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Chapter One

 


“Glory, glory … Gloria!”
Charles whirled around again and danced to the music blasting from
the stereo. He spun, then stretched along with the tune. Dancing to
the beat not only cleared his mind but soothed his soul. His high
heels clicked on the floor as he sashayed across the room. He loved
the freedom of
dancing in high heels. Charlie felt more like
himself in women’s clothing and accessories.

The song switched to a
Lady Gaga tune. He faced the mirror and grinned at his reflection.
“You are a sexy bastard,” he murmured. He blew himself air kisses.
He’d let his facial hair grow out enough to be seen and his
moustache was bushier than normal, but he still
looked good. He’d make a pretty girl, too. He winked at himself and
whipped away from the mirror. Too bad he hadn’t done his makeup. He
preferred to shine. At least he wasn’t going to see anyone today.
Besides, sweat wasn’t bad, but he hated to smear his
eyeliner.

He spun again and made his way toward
the bank of windows. Was anyone watching him from the street? If
so, they were getting quite a show. He peered down at the sidewalk.
The only people down there were the workers installing the newest
statue on campus. Guys on backhoes and front loaders weren’t his
idea of sexy. If he’d worn his sequined top, they’d have noticed
his sparkle.

Charlie ran through the
routine he planned on using to try out for the musical on campus.
He finished the routine, then toweled off and stretched again. He
settled into the splits in front of the floor to ceiling windows
and watched the workers. Why did the campus need another statue?
Didn’t the college have enough? Good God. Everywhere he looked was
another piece of art. Sure, he liked art as much as anyone else,
but the campus seemed to be more of an art gallery than a
place of learning. He focused on the statue. At least it wasn’t a
fountain. He zeroed in on the figure. A woman with wings? Did she
have a shield, too? Damn. He liked shields. He touched his hip. Was
her shield like the one tattooed onto his skin? After he finished
practicing, he needed to investigate the figure more. Not that the
statue would talk to him and give her life story. Statues didn’t
come to life.

Still, the new piece of art fascinated
him. The next piece of statuary should involve dance. He loved
anything connected to dancing. This statue, though, called to him.
Maybe it was the wings and the shield. He’d love to have a set of
wings like hers. He’d be the belle of the catwalk during his nights
in drag. He’d have to look into making his own set of
wings.

“Baby, you’d stand out,”
he muttered. He finished toweling off and turned off the stereo. He
removed his mp3 player, then headed into the locker room to change.
He switched to jeans and a loose sweater, plus sneakers. The outfit
wasn’t his favorite attire, but it’d work for his shift at the
coffee shop. He couldn’t dress the way he wanted at the Brew. If he
showed up in drag, his boss would fire him on the spot. Sad and
unfair, but true.

“Hey.” Phil, one of his
fellow dance students, strode into the locker room. “If I’d have
known you were rehearsing, I’d have come in early. How’d it
go?”

“Rehearsal was good.” He
tucked his dance heels into his duffle bag. “I’m incorporating a
couple new spins into the routine. I’m trying to
standout without having to be bold during the tryouts. I’m also
planning on using some of the routine for my drag show. What
are you working on?”

“The number for the
musical. I’m determined to get in this time.” Phil removed his
jacket and opened his locker. He wrestled out of his shirt. “I so
want to be in the musical.”

Charlie admired the play of muscle in
Phil’s upper body. The man was sturdy and masculine—both things
Charlie wasn’t. Charlie sighed. He’d slept with men and women, but
no one made him happy. He wasn’t sure why. Normally, he’d go gaga
for a guy like Phil. He loved burly men and the teddy look—mostly
because he couldn’t grow chest hair to save his life. But seeing
Phil shirtless today did nothing for him. “Are you going for the
musical penned by the playwright-in-residence?”

“The musical Danny wrote,
yeah.” Phil dropped his pants. “Do you know how hard it is to get
into a musical?” He frowned. “No, you don’t. You always get
selected.”

“I missed out last
semester,” Charlie said. He grabbed his bag and closed his locker
door. “They said I was too feminine for the chorus.”

“Then you know how it
feels to be shut out. I’m the only grad student who hasn’t been in
one of the musicals. I’ve only been cast as an extra in two
productions. It’s not helping me earn credit toward my degree.”
Phil shook out his spandex shorts, then stepped into
them.

“You keep trying out for
the women’s parts.” He slung the bag over his shoulder and held up
both hands. “I think you’re a beautiful woman, especially with your
beard, but the directors have a certain look and the bearded lady
isn’t it.”

“You haven’t shaved
your moustache
when you queen,” Phil said.

“I’m the
bearded lady, too.” Charlie shrugged. “Honey, try out for the men’s
roles, get your foot in the door, then knock their socks off with
your fantastic dance routines. You know what you can do, but you
have to play along so you can display your talents. You could run
the production if you’d try.”

“I’d rather dance
with the
boys, than dance with the boys,” Phil said. “One day, I’ll get what
I want.”

