name’s Keith?”

No… Just fucking… No.

An even greater sense of dread drifted over me like a slew of black storm clouds. And no rationalization or mental gymnastics could ward it off.

Marian isn’t Theo’s boss. Nor is she his Stepmom. Because there aren’t two Marians. There never were.

There’s only ever been one.

Timidly, Nate spoke up again. “Bailey… I have no fucking clue what’s going on, and I don’t wanna get involved in anyone’s personal business…”

“No, Nate, please!” I snapped again. “Give me anything so I don’t keep feeling like a fucking idiot!”

“I don’t know her, okay!” he said, cowering. “But I’ve seen her. She’s come by, like, twice. Maybe three times. Always with Theo. She’s Latina, pretty cute, maybe your height. Tattoos on her arms, shoulder-length brown hair… That’s literally all I know!”

Each detail felt like a fresh new stab in the gut. A seething wound of worsening humiliation. And it all crescendoed to the only logical conclusion: Theo has a girlfriend, her name is Marian, and tonight, they’re celebrating six months together.

So much of his behavior made sense now. His hesitancy to text me at first. The vague ‘plans’ he had after our night at Stratosphere. Our secluded date location. And of course, his on-the-spot lie about a nonexistent stepmom and a bullshit Stratosphere boss.

Nate was now breathing heavily too. My stress must have worn off on him.

“Listen, Bailey… I don’t think I was even supposed to know about her.”

“You’re clearly not the only one,” I said, my teeth gritted.

“The couple times she’s come by… Theo made me promise not to blab, okay? I mean, he’s my boy. I gotta have his back.”

I stared ahead, too beaten down and distressed to yell any further. “Well… Hell of a job, Nate. Hell of a fucking job.”

Through the wall of tinted glass, I noticed the theater had begun loading. Hundreds of eager Poppies funneled into their seats, shouting, giggling, and psyching themselves to see their favorite pop star, live and in person.

Right in front of me, the colored lights of the big board flickered like always, but somehow, they’d lost their magic. To me, they no longer looked or felt like beautiful, twinkly stars.

Nate silently stepped toward the board. Then, after a second, glanced at me awkwardly.

“Hey, not to be that guy…”

“I’ll go,” I said quietly. I mean, what else is here for me?

Hanging my head, I trudged out of the booth and into the painful fluorescent light of the Goulet hallways. Though my head was full of a million emotions and uncertainties, I had just one question on my mind that needed answering: How could I have been so stupid?

Because I hadn’t even told the girls I was coming to The Goulet tonight, I figured it made no sense to interrupt their flow at this point. After all, they’ve got their own Molly problems to deal with. Why add my bullshit to their pile?

Theo lied to me. I just had to accept it. Accept that I was the ‘other’ girl in his mind. The girl he thought it was okay to sneak off with. The girl who, despite everything, will cry over him, dream about him, and miss him like crazy. He’d made me feel like the most important girl in the world – not boy, girl – even if it was never his place to do so.

As I walked downstairs and past the theater lobby, I couldn’t help but wonder what Theo was thinking about right now. Probably about how much he loves Marian. About how much prettier she is than me: his secret, second girl. About how, as long as he keeps up his bullshit charm offensive, he’ll never lose. He’ll have twice the action and none of the guilt.

And that’s when I started to get angry.

I mean, where does Theo get off thinking this is okay? Who the hell does he think he is?

My sadness quickly morphed into anger and frustration, as well as self-doubt and a whole swath of emotions. God, I’m a mess...

Eager Poppies skipped by me as I roamed the hallways, ignoring my sorrow and sprinting toward the venue. Eventually, I found my way through the hallway maze, downstairs, and into the casino – a place I rarely trafficked, and for good reason. It reeked of cigarettes and shame.

Part of me thought I should sit down at a table and play a few hands of blackjack or something. Hell, my luck and circumstances were so ruinous already. What else could I lose?

Still wearing my pretty cream dress with a matching bow, perfectly styled hair, and cute black heels, I felt wildly out of place. Another thing they don’t tell you about Vegas is it’s not like the movies where the gamblers dress up in tuxedos and fancy dresses to play. Not at all. Shorts and ill-fitting tropical shirts with a picture of a parrot on them are wildly overrepresented here. And you’re lucky if someone’s even wearing shoes.

But as I passed by the tables, I noticed one clear outlier. A man, sitting at a blackjack table alone, churning through hands at the $25 minimum bet table.

Zach.

You know, it’s funny. Almost every time I ran into Zach, I had the instinctual reaction to hide or run away. Don’t rock the boat, Caroline loved to remind me. But now? Well, my boat could hardly get rocked any more than it is right now.

I didn’t utter anything clever as I took the seat beside him. I’m honestly done using my brain for the night.

“A hundred, please,” I said to the dealer, handing her a crisp bill from my purse.

Zach turned his head to me, his eyes widening as he recognized who I was. Suddenly, his entire posture and body language changed. No longer distressed or disinterested.

“Oh, uh…” he muttered. “Bailey?”

The dealer handed me four $25 chips, and waved her hand, hoping to start the round.

“Mmhmm,” I replied, not looking at him. “Bold of you to be here.”

I could tell he wanted to say something snappy back, but nothing came up. I knew he knew what I meant, and he probably agreed. So instead, he commented on my chip count.

“Four won’t last you long.”

“Not trying to be here long,” I said bluntly. Then, like the annoyed dealer, I waved for him to place his bet.

Both of us placed a single $25 chip on the table and the dealer flipped our cards. For me, a ten and a seven. For Zach, a five and a nine. The dealer flipped a Jack.

“Oof,” he goes. After thinking a moment, he taps the table for a hit.

It’s a Queen. Busted.

“Ugh…” Zach groans.

I choose to stay. A smart choice it turns out, as the dealer goes Three, Three, Jack – busting and winning me $25.

“Hey, hey! Lucky you!” he smiled. Genuinely. It looked a little weird on him. I’m not sure I’d seen him smile once with Molly.

But the win hardly did a thing for my mood. Just one hand in, I decided to cash out.

Zach looked perplexed. “Woah, where ya going?”

I let out a huge sigh. It’s a good question. Where the fuck am I going?

Zach politely asked the dealer to pause the game for a moment and stood up next to me.

“Look, I’m here to get some of my things back from Molly. Stuff I left in her dressing room that I reeeeally shouldn't grab until she’s out on stage.” Then, after a moment he said, “I assume you heard…”

“Yeah, I know,” I finished his thought. “I’m sorry.”

Zach sighed – long, loud, and full of exhaustion. “You don’t know the half of it…” He fiddled with his chain and looked down at me. “Anyway, I’m killing time till then. Grab a drink with me?”

I shot him a peculiar look. Zach being anywhere near Molly at a time like this felt insane. Dumps his girlfriend then sneaks around to get his stuff back? Can’t argue it’s not bold.

“Sure,” I said back. “Lead the way.”

I could tell Zach had spent a lot more time at The Goulet than I have, considering he knew exactly which bar to go to, which bartenders to talk to (and which ones not to talk to – probably the pro-Molly ones), and the exact drink to order for each emotional state.

“Whiskey’s the go-to for a down night. Tequila if I’m trying to get hyped up.”

We’d found two spots at a bar deep into the casino floor – a long walk from the theater and consequently any potential Poppies. He pointed to various menu items, explaining their pros and cons.

“And vodka?” I asked.

He wiggled his hand. “Eh. Somewhere in between.” Zach put the menu down and looked at me straight-on. “And what kind of night are you having?”

The messy state of my makeup and the frizziness of my hair almost certainly indicated ‘bad’, even if I hadn’t told him a thing.

“Whiskey,” I said. “I think.”

The bartender walked over, dapping up Zach with a smile. Clearly, there’s history.

“Paper plane for her, Clementine martini for me, please.”

The man nodded and began our drinks. I couldn’t help but chuckle.

“Clementine martini?” I asked.

Zach shrugged. “Hey, they’re tasty.”

His unapologetic willingness to order an objectively fruity drink caught my attention. In fact, it reminded me of Theo and how much he enjoyed a cosmopol–

No. We’re not thinking about Theo.

“Never mind,” I stated and sat patiently for my drink.

The bar wasn’t exactly busy, but it wasn’t empty either. And looking around, I couldn’t help but wonder if people were looking at us funny. I mean, Zach’s the (now) ex-boyfriend of the famous, fabulous Molly Pop. Does anyone care? Should anyone care?

“So,” I broke the silence. “We’re here. You wanna tell me what happened?”

Zach raised his eyebrow, probably expecting this question. But he smirked and shook his head.

“Not until you tell me why you’re suddenly in a mood for gambling and drinking alone,” he glanced down. “And, you know, dressed like you’re about to go out while clearly in no mood to do so.”

I sighed and slouched deeper into my bar stool. “You don’t wanna know.”

He placed his hand on the table in front of me, turned his body, and looked at me earnestly. “Actually, yes. I do.”

Hmph. I guess there’s no harm in playing along.

“Fine. But you first,” I insisted. “I guarantee yours is more interesting.”

The bartender returned, handing us each of our drinks. Zach raised his fruity, orange-colored martini.

“Cheers,” he said.

I clinked his glass, took a sip, and let Zach dive into what turned out to be a lengthy, wild story about how he first came to date Molly. How they met in New York where he was working as an executive at his dad’s company, but fell for her and the crazy, chaotic lifestyle of a pop star.

“I fucking loved it. For, you know, a while…”

Zach was a quick drinker. Not five minutes into his story, he’d already downed his martini and ordered another one. I was barely a few sips in.

He continued on about Molly’s struggle to have more hit songs and how it felt like no matter what she did, her career just sank and sank.

“That sounds depressing,” I added. “For both of you.”

He shrugged. “You know, I was actually okay with a little less spotlight. But Molly couldn’t handle it. She needed to be on top again.”

Zach put down his cocktail and gestured around. “So here we came. A Vegas residency at one of the least desirable properties. Not exactly a win in her book.”

And that’s when I started to better understand her career. Zach explained how Molly’s self-destruction began – firing her manager, taking control of the show, and becoming nastier over time.

“I just had to end it,” he said. “I couldn’t take her anymore. I mean, God she’s beautiful but Molly’s just become a fucking demon. You’ve seen how she acts? How she treats people?”

I rolled my eyes. “I mean, myself included.”

Zach paused for a moment before remembering the pool incident. “Oh, uh… right. I’m sorry about that.”

“It’s not your fault,” I told him. Even if he could have stood up for me a little more.

Zach kept sipping away at his martini. Clearly, the alcohol was boosting his willingness to share. After another gulp of clementine vodka, he turned back to me.

“Don’t think I forgot about your part,” he added.

I sighed, kind of regretting agreeing to share. I mean, fuck. Not only is it raw, it’s embarrassing. Nevertheless, I started sharing details – though sparing – of my time out here in Vegas. From moving out to meeting up with Caroline, to eventually meeting Theo, going on dates, and… you know…

Zach listened with great interest. I got the sense he enjoyed hearing about what he must see as a ‘normal’ life. No private jets, crazy parties, or people constantly asking for selfies. He seemed at ease. Almost… envious.

The closer I got to tonight’s events, the quieter and more self-conscious I became. Nobody likes to admit they got duped. You feel foolish and taken advantage of – neither of which is ideal for casual conversation. Then again, how casual was this conversation, really?

“I just… I don’t know what I’m gonna do.” I was struggling to get through this. Here came the frustrated tears again. “I’m just so… pissed.”

Zach held his focus the entire time I spoke. “People fucking suck, don’t they?”

“I’ll drink to that,” I said, raising my glass to sip. The final sip of my drink. Zach, however, was dry.

“Oh, shit! We should order more.” He held up his hand to flag the bartender. “Hey, uh–”

I reached for his hand to guide it down.

“I’m good for tonight. But thank you for the drinks. I think it’s best I just cool off and… I don’t know. Be alone.” I checked the time on my phone. “Molly’s show’s not gonna go forever. You should probably get your stuff while you can.” Then, after a moment, added, “Good luck, Zach.”

I rose from my seat, assuming he’d stick around to pay the tab. But no, he got up with me.

“Wait, Bailey,” he said, walking alongside me as I started toward the lobby. “You’re just leaving?”

“I know it’s early but… I need to relax.”

Zach thought for a moment but ultimately nodded. “Give me a sec. I’ll walk you to the door.”

We weaved through the casino together, side by side. Honestly, now that we’d left the bar and were actually out walking together, it felt like I had this weird blast of perspective all of a sudden: I just had a drink with Molly’s ex.

Heh… I mean, what??

Me, Bailey Boone. The person she deemed and ridiculed as ‘Wig Boy’ was hanging out with her guy and letting him spill all sorts of details about their relationship. Zach’s not hanging out with her, he’s hanging out with me. It’s just… interesting, is all.

I’d called my Uber on the walk back to the lobby, so when we arrived it was only two minutes away. Still, Zach offered to wait with me.

