
  
  
Chapter 18




It was Saturday night, Nadia’s birthday. Today was the day she would finally see how he lived, and he was both excited and nervous to show her around his hi-rise. He bustled around his apartment, cleaning everything in sight and ensuring all clutter was removed. That morning, as he was hanging up his hunter-green windowpane jacket, Bryan unwound a long blond hair that was looped around one of the buttons. He chuckled to himself. He and Nadia were indeed fully entwined, and in that moment, he realized just how right the relationship felt. They were past the honeymoon phase yet still wanted to spend a lot of time together. While he had some doubts about his ability to truly go public with Nadia, he knew that they had something special. Why can’t people just see the love we have as something special? If she wasn’t trans, it wouldn’t matter. 

That evening, when Nadia buzzed into his hi-rise complex, he met her at the visitor parking lot. Stepping out of her twelve-year-old Ford, Nadia rocked a cute, printed mini romper that he’d bought her. Open-toed heels showed off her manicured red toes. She carried an overnight bag and purse. Nadia surveyed the parking garage, counting off all the expensive cars parked: Mercedes, Porsches, Bentleys, and Bryan’s Jaguar. A silver Mercedes parked nearby. A middle-aged gentleman with gray edges and a sophisticated tall blond thirty-something woman, all legs and flawless makeup, exited the car. The woman smiled and interlocked her arm with the man’s arm. For a split second, Bryan blocked out all the negativity, seeing his world in a way that he never considered or thought was possible, until now: Nadia was that woman.

“Thank you, Charles,” Bryan said to the doorman as they entered the building.

“Yes, sir,” Charles replied. “Ma’am,” tipping his hat to Nadia.

“You look good,” Nadia said.

They hugged. “Happy birthday,” Bryan spoke into her ear.

“I work so much, I never really go to The Galleria anymore. All these trendy restaurants,” she gushed. “Everybody seems so relaxed, and their dogs are so well-behaved.”

Just as they were walking across its marbled expanse, a large Doberman pinscher, still leashed by its owner, came in from the street. The owner was white, a grim looking older man who lived on the second floor. The dog veered toward them, and Nadia bent down to rub his head.

“Look at this good boy,” she said in a baby voice, rubbing the dog’s head. “He’s beautiful,” she said to the owner, who glared at her. “Bryan, come here. He won’t bite. Will you, boy?”

Bryan backed away. “Girl, let’s go. Now.” Once they were safely in the elevator, Bryan explained, “Don’t go petting random dogs. You didn’t even ask the owner first.”

“He practically ran up to me, begging to be pet,” Nadia countered.

“How do you know he didn’t want to bite you?” Bryan asked with a hint of both defensiveness and curiosity.

“I could just tell,” she said. There was a moment of silence as tension seeped out of their bodies and into the elevator. Nadia broke the silence.

“Are you scared of dogs?” Nadia asked, looking into Bryan’s eyes.

Bryan sighed, “I know it’s not a popular opinion, but yes.” Bryan paused. He hadn’t admitted that to anyone before. He felt he needed additional context, and added, “I’ve never really met a dog like that that’s liked me.” He paused for a moment, and Nadia gave him a blank, confused stare. “He’s probably trained to eat Black people,” he said, forcing a weak chuckle.

Nadia seemed to think about his statement. “I never considered that. That isn’t my experience with dogs, but I guess everyone has different experiences. But I don’t want you paranoid about them. That’s not a healthy way to live.” She paused, and Bryan felt her words sinking in. Is this what vulnerability and connection is supposed to feel like? Bryan wondered.

“It’s okay that you’re scared, but you don’t want the people who own dogs around here to think you are rude,” Nadia said, breaking Bryan out of his train of thought.

“I don’t like that particular guy anyway. Didn’t you see the look he gave you?”

“I’m not paying any attention to that. And you shouldn’t, either.”

They were alone in the elevator, and they interlocked their arms like the distinguished gentleman and his lady downstairs. Bryan laughed softly. “Ever wonder why you never see Black people on the local news getting mauled by a dog? We don’t go around touching dogs we don’t know.”

She laughed.

The elevator opened to a plush hallway lined with ornate mirrors and delicate tables topped with vases full of elaborately arranged silk flowers. Nadia hesitated at his door. He tugged her hand into the entry and happily watched her mouth fall open as she glimpsed the gigantic window filled with the view of downtown Houston.

Mouth still agape, she braved a second step, sweeping her gaze over the two thousand square foot space, multiple floor-to-ceiling windows, and elegant decor. “Wow, this place is amazing. And, what’s that smell?”

Bryan’s chest puffed up at her praise. “Eucalyptus.”

She swiveled on her high heels to take in the giant Buddha statue nestled in an oval alcove in the wall.

