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      As an author, I put a little bit of myself into everything I write. Before starting Lucas, I had to come to terms with the fact that I was not at a place where I could have top surgery. My own struggle turned into Lucas’ struggle. Trans people are not “born into the wrong body,” but we do have gender dysphoria. There are many reasons why we cannot medically transition, and I tried to write about this in a way that did not produce even more dysphoria. I personally found Lucas’ acceptance of himself as therapeutic. However, as always, I will never have any hard feelings if you need to walk away from this story.

      

      Lucas Contains

      Body Dysmorphia

      Deadnaming (censored)

      Misgendering

      Lack of Consent (for transformation)

      Light physical actions on the page (i.e., kissing)

      Off-screen physical relations
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      Tonight, there were a dozen people in the bar in total. Enough to keep Lucas attentive but not enough to stop his brain from reminiscing. The music pulsed through the air, mingling with the laughter and conversations that echoed off the bar walls. It was steady for a Tuesday night. The bar was mostly regulars, faces that had become familiar to Lucas over the last two months.

      With a sigh, he picked up a cloth and began washing down the unused part of the counter and open tables. In the corner was a group of slender women, all wearing short, spiky haircuts and jackets with their arms ripped off. They seemed to own that corner, the group always occupying the space even though the actual individuals changed. They didn’t order much, just the infrequent sweet cocktail. Occasionally, they would flit around playing pool or darts, vibrating like hummingbirds, their movements so fast it was hard to tell if they were moving at all. They didn’t cause any problems, and the owner seemed to have a soft spot for them.

      At a table facing the door was another regular, Mika. She came dressed in flowing skirts and billowing shirts, almost like she belonged at a Renaissance festival. But her face was always somber, and her body was stiff, as if she sat expecting death to walk through the door. All that changed the few times another woman dared approach her and asked her to dance. The frown would disappear, and for a few minutes, her face would fill with peace. She would dance for the duration of the song, hanging on to the other woman like all was right in the world. Then the song would end, and she would go back to brooding.

      Mika was the reason Lucas now stood behind the bar. On his first night in town, he had been staying at a nearby hotel when he had walked by and seen her dancing. He’d stood transfixed, watching the two women together with no one batting an eye. It had looked like safety.

      When Lucas walked in, all eyes turned to him, an outsider in a place for regulars. But he’d moved toward the bar and ordered a drink. When the bartender, a big, hulking man, looked at his ID, he hadn’t commented on the differences between the man sitting before him and the picture on the card. Instead, he’d just passed it back and asked what he was called.

      Later in the night, after the bartender had gotten the idea of Lucas’s story, he’d been offered a job. Lucas accepted immediately. Being caught between these walls made him feel at peace, as if his secret would be nothing if it had come out. Although he still kept it close.

      It didn’t take long before he was looking for another distraction, and he wandered back to the small kitchen to ask Rocko, the owner, if he needed help with anything.

      Rocko was nearly seven feet tall and thick enough to have a hard time fitting through doorframes. His build was solid, although not precisely muscular, and he looked like he must have been some fighter who bought the bar after retiring. Although Lucas never asked. Asking about someone’s past just gave them an invitation to ask about your own, and Lucas wanted that subject to remain closed.

      “Do you need any help, Rocko?” Lucas asked.

      Rocko gave him a glance, the kind that started at your head and went all the way to your toes, as if he had an X-ray that could see right through a person. “Not much more going on in here than out there. I’m good. Go mind the front. You never know when things are going to be interesting around here.”

      Lucas sighed as if he were a sullen teenager, not a forty-year-old man, and then returned to the bar. He took a second to compose himself and remind himself that changes in his body were expected, a second puberty, but it did not give him the right to act as if he were still an adolescent.

      By the time the door opened, he had himself back under control. He glanced up, expecting to give the customer a friendly nod, and froze. It was a woman with light blonde hair that hung past her shoulders in wispy curls that looked effortless, but Lucas knew from experience that it took a lot of work to achieve that effect. Her lips were light pink and soft, and for a brief moment, Lucas imagined what they would feel like pressed against his own before he shook off that idea and tore his gaze away from her face.

      She was tall, just short of six feet, with long legs accentuated by her tall black boots and a dark-blue dress that cut off mid-thigh. She was the most beautiful woman Lucas had ever seen. His mind filled with visions of his hands running up her milky white arms until they rested on her shoulders, mostly uncovered in the sleeveless dress. He looked back at her face, his gaze drawn to her crystal-blue eyes that stared at him hungrily.

