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    To those who feel worthless.
You are worth more than you will ever realize.
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Dark and damp with the misting of rain after the storm rolled through, the weather had it raining like this for the rest of the night but that was fine with me. If anything, it made people rush a little faster and pay a little less attention to their surroundings, but it also cooled down the heat, even if it made it stickier.

The little club was thumping with music heard all the way from the alleyway behind the building, the racket only getting louder as the back door opened. 

“Hey, you’re not off the clock yet, get your ass back in there.” 

My eyes found the manager, his stupid slicked back hair like he was a mobster and badly tailored suit had aged him by like thirty years. Might have been what he was after though, the look of an older man who had his shit together. We all knew Ken didn’t have his shit together though, especially when he played fast and loose with his business.

Staring at him still, as he scowled at me, I took another drag off the cigarette. He could try his holier than thou shit with me, but he’d hit a brick wall. There was no way to break me down like he did the rest of these schmucks. 

They were all worried about their images, the perception the world had of them. Then there was me. Hired because I wasn’t a show pony but the real deal, and if he wanted to keep these girls safe, I was the one between the creeps and them. I held all the power here, and if I wanted to rot my lungs out, I would fucking do it.

“Lacy’s number isn’t over yet.” I finally breathed out the smoke which clung in the air like a cloud with how heavy the humidity was, tapping the ash off the end of the cigarette.

He took a slow deep breath in, seeming to think through what I had said. “You time their performances or something?”

Not purposely I didn’t, but when it was the same numbers on a loop and I had been lurking around for months now with those damn songs stuck in my fucking brain like an endless loop of bullshit, it was easy to know how long I had left before I’d be needed back in there. Regardless of if I liked those songs–which I didn’t at all–I knew how to do my fucking job.

“You pay me to know where to be and when to be there. If I didn’t, I wouldn’t fucking be here still, now, would I?” I felt like this was the thousandth time that I had tried to drill this into his thick-ass skull, but what was yet another time of saying it.

Not that he ever liked the attitude I gave him, but I knew what I could get away with when it came to him. He liked that his girls weren’t trying to leave him anymore to go to the club down the street, because they weren’t being trapped in the back or grabbed at by gross-ass dudes. That was solely because of me. 

I took another hit before throwing the mostly smoked cigarette into the alley and straightening from where I had been leaning on the wall, my eyes burning into his. He hissed to himself and opened the back door more, knowing he didn’t win this one either. 

I grabbed it and pulled it the rest of the way open and brushed past him as I went inside. He had been running the air conditioning, so the chill of the air against my damp skin was nice. Hot and humid. All fucking summer. Every fucking summer. At least it rained a lot this year. 

“Don’t forget I’ve got that stupid drag show tomorrow.” Ken walked by me and toward the bar as I lingered around the hall to the back room, right where I needed to be.

I registered what he said but didn’t reply to him. I hadn’t forgotten; he might have been more inclusive than a lot of these rich clubs, but it was mostly out of greed. Some so-called big performers were supposed to be in town, and they had a following of people. Anything to bring more money in for him, even including pretending to like “the gays” as more than just another revenue stream for him.

The rest of the night was uneventful as normal. With me around, most guys weren’t stupid enough to even attempt anything. The girls packed up, I walked them all out and then went to my own truck at the back of the lot. Should I take a day off from the gym to veg out on the couch or take tomorrow night off? No, today would be fine. 

I would have to be there early tomorrow, according to Ken’s wishes, but that was okay because there were a couple of extra hours on my paycheck and I needed the money. Drag shows weren’t my thing, but I wasn’t here to watch and have fun, I was here to do a job. Queens couldn’t possibly be worse than these girls or all these rich fucks, right?

~
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They were somehow fucking worse. I felt like the club magically became a goddamn airport with all this luggage. Half of them showed up already in drag with makeup done to the nines, and the other half showed up like regular guys. Trying to tell the difference between who was running back there to help and who was just out of drag was fucking impossible. It was a little insane, no, a lot insane.

One of the drag performers came out from the dressing room in a big feathery robe and the typical glittering jewelry and sighed as they put their phone to their ear. 

