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Chapter One




“Yo, Corbin, you coming to the party tonight or what?” Brian shouted at me.

I stepped back from my locker as I pulled off my jersey so I could look past half the team to Brian. “It’s a Sunday!” I shouted back.

“It’s the summer, dumbass!” He balled up his sweaty jersey and threw it at me; I ducked before it could smack me in the face.

“You know what it’s like living with the Sarge!” I said. I didn’t really want to go to the party, but at least I had an ironclad excuse.

“Bah!” he shouted, waving his hand dismissively at me. “He’s got a stick up his ass and it looks like you do too.”

The locker room banter soon moved away from my inability to attend Brian’s party and onto which cheerleaders had the best tits. I shook my head as I pulled off the rest of my gear; I didn’t like to point out how I was different than all the other guys, because I didn’t think about breasts all day.

I wrapped my towel around my waist and hurried past the other guys and into the shower room. I liked being either the first person or the last. It just made things...easier. With that debate about tits, I knew the guys would be out by the lockers for several minutes more. Pretty soon they’d start bragging about who’d seen those tits without a shirt. Then they’d brag about who’d lost their virginity already.

It was all useless talk. Not my thing.

I showered quickly, rinsing off all the sweat and then using body wash to make myself both clean and better smelling. I needed to be my best for today.

By the time some of the other guys came to the showers, I was just finishing up. With one more rinse, I shut off the shower and towel dried myself, hurrying back to the lockers before my eyes strayed where they shouldn’t go. The last thing I needed were rumors about me.

When I got back to my locker, pretty much everyone was in the showers or just gathering their things to head there. All except for one guy. Andrew.

I did my best to ignore him as I opened my locker and pulled my clean clothes out, keeping my towel tightly clinched around my waist. While the other guys liked to strut around and wave things about, I kept it tightly under wraps. I wouldn’t want the wrong thing to happen.

I discreetly glanced Andrew’s way before dropping my towel and hurrying into my briefs, ensuring he wasn’t looking at me. After that, I whipped my pants on as fast as I could. Then I slowed down to a normal pace, dressing casually.

Turning toward Andrew, I saw that he was still sitting on the bench, wringing his hands and staring at them.

“You okay, man?” I asked.

Andrew and I didn’t talk much so I didn’t really know him. He was new to my school—his family moved here from Ohio back in the spring—and with him joining the football team at the end of June, this summer training camp was really the most time I’d spent with him the entire time I’d known him. I knew very little about him; he was the same age as me and we were in a few classes together, he was a very quiet and introverted guy, and he didn’t seem to have many friends.

He looked up at me with eyes that seemed frightened, though I could tell he was trying to portray the image that everything was all right. “Yeah, I am,” he said. He gave me a weak smile.

I pulled a clean shirt over my head and tugged it down, then sat next to Andrew. “Are you...are you sure? Because you don’t seem it.”

From the showers around the corner, a bunch of the guys suddenly laughed and hooted. Andrew’s slightly-panicked gaze flickered to the doorway behind me, then back to my eyes.

“Yeah,” he said, “don’t worry about me.”

He stood up and started taking off his uniform, but he was doing so very slowly. Like he was delaying heading into the shower.

Then it clicked.

He was...like me. I was sure of it.

I stood and started pulling all my stuff out of the locker and jamming it into my duffel bag. I waited until Andrew was safely wrapped in a towel before turning to him. “If you ever...wanna talk or something...let me know.”

He blinked very deliberately. It was odd. But I had a good idea of the mental calculations going on behind those eyes of his. He was trying to figure out if I was like him or if he was reading too much into it all. He nodded once.

Then the voices behind me grew louder as some of the guys started coming back from the showers. Pretty soon it would be wieners everywhere. I needed to leave.

I gave Andrew a quick nod back, hopefully conveying what I wanted to convey, then put on my best dude-bro grin, picked up my duffle bag, and headed for the door. “Later, boys!” I shouted over my shoulder.

“Party!” Brian shouted. “Tonight! My place! Cheerleaders will be there!”

A bunch of the other guys hooted at Brian’s announcement of the cheerleaders.