But then I noticed something else.

Yeah, we were waiting together, but he wasn’t exactly giving me a lot of space. Not in an intrusive way, but in a way that signaled… interest?

No… He couldn’t.

Zach turned to face me and did his best to make eye contact – a little difficult, considering he’s a solid foot taller than me. Similar to Theo, actually.

But no! We’re not thinking about Theo!

“Sorry you have to call your night so early,” Zach said softly, though not in a way like we needed to be quiet. More like he was making me feel important.

All of a sudden, his attitude changed. The two of us getting drinks, the stories we shared – the stakes had changed too. It's like he was thinking of me in a whole new way.

And here I was, doing nothing to fend him off.

“It’s just… It’s late. I’ve had a long–”

“Can I ask you something?” Zach muttered. “Has anyone told you tonight how beautiful you look?”

“Heh…” I blushed. “Not yet, I guess.”

Zach took another step forward, this time very gently taking a strand of my hair and tucking it behind my ear. A super intimate move, I realized. One I remembered Theo doing and giving me shivers.

Jesus! I have to stop thinking about Theo.

Sure, Zach is tall like him. And strong. And handsome. But he’s not Theo.

But wait. That’s a good thing. Theo doesn’t ‘own’ me. I mean, he never did, but he certainly doesn’t now. Theo fucked up, and because of that, he doesn’t get to enjoy the last full day of Girl Bailey. His fault, his loss.

Still, here I was standing alone with Zach – a new man who was suddenly making me feel certain ways. His overwhelming height. His handsome smile and masculine jawline. And most of all, his body that was getting closer to me by the second.

It’s Day 7, the final day of Girl Week. A once in a lifetime, fully feminine experience that got so ruthlessly ruined at the hands of another man. All the dreams and desires I had of living out this night not just as a girl, but as Theo’s girl, were about to be gone.

Zach was offering me a lifeline. Why shouldn’t I take it?

A sly little smirk grew on my face as my pretty painted nails brushed Zach’s bicep, and pulled him in close.

Close, and for a kiss.


Chapter Twenty

Surreal.

That’s it. That’s the only way to describe what’s happening. I mean, I’m standing in the middle of The Goulet lobby, dressed in my perfect, pristine, seventh day of Girl Week outfit, and I’m kissing Molly Pop’s ex-boyfriend. What, like any of this is normal behavior?

Kissing Zach felt… interesting, to say the least. His lips weren’t overly soft, and he tasted like clementines – though that was almost certainly due to the cocktails. And the short beard he sported was a bit scratchy. But overall, the wonderful feeling of being held by a big, strong man – a feeling I’d fallen head-over-heels in love with – was back in full force. God did it feel good to kiss and be kissed.

We pulled back for a moment and smiled awkwardly at each other. Clearly, this was a weird moment for us both. Zach, to my knowledge, hadn’t kissed anyone other than Molly in years. And Zach was only the second man I’d had the pleasure of kissing. Plus the circumstances of our spontaneous smooch weren’t exactly ideal.

“I, uh…” I began, giggling. “Wow.”

“Wow is right,” he said back, also chuckling. “You’re something else.”

“Me?” I asked. “You were the one who got all close!”

He smirked. “Then maybe we should get out of here.”

My heart skipped a beat. “G-get… out of here? My Uber’s coming.”

“Then cancel it,” he said quickly. “I have a room here.”

Well, that felt pretty forward.

“You have a room. Here. At The Goulet?”

“Of course. Why do you think they call it a residency?”

I smacked my head. “But you two broke up.”

Zach grabbed my hand. “Molly’s on stage. It’ll be fine.”

Without another word, Zach whisked me out of the lobby and toward the elevators.

Look, the kiss was nice. It wasn’t perfect, but it was worth doing. But following this man up to his room – well, his ex’s room – felt fast.

*DING*

An empty elevator opened wide, just for us. Still holding his hand, I followed Zach inside as he promptly clicked a button for the 15th floor.

“Top floor?” I squeaked.

“Stars get the best rooms.”

The instant the elevator doors closed, Zach leaned in for another kiss. Much more passionate this time around.

The 15th floor, it turns out, was a short hallway with only five doors. Two on our left, two on our right, and one all the way at the end. The Penthouse Suite: the king’s ransom Molly gets for all her troubles.

Zach ushered me down the hallway and, with a swipe of his keycard, opened the door and led me inside.

Holy shit was this place huge. I’ve stayed in a few nice hotels before in my life, but nothing the size of this. It felt like an entire house. A giant living room, kitchen, dining room, and an objectively fantastic view overlooking the twinkling panorama of nighttime Vegas.

But Zach wasn’t interested in any of that.

“Come on,” he smiled and directed me to one of the bedrooms where, coincidentally, the bed was fully made.

“Uh… Whose bedroom is this?”

“It’s the second guest room,” he answered briskly. Zach really wasn’t looking for chit-chat.

I shrugged, setting aside the craziness that a hotel suite had not one but two guest rooms.

Not exactly sure what to do next, I took a seat on the bed where Zach was quick to join me, leaning in again for a kiss. Somehow even more passionate than in the elevator.

Again, it still felt good to be kissed, but now it was feeling a little too much.

“Hey, hey, Zach?” I whispered. “Can we slow it down a bit?”

Zach paused, then nodded. “Sure, sorry.”

We continued kissing and, very gently, touching each other – Zach above my dress and me over his pants. I tried hard to convince myself that kissing Molly’s ex in her own suite wasn’t an absolutely insane thing to do. But honestly, with how she treats everyone else, it kind of serves her right.

I also wondered what the end game of this was. I mean, I’m up here alone. With a guy. Kissing him. Does that mean we’re gonna…

Before I could even finish that thought, Zach had his shirt off.

Okay… So this is headed somewhere.

I smiled, admiring his strong chest and impeccable abs.

Following suit, I decided that, mid-kiss, he might enjoy it if I guided his hand to the back of my dress to unzip–

His hand retracted immediately.

“You can leave it on,” he whispered back to me.

Huh?

“Oh. Uh, alright.”

Consent goes both ways, after all.

And so we stayed seated on the side of the bed, kissing and touching each other. But I noticed something weird. Anywhere I touched Zach seemed to be okay – his arms, his chest, kisses on his neck, even gently brushing the growing bulge in his pants. But for me, Zach kept only to my arms and my head. Nowhere down below.

I suppose that’s fine. Maybe he’s having an off night.

But he himself wasn’t slowing down. Not at all. Every minute or so, another article of clothing disappeared from his body. His pants, his socks, his chain… until eventually he was standing up at the end of the bed, looming over me in nothing but his boxers… and his cock less than a foot away from my face.

“Wanna kiss it?” he asked quietly.

I gulped. That was the first time I’d ever been asked to kiss a man’s cock before. My mouth suddenly felt dry. But I nodded.

I reached forward and, ever-so-gently, slid Zach’s boxers down and over his rock-hard cock. It sprang up just a few inches from my ruby-red lips. Precum oozing out, begging to be cleaned up with my tongue.

And that’s exactly what I did.

Wrapping my delicate, red-painted fingers around his girthy cock, I began with tiny kisses up and down the shaft. I had genuinely no idea if I was doing this right, having only ever practiced on my dildo once before – and that time I was picturing… well, someone else.

Zach’s moans, however, were the guiding light, letting me know what was working and what wasn’t. He seemed to especially like it when I took as much of him into my mouth as possible – even though I could only handle 3 or 4 inches before gagging.

“Yessss…” he whispered, petting my soft hair and my sweet cream bow. “I’ve missed this…”

Huh? Missed?

I decided I misheard Zach and continued sucking his cocking, challenging myself to let him deeper and deeper into my throat. Attempting to really get him going (and evoke some of those glorious deep, male moans), I ran my long nails up and down his bare legs.

Yeah, that did it. Another incredible sequence of masculine moans and grunts that, admittedly, started to get me excited under my panties and beneath my dress. The dress that, by the way, I still had on.

I know I told myself I wouldn’t think about Theo, but I couldn’t help but think about how eager he was to kiss my body, suck on my nipples, and make sure I felt as good as possible. He made me feel wanted, desired, and most of all, like a girl.

But for now, I had another man – an honest man – in my grasp, writhing and groaning as I worshipped his manhood.

“Yes… Yes…” Zach moaned.

I decided perhaps I hadn’t said enough. “You like that?”

“Mmmm…”

I pulled my head back and gently spit on his cock, rubbing his shaft and balls with my hands.

“You like when I spit on your cock?”

Zach looked like he was gonna lose it. Just like Theo had done to me, I finally got the chance to pass it on.

“Yes baby…” he moaned. “Yes… Molly…”

I immediately stopped moving.

Okay. What?

Zach looked down at me, a little annoyed that I’d stop at a time like this. But no way I was continuing without an explanation.

I wiped away the spit from my mouth. “Uh, excuse me?”

“What?” he asked. “What’s wrong?”

“You said ‘Molly’! You know, your ex?”

Zach huffed and threw down his arms. “Just… Can you keep going? It doesn’t matter what I say.”

Now this was really weird. I stood up and stepped back.

“Zach, it absolutely does matter.”

That’s it. The juice wasn’t worth the squeeze.

“I think I should go.”

It felt a little wrong leaving him standing naked, mid-blowjob, and apparently so close to climaxing. But it had to be done. Something wasn’t right about this.

Zach stood there silent for a moment. I thought he was thinking – maybe wondering how to apologize to me. But no. He was fuming.

“Oh, really? Like you weren’t thinking of your lighting guy during this?”

I know he didn’t say his name, but it was jarring to hear Zach mention Theo. Whether he was right or not, it was uncalled for.

“Zach, I’m leaving!”

“You’re gonna look me in the eye and tell me this isn’t a rebound for you, too?”

Again, I shook my head. Where was this coming from? He’d been so polite all night. And suddenly, poof! He turns into someone else.

“Really?” he beckoned again.

This time I decided his attitude didn’t deserve a response. I made way for the bedroom door and into the suite hallway.

From back in the bedroom, I heard Zach grunt, slip back into his underwear, and follow me out.

“Bailey, wait…” he said. “Please, wait.”

Christ, the gall of this man.

“Zach, what?” I finally turned around when I reached the front door.

He stood in front of me, nearly naked, panting either from stress or from pleading.

“There’s something I didn’t mention about Molly. I wasn’t completely honest.” Zach paused for a minute as if he was still deciding whether his next thought was a good idea.

“What didn’t you mention?” I stared at him, waiting for an answer.

“Molly and I… We haven’t been intimate in over a year. All the shit with her career, her manager, the residency…”

Jesus. Is he serious right now?

“So I’m her replacement, huh.”

Zach sheepishly clutched the back of his neck. “Well… Shit, Bailey. You know you look like her, right? When I first saw you in that wig… and at the mall… and holy shit, at the pool party? I mean, I’m not gay, but… Jesus Fuck!”

I raised my eyebrow. “You’re not… gay.”

Zach fervently shook his head. “Fuck no! And don’t you dare start telling people that.”

“Threats,” I said plainly. “How kind.”

Zach was at his peak fluster. “Look, I don’t know what the hell you are, but you look enough like a girl that I can get a blowjob from you and still be straight.”

Did he just say ‘What’ I am?

Yeah… I think that’s a wrap on Zach. His homophobia, his childish, desperate mind games – all of that bullshit.

No more responses. He didn’t deserve any. I simply turned around, opened the door, and left. Down the hall and out of sight without bidding goodbye. Good riddance is more like it.

Good riddance to Zach, to this hotel, and to arguably the most insane night of my life.

◆◆◆

I’d hesitate to call what I’m experiencing the morning after my hellish night ‘Post Traumatic Stress Disorder’, but I sure as hell feel like shit.

I had a real set of highs and lows: the utter disgrace and betrayal from Theo being the low, followed by a relative high catching up with Zach and leaning into my feminine sexual urges – only for that to blow up in my face, leaving me to evacuate his suite feeling like an unwanted piece of garbage.

You know, it really got me thinking. How is it that I can feel so absolutely on top of the world as Girl Bailey, yet every time, it turns out that person ultimately never wanted me? Theo did it. Zach did it. Maybe it’s just the men.

I tried not to think too deeply about it. After all, I’m now less than a week away from my first official day at Vegas Water Solutions. It’s a day I’ve been looking forward to for months, even if a small part of me has been dreading it for weeks.

“Just lean on your friends,” I muttered to myself as I got ready for a new day ahead of me.

Since Girl Week is over and I have to get in the mindset to present as my male self at work, I resisted the urge to put on any makeup or girl clothes as I rolled out of bed. Even if I was a little bit sneaky and slept in panties last night.

Caroline, above all, would help me get through this. She’s my big sister after all, and I know I can lean on her for advice or, really, anything. Whether I’m in a dress or not.

‘Come over for lunch today?’ I texted her. ‘Got some major Theo shit I need to tell you about in person.’

