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			For all the trans folks out there who considered all the obstacles, considered all the dangers, and all society that wants them to be someone else, and declared quietly: I’m going to be me.

		

		

		
		

	
		
			Note To Reader

			While this is a YA novel, it’s on the older side of YA and there are some heavy themes inside. Please review this list and be careful of your mental health while reading. If you would like a more detailed description of any warning, please feel free to contact the author.

			
					Explicit violence, killing and death

					Drugging an unsuspecting person

					Implications of sexual violence

					Confinement / Kidnapping

					Forced evacuation

					Panic attack

					Mentions of transphobia

					Brief sexual activity

					Mentions of involuntary medical confinement

					Mentions of torture

					Mentions of conversion ‘therapy’ (magical)

					Cursing

			

		

		

		
		

	
		
			Chapter 1

			Fuck. I’m a girl again.

			I ducked back into the locker room with an arm across my chest. Luckily, there was only one guy left from the crowd of a few minutes ago, and he was focused on retying his shoelaces.

			I’d been female only a couple of days ago. To switch again so soon, and with no warning… My hands shook as I dialed the combination lock.

			Finally teasing the lock open, I turned my back to him, quickly shucked off the stupid mesh phys ed jersey, and yanked my T-shirt over my head. I had just pulled it down when the locker room door burst open.

			“Mike?” Ian called, his slim but well-muscled frame poised in the doorway, holding the door open with one hand. “Coach is waiting for you.”

			I hunched over, keeping myself half turned, tenting my shirt over my chest. Making my voice as hoarse and deep as possible, I replied, “Tell him I’m going to see the nurse. I’m cramping up again.”

			Bowel problems were something no one wanted to challenge, but I hated using it as an excuse in front of Ian. He was already way too popular to be hanging around me like he’d been doing all year, and I didn’t know what might jinx it. His friendliness meant a lot to me. Especially with Angela avoiding me over the past few weeks.

			“Sure, man.” He flashed me one of those bright smiles that always made my fickle heart speed up, then took a step into the room. What if he offered to walk there with me? The little tingle in my stomach had nothing to do with cramping, but was equally disturbing.

			I slammed the locker, abandoning my jeans. “Later!” I gave him a half wave that hopefully looked casual and fled.

			~*~

			

			The halls were quiet during classes, but not deserted. I headed for my locker, where I kept an emergency kit hidden with some girl gear: tape for binding my chest, a poofy jacket to conceal my shape, a pair of old shoes that fit my smaller feet, and pads for when the timing was particularly bad.

			Thankfully, at least so far, my face had an androgynous look in both genders, so I’d generally been able to get away with a sex-switch without anyone noticing, as long as I took some pains to mask my body and voice. Gym shorts and a T-shirt were not going to cut it.

			I peered around the last corner and saw my English teacher, the vice principal, and another teacher having a little confab about ten feet from my locker. Double fuck. There was no way to get into it without some serious explaining. The downside of having essentially the same face: it made it hard to pretend to be someone else.

			I edged away and double-timed it to a little-used exit. It was pouring rain outside. Huge cold drops bounced as they hit, making a continuous spray across the asphalt. Walking home in my shorts and guy-sized shoes was going to suck.

			Good thing I never wear white tees, I thought as I stepped out.

			~*~

			The rain was relentless, plastering my shirt to my body. The skin on my bare arms and legs quickly numbed, but power walking kept the chill from my core. If I hurried, I might be able to change into something concealing and get back to school for my last-period chemistry class.

			I turned onto my street, hoping like hell my parents hadn’t come home early. A grocery delivery van idled in front of a run-down house on the block before mine, and the unmistakable sounds of an argument drifted through the storm.

			“There’s no way I’m carrying boxes up that thing,” the delivery guy yelled up to the house. “Not even if it was dry.”

			“That’s all right with me, like I said.” The woman standing in the doorway of the house yelled back. She had an English accent, or maybe Australian. I could never tell. “Just leave and I’ll get them.”

			The guy was standing by a pile of boxes at the bottom of a makeshift wooden ramp leading to the front door. The front porch had completely collapsed last winter. She must’ve been hard up to have rented this place.

			He shook his head. “I can’t leave them on the sidewalk. You could make a complaint and get me fired!”

			

			“You don’t understand … I … can’t.” Her voice cracked.

			The last thing I wanted to do was talk to people. I wanted to slip by 100% unnoticed by anyone I might meet later when back in male form, but she was shaking, with a faint sheen of sweat at the hairline of her tightly curled mass of black hair. The guy, in his mid-twenties, was looking belligerently stubborn. A simple argument I could have left behind, but I couldn’t see that kind of fear and not help.

			I walked past the grocery store-branded delivery van to where the irate driver stood a few feet past the front bumper. I called up to the woman. “Can I help?”

			She smiled welcomingly and nodded.

			The driver turned to me, surprised. His eyes tracked up and down my body, pausing noticeably at chest height where my soaked shirt was plastered to my skin. My breasts weren’t large, but it was definitely not a male chest. What a day to be girl-shaped.

			“Up to you.” He waved at the boxes. “Company rules. I can’t cart boxes up that thing. Anything happened, I’d be off work with no comp.”

			I studied the ramp. There were wooden cleats nailed in every couple of feet, but the wet wood in between looked slippery, and who knew how stable the whole thing was.

			“Okay. No problem.” I crouched and hefted one of the boxes off the pile, then climbed the ramp slowly and easily. The woman took the box from me as I reached the top, lifting it with no apparent strain.

			I picked my way back down the ramp. The delivery guy was holding up a box for me to take. All working together, we finished quickly. He stalked back to his van, slammed the door, and took off with a roar of the engine, leaving behind a cloud of acrid exhaust fumes that was quickly consumed by the downpour.

			“You’re a life-saver, you are,” said the woman from the doorway. “Please, let me make you a cuppa and get you out of the rain. You must be freezing.”

			I hesitated. She was right, and I was tempted, but I kept to myself while in female shape for good reasons. Then, with a shock of fear up my spine, I saw Ian crossing the street a couple of blocks away. He was looking in the other direction, but he’d spot me the instant he glanced this way. I leapt up the ramp.

			The woman jerked back, raising a hand, but relaxed when I stopped right inside the door.

			“Sorry,” I said. “I ah … just don’t want to talk to that guy right now.” Ian topped the list of people I did not want to see while in girl shape. Even above my parents.

			“Of course,” she said as she leaned past me to close and lock the door. The way she said it suggested a world of implications about Ian and my relationship to him. I immediately wished I’d thought of any other excuse, especially when she moved to peer through the gap at one side of the dirty white metal-slat blinds covering the front windows.