I spun on my heel to face him, waving with one hand. “The Sarge,” I said. “Sunday night parties aren’t Marine-approved.”

Brian threw a bunch of curses my way and I just laughed, spinning back on my heel and heading back to the door. I flipped the bird over my shoulder.

Out of the locker rooms and a moment later out of the school gym, I fished my car keys out of my duffel bag and threw the bag in the trunk. Leaving it there in the summer sun for the next four hours or so was going to make it really ripe, but I’d deal with that later.

I started up the car, lowered the windows, blasted the stereo, and peeled out of the school parking lot, leaving behind all thoughts of the football team, the locker room, and Andrew. After no more than ten minutes of driving, I pulled up in front of a bungalow on a quiet street. When I saw the front door open, I changed the station on the radio, away from pop and toward grungy rock.

My heart skipped a beat, just as it did every time I laid my eyes on Will. His hair was black and amazingly styled and he had skintight jeans on that made his legs look so hot, and the T-shirt of the day was black but with a smiling cartoon rainbow across the chest. He hurried into the car and sat in the passenger seat.

“Hey,” I said, almost breathless.

“Hey yourself.” He sounded just as breathless.

I bit my lower lip. I wanted to kiss him right here and now, but he told me that sometimes his mom watched from the living room window and would chastise him for doing such a thing where people could see us.

You know what? Fuck it.

I leaned across the console between us and kissed him on the lips.

He made an mmm sound and his body seemed to sag into the seat. When I pulled my lips away from his, his eyes looked glassy with pleasure.

“I missed you,” I said.

“I saw you yesterday,” he said with a smile.

“I know. Doesn’t stop me from missing you.”

He rolled his eyes, but I know he wasn’t actually annoyed. He once told me he thought it was cute when I said things like that.

“Let’s go,” he said, pulling on his seatbelt. “We have to be there by two.”

“Yes, dear,” I said.

He rolled his eyes again, but this time it was out of annoyance. He hated when I called him “dear”.

“Just drive.”

I put the gearshift into D and cautiously drove away. Once we were out of sight of Will’s overprotective mother, I picked up speed. Not, like, dangerously speeding, but at least hugging the speed limit.

Will pulled my sunglasses out of the cup holder and put them on his face. They looked much better on him than they did on me. I cranked the tunes a little louder—they really weren’t my thing, but he loved it so I promised myself I’d learn to like them too.

It took us about half an hour to cross the city and pull into the parking lot at Jack’s Café.

I gave Will one last kiss and then we got out of the car. I opened the trunk and pulled out the other duffel bag I had stashed there, desperately hoping the heavy odor of sweat hadn’t permeated this bag and soaked into its contents. Slinging the bag over my shoulder, I came around to Will’s side of the car and took his hand in mine. It felt so good to be able to do this in public. Jack’s Café was in the heart of the LGBT district, what’s become known as the Queer Quarter. Nobody we knew would be around to see us—at least, nobody that didn’t already know about us as a couple.

When we entered, we were greeted like the regulars we were. This café was half coffee shop, a quarter queer bookstore, and a quarter community performance space. A collection of neatly organized bookshelves lined the far wall, a small raised stage took up the center of the space, and little tables and booths filled the rest of the room. It was a small place but somehow managed to feel big and fit a lot inside.

Will and I took the booth at the far corner. It was our little hideaway from the world. Sitting across from him, I felt like I was in the company of the most handsome guy in the entire world.

I took his hands in mine and I felt that same electric current run between our hands as I always felt anytime I touched him.

“How was football practice?” he asked. He was looking into my eyes just as longingly.

“Was good,” I said. Then I thought of my brief interaction with Andrew. “I think one of the guys might be gay. He gave off a weird vibe today and I tried to ask him, you know, without asking him. I think he was telling me he is.”

“Oh? Who is it?” There was thankfully no jealousy in Will’s voice. When we had first started dating six months ago, we were both insecure and anytime something like this would have come up—which was not all that often—one or both of us would get weirdly jealous and protective. Now we had the stability of six months and we could have this conversation.

“You know Andrew?”

Will’s gaze travelled up past my head as he stared into the distance, then it lowered back to meet mine. “The new guy? Moved here shortly after we got together?”