I decided to lead with the Theo stuff and leave out Zach. You know, not to rock the boat. A two-timing man is enough of a draw (and enough of my trauma) to share in one sitting. I just honestly hope after she hears, she doesn’t get right back in her car and drive to Theo’s to strangle him.

Besides a pending lunch with Caroline, I didn’t have much on the agenda beyond maybe a nice, long bike ride where I could think about literally anything but yesterday. Just me, the road, and a mindset on the week ahead.

Since Girl Week is done, I reluctantly dug back out my men’s cycling gear. I made a long, deep sigh as I laid it out before me on the bed.

You know, it is nice stuff. High-quality, long-lasting, ethically sourced materials… But it’s a boring, boyish black.

My girl gear on the other hand is way more fun. I mean, it’s pink, first of all, but it also fits my body better. It hugs me in the way a girl should be hugged. And mostly, it gives me oodles of motivation and enthusiasm. And isn’t that what’s needed for working out?

Ugh… I thought long and hard about what I was about to do, but as a little mental health favor to myself, I chose the girl clothes. One last time, I figured. Just a bit more of Girl Bailey for the road.

I swiftly suited up, stretched, and got ready to take off for what I planned to be a 40-mile ride. Helmet on, hair tucked under, shades on, and looking like the perfect sporty chick in my gear. So I opened the door and–

“Caroline!” I shouted. She was inches from my face, standing at the door. “Jesus Christ you scared me! I thought you weren’t coming till lunch?”

Caroline didn’t respond right away. She just stood there, tears welling in her eyes.

I took my shades and my helmet off. “...Caroline? What’s going on?”

Again, no answer. Just more tears she was trying to hold back. She looked like an absolute mess. Like she’d been crying for a while.

“Talk to me, okay?” I pleaded. “Come inside.”

I grabbed her wrist to help her in but she stood firm and promptly ripped it out of my hand.

“Why?” was all she uttered.

Huh?

“Why… Why what?” I asked.

More tears. But instead of any more words, she just pulled up her phone. And on it, she played a video, holding it up for me to see.

It took me a second to realize what it was, but the instant I did, I gasped and dropped my helmet on the ground.

It was a video of me in Molly’s apartment with Zach.

◆◆◆

Seeing myself on the tiny phone screen, in full action with Zach, was honestly horrifying. Embarrassing, intrusive, humiliating. But none of that compared to the horror on Caroline, my big sister’s, face.

“When were you gonna tell me about this, Bailey?” she sniffled, then broke into a scream. “When!? Huh!?”

I held out my hand, hoping to calm her. “Caroline. Please. Just come inside.”

“No, Bailey. I’m not gonna do that.”

“Then let me explain. It was a mistake. I was impuls–”

She shook her head. “Unless you’re gonna say you got dragged in there… It looks pretty obvious to me.”

“Why… Why do you even have that?”

More tears followed. I wanted so badly to hug her but I knew she’d never let me. She wiped away some dripping snot and looked at me squarely.

“Molly sent it to me… Right as I was fired.”

Her final word felt like a knife in the heart.

Wait… fired?

“Hold on… No,” I sputtered. “She– She can’t fire you.”

Caroline, with her reddening face, nodded.

“She can and she did. All because I ‘brought in Wig Boy to fuck her ex.’”

“But that’s not true!!” I screamed.

“The truth doesn’t matter if it’s what she believes,” Caroline sniffled. “And it’s not just me either. Hannah, Alice, Theo… They’re all out. All fired this morning.”

With each name she listed, I sensed a part of my soul leave me. This can’t be happening. This really can’t. One little slip-up and four of my friends are out of a job? Well, three friends and Theo.

There must be a way to fix this. To call Molly and explain. To tell her it’s me who should be punished for this, not my friends. But Caroline kept insisting the genie had been let out of its bottle. Why would she want anyone with my stench around to ruin her show?

The last 24 hours featured a lot of tears, but not till now was I truly, deeply gutted. Betrayal of your friends – that’s the worst kind of pain.

There we stood on my front step, two people crying tears of frustration, wondering how to proceed.

“Bailey… If you’d only just told me. Why did you have to rock the fucking boat?”

I thought about it for a moment. Why did I? Why did I let myself get involved with Zach? It’s because of my attraction to Theo. Which only happened because Girl Bailey came around. I mean, fuck, none of this would’ve happened if I hadn’t put on that wig in the first place.

“You should’ve never let me take those clothes…” I muttered quietly.

Caroline stepped back in shock. “Now you’re blaming me? Bailey, I could’ve helped you! All I’ve ever wanted was to help you.”

“Well you shouldn’t have, alright?” I spat back angrily.

God was I frustrated. Maybe I’m lashing out. I don’t know, but it felt right in the moment. Anything to soothe my pain and humiliation.

My volume must’ve been too much for Caroline as she softened her tone and returned to sniffling. “Well, forgive me for wanting a little sister.”

And then things were quiet for a while. Caroline softly sniffled as I desperately tried to hold back any more tears of frustration.

Suddenly, the fact I was wearing anything even remotely girly felt morally wrong. All of this shit I’ve got on? The panties, the nail polish, anything pink? It’s fucking poison. Girl Bailey, girl clothes, all of it. Enough of the temporary joy. All that being a girl has ever brought me is weakness, humiliation, and the destruction of the lives of me and my friends.

“You should go, Caroline,” I said to her calmly. I was all out of anger at this point.

Caroline hung her head. Though I was the one to say it, I think we both knew it was best.

“Yeah. Maybe I should. Good luck, Bailey.”


Chapter Twenty-One

ONE MONTH LATER

*TAP TAP TAP* *TAP TAP TAP*

It’s funny how old habits pick up again so quickly. One of the things that used to bug the hell out of my coworkers in Rhode Island was my incessant pen-tapping. Every extended period of thought, down moment, or whenever I simply wasn’t speaking, I’d tap my pen on my desk – almost always prompting groans from those around me.

But no longer! Your boy Bailey’s got an office now! A cool, wonderfully air-conditioned, glass office looking out at the rest of my colleagues, insulated from any irritating pen noises.

It’s honestly been a pretty perfect first month of work at VWS. Bruce managed to be every bit the boss I thought he’d be – kind, warm, welcoming, and eager to get me involved in all sorts of interesting projects. My work is challenging without being mentally straining, and the collaborative nature of our office makes it that much easier to push through when things do get too hard.

Bruce also came through on his promise to deliver a fully decorated office. A standing desk (very modern), a fun, burgundy couch for when I have visitors, and some fun little knick knacks to personalize it. I also have space for my bike for whenever I feel like riding to work. It’s a bit of a schlep, but lets me kill two birds with one stone: transport and exercise.

Oh, and I still have that Raiders jersey hung loud and proud right by the door.

Yeah, about that… Obviously, when I first toured the office, the ‘football’ of it all kind of icked me out. Not to mention the softball intramural leagues, the constant sports discussion, and the endless bro-ey energy. But the more time I’ve spent around it, I’ve actually found it kind of charming. It’s harmless, really. They just truly, deeply care – down to their souls – about sports. It’s hard to knock passion.

“Yo, Bailey!” My colleague, Chris, was calling for me outside my glass door. I loved that I never needed to get up and see who was there.

I motioned for him to come in.

“Yooooo,” I said, leaning back in my chair.

‘Yo’ is uttered around here a lot.

“So me and some of the guys are hitting up Chili’s after work for some TNF and margs. You down?”

‘TNF’, I’d learned, stood for ‘Thursday Night Football’. Who knew there were so many acronyms in a sport where guys grunt and throw a ball?

“Hell yeah,” I answered, glancing back at a complicated spreadsheet on my computer. “Just need another hour or two to crack this. Can I meet you there?”

“Of course!” Chris smiled. “We’ll take however much Bailey we can get.”

He stepped out of my office, leaving me with a smile.

You see? These are the kind of people I get to deal with on a daily basis. Even if they’re hardly like me, they’re just so goddamn inclusive that it’s hard to take issue.

I’m really, really loving this job. Seriously.

◆◆◆

“Over here! Yo!” a voice called out from the far side of the Chili’s restaurant. A big, half-circle booth was filled with some of the guys from work, welcoming me.

“Yo!” I called back.

“B-Money!” Chris shouted. He was seated in the middle of the five gentlemen. “Guys, scoot in, make room.”

The Chili’s was unsurprisingly, pretty packed for a Thursday evening. Mostly of demographically similar men to Chris and my other colleagues: bro-ey guys, anywhere between late-20’s and mid-40’s. Many wore football jerseys, just like the one hung up in my office.

Always in ‘host’ mode, Chris introduced our spread. “Mozzarella sticks, wings – those are dry rub, the others are X-hot buffalo since Harrison’s a psycho…”

Harrison shrugged. “Sorry!”

“…and we got loaded fries on the way,” Chris said. “But order whatever you want! Jim’s buying!”

Jim, the oldest of my present coworkers in his early 50’s, nodded. “Just doing my part.”

I smiled, thanking Jim and everyone else as I promptly ordered a margarita and tried to catch up on the game.

Notably it wasn’t a Raider game – Bears against Packers – so the table and restaurant as a whole wasn’t too engaged. I got the sense when it's a Raider game, the guys get so locked in it’s hard to get a word in edgewise. Tonight was much more casual.

For nearly an hour we ate, drank, watched, and chatted about all sorts of stuff. Work, life, hobbies, and really everything. Plenty of amusing stories and lots of laughs. Sure, these guys might be jocks, but they’re also engineers, accountants, and businessmen – most with partners, families, and interesting lives outside of work. A rich tapestry I was only beginning to learn about.

Chris tossed a fry Jim’s way, looking to get his attention. “Yo, Jim! Matt asked you a question.”

Jim, too consumed with the game, snapped back in. “Huh? Oh, sorry, what?”

The table laughed.

“I said…” Matt – other than me, the youngest at the table – continued, “Tell Bailey what you’re doing this weekend.”

“Oh…” Jim started laughing. “Yeah, this Saturday I’ve got a daddy-daughter night out… but I’m chaperoning her and four other friends.”

“Heh, high pressure!” I chimed in.

“Yeah. She’s only 14, so riiiigtht on the independence cusp. My wife says she’s fine to go alone, but I’m not letting her go near the strip without an adult til she’s at least 16.”

“Oooh, and the strip! Even higher pressure!” I kidded. “What’s there?”

“Some concert. Ever hear of… uh, whatsername… Molly Pop?”

The moment he said her name, I froze.

“She’s some pop singer with a residency at The Goulet.”

“Oh, shit. The Goulet?” Chris chided. “Yikes!”

“Yeah, I know… Apparently, it’s the last night of her residency. She was supposed to go a couple more months, but they’re pulling the plug early.”

“Weird,” Matt added. “They rarely cut those things off early.”

Jim nodded, twirling a fry in his hand. “Yeah, it’s a mess… But Lily loves her music, so I’m making it work.”

The guys carried on their conversation, hardly noticing I’d frozen up.

I was now over a month removed from my last interaction with Molly. Well, with Molly, The Goulet, and anything to do with that period of my life. I’d made a relatively clean break – for the best, I might add.

Look, I know Jim meant nothing by bringing her up in front of me, but it’s crazy how much hearing her name impacted my gut. Just the words ‘Molly Pop’ brought back so many visceral emotions and memories – both good and bad.

“Ay, you good, Bailey?” Chris asked quietly, just to me.

“Huh?” I snapped back in. “Oh, uh, yes.”

He nodded and held up his drink to clink mine. “Cheers, buddy. Glad you’re here.”

“Thanks,” I said mindlessly.

I looked up at one of the TVs. The second half of the game was just about to begin, and the guys were eager for some more on-screen action.

Then – and I don’t really know why – I stood up awkwardly and called the attention of the table. I had an idea.

“Hey, uh, guys?”

The men all looked at me, curious but attentive.

“This weekend, Raiders are playing Sunday night, right?”

“Yeah!” Three of them answered in sync.

“Well, then, uh… I’d like to host a barbecue for you all. Actually… the whole office! At my condo. I got some outdoor space, a new couch, a big TV… It’ll be sweet.”

Big smiles emerged on the guys’ faces.

“B-Money, steppin’ UP!” Matt cheered.

“Fuck yeah, I’m SO in!” Harrison said.

“Spread the word,” I insisted. “Everyone at the office is invited. You guys are my new family, and I wanna show you I’m in it for the long haul.”

◆◆◆

You ever commit to something, then all of a sudden feel like you overcommitted? Well, I’m feeling a teensy bit like that right now.

The reception to my barbecue back at the office couldn’t have been more positive. Which is great! But with so much interest in my cookout and the Raider game, as of Saturday morning, I’ve watched the attendance balloon all the way up to twenty-two people – and counting!

Damn, and I thought the heat made me sweat. More than twenty people at my condo? I mean… Jesus. That’s a ton of mouths to feed and a lot of high-energy floating and hosting duties for one person.

