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    Chapter One 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    I lay on the bed as my girlfriend, Sarah, straddled my hips.  Naked, her perfect body – characterized by her full breasts, wide hips, and toned physique – loomed over me.  One well-manicured hand on my flat stomach and the other gripping the hardness of my manhood, she guided me inside of her.  I let out a gasp of relief as her sex enveloped me.  She rocked back and forth, my turgid member slipping in and out of her.   
 
    She bit her lip, closing her eyes and tilting her face to the vaulted ceiling of her bedroom.  I stared at her flawless bosom, my own hands finding their customary place on her narrow waist.  Her moans joined my inarticulate grunts, accompanied by the subtle slap of her flesh against mine as we made love.   
 
    Soon, I felt Sarah clench her thighs against my hips.  Her breaths quickened, becoming pants.  She increased the pace of her rocking, of her riding.  I felt my own orgasm building, but I tried to hold it.  I wanted her to get off first.   
 
    And with a cry of pleasure, she did.  I got my release soon after, sending my seed deep within her.   
 
    Sara collapsed on top of me, nearly smothering me.  I never felt smaller than when she was on top of me.  Or sexier.  She liked my slim body.  She liked my short stature.  My cute, almost feminine face.  My penchant for submission.  It was what drew her to the relationship in the first place, and, knowing how lucky I was to get a woman like Sarah, I’d adapted accordingly.   
 
    Finally, she rolled off of me and extricated herself from the bed.  After disappearing into the bathroom for a few moments to clean up, she returned to the bed and lay beside me.  She draped her arm over my torso, saying, “I love you.  You know that, don’t you?”  
 
    “I love you, too,” I said without a moment’s hesitation.   
 
    As much as it defied logic, I meant it, too. After all, we had only been together for a few months.  And I wasn’t so naïve as to think that her attraction to me didn’t border on a fetish.  She was older than me – in fact, nearly old enough to be my own mother.  Bigger and stronger, too.  More dominant in every way.  Most men wouldn’t have been comfortable with a woman like Sarah, and we both knew it.   
 
    “I don’t know what I’m going to do when you’re gone,” she said.  “I think I’m going to go crazy.”  
 
    I laughed.  “It’s only for a couple of months,” I said. 
 
    She turned, lying on her side with her head propped on one elbow.  Quirking an eyebrow, she asked, “You’re not going to miss me?”  
 
    I rolled my eyes.  “Of course I’m going to miss you,” I stated.  “But this is something I have to do.”  
 
    “Only if you persist with this notion that you want to be a cop,” she said.  “I can support you, you know.  I make plenty of money.  You could be my little house husband.”  
 
    I turned away.  I hated when she made comments like that.  It was so demeaning.  Emasculating.  And what’s worse is that she knew how uncomfortable it made me.   
 
    “Don’t pout, baby,” she said, deftly reading my mood.  “I was just kidding.”  
 
    “I’m not pouting,” I muttered, turning my back to her.  After a few seconds, I sat up, swinging my legs off the edge of the bed.  “You know why I have to do this.”  
 
    Indeed, she did.  We’d had the discussion a hundred times before, and she knew precisely how important joining the police force was to me.  It wasn’t just that my father, the man who’d been my childhood hero before he’d died of lung cancer, had been a police officer.  That was a big part of it, but I also had this notion in my head that, if I had that badge and gun and the training that went with it, I wouldn’t feel so damned weak all the time.  So unmanly.   
 
    Growing up, I had always been the smallest kid in the class.  Even the girls were always bigger than me, and that hadn’t really changed after I hit puberty.  As my peers grew into adults, my own growth had stalled at only a few inches over five feet, and I had the slim figure to match.  If I weighed a-hundred-and-twenty pounds, I’d have been surprised.   
 
    In predictable fashion, that lack of size had marked me as a likely target for bullying, a situation that had persisted until my graduation.  Two years had passed since then, but the effects of it had barely even begun to fade.  I didn’t feel like a man.  I barely even felt like an adult.  And I was positive that the police academy could change that.   
 
    I’m not proud of it, but I had more than a few fantasies about arresting and brutalizing my former bullies.  In those dreams, I moved like Bruce Lee and had an attitude like John McClane.  I was a tough guy, and I left them all in apologetic tears.  It was a good fantasy, even I wasn’t so naïve as to believe it would actually turn out like that.   
 
    I rose from the bed and stalked to the bathroom.  Flipping the light switch, I caught my reflection in the vanity mirror.  Size notwithstanding, I was a very good looking guy.  Sandy blonde hair, elfin features, and big, green eyes – I could’ve been a male model if it wasn’t for the rest of me.  That was decidedly less attractive.  Even after spending weeks training for the police academy, my arms remained slim, my shoulders femininely rounded.  My chest had a little more definition, but not much.  And because Sarah insisted, it was completely denuded of hair.   
 
    I bent over the sink, splashing water on my face.   
 
    “I’m sorry,” came Sarah’s voice.  I looked over, water still dripping from my face, and saw her standing in the doorway.  She was gorgeous, of course.  Despite her age – she was almost forty – her face was unlined, and her body was devoid of the ravages of time.  Her full breasts were still perky, her stomach still flat.  And her raven-black hair was still free of grey.  She could easily pass as a woman ten years her junior, and in fact, the night we had met, I’d assumed just that.   
 
    “For what?” I asked, my voice petulant. 
 
    “For making you feel bad,” she said, stepping forward.  She slipped her arm around my waist.  A few inches taller than me, she always made me feel smaller than I actually was.  But she also made me feel safe.  “You know I support you.”  
 
    I nodded.  She’d actually pulled some strings to get me admitted to the academy.  As an assistant district attorney, she worked closely with law enforcement, and she had used those connections to bend a few of the admissions rules. All because she loved me and wanted me to succeed.   
 
    “I know,” I said.   
 
    “Come back to bed,” she said.  “You’ve got an early morning.”  
 
    I nodded.  Indeed, I did.  So, I followed her back to bed. 
 
    However, even after the lights had been out and she was snoring softly beside me, I couldn’t sleep.  Excitement.  Anxiety.  Nerves.  Fear.  All those emotions and many more assaulted me, preventing sleep.  So, I simply lay there, fantasizing about how much better my life would be once I got through the academy and took my place on the police force.   
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Two 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    I sat in the passenger seat of Sarah’s car, nervously fidgeting with the white, rubber bracelet I habitually wore.  It had the slogan “No one fights alone” in depressed letters along its length.  Meant as a show of solidarity after my father’s death, I wore it in an effort to bring awareness to lung cancer.   
 
    “It’s going to be okay,” said Sarah, her eyes still on the road.  “You’re going to do great.” 
 
    I glanced around the car’s cabin.  It was luxurious, of course – but then again, it was a Mercedes.  That’s what she was paying for when she bought the thing in the first place.  For my part, I had never put much stock in silly displays of wealth like luxury cars.  Sarah was of a different mind, as evidenced by her car, the designer skirt suit she wore, her Prada heels, or the matching handbag.   
 
    Appearances, to Sarah, were of extreme importance, but I knew it came from a good place.  She wanted to go into politics, and that meant that she had to have a certain image.  I understood, even if I didn’t necessarily approve.   
 
    “I know,” I said.  “It just…I don’t know…it feels like the first day of school, you know.”  
 
    Never had a truer statement been uttered, and that feeling came with a host of other insecurities.  My various first days of school had never resulted in what anyone would dare call good memories.  I could only hope that my first day at the police academy would somehow be different.   
 
    Sarah continued trying to put my mind at ease, but she was unsuccessful.  So, when we finally pulled into the parking lot of the police academy, I was understandably ill-at-ease.  She patted my leg, reassuring me that everything was going to go great.  She even managed to sound insincere, but I could see the doubt in her eyes.  She didn’t think I would make it.  But then again, neither did I.  But I had to try. 
 
    So, after saying goodbye, I exited the car and retrieved my bag from the trunk.  As Sarah pulled away from the curb, I looked up the few steps at the academy itself.  It wasn’t an imposing building.  Low-slung and of modern construction, it looked like any other government building.  I mounted the steps, my stomach tying in knots.  By the time I made it to the front doors – all glass, and with the city police’s crest on the panes – I felt like I was going to throw up.   
 
    I swallowed hard, steadied myself, and pushed through.  Soon, I found that I wasn’t the first to arrive.  In fact, the lobby was filled with would-be cadets.  Some stood alone.  Others were clumped together with others.  Talking.  Laughing.  All clearly nervous and trying to hide it.   
 
    I was easily the smallest one there, including the smattering of women.  Idly, I was reminded of the Captain America movie.  I felt like pre-serum Steve Rogers.   
 
    I admit that I very nearly turned on my heel and left, then and there.  I didn’t have anything to prove – not really.  Sarah would have been elated if I didn’t go through with it, and not just because she would miss me while I was gone.  No – she wanted to protect me from the situation.  And if not her, who else was I trying to impress with my manhood?  My father was dead.  I didn’t have any friends.  My mother lived on the other side of the country, and even if she hadn’t, I still wouldn’t have much to do with her.  Nobody would blame me, either.  I could leave without any consequences. 
 
    But could I live with myself?  Could I go through life knowing that I didn’t even try to follow in my father’s footsteps?  It was one thing to fail.  It was another to not even try.   
 
    No, I decided.  I couldn’t do that.   
 
    So, I squared my shoulders and took one step. Then another.  I wove in and out of the crowd of would-be cadets until I found the reception desk.  It was manned by a bored-looking, middle-aged woman who didn’t look like she’d ever seen the inside of a gym. 
 
    “My name’s Devin Adams,” I announced.  “I’m here for –” 
 
    “Oh,” she said.  “Mr. Adams.  I’ve been waiting on you.”  
 
    “W-what?” I asked as she handed me a lanyard with a badge.  “Am I the last to arrive?” 
 
    She shook her head. “No, it’s not that,” was her response.  “You’re supposed to go through the door behind me.  Room one-nineteen.”  
 
    “I…I don’t understand,” I said.  
 
    “I don’t either,” she admitted.  “But Captain Hiller said you were supposed to go there.  I don’t know what about.”  
 
    I nodded, seeing that I wasn’t going to get any other information out of the woman.  So, I slipped the lanyard around my neck, skirted the reception desk, and went through the indicated door.  What awaited behind was a hall that resembled a typical commercial office building’s hall.  It had cheap, grey carpet, off-white walls, and a series of numbered, wooden doors.   
 
    I started walking, and soon surmised the numbering system.  After only a minute or so, I found my way to my destination.  I knocked, and someone told me to come in, so I pushed through.  Inside was a man sitting behind a desk.  He was flanked by a man and a woman on either side.   
 
    “Ah,” said the man behind the desk.  He was older, bald, and looked like every police captain in every action movie I’d ever seen.  Even sitting, I could tell that he was tall, and he had broad shoulders.  However, age had begun to catch up to him, and there was more than a little fat around his mid-section.  “You’ve arrived.  Good.  Close the door, cadet.”  
 
    I did, then stood awkwardly, my bag slung over my shoulder, in front of the desk.  “Have a seat,” the man ordered, gesturing to a lone, uncomfortable-looking chair.  I did, setting my bag beside me.   
 
    “What’s this about, sir?  Was there a problem with my –” 
 
    “No, no,” the man said.  I could tell by his uniform that he was, indeed, a captain.  That made him Hiller.  Who the other two were remained a mystery. “Nothing like that, son.  You’re here because we have a very unique opportunity for you.”  
 
    I stayed silent, but I had no idea what was going on.  I was intrigued, though, and I couldn’t keep myself from leaning forward.   
 
    Hiller asked, “What do you know about Kelly Shaw?”  
 
    Shaw.  I knew the name from what felt like a hundred conversations I’d had with Sarah about work.  “He’s a criminal, right?” I said. 
 