I nodded. “Him, yeah. I figured it out when I realized he was acting the way I act in the change room.”

Will laughed. “Hiding your crotch in case you get a boner?”

I rolled my eyes. “You know how it is.”

Paul, the owner of the café, came strolling up, swinging his hips with every step. He was someone I considered to be my gay mentor. When I first came to understand myself, I trekked across the city to this café to check out some of the books. I was so nervous, but Paul sat me down with a cup of tea and helped me understand all of this was normal and that I wasn’t the freak I thought I was. He also helped me navigate some of the nervousness I had about dating a guy.

“Good afternoon, boys,” he said, sending a wink my way. He pulled out a pencil and a little pad of paper. “The usual?”

I looked to Will. “See any need to change a good thing?”

He shook his head.

“Perfect,” Paul said, tucking the pencil behind his ear and the pad in his pocket without bothering to write anything down. “Food’ll be out in twenty minutes.” Then he eyed me down. “But you better eat fast because you’re on stage in an hour.”

“I know, Paul, I’ll be ready,” I said.

Then his glare softened and he gave me the smile I knew so well. With another wink, he turned on his heel and sashayed away. I never did get a good explanation on why Paul owned a café called Jack’s. He’d evaded the question when I’d asked before.

Will and I continued talking about the little nothings that couples in love talk about. Soon food arrived and I scarfed down my sandwich; I had to be in the back room ASAP. After shoving the last bite in my mouth, before swallowing, I leaned across the table and kissed Will. Then I grabbed my duffel bag and hurried through the door just past the little stage.

The space beyond the door was a combination of stock room—there were boxes of to-go coffee cups and books for the shelves—and green room for the performers. The other two guys were already here; Johnson was putting on his padded bra and Garret was leaning close to the mirror, applying fake eyelashes.

“How’s your Sunday, Jock-Boy?” Johnson asked with a teasing grin on his face. I was the most masculine of the three of us, so he’d given me that nickname a couple months ago.

“Good,” I said, yanking the duffel bag strap off my shoulder and plunking the whole thing down on one of the empty tables. “Football practice went a little long. Sorry I’m late.”

“You’re not late,” Garret said. He’d successfully glued on his eyelashes and was now carefully applying eyeliner. “You’re on gay time, remember? If anything, you’re early.”

I smiled. I really didn’t know Johnson and Garret that well. They’d coached me through some stuff to prepare for today’s performance, but they had their own lives and I had mine. Whereas their lives, from what I could tell, were full of socializing and hanging out at gay bars, mine was school, football practice, and non-stop training with the Sarge.

Unzipping my duffel bag, the lights around the mirror mounted to the table immediately caught the sequins on the dress inside. I carefully pulled it out of the bag and held it up. It was gorgeous with a tight sequined bodice for the top half and layers and layers of tulle on the bottom half to make it fluffy and princess-like. Shoving my bag aside, I held the dress up to my body and looked in the mirror.

My heart started thudding against my ribs as my nerves set in.

I didn’t know what was making me the most nervous—the fact that this was my first time doing drag in front of anyone other than Will, Paul, Johnson, and Garret, or the fact that if the Sarge were to ever catch me even entertaining this idea seriously, I’d be out on my ass and homeless. If he didn’t try to beat the gay out of me first.

But there was one thing I was not nervous about. Doing drag.




Chapter Two




It took me a good forty-five minutes to wedge myself into the body-hugging undergarments—special underwear to hide my man-parts and a busty bra—and pull on the just-as-tight dress, and to follow it up with the wig and makeup. And that was rushing it. But the guys assured me that I was ready to go.

I’d gone with a glam look: dark eyelashes, ruby-red lipstick, highlighted cheekbones, and a straight-haired wig. The makeup and accessories were chosen to highlight the dress and my figure in it, something that both Johnson and Garret had declared my signature look when they were helping me get my drag persona together several weeks ago. Even though I had a jock build from my life of sports and the Sarge, it somehow looked super feminine and amazing in the right dress. Whereas some drag queens went for showiness or comedy, I went for sex appeal.

Sarge would kill me if he knew that my hard-earned money from my summer job at the greenhouse went into makeup and a dress.

