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Chapter 1


[image: ]




I frowned at my notes. “So—how’m I supposed to figure this stupid thing out? There’s nothing logical about this. I don’t get it,” I grumbled, tapping my pen against my knee. “God, I hate proofs. Hate them. Hate!”

Without taking my eyes from my dumb homework, I reached beside me and fumbled for my iced tea and took a couple of giant sips. 

Gunfire erupted nearby, and people screamed. Glass exploded somewhere, but I was too focused on my homework to figure out where it came from. Well—it might’ve been the last intact wall of the lingerie store getting blasted by a gazillion bullets. Hysterical sobbing broke the semi-calm after the shooting stopped. 

I sighed and flipped the page of my notes to the previous one while setting my now-empty cup of iced tea aside. It was a teeny bit harder than usual, doing any kind of brain work in the middle of a hostage situation, but I had homework up the wazoo, and I seriously hated wasting time. And this whole thing was, like, “Been there, done that—get over yourselves, scum.”

Beside me, Deena cowered, all balled up really, really tight—like she was trying desperately to turn her six-foot-tall body into something under four feet. Her arms were up and protecting her head, and that quick glance at her made me sigh. She was shaking like crazy. 

I pursed my lips and wondered how I could make her feel better about being in a deadly hostage situation involving life-sized, armed, and walking mannequins. Inside a lingerie store, at that. On one hand, my brain was too fried by Geometry and this crazy-ass homework Dr. Dibbs slapped me with, and no Althea anywhere to help me. On the other hand, I was slowly dying from pink poisoning because, yep, lingerie store. Every inch of space in this joint was painted in obnoxious pink because, apparently, that was the only way to draw women into the damn store. 

Mind you, I had nothing against pink as a color. On flowers and on a totally gay triangle, it works. In those cases, that’d be a safe, subtle pink. But wall-to-wall paint plus about ninety percent of the lacy, slinky shit around me? No. Just...no. And it wasn’t just something like a soft pink shade, too. It was more like hot pink (The Most Craptastic Shade of Pink EVER ™) or porn store pink. Well, lingerie stores are like a straight person’s out-of-the-closet porn fantasy, anyway, so why not, eh?

So I wasn’t in the right frame of mind to comfort my friend, who was already having an insane time taking tiny baby steps transitioning and was being traumatized further by being held hostage by killer mannequins. Still balled up beside me, Deena whimpered and rocked herself. Sighing again, I reached out and patted her shoulder kind of awkwardly.

“Hey,” I said, raising my voice a little when another round of gunfire broke the momentary, one-and-a-half-second calm, tearing more screams from trapped customers and employees scattered everywhere in the store. I didn’t even flinch. I was so jaded by the whole supervillain thing that I amazed myself. “Everything will be okay. The heroes will save us.”

“It’s taking them so long!” Deena whined, her voice muffled. 

“Yeah, I know. If it’s any comfort, getting caught in these things really helps you develop character. I’ve been in all kinds of crazy situations, trust me, and I was turned into a rabbit once because a girl hated my guts.” When Deena paused in her rocking and raised her head to peek out at me, I shrugged. “It’s a long story. I’m talking a really gay love triangle thing with the wrong kind of people involved. But, yeah, I’ve had a girl come after me with a souped up ray gun of some kind. She tried to blow me up, and when she failed, she turned me into a bunny. You know, complete with the twitchy tail and little pink nose and all that. I was so adorable, I almost got molested by a school bus full of toddlers.”

Deena had been crying, and I was glad I’d convinced her to use the waterproof-smudge-proof makeup stuff, or she’d be walking around looking like an undead lovechild of K.I.S.S. and a raccoon. Still, poor girl, she looked like hell. 

“Shut up!” she breathed. She actually sounded pretty awed. “A bunny?”

“I’m not kidding you.”

“You’ve got to tell me everything,” she said, sniffling and grinning at the same time. Well, at least her mood had lifted a bit. “Like, over coffee or something. If we get out of this alive and in one piece, anyway.”

Oh, crap. Did I just say too much and compromised myself and my secret-ish relationship with the heroes? See, this is what happens when you’re busting your ass on homework in the middle of a crime scene. I guess this would be a pretty good argument against studiousness, and I’d be way more than happy to tell my parents that. But knowing adults, they’d never agree because, apparently, growing old meant losing all sense of adventure—and humor. I might have to ask Dr. Dibbs to use that memory zapper thing on Deena, or she’d be bugging me about that bizarre love triangle between Calais, me, and distraught fangirl. I also kind of didn’t trust myself to keep my superhero friends’ secrets safe, especially when I was on a roll, bitching about being turned into a bunny. Better be safe than sorry and sic Dr. Dibbs on Deena before I opened my yap again.