    The man standing beside Hiller sniffed.  “Criminal?” he said. “Try crime lord.”  
 
    “Quiet, Hopkins,” Hiller said.  Hopkins crossed his arms and glared at me.  “But he’s right.  Shaw runs organized crime in this city.  Nothing happens without his say-so.  Guns, drugs, counterfeiting, those are just the tip of the iceberg.”  
 
    “Prostitution and human trafficking, too,” added the woman.   
 
    “And racketeering,” said Hopkins. 
 
    “I’ve heard,” I said.  “My girlfriend –” 
 
    “Is the assistant district attorney,” supplied the captain.  “We know that, too.  She’s the reason you’re here, right?  Otherwise, you never would’ve passed the preliminary screening.”  
 
    He shuffled some papers on his desk, picking one up as he said, “But apparently, the aptitude tests say that you’ve got a potential talent for undercover work.”  
 
    “Undercover?” I said, the word sounding stupid even my own ears. 
 
    Hiller nodded.  “There’s really no easy way to say this, so I’ll just cut right to the chase,” he said.  “Yes.  We want you to go undercover.  And not –” 
 
    “Yes,” I said eagerly.  “I’ll do it.  When do we start?”  
 
    The woman laughed, and Hopkins grinned evilly.  Meanwhile, Hiller said, “Don’t be so quick to agree, son, because this isn’t a typical undercover assignment.”  
 
    “How so?” I asked. 
 
    “Most of the time, we send people undercover for a few weeks,” he said. “A month or two at most.  But this assignment?  It could last a year.  Maybe a bit more.  And it will require certain sacrifices.  Certain changes.”  
 
    “Like what?  Tattoos and stuff?” I asked. 
 
    “Just tell him, captain,” said the woman.  “Don’t beat around the bush.”  
 
    Hiller ran his hand over his bald head.  “Fine,” he said. “Rip the band-aid off, huh?  Fair enough.  Mr. Adams, you’d be going undercover as a transgender girl.  More, you would be doing so as a high school student.”  
 
    My stomach dropped.  “W-what?” I managed.  “This is a joke, right?”  
 
    “No joke,” said the woman.  “It’s deadly serious.”  
 
    “Jameson is right,” said Hiller.  “The fact of the matter is that Shaw’s daughter, Fiona, is a bit of a social justice warrior.  She fancies herself an alphabet ally.” 
 
    “Can’t say alphabet like that, sir,” said Jameson.  “It’s called ‘other-ing’.”  
 
    Hiller groaned.  “Guess the young Miss Shaw isn’t the only social justice warrior,” he said.  “Fine.  You get the picture, though.  Shaw’s daughter has a blog – she thinks it’s anonymous – where she’s often voiced her wish that she could take a transgender girl under her wing.”  
 
    “That’s where you would come in, chief,” said Hopkins. 
 
    My mind reeled.  “You…you want me to…pretend…to be a girl?” I muttered. 
 
    “A transgender girl who’s just transitioned,” said Jameson. 
 
    “No,” I said, waving my hands.  “Just…no.  I mean, thank you for the…ah…offer, but just…no.  I can’t…there’s no way…” 
 
    “Then you can kiss your little police career goodbye,” said Captain Hiller. 
 
    “W-what?” I asked. 
 
    “You won’t be entering the police academy,” he said.  “You didn’t pass the screening.  It’s not safe.”  
 
    “B-but…but I’ve already…I was supposed to…” 
 
    “But if you were already working for the police department, those standards could be…ah…what’s the word I’m looking for here, Jameson?” Hiller said. 
 
    “Relaxed,” she provided.  “The standards could be relaxed.”  
 
    I sat there for a long moment until, at last, I said, “I have to think about it.  Can I think about it?”  
 
    Hiller smiled.  “Certainly,” he said.  “I can give you until this time tomorrow morning.  Jameson can take you back home.”  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Three 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “You have to do it,” said Sarah, sitting across the table from me.  We had already been through the issue enough that I was sick of talking about it.  She’d said what she wanted to say, and I had done the same.  But I couldn’t bring myself to make a decision without her input.  I needed her to agree with me.  “Obviously.”  
 
    “Doesn’t seem so obvious to me,” I said, running my hand through my hair.  “I mean, right?  It’s crazy, isn’t it?  There’s no way I could do something like that convincingly.  I’d be outed in, like, two seconds.”  
 
    Of course, I knew that wasn’t necessarily true.  I’d always had a feminine frame and features to match.  With the right cosmetics, I knew I could pass for a convincing girl.  And even if I couldn’t, I didn’t have to convince anyone I was actually female – just that I was transitioning.  So, I wasn’t so unreasonable that I didn’t truly think it wouldn’t work.  But that didn’t mean I was happy about it.   
 
    After learning the details of the assignment, Hiller had given me permission to discuss it with Sarah, who would play a vital role in the ruse as my supposed mother.  It would work well enough, I knew.  She was old enough to have a seventeen-year-old son, and our relationship had often been misinterpreted as such.   
 
    “But Shaw is a really bad guy,” Sarah said.  “Getting him and his goons off the street – that would be invaluable.  My office has been trying to convict him for nearly a decade, but we can’t ever pin him down.”  
 
    “I can’t believe you’re okay with all this,” I said.  “They want me to pretend to be a girl, for God’s sake.”  
 
    “I’m not just okay with it,” she said, leaning forward. “I recommended you.”  
 
    “W-what?” I muttered.  “Seriously?”  
 
    “Seriously,” she said.  “I was talking to one of the detectives working a case against one of Shaw’s thugs – you met Katie Jameson, I think – and she mentioned the daughter’s penchant for social justice.  Then, when she said something about wishing they had a transgender police cadet to befriend her, I immediately thought of you.”  
 
    “I’m not transgender!” I barked. 
 
    “I know, sweetie,” she said, reaching out to cup my hands in hers.  “We all know that.  This wouldn’t make you any less of a man.  Think of it like it’s one of those detective movies you like so much.  What was that one with Leonardo Dicaprio?  The Departed?  It’s just like that.”  
 
    “Except I’d be wearing a freaking dress,” I muttered, pulling away from her.   
 
    “There is that,” she allowed. 
 
    I felt like I was living in some bizarre, funhouse mirror version of my fantasies.  Sure, I’d dreamed of going undercover and taking out a drug ring or something, but my dreams usually ended with a Hollywood-style shootout in an abandoned factory.  Not with me in a dress and pretending to be a girl.   
 
    I should have refused.  I wanted to.  Most men would have.  But I had this nagging bit of a conscience tugging at my mind.  If Shaw was left to go unchecked, and I could’ve done something to put him away and didn’t, I couldn’t live with myself.   
 
    Plus, it was either this or leave behind my dreams of joining the police force.  After all, they were right.  I didn’t pass the physical tests.  I hadn’t been able to do any push-ups at all, let alone meet the requirement.  And my mile time was woefully inadequate.  But I had this notion that if I could just get into training, I could rise to the occasion.  That’s why I’d gotten Sarah to pull those strings.  In any event, it was either accept the assignment or abandon my hopes of being a police officer.   
 
    Sarah said, “I know you’re secure enough in your masculinity to do this.  Most men aren’t strong enough.  But you?  You know you’re a man.  Nothing’s going to change that, either.”  
 
    My resistance broke because her statement implied that any man who wouldn’t do it wasn’t secure.  And that’s the last thing any man wants his girlfriend to think.  So, I nodded, saying, “Okay.  I’ll do it.  If this gets a dangerous criminal off the streets, I don’t have much of a choice, do I?”  
 
    She smiled widely.  “I knew you’d see reason,” she said.  “I’ll go call Captain Hiller.”  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Four 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I have a confession to make,” said Sarah, sitting in the driver’s seat of her Mercedes.  We’d arrived a little early for our appointment with the “specialist” who was going to prepare me for my role, so we were sitting outside a small, windowless building that looked like a miniature warehouse.  Two other cars – one Ford sedan and a pickup truck – were in the otherwise empty parking lot.  Fat raindrops fell from the sky, the sound of them hitting the roof echoing through the plush interior of the car.   
 
    “Yeah?” I asked, glancing at her.  “What’s that?”  
 
    “I’ve always kind of wanted a daughter,” she said.   
 
    I looked away to see the rain falling sheets across the parking lot.  Thunder rolled, the sound subtly vibrating the car.  “That’s not creepy at all, given the circumstances,” I said, not bothering to hide my sarcasm.   
 
    “I didn’t mean it like that,” she said.  “I was just…I don’t know…maybe we can make the best of this, you know?  It could be good for us.”  
 
    I didn’t look back at her as I said, “I don’t see how.”  
 
    Of course, I knew that, once I adopted the role they’d given me, she’d never be able to see me as a man again.  How could she?   
 
    “Do you want to wait until it stops raining?” she asked.  “Or just make a run for it?”  
 
    I didn’t answer.  Instead, I flung the door open, got out of the car, and sprinted to the door.  I yanked it open and stepped inside.  Sarah followed a few moments later, holding a pink umbrella.  “We could’ve both fit under the umbrella,” she said. 
 
    I shrugged. “What’s the point?” I asked, looking around.  The entrance to the building had opened up into a small lobby, the likes of which you might see at a garage.  The décor consisted of a few outdated, metal chairs, a shabby desk, and a ratty, old sofa.  It looked altogether uninviting, an aura accentuated by the woman standing near a door leading to the back of the building. 
 
    Or I thought she was a woman.  Well over six feet, with garish makeup, and a figure barely concealed by her tight, black dress, she was, in a word, striking. Not pretty, precisely, but stunning nonetheless.  And she looked vaguely familiar. 
 
    “Good,” she said, her voice breathy and deeper than most women’s.  “You’re here.  Follow me.”  
 
    I nodded, and we followed her through the door, the click of her high heels echoing on the polished concrete as she led us down a hall and into a spacious room.  It was dominated by a large vanity, complete with spherical bulbs of light around the mirror.   
 
    The woman gestured to the chair.  “Have a seat,” she said.  I did, and she stepped up behind me.  Looming over me, she put her hands on the back of my chair.  “This isn’t going to be easy for you.  I’ve got a little more than a month to teach you how to be a girl.” 
 
    “But I thought my backstory was that I was just starting my transition,” I said, looking at her in the mirror.  God, where had I seen her before?  “It doesn’t have to be perfect.”  
 
    The woman rolled her eyes.  “We’re not aiming for perfection,” she said.  “That’s not achievable in our short window.  What we want is –” 
 
    “Hopkins?” I said, suddenly recognizing the woman.  “Is that you?”  
 
    She sighed.  “Yes,” she said.  “In my other life, I’m Detective Andrew Hopkins.  But when I’m dressed like this, I’m Destiny.  Got it?”  
 
    “I don’t understand,” I admitted. 
 
    “Jesus,” was her response.  “I’m a drag queen, for God’s sake.  I’m sure you’ve seen Drag Race, right?  Or at least heard of it?”  
 
    “Like RuPaul?” I asked. 
 
    She rubbed the bridge of her nose. “Yes,” she said.  “Like RuPaul.”  
 
    “But you’re not…I mean…are you, like, gay?” I asked. 
 
    Destiny glanced at Sarah, a look of pure annoyance on her made-up face.  Or his.  I wasn’t sure about pronouns.  “Is he really this naïve?” she asked. 
 
    “Sometimes,” Sarah admitted. 
 
    “I am right here, guys,” I said. “Just…I don’t understand, okay?  This is all new to me.  I’ve never even had a gay friend, much less a freaking drag queen.”  
 
    “Fine,” Destiny said.  “I’m not gay.  I’m married, and I have two kids.  But I’ve been doing drag shows for fun since I was in high school.  Most of my colleagues don’t know, but in the interest of making sure you’re not discovered and killed, I volunteered to help.  Got it?  Any other questions?”  
 