      Lucas broke away from the gaze, confused at the sudden lust that filled him. He had never before felt an attraction to a woman. He picked up a rag and began focusing on cleaning the spotless counters even as he felt her walking toward him.

      She stopped right before him, letting out a deep, lyrical laugh that would fit any movie villain. “Don’t worry, my darling.” Her voice was as musical as her laughter, and as condescending. “Your appreciation of me does not need to send you into an existential crisis. It just means that you appreciate beauty.”

      “I … um …” Lucas stammered, at a loss for words. He cleared his throat and tried again. “Welcome to Rocko’s. What can I get you? I haven’t seen you here before. Let me know if you need a menu or the specials or anything.” Then he shut his mouth before it started running away from him again.

      Her eyes sparkled in amusement, then she turned and looked around the bar. “There doesn’t seem to be much on the menu. Why don’t you surprise me?”

      Lucas nodded, afraid to open his mouth lest it betray him again. Then he reached down and started pulling up a bottle. This was his first bartending job, and he still got a thrill from putting together some of the basic cocktails. He stuck with a classic and made her a sidecar. It seemed to fit.

      “Here you go.” Lucas handed off the drink, intent on moving as far away as possible. The longer he was by her, the more uneasy he felt. Her whole persona spoke of a sweetness that was a vague camouflage for the venom that lay underneath. Lucas had been around enough toxic people and did not need to get caught up in any more of their webs, but before he could pull away, she spoke.

      “I’m Veronica.” She rested her fingers against her drink but did not make any motion to take a sip.

      “Of course you are,” Lucas said.

      Her eyes widened at the comment, and her mouth quirked in amusement.

      “I just mean that the name fits you quite well. You look like a Veronica.”

      “And you are?” she prompted.

      Usually, Lucas loved giving his name. There was a euphoria to letting other people know who he was, one that only people who had gotten to choose their own names could feel. But he paused, hesitant to give out this simple information. Names didn’t give people power over you, but their misuse of them could cause damage. Finally, he relented, manners catching up to him.

      “I’m Lucas. If there is anything you need, just let me know.” He tried to move away again, but she spoke before he could.

      “I haven’t seen you around. Ember isn’t all that big of a town. I tend to know most people who stay here.”

      “I’m new. I’ve only been here a couple of months now.” Lucas searched the bar, trying to find someone who needed him and would help him escape, but they all seemed to be avoiding him or trying not to get Veronica’s attention.

      “You’re just passing through, a drifter trying to earn money before heading on your way.” It wasn’t spoken as a question but as a statement, as if she had already figured Lucas out and put him neatly into categories she understood.

      “Nah, not passing through. I needed a change of pace and ended up here.”

      “You ended up here in Ember?” Her look became bewildered and then intrigued, and Lucas felt a flash of fear that he managed to make this woman more interested in him. “Do you have family from here?”

      “My family is all back west. I needed some variety, and this seemed as good a town as any.”

      She took her drink and swirled it lightly as she looked at Lucas, but he took advantage of the pause in the conversation and, as if suddenly released, slipped away, putting as much distance between them as he could from behind the counter. Eventually, people began to resume activity, if cautiously, and Lucas started to focus on the other customers. He could almost manage to ignore the blonde woman who sat unmoving without touching her original drink.

      It was only when Lucas went to hand Mika another beer that anyone even acknowledged Veronica’s presence. Mika put her hand on his wrist, holding him at the table.

      “Whatever you do, do not go home with that woman.” Her eyes fluttered toward the bar as if she feared paying her too much attention.

      “Don’t worry, she isn’t my type,” Lucas said in an attempt at flippancy, but it came out weakly.

      Mika looked at him in understanding but continued, “Remember that she isn’t your type.”

      Then she turned her attention back to glaring at the door while sipping on her bottle of beer.

      Lucas didn’t know when Veronica finally left. He had been keeping an eye on her the entire time, but one minute, he turned his attention to a guest, and the next, the barstool was empty. He hadn’t heard the familiar swing of the front door, so he kept watching for her, unsure if she had slipped into the restroom. As the night wore on, she never returned. Instead, her untouched cocktail was left on the bar as if a marker letting everyone know that she’d been there staking her claim. Lucas wasn’t sure on what.
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