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      “Come on, please? It’d just be for a week.”

      The way Rachel Thomlinson pleaded with her hands folded and eyes wide was something I’d experienced a lot over the last decade of our friendship. And, as I stared into those coy, yet confident brown eyes that knew she was going to get what she wanted, I began to prepare myself for the inevitable.

      This was the same way my bestie had gotten 16-year-old me to drive 11 hours and pick her up early from cheer camp after her infamous fight with Bekah Smith, the way she usually got the last slice of pizza whenever we’d split a pie, and the way she talked me into attending four out of the last five Halestorm concerts in Boston. (I was set to attend five out of five but got food poisoning before the last show and thankfully got to stay home and keep my hearing intact.)

      I rolled my eyes to disengage and went back to wiping down the bar. It was 2 p.m. on a Sunday, and The Blue Lobster would be opening in another couple of hours. In that time, I needed to restock the cooler, cut fresh garnishments for drinks, check all the napkin dispensers, and make sure the tables were clean.

      Mom would be working the bar tonight while Dad (dressed in drag as Queenie) sang and hosted an open mic night that could be packed or empty depending on the tide. I just needed to get to the place ready for them so I could head home and get started on my Classic American Lit essay.

      There was already too much on my plate to consider Rachel’s request.

      She was kneeling on one of the red stools that surrounded the bar. Once I had the oak bartop nice and polished, I turned my attention to the cooler, making mental calculations on what bottles and cans needed to be restocked.

      “You can’t ignore me forever, Sage,” Rachel said, recharging her pleading eyes. I did my best to do just that.

      Okay, four bottles of Angry Tide, two bottles of Michelob Ultra, four cans of– I started making the beer list when Rachel pressed me again.

      “Please? I’ve told you about my cousin, right?”

      I sighed and closed the cooler door, looking over at the large Lady Gaga clock we had hanging across the bar. It read 2:04 p.m.

      “Only about a million times. I gather from your stories that Isabella⁠—”

      “She just goes by Bella,” Rachel quietly interrupted.

      “That. . . Bella has the potential to be a little judgy at times.”

      My bestie nodded and flashed me her saddest gaze yet.

      “A little judgy? When I was seven, she announced to everyone at my birthday party that my DuckTales balloons were for babies. And then nobody wanted one,” Rachel said.

      And the way she told the story made it sound like Bella had shot her puppy that same day, as well.

      “Well, I’m sorry all your balloons went to waste 14 years ago,” I mumbled, trying to get back to my cooler count.

      See? Quick math means you can’t be queer, I thought before frowning and pushing that thought away.

      “And when she saw my prom photos, she said my date looked like he was ‘late for the salad convention.’ It made my parents laugh so hard that Mom decided not to put them in the photo album. And photo albums are my mom’s entire personality! She makes albums with photos of us planning future photo albums.”

      I snickered at that. Mrs. Thomlinson’s photo albums were famous. She even won awards for their arrangement in the Cumberland County Scrapbooking Club.

      “Okay. New offer. You do this for me, and I’ll pay for your ticket, hotel, and meals when we go to Wicked Games Con.”

      That made me pause.

      Mom and Dad paid me pretty well to bartend part-time. And sure, I still lived at home to save on rent. But, unlike Rachel, I didn’t have a softball scholarship to pay for my tuition. So, most of my money went to Southern Maine University. I hadn’t even managed to save more than $50 for our annual summer con vacation.

      Being in the middle of spring semester hadn’t left me with a lot of time or spare cash. What Rachel was now offering me carried a tangible price tag. Wicked Games Con tickets were $300 for the full weekend. If we stayed in the convention hotel, that was easily $750. And knowing how expensive food in Boston was, meals could be another couple hundred dollars. If Rachel covered all that, I could use my money for the artist alley and my cosplay.

      The grin on my bestie’s face widened as I stood. She knew I’d seen her worm on the hook as I circled the pond. Now she just had to wait to reel me in.

      I began to think about all the things that could go wrong with her plan, what it would cost me in time and reputation (who was I kidding?) versus the physical value of what she’d offered. The summer trip to Wicked Games Con had been an annual tradition since before we could drive. Our parents used to take turns shuttling us down to Boston each year.