    “Like, a hundred,” I said. 
 
    “Keep them to yourself, then,” she said. “Let’s get started.”  
 
      
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
      
 
    I looked down at my completely hairless body, shivering in the drafty bathroom.  I was naked and staring into the mirror.  Without even my already-light body hair, I looked even smaller and more vulnerable than before.  On top of that, Destiny – or Hopkins, I suppose – had spent what felt like a torturous eternity plucking my eyebrows.  I was surprised they weren’t shining bright red in the florescent light beating down on me.   
 
    There was a banging at the door, followed by Destiny’s voice, asking if I was finished.  I stared at the medical tape on the counter, then at the laptop sitting next to it.  I’d watched the video a half-dozen times, but I still didn’t really know what I was doing.  So, I said, “It’s just going to be a couple more minutes.” 
 
    “Oh, for God’s sake,” she said before bursting through the door.  My hands immediately went to my groin.  She laughed, continuing, “Don’t bother covering yourself, honey.  I’ve seen it all before.”  
 
    With an effort of will, I forced my hands to my sides, revealing my hairless manhood.  She glanced at it for a long moment, then said, “I can work with that.  Hand me the tape.  And pay attention.  I won’t always be here to help you get that thing out of the way.”  
 
    Then, before I could even react, she knelt in front of me and grabbed my penis.  A few moments later, after she’d twisted and squashed everything into place, she applied the tape and announced, “There.  All smooth.  Did you see what I did?”  
 
    I was still in shock, especially when I looked in the mirror to see that my groin was completely flat.  Aside from the tape, there was no evidence of my manhood at all.  “I feel like I’m going to throw up,” I muttered. 
 
    She laughed.  “Yeah,” she said.  “It’s a little disconcerting.  But that tape will hold all day if you need it to.  I use it during my shows, and believe me, I put it to the test.”  
 
    “I…I don’t know…I don’t know if I can do this…” 
 
    It wasn’t the first time those words had left my mouth, and I was certain that it wouldn’t be the last.  I barely had my toe in the water, and already, I was thinking of backing out.  How would I feel when I was completely submerged in femininity?   
 
    However, my reasoning still stood.  And besides, I couldn’t back out in front of Hopkins.  Or Destiny.  Or whatever she wanted to be called. 
 
    Destiny handed me a pair of plain panties made of light pink fabric.  “These should fit you,” she said.  “Put them on.”  
 
    I stepped into the panties, pulling them up my slim, smooth legs and settling them into place.  I was glad to have at least that small bit of covering, even if it was via a garment that was practically synonymous with femininity.  “What now?” I asked. 
 
    Destiny grinned.  “Makeup!” she announced, her voice filled with glee.  Then, she dragged me out of the bathroom and back into the main room. Sarah was waiting there and drinking a cup of tea.  Destiny practically threw me into the chair in front of the vanity. 
 
    “You’re not going to do it like yours, right?” I asked. 
 
    She feigned offense.  “Don’t hate, girl!” she said, her voice reaching a high-pitched falsetto.  “I look good!”  
 
    “Yeah, but –” 
 
    “Of course I’m not going to make you up like a drag queen, idiot,” she said, shaking her head.  “Jesus.”  
 
    And then she started describing all the different sorts of makeup on the vanity.  I tried to follow along, but soon, I was lost in all the brushes, powders, lipsticks and mascaras.  Before I knew what was happening, though, Destiny began using them on me.  Again, I attempted to understand what she was doing, but I got lost less than a quarter of the way through it.  However, when she finally announced she was finished and stepped aside so I could get a good look, I couldn’t help but let out a gasp.   
 
    “You’re amazing,” said Sarah, leaning in to peer at my reflection.  “Where did you learn all that?”  
 
    Destiny grinned. “Almost fifteen years as a drag queen, and you pick up some things,” she said.  “Now, let’s finish getting little Lana dressed.”  
 
    “L-lana?” I asked.   
 
    “That’s your name,” she said.  “Lana Leigh Moore.”  
 
    “What if I don’t like that name?” was my retort.  I felt an overwhelming sense of annoyance.  It was one thing to feel like I was being swept along on a current of womanhood, but I thought I’d at least get to choose my own name. 
 
    “Too bad,” Destiny said.  “All the paperwork is already filed.  You’ve even got a birth certificate – originally, you were Kevin Lee Moore, but we created a paper trail for a legal name change.  Medical records, too.  Which reminds me…” 
 
    She reached into a nearby bag and retrieved a bottle of pills.  She handed them to me.  “Two of those in the morning and before you go to bed,” she said.  “You’ll also be getting some shots.”  
 
    “W-what is all that for?” I asked. 
 
    “Hormones,” she said bluntly. 
 
    “W-won’t that…you know…doesn’t that change things…” 
 
    “Of course it does,” she said.  “But it’s all reversible.  Most of it, at least.  Besides, it’s necessary.  Now, follow me.”  
 
    I glanced at Sarah, who nodded.  I didn’t want to argue, so I followed Destiny across the room to a huge closet.  She opened it, revealing a wide assortment of clothes.  I saw dresses.  Jeans.  Tee-shirts.  Blouses.  I even saw a couple of pantsuits.  As Destiny rifled through the garments, she said, “We’re going to start small.  Easy.  Almost unisex.”  
 
    “O-okay,” I said. 
 
    Without further preamble, she selected what she called a red “cami top”, which, to me looked like a tank top with a fluttery hem that would expose my midriff.  She coupled it with a pair of distressed, denim shorts and a pair of wedge heels that looked like they’d been trimmed in hemp.  She thrust them into my hands.   
 
    “Put those on,” she said.  Then, a second later, she said, “Oh.  I almost forgot the bra.”  
 
    She hurried back to the vanity, where she retrieved a bra that would match my panties.  She also had a pair of amorphous blobs in her hands.  After handing them to me, she said, “Put the bra on, and I’ll help you get the falsies into place.”  
 
    I stared at the undergarment for a long moment before sighing.  I slipped my arms under the straps and, with great difficulty, managed to fasten it behind my back.  Of course, Destiny waited until I’d wrestled the thing into submission before she showed me how to fasten it in the front and then turn it around.   
 
    “So glad I can amuse you,” I said. 
 
    She shrugged.  “It’s the little things, you know,” she said, her grin widening.  Then, without further ado, she shoved the falsies into the bra, adding, “Normally, we’d stick these to your chest.  But for now, we’ll just put them in the bra.”  
 
    I rolled my shoulders, feeling the weight of them.  They weren’t big.  Destiny had said they were B-Cups, but the weight was definitely noticeable.  They jiggled realistically every time I moved.   
 
    A few seconds later, I was getting dressed.  That was easier, and I managed to get everything on without any issues.  Except for when I tried to balance on the heels.  That wasn’t easy, and I felt like my ankles were about to break.  However, after Destiny made me walk back and forth across the room a few times, I felt reasonably certain I wasn’t going to injure myself too horribly.   
 
    She guided me back to the vanity, where she practically shoved me into the chair.  “You’re going to be using your real hair when you go,” she said. “But for now, you’re going to wear a wig so you can learn to style it properly.”  
 
    I swallowed hard, glancing at the blonde wig on a mannequin’s head on the vanity.  It wasn’t terribly long – it would probably barely get past my jaw – but it was styled in an unmistakably feminine way.  
 
    “Ready?” she asked.  I nodded, and she settled it into place.  After a few minutes fussing with it, she announced that it was acceptable and pulled away.  “What do you think?”  
 
    I stared at my reflection, mouth agape.  The wig really had pulled everything together.  My delicately arched eyebrows, the slim curve of my neck, the hint of a bosom beneath my top, the too-short shorts, the flat groin – it all screamed girl, and for everyone to hear.   
 
    “I look…like…I look like…a-a girl,” I stuttered. 
 
    Destiny grinned.  “You sure do,” she said.  “Now comes the hard part.  Now, you get to learn to act like one.”  
 
      
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
      
 
    Over the next few weeks, I endured a crash course in femininity.  I was inundated with all things female, and, to my surprise, it actually began to work.  No one who saw me walk or heard me talk would be fooled for long, but I got to the point where I could pass a cursory examination.  Destiny, of course, was a godsend.  She knew more about the cues of womanhood than even Sarah, who was female by instinct.   
 
    After one of our seemingly endless makeup sessions, I sat on the couch next to her and asked, “Do you really think people will believe I’m a trans girl?”  
 
    She nodded, crossing her legs.  “I would,” she said. “Listen, Lana – we don’t want you to be perfect.  That’s not the point.  But we do want you to be just feminine enough to give credence to the lie.”  
 
    “What does that even mean, though?” I asked. 
 
    “Do you know that most transgender girls spend years dressing in secret before they come out?” she said.  “They do.  Even drag queens like me do.  I remember my first time.  I was probably ten, and I saw my sister’s panties in the hamper.  So, I snatched them and ran to the bathroom.  I had them on in an instant, and from that moment on, I was hooked.  I would dress every single time I could find a moment to myself.”  
 
    “Did you ever get caught?” I asked. 
 
    “A few times,” she explained.  “My sister figured it out and pitched a fit because I was stealing her clothes.  I was bigger than her, you see, and I was stretching them out.  I stopped after that.  I was going to go cold turkey, you know?  I couldn’t, though.  I wanted to, but…well…I just couldn’t.”  
 
    “I think I understand,” I lied.  I’d never experienced a compulsion like that, and I had trouble wrapping my brain around it.   
 
    She smirked. “Sure,” she said.  “Anyway, I thought I was gay for the longest time.  I thought I was transgender, too.  I even tried it out for a little while in college.  But it wasn’t for me.  I still think I’m bisexual, but I haven’t been with a man in ages.  I have fond memories, though.”  
 
    “But you’re not transgender, though, right?” I asked. 
 
    She sighed.  “Who the fuck really knows?” she said.  “I like dressing like this.  My wife, she tolerates it, even if she doesn’t necessarily approve.  I get it, I guess.  You’ve seen me as a man, and I wager you never once suspected that I did this in my spare time.”  
 
    I shook my head. “I think I could maybe recognize the signs now, but…I don’t know,” I said. “Probably not, honestly.”  
 
    “My point is that most of us have spent years pretending,” she said. “So, when we finally get to the main event, it’s almost second nature.  It’s not perfect, of course.  It never is.  There will be signs.  But that’s okay.  We just want your peers to believe you’re serious about being a girl.”  
 
    “I think…I think I understand,” I said. 
 
    “Good,” she said.  “Now, let’s practice walking some more.  You still walk like a freaking lumberjack.”  
 
    I sighed, but I got up and tried to remember everything she taught me.  It was all in the hips.  The fluidity of the limbs.  The posture.  It was uncomfortable, but I felt like I was slowly getting the hang of it – just like everything else.   
 
    Over the final few weeks of the summer, the intensity of my training increased.  Destiny cut me less and less slack, and slowly but surely, I began to master her lessons.  In addition, I also visited the doctor, who gave me a series of shots, and I learned to style my own, ever-lengthening hair.  I did my own nails.  I applied my own makeup.  And I shaved my own legs.  So, when the two months of my training period were finished, Destiny was forced to say, “I think you’re ready, Lana.  Not perfect, but ready.”  
 
    I smiled at her.  “Thanks,” I said.  “For everything, I mean.  It means a lot.”  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Five 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I…I can’t do this,” I said, my hands in my lap as I fidgeted with my dark grey skirt.  In the two months of my training, I’d gotten used to wearing the typical schoolgirl outfit – white blouse, grey skirt, matching tie – but suddenly, it felt extremely wrong.  I was an imposter, and I felt like one.  “I just can’t.”  
 
    Sarah, who was sitting behind the wheel of her Mercedes, patted my hand.  “It’s going to be okay,” she said. “You look great.  Really, you’re perfect.  If I didn’t know better, I wouldn’t be able to tell you weren’t a girl.”  
 