Johnson—Miss Demeanor—opened Jack’s Café’s Sunday Drag with a little opening comedic banter and then rolled straight into a performance of Britney Spears’s Toxic. Garret and I kept the door to the back room open so we could watch Miss Demeanor perform. She was all over the stage, swiveling her hips and putting on all her best moves. Mid-song, she stepped off the stage and worked her way through the crowd, bringing on cheers as she sat in some guy’s lap.

There were dozens of people in the café. All the seats were filled and there were another dozen or two standing at the back. All of them were cheering and hooting as Miss Demeanor gave the show of her life.

My nervousness was now fully setting in.

The dry run I’d done last week when the place was empty had gone well, Will loved every performance I tested out on him, and I’d even videoed myself once and liked it. I really had nothing to worry about, but that didn’t stop me from quaking in my hooker boots.

“Hey,” Garret whispered in my ear as he put a hand on my shoulder. He’d been standing behind me the whole time and probably could tell my nerves were setting in. A shiver of fear ran through me. “You’ll be okay.”

I looked over my shoulder at Garret—in his persona as Anita Mann. She looked amazing in her blue and purple catsuit; it turned all strappy near the top, joining at a rhinestone-encrusted collar, leaving her arms bare and amazing. Her wig was an updo, high above her head, and frosted with purple hairspray. Her makeup was just as bright and colorful.

“Thanks,” I said. “I’ll be nervous until it’s over. I just have to hold it together.” I looked out at the crowd again. A part of me knew they were all here and ready to have a good time, and sometimes a queen who makes a fool of herself is part of the fun—so they were pretty much guaranteed to like me one way or the other. But a part of me also worried they had super high standards and that I could never hope to meet those standards.

“Just focus on your Emo Teen,” Anita said. Just like they’d nicknamed me Jock-Boy, they’d nicknamed Will Emo Teen. I turned my head to look at my boyfriend and his eyes were on me. Somehow, I knew they had been on me the whole time. “Any time you’re uncertain, just look at him. You’ll know what to do.”

Will blew me a kiss.

As Toxic careened to the end of the song, I pulled my attention back to Miss Demeanor. She always ended her routines with a big move and I didn’t want to miss it. She paraded through the crowd, weaving between the tables, coming up to the edge of the stage right as the final few seconds of the song thudded through the speakers.

“Bitch, she ain’t,” Anita Mann mumbled behind my shoulder.

Right as the final beat of the song resounded, Miss Demeanor launched herself into the air and landed on the floor in front of the stage in the full-on splits, one leg straight in front of her and the other straight behind. The already-cheering crowd launched to their feet, hooting and applauding.

As Miss Demeanor pulled herself to her feet, the cheers increased. Several guys in the back held dollar bills high above their heads, so she sauntered through the crowd, collecting the tips handed to her. A low-key chill beat came from the speakers, a sort of on-hold music for the performance. In about ten minutes, Anita Mann would be up.

Miss Demeanor came rushing toward the doorway that Anita and I stood in, arms outstretched for a hug. The three of us pulled together in a group hug.

“You were so good!” I effused.

“Bitch, those splits?” Anita said. It had taken me a while to learn that when Anita called someone “bitch”, it was because she liked them. If she didn’t like someone, she called them “ho”.

“Thank you,” Miss Demeanor said.

When we broke from the hug, she hurried to her dressing table and started counting the bills she’d been handed throughout her performance. Anita and I turned back to the doorway to face the crowd.

“What about you?” I asked. “Are you nervous?”

“A little.” I looked at her, surprise surely clear on my face. She laughed at me, then said, “It gets easier each time I do it, but there’s that bit of fear in the back of my mind. What if I fall on my face? What if I’m in front of the wrong crowd and they just don’t like it? What if I mess up my lip-syncing?”

I glanced toward Will. Paul had sat down with him for a few moments, apparently enjoying a little break between waiting on all the tables, and the two of them were chatting happily.