“I’ll try to remember,” I faux-promised. “Just pray that school doesn’t kill off what’s left of my brain cells.” 

Of course, I could’ve added how I’d been turned into a supervillain sidekick, too, and I’d also been stuck inside a horror video game, where I proved my Legolas-style fighting skills were totally pathetic. But that would’ve been way too TMI, and Dr. Dibbs would have to bypass the memory zapper thing in favor of a lobotomy for my friend. Considering I didn’t have a lot of friends to begin with, I figured I couldn’t afford to lose one to a brain operation type of deal.

Deena and I were crouched against one of the side displays. Just behind us was a hot pink platform piled high with lacy night underwear thingies in maybe fifty billion shades of—ayup—pink. Oh, and white. Deena had hauled my half-blinded, traumatized ass over to that corner to check out possibilities, and all Hell broke loose the moment she picked one lacy number. Now she was convinced this was God’s way of warning her off transitioning. 

In my case, this was God’s way of saying, “Why the flying fuck did I come up with a vile color like pink?”

There was another round of bullets and more screams, but this time around, something else answered back. I didn’t have to look up and watch the carnage to recognize Miss Pyro’s amazing fire balls tearing through space and exploding against wooden, mechanical bodies. Sometimes they’d miss their marks and hit display stands or real mannequins posing in lacy, tacky-looking underwear. 

I continued to mull over my homework, softly mimicking all the sound effects rattling my surroundings. I figured doing that would somehow help my brain latch on to something that’d help me move forward to the next problem.  

“Eeeeeeewwwrrr...choom! Ppffwshh! Crash! Brrzzzttzzztzzt...fwoom!” I blinked. “Whoa. Wait—I got. I think I actually got it.”

“Wh—what?”

I glanced up, bug-eyed and drop-jawed. “My homework—I actually figured out how to do it. This is, like, the first time something clicked with dumbass Geometry.” Then: “Gak!”

Deena and I screeched and rolled out of the way—her in one direction and me another—when a broken killer mannequin flew our way and crashed hard against the display behind us. It was totally on fire, too. 

“No!” I shrieked, flailing in the carnage. “I had it! I actually had it!”

My notes and pen flew out of my lap, and once I’d gotten myself together, I quickly crawled around, grabbing loose sheets and my binder. Holding on to those crumpled notes for dear life in my damp hands, I slithered back to my bag and stuffed everything inside. I’d have to sort through the mess later. But, hoo, boy, was I pissed. I had it. I finally figured out how to solve those stupid problems the right way, and BAM! Complete brain meltdown caused by sudden, extreme freak out over a smashed-up and burning mannequin. God, I only hoped I’d be able to dig through the mental rubble later and find that tiny little spot of understanding. 

“Eric?” Deena called out from another part of the customer area. I couldn’t see her right away with all the smoke and confusion around us, but I eventually saw her peeking out from behind a free-standing platform thing that was drowning in what looked like nightgowns for cheap hookers. “Are you okay?”

“Yeah, I’m good. How’re you?”

“I wanna puke so bad.”

“No, no, no—keep it in! It’ll be over before you know it!”

She didn’t say anything, but she waved a hand and disappeared behind the platform thing. God, I hoped she wasn’t upchucking in secret. I secured my bag and hung it cross-body, adjusting the strap so it hugged my torso as tight as my lungs could allow, and tried to crawl over to where Deena was hiding. 

The distance was only about twenty feet, but it might as well be a whole damned continent. I’d crawl a couple of inches and stop, falling flat on my belly and covering my head with my arms, while more explosions and flying mannequin parts happened around me. It would’ve been better if we had a break here and there in the face-off between Miss Pyro and those dumbass mannequins, but we didn’t. So I spent way more time lying still, my face pressed against the cold floor, my nose in danger of getting rearranged but also being helpful in keeping my glasses from getting scratched or worse. 