But here’s the thing – it’s exactly what I need. The VWS folks, they’re my family now. Bruce, once he found out about my spontaneous offer to host, was over the moon. ‘A fantastic reputation-builder!’ he called it. Let’s just hope my cooking doesn’t disappoint. Or, you know, the Raiders’ offense.

I checked the time on my phone. Ten in the morning. With everyone set to arrive at 5 P.M. tomorrow for Sunday Night Football, that meant I had exactly 31 hours to prepare for two dozen coworkers and/or their significant others’ in my condo for the best fucking time.

All morning, I’d been compiling a list of items to get at the store: racks of ribs, burgers, hot dogs, ingredients for pasta salad, chips, soda, and knowing my coworkers, lots and lots of beer.

“Seems reasonable…” I said aloud to myself. Though I caught my voice wavering. Not a damn thing had been purchased yet and I was already super nervous.

I placed the shopping list back on the kitchen island, though as I did, something caught my eye by the door. My bike helmet.

Maybe that’s it. A nice, long bike ride to clear my head? And when I’m done, a full trip to the grocery store so I have everything I need the night before. Perfect!

And so, to prepare to slay the beast that is my shopping list, I went up to my room to change into my cycling gear.

Sure, it seems like procrastinating, but I’d argue getting a solid workout in and focusing my mind is just as valuable as actually buying all the ingredients. Well, maybe not as valuable, but still.

Swiftly, I changed into my all-white, reflecting cycling gear – a new set I purchased about a week ago that I was already loving. It notably replaced the uh… pink… set I had used for a while. You know, the girl one?

I shook my head. I really shouldn’t be thinking about that. It’s stuffed away in the back of my closet along with all other ‘Girl Bailey’ stuff of the past. Out of sight and out of mind. The way it should be.

Out on the road, however – about five miles into my ride – another memory crept into my mind. Well, not a ‘memory’, but I thought once again about how Jim is taking his daughter and her friends to Molly Pop’s show tonight. Her final show.

I mean, I know I told myself I wouldn’t think about her, but damn, her show shut down in just four weeks? Poof! Gone in a flash.

Thinking about Molly naturally made me think of Caroline again. Hannah and Alice too. About how I butchered their careers because of my stupid desire to be something I’m not. God, I’m such an asshole…

“Nope!” I shouted out, just to myself. The desert road was empty aside from the occasional truck. Not like anyone could hear me. “We are not going there!”

See, this is what happens when I let myself be alone with my thoughts. In theory, I’m out here to clear my mind. To think of anything but the stressors in my life. And over the past month, I’ve gotten quite good at it. But Jim just had to mention Molly, didn’t he?

Ugh. Whatever. Maybe a mid-ride shakeup is what I needed.

I almost never do this, but I’d be making my way through a stretch of town with some shops and restaurants. I’ll just drop in somewhere for a little caffeine and be on my way.

Up ahead, I spotted a small café that looked like it’d do the trick. A metal railing outside served as a bike rack, so I locked up and headed inside.

The café was cute, simple. The kind of place people camp out with their laptops to get work done. Fifteen or so people filled up the seats. No doubt a few aspiring writers among them.

But the line wasn’t long. Only one person ahead of me, reading off the handwritten, chalkboard-style menu above her.

I perused the menu myself, thinking a sweetened green tea might be a nice treat to sip on before heading back home to actually tackle that long list of ‘chores’ for this weekend.

“Uh…” the woman ahead of me muttered. “I’ll go with a sweetened green tea, please.”

“Sure thing!” the barista said happily.

Now, I’m not one to be too outgoing in line, but it’s kind of crazy she ordered exactly what I was about to. And so I tapped her on the shoulder.

“I’m sorry, but you read my mind! I’m about to order the exact same thing.”

The woman turned around and smiled softly. “Great minds think alike.”

“Excuse me, ma’am?” The barista was back. “I just need a name for the order.”

She turned back to the barista and, clear as day, said back to him, “Marian.”

What?

“Marian. Got it. Thanks!”

The barista turned his back to get started on her drink.

“I’ll be one second,” he said to me, then after a moment, shot me an odd glare. “Hello?”

I didn’t reply because I couldn’t reply. I was still frozen.

Maybe Marian isn’t that common of a name, but in a big city like Las Vegas, there ought to be thousands. However, I doubt there are that many Marians who fit Nate the lighting guy’s description of that Marian.

“Latina, pretty cute, maybe your height. Tattoos on her arms, shoulder-length brown hair…” were Nate’s words. Miraculously, I could remember them exactly from over a month ago. And this woman – this Marian – fit every one of those descriptors to a T.

Suddenly, this trip to the coffee shop felt like the biggest mistake in the world. Theo’s girl was right here, right in front of me. Holy shit, is there a way she knows who I am? It’s not possible, right? What did he tell her? What does she know?

Or maybe, this isn’t the worst thing. I could do this girl a solid. If she doesn’t know who I am, I could let her know. Help a sister out, as they say. Let her know her man’s a dirty two-timer. And worst case scenario, I book it out the door.

I shook nervously through my entire green tea order with the barista, then stood and waited at the other end of the counter next to Marian.

Holy shit, was I really gonna do this? Was I gonna man the fuck up and actually talk to her?

Bravely, I tapped her on the shoulder once again. Kind of weird to do it twice now, but whatever.

She turned back to me, a little less friendly this time. “Yeah? What’s up?”

Deep breath…

“This is gonna sound weird…” I began. “Like, really weird. But you don’t happen to know someone named Theo, do you?”

Her face reacted surprised, though not overly expressive. “I do… Are you talking about Theo York?”

Holy shit. That’s him.

I nodded, swallowing hard. “Yep.”

“Yes, I know him,” she stated plainly. “Why do you ask?”

Shit. Shit shit shit. What do I say now??

“Well… I’m an old friend of his,” I said, my voice audibly wavering. “Are you still, uh… Theo’s girlfriend?”

Marian peered at me, her eyes thinning. “No…” she said quietly.

So they broke up? Was it because of me??

At this point, I was flying by the seat of my pants. “Oh, so, you guys–”

“I never dated Theo,” she corrected me. “I’m not his girlfriend.”

Wait… huh?

All the air had escaped from my lungs. Well, not all. Enough for one last question.

“Then… who are you?” I asked.

Marian glared at me straight-on. “I’m Theo’s probation officer.”


Chapter Twenty-Two

“Uh, I’m sorry,” I held my stare, wondering if she’d break. “You’re his what?”

Marian wasn’t kidding around. She looked dead serious.

“I’m his court-ordered probation officer,” she repeated. Then, for the first time in our interaction, she started grilling me. “And how is this your business?”

I genuinely had no idea what to say next. I mean, who on this Earth would? Theo – the Theo I know – is on probation?

“I- I’m uh…” I stammered. “I’m his friend.”

“Then what’s your name, friend?” she pressed.

“It’s Bailey. Look, I just wanna know–”

“Two sweetened green teas!” the barista announced from just a few feet away.

Both of our heads whipped to him, causing a panicked look on his face. He awkwardly placed the drinks down and slowly backed away.

Grabbing our drinks served as a nice break in the tension – enough that I was able to take a breather and Marian was able to lower her temperature.

“Sit with me,” she said, inviting me to the last remaining open table in the café.

I wondered if this was all a mistake. She’s got a point. How is this my business? I no longer have a relationship with Theo. Hell, I haven’t spoken to him in over a month. I had every right to take my drink, leave out the door I came in, and bike home.

But curiosity was getting the best of me.

I gingerly followed Marian to the table and sat in the chair across from her. Already, she looked like she meant business.

“You do know that, legally, I’m not allowed to disclose any information about a probationer – particularly to any random person off the street claiming to said probationer’s ‘friend’?”

I nodded sheepishly. “Yes, I understand that.” Another long sigh. “I know this is gonna sound weird, but Theo and I were… Err, well, we used to–”

“I already know about you, Bailey,” Marian interrupted. “It’s my job to know about you.”

My eyes widened. “You do?”

Marian nodded solemnly, though just as she began to speak again, she stopped. It’s clear her duty was holding her back. She wasn’t about to let my dumb curiosity jeopardize her entire career.

“Bailey, I can’t just disclose personal details about a probationer.”

I hung my head. We were at an impasse. “Yeah I get–”

“I’m not finished,” she interrupted again. “I can’t disclose details about a probationer… But I’ll say this. In the time I’ve known Theo, I’ve grown to deeply respect him. Perhaps in ways you never had the chance to.”

Huh? What is she saying?

Marian took a loose napkin from the table and pulled a pen from her purse. “I’m writing an address on this napkin. For… my own… purposes. But I might accidentally forget it. If you happen to peek at it and decide to visit the address this afternoon between 2 and 6 P.M., that would be out of my control.”

“Absolutely…” I replied, fully grasping her tone. “Between two and six.”

“Two and six today,” she repeated. “It’d be out of my control.”

Marian, clearly discomforted by how far out of line she’d stepped, took another sip of her tea, promptly got up, and walked away from the table.

This is in my hands now, isn’t it?

“Wait!” I called out.

Marian turned around reluctantly and shot me a ‘go ahead’ look.

“If I go… Am I in danger?”

Marian shook her head. “He’s a good man, Bailey. I hope both you and he can see it.”

◆◆◆

I’ll admit that despite the need for exercise, my bike ride was a thinly veiled procrastination attempt for tomorrow’s barbecue. There were still multiple stores I needed to go to, food and supplies purchases I had to make, and so much cleaning and readying of the house to get through before my colleagues – RSVPs up to twenty-six, mind you – arrive tomorrow evening.

But running into Marian changed literally everything.

Yes, I’m aware that I said I’d leave that part of my life behind me. All it ever brought me was trouble. But something about stumbling into a random coffee shop at a random part of the day and running into Marian the probation officer, wasn’t just too juicy to ignore; it felt like fate.

And so I biked home as fast as I could, showered, changed, and took off for the address Marian so ‘carelessly’ left on the table. An address that turned out to be a shopping center a couple miles north of the strip – but no indication as to which part of the shopping center I should investigate.

I pulled up, parked, and gazed at the shopping center before me – and its several dozen stores.

Jesus... This could take a while.

Is he working here? Meeting with someone? Just shopping? I honestly had no idea. And the only way to figure it out was to go one at a time.

Store by store, I investigated the shopping center. I perused every imaginable type of business: a fried chicken joint, a smoothie shack, a bank, a beauty shop, several clothing retailers, a fancy cupcake pop-up. No leads, no Theo.

At this point, I was starting to wonder if Marian had given me false information. Maybe she accidentally wrote the address down wrong. Or maybe she did it on purpose. I mean, she told me she wasn’t allowed to give out information about probationers. Could that have been her way of just getting the fuck out of there?

Doubt festered inside me but was outweighed by the nagging feeling I might learn something valuable. To provide closure on the most messed-up era of my life.

I made several more stops: a shoe store, a fancy shoe store, a flower ‘shoppe’, another fried chicken joint, oddly enough. None of them had any sign of Theo, and I was really starting to get discouraged.

It wasn’t until I realized that somehow I'd missed an entire east wing of the center that I felt hope again. And sure enough, at the top of an escalator was the single establishment I hadn’t yet checked: Dave & Buster’s.

You know, Dave & Busters? The weird intersection between an arcade and a sports bar – games in the back, and a bar up front. A great place for adults to get drunk, watch sports, and then if the mood is right… toss ping pong balls into fish bowls to earn prizes? Or whatever the hell they’ve got back there.

To my left, I heard the chatter of barflies and the sound of sports on TV. To my right, were the rings, dings, and buzzes of the arcade games. As I weaved through the rows of games, I noticed a few people, but not many, opted for the arcade side. That is, except for one very notable person.

Crouched beneath a hoop shooter basketball game, finicking with the game’s inner workings, was Theo.

My heart skipped the tiniest beat the moment I realized it was him. Again, the thought of turning around and running away crossed my mind. But I didn’t spend an hour combing through stores to chicken out now.

“You know, I always liked arcades,” I said.

Theo’s body was positioned like a car mechanic – on his back with his head inside the lower, boxy part. And the moment I spoke, he froze all movement. Then, as if he needed a few seconds to compose himself, he took a deep breath before bravely emerging from the game.

“Bailey!” he exclaimed, though trying to play it as cool as possible. He looked up at me with a curious, somewhat nervous expression. “What– What are you doing here?”

“I’d like to talk, if that’s okay.”

To his credit, Theo set aside his nerves immediately. “Uh, yeah, of course,” he said earnestly. “I just… I go on break in five. Meet you by the bar?”

“Whatever you need,” I said, walking away.

I settled into an open booth by the bar. Five minutes later, as promised, Theo approached.

His neon orange polo was a bit sweaty. Understandable. It seemed the AC was broken (Maybe that’s why so few people were here today?). Otherwise, he was the same old Theo. Same hair, same tattoos, same bright-green eyes. I can’t believe I’m saying this, but it was actually kinda good to see him.