This was one of those moments that made me realize just how unusual of a match we were. I was the athletic jock who was super masculine in every way, shape, and form...except for when I donned a glittery dress and took on the persona of Misty Rain. Will, on the other hand, looked very much the Emo Teen that the other queens had dubbed him, but he was also wickedly smart and very in touch with his feelings. If I were to see a couple like us, I’d probably take a second look because it wouldn’t seem to make sense. But, for some reason, we worked. We’d been dating only a few months, but I couldn’t imagine my life without him.

Right then, he glanced my way and my gaze met his. I gave him a wink and he smiled and blushed. That was one of the many things I loved about him—he was so quick to blush.

“Do you have your version of an Emo Teen?” I asked Anita, while still keeping my eyes on Will. “Someone to look to when you’re lost?” Though I’d known these two queens for a little while now, I realized I knew very little about their personal lives.

“I did,” she said. “It’s complicated. His work took him out of state a year ago. I’m...uncertain if we’re still together or not.”

I looked at her over my shoulder. “I’m sorry.”

She rubbed my back. “Bitch, if we talk about this much longer, I’m gonna need to redo my mascara.”

I smiled and nodded, agreeing to leave it alone. As I turned back to face the room, I saw Paul heading our way.

“You ready to go on?” he asked Anita.

I stepped aside so we could trade places—her in front and me behind.

“Anytime, sexy,” she said with a wink.

Miss Demeanor came up behind us to watch Anita’s performance. A few moments later, the techno beat started. Anita didn’t do the comedy opening that Miss Demeanor often did, but her performances were more than just dancing and lip-syncing; they often included some sort of a storytelling bit.

We watched as she strutted from the doorway and onto the stage, every step in time with the throbbing beat of the music. I couldn’t quite hear the lyrics from here, but they were something about being alone and searching for love. Anita Mann acted that out, searching for her man in the crowd of mostly men and some women. As she danced her way around the room, weaving between the tables, she would frequently pull someone to their feet and make them dance, as if wondering if that person could be her long lost love. But when their dancing didn’t measure up to hers, she pushed them back into their seat and moved on to someone else. And as she made her way through the crowd, audience members stuffed dollar bills down the front of her bra.

Her routine was fun. The folks she pulled up to dance had a good time goofing off, trying to impress her. And the crowd ate it all up. I realized the sheer amount of confidence that routine took, to pull random strangers into her routine.

The last person she pulled up from his seat was Will. I guffawed and covered my face with my hands, watching it between my fingers. He was nervous in front of crowds, so I could imagine the terror he was feeling right now. But he was a trooper, giving it his all. Anita egged the crowd on, encouraging them to cheer for Will.

But even Will wasn’t good enough for Anita. She pushed him back into his seat and she made her way to the stage. And just as the final beats of the song rang through, she did a death drop, timing it perfectly with the final beat. The crowd went wild.

After lying there dead for several long moments to growing cheers, she started arching and raising her chest like she was a marionette doll being tentatively picked up off the floor. When the cheering reached a crescendo, she stood, almost magically, looking like it was a reverse death drop. She did a run through the crowd, collecting all the tips being waved in the air.

The interim music started playing right as Anita Mann came rushing through the door and into the open arms of Miss Demeanor and myself.

“Gurrrrlll...” Miss Demeanor said.

“Oh my God, that drop!” I gushed.

After several more moments of giddiness, we separated from the hug and Anita went to her dressing table to recompose herself and stuff the wad of bills in her backpack.

I turned to face the doorway again. Now my nerves were in overdrive. My armpits were sweaty and I was sure that sweat was beading on my forehead and about to ruin the makeup I’d so carefully applied. My heart thudded and my breath came quick and shallow. What if I got up there and I forgot all the lines for lip-syncing? What if I messed up my performance? What if they thought I was boring?

I stared at the crowd. A few of the guys looked back at me, clearly curious about the new performer. But all I could see were dozens of men and women who would soon be laughing their heads off at me. All I could hear were their mocking jeers.

“Oh my God,” I muttered. “I can’t do this. I can’t do this. I can’t.”

I had to find a way to get out of this.

Just focus on your Emo Teen. Anita Mann’s words echoed in my head, cutting through the noise. Anytime you’re uncertain, just look at him. You’ll know what to do.