“This is really nice,” Nadia said, poking her hand in and rubbing the Buddha’s head like she had caressed the Doberman’s.

Bryan suddenly realized that he had bought the Buddha to fill up more of his spacious apartment when he first moved in, not because of a particular belief system. Yet now he was learning more about meditation and reading Buddhist texts. It’s almost like deep down I knew I needed to go in this direction, he thought to himself. 

“This place needs a woman’s touch,” he said jokingly.

She blew out a raspberry. “Hardly.”

Kicking off her shoes, she toured the living room in her stocking feet. Her attention was arrested by one of his favorite pieces, a framed photograph the size of a small child, depicting a gold-colored liquid from an unseen source pouring over a naked woman.

“Mmm,” Nadia purred. “Look at her expression.”

Bryan stood behind his girlfriend. “Can you see that she’s being covered in honey?”

“I thought that was honey. I wonder if it is warm,” Nadia said, gently touching the glass.

Again, he laughed to himself that she had to touch everything. He asked, “Would you like a glass of wine, birthday girl?”

“Yes, thank you, kind sir.” She pointed to another painting. “Is that Napoleon?” She peered closer, her breath fogging the glass. “You have got to be kidding me! Is that Kanye West dressed as Napoleon riding a horse!”

“Cool, right? The artist’s name is Kehinde Wiley. He paints famous Black people in classical settings. Dinner will be ready soon. Just relax. I will get your wine,” he said.

She oohed and aahed over his open-concept kitchen, running her hand across the granite countertops luxuriously.

“My boyfriend has the professional-grade kitchen of my dreams. How convenient,” she said with a sly smile. She twirled in the generous space. “And to think that I can create masterpieces in my piece-of-shit oven. Imagine what I could make here.” 

She kissed him, and Bryan returned her kiss with passion. Nadia broke away for a moment to speak. “The meal you make for me has to be five thousand times better, since you have better equipment.” She squeezed him through his trousers, cackling at her own joke.

“I will do my best,” Bryan said, head bowed. He led her back to the living room and picked up a silk scarf from the coffee table. “I want you to feel your gift before you see it. Will you let me cover your eyes with this?”

She nodded and set down the drink in her hand. He wrapped the fabric around her eyes and put a large rectangular box in her hands. Nadia shook the box theatrically. Still blindfolded, she tore the box open and sunk her hands into the folds of thick satin. “Ooh,” she crooned. “It feels wonderful, very luxe. I want to see it!” She pushed the scarf onto her hair like a headband and squealed when she saw the dress. It was scarlet, floor-length, and sleeveless with a deep V-neck. Nadia put the gown up to her body, admiring her reflection in the large window. Bryan presented her with another present containing a pair of red-bottomed black pumps.

“Loubs!” she half gasped, half screamed.

“Go put it all on.”

A few minutes later, she appeared from the back bedroom. “Your bedroom is huge.” She slid her hands down her waist to feel the softness of the material accentuating her figure and spun around with gleeful abandon.

“This feels so good,” Nadia said.

He beamed with pride, happy she liked his presents. “You look so good I would swoop you up like biscuits and gravy. Speaking of food, let’s eat,” Bryan said, directing her to the kitchen and pulling out a chair for her. His mahogany dining table was set with white candles and his best dinner and flatware.

Nadia unfolded her napkin as Bryan placed a plate of whole branzino over white and red potatoes in front of her. Nervously, he prattled, “My recipe is to rub the whole fish, inside and outside, with good olive oil before stuffing the inside with lemon slices, a few garlic cloves, capers, and cherry tomato halves. Then I put the potatoes in first with two bay leaves for twenty minutes before adding the fish for another twenty minutes . . .” he trailed off as he realized she wasn’t verbally acknowledging what he was saying. 

“Is something wrong?” he asked, still looking at the fish. Oh God, does she think a toddler could make this? Is it not fancy enough? 

 “I hope you like it,” he said, then let himself meet her gaze.She let go of a big smile.

 “Now, I feel like a birthday girl,” she said. They clinked wine glasses. “Speaking of fancy food, I have a bit of good news to share.” She smiled broadly. “I got a new job!”

“That’s great, honey!”

“You aren’t going to believe this story. A few weeks ago, I was helping these two ladies at the store. They own Two Moons Bakery,” Nadia said, circling the lip of her wineglass with her index finger.

“Two Moons?”

Nadia rolled her eyes. “They’re a lesbian couple. Don’t you know anything about symbols? Anyway, they were looking for a third.” She giggled into her wine. “I mean, they wanted to find someone who was passionate about food but hadn’t had the opportunities they had to train. They said they had imagined someone younger and nonwhite, but a broke thirty-year-old trans woman had a certain ring to it, too.”