“Sorry to be intrusive,” I muttered. “I just needed to talk to you.”

He held his hand up. “Not at all. I mean, the first time we met, you stumbled onto my stage in the dark. That was way more intrusive.”

I smirked, just the tiniest bit. Always with the jokes.

“You wanna know how I found you?”

Theo sighed. “Marian, I’m guessing? Though I’m not sure how you found her.”

“Heh… Well, that’s its own little story.”

Oddly, Theo didn’t seem upset at me. After all, I got him fired from Molly Pop’s show. He had every reason to be.

“We have, uh… We have a lot to catch up on, don’t we?”

Over the next fifteen minutes, we sat at the booth and shared what needed to be shared. I went first. Open and honest about why I did what I did with Zach. I acknowledged it was reckless and selfish, and even though I was deeply hurt, rebounding with a guy like Zach, with his proximity to Molly, was supremely idiotic. Plain and simple.

I shared how I torpedoed my relationship with Caroline and the girls, too. How we don’t speak anymore. And how I thought it was tragic and deserved, but ultimately necessary.

I also told him about how good my life has been lately. My company is wonderful, I’m making friends and even hosting a barbecue at my condo tomorrow for over two dozen people. Bailey is finally fitting in. Boy Bailey.

Theo smiled throughout most of my spiel. He seemed genuinely happy for me. I found it refreshing that, despite everything, he still rooted for my success.

But I wasn’t here to talk about myself.

“So I’m at the café, talking to Marian – a total shot in the dark, by the way – and she tells me this. I mean, Theo… Probation?”

Theo’s a confident guy, but he’s not bulletproof. Even the mention of that word, especially out of my mouth, appeared to cause searing pain.

“I know…” he cringed. “I know.

I looked at him, genuinely and without prejudice. “But why wouldn’t you tell me?”

Theo hung his head and, after taking a moment to steady himself, began his story.

“I’m a born and bred Nevadan. You know this. Elementary, middle, high school… My entire life within a thirty-mile radius. I never left.”

Theo, realizing this might be tough, flagged the server down for water. One for each of us.

“For many years, my best friend in the world was a girl named Lia. Close as can be since freshman year of high school. One night, during our junior year of high school, Lia came out to me as gay. She only liked and only wanted to date girls. It was incredibly sweet and incredibly brave of her to say that – especially ten years ago.”

I nodded along, listening intently.

“Of course, none of it mattered. She was my friend, and I’d support her no matter what. But also because I knew I was different too.”

Theo paused and took a sip of water.

“I didn’t know it at the time, but there’s a term called ‘pansexual’ – it’s when you’re attracted to someone regardless of their gender. That term, pansexual, I discovered – over many years of questioning, soul searching, and often internally denying – was me. But not a single person knew. And keeping it all pent up, I increasingly found, wasn’t good for me.”

His story had me mesmerized. “So what did you tell Lia?”

Theo sighed. “Well, that’s the thing. A little over a year ago, Lia and I were at a bar on a Saturday night. We were out, just the two of us, celebrating an engineering job she landed in Michigan. Lived in Vegas all her life and just like that, she’s out of here. Yeah, I was happy for her, but it’s fucking depressing. I mean, my best friend is moving away. Forever.”

Theo glanced down at his shoes. A nervous tick of his I’d picked up.

“So that night, I told myself I’d finally tell her about me. The real me. But fuck was I nervous... And when you’re nervous, you drink more. And more. To the point where by midnight, I was sloshed out of my mind. Not a good mindset to be in for a serious conversation.”

We’ve all been there... He took another sip of water. As did I.

“But things took an ugly turn. There was a guy at the bar who’d been making comments to Lia all night. Aggressively sexual comments. Classic drunk, fuck-boy shit. Even if Lia weren’t gay, she’d have been turned off immediately. Just nasty stuff. So eventually, she turned to him and told him to stop. It was hardly his business, but she told him she’s gay and not interested.”

Theo glanced back up at me.

“The dude didn’t take it well. He called her a ‘fucking dyke’, grabbed her drink, and dumped it onto the bar.”

Theo got suddenly much more serious.

“Lia was too paralyzed to react. But Bailey? I fucking lost it. I grabbed the guy by the collar, threw him to the ground, and… just fucking wailed on him.”

I literally gasped, covering my mouth.

“I’d never done anything like that in my life. I mean, I’ve wrestled with a brother or cousin for fun, but never a real fight. That night was different. Maybe it was only the alcohol, or that I was acting out because Lia was leaving, or maybe because I feared that guy’s homophobia was, in part, targeted at me. Not secure enough with myself to absorb it and be the bigger man.”

Things were eerily quiet around the bar. You could hear a pin drop.

“So then what happened?” I asked.

“The guy pressed charges. Assault. I mean, Bailey, he was fucked up. An ambulance had to take him out. Turns out the dude’s family was rich enough for a whole legal team. So can you guess who won.”

“Wait… Theo, did you go to prison?”

He shook his head. “No jail time, thankfully. I’ve got a clean record beyond that. Once things got sorted out in court, they appointed me a probation officer for eight months, slapped me with a fine, and a truckload of community service.”

This whole story was absolutely insane. In the eyes of the law, Theo is a violent criminal. But if you dig into the context, he was just sticking up for his friend. Thinking about this suddenly got me angry.

“But wait, this is bullshit! You did the right thing. Lia wouldn’t–”

Again, he shook his head. “No. I didn’t. I let my emotions get the best of me. I chose to get that drunk. I chose to wait that long to tell Lia about me, getting me all on edge. And worst of all, I chose to beat up that guy. Blackout drunk or not, it was wrong, and it’s on me. It always will be.”

His level of accountability was admirable, if not a little frustrating. I mean, give me a body like Theo and I might’ve done the same. Maybe worse! That guy was a total asshole.

“Lia!” I exclaimed. “What about her?”

“She’s in Michigan, living her best life. She’s got a girlfriend actually. We still talk but, you know, distance makes it tough.”

I leaned in. “Did you ever tell her?”

Theo, sadly, shook his head. “Because of the whole legal mess, I never got a good chance. Now I had a new thing to be ashamed of. Lia left Vegas without really getting to know me. More shame, more regret…”

Another bout of silence.

“Still, I told myself once this is all over – once my probation is done, my community service is through, and my fines are paid – then I can start anew. Not until then.”

At last, Theo lifted his head up, looking positive for the first time. “But then I met you, Bailey.”

“Me?” I blushed. It’d been forever since someone made me blush. “But… What do you mean?”

“Being around you felt inspirational. You’re unapologetically yourself. You’re so full of life. You’re fucking beautiful, and… I don’t know, you felt it too, didn’t you?”

Though my mind was set on hating Theo for the past month, I simply couldn’t lie to him.

“I felt the same way.”

“You see? So I thought, no way, I can’t fuck this up. If I can just finish my court orders in a few months, I might be able to sneak around and–”

He paused. “And that’s my mistake. It all caught up to me. Noble or not, just like that, I was back to lying. And lying to someone I truly, deeply cared about.” He let out a long, disappointed sigh. “The rest is history.”

Theo had done it. He’d poured his heart out to me and out came nothing but honesty. He’d evoked so many different emotions – many at odds with each other – that I wasn’t sure what to think. If I learned one thing at all, it’s that Theo isn’t who I thought he was. But I sure as hell know him now.

Theo looked at his phone. We’d been talking for almost a half hour – way longer than his break was supposed to last.

“I really should get back to work,” he said plainly, rising from the booth and stepping away. But for some reason, him just leaving me here felt wrong.

“Woah, Theo, wait!” I yelped. But I wasn’t sure why I did. What more was there to say? “Where do we go from here?”

He looked back at me with disappointment. In me or in himself, I can’t say.

“Bailey, you’re incredible,” he stated. “And that’s the problem. I don’t deserve someone like you. I’ve messed up too many times.”

“Theo–” I began. But he didn’t want another whole discussion.

“Just keep being incredible, okay?” he said. “Keep being Bailey.”

Theo couldn’t stay any longer. He had a job to do. One that no longer had anything to do with me.

And maybe that’s for the best.


Chapter Twenty-Three

In many ways, I felt like I’d been transported back in time to five or six weeks ago. Why? Because once again, I was finding it impossible to keep Theo out of my head.

His raw, emotional ‘honesty dump’ gave me so much to think about. He sure as hell made his mistakes – no one can deny that – but his desire to improve and live a fuller life was just so admirable. And the way he cared so genuinely about me…

As much as I wanted to look inwardly and process it all, I really couldn’t. Not today. I have a cookout to host! A cookout with a final headcount of thirty-one people.

I was able to get a little bit of shopping done last night, but the majority of the groceries had to get done today. In fact, I got up at 7 A.M. just to do so. No time for a procrastination bike ride, that’s for sure.

I checked the list of stops I needed to make as I got in the car. Four in total. And that’s before even starting cooking.

“Ugh…” I groaned, already lamenting what will be one of the longest, most exhausting days of my life. Nevertheless, I whisper to myself, “It’ll all be worth it…”

Let the shopping spree begin.

◆◆◆

My first stop of the morning was Target – the universal, go-to store for myself and many Americans. You can buy almost anything at Target. Today, however, I was here only for cups, plates, and utensils.

I know, I know… I should be re-using my normal plates and silverware, but when you’re hosting over 30 people, disposable is the way to go. Plus, what single man even has thirty reusable plates?

One huge stack of paper plates, a container of plastic utensils, and a tower of solo cups later, and I was on my way out of Target. Swift and speedy like a ninja! However…

Oddly, on my way to the checkout, something caught my eye. I didn’t stop, but as I passed the bath and beauty aisle, a vague memory reemerged in my brain. From a previous trip to Target months ago.

Yes, that’s right… From when I bought women’s shampoo, conditioner, and body wash for the first time. Totally crazy. The serendipity of finding the exact same bottles Molly had in her shower, and the lovely reminder of having beautiful, scented hair again…

Woah. Okay. Moving on.

Jeez! I spend a half hour catching up with Theo, and all of a sudden it’s like Girl Bailey thinks she can just waltz back into my mind with no consequences. The nerve of some fictional people…

◆◆◆

Next on my agenda was a quick, seamless stop by Home Depot for a propane refill. Because not only am I using the oven and stove for my party, the grill will be running all day too. Lucky me, I thought, forcing myself to smile through the stress.

Propane exchanges are simple enough. Take the empty tank in, swap it for a new one, and pay at the register. Every time I do this, I’m always stunned by how heavy the full propane tanks are compared to the empty ones. Huh, maybe I should start working out my arms rather than my legs.

“I’ll help you with that!” An employee had noticed my struggle and rushed over to help. With complete ease, the man lifted the full propane tank into my cart. Granted, he was like 6’6” and 300 pounds, but still.

“Oh, uh, thank you,” I said awkwardly, a little embarrassed I needed help. I nodded at him and moved along.

“Anytime, Miss!” he called out.

I stopped my cart. Miss? Did he call me Miss?

Though tempted to correct him, I was just too caught off guard. I haven’t been referred to as ‘Miss’ in over a month. Sure, my hair’s still long, but nothing about me reads–

Oh. I’m dumb.

I reached up to my head, felt around, and realized I’d accidentally put in a pink hair tie today for my ponytail. It’s a style I haven’t rocked in a while, but being in such a rush this morning, I went for it. And I must’ve not realized I grabbed an old pink one instead of a black one. Silly me, I guess.

By now the employee had long left the aisle and I had no chance to correct him on my gender. Hmm. I suppose he’ll just go the rest of the day thinking I was a girl.

Walking to the register, I felt my heart flutter just the tiniest bit. In a way, it hadn’t in at least a month. Though, I’m sure, just from the novelty of it all.

◆◆◆

Errand number three, I admit, is a little bit about my vanity. While a standard grocery store is good for 95% of items, when you’re barbecuing to impress your coworkers, you go with a proper butcher.

Mark’s Meats, less than a mile from my house, had a reputation as the best butcher in the neighborhood. If the stakes are high, it’s Mark’s steaks you buy. Hey, maybe I should be their marketing person.

Of course, the place was packed, so I pulled a tab and waited for my number to be called. After about ten minutes, a girl called for me.

“Number 77?” she shouted.

“Hi, hi, I’m 77,” I began. “Got a pickup order for Bailey B.”

The woman checked her list, found my name, and told one of her coworkers to fetch my order. We both waited idly as the meat was gathered.

“Big party?” She asked.

“Hosting coworkers,” I said. “Like thirty people.”

“Ooooh, pressure!” she said, chuckling. “You’ll do fine.”

Back to awkward silence. As she waited, the woman was drumming with her nails on the countertop.

Then, mindlessly – and I have no idea what came over me – I looked at the woman and said. “Pretty nails! I love mint green.”

What? Why the fuck did I say that?