    That truly wasn’t what any man wanted to hear from his girlfriend, and it tied my stomach into knots.  However, I knew it was true.  After eight weeks, my blonde hair had grown out enough that I didn’t have to wear a wig.  It only came down to my jaw, but it had been styled in an unmistakably feminine manner.  So, that, combined with my makeup, uniform, and feminine proportions, I really did look like a teenaged girl, albeit one with a few masculine facial features.  As feminine as my looks were, I still had a brow that was a little too heavy, a jaw that was a little too strong, and a chin that wasn’t quite delicate enough.  The result was that, while I would pass inspection as a girl, I wasn’t a particularly pretty one.  Or at least not in my own mind.  Both Destiny and Sarah insisted otherwise.   
 
    But that wasn’t the point of my panic attack.  The reality was that I was afraid.  Terrified, really.  And my fear didn’t have a real point of origin.  It was amorphous.  Amoeba-like.  It didn’t have much of a shape.  I only knew that I was afraid of getting out of the car and walking up the steps to the high-end private school where I’d been enrolled.   
 
    “What if people figure it out?” I asked, my voice trembling. 
 
    “We’re not hiding anything,” she said. “People will know you’re transgender.  They have to for this to work at all.”  
 
    “That’s not what I’m talking about,” I stated.  “I’m talking about the other thing.  The mission.”  
 
    She gripped my hand with sudden strength.  “Don’t talk about that,” she said.  “From here on out, you are what you’re pretending to be.  And I’m your mom.  I thought that would’ve been obvious when I gave you your own room.”  
 
    I pulled my hand away, massaging it as I thought about what she’d said.  Of course, I had been surprised when, after my training, Sarah had declared that I’d be living in the guest room.  I had been even more surprised when, upon entering it, I’d found that it had been decorated just like a teenage girl might.  More, I had an entire wardrobe to match – a closet full of clothes that looked like they had come from Forever 21.  That should’ve been my first clue as the nature of our new arrangement, but it had taken a snubbing of my advances for the situation to be fully hammered home in my mind.  Clearly, she was taking her role as my “mother” very seriously, and that meant that abstinence was our new policy, whether I liked it or not.   
 
    So, on top of the fear of my first day as Lana looming over me, I had sexual frustration to deal with as well.  It was enough to jumble my nerves into great, exposed ball of neurosis.   
 
    “Fine,” I said, glancing out the window.  There were teenaged boys and girls, all dressed similarly to me, albeit with the boys in slacks.  Some of them were clumped in groups, talking about their summers, no doubt.  Others trudged up the steps with all the enthusiasm of a sloth.  And over them all stood a massive, red-brick building that had ivy creeping up its walls.  It looked like money, and a lot of it.  I’d had a peek at my tuition, and I knew that my impression was absolutely on target.   
 
    “It’ll be fine,” she said.  “I know it will.  You’re ready for this.”  
 
    “Sure,” I said. “Yeah.  I am.”  
 
    I didn’t, for one second, believe it.  I was certain that, as soon as I stepped out of the car, everyone would pivot toward me, point, and laugh, all while mocking the freak in the skirt.  I was a fraud, and in more than one way.  It made me feel like vomiting.   
 
    But I’d been dealing with that kind of thing my whole life.  I had never fit in.  I had always endured my fair share of teasing, of bullying.  And if this was no different, so what?  I’d at least be trying to make a difference.  If I was outed, then at least I’d have given it my best shot.  Nobody would be able to say I backed down from the challenge.  So, after taking a deep breath, I said, “I’ll see you this afternoon.”  
 
    Then, I levered the door open and got out of the car. 
 
    And promptly tripped.   
 
    My bag went flying as I fell, my hands colliding and scraping along the rough, concrete surface of the sidewalk.  I lay there on hands and knees for a long moment.  I wanted to cry.  Or scream.  Or turn and run away.   
 
    “You okay?” came a feminine voice.  I felt a tug on my arm, and I looked up to see a beautiful girl with raven-colored hair.  Her pale skin shone like porcelain, and, despite not wanting to notice a teen girl’s assets, I couldn’t ignore the fact that, beneath her school uniform, I could see generous curves that belonged on a bikini model.  She helped me to my feet.  “I tried to catch you, but…well…you went down hard.”  
 
    I brushed myself off, saying, “Thanks.” 
 
    Thankfully, I hadn’t skinned my knees or broken the skin on my palms.  I bent down, picking up my bag.  Shouldering it, I said, “I’m Lana.  Lana Moore.”  
 
    “I know,” she said. “I was waiting out here for you.”  
 
    “What?” I asked, arching an eyebrow. 
 
    “Oh, shit,” she said.  “I’m Fiona Shaw.  I’m supposed to show you around today.”  
 
    My heart skipped a beat.  My target.  The girl I was supposed to befriend.  The girl with a father worth all this trouble.   
 
    “N-nice to meet you,” I managed, sticking out my hand. 
 
    She took it.  “Come on,” she said.  “There’s a lot to see.”  
 
      
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
      
 
    “I am never going back,” I said, tossing the bag laden with books onto the couch.  I plopped down beside it.  “I’m just not, Sarah.” 
 
    “Call me mom,” she said, sitting across from me.  “Or mommy.  Momma.  You know the drill.  And you don’t mean that.”  
 
    “It was hyperbole,” I said.  “We learned that word in English class today.  God, it was horrible.”  
 
    “So, tell me what happened,” she ordered. 
 
    “Nothing,” I answered.  “I mean, it was school, right?  And everyone was really, really nice.  Like, overly nice.  It was like they were afraid I’d run to the headmaster the moment someone looked at me crossways.”  
 
    Of course, there as an explanation for that.  As Fiona had pointed out a few seconds after our meeting, the school was very progressive.  And that meant it was extremely transgender friendly, despite not having any transgender students.  Before I got there, at least.  However, it did boast a very robust LGBTQ community, mostly comprised of bisexual girls and boys who, all judgment aside, probably only adopted the label as a means of fitting in.  Fiona herself proudly declared that she was bisexual and had a rainbow patch sewn onto her bookbag.   
 
    “So, no problems, though?” she asked. 
 
    “Unless you consider being gawked at like I was an exhibit at a zoo a problem, no,” I pouted, crossing my arms.  “I mean, if I was really transgender, I would be so freaking offended.”  
 
    Fiona had followed me around for most of the day, introducing me to all her friends – of which, there were quite a few; she was apparently very popular – and helping me to acclimate myself to the school’s rhythm, and I had to admit that I liked the girl.  She was smart, friendly, and, of course, quite beautiful.   
 
    But clearly, her experience with transgender people was limited to the internet.  In her presence, I felt like a celebrity who’d been paired with a fan who’d won a contest.  I appreciated her enthusiasm, but it got a bit annoying after a while.  Still, I’d endured as best I could, and somehow, I had made it through the day.   
 
    “Did Fiona mention her father?” Sarah asked. 
 
    “Oh, didn’t I mention?” I said.  “She outlined her father’s entire criminal empire for me.  Gave me times, dates, accomplices – everything.  I’ve got a file somewhere here in my backpack.”  
 
    “You’d better watch that smart mouth of yours, or I’ll bend you over my knee, young lady,” Sarah responded, smirking.  “Seriously, though – did you make any headway?”  
 
    I sighed.  “This thing, it’s not going to be finished in a day,” I said.  “But I think it went as well as could be expected.  Fiona accepted my identity.  I just have to keep going.”  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Six 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    I was nearly hyperventilating as I stood in front of the locker room.  Other girls filed past me, completely unaware of the panic gripping my mind.  I clutched my arms over my chest, trying to think of a way out of going into that bastion of girlhood.   
 
    Once, back in high school, I might have considered peeking behind that particular curtain the height of arousal.  A bunch of nubile, naked bodies, all laughing and completely heedless of their nudity.  Clearly, I had watched a few too many raunchy teen comedies from the eighties and nineties growing up.   
 
    “First time?” came Fiona’s voice from behind me.  I turned to see her clutching a book to her chest.   
 
    “Does it show?” I asked. 
 
    “You’re practically trembling,” was her reply.  She stepped up beside me, saying, “It’s not that big of a deal.  We’re all girls, right?”  
 
    Clearly, she thought my apprehension stemmed from not fitting in.  I decided to play into that, saying, “What if everybody’s weird about it?”  
 
    “They won’t be,” she said.  “And if they are, we’ll take care of it.  I promise – you’ll be treated like all the other girls.”  
 
    “Are you sure?” I asked.   
 
    “I am,” she answered.  Then, gripping my upper arm, she tugged me forward. “Come on.”  
 
    I let her pull me into the locker room, and when I got in there, I was simultaneously disappointed and aroused.  There were half-naked girls there, sure.  But their nudity wasn’t titillating.  It was just nakedness.  It felt a little anticlimactic after my panic attack.   
 
    Fiona led me to my assigned locker, saying, “You get the one next to mine.”  
 
    I reached out, opening the thing to find a pair of green shorts and a grey tee-shirt.  My sneakers were in my bag, as was my sports bra.  I was blushing as I started undressing, trying my best not to notice Fiona doing the same.  It was difficult.  Even the other girls seemed captivated by her beauty, and I soon saw that my suspicions about her body had been correct.  She was as well-proportioned as any of the models gracing the cover of a Sports Illustrated.   
 
    “So,” she said. “You haven’t gotten any work done, huh?”  
 
    “What?” I asked.  I was down to my bra and panties, and I was trying my best not to cover myself up. 
 
    “You’re wearing falsies,” she said.  “Good ones, too.  My mom had to wear those for a little while.  She had breast cancer and had to have a double mastectomy.  It was a while before she got reconstructive surgery.”  
 
    “Oh,” I said. “Um…yeah.  My…ah…mom said I needed to wait before I got any surgeries.”  
 
    “It’s probably best,” Fiona said.  “I read that you want to be on hormones for a little while before you get a boob job.  How long have you been on estrogen?”  
 
    Suddenly, I realized that I was wearing my estradiol patch on my hip.  I’d forgotten all about it.  “A few months,” I said.  There was no reason to lie.  “I just started my transition at the start of summer.”  
 
    “Which is why you transferred,” Fiona said, pulling on her shorts.  Without skipping a beat, she unclasped her bra, freeing her magnificent breasts.  They were round and perky and as perfect as any pair I’d ever seen.  It was all I could do not to stare.  Fiona noticed, saying, “Yeah – these were a gift for my sixteenth birthday.  I had to beg daddy to give them to me.  Before that, I was flat as a board.  They look good, don’t they?  Want to feel?”  
 
    I swallowed hard.  “I’ll…ah…pass,” I said, wishing the girl would simply let me dress in peace.  However, I did have a job to do, so I said, “I’m jealous, though.  I wish mine were like that.”  
 
    She smiled, but she didn’t immediately reply.  Instead, she pulled her sports bra over her head, settling herself into place.  The tee-shirt came next.  I took the opportunity to hurriedly do the same, and soon, we were both wearing the gym uniform.   
 
    “You’re really lucky, you know,” she said as we traversed the locker room toward the door to the gym.  “Most trans girls would kill for a body like yours.”  
 
    “Really?” I asked, following her through the door. 
 
    “Yeah,” Fiona said. “You’re so petite.  I bet your shoulders are narrower than mine.  You’ll have no trouble at all passing.  Most girls like you, they’re too tall.  Or too muscular.  But you, you’re just perfect.”  
 
    “Thanks,” I said, feeling a little resentful as we took our places on the gym bleachers.  Shortly after that, the gym teacher, Coach Clarence, a short-haired blonde who looked like she spent way too much time in the gym, called roll.  After that, she sent us out onto the court to play basketball.   
 