			Was Ian coming to visit me? If so, how had he known where I lived? I didn’t remember telling him my address. Had he been worried enough about my sudden departure from school to ask someone?

			“Ex-boyfriend?” she asked with a knowing look.

			My mind stalled, lost in the utterly improbable idea of asking Ian on a date. As a guy or a girl. I would combust and melt into a puddle first. Also, my current relationship situation with Angela was complicated enough without adding another point of chaos.

			“Current boyfriend?” she asked, looking more concerned now. Was she worried Ian was dangerous? Crap, I had to tell her something.

			“Not a boyfriend,” I blurted out. “He’s a good guy. I’d just be, uh, embarrassed to see him right now.”

			“Oh, of course,” she said, glancing back at me for a second, before her attention was captured outside again. She’d said it like that was obvious, which confused me for a second, then I remembered my wet and clinging T-shirt, and my current shape, and felt embarrassed all over again, though not nearly as keenly as when the delivery guy had been ogling me.

			She gasped and stepped away from the window. I caught a strange expression on her face that I couldn’t quite decipher. Surprise? Fear? Anger? It was gone before I could decide which, replaced with a bland smile.

			“I’m so sorry. You’re still standing there, soaked. I don’t have a lot of warm jackets but …” She opened a closet, which had three jackets hanging in it. Only one was suitable for this weather: a bright pink raincoat.

			Of course.

			I put it on as a cover for my chest and a little extra warmth. I was still shivering.

			“I’ll bring you some nice hot tea,” she said, heading for the back of the house. “Take anything in it?”

			“No, black is good,” I said.

			To the left of where I stood at the door was a large front room that was empty except for a loose coil of coaxial cable at the base of one wall. The closet in front of me and a wall to the right blocked my view any further into the house. I was curious, but also reluctant to take my shoes off or intrude on her privacy. It seemed she really was new here.

			She brought me a mug with a radio station logo on it that I was pretty sure had changed formats a couple of years ago. I took an experimental sip. It was strong enough to be slightly bitter but flavourful, and I gratefully wrapped my chilled fingers around the mug.

			She had her own fresh cup of tea and leaned her shoulder against the closet wall in a relaxed pose. “I’m Sarah, by the way.” I took my first really good look at her. She was wearing tan leggings and a white top with pink flowers embroidered around the neckline. She looked younger now than I’d guessed at first glance from the street. Late-twenties? Her dark brown skin was smooth and wrinkle-free.

			Belatedly, I realized she was waiting for some kind of response to her introduction. I opened my mouth, then closed it again. I couldn’t say I was Michael. Michelle was stupidly close. I hadn’t dared speak my original girl name in ten years, even with my family. I certainly wasn’t giving it out to a stranger.

			Michaela? Still too close. “Kayla! That’s my name,” I finally blurted out.

			There was another awkward silence.

			“I’m so glad you came along,” she filled in after a while. “That guy was ser’ously creeping me out. And he was there with a van …” She shook her head. “No way I was leaving the house.”

			Her concern seemed a little on the extreme side, but she’d really been scared. Though a Black woman alone in a new place probably had every right to be extra cautious.

			“I can see that,” I said. “He really should have backed off.”

			She nodded.

			“Did you just move here from … England?” I asked, hazarding a guess.

			“No, lived in America for a while first, and I was bouncing around the continent for a while before that. But yeah, grew up in the UK. Birmingh’m,” she said, with a funny twist to her lips.

			I nodded stupidly. I would have to search that up when I got home. My knowledge of the UK pretty much began and ended with London.

			“I used to live in the US too, but we moved here when I was eight,” I told her. I’d repeated it often enough over the years that it had become a bland statement. The residue of horror from that time was completely scraped off with use. I had been feeling a strange kinship with this woman since I stepped in, and it finally clicked. I’d spent my time in a mostly empty house, too, after we fled from our old lives.

			“Do you live nearby?” she asked, taking a sip of her tea after.

			“Ah, a few blocks over.” I waved a hand, indicating a vague direction. No way did I want her coming around asking for ‘that nice girl I had a chat with the other day.’ “I was on my way home from school.” I groped for a distracting topic. “When do you think you’ll have a porch again?” Mom and Dad had been certain this place would sell as a tear-down. It shouldn’t have been rented in this condition.

			“Not sure really.” She frowned and shook her head. “Guess I’ll need to do something about that.”

			“Yeah, there’s no way your landlord should get away with leaving it in this condition,” I said.

			“Yeah, I guess she shouldn’t,” Sarah said, eyes twinkling. “It’s me. I bought the place.”

			“Oh,” I said, feeling adrift in the conversation again. “Yeah, that’s a different problem.” It occurred to me that enough time had likely passed for it to be safe for me to walk home. I could exit this conversational minefield before I gave myself away as knowing very little about how to exist as a girl.

			She let me go as soon as I suggested it. “Just bring my jacket back to me when it’s sunny again, a’ight?” She smiled.

			“I’ll return it. Thank you,” I said quietly. I wondered briefly if we should hug. Girls seemed to do that a lot, even with people they’d just met. It didn’t feel right, though, and the moment fortunately passed without awkwardness.

			I hopped down the slick ramp, from cleat to cleat, rain pattering on the vibrant jacket. I could mail it back to her. I didn’t intend to be caught out as a girl this way again. I fled down the street at a quick walk—walking only because running could draw too much attention.

			

		

	
		
			Chapter 2

			Mom was off work today, so I needed to kill some time. Getting home too early would mean stiff questions. And worse, I might run into Ian if he had made it all the way to my house. Best to head in the opposite direction. That would help in case Sarah was watching, too.

			I ambled back toward school, planning to go a few blocks then circle back through the alleys. As I neared the last corner, two guys with book bags appeared ahead. I thought I was safe from the school crowd for a little while yet, but some people had a last-period spare or were ditching.

			My knees weakened when I realized it was my friend Ravi with the guy who’d been retying his shoes in the locker room when I was exposed in girl form. We’d been in the same school for two years, but I blanked on his name.

			I silently apologized to the pink raincoat, my saviour. I hugged it around me and kept my head down, hoping the hood and my strangely lengthened hair would shield my features. We passed each other without incident, but as I started to relax, I heard Ravi laugh. I shivered in fear and tried not to let it show.

			“Donny! Are you checking her out?” Ravi asked, surprised.

			“No!” Donny sounded embarrassed and defensive. “I just thought…”

			“You were so checking her out.”

			“Shut up,” hissed Donny, still clearly audible. “She can totally hear us!”

			A laugh bubbled up inside me, and I had a sudden ridiculous urge to moon them to see the looks on their faces, but that would’ve been stupid on so many levels. I kept walking as normally as possible until I turned the corner. I had no idea if they continued to watch or not.