The woman looked a little surprised – but not terribly so. “Aww, thanks Girlie!” she squealed. “Got ‘em done last week. Nobody ever says shit around here.”

My heart was thumping. Did I really just compliment her nails? And now she’s calling me ‘Girlie’? I mean, shit, I thought this was all behind me!

Unlike at Home Depot, I had every chance to correct this woman for misgendering me. I’m clearly a guy, after all. Even if I’m still wearing that pink hair tie.

But something deep inside me wasn’t letting me. That heart-fluttering feeling, perhaps.

“Good to go!” the other worker said, knocking on the counter.

The woman smiled. “I’ll ring you up.”

She brought me over to the register where I promptly paid for the order, thanked her, and left the store.

Jesus. Do I really have no spine? Complimenting nails, and then letting her call me Girlie? What, I can’t tell a woman that I’m not one of her? But then another thought jumped into my mind.

Is it that I can’t? Or that I won’t?

◆◆◆

My final errand of the morning was picking up vegetables from my local farmer’s market. Again, normally, the grocery store would suffice. But for the grilled zucchini I’m serving, I wanted the absolute freshest ingredients.

Now, usually, I adore farmers markets. But by the time I reached my fourth and final stop, I was more than a little on edge. With each person I passed, I obsessively wondered what they thought of me. Did they see me as the boy I’m so clearly trying to be? Or did they see me as the girl I thought I’d left behind for good? It was driving me crazy.

Still, I appreciated the ambiance and experience of going stall to stall, seeing what the farmers and merchants had, and supporting local businesses. Lord knows it’s hard enough to be a farmer in the desert.

I speedily filled my tote bag with the needed ingredients. For the time crunch, yes, but more so being too scared to start any conversation and risk getting–

“Hi! Good morning!” a woman said as I approached her stall.

For some reason, I took one look at her and, something about the expression on her face felt like she was greeting me as a woman. Not a man. How I knew this, I have no fucking clue. But in the state I was in, I chose to avoid her altogether.

Of course, rudely walking away with my head down created its own type of regret. I mean, Jesus… Now I can’t even trust myself to talk to people? Honestly, what the hell happened to me?

I left the market in a tizzy, scampering back to the safety of my car where I hyperventilated into a bag like an airsick traveler. But it wasn’t illness. It was fear. Fear that I’d let myself relapse, and fear that my body, somehow, sensed it was what I needed and wanted.

◆◆◆

Cooking for 30-plus people is a difficult enough task without having an ongoing identity crisis. But miraculously, I was managing. Barely.

I felt like every few seconds I was glancing at my phone, either to text back a coworker, to consult an in-progress recipe, or to check on one of my half-dozen timers ticking down on my million things getting prepped or cooked.

Sure, it was only 1:30 and guests weren’t arriving for three-and-a-half hours, but the sheer amount of shit I needed done was gnawing at me. My stress levels, quite honestly, have never been higher.

I wiped away some sweat from my brow and flipped the page of an open cookbook for my potato salad recipe.

“Wash, peel, and cut the potatoes into three-quarter-inch cubes,” I muttered aloud.

I searched around the kitchen. Where are the potatoes? Didn’t I–

Shit! I never got the potatoes!

I set my knife down on the cutting board and thought for a moment. Now, why did I forget them? I had ‘em on my list. I have everything else for the recipe.

Then it hit me. The woman who greeted me. The one in the stall I ran away from. That’s where I was gonna buy ‘em.

I stood in silence for a moment, dumbfounded. I literally just ruined a recipe because I ran away from someone, fearing they’d call me a girl.

I know it’s not a big deal. One less side dish won’t ruin a party. But it’s the principle of it all. Ever since I talked with Theo, I’ve been a mess. Even now, I felt my skin reddening from stress, and tears welling in my eyes. I mean, fuck! All morning I’ve been cringing and grimacing at myself. Because of something I was simply refusing to accept. That… I’m… a…

*DING-DONG*

My head whipped from the countertop to the door.

You’re kidding me.

With everything I’m going through, someone had the gall to show up hours early to the party? I caught a glance of myself in the mirror. My long hair was frizzy and sweaty, and I looked like I’d been holding back tears all day. This is not how I needed Bruce or any of them to see me. But what am I supposed to do? Tell them to fuck off?

I took a deep, calming breath, hoping to steady my emotions the best I could.

I practiced my speech with clenched teeth as I approached the door. “Hello! Soooo sorry, but would you mind coming back in a few hours when I’m ready???”

Slowly, I cracked open the door, ready to hold back every urge to scream. But turns out, anger wasn’t the emotion I had upon seeing my guests. It was confusion. Why? Because it wasn’t my VWS colleagues arriving early.

It was Alice, Hannah, and Caroline.


Chapter Twenty-Four

“The cavalry is here!” Alice cheered, raising both fists in the air. Hannah smiled and hooted alongside her.

I was in utter disbelief – not just that these three ladies were at my house, but that they were here at all.

“Guys… You…” I stammered, unable to string together a proper sentence.

That’s when Caroline stepped up and, very directly, said, “If it’s okay, we’d like to sit down and talk with you.”

Wordless, I stepped aside to let them in my house.

“Smells delish!” Hannah said as she approached me for a hug. “It’s good to see you, Bailey.”

A hug from Alice as well. “You have a lovely home.”

“It’s uh… It’s a mess…” I said awkwardly.

“Well, nothing a couple extra hands can’t solve,” Caroline said, then gestured to the couch. “Can we talk first though?”

I seriously can’t express how surreal it was having these three women in my house. Again, I hadn’t seen or spoken to any of them in over a month. Mentally I’d left them in the past. Yet here they were, unannounced and… looking to help?

The four of us took our seats on the couch. Being so frazzled, I didn’t even think to offer them water or anything. A little rude, but hey, so is showing up to my house with zero warning.

“Timers okay?” Caroline checked. “Nothing about to boil over?”

“Not for a few minutes, no,” I replied. “What’s this about?”

Alice, Hannah, and Caroline all looked at each other, then simultaneously back at me.

“I assume you heard about Molly,” Caroline began. “That her residency’s over.”

I nodded, though I didn’t share how I knew – from Jim, my 50-something coworker.

Alice nodded along. “Since we’re not ones to celebrate someone’s failures, in honor of the end of Molly’s, uh, successful residency, the three of us met up for brunch this morning.”

“This super cute spot a few blocks from The Goulet,” Hannah added. “Fresh flowers everywhere – it’s adorable!”

“It was the first time we’d seen each other since, you know… the video.”

Ugh... My stomach growled at the mere mention of it. Spoiled memories from that night with Zach filled my mind.

“Look, guys, about that–”

Caroline held up her hand. “Bailey. It’s okay. We’re not mad.”

That felt hard to believe. But in examining each of their faces, there wasn’t a single vindictive expression.

She continued. “Naturally, we started reminiscing about the show, sharing memories – both good and bad – and you know, yapping about whatever. But one particular topic kept coming up.”

“You,” Alice said.

Hannah nodded. “And how we didn’t love how we left things with you.”

I hung my head. “Guys… I got you fired.”

Caroline started shaking her head. “Maybe, but Bailey, you honestly saved our jobs.”

I raised my eyebrow. “Saved? How?”

“The more we talked about Molly, the more we realized how much joy and passion she sucked out of us. Sure, the pay was good and a job’s a job… But over time, each of us realized we were losing passion for the careers we’d fallen in love with. Enough that, shit, we were starting to forget what it’s all about.”

Hannah leaned forward in her seat. “But then you came along.”

Caroline scooted closer to me on the couch. “With Molly, our jobs felt corporate. Grueling, lifeless bullshit with zero purpose. Constantly berated, never good enough, and for what? A paycheck? But Bailey with you, we got the chance to help someone discover their true self. We got to watch you evolve and grow and become someone with a whole new love of life.”

Alice wiped a tear from her eye. “It wasn’t Molly who was keeping our jobs alive. It was you, Bailey.”

Hannah started tearing up as well. Then Caroline.

“Bailey,” Caroline said, closing in on tears. “I should’ve never let you think you failed me. Not for a second. A big sister should know better.”

Big sister… Wow, did it feel good to hear that phrase again.

And now she had me crying. There we were – four friends, sitting in a living room, bawling it out. We must’ve looked utterly ridiculous. But damn it if what she said didn’t warm my heart.

Again, I was without words. No words, but infinite respect, validation, and love.

Suddenly, our tear-fest got broken up by an alarm going off in my pocket.

“Oh, that’s the ribs,” I said, sniffling and wiping the tears from my eyes. “I need to–”

Alice reached forward and grabbed my hand. “You’re not doing a damn thing,” she commanded with a smile. “Hannah? Shall we?”

My neck craned, watching the girls make their way to the kitchen. “We’ll take it from here,” Hannah declared.

“Oh, uh, thank you…” Hey, I wasn’t about to turn down free help. “The ribs just need to be tur– Wait!”

I stood up from my seat. “How did you know I was hosting a party today?”

Hannah and Alice nodded at Caroline, letting her handle this one.

“I uh… Well, I actually spoke to Theo this morning.”

I felt my heart drop.

“Theo?” I squeaked out. “Did he happen–”

Caroline nodded along. “He told me you came to see him the other day. And filled me in on, well… everything.”

I suddenly felt a lot more embarrassed. And maybe a bit like my privacy was breached.

“I certainly learned a lot…” Caroline continued. “But hey, not all of it was new information.”

“Like what?”

“Like that he cares about you, Bailey. Like, so, SO much.”

I wasn’t sure my heart could warm any further, but there it was. Until a key realization, of course.

“Well, Theo cared about the old Bailey,” I said solemnly. “Girl Bailey.”

Caroline lovingly grabbed my hand and looked me in the eye. “Can I be honest? Yes, we came by to help you cook and get ready for your party. And I promise, we’ll be out of your hair before your guests arrive…” She glanced away bashfully. “...but I also thought, I dunno… We could help you out with another thing?”

I hung my head. “Let me guess, being a girl?”

But Caroline shook her head. “Being yourself.”

Myself…

Until now, I hadn’t really thought of it that way. For months, I operated in the binary of Girl Bailey and Boy Bailey. When work started, I felt I had to choose. And fuck did I work hard convincing myself I needed to go a certain way.

But the truth is, I’m not ‘Boy Bailey’. Nor am I ‘Girl Bailey’ either. I’m just ‘Bailey’ – a person who likes what they like and lives how they feel like living. Even if, you know, it’s mostly on the ‘girl’ side.

Shit. Here come the tears again.

“I thought you might’ve missed it,” Caroline said, pushing a strand of hair out of my face. “So how bout it? Will you let me be your big sister again?”

I nodded ecstatically as the tears flowed. “Yes! More than anything.”

Caroline smiled and hugged me. “Then let’s go get you dressed, Girlie.”

◆◆◆

I can’t express how euphoric and blissful the next hour and a half were. It’s like I was living in the most beautiful dream – but with the sweetest assurance it was entirely real.

Alice and Hannah kindly offered to take over kitchen duties and, after a brief explanation of each dish and when things needed to be done by, they were off and rolling.

Caroline, meanwhile, stepped right back into her big sister role, taking me upstairs to help me transform into the Bailey I was truly meant to be. However, there was one pretty obvious hurdle: what the hell are my coworkers gonna think when they show up? I mean, it’s still a work function after all.

“Just wear something tasteful,” Caroline said, digging through my closet.

Though I’d cast aside all things girly, I never had the heart to actually get rid of anything. Every item I bought on my trip to the mall with Caroline was here and intact.

“How about this?” Caroline pulled out a forest green satin top and a light-wash denim skirt. “Cute, casual, and not too revealing. Perfect for a work barbecue.”

I stared hesitantly at her selection. “You think so? It’s not too–”

Caroline set the clothes on my bed and leaned in closer. “Bailey, this is you. If they’re your family, they’ll support you.”

It wasn’t easy, but I shook off the potentially terrifying scenarios playing in my head. She’s right. I need to do this.

With an outfit picked, I now had some ‘catching up’ to do regarding grooming. Beyond regularly shampooing and conditioning my hair, I’d abandoned every feminine habit over the past month. That changes now.

My first step was a long, hot shower, featuring the return of my beloved rose and vanilla scented products. I also diligently shaved and moisturized every last inch of me. It took a while, but at last, every bit of body hair was gone, leaving me with a smooth, slick, beautifully feminine body. My dream body.

And what better to go with a dream body than a matching bra and panties set made from a delicate, white lace. God did it feel good to be back in panties again. I twirled and posed in the mirror, much to Caroline’s delight.

“My baby sister’s back!” she cheered, grinning ear to ear.

After securing my top and stepping into my skirt, it was time for my makeover. Again, since this was a ‘work event’, I wanted to keep things relatively measured. Minimal makeup, and per Caroline’s suggestion, a simple, straightened hair look. Flat iron and nothing else.