A decapitated wooden head that was also on fire rolled across the floor toward me, and I yelped. I didn’t care if it wasn’t human and didn’t have a face. It was still a freakin’ head that used to be attached to a body. Seeing it roll toward me, on fire, was like the stuff of childhood nightmares and was just as bad as killer clowns. I had to swat it away with a hand while letting out a shrill squawk—totally reflex, too, because I never even thought about the fact it was burning, and I didn’t feel it. I was too freaked and pumped with adrenaline to notice or care. I continued my crawl-flatten-crawl progress toward where Deena hid and eventually reached it. 

She was there, curled up like before, but there were no vomit piles anywhere. Whew for that. 

“Hey,” I grunted, forcing a smile as I continued to move forward like a lizard. “You all right?”

She nodded, swallowing. “Yeah, I am. I’m not hyperventilating anymore, anyway. I guess this means I’m slowly developing character, huh?” 

“That’s a start, yeah.”

We both ducked, yelping, when the nightgowns on the display platform suddenly flew everywhere in a crazy burst of silk and lace. Some of them were on fire. We were just raising our heads up when something broken and wooden clattered to the floor between us. It was a really messed up mannequin arm, with the sleeve still covering it. The torn edges of the sleeve and the broken end of the arm were all black and trailing smoke, and the damn hand, with all its fingers, continued to twitch on the floor. The whole thing was this short of looking like a giant, ugly fake fish flopping around.

“Oh. Yikes,” I muttered, making a face.

“Hey, what’s that?” Deena stammered. “Huh—looks like one of those junk jewelry things that were big way back in the 80s. I saw Pretty in Pink ages ago, and this looks like something Molly Ringwald would wear. This one looks pretty weird, though.”

My brain didn’t quite make out what the hell she was saying. I didn’t even know what she was referring to because my attention was totally drawn to that mannequin arm. I couldn’t tear my eyes away if my life depended on it. 

Almost immediately after came a rain of other mannequin parts plus totally messed up nightgowns. We yelped again, curling up and covering our heads while getting pelted with all kinds of junk. Because a good number of the debris were burning, we punctuated our cries with “Ouch! Ow! Ooowwww!” 

We were lucky we didn’t catch fire at all. Especially Deena since she wore a wig, and I’d always thought wigs were like decorative piles of hay doused in gasoline and could ignite or even blow up if you were to stand next to it while smoking a cigarette. When the insanity ended, we slowly uncurled ourselves and looked around. 

“Oh, my God—it’s like the end of the world,” Deena said, bug-eyed.

“Actually, it kind of reminds me of my room. Now I’m getting all guilt-tripped into cleaning up.” 

Movement nearby drew my attention away from the burning mess that surrounded us. It was the torn off mannequin arm, still twitching on the floor. I stared at it for a moment, alternately weirded out and amazed. On one hand, it was additional material for future nightmares and broken sleep; on the other, I kind of wanted to take it home and use it to scare Liz. Or, even better, Scanlon. Oh, man, I could see it now: sneaking up on Scanlon and draping that thing over his shoulder; touching his face with those twitching fingers, as long as they stayed twitching, anyway; throwing it across the room and watching it land on his lap. Too many variations of those plus a gazillion other scenarios danced across my head. My defense would be if Scanlon were really serious about Liz, would he be able to put up with any amount of Plath household bizarreness? Making his balls turn inside out was nothing more than a well-intentioned test from a future brother-in-law. And if Liz were to turn into full-on rampaging PMS girl on me—not that she didn’t do it everyday as it was—I’d point the finger at Dad and blame him. Because, you know, Dad.

“You look like you’re getting turned on by that thing.”

I blinked, all crazy awesome fantasies of traumatizing Scanlon disappearing, and looked up at Deena, who was staring dubiously at me. “What? Me? No, I was just figuring out how to recycle this.”

“I’ll admit I kind of like the fabric they used on the clothes.” She swallowed and nodded at the twitching arm. “It looks like expensive stuff you get from Italy or something.”

“You recognize this kind of thing?” 

“Yeah, sure. I read Marta’s fashion magazines all the time. Plus me and my sisters are all big fans of that dumb fashion design reality show.” Deena paused and, after a moment’s hesitation, reached out and carefully touched the arm. I saw her whole body shudder in utter grossness, but she quickly got over it and was soon lost in studying the cloth. “Wow, it’s really super soft, Eric. I kind of want to take it home.”

I pursed my lips. “I don’t know. It’s probably evidence, but the heroes have a ginormous collection of mannequins they’d arrested or confiscated—like whole or in broken parts. I’m sure it’ll be okay taking this one home if you’re interested. I mean it’s not like they’re going to miss it, anyway, right?”