			When did Ravi start hanging out with Donny? That was weird.

			The gravelled back alley was a field of puddles, as usual. I picked my way toward the garage behind my house, trying not to get my oversized shoes stuck in the mud. About a year ago, I realized that my days of switching seamlessly between boy and girl were over, so I hid some bulky clothes there in case I needed a disguise for exactly this situation.

			I pulled the box down, then dug out a sweater, jeans, runners, and an old ball cap. I kicked off my shoes, wrapped them in paper, and put them in the box. I was about to ball up the pink raincoat and toss it in the box when I reconsidered. I dried it off as much as I could first, using paper towels from the roll Dad kept out here.

			It was actually kind of cute, with a nice pattern of roses on the lining. I folded it loosely and laid it carefully inside before replacing the box on the shelf. I’d work out how to mail it later. In the back of my mind, I was freaking out about being identified as female in my own neighbourhood. I needed to avoid Sarah at all costs.

			I pulled the gym shorts off and put the jeans on as quickly as possible. Standing half-naked in my garage made me feel vulnerable; my parents walking in would be uncomfortable at any time, and catastrophic with the wrong genitals. I pulled the sweater over my head and stuffed my feet in the shoes, lacing them loosely. They were starting to get too small. I’d need to find the money to buy another pair soon.

			I dithered with the gym shorts, then realized I could say I was bringing them home for a wash. Mom might faint in shock, but she’d be happy enough not to question it. Finally, I thoroughly ruffled my hair and plopped the ball cap on.

			I wandered as naturally as possible out through the side door, skirted the edge of the garden, and walked through the side gate to the front of the house. If Ian or Ravi hadn’t already talked to my mom, maybe I could head them off.

			No one was out front, though. I sat on the front porch steps for a few minutes to make sure, but no one came by. I gave up and went inside.

			A laundry basket sat beside the basement door with a pile of darks waiting to be washed. A lucky break. I hurriedly stuffed my gym clothes into the middle.

			“Oh, don’t take that down yet.” Mom came down the stairs with a bundle of towels. Maybe not the best luck. Another thirty seconds and I could have snuck up to my room while she was in the basement. I waved and quickly buried my head in the refrigerator.

			“Honestly,” she exclaimed fondly, “do boys think about anything other than food?” She dropped the towels into the basket.

			

			‘Girls’ was the first thing that came to mind, but that was not a topic I wanted to bring up at the moment. I grunted. Thankfully, grunts were relatively unisex. I had spent a fair amount of time practicing lowering my tone by recording my voice and listening back until I could reproduce a fairly good rendition of my guy voice while in female form. But my voice kept changing, so my best bet was to stick with monosyllabic responses.

			“So, how was school?”

			“All right,” I mumbled. I grabbed a jug from the fridge without looking and went to the cupboard to get a glass, keeping my body turned away. Maybe Ian hadn’t knocked? Maybe his route had been pure coincidence?

			She gently tugged the back of my hair. “I’m beginning to think all this food is going straight to your hair. Didn’t you get a haircut last week?”

			I shrugged, inwardly cringing. What was up with my hair? I couldn’t remember anyone ever mentioning my hair length before, or seeing it change like this after a switch.

			There was an awkward pause. “Well, I can see I’m not going to get much out of you until you’ve unwound from school. Too much like your father.” She headed for the basement stairs. “I’m about to put supper on. You get started on your homework.”

			I made another non-committal noise and finished pouring my … apple juice. Damn. I hate apple juice. With a sigh I put the jug back in the fridge and escaped upstairs to my room before Mom returned.

			~*~

			Once I reached my room, I took my concealing sweater off and gladly shucked the still-damp T-shirt. As much as I tried to avoid it, I caught sight of myself in my dresser mirror while I was getting another one.

			The rain had turned my dark brown, normally wavy hair into a tangly mess. It did look longer. I picked up my comb and confirmed it. That had never happened before. I tried to focus only on my hair, but it was hard not to see the rest of me.

			My girl face wasn’t all that different from my boy face, but it looked subtly wrong to me, with the smaller jaw and nose. I grimaced when I hit tangles, and the altered face replicated the expression.

			I rarely looked at myself as a girl. I dealt with whatever part needed attention and ignored the whole, but I couldn’t pretend like I was watching someone else now. I turned away from the lying mirror, fighting back tears. Unsuccessfully.

			

			I’d been working at hiding these switches from my parents, from everyone, for as long as I could remember. The fear and shame never changed. Against my will, I was once again back inside my earliest clear memory.

			~*~

			Even back then, I knew it was dangerous. I had been lying to my parents for years, hiding my switches into boy form. In second grade, I just wanted to be a normal girl and be invited to the most prized, long-awaited outing—a sleepover! And then, I finally was.

			Of course, my body decided to be boy-shaped that night. But Marnie Crawford was the star of our class, and I knew I was incredibly lucky to get an invite. If I turned it down, I could kiss any chance of being a part of the cool crowd goodbye forever.

			Only … Marnie was suspicious. Or maybe it was just the worst timing in the history of the world, because I had to go pee in the middle of the night, and she barged into the bathroom just as I was standing up and saw … everything.

			Boy, did Marnie raise hell. She brought her parents in, and they called my parents. I sat sobbing at their kitchen table, repeatedly snotting into the one tissue I’d been given. I could still recall the pastoral farm scene on their placemats. It was a common one, and it still gave me a shiver of dread every time I saw it in a store.

			They yelled at my parents on the phone for ‘endangering’ their daughter and the ‘other’ girls. They threatened to call the school. They said they’d post on the neighbourhood chat, and a bunch of other stuff about God and biology and women’s sports. I don’t know, I tuned it out.

			The other kids were supposed to have gone back to bed, but I could see them peeking down from the top of the stairs, witnessing my complete humiliation.

			My parents picked me up at three in the morning. They were both fully dressed and hard-eyed. Dad’s were rimmed in red, and Mom dabbed hers with a tissue. I was still in my pyjamas with my purple Rapunzel hoodie overtop, clutching my overnight bag and the doll I’d meticulously dressed and styled for the special night. They silently hugged me before settling me in the car and giving me a tissue box.

			We didn’t head home. I remembered thinking, as they drove through town, that maybe this could turn out okay after all. Maybe we were going for ice cream and a long talk about how to deal with my switches.

			

			But we didn’t stop. They drove through town to the interstate and just kept on driving.

			Mom and Dad didn’t talk.

			They didn’t turn on the radio.

			I clung to fragile silence as hard as they did. I knew everything had changed, but as long as we didn’t talk about it, I didn’t have to face it yet. Then my exhaustion won out over my emotional turmoil, and I fell asleep.