I took a deep breath and turned my head to the left, looking at Will. As always, he was watching me and he had a big grin on his face. It was a grin of pride and confidence. He knew I could do it; he didn’t have a single doubt. He fiddled with his phone, twirling it on the table. I’d asked him to film me so I could watch it later. Most likely I’d be cringing and watching through my fingers because my hands would be covering my face.

But Will knew I could do it, so that meant I could.

Plus, I knew that no matter what, Will would give me a big congratulatory kiss. If I played my cards right, I could turn that into an ice cream date.

All I had to do was get through this performance. I could do this. The audience was primed to like me and I’d give them exactly what they wanted. I took a deep breath and followed it up with another.

This was like football. As quarterback, a lot of the game was carried on my performance and the only reason I was quarterback was because I was reliable with that performance. Same here. Anita Mann and Miss Demeanor invited me to join the show because they knew I could do it.

“You ready?” Miss Demeanor asked as she came up behind me.

I glanced over my shoulder at her and Anita, who stood behind her. “I think so,” I said, trying to sound confident. But it came out all shaky.

“Bitch,” Anita said, stepping around Miss Demeanor to take my hands in hers, “you can do this.”

“She’s right,” Miss Demeanor said. “They won’t know what hit ’em!”

I took another deep breath and let it out slowly, then gave my whole body a shake. “All right. I can do this.”

Anita Mann winked at me. “We’ll introduce you and then you can wow them.”

I nodded jerkily. They each gave me a kiss on the cheek and then they paraded out to the stage and Paul handed them a microphone.

“How’s everybody doing?” Anita Mann shouted into the microphone. The crowd responded with loud cheers.

“I don’t know,” Miss Demeanor said, in an absolute deadpan delivery, “sounds like we’re putting them to sleep.”

“They need a wake-up,” Anita said. “Got anything in mind?”

“I’ve got just the thing. We’ve got a new girl with us—maybe she’s what they need.” The crowd cheered.

Anita leaned into her microphone like she was about to tell everyone a secret. “It’s her first time ever, so you better be nice to her or Miss Demeanor and I are gonna come for you bitches.”

The crowd both laughed and cheered and Miss Demeanor flexed her biceps.

“Are you ready for her?” Miss Demeanor asked. The crowd cheered. “That was pathetic. Are you ready for her?” she said, louder. The cheers and hoots doubled in volume.

“Please welcome,” Anita Mann said, “Misty Rain!”

I looked at my Emo Teen—at Will—one last time. I could feel his love and it gave me the strength and courage I needed.

Aqua’s Barbie Girl started pounding through the speakers and I strutted out like I was, as Anita might say, the bitch that owned the place. The crowd cheered and hooted and clapped. Some of them even sang along with the song.

I lip-synced the words and put my all into the performance, alternating between strutting around the room and dancing a modified version of the robot, like I was made of plastic rather than metal.

Following the suggestions Anita and Miss Demeanor gave me over the past few weeks, I strutted off the stage and started interacting with the audience. I sat in some guy’s lap with my legs and arms all rigid like they couldn’t bend. He laughed, and so did most of the room.

The rush of it was starting to sink in. They were loving this. I was having a blast. No one was hating this. Nobody was booing.

I got off the guy’s lap and continued dancing around the room. People held out dollar bills for me and I snagged them, stuffing them down the front of my bra. When I got to Will, I couldn’t help but pull him to his feet like Anita had done. He was such a good sport; he started dancing with me like he was a Ken doll and similarly couldn’t move his elbows and knees.

When I heard the music careening toward its end, I gave Will a playful push back into his seat and then I strutted to the stage, acting more and more doll-like with every step. And as the song finally came to its end, I froze like a doll in a box.

The crowd went effing wild. I got a standing applause. More people held up money.

I unfroze, my heart beating wildly, and ran around the room, collecting the tips. Then I ran through the stage door and straight into the arms of Miss Demeanor and Anita Mann.

I did it.

I actually did it.




Chapter Three


After performing and retouching our makeup, we mingled with the audience for a bit as they enjoyed their lattes and cappuccinos. My natural inclination would have been to drift toward Will’s table and spend my socializing time with him, but I knew that once we got in the car afterward, he’d tell me that I should have mingled with other people. He was always pushing me to be a better person and go the extra mile.