We both looked around. There were killer mannequin bits everywhere. It was like a life-sized jigsaw puzzle collection getting pounced on by a cat and then batted and kicked around everywhere. There was no way in hell the heroes or the cops would be able to keep track of which mannequin piece went with what mannequin. Besides, some of those body parts were totally wrecked or burned, and they’d be tossed into the dumpster. Even Magnifiman, with his insane levels of Type A qualities, wouldn’t give a hoot about missing evidence like a stupid, still-twitching, freaky-ass arm. 

Even better—I spotted a handful of other people scattered in the store whispering to each other and pointing at the mess. They reached out and touched bits of mannequin, even picking them up and showing them off to their companions. If they were alone, they just examined what they held up close. I mean, see? Practically everyone else was doing the same thing we were thinking about! 

Deena and I looked at each other at the same time. We both grinned at each other at the same time, too, which only meant we thought about the same thing simultaneously. 

“Okay,” she said, earlier panic now gone. “I really, really want to study this fabric.”

“Cool—let me see if I could pull the sleeve off without shitting all over myself because this arm’s still kind of alive.” 

Bracing myself, I took the arm, grimacing at the feel of vibrating wood, and pulled the torn sleeve off. I handed it to Deena, who looked like she’d just won the biggest lottery ever. In my case, I had a naked mannequin arm twitching in my hands. Conversation pretty much ended right there as we each got lost in our thoughts. We weren’t even aware of the end of the hostage situation till the cops swarmed the lingerie store, and it was all Armageddon-style confusion and carnage. I spotted Wade in full Miss Pyro gear, but she was too busy working with the police, so I tugged at Deena’s arm, and we tiptoed out of the store, looking like a pair of totally guilty criminals. She’d given me her denim jacket, which I used to cover the wooden arm with, and she only had enough time to shove her piece of froufrou fabric down her shirt so that she looked like she was walking around with three boobs. 

Oh, and that Great Understanding of Proofs? It’d gone clean out of my head, like it’d been traumatized into intellectual exile-ism, no thanks to superhero-supervillain action. I wanted to cry. Better yet, I wanted to engage in a full-on revenge whack-off because epic levels of frustration did that to me. Good thing I’d washed all of my old towels at the beginning of the week. I sure as hell was going to need all of them this one afternoon.
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Since it was Friday afternoon, I was pretty much allowed to go hang out with my friends and be, you know, a normal teenager—much good that did. Deena and I finally got home, looking like stuff you’d find under your shoes after a long slog through downtown Vintage. After struggling with the front door, which Dad still couldn’t be bothered to have fixed, by the way, we used ourselves as a pair of smoky battering rams and almost catapulted inside when the door banged open. 

“Eric!” Mom hollered from the kitchen. “I told you never to throw yourself against the door!”

“Sorry!” I stopped breathing when a thought crossed my mind. Abandoning Deena for a moment, I hurried back to the door and looked behind it. It was clear. I breathed again and shut the door, this time giving it a hard push in order for the locks to fit properly. 

“What’s wrong?” Deena asked, straightening her hair, which now looked a lot more bedhead-ish than usual, thanks to the lingerie boutique incident. 

“I was afraid my cat got smashed. Guess I should listen to Mom more about using brute force.” 

True enough. I was way more worried about Grimm than I was about how the doorknob just dented the wall where it’d hit it. Hey, walls were a dime a dozen. Pets weren’t. I wouldn’t be able to live with myself if I accidentally killed my cat because the stupid door was still unfixed. We shuffled over to the kitchen, where Mom was taking it easy before she was set to get dinner ready. She sat at the table, her favorite coffee mug in front of her—filled to the brim with steaming black goop, of course—her favorite magazine spread out next to it. She glanced up when we entered and promptly narrowed her eyes at me.

“All right, Eric, what was it this time? Rampaging zombies? Monster alligators from sewers?”

“Oh—a hostage situation over at the lingerie store in the mall. Miss Pyro took care of things.”

“Ah, I see. I should’ve known from the soot and the smoke. Are you okay, Deena?” Mom craned her neck to look behind me. I raised a brow at her. WTF? She was more worried about Deena than her own flesh and blood? I swear, the things I put up with in this household. 

“I’m fine, thank you, ma’am.”

Deena liked calling Mom “ma’am”, by the way. It was so cute. Maybe that was her secret to getting on Mom’s good side, but it was something that sure as heck wouldn’t work if I used it. Mom would only accuse me of being snarky and then ground my still-virginal ass for a week. Come to think of it, I’d be grounded no matter what I did and if what I did was on purpose or not. 