      “I’m not saying yes,” I mumbled.

      “Yes!” Rachel shouted, pumping a fist in the air.

      “I just said—look, walk me through it again. Tell me exactly what you want me to do.”

      The softball player stood and ran her hands through her slicked-back hair. My bestie looked like a college version of Ruby Rose. Same smoldering expressions and sharp face, just with twice the muscle. She’d broken the hearts of so many girls when she started dating Robby Baldwin, captain of the SMU Esports Team. How could someone who wore so much denim be straight?

      Rachel grinned as she explained. “It’s really simple. I’m sure Bella will find a million things to judge once she lands on Wednesday. But I don’t want my lack of girlfriends to be one of them.”

      “You’re straight,” I reminded her, now wearing a grin of my own.

      She sighed.

      “Focus, Sage. Not that kind of girlfriend. You know me. Most of my friends are guys from Robby’s team or, I dunno, like you.”

      “Gee, thanks,” I said, crossing my arms, unsure what exactly I was offended by.

      Rachel ignored my remark.

      “You know what I mean. I’m a tomboy. All my friends are dudes. And Bella is. . . she’s so femme. I don’t want her to judge me for not having any other girls to hang out with.”

      “Can’t you just get someone from the softball team to be your fake bestie?”

      Rachel shook her head.

      “You’ll see when she gets here. Bella is like a bloodhound. She’d sniff out the lack of closeness. But you’ve been my best friend since junior high. So instead of getting another girl to pretend to be my best friend, why not just have my best friend pretend to be a girl?”

      I frowned at the idea again. I just kept picturing my Dad in drag on stage. Don’t get me wrong. He was a good performer. He filled the bar night after night. But. . . he didn’t walk around every day dressed as Queenie, even if he went by that name. The only exception was when he did the weekly drag story hour at the South Portland Public Library.

      “I can tell by that expression you’re trying to picture yourself as a girl and not liking the image your brain comes up with. Stop it.”

      I did as she commanded and stared blankly out at the empty bar. The primary theme for The Blue Lobster was tacky gay bar. And it seemed to work for the last 13 years. Mom and Dad opened the bar in Mill Creek instead of Portland because the rent was cheaper. Everyone told them that the bar needed to go in the Old Port. But they didn’t want to compete with all the other clubs or encroach on the other gay bar’s territory across the bridge.

      Instead, they bought an old fisherman’s tavern and cleaned it up, decorating the walls with donated wedding gowns and concert posters of Madonna, Britney Spears, Janet Jackson, and Cher.

      Faerie lights covered most of the windows, along with Polaroids of drag queens and kings who’d performed in The Blue Lobster.

      Rachel snapped her fingers, catching me zoning out. Because of course she did. Nobody knew me better than the jock standing across the bartop, raising an eyebrow.

      “I can already smell the three excuses you have cooking in the oven. Give ‘em to me,” Rachel said.

      “Your cousin is never going to believe I’m a girl,” I fired off.

      Outside the bar, a motorcycle thundered by. Spring really was threatening to appear. Of course, in Maine during April, that meant some days got above 50F with the sun out for a few hours.

      “We’ll tell her you’re trans. Let’s face it. You’re already extremely waifish. Give me an hour or two with your makeup and wardrobe, and I’ll make you look good. Besides, you get called ‘miss’ from behind all the time,” Rachel said.

      I bit my tongue. The idea of pretending to be trans. . . left a complicated taste in my mouth. Of course I knew a few trans girls at school. I was a theatre kid. That was primarily where a bunch of the queers ended up.

      Being a scrawny guy in theatre, it was already difficult enough to convince people I was straight. I didn’t know how I felt about posing as a letter in the LGBTQ+ grouping. Add to that being Queenie’s son, and I already had a bit of a rep on campus and in the community. It was like people were just waiting for me to come out as something.

      “I’d feel weird pretending to be a girl all week. It’d be completely out of my element, and then I won’t be a convincing bestie for you in front of Bella,” I said, walking around the bar to clean off some of the small round tables against the far wall.