Even though I didn’t mingle with him, I kept looking his way and making eye contact with him. It was the confidence and love in his gaze that kept me strong to keep up my persona.

Afterward, as the drag afternoon was winding down, I retreated to the back room with Anita Mann and Miss Demeanor and we undid the drag. I carefully peeled myself out of my dress and leggings, then rolled them up and shoved them in the duffel bag. One day I’d be better prepared with actual dress bags and stuff, but for now, as Jock-Boy and closeted gay, what I had were duffel bags. I quickly cleaned off the makeup with some wipes and put my jewelry and fake eyelashes in bags and cases.

With a quick goodbye hug to Johnson and Garret, now half out of their outfits, I hurried out into the café area and into the arms of Will.

“You did great, babe,” Will gushed as he hugged me tight.

“Really?” I knew I did a good job; the pile of tips and the cheering of the crowd had proved that to me. But I needed to hear it from Will. His opinion was more important than anyone else’s.

“Yes,” he said, giving me an extra squeeze in our hug.

“Thank you for being here,” I said.

“Of course,” he said as we separated from the hug. “I wouldn’t miss it for the world. Now, come on, you’ve gotta get home for dinner and you know what the Sarge is like when you’re late.”

I grabbed his hand in mine and after quickly readjusting the duffel bag on my shoulder, we walked toward the exit. Just before we left, Paul called us over to where he was wiping down the serving counter.

“Fantastic performance, Corbin,” Paul said as he kept wiping. “I hope we’ll see you back on the stage soon.”

A rush of excitement barreled through me. It was one thing for Will to tell me I was good—as my boyfriend, it was his duty to do so—but it was an entirely different thing for Paul, whose business depends on a good drag show, to say I was fantastic and to invite me back. In my excitement, I squeezed Will’s hand and he squeezed back.

“Really?” I asked, like I still had trouble believing it. Maybe on some level I did have trouble believing it...not only because it was my first time, but because it was so different from the rest of my life. Everywhere outside of my queer life, I was a macho Alpha male—Sarge made sure of that. He’d have an aneurism if he saw me in a dress and sitting in some guy’s lap. Hell, he’d have an aneurism if he saw me kissing Will, never mind parading around in a wig and makeup.

“Really,” he said. “What about next week? I’ve got Anita Mann and Miss Demeanor coming back again. I’m sure they’d love to have you on stage with them.” It was Paul that suggested I even try drag in the first place after I wouldn’t shut up about RuPaul’s Drag Race and when Will and I had caught a few of the Sunday drag shows here, so I kind of felt like I did Paul proud by doing so well. It was a good feeling, something I didn’t often get at home.

“Okay,” I said, excitedly and immediately, without giving myself even a second to think about what I’d need to arrange before next Sunday—like a new dress and a new song. But that was a tomorrow problem.

“Sweet,” Paul said. “I’ll add Misty Rain to the posters I’m making.”

My heart was beating rapidly in excitement. One day in and I was already making a name for myself. I just hoped it would always be this fun and exciting. “That would be awesome,” I said.

He stopped wiping the counter and then tossed his rag aside. “Oh, before I forget,” he reached to a shelf under the till, retrieving an envelope and handing it to me, “here’s the forty dollars for today’s show.”

“Thank you,” I said, taking the envelope and shoving it in my duffel bag. I would have honestly done this for free, but between the payment from Paul and the twenty-three dollars in tips, this was turning out to be a bit of a paid gig too.

Will gently squeezed my hand, which I knew to be a silent signal that we needed to get on our way. I didn’t need a lecture from the Sarge about being late for dinner. We said our goodbyes and then headed to the car.

Of course, as usual, as soon as the car doors were closed, I grabbed Will’s shirt and pulled him to me for a kiss. All of the thrill and excitement of this afternoon came out in that kiss. It was passionate.

A honk from a car somewhere behind us quickly broke up our kiss, but after a quick glance I saw that the honk wasn’t aimed at us.

“Well,” I said, “I should get you home.”

“I’ll text you later tonight, okay?” Will said. He didn’t really need to tell me that since we always texted each other, but it still managed to help lift the sadness of me taking him back to his place and not getting to spend more time with him.