			I woke again with the sun peeking over the horizon and illuminating the rolling hills ahead of us. Dad was turning off the highway at some random town. He parked at the far end of the lot of a shopping centre and we opened all the car doors. The air was fresh, woodsy, and I could hear birds chirping over the hiss of cars and trucks passing on the interstate.

			“How long have you been switching to a boy?” Mom asked as she came to sit beside me in the back seat.

			I tried not to panic. What answer did she want? What answer did I want to give? How could I tell them I’d been switching back and forth all the time? And not just fully boy or girl shapes. Sometimes a little of both, or neither.

			“Uh, a while,” I admitted. “Are you angry?”

			“No, no,” she said. “If that’s who you are, then we’ll support that.” She looked away, across the parking lot, but I think she was seeing farther than that. “You don’t have to decide about the rest of your life, but we do need to know how you want to present for the next few weeks. It’s important.”

			I’d never minded being a girl before, but in that moment, still dealing with Marnie’s betrayal, thinking of how happy I’d been lately, running around with the boys when they let me, I said I wanted to be a boy.

			My dad went off and came back with kids’ jeans and a blue T-shirt with a superhero on it. I changed in the back seat, trying to ignore a growing ache in my stomach. We went to a pancake place and had breakfast. Everything tasted like cardboard, and no matter how much syrup I put on it, every mouthful stuck in my throat. While we ate, Mom disappeared with the bundle of my pyjamas, doll, and overnight bag, all wrapped up in my beautiful Rapunzel hoodie. She came back empty-handed. It hurt, but I guessed it was the price I had to pay.

			It wasn’t until we were back on the interstate that I summoned the courage to ask. “When are we going home?”

			“We’re not,” Mom replied firmly. “We’re never going back.”

			

			“But, why?” I cried, half strangling myself with the seatbelt as I craned around to look out the back window. I don’t know what I was hoping to see. Maybe a last glimpse of anything familiar to hold onto. But my home and friends were already too far away. There was nothing but a generic highway, strangers in cars, and dead, brown fields.

			“There are people who will hurt you, hurt all of us, if they find out what you are,” she said levelly, bluntly. “We can’t fight them. We can only hide.”

			And that’s how I started my new life. A new city, in a new country, with a new name, and a new gender to learn. My parents got new jobs, eventually, though not nearly as well-paying as the ones before. We got a house, though not nearly as nice as the one before, and we tried hard to put it all behind us and be happy as a family.

			And we were, for a while.

			~*~

			I never stopped switching, but I got really good at hiding it. Whenever I’d wake up to find I’d gone girl-shaped again, I’d rush to wash and dress before Mom or Dad saw me. That just meant I was a good kid who could look after myself. They had enough other worries keeping us housed and fed. But I got older, and it was becoming harder to disguise the changes as my body developed.

			I thought about telling them a few times. Especially those odd times when my mom would give me that look. Like, she knew I was in female form, and she was disappointed, but she wasn’t going to embarrass either of us by bringing it up.

			I desperately wanted to get it all out in the open, but I remembered the one time I brought it up, just a few months after we settled in Calgary. Dad was out working a night shift, and I found the courage to tackle Mom while we were doing the dishes.

			“You want to go back to being a girl?” she asked. She didn’t sound entirely happy about it, but she wasn’t dismissive or angry. She was just tired. “It’s okay, we can make it work.”

			But the thing was, I also didn’t want to leave the boy version of me behind. There were things I missed about being a girl, but certainly not everything. I tried to express this in a clumsy way, without the right words that I would only learn later. She told me something I never forgot.

			“Michael,” she said. “There are others in this world who can dangle between boy and girl, who don’t need to decide firmly on one gender, but that’s not a safe path for you. If you ever want to live a normal life, you need to pick one. Boy or girl, it’s all the same to us, but for our safety and yours, you must pick one. Do you understand?”

			I could still remember the fear in her eyes that night, while she repeatedly wrung the dishcloth. I hated being the cause of that fear. I vowed to focus on being a boy and hoped that one day my body would get the message and cooperate.

			Over the years that followed, I would ask Mom or Dad about the enemies we had run from, but they always blew me off, saying I was too young. When that excuse wore thin, they switched to saying it was so long ago it didn’t matter now.

			The last time I had asked was a couple of years ago, when I was fifteen. I challenged them both at the dinner table. I started out calm and reasonable, like I’d practiced, but that fell apart in the face of their resistance.

			“How can you say I don’t need to know? How can I prepare if I don’t know what I’m fighting?” I asked heatedly.

			“That’s the problem,” Dad said stridently. “What we know is all hints and guesses. It’s just enough to send you off chasing shadows but not enough to actually help you.”

			“And we don’t want you to grow up with the same fears we did,” Mom added. “You’re better off if we don’t fill your head with that noise. There’s nothing to be done about it anyway, other than keeping your switching under control like you’re doing.”

			I had a choice then: to let them know I was still switching sex all the time and leave them worrying when I would be discovered, or to let them live in peace. I chose peace, vowing to never force them to give up their lives because of me again.

			It went well for a while, but for the past year, there had been some new horror every month as my male and female forms diverged. The random hair length change was just the latest indignity. I couldn’t handle much more of this. Something had to break, and I was terrified of making my parents pack up and run again. They’d lost so much in our last flight. I couldn’t do that to them a second time.

			I put my concealing sweater back on and dropped into my desk chair, scrubbing the tears off my face with both sleeves. I had developed a few methods over the past couple of years that worked reasonably well to get me back into boy shape. Activities I strongly associated with hanging out with the guys seemed to work best, and the easiest were certain video games. I started up the old DOOM demo I kept for this purpose and hacked, shot, and blasted hapless computer-generated monsters, reminiscing about good times with Ravi until something inside me shifted and I felt male again.

			Just in time for Mom to call me for supper.

			“Michael, you’re supposed to be doing homework, not playing that awful game,” she grumped at me from the doorway.

			“Sorry.” I gratefully shut down the game. “Lost track of time.” Honestly, these shoot-em-up games were more Ravi’s thing than mine.

			“Well, we’re sitting down to supper,” she yelled as she went downstairs. “You can finish your homework later.”

			“Okay. Okay. Geez. I’m coming already.” I secretly smiled to myself. It was silly, but this was the normal I craved. If only things could stay this way.

			The mouth-watering aroma of honey-glazed ham wafted up as I followed her downstairs. Tears pricked my eyes again as I wondered how much longer I could stay here. 

			

		

	
		
			Chapter 3

			Schlepping back to school to retrieve my bike, after finishing my homework, wasn’t fun, but I had made the right decision to walk home from school earlier. If Ravi had seen me in girl form on my bike, it would have been game over.