    Of course, I thought that, as a man, I’d have a bit of an edge.  I fully expected to have to pull my punches, so to speak.  I had never been much of a basketball player, but I thought that my masculinity would carry me along.   
 
    God, I was wrong.  Never was that more obvious than in the first few seconds when one of the bigger girls – most were already bigger than me – blocked my awkward shot.  And it didn’t get much better in the following forty minutes.  So, when Coach Clarence blew her whistle and told us to hit the showers, I was more than a little relieved.   
 
    That lasted until the obvious hit me.   
 
    Showers.  Nudity.  In my inability to play basketball, I’d completely forgotten to be nervous about the inevitable.   
 
    I needn’t have been so worried, because the locker room was equipped with individual shower stalls.  That meant that I was able to preserve my own modesty by undressing, showering, and putting on my underwear before exiting the stall.  Still, I was treated – or tortured – by the presence of so many girls who didn’t share my shy attitude.  Everywhere I looked were naked – and unconcerned about it – girls.  Big girls.  Small girls.  Fat girls and slim ones.  It was all I could do not to faint from mingling excitement and fear. 
 
    Somehow, though, I made it through.   
 
    After, as I was walking on wobbly legs down the hall just outside the locker room, Fiona caught up with me.  She said, “You definitely play basketball like a girl.  You are so prissy.  And I don’t mean that as an insult.  It’s cute.  I’ve never been good at sports, either.  I tried out for cheerleading when I was a freshman, but apparently, you need a background in dance or gymnastics for that kind of thing.  I thought you could just show up, wear a short skirt, and smile.”  
 
    “Me too,” I said as Fiona walked me to my next class. 
 
    “Oh, I think this is your class,” she said.  “Biology, right?”  
 
    I looked at the number above the classroom.  It was right.  “Yeah,” I said.  “Um…you?” 
 
    “I’ve got Math,” she said. “Pre-calculus.  Ugh.  I’ll see you at lunch, though.  I’ll find you.”  
 
    “Oh,” I said. “O-okay.”  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Seven 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    It took me the whole next period to calm down after the locker room.  Every time I looked at one of my classmates, I saw nudity, and not in a good way.  It wasn’t that I didn’t like what I saw.  I probably would have, if my mind would have allowed it.  However, I felt like a trespasser, like I had invaded a private, female space.  To say I felt guilty would have been a vast understatement.  So, my efforts at trying to concentrate on biology were futile, at best.   
 
    I endure it, though.  And the class after that – English.  Before I knew it, I found myself standing in line for lunch.  At any other time, I probably would have been impressed by the variety and quality of the food.  Having gone to public school my first time around, I was used to barely edible, yellow pizza or fries.  But my new school’s fare was quite a bit better.   
 
    Fiona found me in line.  She nudged me in the small of my back, saying, “Hey, you.”  
 
    I turned, seeing her smiling face.  “Hey,” I said.  “How was pre-calculus?”  
 
    “Boring,” she said, flipping her hair.  I saw that quite a few boys noticed the gesture, and I could easily the see the lusty hunger in their eyes.  She saw it too, but Fiona was well-practiced in ignoring it. 
 
    We made our way through the line, making small talk all the way.  She talked about boys whose names I didn’t recognize, gossiped about girls I didn’t know, and somehow, convinced me to forego the more protein-rich selections in favor of a salad.  When we got to the end of the line, I scanned my student I.D., and she said, “Meet me at the table in the back, right corner.  I’ll be right behind you.”  
 
    Thinking nothing of it, I found my way to the indicated table, which was empty.  I sat down and was in the midst of emptying a packet of dressing over my salad when an unfamiliar blonde girl stood over me.  I looked up, seeing that she was quite pretty, so long as you didn’t pay much attention to her sneering face.  Or the fact that she was so skinny that she looked like she might have an eating disorder.  In any case, I barely had time to register her appearance before she leaned over the table, saying, “I think you found your way to the wrong table, tranny.”  
 
    I swallowed hard.  “W-what?” I asked. 
 
    “You heard me, freak,” she said.  “Everybody else might be sucking your dick – you still have one, right? – but not me.  I know you’re just a fucking –” 
 
    “Hello, Shana,” came Fiona’s voice.  “You lost?”  
 
    Shana, the blonde, turned toward Fiona.  “You would be following the freak around,” she said. 
 
    “Only freak here is you,” Fiona said.  “Run along, pill-popper.  I’m done with you.”  
 
    Shana looked like she was about to say something when a trio of other girls appeared at Fiona’s back.  They looked like the cast of a primetime sitcom or a teen comedy, which is to say that they were all pretty and of varying ethnicities.   
 
    A black girl, tall and with perfect skin, said, “What’s the scarecrow doing here?”  
 
    An Asian girl, shorter, but no less beautiful, added, “Do any of you smell something?  Ugh.  It smells like garbage.”  
 
    A Latina girl laughed, but didn’t make a remark.  Meanwhile, Shana turned red, and I half-expected steam to start spurting from her ears.  But she didn’t say a word.  Instead, the skinny blonde ground her teeth together, turned on her heel, and stalked away.  She settled down at another table with a bunch of other girls who were glaring at me.  Or at Fiona and her friends.  I wasn’t sure. 
 
    “Sorry about that,” said Fiona as she sat across from me.  “Shana is…well…let’s just say the apple doesn’t fall far from the tree.”  
 
    “Oh,” I said, not really understanding. 
 
    “Her dad is Joel O’Reilly,” said the black girl, sitting next to Fiona.  The other two girls circled the tabled and sat beside me.  “You know, the televangelist.  You remember him, right?  He’s the one who said that God wanted him to have a private jet.”  
 
    “And the one who has ties to the Ku Klux Klan,” said the Latina.  “I’m Maria, by the way.”  
 
    The Asian girl introduced herself as Chelsea, and the black girl said her name was Trisha.  And the all apologized for Shana’s actions. 
 
    “She used to be okay, really,” said Fiona.  “I mean, until we got old enough to realize the way the world worked.  She decided to double down on her daddy’s politics.  We chose differently.  What she won’t tell anybody is that it suspiciously coincided with Katie Beckitt turning her down.”  
 
    “She’s a lesbian?” I asked. 
 
    “In denial,” Chelsea said.  “But I heard she has this love-hate thing going on with Leslie Davidson.  You know, the softball player?”  
 
    The girls giggled. “What?” I asked. 
 
    “No, it’s nothing,” Fiona said. “We don’t gossip.” 
 
    “Oh, shut up, Fee,” said Maria.  “All we do is gossip.  Anyway, Becky Lane told me that her cousin saw Shana and Leslie downtown.  Shana was dressed up like a stripper – you know, tassels and a G-String – and Leslie was leading her along on a leash.”  
 
    “You know that’s probably not true, right?” said Fiona.  “Becky Lane lies about everything.”  
 
    Maria shrugged. “But I prefer to believe it,” she said.  “Homophobia is at least understandable if it’s a defense mechanism because you’re closeted yourself.  Otherwise, it’s just hate for hate’s sake.”  
 
    “I…I wouldn’t know about that,” I said.  “I’ve been out for a couple of years now.”  
 
    “But you just started transitioning, right?” Fiona asked.  “This summer.” 
 
    “Yeah,” I said, recalling my cover story.  I hated it, but Destiny had assured me that it was fairly believable.  “For the longest time, I thought I was just gay.  I mean, I knew I was a girl.  I just didn’t know I knew, you know?”  
 
    “No,” said Fiona. 
 
    I shook my head, taking a bite of my salad as I said what I’d rehearsed a thousand times.  “It’s like, I’ve always liked girl stuff,” I said.  “Back to when I was really little, I was playing with dolls and watching princess movies.  But my daddy – I mean, my dad – he didn’t want a little girl.  He hated when I did that stuff, so I…I don’t know…I guess I just suppressed it until I didn’t even know what I knew.”  
 
    I took a sip from my diet Coke.  “So, when I started to, you know…notice sex and stuff,” I said.  “I just thought I was gay.  Dad didn’t like that, either.  He blamed my mom, which is why they divorced.  Before he died, I mean.”  
 
    “Oh,” said Fiona, patting my arm.  “I’m so sorry.”  
 
    I shrugged.  “It’s no big deal,” I said. “He was an asshole.”  
 
    “Sounds like it,” Maria said, and I felt a surge of anger.  It made no sense.  After all, I was talking about a person who didn’t exist.  But I’d told the story in front of a mirror so many times that I’d begun to associate my fictitious father with my real dad.  He had been disappointed in me, too, so it wasn’t that much of a stretch.  But when Maria insulted the fake father in my story, it felt like she was deriding the real man who’d raised me.  And considering he had died only two years earlier, it felt especially raw.  But I suppressed my feelings.  Devin might grieve his father, but Lana wouldn’t.   
 
    “Yeah,” I said.  “Anyway, it wasn’t long after he left that I started experimenting with my mom’s clothes.  I spent a lot of time looking stuff up online, and I told my therapist what I was feeling.  She helped me to realize that I was a girl.  Still, I didn’t accept it for almost two years.  Not until last year.”  
 
    “You are so brave,” said Fiona. 
 
    I smiled. “Every afternoon when I’d get home from school, I’d change into my girl clothes,” I said.  “And I realized that this is what I wanted to be for the rest of my life.  So, as soon as the school year ended, I told my mom, and she helped me with the doctor stuff and…well…we thought things would be easier if I transferred here.”  
 
    “Well,” said Fiona.  “I think I speak for everyone here when I say that I’m glad you did.  I just hope we can be here for you as you figure out what kind of girl you want to be.”  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Eight 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “You’re going,” said Sarah.  “Obviously.”  
 
    I crossed my arms under my fake breasts, pouting.  It wasn’t really that I didn’t want to go to the sleepover I’d been invited to.  I did, and more than I wanted to admit, even to myself.  I just wasn’t sure if I was ready for that kind of test.  I had finished my first week of school without any major incidents, and I didn’t want to push my luck.  More than that, keeping up that constant façade was tiring.  I was exhausted, and I wanted nothing more than to spend the weekend recharging my batteries, so to speak. 
 
    Fiona had been a bit of a godsend, really.  Without her, I don’t think I’d have made it through a single day, let alone an entire week.  She was the school’s queen bee, and I had been adopted into her group of friends without issue.  But I couldn’t help but feel like something akin to a mascot.  Clearly, the girls – and boys who flocked to surround them – had never had any real experiences with transgender people, and they were all curious enough that their questions often ventured past propriety and into rudeness.  I tried not to blame them – after all, I wasn’t really so different from them, once everything was said and done – but it was difficult not to feel a little like an exhibit in a zoo.  Or a beloved pet.  I was an accessory, and I knew it.  To make matters worse, I couldn’t really say anything about it, either.  I had to do a job, and that job required me to remain close to Fiona. 
 
    “I know,” I muttered.  “I’m just…I have no idea what to expect out of this.  I mean, pillow fights?  Truth or dare?  Do girls this age even do slumber parties?”  
 
    Sarah shrugged, sitting beside me on the couch.  “I did,” she said.  “And don’t call it a slumber party.  That makes it seem way more immature than it really is.”  
 
    “Okay, but what should I expect?” I asked again. 
 
    “Drinking, probably,” my girlfriend-turned-mother said.  “When my friends and I got together when I was your age – sorry, the age you’re pretending to be – one of us would usually sneak her parents’ liquor out.  We’d get drunk and watch movies or talk about boys.  Or the other girls, I guess.  We were all really catty, back then.”  
 
    “And what can I contribute to any of that?” I asked.  “If I get drunk…” 
 
    “You’re worried you’ll let the mask fall,” she reasoned. 
 
    I shrugged. “Shouldn’t I be worried about that?” I asked.  I had never been much of a drinker. I hadn’t really had the opportunity.  In high school, I hadn’t partied, mostly because I was never invited.  I didn’t have any friends.  And the few times I’d sampled my father’s whisky, the taste had left a bad impression on me.  So, I was under no illusions that I’d be able to hold my liquor.   
 