God, what a life. Mr. Happy, get yourself ready for a furious pumping. If I weren’t already circumcised, I sure as hell would be by the end of my revenge whack-off.

For the next moment, I just stood there, my right eye twitching violently, while Mom and Deena chatted about women’s lingerie and what brand looked less corner-prostitute-friendly and classier. Pfft. Women. Why the hell bother with all this underwear dress-up crap when everything was meant to be taken off in the end, anyway? Were straight guys really that dumb when it came to sex?

Of course, seeing as how the conversation was kind of Mom-approved soft porn, my thoughts immediately strayed toward Peter and the gazillion and one ways I wanted him naked and sweating on my bed. Or he’d be in his Calais alter ego, all super-hot in spandex, and doing all kinds of dirty things to me. I still had to figure out the mechanics behind him in superhero gear while banging me, but I couldn’t wrap my head around the idea of a secret hole cut out in his groin area—one that’d normally be invisible but would magically disappear right before he drilled me through the mattress. Then again, how could I? The more I tried to think about it, the more I wanted to swan dive on the nearest piece of furniture and dry-hump my brains out. 

“Eric—stop thinking about Peter. We have a guest.”

I jumped. “Oh, my God! Mom! Quit it!” 

Mom just rolled her eyes and took a sip of her coffee. As usual, she disappeared behind the steam rising out of the mug, which only convinced me that she’d mastered the art of the witch’s brew, and she was making it look like nuclear-strong coffee. 

“Honey, you’re so transparent, it’s not even funny. And I don’t even need to look at your pants to know.”

OMFG. “Mom!”

“I’m a hardened veteran of gay teenagers, kid, and I know what I’m talking about. You staying for dinner, Deena?”

“Oh—no, thanks. I’ve got to be home by six.” Deena looked at me. “Can I change in your room?”

I jerked my head in Mom’s direction. “Ask Mom. She’s my jailer—and my sex therapist, apparently.”

“For good reason,” Mom cut in dryly. “Go ahead, hon. Just—ignore the mess. The attic room’s owner refuses to be housebroken, unfortunately, even after sixteen years.”

“God, Mom...”

Mom emerged from behind her coffee steam and grinned her Maleficent grin at me. “Truth hurts, doesn’t it, kiddo?”

Deena trotted off in a whirl of smoky denim and cotton. I had to hang around the kitchen to wait for her while she changed, which meant being in the same room with Mom, who was obviously enjoying herself way too much at my expense. 

“You’re on a roll today,” I said, narrowing my eyes at her. 

“I had a raise. Finally. I’d normally go off on a long-suffering, feminist rant about inequality in the workplace, but I’m feeling a little too old for that, and I’d rather spoil my family rotten in celebration.” Mom paused as she pushed her mug aside. “By the way, I know your friend’s still transitioning, but is she aware she’s overdoing the breast thing?”

I coughed. Walking over to the table, I leaned down and gave Mom a kiss before dumping my gear on the floor. I immediately snagged a glass and dug around the fridge for some cold lemonade. Not freshly made, though—Mom didn’t believe in fresh fruit juice. Then again, she was too busy for stuff like that, and the rest of us were too ignorant to know the basics. You know how non-moms are: overly clingy and dependent on real moms.

“No, no—she just stuffed something down her shirt, and it looks like she’s got three boobs.”

“Wait a minute. Stuffed something down her shirt? Eric—did your friend shoplift?”

I sighed and took a couple of large gulps of factory-made lemonade. Seriously, the problem with adults and their cynical view of life and people—especially teenagers. 

“She didn’t, Mom. We took a torn piece of cloth from one of the burned-up mannequins because she wanted to study the fabric. Deena’s totally into fashion and stuff, you know. I think she’ll be designing her own line of clothes someday.”

Mom stared at me dubiously as I sat down next to her. “And that’s okay with the heroes? Wouldn’t that be something like, oh, tampering with or stealing evidence?”

“Well, we kind of discussed that, but we figured the heroes and the police department already have way too many mannequins and mannequin parts to care whether or not a piece of cloth was taken from the crime scene.” 

Mom raised a brow at me. “You’re pretty quick in justifying a potential criminal act, mister.”

“Hey, at least I’m honest. You gotta give me that.”

