
    
      
        
          
        
      

    


Behind Closed Doors
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Chapter One — The Capitol’s Quiet Corners
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Washington D.C. always looked different at night.

The marble soaked up the city’s amber glow, and the breeze carried the distant hum of late buses and the restless energy of people chasing deadlines. For Lena Marlowe, it was the hour when she finally felt safe enough to breathe. Daytime in D.C. demanded sharpness and poise—especially for a woman like her, a transgender policy analyst navigating the polished, watchful world of federal offices. But night brought softness, anonymity, and a chance to let her shoulders drop.

She stood outside the small townhouse she rented in Capitol Hill, fingertips brushing the railing, replaying the same thought she’d had all week:

Barbara Patel is back in town.

The name alone made something move inside her.

High school had been a lifetime ago—Lena had still been living as Leo then, quiet, withdrawn, folding herself into shadows whenever possible. Barbara had been the one person who saw her anyway. Not fully, not the way Lena wished for now, but enough to make their friendship a bright thread in an otherwise strained adolescence.

And now Barbara was in D.C.

Working at a charter school.

Living only fifteen minutes away.

And she had texted Lena—after ten years.

Lena still couldn’t believe it.

She stepped inside her townhouse, hanging her scarf, and stared at the message on her phone again:

Hey... I heard you’re in D.C.? I’d love to see you. Coffee? Maybe catch up properly? — Barbara

It was the “properly” that unsettled her.

What did Barbara know?

Had she heard through the old class group chat that Leo was now Lena? Had she seen something online? Or was she simply expecting the person she used to know?

Lena exhaled slowly, pressing her back to the door.

She wasn’t ashamed. She loved who she had become, loved the life she had fought for. But the past—especially the past involving Barbara—was tender in a way she rarely let herself explore.

Her phone buzzed.

A new message.

Barbara: I’ll be near Union Station tomorrow at 10. If you’re free?

Lena’s heartbeat quickened. The city outside felt suddenly too quiet.

She typed quickly before she could overthink:

Lena: Yes. I’d love to see you.

She sent it.

Then stared at it, wondering how one simple message could feel like stepping into a world she swore she’d closed the door on years ago.
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