    “Just relax,” she said.  “Just take a few sips.  You’re not going to get drunk from that.  And just go with the flow a little.  Be yourself.  You remember what Detective Hopkins said, right?”  
 
    Destiny.  She preferred to be called Destiny.  But it was a good reminder.  The best lies always had a bit of truth to them, she’d said.  And so, too, did my adopted persona have quite a bit of my old personality woven into it.   
 
    “I just don’t know,” I said.  “Maybe I should just call her and make some excuse.  She’ll ask me again.  I just think it’d be better if I had a little more time as Lana under my belt.”  
 
    “If you say so,” Sarah said.  She reached out, patting my thigh.  “Nobody’s going to make you do anything you’re not comfortable with.  You know that.”  
 
    “But you don’t agree with my decision,” I reasoned. 
 
    “I don’t,” she admitted. 
 
    I sighed, tilting my head back.  Running my hand through my hair, I said, “I guess I need to get some pajamas or something ready.”  
 
    “You’re going to do it?” Sarah asked. 
 
    “Obviously,” I said.  “Just like you said.  I have to.  This is the job.”  
 
      
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
      
 
    I arrived at Fiona’s house a little after dark, but I was the first one there.  The rest of the girls – her typical crew of Maria, Chelsea, and Trisha – wouldn’t arrive for more than an hour.  In that time, Fiona and I killed time with a tour of her house.  Or mansion, as it happened.  The place was a palace, and looked every inch the abode of a crime boss.  It wasn’t exactly tacky, but the whole thing screamed new money so loudly that it was hard to ignore.  Not that I had room to judge, of course.  My own experiences, especially before I met Sarah, had been limited to lower, middle-class end of the spectrum.  Sarah had been my introduction to the finer things in life, and I was far from accustomed to finery.   
 
    Fiona led me up an impressive staircase and down a hall to her bedroom, which was the size of my first apartment.  And it was decorated all in pinks and pastel blues, with walls covered with boy band posters, trophies, and obviously nostalgic photos.   
 
    “I used to ride all the time,” she said when I stopped beside one of the trophies.  It was, like most trophies, made of plastic, and it depicted a person on a rearing horse.  “Dressage.  All of my friends were doing ballet and stuff, but I was riding horses.  My daddy thought it was what rich people’s kids did.”  
 
    I shrugged, running my fingers from one trophy to another.  “I guess you were pretty good, huh?” I said. 
 
    Fiona sat on the bed.  “Better than most,” she stated.  “And I guess it was kind of like ballet for horses.  Or that’s how I thought of it, at least.  I don’t know.  I wish they’d have just put me in dance classes, to be honest.”  
 
    “I always wondered what it would be like to be a ballerina,” I said, a sentiment stolen wholesale from Destiny.  She’d confided it in me at some point during my training, and it had stuck.  “You know, wearing the leotards and stuff.  Up on stage.  I remember watching The Nutcracker during a school field trip once, and I wanted so badly to be one of those dancers.  But little boys weren’t supposed to be ballerinas.  My dad beat me when he found out about it.  Beat me with a belt.  I had stripes on my legs for two weeks.”  
 
    “Oh,” she said. “I’m sorry.”  
 
    So had I been, when Destiny had told me that story.  She had also said that it had been the beginning of her denial.  And that had lasted years until, at last, she’d come to terms with being who she was.  Even now, she was hiding behind being a drag queen.  She couldn’t fully commit because she didn’t want to deal with the consequences of womanhood. 
 
    Or I could have been wrong.  It certainly wouldn’t have been the first time.  Plenty of straight men liked to crossdress, after all.  Who was to say that Destiny wasn’t one of them? 
 
    “It’s okay,” I said, resisting the urge to tug at the hem of my shorts.  They were made of cotton, and they were incredibly short – like the kind of shorts cheerleaders wore at practice.  I felt incredibly exposed.  My skinny legs were on full display.  Fiona, who wore similar shorts, filled them out well.  Her legs, while slim, were well-shaped and feminine.  Mine were like two sinewy sticks.  I hated them.  And I hated that I wished they were more womanly.   
 
    Fiona and I continued to make small talk as we waited for the other girls to arrive, and after about an hour, Maria did.  Then Chelsea.  And finally, Trisha.  Soon, we were piled onto Fiona’s bed and gossiping about all sorts of things ranging from boys to which teachers were obviously sleeping with the others and everything in between.  I didn’t contribute much, but I reveled in the camaraderie.  I’d never had many friends, and being included in that kind of a group was almost intoxicating.  So, I was riding high when Maria suggested that we play truth or dare. 
 
    The other girls squealed their delight.  I didn’t, but I also didn’t object.  I couldn’t. 
 
    “Me, first?” asked Fiona.  “Sure.  Dare.”  
 
    “I dare you to…um…go downstairs and steal a bottle of your dad’s liquor!” said Maria.  “The expensive kind, too.”  
 
    Fiona rolled her eyes.  Then, without a word, she disappeared from the room and down the stairs.  When she was out of earshot, Chelsea asked, “Is she seriously going to do it?  If I stole my dad’s whisky, he’d flip out.”  
 
    We all shrugged and waited.  Soon, Fiona appeared in the doorway, a bottle of expensive-looking booze dangling from her fingers.  “The bar’s open, girls!” she said, grinning.  Then, she twisted the cap, tilted the bottle up, and took a long swig of the brown liquid.  And almost as soon as she lowered it, she coughed so much I thought she was going to gag.  “Oh, my God – that stuff is so nasty.”  
 
    The rest of us giggled, but we all took a drink.  It burned going down, but I think I took it better than the rest.  And with that alcohol easing our inhibitions, the game continued.  Maria was dared by Fiona to kiss Chelsea.  They did, and though it was mostly chaste, we all reacted like they’d just shared a movie kiss.  Then, it was Maria’s turn.  She selected truth. 
 
    “Okay – so, what happened between you and Mr. Palmer?” asked Chelsea.   
 
    Maria blushed.  “Oh, nothing,” she said.   
 
    “No – you have to tell the truth!” Chelsea said.  “We all know something happened.  We were all there!”  
 
    “I…I wasn’t,” I said.  “What happened?”  
 
    “Oh, that’s right,” Fiona said.  “Lana wasn’t there. Oh, this is good.  Last summer, we were downtown.  You know, Maria’s brother’s friend’s cousin got us fake I.D.s so we could get into the clubs.  Anyway, we were at this new place.  What was the name of it again?”  
 
    “Zero,” supplied Chelsea. 
 
    ‘Right,” Fiona said, pointing at her Asian friend.  She took another swig of the liquor.  We’d all been sipping from it for the last hour.  “Anyway, we’re there.  We’re dancing.  And then, who do we see but Mr. Palmer, right?  You know, the history teacher.”  
 
    “The young one?” I asked. 
 
    “The cute one, you mean,” said Trisha.   
 
    “I don’t think he recognized her,” said Fiona.  “But we look over, and Maria’s grinding all over him.  Then, I look away, and suddenly, they’re gone.”  
 
    We all looked at Maria.  Her blush deepened.  “It…it wasn’t what you think…” 
 
    “When we found you, you were coming out of the men’s bathroom,” Trisha said.  “Your makeup was smudged.  And you were fixing your dress.  Mr. Palmer came out right behind you.  So, what really happened?  Remember, you have to tell the truth.”  
 
    Maria sighed.  “Promise you guys won’t tell anyone?” she said.  We all swore that we wouldn’t.  “Fine.  I blew him.  And he’s got a big dick, too.  We were going to do more, but I think…I think he recognized me at the last second.  Right before…you know…he finished.  In…my mouth.”  
 
    The girls erupted into gales of laughter that didn’t soon die down.  Intermittently, someone would pepper Maria with more questions asking her to elaborate on the experience.  She declined, saying that she’d already satisfied the requirements of the game.  None of us could dispute that, and besides, we’d all gotten the juicy bit of information we wanted.  That was enough.   
 
    Finally, Maria turned to me, saying, “Truth?  Or dare?”  
 
    I almost sobered up on the spot.  On the one hand, I wanted to pick truth.  I’d rehearsed a thousand stories, and I was fairly confident I could recite them, even tipsy as I was.  On the other, a dare would be so much easier.  And it would be over in a few seconds.   
 
    “Dare,” I said. 
 
    Maria grinned.  “I want to see it,” she said. 
 
    “See what?” I asked. 
 
    “Your thing,” she answered.  “Your dick.  I want to see it.”  
 
    “Maria!” Fiona gasped.  “That’s not cool!  Lana, you don’t have to –” 
 
    Something in me snapped.  Or maybe I was just drunk enough that I didn’t care.  Either way, I said, “No.  It’s fine.  I’m not ashamed.”  
 
    “You don’t have to do this,” Fiona assured me.  “Maria can pick something else.”  
 
    “I was just joking,” Maria said.  “I don’t expect you to actually do it.”  
 
    I shrugged, then stood up.  Without a second thought, I gripped the waistband of my cotton shorts and tugged them down my thighs.  My panties came next, and I fished my manhood from where it had been tucked between my legs.  I even gave it a little shake before putting it back into its place.   
 
    When I was finished and I’d pulled my panties and shorts back up, I said, “Normally, I tape it.  But I didn’t for tonight.  So, who’s next?”  
 
    “It’s so small,” whispered Fiona.  It was barely audible.  “I guess that was the hormones.”  
 
    I wanted to protest, to insist that it wasn’t that small.  I was a grower, not a shower.  I even wanted to offer to prove it.  But I didn’t.  Instead, I just shrugged, saying, “I guess so.  Trisha’s next, right?  Truth or dare?”  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Nine 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “You just pulled down your pants?” asked Sarah.  “And how did they react?”  
 
    I shrugged.  “I don’t know,” I said.  “Like they saw something they shouldn’t have.  They all asked a ton of questions.  I didn’t answer most of them.  But then, everyone just moved on.  Fiona apologized to me again after everyone went to sleep.”  
 
    “You have to be more careful than that,” she chided.  “There are a hundred ways that could’ve gone wrong.”  
 
    “What was I supposed to do?” I demanded. “No, seriously – tell me.  Because I have no idea how to do this.  I just did what I thought a girl who was trying to fit in would do.  I mean, haven’t you ever done something stupid to fit in?”  
 
    She was silent for a long moment.  “Of course I have,” she said. “But this is different.  You’re not what you’re pretending to be.”  
 
    I looked away, then ran my fingers through my ever-lengthening hair.  “But that’s just it, isn’t it?  I have to be,” I said. “And I think I did what Lana would’ve done.  Besides, it all worked out.”  
 
    And indeed, it had.  The rest of the sleepover went perfectly.  We continued to play truth or dare, drank way too much of Fiona’s father’s liquor, and passed out while watching Love, Actually.  And when Sarah had shown up to take me home, Fiona had gushed about how much fun she’d had, about how happy she was that I had come.  The night was a success, and there was nothing else for it.   
 
    “It did,” said Sarah.  “This time.  Just…be careful, Devin…I mean…Lana.  You know the stakes here.”  
 
    “I do,” I said before getting up and going to my room.   
 
    After that weekend, my life fell into something of a rhythm.  And for the next couple of months, I settled into that rhythm.  It got easier each day, especially because I had Fiona and her friends backing me up.  They protected me, I’m sure.  And for that, I was grateful.   
 
    We repeated the sleepover almost every weekend, and in that time, I’d gotten a few glimpses of the elder Shaw.  He was a tall man, balding and, despite being nearly fifty, still well-muscled.  And he doted on his daughter.  By extension, he doted on us, too.  When he was around, we wanted for nothing.   
 