I was invisible to these people, apparently. No one had looked in my direction let alone said anything to me at all. Which was fine by me, usually.

“Where the fuck are you?” Their furious voice betrayed the smile on their face as another queen walked past them with a wave and they waved back. “I expected you here twenty minutes ago. I swear to God, you’re fucking useless. Why do I even bother letting you help me?” 

That was a very private conversation that I was now a part of while I stared at this person because what in the ever-living-fuck was that? Probably shouldn’t be looking at them like they were a fucking loon, but here I was, flabbergasted–yes, flabbergasted–by the way they were talking to this person on the phone. I shouldn’t have been surprised, people talked like that to each other here all the damn time, but I guess I had hoped despite looking like a handful, that these queens weren’t that problematic. 

“Well, hurry up. I look like a fucking bum, and I don’t have time for you to be fucking slowing me down like you always fucking do.” They swore under their breath before aggressively hanging up and storming back into the room.

This was too much to deal with before the damn doors even opened. I blinked a couple of times and shook my head before heading out the back door. They didn’t exactly need me for anything yet; I was just there to familiarize myself with the performers before they went out, though it was kind of hard to do when half of them came in as guys and would come out looking like women. I could spare a moment to get a smoke break in.

My usual post next to the back door had two queens standing there as they smoked vapes–one of them definitely a weed pen–and talked, so I went to the other side of the door and lit a cigarette. I’d need more coffee too, the three cups I had already were not going to cut it. I'm sure Ken was losing his goddamn mind right now with all the chaos though, which was amusing enough. 

“I'm here! I'm here!” The man was juggling three suitcases as he speed-walked through the alley. 

That alone would have me sweating like a dog, especially with the humidity, but he looked way too used to it, even in his nice, pressed shirt and dress pants. He was a little shorter than me, light brown hair short all over. He wasn’t skin and bones, but he wasn’t thickly muscled like I was. Attractive.

“Hey CJ.” One of the queens waved to him. “You need help?”

“Thanks, Chastity, but I've got it. You know how Sia gets.” He fumbled with the suitcase he was holding while trying to free a hand to open the door. 

The smaller suitcase slipped from his grasp, and I grabbed it before it hit the ground. It almost took me with it, which surprised the hell out of me. There had to be like thirty pounds of something in it. Makeup? Jewelry? Who the fuck knew.

“Oh shit. Thanks.” His green eyes met mine and he just stared at me for a second before he looked away, quickly. 

“CJ, I told you I'd help. Let me get the door at least.” Chastity came over, heels clicking on the pavement, and grabbed the door.

He nodded and went inside without another word and that left me wondering what the hell was all this about? The weird stare. The way he just looked away like I was a fucking leper or some shit.

No, I knew what that was about, it was fucking looking like I didn't belong here with all the upper class hoity-toity. He was probably one of them with that expensive outfit and nicely styled hair. He looked like he was, even if those green eyes were begging me to keep staring into them. I had never seen anyone with eyes that fucking green.

Here I was in black cargo pants, a tee shirt with the sleeves ripped off that had the club's name on it, and my combat boots. I screamed degenerate punk but also broke asshole who didn't belong here. It normally didn't bother me, but I was bristling for some reason at what I imagined his look was about.

“I could hear Sia screaming at him from out here, Chas. I don't know what he sees in her, but that queen is a fucking monster to him.” 

“You ain't gotta tell me. Wouldn't be surprised if he waited on her ass hand and foot and still got his ass beat. I haven’t seen bruises but he's gotta have them with her heels on his back like that.” Chastity shook her head solemnly, the ringlets of her blonde wig running over her shoulders. 

Was he the one getting screamed at then? Berated really. He seemed whipped, sure, but this was all just figures of speech, not real bruises, right? Maybe he had some kind of dom/sub thing going on with the drag queen. I wasn't going to kink shame. 

Some people liked to be talked to like they were fuck ups or stepped on. People liked to bark and wear diapers. A man liking to be talked to like he was a little bitch wasn't anything extreme when people like to be tied up and beaten.