      Rachel followed me to continue disarming my excuses.

      “This is right in your wheelhouse. Last year at Wicked Games Con, you cosplayed as Zero Suit Samus.”

      My cheeks immediately flushed remembering that. And I tried not to dive into the veritable jar of worms that weekend’s feelings were filed under. I cleared my throat.

      “That was cosplay. It’s different. At a con, people dress up as all kinds of things. I don’t see you parading yourself as Karlach at school.”

      “Fine. Pretend it’s a role. You play all kinds of characters on stage. Last year, you were the understudy for both Eugene and Patricia Fodor in Crazy for You.”

      I cleaned off some peanut shells from the table, knocking them down to the floor and reminding myself to add sweeping to the list of things to do before 4 p.m.

      “Rachel, what if some of our friends see me? I don’t want to give folks the wrong idea.”

      She snapped her fingers and grinned at me.

      “I’ll make a tight schedule of appearances for you to accompany Bella and me. It’s not like I’m asking you to go to class as a girl. Just a few dinners, a shopping trip or two, and maybe a hike if the weather’s nice. Bella really wants to see some beaches. Nobody will know you. I promise.”

      Grabbing a crumbled napkin from the next table, I tossed it over into a wastepaper basket. Then, I looked up at the stage and again tried to picture Queenie walking around with Rachel and Bella, pretending to be a trans woman. It just. . . it didn’t compute. I shook my head again.

      That’s when Rachel took the rag from my hands and set it on the table. After that, she grabbed my wrists and stood right in front of me. It was a great reminder that she was taller than me at 5’11”.

      “Give me a chance,” Rachel said. “I promise I can give you a look that you’ll be perfectly happy wearing for a full week.”

      I groaned. Costumes and makeup were tools of my trade. I loved dress rehearsals and costume fittings. But this just felt so very different. I needed to firmly tell Rachel it wouldn’t work.

      Just open your lips and say no, I thought. She’ll understand. You can find another way to pay for Wicked Games Con this year.

      And yet, no matter how hard I tried, I couldn’t seem to dislodge the words from my throat. They clung to my tongue like stubborn pancake syrup.

      “What kind of chance?” I groaned. Maybe if Rachel saw how horrible I’d look as a girl, she’d finally back off. Then, I wouldn’t have to tell her no. For a drama student, I really hated conflict. If most of my friends heard raised voices, they’d lock in like sharks smelling blood in the water. They wanted the tea.

      Not me, though. If I heard people arguing, I flinched. I locked down. I shut the fuck up and sought an exit.

      “You’re off at 4, right?”

      I sighed and nodded.

      “Perfect. I’ll run home, grab a few outfits, hit CVS to pick up some things, and meet you at your place after you get off work.”

      She was still holding my wrists, and I groaned.

      “What do you need to get at CVS?” I asked.

      “Concealer, foundation, and setting powder for starters. You’re paler than I am, so my stuff won’t look good on you. Probably some hair dye, too.”

      I pulled my hands back.

      “We are not dying my hair!” I said, a bit more gruff than I expected.

      My long flaxen hair was something I’d become strangely attached to since I started growing it out a couple years ago for the perfect Zero Suit Samus cosplay. I didn’t want to fuck around with a wig all weekend. And now that the cosplay was firmly in the rearview mirror, I couldn’t bring myself to cut it short again. Not when I had plans for a Princess Peach cosplay this year.

      Not that I’ve been able to afford so much as a parasol to get the cosplay started, I thought.

      “Okay, relax. We won’t dye it entirely. But. . . what about just dying the ends? Won’t it help you sink into the role if you make yourself look different? Treat girl Sage as a costume?”

      I thought about her words. And she had a point. If I were going to make transfemme Sage a character to perform at a few dinners and shopping trips, having something as different as an ombré could help my mindset.

      Looking at the dance floor while I considered this, Rachel put a hand on my shoulder.

      With a quick shake of my head, I said, “Fine. The tips. But you’re dying my hair back as soon as the week is over.”