Standing at the mirror with Caroline beside me, doing my hair and gabbing away, it felt like coming home. I almost felt foolish. How on Earth did I ever think this wasn’t the answer? That this wasn’t the life I was meant to live?

“A couple little spritzes of this…” she narrated, spraying my favorite onto my neck and wrists, “...and she’s done.”

I walked into my bedroom and gazed at myself, the finished product, in the full-length mirror. A very tiny tear crept down my cheek.

“Yes,” I said confidently. “This is me.”

“Then go reintroduce yourself to the girls!”

I nodded excitedly and sped off down the hall, down the stairs, and toward the kitchen where the delicious smells and clanging pots and pans beckoned me.

“Damn, I should’ve had you girls over to cook months ago–”

But when I hit the kitchen, I froze.

Standing in the kitchen, alongside an apron-clad Hannah and Alice, was a third apron-clad person. A man.

Theo.

“Theo?” I managed to squeak out as all the air escaped from my lungs.

He glowed at the sight of me. And he looked impressively competent at the stove, casually sauteeing veggies. But what was he doing here?

“Hey,” he said bashfully, awkwardly scratching his neck.

By the look on Alice and Hannah’s faces, they’d been anxiously awaiting our reactions to each other. I was blushing like never before. We both were.

“I see you changed your mind,” I added quietly.

Theo took notice of my skirt, straightened hair, and makeup. “I see you did too.”

Caroline scampered down the stairs and skidded to a stop behind me.

“Hey… So I hope you don’t mind, but I told Theo about our little, uh, breakthrough.”

I replied to Caroline but kept my eyes on Theo. “Did you now…”

“She said I’d be a bad friend if I didn’t come and support you today,” Theo explained. “Guess that meant veggie duty.”

Hannah, having taken full command of the kitchen, poked him with some tongs. “Yeah, back to work, zucchini boy.”

“Or…” Caroline stepped in, shooting Hannah a look. “Maybe Bailey can give Theo the tour, and we can continue cooking?”

Hannah picked up her cue. “Ah. Of course.”

Theo nodded ‘thank you’, removed his apron, and stepped aside.

“Come on then,” I said to him.

It’s no surprise I felt overwhelmed. Not only was I in a skirt and makeup for the first time in a month, but just like that, I was back to being alone with Theo.

There was a considerable, unspoken tension between us as I took him room to room. Not that there were many rooms. The kitchen and sitting room he already saw, leaving only the patio, the small attached garage, and the rooms upstairs.

“And my home office,” I narrated, showcasing the quaint setup. “For when I, you know, work from home.”

“Very important,” Theo nodded, attempting to be very serious. He took a quick gander at the desk and tugged at the chair a bit. “Nice. Sturdy.”

“Mmhmm,” I muttered, taking him back into the hallway. “And that just leaves the, uh…”

“The bedroom?” he asked.

I swallowed hard. “Yep,” I squeaked.

Alright, enough.

The ‘elephant’ in the room was big enough to crush the entire second floor.

“Theo…” I began. “What are– What are you even doing here?”

He began to speak but I cut him off.

“And don’t say to sautée squash.”

He hung his head.

“And don’t tell me it was Caroline pressuring you.”

Theo shrugged.

“I wouldn’t have come without her permission,” he said. “But yeah, I wanted to see you. I’ve wanted to see you every single day.”

He gently took my hand into his.

“But I still don’t think I deserve you, Bailey. And fuck, you deserve a lot better than me.”

The sad thing is, I could tell he truly meant it. Theo really doesn’t think he deserves me. And me putting on a skirt clearly didn’t change his opinion.

But actions speak louder than words. Theo may not think he deserves me, but standing in front of me in this cramped, tiny hallway, is a man who cares about me. And he never stopped.

For the longest time, I created in my mind this image of the perfect guy. A man with a career, with drive, with kindness and with looks. And in one brutal reveal, that all came crumbling down.

The thing is, the Theo I’d imagined never was perfect. He’s deeply flawed, with trauma and baggage and mountains of guilt. In Theo’s mind, that disqualifies him from me, or perhaps from anyone. But that couldn’t be further from the truth.

I moved out to Las Vegas with one goal: to reset and regrow. And to do so, requires not only change, but the desire to change. To get better. And Theo’s got that in spades. He wants to be better. That’s what matters.

As he stood there waiting for my response, I somehow started giggling.

His brow furrowed. “What?” he asked. “What’s funny?”

“You’ve got a lot of shit in your life, don’t you?” I said, still laughing.

Theo grimaced, wondering if I meant that as an insult.

“But, hey, look at me!” I gestured. “I don’t know who the hell I am either!”

It was hard to do, but I stepped even closer to him – where I was now inches away from his hulking body.

“You say you don’t deserve me?” I asked, then shook my head. “Nope. You deserve exactly me. And I deserve exactly you.”

Then, riding a wave of unbridled confidence, I stood up on my tippy toes and pulled him in for a kiss. A deep, romantic kiss.


Chapter Twenty-Five

The kiss caught him off guard, clearly. But his immediate willingness to grip my body in response and gently press me up against the wall in response suggested he’d been secretly praying this would happen.

We kissed in the hallway for a while, ensuring we’d stay quiet and not alert anyone downstairs. Even though I figured this was Caroline’s plan all along.

All I could think about was how good it felt to be held again by a strong man like Theo. The pressure from being kissed against a wall, the immaculate feeling of his strong pecs beneath his shirt, the delightful, welcomed return of a tingling sensation under my skirt.

“You know,” I uttered quietly, “I still haven’t shown you the bedroom.”

Theo smirked and took my hand as I walked him down the hall and into my bedroom. The bed was back to being made and the clothes and beauty products had been put away.

Another assist from my big sis.

While I felt I was the one taking charge in the hallway, from the moment we stepped into the room and shut the door, Theo’s bullish side took over.

He laid me back onto the bedspread and began kissing my legs, slowly working his way up toward the hem of my denim skirt.

I giggled girlishly, adoring the attention and basking in the touch of a kind, caring man.

It wasn’t long till Theo removed his shirt, gifting me a front row seat to his phenomenally strong, inked chest and arms.

“Mmm…” I moaned, salivating at the sight of him.

I sat up on the bed and immediately reached for the bulge in his pants. One touch of his burgeoning, hard cock and I was sold. He fucking had me.

Theo instructed me to slip off my skirt and top where he, I think to his surprise, was presented with a perfectly smooth and moisturized dainty little body for him to ogle.

“You like?” I asked sweetly, posing and showcasing my pretty lace bra and panties set for him.

Now he was the one salivating.

Theo feverishly stripped off his pants, leaving only his boxers – and one very delicious-looking pitched tent – as he crawled onto the bed and started kissing me again. I immediately reached for and gripped his cock in my delicate fingers, shivering at the feeling of holding him for what I couldn’t believe was the first time. I’d certainly dreamed about it enough.

We laid back on the bed for a while in our underwear, kissing and rubbing each other with soft little moans. I’ve never felt more desired and more turned on than I did right now.

“May I kiss it?” I asked him softly, flipping my soft hair behind my shoulders. “Please?”

Theo nodded, and I promptly pulled down his boxers, gasping at the size and girth of his cock.

My mouth was like a magnet to him, kissing, licking, and sucking his manhood, all with plenty of eye contact as he groaned, gripped the bedsheets, and begged me for more.

“Please, Bailey… Don’t stop…” he moaned.

With each minute that passed, it felt like my lust for him hit a new peak. As if I was destined to have Theo’s cock in my mouth. Well, my mouth, or… maybe elsewhere.

Eventually, Theo got to the point where he wanted to return the favor, helping me up off the bed where he could take one last look at my body before escalating things.

“Fuck you’re beautiful,” he whispered, his eyes darting up, down, and everywhere along my body. I blushed and tucked a strand of my soft, straightened brunette hair behind my ear. Thank God I never cut it.

Theo adored every bit of my body, but we both knew there was one part in particular he couldn’t shake from his mind. So, slowly, he turned me around and gently tugged at my lace panties, pulling them down to my ankles. My little, hard clit sprang free, giving him full access to my smooth, pert butt and hips.

More salivation from us both as he carefully bent me over the bed, forcing my ass into the air and completely at his mercy. Without hesitation, Theo grabbed my hips and began kissing me from behind. To tease me, he started on my legs and cheeks before gradually working those perfect lips and tongue, closer and closer to my hole, until eventually–

“Mmm!” I squealed girlishly at the touch of his tongue on my smooth, tight pussy. “Theoooo…”

“You’re… my… delicious… perfect… princess…” he uttered between breaths.

I honestly couldn’t believe the sheets didn’t tear from how hard I was gripping them.

Theo let me live in utter euphoria for a few more minutes until he simply couldn’t wait any longer.

“Please let me fuck you, Bailey,” he said in a low, quiet voice.

I nodded ferociously and pointed to the bedside table drawer where my lube lived. Then I uttered perhaps the sluttiest thought imaginable.

“No condom,” I demanded. “I really need to feel you.”

Theo chuckled softly and honored my request.

With my face planted in the sheets, I waited patiently, listening for the squirt of the bottle and the sound of him lathering his cock. Then, his hands slick with the warm lube, Theo slowly rubbed and gradually inserted his finger into my hole, accelerating my whimpering.

“Such a good girl…” Theo whispered.

I wanted nothing more than to be his good girl, but even good girls have their limits. I needed to be fucked. Right. Fucking. Now.

“Fuck… me… Theo…” I managed to squeak out between breaths.

I felt his fingers leave my body and his hands find their home on my hips, gripping me tight. Prone and vulnerable, I braced for his cock to fill my tight little hole.

And then, ecstasy.

Careful but firm, Theo slid his girthy cock into my hungry little pussy, causing me to quite literally scream his name with pleasure into the bedsheets.

He briefly slowed his pace. “Are you okay?”

I whipped my head 90 degrees to the side so he could hear me loud and clear. “Don’t stop.”

That’s all he needed to hear as, gradually, Theo worked all seven inches of his meaty, cut cock into my pussy. Theo was so deep in me, I could practically feel him in my chest.

And then, he started to thrust. In and out, in and out. Theo fucked my horny, desperate body, using me like his dainty, little plaything. And I loved every second.

“Baileyyy… Fuuuck…”

His groans and grunts were uncontrollable. He wanted me – no, needed me – every bit as much as I did him. The perfect man, perfectly in sync.

All good things, however, must come to an end. Or should I say, a ‘finish’.

“I’m close, Bailey,” he muttered. “I’m gonna cum.”

Chills.

“Please, Theo…” I whispered back. “Fill me up.”

I guess that’s all he needed to hear, as moments later I felt Theo grab my hair with one hand and my ass with the other as he thrust his cock inside me to its furthest point, pumping out warm, delicious cum deep into my hole, claiming me as his girl.

And then it was quiet. I held still, letting him recover and come back down to Earth. It’s one of those things that’s hard to know until you actually do it, but satisfying a man and letting him cum inside you – a man you care about and cares about you – is perhaps the most affirming, beautiful thing a person can experience. Bar none.

Theo gently rubbed his finger on my inner leg. “I wanna get you there too,” he offered sweetly.

“You got me last time,” I said. “And I have a feeling there’ll be more like this.”

Theo nodded and smiled. “Fuck I missed you, Bailey…” He pulled me close and held me even tighter than before – his hard cock still resting inside of me. I felt like I never wanted it to leave.

I smiled. “You too,” I said. “You too.”

◆◆◆

We took our time getting out of bed, hoping we wouldn’t spoil the perfect hookup with a rushed exit.

In true ‘walk of shame’ style, Theo and I haphazardly put our clothes back on and returned downstairs where the girls were busy in the kitchen. All three had smirks on their faces.

“Good house tour?” Alice asked.

We both blushed.

“It, uh… Yeah,” I answered.

Theo nodded. “She showed me all the rooms. Good quality structures… and such.”

The ladies giggled as Caroline walked up to me and whispered in my ear.

“Just make sure to brush your hair after sex, okay?” she said. “You’ll get used to it.”

Ugh. Sisters.

As if my face couldn’t get any redder, I suddenly remembered the reason everyone was presently cooking in my kitchen.

“Wait!” I exclaimed. “What time is it?”

Theo checked his phone. “Almost 4:30.”

I took a deep breath. We were officially thirty minutes away from guests arriving. Thirty minutes from revealing my true self to my colleagues.

“Most of the cooking is done,” Alice explained. “We can be out of your hair as soon as you need us to be.”

Everyone joined in agreement.

My heart was full. Standing in the kitchen with four people who cared about me so much they sacrificed an entire afternoon cooking for a party they wouldn’t attend. Unless…

“No need,” I said. “You guys should stay.”

Hannah looked at me funny. “You want us here… for an engineering firm’s football watch party?”