“I gotta find me a man like that. Feed me, fuck me, and finance...my drag.” The other queen laughed. 

Chastity laughed too. “The three Fs of life and from how Sia talks, he's got them covered.” 

Yeah, though so. Rich guy with a complex, probably got hard from a drag queen’s impossibly high heel digging into his skin and being told he was a piece of shit. They were all like that around here. I was the sore thumb of the city right now. 

They were both laughing as they went inside and I looked at the clouds in the sky, threatening rain again. It was getting darker out, almost sunset now. They'd start the performances about half an hour after doors opened and I'd be stuck inside then. I didn't know routines with them like I did with the girls. 

Speaking of girls, Tara was walking up the alley now. I imagined she was going to stay for the show, though I wasn't sure how many of them liked having the day off. 

“You look like you're enjoying all of this a little much, Dom.” Her sarcasm was painfully obvious on purpose. 

I huffed, hitting the cigarette. “I thought Ken was dramatic. He's a sweet kitten compared to them.”

“They start a cat fight already?” She leaned on the wall next to me, grinning. 

“Not yet. Though the way they talk, I'm sure someone's gonna get pissed the fuck off.” I held the cigarette out for her and she took it. “Just have to keep telling myself it's just one night and just a job.”

“Mhm. And how's that going?” Her brow rose as she hit the cigarette and flicked the ashes.

Now that someone had gotten under my skin, not so great, but it was just a job and just one night. Nothing I couldn't handle after what I'd been through, though it did make me question what the hell I was doing here to begin with. 

Ken found me leaving the gym, fist wrapped in a guy's shirt and seconds from pummeling him into dust. Saw a fighter and wanted real protection for his employees. Sawyer, his doorman, was brawny but lacked guts and wasn't very strong for his size. If someone was scared easily, he could handle it, but if it came down to a real fight, there really wasn't anyone better than a Marine with a mean streak. 

I shrugged and she hit the cigarette before passing it back to me. Tara was at least closer to earth than a lot of these people were. No one knew me personally, but she knew how irritated I’d get at Ken’s antics and that I deserved respect for fighting for this country or some shit. 

The back door opened and CJ walked out with a sigh before fixing the collar of his shirt and squaring up his shoulders with a glance at us. It was brief that his eyes ran over me, then her, before he turned and walked back toward the parking lot. I’m sure I missed some kind of look from him that time too.

“Weird one, that guy.” Tara shook her head and sighed.

“Yep.” I took the last drag from the cigarette and pulled out my phone. 

The screen was cracked from a scuffle weeks ago, but enough of it worked to answer calls and read the time. It was getting close to when I’d need to be inside, making sure the incoming patrons wouldn’t be going back and bothering the performers. I’d have time to get some coffee, but barely. Still a job after all.

I glanced at Tara, her eyes on the cracked screen. “You should head up. I’ve got to actually work now.”

“I have an old phone you can have.” Her gentle blue eyes met mine. “Not all of us are assholes.”

I wanted to roll my eyes, not only because I didn’t want hand-me-downs from someone, but because I could get a new phone if I wanted it all on my own. I just needed to head to Walmart and grab a cheap one from the shelf. There was just no point in spending the money on something I used for calls and the time. 

I also wanted that pity to belong to someone else because I didn’t want it. There wasn’t anything wrong with me, average person with an average life. The plain old regular American dream. Being broke in a country that only cared about money and how much you had.

“I got a new one coming already, Tara, but thanks.” I turned and opened the back door, the loud chatter spilling out of the building, before walking in and not giving a single damn that I had lied through my teeth to her.

Most of them were standing in the back hall now, dresses and outfits covered with rhinestones and shiny fabrics that reflected the colored lights. They were talking to each other, drinks in hand from the bar, and weren’t a quiet bunch with their loud conversations and over-the-top laughter. Couldn’t recognize any of them that had come in as men either. Great.