    One afternoon in November, I was sitting in Fiona’s bedroom as she tried on clothes.  We’d just gotten finished shopping – she had insisted on buying me four separate outfits, complete with shoes to match – and she wanted a fashion show.  I’d already tried on one of them, and it was her turn to walk the proverbial catwalk.   
 
    Naked but for a pair of black panties, she said, “You never talk about boys.”  
 
    “What?” I asked, swallowing hard.  “What do you mean?” 
 
    “When we talk about guys,” Fiona said, turning to me.  After months of seeing her naked in the school locker room, I was well-used to her nudity.  However, her breasts were breathtakingly perfect.  It was difficult not to stare.  “You nod.  You agree.  But you never really voice an opinion.  Don’t you like boys?  I mean, it’s okay if you don’t.  Better than okay.  You do you.  I’m just wondering.”  
 
    I lay back on the bed.  For my part, I was wearing only my panties and bra.  I’d eschewed my falsies for the day, opting instead for the padded bra. It was more comfortable.  “I don’t know,” I admitted.  “Sometimes, I think I like guys.  Sometimes, I don’t.  It’s confusing.”  
 
    She pushed my discarded outfit aside, then sat on the bed next to me.  Her hand found my thigh.  “Have you ever been with a guy?” she asked. 
 
    I propped myself on my elbows.  I was distinctly aware of her touch, but it didn’t feel sexual.  Intimate, sure.  But not sexual.  “Once,” I said.  “I was at my…um…last school.  I had this friend.  Jacob.  I thought we were best friends.  But one night, he made a move on me.  I let it happen, too.  I just…I don’t know…it was like instinct, I guess.  We kissed for, like, an hour, I think.  Right there in his parents’ basement.  They thought we were watching kung fu movies or something.  And then I felt how hard he was.  I just went for it.  I sucked him off right there.”  
 
    The story wasn’t one I’d stolen from Destiny.  It came from my own life.  In high school, I had been a little confused about my sexuality.  Or maybe I was just so desperate for acceptance that I would take whatever came my way.  I don’t know, but I caught Jacob’s attention. 
 
    “That was the only time, though,” I said. “After that, he stopped talking to me.  He wouldn’t answer my calls.  He left me on read.  Wouldn’t respond to me on Snapchat.  Nothing.”  
 
    Fiona was silent for a long moment before she said, “Doesn’t sound that different from my first time, really.  Except mine was named Heath.  He was so freaking cute, too.  Looked like Zac Efron.  I was fourteen.  He was seventeen.  But it went a lot further than a blowjob.  Daddy found out about it, I think.  Put the fear of God into him.  He ghosted me as soon as he turned eighteen.  Last I heard, he’d joined the Marines.”  
 
    I sat up.  “What does your dad do, anyway?” I asked.   
 
    “Import, export,” she said, a rehearsed line if ever I’d heard one.  “Why?” 
 
    I shrugged.  “No reason,” I said. “Just conversation.”  
 
    I stood up, then stretched. “Which one should I try on next?” I asked.  “The blue one?  Or the red?”  
 
    “You’re really developing well,” she said. “I mean, you were so skinny only a couple of months ago, but now…we should start working out together.  I found this workout online that’s supposed to really help your butt.  What do you say?”  
 
    I smiled, then looked in the mirror.  She wasn’t wrong about the development of my body.  The hormones had really begun to pay dividends, and not only was everything softer, I was developing curves in places no man should have them.  I wasn’t exactly Jessica Rabbit, but I could’ve passed for her pubescent, little sister.  Even my breasts, small as they were, were almost recognizable as such.   
 
    It should have scared me.  It did, too, so long as I made myself think about it.  However, there was also a note of satisfaction there.  Every time one of my friends saw my body, they complimented me on its development.  And I wasn’t immune to that positive reinforcement.  I liked the praise, and I’d transferred that to the changes in my body.   
 
      
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
      
 
    The holidays came and went, and with each passing week, I sank a little further into my role.  My body continued to change, and my once-flat chest developed A-Cup breasts.  They weren’t big, but they were mine.  I stopped wearing the falsies altogether.  I was proud of what little I had. 
 
    The rest of my body followed suit, aided in no small part by the workout program Fiona insisted I adopt alongside her.  It was heavily focused on the lower body, and soon, I started to see results.  My rear end rounded out, and my skinny legs became more toned and well-shaped.  My waist narrowed, and, by the time spring break rolled around, I wasn’t nearly so self-conscious about changing in the girl’s locker room.   
 
    “Are you coming?” asked Fiona, stripping off her gym tee-shirt.  “My dad rented us a house at the beach.”  
 
    “My mom doesn’t like us going without a chaperone,” I said, stepping out of my shorts.  Sarah had begun to take her role as my mother a little too seriously.  Often, I found myself on the receiving end of her disciplinary action.  Getting grounded for breaking curfew helped with my own ruse, but that didn’t make it any less annoying.   
 
    “Oh, come on,” she said.  “Everybody’s going to be there!  We’re going to party all week.  It’s going to be great.”  
 
    “Not sure that any of those reasons are going to convince her,” I deadpanned. 
 
    “Just tell her that my cousins are going to be there,” she said.   
 
    Her cousins.  I knew that’s not what the men who often followed her around were.  I didn’t know much, but I could recognize a thug well enough.  They were bodyguards.   
 
    “Fine,” I said.  “I’ll ask her.  But she’s probably going to say no.”  
 
    “I could have my dad call her,” she said. “He could make her see reason.”  
 
    I shook my head. “No, I’ll take care of it,” I said.  “I’ll figure it out.  I promise.”  
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Ten 
 
      
 
      
 
    “This is going to be so much fun!” exclaimed Fiona as she threw clothes into the bag.  My own bags were already packed and in the trunk of her convertible, white BMW.  “I know you’re nervous, but this is going to be good for you.”  
 
    I wasn’t so sure.  As I sat on the bed, I looked around Fiona’s now-familiar room.  As much time as I had spent hanging out with Fiona, my efforts to integrate into the larger culture of the high school had been met with significant resistance.  Aside from Fiona and the other girls that made up her clique, I had no friends, and I’d been largely ignored, save for a few half-hearted efforts at bullying.   
 
    And I knew why, too.   
 
    I was different.  The transgender girl.  The one who wasn’t quite pretty enough to make people forget.  The flat-chested one.  The one without much of a rear end.  No curves.  A prominent brow.  The one with the Adam’s apple.  I was clearly not one of them, and though I wasn’t ostracized outright, I certainly hadn’t been accepted, either.  Not by anyone but Fiona.   
 
    I would’ve been appreciative if I didn’t know why she let me hang around.  Sure, I thought she liked me.  She didn’t treat me any differently than she did the other girls.  But I’d read her blog.  I knew that her identity was wrapped around accepting people like me.  I felt like a stray puppy she’d adopted from the pound.  Online, she couldn’t wait to mention her “trans friend”.  I was an accessory no different from the white convertible she loved so much.   
 
    “Yeah,” I agreed.  “I’m looking forward to it.”  
 
    The “it” in question was a week at the beach without adult supervision.  There would be drinking.  There would be partying.  Dancing.  And, as far as Fiona and the other girls were concerned, the main attraction, too.  Boys.  Lots and lots of boys.   
 
    I stood, then looked in the mirror.  I was certainly dressed for the stay.  My tiny, nearly-flat breasts were contained by a pink-and-purple bikini top, over which was a mesh cover-up that Fiona had insisted I wear instead of the plain tee-shirt I had chosen.  Down below was a pair of cut-off, denim shorts, beneath which was the matching half of my bikini.  Thinking of being out in public so exposed had kept me up at night.   
 
    Fiona stepped up next to me.  We were dressed almost identically, save that her bikini was a bit skimpier than mine.  And she filled it out quite a bit better than I ever could.   
 
    “The workouts are really helping,” she said.  “I saw David Spanos looking at your butt yesterday.  Did I tell you about that?”  
 
    “Yes,” I said, rolling my eyes.  “He was probably just wondering why it was so flat.”  
 
    “Please,” she said.  “You’re too hard on yourself.  You’ve got a cute, little butt.”  
 
    I turned away.  Fiona always tried to be encouraging, which, on the face of it, was a nice enough gesture.  However, it also meant that I couldn’t take anything she said very seriously. 
 
    “Are you almost done packing?” I asked. 
 
    “I am,” she announced, zipping up her suitcase.  “Let’s go.”  
 
    As I followed her down the stairs, she told one of her bodyguards – a tall, broad-shouldered man who couldn’t have been more than twenty-five, if that – to grab her bags and load them into the car.  She didn’t stop to make sure it was being done, and I smiled at him apologetically.  He wasn’t the servant she treated him as.  But he just shrugged, winked at me, then grabbed the bags.  I couldn’t help but notice that, beneath his jacket, he wore a shoulder-holstered pistol.   
 
    Fiona kept up a steady stream of conversation, most of it inane.  I tried to listen, but when she was excited, she hardly ever stopped, even to take a breath.  So, most of it went in one and out the other as we got into the car.  I watched as the bodyguard loaded her bag into the trunk – it joined four others, only one of which was mine; there was also another bag in the back seat of the car.   
 
    “He’s cute, isn’t he?” said Fiona.  “Daddy would kill me if I ever did anything with one of his guys – or the guy, probably – but that doesn’t mean I can’t look.  And I’m sure that restriction doesn’t apply to you.”  
 
    I tore my eyes from the handsome bodyguard.  “I’ll pass,” I said. “He’s too old.” 
 
    “Please,” she said. “He’s twenty-two.  He spent, like, three years as a marine before daddy hired him.”  
 
    “Not interested,” I said, though I definitely liked looking at him.  I don’t know if it was latent bisexuality asserting itself or if all the talk about cute guys had infected my mind, but I’d definitely started to notice men a lot more since I’d started hanging out with Fiona and her friends.  And given that their discussions often ventured into very risqué territory, I had also begun to think of them in extremely sexualized terms.  For instance, I couldn’t help but wonder just how well the bodyguard was hung.   
 
    “Sure, you’re not,” she said, watching him walk away.  He pretended not to hear our conversation, but I had seen him smirking in the rearview mirror.  “His name’s Luke, by the way.”  
 
    “Luke,” I muttered under my breath, a slight smile turning up the corners of my mouth. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
      
 
    The ride to the beach took a lot less time than I expected, and we arrived just after midday.  The other girls were already there, and they greeted us with squeals of delight.  After we unloaded everything – courtesy of Luke and his fellow guard, who’d followed in a black SUV – we all stripped off our cover-ups and absconded to the private beach, where we lay out, soaking in the sun.   
 
    After a while, I got tired of it, so I told Fiona, “I’m thirsty, and I want to get a shower.  I’m going back up to the house.”  
 
    Fiona rolled over, her skin glistening from the suntan lotion.  In preparation for the trip, she’d been using the tanning bed for months, and her skin had adopted a light bronze tone.  By comparison, I felt like an alabaster ghost.   
 
    She tipped her sunglasses down her nose.  “Suit yourself,” she said.  “I’m staying for a little while.  Got to get my tan on, right?”  
 
    I smiled. “Yeah, never say it like that again,” was my sarcastic reply. 
 
    Aside from a roll of her eyes and a dismissive wave, she didn’t answer.  So, I gathered my towel and trudged through the sand to the steps up to the massive beach house her father had rented.  It was an impressive structure, all glass and concrete with a modern aesthetic.  Luke, the bodyguard, waited by the steps, his eyes flicking about like he was trying to see everything at once.  Sweat beaded on his forehead, and as I drew closer, I could see that it had soaked through his jacket under his arms. 
 
    “Hot, huh?” I said in passing. 
 
    He shrugged.  “Not as hot as Iraq,” he said. 
 
    I stopped, suddenly aware that my bikini didn’t even come close to adequately covering me.  I felt exposed.  But I also wanted him to notice.   
 