      “Deal!”

      I looked at the clock again.

      “Look, I’ve got a lot of shit to do before Mom gets here. You get one chance. Meet me at my place around 6.”

      Rachel’s face exploded into a boisterous grin, and I pointed grumpily at her to bring the jock down from her high.

      “But! If I’m not 100% sold on how I look, the deal’s off. I mean it. I really don’t think this is going to turn out how you hope.”

      Rachel couldn’t hear me. She was already grabbing her backpack from where she’d been sitting at the bar, zipping it up after cramming a history textbook inside, and running to the door.

      “I’ll see you at 6! You won’t regret this.”

      And with that, my bestie was gone. I ran my hand over my face and groaned.

      There’s no way I’m going to make any progress on that essay tonight, I thought.

      
        * * *

      

      As the hours ticked by at work, I increasingly tried not to think about it. Cosplaying Zero Suit Samus was performance art. It was no different than what F1NN5TER did on his streams for years.

      The fact that he eventually came out as genderfluid has nothing to do with it, I thought, taking out all the trash bags to the dumpster in the small alley out back.

      After that, I swept under the tables and made sure the green room for visiting acts had bottled water in the mini fridge. It was covered in magnets and bookmarks from bookstores across Portland.

      I tried to keep my mind occupied on the essay as I restocked the cooler and cut fresh garnishments, but it was a losing battle. I found myself wondering exactly how Rachel would work her magic. The softball player seemed so confident in her ability to make me presentable as a girl. Confidence was one of Rachel’s most prominent traits. It’s what made her a star athlete for the SMU Newfies.

      The inability to accomplish something never entered her thoughts. Now, was she perfect at everything she tried? No. My bestie had her fair share of disasters, like when she thought it’d be easy to replicate a pastry from Great British Bakeoff. I was out sick for two days, but before that, she presented the tray of baked goods (or more accurately baked bads) with all the confidence of Mythical Chef Josh.

      “So, if she thinks she can make me look like a girl. . .” I mumbled, trying desperately not to lift the lid on that metaphorical jar of worms.

      “What was that, sweetie?” Mom asked, walking in through the back door with a giant box of napkins.

      I smiled at her. Mom was the living definition of a hippie. From her long, wavy blonde hair and feather earrings to the chunk of tourmaline she wore on a leather necklace, she was a woman who looked like a farmers market brought to life. Today, she wore a flowy white blouse over a pair of brown corduroy pants. Her green eyes found mine as she hefted the box of napkins up onto the bar.

      “You’re early,” I said, giving her a quick hug. Mom smelled like vanilla, as she did most of the time.

      I grabbed a box cutter and got to work pulling napkins from their paper wrappings inside. Meanwhile, Mom caught her breath.

      “I could have helped you carry this in,” I said, setting the heavy box on the floor.

      Mom turned toward me and stood ramrod straight.

      “And let you think your mother wasn’t a strong, independent woman? Never!”

      I snickered as Mom stole another breath when she thought I wasn’t looking.

      Raising an eyebrow, I cocked my head to the side and asked, “Didn’t you spend, like, almost my entire teen years trying to teach me that the strongest thing a person could do was, I dunno. . . ask for help?”

      I started refilling the napkin dispensers while Mom scoffed.

      “Damn your memory. Why are you so good at remembering things?”

      “Because otherwise, I’d have to write all my lines on my arms. And most of the costumes I wear during plays have long sleeves.”

      With a quick giggle, Mom walked over and ruffled my hair.

      “Fair enough, I suppose.”

      After that, she sat down at the bar and started checking her emails.

      “Hey, Mom?”

      “Yeah?” she said, putting her phone down on the counter and spinning to look at me.

      One of the things Mom remained adamant about was giving me her undivided attention when we spoke. If we were talking, she never pulled her phone out without an apology. That little detail was never lost on me, and it always left an extra ounce of serotonin in my brain when I witnessed it.

      I had enough friends who stared at their phones while we talked. Some were even talented enough to hold an entire conversation while scrolling on Reddit and typing out comments. I was guilty of this from time to time, myself. But not Mom.