			I wore my full ‘switch day’ kit to school the next morning, even though I felt solidly male-shaped today. The baggy jeans and added sweatshirt left me extra sweaty by the time I glided to a stop at the bike racks, but after the shock of yesterday’s sudden switch, the added protection was the only way I’d been able to force myself to leave the house.

			I made it through the morning without any switches, even though the chem teacher made me balance a reaction on the board. She had a process that was almost like math but seemed to involve pulling bits of information out of thin air to add to the equation. Good thing my switches weren’t triggered by that kind of stress, or I’d never have made it out of junior high.

			Ravi and his girlfriend Debbie were camped out at our usual table in the cafeteria with, I was both happy and horrified to see, Ian. They were discussing something intently.

			Ian didn’t normally sit with us, but he’d been dropping by our little spot in the corner to say hi more often lately. It made me suspicious for other reasons, but now, I was trying not to think about the last time I’d seen them both, in my girl form. My paranoia took free rein. Were they comparing notes?

			I’d been friends with Ravi nearly as long as I’d known Angela. We had all been outsiders to the class when I joined after first moving to Canada, and we bonded. Their acceptance of me had played a big part in my deciding to stay male-presenting.

			

			They had been around me in girl form many times over the years, but I’d had the chance to firmly establish a male identity while I was young. I had hung on to an androgynous look well past puberty, but in the last year, my body had been looking more male and more female. No one had leapt to ‘my friend is changing sex!’ yet, but what if they were starting to put the pieces together?

			“Hey,” I said with forced casualness as I slid my tray onto the table and dropped into the remaining open seat. Their conversation broke off as both Ian and Ravi looked over, Ravi with a faintly guilty look. Debbie barely glanced up. We’d never really clicked, but she’d been extra cutting since my break with Angela. They were friends. Angela and I had drawn Ravi and Debbie together originally.

			“Hey, Mikey!” Ravi seemed genuinely happy to see me, at least. “You in better shape today?”

			“Huh?” What did he mean by that? My brain shrieked, then the more obvious meaning occurred to me. “Oh, yeah. Feeling better.” My throat was a little sore after getting soaked, but I wasn’t going to mention that. I looked at Ian. “I hope Coach wasn’t too mad?”

			“Not really.” He delayed biting into a crispy onion ring to reply: “Though you’d better find a way to make the last class next Monday, or he’ll have trouble assigning you a final grade. His words, not mine.”

			“Good to know,” I said, busying myself by squeezing a sriracha packet into my instant noodles. I’d forgotten we had one last class stuck in an unusual Monday slot. I was counting on my PE mark to keep my average up. One more stress I didn’t need.

			“And we were supposed to go for a run,” Ravi said.

			“Oh, yeah. Sorry.” I forced my brain into turbo mode. I was pretty sure I heard gears grinding. “You free today after school?”

			This level of interest made me feel naked. I liked to be forgettable. There were real perks to being a wallflower. I desperately wanted to know what Donny and Ravi might have been discussing on the way to my house. I had escaped discovery once more, but I couldn’t bring myself to be happy about it. I was exhausted with the whole game and didn’t know how many extra lives I had left.

			Suddenly, Ravi looked up and winced. Debbie smirked, and Ian showed a bright smile, giving me a clue as to who it might be. I regretted taking a chair that put my back to most of the room.

			I turned too quickly and just about knocked over my instant noodles. I caught the bowl, but a wave of soup splashed out, and only Ian’s quick action with a clump of paper napkins stopped the flood before it dripped all over my pants. I stuck a couple more napkins over the mess, smiling at him in thanks for the rescue, but most of my attention was taken by my ex, Angela, standing a few feet away from the table.

			“Mike,” she said, after giving us a moment for cleanup. “Walk with me.” Her expression was very neutral today, which was actually an improvement from the hostile looks I’d been getting for the last few weeks.

			“Sure.” I tried to calm down. At least she wasn’t here to see Ian. Yet. I followed her halfway across the room to stand in front of the mostly glass doors to the inner courtyard. They were rarely open but had to be kept clear of tables in case of fire; it made this a convenient idling spot in the busy cafeteria. Her scent, sandalwood and flowers, drifted in her wake. I tried to ignore it and the uncomfortable feelings it raised.

			“I wanted to make sure you remembered our date this weekend,” she said, as soon as she stopped. “I’m not sure you’re even reading my texts.”

			“Oh, come on, yes, I still read your texts!” I said, feeling stung. I didn’t want to admit that reading her words made me feel so sad and lonely that I could only handle doing it every few days. “I even replied to that one about The Witchery shutting down. Which really sucks.”

			Angela worked part-time at a local pagan and occult store, but they’d recently had so many complaints under the new Misinformation Act that they’d decided to close their physical storefront and go exclusively online. Which meant she was going to be out of a job soon.

			She opened her mouth to reply, but then the rest of her words caught up with me, and I blurted: “Wait, date?” The world briefly tilted sideways. How did we jump from the Cold War of these past three weeks back to dating?

			“Yeah. My cousin’s wedding, remember?” Some anger crept into her tone. I knew her well enough to hear the edge of fear underneath. “I get it, you need space, but this is important.”

			Comprehension dawned, and my stomach started to hurt. “Oh, yeah, right. The wedding.” Some cousin was getting married this weekend, and Angela’s parents had insisted she come, and she’d only agreed to go if I came for moral support. She hated crowds, especially crowds of her family. Some very bad experiences there. “I’m sorry, I wasn’t thinking. Of course I’ll be there. If you still want me to be?”

			“We’ll pick you up Saturday at one,” she said, in somewhat less stressed tones. “You don’t need to wear your suit. There’ll be a place to change once we get there.”

			

			“Sure. Sure. No problem.”

			“Don’t flake out on me.” Her tone was low and serious as she looked directly into my eyes. “As a friend, if nothing else. This is important.”

			“I promise, Ange.” I tried to look as trustworthy as possible, but the fact that I couldn’t honestly add ‘I won’t leave you hanging’ hung in the air between us.

			“Hmm,” she said, and walked away into the milling crowd of students.

			Holy crap! I was sweatier than I’d been after my ride this morning. Like an asshole, I’d forgotten about the wedding, which also meant I had forgotten to rent a suit. The reception was going to be in a fancy hotel, so I couldn’t wear casual clothes. Angela’s immediate family was rich, but from what I’d heard, the branch of the family hosting this thing made them look poor.

			I was so screwed. I shambled back to our lunch table, looking up suit rental places on my phone to see if there were any within biking distance. Normally, Angela would have given me a ride, but I couldn’t let her know how much of a flake I’d been.