I went to Neil, the bartender, and got a coffee from him that I downed before taking up my post at the doorway to the back hall. This was going to be a long night and with the number of people here, I imagined it wouldn’t just be an hour or two of performances. 
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I saw CJ once the rest of the night, when I went to the bathroom to shake glitter out of my hair because one of the queens thought it would be fun to throw glitter around from the stage, and apparently being the only one not amused by it made me the number one target. I looked fucking stupid covered in craft herpes like this and got that one moment to try to brush as much of it off as possible.

He had been standing in front of one of the sinks just staring down at his phone with a morose expression when I walked in. Had barely registered that I was even there, cursing audibly about the glitter, and how Ken must have thought this was a good idea if he allowed it. I only saw him glancing at me once before he washed his hands and disappeared again. 

I punched the hanging bag, still seeing the sparkle floating through the air. Fuck this goddamn glitter and fuck those obnoxiously drunk queens. Fuck Ken and that stupid job. Fuck everything right now.

Tonight, I really needed to blow off some steam, after bottling it up all day. If I hadn't already been sweating from the air conditioning not being able to keep up with how many people had been there, I would have been stupid to basically glue this glitter to my skin. 

Now that sweat was pouring from me as I went through my routine, and my arms felt like butter with every new swing to the bag. Every hit echoing through the room and bringing a new poof of glitter with it from either my hair or my skin. I'd scrub myself raw later, even though I knew I’d probably find glitter on me for the rest of my life at this point. That was how glitter worked after all.

Something had rubbed me the wrong way about the look on his face when he had been standing there. He looked upset. That was none of my business though, I hadn’t even said a word to the man, and he had only said a few to me to begin with. If he was upset about something, he could talk to one of his friends or his boyfriend. Girlfriend? I didn’t know or care how they addressed themselves.

I danced around the bag for a while until I was certain my arms would snap off, before going over to the treadmill and running until my legs threatened to give out on me too. If I didn’t exhaust myself like this, burn all the anger out of my body, I would be stuck with it just piling on until I snapped. Today had pissed me off enough that I needed this.

At least the gym was quiet at this time of night, and I always came after work so I could have my pick of the equipment. Which usually meant I used it all as I pleased until my body physically couldn’t take it anymore. There wasn’t a single person here with me tonight, so this has definitely been the choice night of the week for me.

Stepping off the treadmill, I pulled the towel over my face, wiping at the sweat running into my eyes and dripping down my jaw as I caught my breath and let the feeling return to my legs. Breathing and keeping myself upright were the only two things that mattered right now. 

There was a crashing noise from outside of the gym and then a car horn going off. I couldn’t see anything from the frosted glass window, but it didn’t sound like anything more than a fender bender. The horn didn’t stop though, and the walls of this little gym weren’t very thick, so the noise started grating on my nerves. Then the screaming started and I was done listening to some shitty dispute about someone rearending someone else or something.

I threw the towel into the bin and hit the showers. By the time I was leaving the gym the car’s horn had stopped and silence had surrounded the gym again. Blissful silence.

The air was still sticky, but it was at least cooler than it had been when the sun was up. Suppose I could always move away to somewhere more arid, though I was pretty sure that I hadn’t done that for a very good reason. The less things that reminded me of the desert the better. Though I could always go far north and play in the snow. That was nothing like the desert.

“Hey, can I use your phone to call a taxi? My friend left me here after he crashed his car.” I turned to see who the hell would be talking to me right now, when I saw CJ standing there with a black eye. “Oh, I, uh, know you.”

“Uh, yeah?” Small world.

“I didn’t catch your name before. I was a little busy. I’m Corey but everyone calls me CJ.” He stuck his hand out to shake mine, like this was run of the mill occurrence, the alcohol on his breath clear.

“Dominic. You were in the crash I heard?” That black eye was not from that car accident. 

I still pulled out my busted phone and unlocked it, holding it out for him. I might have been an asshole, but I wasn’t that big of one. 

He took my phone and nodded to himself with a hell of a fake smile, the kind of smile that screamed at me that he was hiding something. “Yeah. Mark blames me for the accident even though he was driving drunk, so he left me here to walk back.” 