      “Uh, Rachel’s gonna come over after I head home,” I said, suddenly feeling a lump in my chest. My hands started to feel like they were buzzing, and I wasn’t sure why.

      “If she wants food, your father made a huge pot of spaghetti for supper. It’s in the fridge. You can both help yourselves.”

      I nodded. Truth was, all this buzzing about pretending to be a girl for a week had left me strangely hungry. It’s like all the adrenaline in my system had chewed right through the salad I’d had for lunch.

      Pasta goooood, I thought in an exaggerated caveman voice inside my head. Meatballs gooooood.

      See? Would a girl make herself sound like a caveman inside her own head? Nope. This entire plan was going to fall through because nobody with actual gender issues would spend this much time attacking and/or defending their own identity. They’d just know with unquestionable certainty that they were a girl. . . or a boy. . . or both. . . or neither. When you know that stuff, you know it irrefutably.

      That’s what I’d tell Rachel tonight as I stood in front of the mirror scowling at the caricature she’ll have made.

      Before I forgot about it, I decided to give my mother a vague warning in case she came home and saw said caricature.

      “If, um, you come home and see. . . something a little out of place tonight, just know that it’s not—like—a thing. I just have to prove something to Rachel.”

      Mom scratched her head for a moment.

      “Ominous, but okay, hon,” she said, chuckling. “Well. . . just in case, condoms are in the hall closet.”

      I sighed.

      “Mom, we’ve been through this. Rachel is like my sister. We aren’t going to, you know, like ever.”

      She just nodded and said, “Okay. Well, I’ll try to remember not to freak out if I see anything out of place in the house tonight.”

      I returned to stocking the napkins.

      
        * * *

      

      My phone went off with a little chime. Rachel had texted me to say she was here. And. . . my heart was just a hammering in my chest. All the insecurities of the day were piling up, and I was waiting for the proverbial straw to break my camel’s back.

      She walked into the house and called upstairs, where I stood waiting next to the banister.

      Our family had an old, but nice, three-bedroom, two-bath house in Knightville just a few blocks from the bar.

      Most of my friends couldn’t wait to leave Maine and go live exciting lives in Atlanta or DC. But I honestly loved our little neighborhood in SoPo. We were just across the harbor from Portland, but still had a quiet neighborhood where I got to grow up learning how to ride a bike on the sidewalk, just outside of our little square red house.

      I liked that SMU was a five-minute drive on a good day and, anytime I wanted to see the ocean, I could just walk down to Bug Light Park.

      Rachel had a large paper bag from CVS in her hands. I could see gray sleeves sticking out of the top.

      Jokingly, I called down to her. “Did you find enough stuff?”

      The jock smiled as she slowly made her way upstairs.

      “Yeah, but it took a while. You don’t post enough pictures of yourself. Your Instagram was practically useless, all those pics of drinks you’ve been mixing lately, and none of you. I had to try to guess your skin tone.”

      “Oh well. Guess you’ll have to take it all back. Hope you didn’t lose the receipt,” I said, rolling my eyes.

      Rachel elbowed me.

      “How would you even lose a CVS receipt? Each one’s long enough to fit two or three of Grimms' Fairy Tales on them.”

      My brain returned to the essay I was supposed to be writing.

      Fuck, I thought. I really don’t want to do this.

      Not that I had any real desire to analyze and write about Young Goodman Brown, but I did want to keep at least a B in Professor Stutton’s class.

      Not that it matters, I thought, picturing the stuffy man in his tweed blazers with the elbow patches. I could write the greatest essay known to mankind, and he’d still just refer to me as ‘theatre boy’.

      We dragged my little gray computer chair into the upstairs bathroom and placed it in front of the mirror. The hard plastic wheels made awful clacking sounds, scraping over the tile floor.

      “Are you ready to be wowed?” Rachel asked.

      “WoWing seems more like something up Robby’s alley, don’t you think?”

      The jock yanked me a tad hard against the chair’s back and pulled out a box of bubblegum pink hair dye.

      “Make all the jokes you want about my boyfriend. Whatever keeps you from bitching while we wait for the dye to settle.”