			“So, if it’s not just the graduating class,” Debbie was saying as I slowly approached the table, “how do you decide?”

			I groaned. I’d asked them not to bring up the stupid after-grad. Everyone in school wanted to get into the most exclusive party of the year. Did they think Ian was going to spill the details to them just because he and I hung out at school sometimes?

			“It’s really not up to me,” Ian said, exasperated. “I keep telling people. My family’s been hosting an after-grad for decades. Just because I’m graduating this year doesn’t mean I’m involved in making the guest list. I don’t have any special power to invite friends. And I wouldn’t want it!”

			From what I’d heard, it was mainly the rich and well-connected kids who managed to cadge invites—or their parents did it for them. Random students were sometimes invited, though, and that kept everyone hoping there was a secret trick.

			“Stop it,” I said, slapping my phone down on the table. “Didn’t I tell you, no after-grad talk? Nada. Zip. No way.” If they kept pestering Ian, he wasn’t going to want to sit here.

			Debbie blinked at me like I’d burst into her living room. Ravi had the grace to look embarrassed. They must have been talking about this before, too.

			“I should go, anyway.” Ian stood up, pushing his plastic chair back. “Is Angela okay?” He looked over at me.

			

			“Yeah, she’s fine,” I said, still distracted by the looming wedding. I understood the look of concern on his face, but it wasn’t anything that I wanted to deal with here and now. And the idea of super-hot, popular Ian taking a personal interest in Angela made my gut clench.

			I gave him a half wave as I sat down to my rapidly cooling soup. He smiled and nodded before returning his attention to deftly navigating the lunchtime chaos of the cafeteria.

			“She is so, so not okay, dude,” Debbie scoffed, pulling my attention away from Ian’s back.

			I waved my spoon at her in acknowledgement. My head hurt trying to figure out how I was going to not only find a suit, but the money to rent it, and the time to pick it up before the end of the day tomorrow. And maybe get a chance to start patching my friendship with Angela.

			My phone beeped.

			Ian >> Sorry, saw you looking at suits on your phone … Need one in a hurry?

			I jumped to reply.

			<< Omg yes. Can you help?

			Ian always had the best clothes. Hadn’t he mentioned something about his family owning a clothing store, or maybe a chain of them?

			Ian >> For sure. Meet after school today?

			<< Absolutely!

			<< Just … remember my budget is limited. Really limited.

			Gods, I hated typing that. Having richer friends was a bonus in many ways, but it could suck when they forgot I couldn’t afford the same things they did.

			Ian >> Don’t worry. I can get you a great deal.

			<< Thanks!!

			I breathed a sigh of relief in one sense, but another worry was waiting to take its place. I’d never quite understood why Ian had been so nice to me this year. It had likely started because I was one of the few who offered him a decent challenge in gym class, but he kept up the interest outside of class, too.

			For a senior like him to befriend someone in the grade below was unusual, even if he was younger than most of them, and doubly unusual since I didn’t run with the popular crowd even in my own grade. Then, I noticed him starting to ask more questions about Angela, in an extra casual way, and seeming to have a sixth sense that let him show up when she might be around.

			

			This left me deeply conflicted. Ian would be an awesome boyfriend for Angela. For anyone, really. I didn’t have any right to stand in the way, not since I’d effectively dumped her with my ‘let’s take a break’ move.

			But it hurt. It really hurt.

			I returned to my soup with little appetite, but I needed to eat or I’d be starving later.

			~*~

			I zoned out during my afternoon classes. When they finally ended, I hurried for the main doors, eager to meet up with Ian to get the whole suit issue resolved so it wasn’t preying on my mind. However, I stepped out of the main doors and into a protest.

			A dark-haired girl, Dana, I thought her name was, stood on the shoulder-height concrete base of the flagpole, holding a wireless mic. Speakers were set on all four corners of the plinth, blasting out her words. She was in grade 12 and I’d seen her advocating for marginalized people and the environment since my first day of high school.

			“The government wants us to believe the Misinformation Act is for our protection! But who is it protecting? Aaron Menendez? Mary Topolski? They went to our school! Did it protect them?”

			A general cry of “No!” echoed back from many voices in the crowd. Most people knew about Aaron, a trans guy in my grade. He’d been very active in protesting the new ‘protection from misinformation’ law and earlier anti-trans laws. He’d been arrested at a protest at the legislature in Edmonton a couple of weeks ago and committed to a mental health facility under the rules of this new law. His parents had sprung him after three days, but he was still recovering from the experience.

			I hadn’t heard much about Mary’s case yet, but Dana was blasting it to the crowd.

			“… She was turned in by her own parents. Because she insisted on, and persisted in, declaring herself female. She’s been committed under this law and sent to a private psychiatric facility that many have said practices conversion therapy.”

			I sent Ian a quick text saying I was at the protest for a minute. I couldn’t afford to stay long, but I hated to leave. This law was horrific. Anyone falling into one of the very narrowly defined ‘misinformation’ categories, like ‘misrepresenting your gender’ or ‘promoting occult practices,’ could be sent for psychiatric evaluation. An evaluation that conveniently had no defined time limit. If you didn’t have anyone going to bat for you to get you out, you could linger there for a long time. Maybe even get lost in the system.

			I noticed Jenn Chaika, now our school’s only out trans student, passing through the crowd, handing out leaflets. I moved to meet up with her path. I’d always looked up to her, ever since she came out when I was in grade 10. I didn’t think I could quite claim to be trans, since I generally found myself switching, physically, to whatever gender I was most aligned with at the time. But, since I had to maintain my male presentation all the time, even when I was feeling female, I empathized with trans women the most.

			“Hi Mike,” Jenn said as she walked up, handing me a leaflet. I envied her blue-and-white-striped sundress, not because I was feeling particularly feminine today, but because it looked cool and refreshing with her arms and shoulders bare.

			“Hey Jenn. Thanks,” I said, gratified—and a little unnerved—that she knew me on sight. The infographic on the paper linked the upcoming referendum about allowing provincial sherifs to arrest people in cities to the misinformation law, warning that more people would be impacted. “This is so true. The only thing keeping a lot of people from forced psych evaluations is the city police in a pissing match with the province, unwilling to take on the extra policing work without more funding.”

			“Yeah.” She looked angry. “It’s absolutely shocking that language made it into a law, and with no media coverage. I’m sure the Supreme Court will get around to nullifying it at some point, but that’s not going to help anyone who gets put away in the meantime.” She shook her head. “It’s so dangerous, not just for trans people, but Wiccans and Pagans and really anyone whose beliefs aren’t covered under the ‘organized religion’ exemptions. I’ve heard that some intersex people have been targeted too.”