I cranked the radio; it was still tuned to his station. I was learning to like his music. As I pulled out of the parking spot, he turned it back to my station. I smiled but didn’t say anything; I knew he was trying to learn to like my music too. When I pulled onto the street and we were safely on our way, I reached over and held his hand.

Pulling up in front of his house later, we decided not to have a goodbye kiss—mainly because his mom was doing the gardening in front of the house and would clearly see us. With a gentle goodbye, I pulled away and headed home.

The closer I got to my house, the more my mood darkened. Gone was all of the joy over just being myself and having fun. Gone was the glow that Will always made me feel. And gone was my pride in being a gay man.

Instead, I was closeted again and slipping fully into the most masculine form of myself. The me that I had to be when I was at home.

My smile was gone.

I parked in the driveway and took the football bag from the trunk, leaving my drag bag there, and then I let myself into the house.

“Corbin?” Mom called. “Is that you?”

“Yup!”

“Perfect timing. Dinner is in five minutes,” she said as she came out of the kitchen and down the hallway toward me. She didn’t hug me in greeting, she never did, not even when I was a little kid. The Sarge felt that a man shouldn’t be so emotional and sentimental. “Why don’t you go throw your stuff in the washer and wash up for dinner? I can run the laundry tonight.”

I gave her a smile. Even though she didn’t hug me, she did love me—that was never a doubt of mine. “Thanks, Mom.” I kicked off my shoes and hauled my football gear down to the basement, throwing everything washable into the washing machine. Everything that wasn’t washable I laid out on the table in the utility room so that it could air dry.

Heading back upstairs to the main floor, I went to the washroom to wash up.

I examined myself in the mirror as I washed up, making sure I’d gotten every last bit of makeup off and also making sure that Will didn’t accidentally give me a hickey. We hadn’t done any neck sucking and Will knew to be careful about things like that, but I still had to be careful. My fear of being caught bordered on paranoia, but was it really paranoia when I knew beyond a shadow of a doubt that my secrets coming out would be catastrophic?

I dried off my hands and left the bathroom. The hallway between the bathroom and the dining room was the one I hated most in this entire house. It was lined with photos from our family history—which, in any other family would probably be really neat—but in our family it was like a mural of military photos. Every man on my dad’s side of the family, going back to the founding of America, was either in the army or the marines.

The collection of pictures started at the far end of the hall by the guest bedroom with a painting of Cornelius Boyle, who according to family legend crossed the Delaware with Washington. From there it was image after image after image of men in military gear, progressing through the years, until the other end of the hallway by the dining room.

At that end was a photo of my Uncle Roy, who died as a young soldier in the Vietnam War. Next to him was a photo of my dad in his United States Marine uniform. Then was a photo of my oldest brother Pete, also in a Marine uniform. Beside Pete was a photo of my other older brother Steve...also in a Marine uniform.

Finally, next to Steve’s photo, there was a blank space. It’s where Dad was planning to hang my picture once I got into the Marines. He’d already put a nail in the wall. When we moved into this house back when I was a little kid, Dad did so much work in planning this wall and the spacing of all the photos. The spaces for Pete, Steve, and me have been there ever since, waiting to be filled up. Every time a visitor would comment on the photos, Dad would say, “And that space there is for my boys. They’ll make fine Marines one day.”

Talk about pressure.

I shuddered as I walked past the empty spot that Dad was so certain would one day host my photo. In the back of my mind, my most cynical self laughed at the prospect of hanging a photo of me in full drag. If only that wouldn’t get me kicked out of the house—and possibly out of the family.

As I entered the dining room, Mom and Dad were just sitting down. Mom gave me the warm smile she always gives me, and Dad gave me the briefest flicker of a smile before reverting to his seemingly permanent scowl. The only time that scowl disappeared was when talking about his Marine sons. Sometimes it disappeared when he talked about me and football because, well, it’s super masculine and requires strength...the perfect kind of sport to get into if I’m going to be a Marine in a couple years.

I sat down and started eating. With Pete and Steve both gone and with it now being just my parents and me...things were quiet. Outside of the house, I wasn’t a quiet person—you couldn’t be an
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