“Somehow that’s not making me feel an ounce better.”

“I hang around the wrong crowd,” I said, shrugging and grinning. When she didn’t respond and just kept her brow glued way up her forehead, I slumped back in my chair and scowled at her. “Okay, fine. If it makes you feel any better, I’ll check with Peter and the others about it. But I don’t want to squash Deena’s dreams just because of some dumb law about evidence.”

“Oh, Eric,” Mom said, shaking her head in that Regretful Mom kind of way. “I’d really hate to see you orphaned and living on the streets. God knows how you’d cope.”

Okay then. “Well—good thing I’m not, eh?”

Something soft, warm, and furry rubbed against my leg, and I glanced down to find my one and only ally in the Plath household greeting me with lots of unconditional love. Something that, you know, parents were supposed to feel for their youngest and only gay sons. I quickly bent down and picked up Grimm, making all kinds of slobbery, cooing sounds while he purred like crazy. My usual meet-and-greet with my cat was like that plus a near-violent snorgle of his furry belly before I held him against my shoulder like a weedle bebeh. Half the time I pretended he was my child with Peter, which usually got me all starry-eyed, totally paternal, and horny as hell. 

It was only half the time, by the way, because while I was down with getting knocked up by my ass-kicking, superhero boyfriend, the idea of mpreg grossed me out. I mean, seriously—where the hell would a baby form in a man’s body beyond his colon? Pooping out a baby was just—no. Absolutely not. I could only imagine the death rates of male dads giving birth would be astronomically high. 

Ew. I mean, really. Ew.

I wasn’t sure if Mom was trying to come up with something clever and Eric-proof to say about my comeback to that street orphan thing, but she was too slow about it, and our conversation was happily interrupted. Maybe she was drinking decaf this time. A tall, skinny high school kid suddenly appeared in the doorway and sailed inside.

It was still Deena, but she’d taken off her gear and was now walking around as her parents and grandparents wanted to see her: Dario. It took me and my family a while to sort through the pronoun use when it came to her, and after a talk with Deena and her older sister, Trini, we learned to use female pronouns even if she was still forced to hide her real self from her family by being Dario to them. I still kind of struggled using her chosen name when she appeared as a boy, but she was patient enough and understood that I’d never had transgender friends before and was totally clueless about how best to relate to them. 

“Thanks for letting me use your bedroom, Eric,” Deena said, giving me and Mom her usual shy little smile. All makeup was gone, her wig and girl gear safely stuffed inside her backpack, and she’d even washed her hair. It was still damp and combed neatly, making her look like a total nerd in that cliché kind of way. I mean, she was also crazy lanky, all skinny limbs and stuff, and she always looked like she was trying to shrink into herself because she didn’t want to be noticed. “It wasn’t as scary as I expected.”

Great. Now she was on Mom’s side. 

“It’s just you and me in this Hades-like home, kid,” I whispered to Grimm while petting him and drawing loud, appreciative purrs. 

Deena hung out with us for a bit while she waited for Trini to come around and pick her up. Her older sisters—Trini and Marta—knew she was trying to transition and was using my home for her secret base, so to speak. Her parents were still kind of dealing with her coming out as transgender, and her granddad was totally against it. There was no way in hell she was going to be allowed to walk around as her real self, a.k.a., Deena. Sometimes I functioned as part-time shrink and listened to her bitch about home life and her traditionalist family—well except her older sisters, anyway—and since I was still pretty clueless about transgender people and the process of transitioning, I could only offer her a shoulder to cry on and then dump Grimm into her lap and let Mr. Furball take care of the rest, especially when Deena was feeling totally emotional. 

My family, being hellbound according to every church there was, was pretty supportive of Deena even though they were just as clueless as I was about transgender people. So it was nice to have backup. Then again, Deena wasn’t a “hellion from the deepest pits of Hell’s hellish sphincter” according to Liz, so it was easy—maybe a relief?—for my family to embrace her. 

Pfft. They’d all miss me if I upped and croaked all of a sudden. Or at least I’d like to think they would, anyway. Did that make me something like a tragic hero? I hoped so because that’d be cool. That future memoir was looking better and better already.

By the way, the great thing about Mom fake-adopting Deena whenever she was around was the fact that, because she totally ignored me the whole time, I was able to sneak that mannequin arm into my room. She didn’t even notice anything funny inside the jacket that Deena lent me. I mean, really—a blind man would know something was up, given how much the jacket vibrated in my arm. 
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