			“And even if they’re not directly charged, it’s got a lot of people running scared. Like …” I was about to mention The Witchery closing when suddenly Jenn grabbed my arm.

			“Shit!” she hissed.

			I looked in the direction of her gaze and saw a cop moving through the crowd towards us. He was plainclothes, but the aggressive way he moved, combined with his archaic wired earbud, gave him away.

			“I can’t be caught with these papers.” She looked at me in mute appeal.

			I opened my mouth to reply, but I couldn’t quite get the words out. Or reach my hands out to take the pamphlets. A hot flush passed down through my body. All I could envision was switching gender in jail. Caged and monitored. I would be trapped.

			And worse, I could see Jenn’s face fall. Her realization that I wasn’t going to help her.

			Why did I keep having to fail people?

			The cop was almost on us. Jenn turned in the opposite direction. I stepped between her and the cop. Maybe I could at least delay the guy.

			“Thanks for holding those for me, Jenn,” I heard Ian say behind me. I turned in surprise.

			The cop barrelled around me but pulled up short when he saw Ian. Jenn stood partially behind his tall, lanky frame.

			“Hi Officer,” Ian said cheerfully. “Enjoying this lively summer day among students exercising their freedom of expression?”

			“That doesn’t give them the right to spread misinformation,” the cop replied sternly, holding out his hand. Ian handed over the pamphlets. Of course, anything the government didn’t like was considered misinformation too. It wasn’t worth arguing with the cops about it. Pamphlets could be reprinted easily enough. I had already stuffed my copy deep in my pocket, as, I was sure, had most of the crowd.

			The cop glared at Jenn, but took another look at Ian, sighed, and stalked back the way he’d come.

			“Oh. My. God.” Jenn hung on to Ian’s arm, breathing hard. “I may pass out.”

			“Oh! Can you swoon dramatically into my arms?” Ian said, striking a comical pose. Jenn laughed. It was hilarious. I wished I could dislodge the huge lump of shame from my throat so I could join in. I wanted to hit myself.

			Dana, facing both the cops and the administration, had turned off her mic and jumped down from the flagpole base. The demonstration was breaking up. It hadn’t been intended to last very long, just to take advantage of the end-of-school rush to educate as many people as possible.

			Jenn said goodbye to Ian, with a laugh, and waved to me. I did my best to act cheerful. She didn’t show any outward sign of her disdain, but I’d seen the look on her face as the cop bore down on us. It had to be there.

			“You ready to go?” Ian asked, looking a little concerned. My face must have been echoing my feelings.

			“Yeah, let’s ride.” Exercise and motion had always helped me deal with my feelings.

			

			~*~

			Ian and I rode our bikes north up 5th Street, straight into the heart of downtown. He always biked, like me, even in winter, though his bike and gear were top-of-the-line, not scrounged together like mine.

			We zipped through and past the packs of commuters trying to make it out of downtown before rush hour fully took hold. That nearly-flying feeling on a bike was exhilarating, with an added spice of danger as we made dozens of split-second decisions to find the best path through all the moving cars, pedestrians, and other cyclists.

			For as much as we’d clicked in class and chatted at lunch, I had never hung out with Ian outside of school. I figured my lowly eleventh-grader status would hurt his senior cred. His going out of his way to help me now made me wonder what was up.

			It wasn’t until he swerved into the underground garage of a condo building that I picked up on the fact that we weren’t headed to a store. The massive doors opened obediently as he flashed his key card. He unlocked what looked to be a private storage space with the same card and rolled his bike in. It was half-full of boxes and miscellaneous household items.

			“Not that I object to seeing your place, Ian,” I challenged him as we entered a spacious elevator, “but how is this getting me a suit?”

			Ian stabbed the twenty-second-floor button with a finger. “I thought it was obvious.” He looked me up and down. “We’re about the same size. I’ll lend you one of mine.”

			“Ah, I see. That’s cool.” Duh, with his family in the biz, he probably got suits for birthdays like other kids got socks.

			“If nothing fits, we can visit the store.” He shrugged. “I’d hate to bother them if there’s a simple fix.”

			The elevator was quick. I noticed the buttons started at fifteen, so this was an express to the top floors only. The doors opened onto a short hallway. Ian turned left and led us to 22C. The key-card reader was low enough that he didn’t even take his wallet out of his back pocket. He just hitched one hip up and brushed the sensor.

			“That’s a talented ass you’ve got,” I blurted, immediately wishing I hadn’t, as a whole host of alternate and entirely pornographic interpretations sprang to mind.

			Ian laughed. “You have no idea.”

			My cheeks heated. Fortunately, his back was turned as I followed him through the door. I kept my head down as I dropped my backpack on a bench and removed my shoes, taking longer than expected to get my blush under control.

			When he’d mentioned living in a condo, I had assumed something like a regular apartment, but this place was huge. To our left, a set of open-riser stairs ascended to an upper level. From this foyer, I could see a full kitchen and a living room that together, were larger than my house.

			Ian bounded up the stairs as soon as he slipped off his shoes.

			I slowly backed my way up the stairs so I could take in the room. Half of it was open plan with a double-height ceiling. A bank of huge windows displayed a panoramic view of the Lion’s Gate Bridge and hills across the river.

			Following the click and scrape of hangers, I found Ian’s room, where he was hunting through a massive closet covering all of one wall. It was filled with an abundance of casual clothes and suits in an array of earth tones. No wonder he always seemed to have the right shirt for every occasion at school. My much smaller collection was generally plain, or last year’s style if I was lucky.

			“Your family’s not home?”

			“I live with my uncle,” he said. “And he’s away in Texas on a business trip.”

			“Ah, cool.” I winced internally. Not the suavest response. I realized I’d never heard him talk about his parents or his home life and had never questioned it. Were they still alive? Would it be insensitive to ask?

			Ian’s room was no bigger than mine, but his had high-end furniture that all matched, as well as those built-in storage cupboards and drawers that could hide a huge amount of mess behind a smooth surface.

			A jumble of posters on the walls depicted a mishmash of music and movies from across the past forty years. A well-used acoustic guitar on its stand occupied one corner. One poster in particular caught my eye.

			“Uh, Ian … why do you have a poster of a guy in a skirt?”

			“It’s a kilt, Mike, not a skirt,” Ian said in a patient tone, rifling through the clothes hanging in the closet.

			“Right.” I cringed at my blunder. “But I thought kilts were supposed to be red. That one’s mostly green.”

			“They come in all sorts of colours and patterns,” Ian explained. “It’s generally called a tartan, and is specific to each clan, or in this case, a scotch label.”

			

			“Ah, cool.” I noticed now, the outsized bottle of alcohol Photoshopped in beside the kilt guy. “But why the poster?”