I chuckled and glanced around. “I mean, technically. But shouldn’t it be more than that? I’m letting like thirty people meet the real me tonight. I’d be nice if they got to meet my friends too.” I bashfully kicked at the ground. “And maybe having you guys here will calm my nerves…”

Theo smiled and reached to hold my hand. He held it tight and lovingly. Caroline looked around, getting a quick consensus.

“Then alright! We’ll stay!” Caroline peered around the kitchen and found the liquor cabinet. She scurried over, got on her tippy-toes, and pulled down a few bottles. “But only if we can celebrate with cocktails.”

“Cosmos!” Hannah proposed.

Theo pumped his fist. “Yessss!”

We all laughed and gathered around the packed kitchen island, full of delicious food.

“Whip ‘em up!” I ordered. “I just need one sec to text the group.”

Stepping aside, I took out my phone and pulled up the all-company group chat – the one I’d been using for watch party logistics all week.

Pausing for a moment, I smiled to myself.

‘Hey guys, a couple things: First, I invited four of my close friends to join us for the party tonight. They’re neither engineers nor big football fans, but I hope you welcome them all the same!’

After a moment, I hit send. Then I began the second part.

‘But there’s also one more person you’re meeting tonight. In a way, you already know her, but I hope you love her just the same.’

Before sending, I took a deep breath. There’s just one more thing they should know.

‘And this girl? She’s excited to meet you too. Because believe me, she’s here to stay :)’


Chapter Twenty-Six

SIX MONTHS LATER

“Hmm…”

I stared at myself in the mirror, mid-analysis of my own face. To an outside observer, I probably looked a little creepy. But trust me, this was necessary.

A few moments later, I nodded and opened the left-hand drawer of the bathroom vanity, pulling out a sleek, silver tube. I popped off the cap and twisted the tube to reveal a beautiful, deep-red lipstick color.

“Yep,” I whispered to myself and applied it. “That’s the one.”

I heard footsteps coming up the stairs.

“Hey, are you coming?”

Theo poked his head into the bathroom.

“Almost done,” I answered. I shot Theo a flirty, kissy-face look. “Thoughts?”

He considered his response for a moment. “Hmm… Is it possible that my girlfriend is the most beautiful person on the planet? Wait, no. J-Lo. Then you.”

“J-Lo??” I snapped, teasingly. “That’s who you’d choose?”

Theo playfully growled as he ran up and hoisted me into the air, spinning me around the tight bathroom quarters.

“Hey! Hey! Put me down!” I giggle-screamed.

Theo slowly returned me to the floor but refused to let go, instead leaning in for a tight hug and long kiss on my neck.

I rolled my eyes. “Now you’re the one making us late!”

“Yeah, yeah, yeah… I’ll call the Uber.”

As much as I kid him, Theo is one of the most diligent, punctual, and focused people on the planet. A trait that his old boss at Stratosphere remembered when he referred Theo to his buddy at the Bellagio to do the lighting for a brand new Cirque du Soleil show. Talk about a lot of moving parts! He’s about three months into that gig and, in his own words, it’s the ‘coolest, freakiest show in Vegas’.

In fact, things have been going pretty great for Theo – and not just because of his super cool girlfriend. He’s got a great new job, has since completed every court order, and on the literal day we made our relationship official, he got on the phone with Lia to catch up and tell her everything. Especially about how happy he is dating me.

But no, a Theo-designed circus show is not what we have in the cards for tonight. It’s something that’s a little more… unexpected.

“Wedges or sandals?” I called out, suddenly unable to decide what looked best with my new black romper.

“Uh… Wedges!” he answered from downstairs.

I knew he’d say that. That man loves me in anything elevated.

“Come on! Uber’s outside!” he shouted.

“Coming, coming!”

We ran outside and hopped in the Uber – first confirming it was for us. Hey, you hear stories. You never know!

I leaned forward from the backseat, making sure the driver's address was correct.

“This your destination?” he asked. “The Goulet Hotel?”

“Yep,” Theo answered, then looked at me. “Our long-awaited return…”

◆◆◆

“Thank you!” I waved to the driver. “Have a nice night!”

Theo waved as well, though his eyes were less on the car we just left and squarely on the gold-lettered sign and entrance to The Goulet.

“I can’t believe we’re back,” he said, shaking his head.

I held his hand for comfort. “It’ll be fine. Plus, she’s gonna lose her mind when she sees us.”

“Let’s hope in a good way.”

The Goulet lobby, to nobody’s surprise, remained ugly and outdated. The same smell of cigarettes, the same anachronistic uniforms, and the same terrible signage directing us to the theater. Every element of it should depress me and bring up bad memories. But somehow, today, it didn’t. It actually kind of felt like home.

“You know, the Bellagio–” Theo began, but I cut him off.

“Yes, the Bellagio is nicer. It’s also ten times the price,” I pointed to the hallway that led toward the Goulet Theater. “Come on! Let’s see if I still remember the way.”

I did remember the way. Get lost just once in these halls and you’ll never forget it.

Hand in hand, Theo and I worked our way toward the theater, following the sounds of the eager concert attendees. And then, after not too long, we were greeted by the marquee above the theater, reading in big, bold letters…

Dusk Patrol.

Yep. Dusk Patrol. If you thought Molly Pop was a throwback, Dusk Patrol is even more so. They’re a hair metal band from the late 80s, so naturally, neither Theo nor I had any clue who they were. Nevertheless, for the foreseeable future, it’s Dusk Patrol and their aging, rocker fanbase who are the new ‘tenants’ of The Goulet’s Vegas residency.

What, you thought it was gonna be Molly again?

“Man, do these fans go all out,” Theo commented, wide-eyed at the dozens of grungy, leather-clad 50 and 60-somethings. An impressed smile formed on his face. “I’m kind of obsessed.”

“Me too,” I said in awe.

“Bailey! Theo!” a voice called for us through the crowd. Sure, enough it was the woman of the hour: Ms. Caroline Schwartz.

“Eeee!” I squealed, running to her for a big, loving hug.

She hugged me back. “You guys made it!!”

Caroline was dressed in a black leather dress and sporting heavy eye makeup.

“Oooh, LOVE the look,” I said.

Caroline shrugged. “It’s kinda the team uniform around here. All black, goth vibes. I’m kinda falling in love with it.”

“Me, a little less so…” a voice muttered.

From behind Caroline, trudging slowly, came Alice. Hilariously enough, sporting a very similar, though somewhat more subdued goth look. Definitely not her style.

Theo and I couldn’t help but chuckle.

“Yeah, yeah…” she waved her hand. “Just cause I grew up with their music and work for them, doesn’t mean it’s my personal fashion taste.”

That’s right. Caroline and Alice, back at The Goulet.

After getting fired by Molly and the subsequent realization that working for toxic pop stars might no longer be for them, both ladies bounced between several freelance projects before ultimately finding their way back to the world of Vegas residencies. But this time with much higher standards.

From everything they heard, the four guys in Dusk Patrol were the most generous bosses you could ask for. They treat their staff well, are patient and considerate, and despite their grungy exteriors, are absolute teddy bears beneath all those costumes, makeup, and wigs.

“Well we’re honored you’d want us here for opening night,” Theo added. “Even if I know… maybe five songs?”

I laughed. “That’s five more than we knew a couple weeks ago!” I paused for a moment. “Speaking of people who won’t know their music, where’s…”

“Hannah!” Caroline yelled, waving toward the entrance.

Thankfully, in her heels, Hannah was just tall enough to catch our eye over the growing sea of Dusk Patrol fans. She worked her way through the crowd – though not alone. In fact, Hannah’s been busy getting busy with a familiar face.

I smiled at the man beside her. “Chris, we’re discussing how few Dusk Patrol songs any of us knew before a week ago.”

Chris – yes, my coworker and now Hannah’s new boy toy – considered my question.

“Oh, me? Like, negative ten. I didn’t even know they were a thing.”

The group laughed, as Alice rolled her eyes. Guess that’s the downside of being a couple decades older than everyone else: you get teased for being older, wiser, and more cultured.

“Well you’ll be surprised how hard they still rock,” Alice explained. “Caroline’s a ‘youngin’ who’s been converted.”

“Sure it’s not cause she’s paid to?” Chris joked.

Chris and Hannah, though not an obvious match, make for a really fun couple. And it’s been a delight seeing Chris not just at the office but outside of work too. He and Hannah first met at what we refer to as ‘My Reintroduction Barbecue’ six months ago, and they totally hit it off. But Hannah wasn’t the only one who walked out of there with a win.

From the moment I sent that fateful group chat text – ensuring I’d be introducing myself as a girl – I couldn’t have been happier with how things played out.

Don’t worry, I got plenty of curious stares that day. And of course, everyone had a ton of questions, like ‘What does this mean?’, ‘What do we call you?’, and ‘How does this work?’. But the overwhelming majority of these questions were asked in good faith.

Caroline was right. If these colleagues were my family, they’d accept me for who I am. It may have taken several months for them to get fully used to me wearing feminine clothing and makeup to work – not to mention the pronoun difficulties – but they worked their asses off until they got it right. We’re a solid six months in, and I’m never looking back.

“So when’s the show starting?” Hannah asked, looking stunning in an adorable, black sheer dress by the way.

Caroline pointed over to the door. “Looks like they’re loading in now!”

Sure enough, the doors swung open and the Dusk Patrol fans began funneling in. They even had these cute little chants as they marched inside: ‘Dusk! Dusk! Dusk!’. It must be a tradition.

“I should head back down,” Alice said to Caroline quietly. Then to the group as she left, added “Enjoy the show! Or at least pretend to!”

“Shall we?” Chris asked.

Hannah, Theo, and I nodded. We took a few steps toward the door, but Caroline called out after me.

“Wait! Bailey, can you hold back a sec?”

I turned to Theo. “I’ll meet you in there.”

“I’ll miss you,” he said with a wink, then leaned in for a kiss and let me go.

I must admit, getting kissed by Theo in public is a warm fuzzy feeling that still hasn’t worn off.

“What’s up?” I asked Caroline, standing there waiting for me. “Everything okay?”

“Yeah,” she said softly, then looking around at the theater lobby. “I dunno… I was just thinking about how perfect everything is. How perfect our friends are–”

Caroline started sniffling as I shook my head. “Hey! Don’t you dare get me crying too!”

We shared a laugh.

“What? Big sisters are allowed to cry! It’s in the official sister guidebook.”

Ever since the Reintroduction Barbecue, Caroline and I have been closer than ever. We see each other at least twice a week, and she’s over at my house all the time – sometimes even for friend sleepovers on days I’m not seeing Theo. Sure, I’m in my mid-twenties, and Caroline’s even older, but that doesn’t stop us from doing fun, cutesy, girly things like practicing makeup, painting each other’s nails, and watching goofy, nostalgic movies in our pajamas until we fall asleep on the couch. We’ve never said it, but in a way, we’re making up for lost time. Better late than never, I like to think.

“So is that it?” I asked. “You just wanted to get me all sappy and tearful before going into a rock show?”

She chuckled and shook her head. “Hah! No, actually.” She looked down at her shoes. “I have this little request for you.”

“Ooh, a request?” I asked. “What kind of request?”

“So… Dusk Patrol’s lead singer, Gary, has a son that hangs around here from time to time. His name’s Benji. He just dropped out of community college and, from the little I’ve talked with him, seems a little lost.”

“Aw,” I frowned. “That’s so sad.”

“Well, the other day, I found him poking around the dressing room and, uh… playing with makeup. And not his dad’s stage makeup or anything.”

I suddenly understood what Caroline was getting at.

“What’d you say to him?”

“Exactly what was on my mind. I asked him if he’d ever worn makeup before. He said no, but in an embarrassed kind of way. And look, Bailey, he’s got this long, beautiful auburn hair. I just wonder if he’s trying to–”

“You want me to talk to him?”

Caroline clasped her hands. “Would you? I just think… you know, if he’s anything like you.”

“I’d be happy to,” I said decisively. Though, after a moment, “Wait, how’d you leave it with him?”

Caroline shrugged. “I said if he ever has any questions about hair, makeup, or anything, to text me. I gave him my number, and…” Caroline held up her phone. It was a text from Benji, asking if Caroline could ‘stay late’ after the show.

“You okay helping me tonight?”

Not many times have I felt ‘called’ to do something, but what Caroline was asking me right now felt exactly that.

“Of course,” I replied. “I’ll tell Theo I’m sticking around a little later. I think he, Chris, and Hannah might swing by the casino anyway.”

Caroline smiled. Supported by her little sister at the exact moment she needs it.

“But again…” I continued. “What exactly is your plan?”

“Hmm… Well, I figured I’d show him what he wants to see, teach him what he wants to learn, and then if he wants to, sit him down in the chair and say exactly what I once said to you.”

A tear fell down my cheek from how sweet she was. And yes, I knew what it was she said. I’ll never forget it. But I wanted to hear it from Caroline’s lips.

“And what is that?” I asked.

Caroline’s smile was as warm as the sun. “That you’d make a cute girl.”
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