It didn’t take a genius to see that Mark, the man behind Sia, was a dickhead. Either he had been fighting with Corey before or after the accident, and socked him in the eye then, because a fender bender with no other injuries and no cops wouldn’t leave someone with only a black eye. Maybe it hadn’t been some kink thing like I had thought and was more on the nose with what Chastity and Holly–the other woman that had been talking outside–had said. 

“You need me to drive you somewhere?” I made sure to keep my voice calm. 

He stared down at my phone for a moment, and that look of resignation washed across his face again, like he was numb to all of this at this point. “No, I’ll just take a taxi back. We leave tomorrow.”

He hadn’t said he was being abused, not outright, but something wasn’t sitting right with me. Just like before, I had a feeling that I didn’t like, but this time I was going to act on it. I put my hand over the phone, stopping him from typing. His brow furrowed in confusion before he looked up at me, the blood vessels in his black eye burst and red, creating a bigger contrast to the green of his eyes that pissed me off more.

“I’m going to drive you somewhere safe, and you can decide if you leave with Mark tomorrow.” It wasn’t a suggestion, it was what was going to happen, plain and simple.

Because if I saw Mark once tonight, I would snap his jaw off against a curb. I wasn’t very friendly to abusers, whether they were abusing men or women, and I was pretty sure this guy would have real bruises on his back from Mark’s heels. Bruises that wouldn’t have been consensual.

His hands left my phone, and he nodded again as I put it back in my pocket and pulled the keys out to my truck. Thankfully I always parked at the back of the lot and there was no way he hit my truck without me knowing. I started walking toward the lot on the side of the building, Corey’s footsteps behind me. 

This wasn’t something he needed to open up to me about, but I wasn’t about to let him just go back to a guy hitting him. Not without giving him an opportunity for an out. This was something that transcended someone being rich or poor and I could give him the out for him to take if he was ready to stop being knocked around.

I unlocked the truck and he walked around to the passenger side, pulling himself in from the handle. Waiting until he closed the passenger door behind him, I opened the driver’s door and got in. 

My truck was clean and there was nothing about it that gave anything away about who I was yet, except the dog tags hanging from the rearview mirror. Which his eyes had focused on like it was some window into who I really was when it said nothing about me but that I was military. Without preemptively saying anything to him, even though I knew questions were coming, I turned the truck on and waited for it to idle down while I fiddled with the radio. 

“You were in the military?” 

I knew it was coming after all. “Marines. Honorably discharged.” I put my arm over the bench seat and turned to look out the back so I could reverse out of the spot.

The follow up question seemed to linger as I reversed out of the spot before he got the guts to ask. “Why?”

Well, I had been the one who put myself in this position by telling him I had been discharged. More than what most people got as a response when I got that question. Part of the reason I hadn’t told anyone about any of it in a long time.

I turned back and threw her into drive but my foot lingered on the brake. Deciding to skip most of the running around about this, as I hated the dance between saying I was discharged and landing on the reason, as people did that whole stupid game of trying to not outright ask if I was fucked up but still wanting the truth, I pulled up my pantleg and knocked on the false leg a couple of times. Not just a veteran but a combat veteran that was a casualty of the war. 

At least no dancing around this time while I was trying to drive. It didn’t bother me physically, I had been one of the lucky ones who got assistance to get this leg the proper way, and it fit well. Right below my knee was nothing but carbon fiber, plastic, and metal. 

Again, pity didn’t belong to me when I didn’t want it. 

“Humvee got attacked by a rocket and I got the door blasted into my leg. Shredded it and broke the bones in twelve places, enough so that they couldn’t save it. So, I got my medal and my paperwork for being in the wrong seat at the wrong time.” And my measly check every fucking month that didn’t even cover my rent and my bills from deciding to not be an invalid.

There was a whoosh of air that he breathed out but he didn’t say anything else. Sure, the rich and pretty didn’t have to worry about things like war and fighting for their country when they were already riding the backs of people like me and all the other poor people who made up the bottom rungs. It was like a fucking eye-opening experience to see someone who got fucked up by something that didn’t even affect them.

The light in front of me turned red and I stopped at it, glancing over at him. I didn’t read pity in the reflection of his face from the window as he looked out
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