			“Oh, Laphroaig is the best!” Ian beamed. “It’s like drinking the distilled heart of a peat fire. Pure blazing smoky goodness. It’s sharp as a blade and smooth as silk all at once.”

			That … did not sound particularly appetizing, but I could see he wasn’t joking, and he seemed to know a lot about drinking for someone who wasn’t quite eighteen yet. He probably could have gone on longer, but he clamped his mouth shut and pulled his gaze from the poster back to the closet. Had I touched on something painful there?

			“Is your family Scottish?” He could be, with his dark hair and pale skin, but obviously, there was a lot I didn’t know.

			“Maybe a little. Mostly English and French, though we’ve been in Canada for a long time.”

			“My family is more of a French, Italian, and Spanish mix,” I said. “From a couple of generations back on both sides. A bit of south-European stew, really.”

			“A paella?” Ian joked with a grin, taking some hangers off the rod. “Here’s a couple of pairs of pants I think might fit.”

			Laughing, I barely grabbed the mass of black fabric he thrust in my direction before he turned back to the closet. I wrestled with it for a while to get hold of the hangers and started backing out of the room.

			“Where are you going?” Ian peered around the closet doorframe.

			“Um.” I pointed at the hall. “To a bathroom, to change.”

			He gave me a long-suffering look. “Dude, we change in front of each other all the time.”

			“Because we don’t have a choice.” A lot more general frustration escaped into that statement than intended. Ian’s eyebrows rose. There was an incredibly awkward pause. He raised a hand and lazily gestured to the door behind me with two fingers, and I fled to the bathroom.

			~*~

			Both the pants fit well enough at the waist. They were slightly too long, but one was good enough. Ian was broader than I, but if there was an ounce of fat on his body, I hadn’t seen it. I headed back to his room wearing the pants.

			He examined me critically. I bunched my sweatshirt above my waist so he could see the fit of the pants and obediently turned in place when he gestured.

			

			“Very good,” he commented when I completed my revolution. He handed me a creamy white shirt and a heavy suit jacket. “You might as well borrow a shirt, too. What kind of ties do you have? Pretty much anything should go with this combo.”

			“Ties?” I felt numb. “I think I might have one, somewhere.”

			Ian rolled his eyes. “Never mind. I’ll pick one out for you.”

			I returned to the bathroom, feeling scruffy and uncultured.

			The shirt was beautiful—thick cotton which still managed to be soft against my skin. The little mother-of-pearl cuff buttons were a real pain, but I eventually got them fastened.

			Ian was pleased when I returned.

			“Wow. That’s even better than I expected.” He had me raise my arms. “The sleeves might be a little short, but not enough to notice.”

			“And for the final piece …” He looked into my eyes and held a strip of silky fabric to my cheek, his fingers brushing my skin. I felt a sudden flip in my belly, and prickles of cold sweat blossomed all over my body. Had I switched? I oh-so-casually felt around my hip. No. Still male-shaped.

			I was starting to feel that coming here had been a mistake. I’d been able to keep my growing feelings for Ian under control within the confines of school, but if we started hanging out together outside of that, I was going to slip up.

			Ian’s eyes narrowed, and he grinned. “It’s just a tie. Nothing to be afraid of.” He held a different one up to my face.

			“You think so?” I tried to manufacture a grin. “Ties symbolize the brain-numbing, soul-crushing corporate hive-mind existence. What’s scarier than that?”

			“Huh. I guess you’ve got a point. Prepare to be shackled with social convention.” He looped his current choice around my neck and then closed the bedroom door, revealing a full-length mirror. He’d picked a rich emerald green with a subtle sparkle that would definitely elevate the outfit from corporate drab.

			Ian circled behind me. He started looping the strip of fabric around and pulling it through, and somehow, I ended up with something that looked like a tie. Had I tried it myself, I would have ended up with a knotted mess a sailor couldn’t have unraveled. I should have paid more attention, but I was distracted by his earthy scent … and the tantalizing implications of a closed bedroom door.

			He patted me on the shoulder. “You’re going to kill at this wedding.” He chuckled. “I’d make sure to bring a condom or two, if I were you.”

			

			“You know Angela and I are just friends,” I said hotly to cover a rush of feelings entirely unrelated to her. That was the usual line we’d held for so long, even when we started dating. I could only hope it was true again.

			I saw my blush in the mirror and cringed inwardly. He was obviously assuming it was for Angela. Why am I like this, I wailed inside my head. Only a few weeks out from critically wounding my relationship with Angela, and here I was lusting after Ian?

			“You never know. Play the consummate gentleman through the wedding, and with all that romance in the air, she might get inspired.”

			“I’m not trying …” I looked at his grinning face in the mirror and realized he was teasing. “Oh, never mind.” I stalked to the bathroom to change back into my civvies.

			~*~

			I bundled the clothes into my backpack as carefully as I could, ready for travel. Ian hovered at the foot of the stairs, looking uncertain and vulnerable in a way I’d never seen before.

			“Hey, did you want to stay and …” Ian’s voice trailed off, and his face shuttered shut as an interior door off the living room opened, revealing a hefty man in a very nice suit with a home office setup behind him.

			The guy stopped abruptly on seeing me, and his expression made my stomach knot. He had that dead-eyed look, like the one cops got when you’d been demoted from ‘citizen’ to ‘problem.’

			Then, he saw Ian behind me, and a mask of human feelings returned. “My boy!” He boomed. “I managed to catch an earlier flight,” he said, laced with an odd humour that I didn’t understand.

			“Yes, Uncle, sir. I was just lending my buddy an old suit. For a date. With his girlfriend.” His whole demeanour had changed. Cocky, confident Ian had folded into a walled-off, obedient package.

			There was serious undertow here, so I decided to roll with his lead. “Thanks, man. She’s going to love it.”

			I fled after some polite goodbyes. I didn’t even get any more alone time with Ian in the elevator, since he simply handed me an access card from a stack in a box beside the door that he said was single-use, for guests. Fancy. And infuriating.

			Even if Ian hadn’t been hurrying me out the door, I wouldn’t have wanted to stay around his uncle for longer than absolutely necessary. I’d never seen Ian afraid before, and I hated seeing it now. There was something very wrong with his uncle.

			

			I hoped it was just a really bad mood coming home from a business trip, and Ian didn’t have to live with that every day, but the way he’d made himself smaller suggested otherwise. A knot of sadness built in my chest.

			And adding to that sadness, at a purely selfish and personal level, was wondering what opportunity we’d missed out on, to perhaps become closer friends. Would he have shared some of the messiness he kept tucked away behind his smooth surface? It killed me that I might never know.
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