      I raised an eyebrow, looking at the little box of Big Missy’s Colorshop dye.

      “How long will this take?” I asked.

      Rachel opened the tall box and started pulling everything out.

      “The box says to leave the dye in for half an hour, but your hair is so light that I’m guessing 20 minutes should be fine. And we’re only doing the lower half.”

      Sighing, I tried to lean forward and slouch, but Rachel pulled me back again.

      “As my aunt liked to remind me from the age of 9 to 15, proper ladies don’t slouch. Best start practicing now, Sage.”

      She winked, and I just. . . I tightened the lid of whatever uncomfortable feelings were trying to burst out of the glass jar in my heart. These were normal feelings any boy would have upon being compared to the standard definition of a “proper lady.”

      Nothing to get worked up over, I thought as Rachel began to pull out a small comb and chemicals. The picture of a woman on the box definitely didn’t stir any more irregular feelings in me.

      Just because there’s a girl on the box doesn’t mean only girls can use the product, I thought. Having a girl on the sign doesn’t stop me, a cishet dude, from eating at Wendy’s.

      Soon enough, a good chunk of my hair was wrapped in foil.

      While we waited for the dye to work, Rachel pulled out some different outfits for me to choose from. She was taller and way more muscular than me, so it wasn’t like we had tons of options. Fortunately, one of the outfits she brought over was one she used to wear in high school, before really beefing up for softball.

      We settled on a gray tunic and a set of black capris leggings.

      “So, Bella. . .?” I said, while Rachel was painting my nails black. I tried not to wince at the smell of acetone.

      “Yeahhhhh?” my bestie asked.

      “Just how judgey is she? If she’d judge you for not having any real girlfriends in your life, is she going to be cool that the only girl bestie you have is a trans woman?”

      Rachel finished my right hand.

      “Blow on those,” she said while starting on my left.

      I did as she instructed.

      “I didn’t paint a great portrait of Bella earlier. Truth is, she’s pretty cool. She’s been out as bi since high school and is at every single protest or rally you can think of down in Austin. I’m actually pretty psyched to see her. This will be her first trip to Maine. And no, you don’t have to worry about her treating you badly as a trans woman.”

      “Pretend trans woman,” I corrected.

      The softball player finished painting my left hand and chuckled.

      “Right. Pretend.”

      “For a week,” I said. “If I can tolerate what I see in the mirror after your makeover.”

      My bestie didn’t dignify that with a response.

      Before long, it was time to rinse the dye out of my hair. It left a nice pink stain on the bottom of the shower I’d have to clean later.

      One more thing to do before my essay, I thought, moaning internally.

      Rachel blow-dryed my hair after putting a dab of some kind of cream in it, and before I could get a really good look at the dye job, she had my hair pulled back with a large clip.

      “Okay, let’s get to work on that face,” she said.

      I didn’t really have much facial hair to deal with. I shaved that shit relentlessly, twice, and against the grain.

      The one time I tried to grow a soul patch (which was about all I could produce after two weeks of not shaving), Rachel had been so disgusted that she presented me with an ultimatum one day after classes.

      “Either get rid of it yourself, or I’m going to cover your chin in fish sauce, drag you out into the harbor, and let the seals lick that horrible thing off of you.”

      She was right, of course. It looked ridiculous, and I hated every single follicle with a fury matched only by the sun. Never did figure out why. All I learned was that Gary Munston’s teasing about my inability to grow a mustache lasted all of a week. But like Mom said back then, humans are creatures that get bored quickly. And nothing you get teased about in high school lasts long. Our collective attention span was only getting worse.

      Rachel worked efficiently, rubbing a primer over my face and forehead. Then she pulled out a pale tube of concealer for my alabaster skin. Up close, I realized just how much more tanned and peachy her skin was. When she’d left drops of concealer on my chin, nose, and cheeks, she worked it in with a dampened orange beauty blender.

      I didn’t slouch, but I sort of let my shoulders droop while Rachel worked. It wasn’t as awful as I expected to feel.

      “How are you so good at makeup if you hardly ever wear any?” I asked.