“Kudos. I’d like to find
someone who can take me as I am, too.” He nodded to Phil. “See you.
I’m going to be late for work.”

“Pity.” Phil stuck out his
bottom lip. “Next time you rehearse, let me know. I’ll join
you.”

“I will.” Charlie waved,
then left. He headed downstairs to the lobby on the first floor.
He’d spent so much time at the dance building and working in the
various productions on campus he should’ve had his masters by now
in dance. Then again, he should be in a stable relationship, too.
For a split second, he could hear his mother’s words in his
mind. If you’d only choose someone
already.

There wasn’t anyone to
choose.

He stepped into the late day sun and
tipped his face to the sky. The warmth seeped into his skin,
despite the bit of wind in the air. The sound of lawn mowers
rumbled in the distance. Behind him, someone talked at top volume
on their cell phone.

Charlie strode up to the
statue. The wings cast long shadows on the sidewalk. Up close, he
noticed the feminine curves of the figure. What a sturdy girl. He wasn’t sure
where, but he’d seen a similar sculpture. Where? In his art history
class? Yeah, his Greek art class. The woman on the pedestal was
Nike, the goddess of victory, speed and strength. With wings
like hers, she’d better be a goddess. He snorted. He’d love to have
a set of those wings.

“Baby, you can come down
from your perch and share the costume with me. I’d rock it.” He
snorted again. “Sorry. I wish you were real. We’d have a good
time.” He left
but stole glances at the statue. Felt like she
really watched him in return… She was a clay … no, marble? He
wasn’t sure. Was marble that bland and orange? He had no
clue.

He hurried the two blocks
down the street to the coffee shop. His usual customers were
already there. Zelus, Camden, Kay, Andy, Oliver and Bia—one
woman in a five-man sandwich. Lucky girl. He’d love to be in her
place. Charlie tapped the table as he passed. “I’ll be right with
you to get refills.”

“Thanks,” Kay said. “Hey
wait.” He left his chair. “Did you see the new statue on
campus?”

“The winged one? You can’t
miss it.” He needed to clock in and get his apron. “Give me a
couple minutes. I’ll be right back.” He hurried into the locker
room and dropped his bag in his locker. He donned his apron, then
clocked in.

The manager,
Bobby, stopped him. “You’re late.”

“By one minute. I was in
the rehearsal studio and lost track of time. I’m sorry.” He brushed
past Bobby. If Kay wanted to talk to him, then he needed to return
to his friend. Maybe he could swing a job for Kay at the
antique store.

“I can’t let you be late
every day,” Bobby said. He grabbed Charlie’s arm. “You need to get
in line or get another job. This is the last warning.”

“Fine.” He rolled his eyes
and walked away. He swung his hips as he left. If the asshole
wanted to fire him over one minute of lateness, then he could do
that. He grabbed the coffee pots and headed to his friends’ table.
“Two cups of decaf and two regular. I’ll be right back
with the hot water for your tea, Bia.” He poured the brew. “Be
right back, dolls.” He turned on his heel and switched the pots out
for one with hot water. When he returned to the table, Kay stood
again.

“Sit,” Kay said. “Stay a
moment. There isn’t anyone at the counter and Bobby won’t fire you
for being social. Sit.”

“He might. Let me do some
restocking and level checks, then I’ll be back. I can’t afford to
lose my job.” He added hot water to the little pot in front of Bia,
then returned to the counter.

Bobby glared at him. “You’re not here
to get a date.”

“Who said I was?” Charlie
organized the empty paper cups. “Besides, everyone at that table is
taken.”

“Never stopped you
before.” Bobby swatted the counter. “I’m still angry about
Nik.”

He groaned. So that’s what all the
nitpicking about lateness was all about… The jackass. Charlie’s
irritation got the best of him. He couldn’t handle the accusations
any longer. “First of all, Nik and I didn’t fuck. We talked.
Second, he dumped you because you don’t trust him and you cheated
on him. Third, I listened to him while he cried because you
couldn’t be pulled away from whoever you were fucking. That’s it.
Let it go.”

“No.” Bobby held out his
hand. “I want your apron and badge. I’m letting you go. I don’t
need you or your cheater-ness here. Get out. Your final paycheck
will be in the mail.”

Charlie opened and closed his mouth a
couple times before he spoke. “What? Fired?” Jesus. Bobby had to be
lying. “Bobby?”

“Give me your badge.
You’re out of here.” Bobby waggled his fingers. “Now. I’ll call the
cops if you’re not off the premises in five minutes.”

Zelus appeared at the counter.
“Charlie. Hey.”

“You take him,” Bobby
snapped. “I hope he doesn’t steal your boyfriend or
girlfriend.”

Charlie plunked his badge into Bobby’s
palm, then untied his apron. He still couldn’t believe what he’d
been told.

“I doubt Charlie would
steal anyone.” Zelus darted around the counter
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