      “YouTube tutorials, mostly. I like doing makeup for some of the other girls on the team, and they like my attention, especially Annika. She really helped me get better at matching skin tones.”

      I tried and failed to bite my tongue.

      “So the girls on the team are good enough to be makeup testers but not fill in as your bestie for a week?”

      Rachel lightly kicked my leg with her toes.

      “Enough. Look, regardless of gender, you’re my best friend. You know my favorite flavor of ice cream, both when I’m on my period and when I’m not. You have twenty different embarrassing stories that actually low-key make me sound charming, ready to fire at a moment’s notice. And you’re the only person I knew who wouldn’t make fun of me when I explained how much pressure I feel for not having any other close female friends. Is that not a good enough explanation?”

      I struggled to keep the lid on the glass jar of questionable feelings in my heart at her use of the words “other close female friends,” as if I was actually included in that group.

      “Yeah. It’s a good enough explanation. I’m done bitching.”

      She’d just finished my foundation and was dusting a little blush on my cheeks.

      “Good. Now tell me when our next Deadlock night is going to be. I wanna show you how good I’ve gotten playing Vindicta. Robby has been showing me a few tips and tricks, even though he mostly likes playing Silver.”

      That drew a grin from me as Rachel pulled out a new brush and started dusting setting powder over my foundation.

      “Fuck, I dunno. Tuesday maybe? I’ve just been so buried with homework and rehearsals this last week.”

      Rachel angled my face as much into the light as she could before rubbing a dab of eyeshadow primer over my eyelids. Then, she ran a thin eyeliner pencil across the bottom of my lids. I kept each eye closed when she worked on them.

      The last thing she did was trace a bit of mascara over my lashes.

      “Okay. We’re done. Get changed and come see how you look in your mom’s full-body mirror.”

      She let my hair down, and I tried my damndest not to look into the mirror. I didn’t want the disappointment that was sure to come. Because, amidst all the secret copium I’d been huffing that Rachel might actually pull this off, I had a foundation built on doubt.

      I tucked just like I had while cosplaying Samus and opened the package of new purple panties Rachel had left in the CVS bag for me. I slid them on, pulled up the capris, slipped the gray tunic down over my head, and walked into Mom and Dad’s room, preparing for disappointment.

      Rachel’s eyes lit up when she saw me.

      “Holy fuck, Sage. Did I do good, or what?”

      I tried not to flinch.

      Her smile almost rekindled my copium, which seemed dangerous because I didn’t know if it was a flammable substance.

      As I slowly turned to face the music and see the hideous caricature waiting for me, I instead found myself greeted by a surprisingly adorable femme in the mirror. The long blond hair with pink tips was bright and sleek thanks to whatever cream Rachel had used.

      And my face looked. . . dammit. Was I cute?

      The glass jar was getting pretty fucking noisy as I kept staring at the  ̶g̶i̶r̶l̶  boy in the mirror. I bit my lower lip and tensed my legs, willing any funny feelings away as best I could.

      But even amidst the struggle, I could admit Rachel had won herself a new bestie for the week.

      While she wore the biggest shiteating grin of her life, I turned to the softball player and groaned out, “When do we pick your cousin up on Wednesday?”

      “She flies in at seven p.m. So be ready to act your ass off, girlypop.”

      Before I could complain or retort or respond in any way, Mom opened the front door of the house. Shit! Was it already after 9 p.m.? How did I not remember they closed the bar early on Sunday nights?

      My parents’ bedroom was one of the first things visitors could see when walking in through the front door. So, as my mother saw the light on with Rachel and me inside, she came to investigate.

      Her eyes widened a little as she looked me up and down, and I felt the most hideous terror rise up and take a big bite out of my heart. My shoulders tensed. I curled my toes.

      I loved Dad, but deep down, I was a momma’s  ̶g̶i̶r̶l̶  boy. I trusted her with damn near all of my worries and frustrations in class. We meditated together in the backyard every Thursday night. I was the first test audience for every song she wrote and played on her guitar.

      And, for a brief moment, I saw that relationship
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