    Looking up at Luke, I asked, “How long were you over there?”  
 
    “Long enough,” was his answer.  His eyes kept flicking back to me.  Or more accurately, to my body.  He did like what he saw.   
 
    “Well, um…thank you for your service,” I said.  “I’m Lana.”  
 
    “I know,” he said.  “Uh…miss…if you could, you know…move along, I’d greatly appreciate it.  I need to keep an eye on Miss Fiona, and you’re kind of distracting me.”  
 
    I noticed that he had a bit of a southern accent.  It sounded good on him.   
 
    “You find me distracting?” I asked, feigning innocence.  “Really?  Which parts?”  
 
    “Um…ah…I just…” 
 
    I laughed at his stammering response.  “I’m just messing with you, bodyguard Luke,” I said, patting his arm.  Even through the jacket, I could feel the rigidity of his muscles.   
 
    And then, without waiting for his reply, I started up the stairs.  I knew that he’d turned to watch me.  Maybe Fiona was right.  Maybe my ass really wasn’t as flat as I thought.   
 
      
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
      
 
    The party raged around me.  Or that’s hot it felt, at least.  In reality, it was probably quite a bit more subdued than “raging”.  However, to my inebriated senses, it felt appropriately chaotic.  Everywhere I looked, there were clumps of people talking.  Dancing to the thumping music.  Making out.  I had even seen Chelsea disappearing upstairs with a boy she’d been crushing on for months.  I wasn’t so naïve – or drunk – that I couldn’t guess what was happening up there.  I could only hope that she was being as safe as possible. 
 
    “You feel out of place at these things, too, huh?” came a slightly slurring voice from beside me.  I looked up from where I was sitting on one of the couches to see Brett Lang standing over me, holding a red solo cup.   
 
    “Sort of,” I said, a little nervous, and rightly so.  I had never even spoken to the tall, well-muscled young man before, but I knew very well who he was.  A senior who’d already accepted a scholarship to Stanford as a quarterback, he looked every inch the cocky athlete he should’ve been.  Not only were his muscles bulging beneath the tank top he wore, but he had thick, curly brown hair, huge, green eyes, and a smile that could cut through any amount of cynicism.  “I guess I just don’t have a lot of experience.”  
 
    He sat beside me.  “Me neither,” he said. 
 
    I arched an eyebrow.  “I find that hard to believe,” I said. 
 
    He grinned at me.  God, why did that make me feel so good?  “Believe it or not, it’s the truth,” he said. “With football and training, it doesn’t leave a lot of time for partying.”  He looked around.  “You want to go for a walk or something?  It feels claustrophobic in here.”  
 
    He wasn’t wrong.  The press of people wasn’t particularly uncomfortable to me, but I could easily see how it could irritate some.  Add the loud music, the din of conversation, and the acrid smell of smoke to the mix, and, suddenly, I was looking at the door with longing. 
 
    “Sure,” I said, standing.  The hem of my sundress – picked out for me by Fiona – fluttered, and I wobbled slightly as I gained my feet.  Mentally, I thanked Destiny for all the hours she’d made me practice in heels.  Even drunk, I managed to keep fairly steady as Brett led me to the door.   
 
    I breathed deeply as we got outside.  “God, I didn’t realize how stuffy it was in there,” I said. 
 
    “Yeah,” was his reply.  “Come on.” 
 
    He tugged at my hand, leading me across the deck and to the steps.  A few seconds later, we’d descended onto the beach.  As we walked, hand in hand, I asked, “So, what’s it like?”  
 
    “Come again?” he asked. 
 
    “Come on – being you,” I said, my forthright manner no doubt precipitated by my inebriation.  “You’re Brett freaking Lang.”  
 
    He grinned. “And nobody ever lets me forget it, either,” he said, suddenly stopping.  We were about thirty yards from the house.  He sat on the sand, propping his arms on his knees.  I sat next to him.   
 
    “I didn’t mean to be rude,” I said. 
 
    “Oh, it’s not you,” was his response.  “It’s just that…well…I had a huge argument with my dad a couple of days ago, and I guess it’s been messing with me ever since.” 
 
    “Oh,” I said. 
 
    He forced a grin, though I could hardly see it in the moonlight.  “I’m great company, huh?” he said. “I understand if you want to go back up to the party.” 
 
    “What was the argument about?” I asked. 
 
    He shrugged, then reached down to trace a line in the sand. “I wanted to go to Ohio State,” he said.  “They’ve got a better program, you know?  But I’d have to compete for a starting spot.  But at Stanford, I’ll have it all but wrapped up.  I want to go compete with the best, but my dad’s making me go where I’ll definitely start.”  
 
    I hugged my knees to my chest.  “Don’t you get the final say?” I asked. 
 
    “You’d think so,” was his response.  “But…I don’t know…it’s my dad.  He’s been a part of this since I was playing Pee-Wee football.  I think I owe it to him.  Plus, he’s not wrong.  Stanford’s a good team and a better school.  I could win there.”  
 
    “But it’s not what you want,” I said. 
 
    He didn’t answer.  Instead, we just stared out at the water, listening to the waves.  I scooted closer to him, and he put his arm around me.  I liked the feeling of closeness.   
 
    “You’re really pretty, you know,” he said.  “I’ve thought so since you first got to school.”  
 
    “You too,” I said.  “I mean, you’re not pretty.  You’re just…God.  I’m an idiot.” 
 
    He laughed.  “It’s okay,” he said, turning those big green eyes on me.  For a moment, I was lost in them, so when his lips connected with mine, I was caught completely by surprise.  The good kind.  When we broke away from one another, he said, “That was nice.”  
 
    I smiled shyly.  “Yeah,” I said. 
 
    Suddenly, his hand was on my wrist and guiding it to his groin.  I didn’t resist.  I don’t even think I wanted to, especially as tipsy as I was.  It all felt so natural.  Normal.  Even when my fingers brushed against his hardening manhood, I didn’t flinch away.  No.  Not even close.  In fact, I found myself leaning forward, pulling his shorts aside.  Taking his cock in my hand, marveling at its warmth.  Wrapping my lips around it.  Sucking.  Kissing.  Licking.   
 
    I don’t really know why I gave him a blowjob.  I didn’t have to.  I could’ve stopped.  He certainly didn’t force me to do it.  But I wanted to do it.  I needed to.  And the whole time, I was thinking of how great of a story it would make for the other girls.  I was sucking Brett Lang’s cock, for goodness’ sake.  Me.  And he was letting me.  It was all I could do not to grin from ear to ear. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Eleven 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “You are such a slut,” Fiona said, her eyes wide in feigned surprise.  “Like, a turbo-slut.”  
 
    “What?  Seriously?” I said.  “I just –” 
 
    “I’m kidding!” my friend said, leaning over and gripping my thigh as we sat on the couch.  “Jesus.  I’d have sucked his dick too, if he’d given me the chance.  What happened after?  Did he want to go the next step?”  
 
    I shrugged.  “I don’t know,” I said. “I just…I don’t know.  I kind of just wiped my mouth and said I needed to get back.  So, he walked me back to the party, and we went our separate ways.  He’s been kind of avoiding me ever since.”  
 
    In fact, it went a lot further than kind of.  It had been three days, and I had seen him every day since the night it had happened.  However, every single time I’d managed to catch his attention, he had made an excuse and left.  It’d happened while we were playing volleyball by the public beach.  It had happened at another party.  And it had happened again when we’d run into him and his friends while buying souvenirs at a local shop.   
 
    “He’s probably embarrassed,” she said. 
 
    “Not really helping my self-esteem here,” I said. 
 
    “What?  No,” she said. “That’s not what I meant at all.  I mean that he’s got a girlfriend.  You wouldn’t know her.  She’s a freshman in college.  I think she went to, like, Ohio State or something.  I don’t remember.  But they’ve been together since the end of freshman year.  Lisa, I think.  Or Leslie.  I can’t remember, but I’m sure it starts with an ‘L’.”  
 
    Fiona droned on, but I stopped listening.  I was too busy trying to make sense of what had happened.  He had a girlfriend?  Why did that matter so much to me?  Why did I care?  It wasn’t like I had a future with him.  As soon as my mission was completed, I’d go back to being Devin, right?  And that life didn’t have room for a stupid boy like Brett Lang. 
 
    “I’m hungry,” I announced.  “You want to go get something to eat?  There’s that place that does the fish tacos down by the boardwalk, right?  Let’s go there.”  
 
    Fiona didn’t take much convincing, especially considering that it would give her ample opportunity to flaunt her proverbial wares.  She loved attention, and any outing at the beach allowed her to walk around half-naked.  And it was all socially acceptable.  Kind of a perfect storm for her ego.   
 
    For my part, I just wanted to change the subject.  Or maybe I wanted to do something – anything – that would give me an excuse not to think about Brett Lang and his penis.  Not that my attempts in that arena were entirely successful.  Since that night, I’d been unable to think of much else.  The taste.  The feel.  The smell.  Everything about it was sharp and fresh in my mind. 
 
    So, we, along with Chelsea, piled into Fiona’s BMW and jetted off toward the restaurant.  When we got there, I wasn’t terribly surprised to see a group of familiar boys milling around in the parking area.  They had chosen to congregate beside a black, full-sized pickup truck.  The tailgate was down, and there was an open ice chest full of beer.  Most of the boys had cans in their hands.   
 
    And of course, Brett was there.   
 
    I was moving almost before the car came to a complete stop, my sandals slapping against the pavement with every step.  I stalked up to Brett, grabbed him by the elbow, and dragged him away from his friends.  With my hands on my hips, I said, “You’ve got a girlfriend?  Seriously?”  
 
    He ran his fingers through his curly hair.  “Shit,” he said. “I thought you knew.”  
 
    “Really?” I asked. “You think I’d have…done…what we did if I knew?  What the hell do you think I am?”  
 
    “Honestly?” he said. 
 
    “Yes, honestly,” I echoed. 
 
    “Fine,” he said. “I was trying not to do this, but Jesus, you’re persistent.”  
 
    He pulled me further away from his friends, who were staring at us and chuckling.  Mocking.  Laughing.  Fiona and Chelsea were still sitting in the car, worried looks on their faces.  I think that’s when I knew I’d made a mistake. 
 
    Finally, we were far out of earshot of his friends.  “Did you really think anything was going to happen between us?” he demanded.  “Me?  With you?  Jesus.” 
 
    “And…and what’s wrong with me?” I asked. 
 
    “You know exactly what I’m talking about,” he said. “Look – I’m as equal opportunity as the next guy.  I’m fine having a little fun with girls like you.  I mean, a hole’s a hole, right?  But what did you think was going to happen?  I was going to bring my tranny girlfriend home to mom and dad?  We were going to fall in love and get married?  I mean, for God’s sake, you’re good-looking for a shemale, but I don’t think –” 
 
    My hand snapped out of its own volition, colliding with his dimpled cheek.  “Y-you’re such a fucking asshole,” I managed, tears already running down my cheeks.  “F-fuck you.”  
 
    Suddenly, Fiona was beside me.  She stared daggers at Brett, who was rubbing his face.  “It’s not my fault you’re delusional,” he growled.  “Nobody’s ever going to want you.  No straight man’s ever –” 
 
    “Just shut up, Brett,” Fiona said. “Quit while you’ve still got a little dignity.”  
 
    “No,” I said, yanking my arm away from Fiona’s grip.  “Go ahead.  Keep talking, and I’ll slap you again.”  
 
    “If you slap me again, freak, I’ll –” 
 
    I interrupted him with another slap.  And then another.  I was well on my way to a third when he’d finally had enough.  Instead of just bearing it stoically, Brett caught my hand, squeezing my wrist in a vicelike grip.  “I told you not to do that again,” he said, menace in his eyes.  He loomed over me.  He cocked back his closed fist.  I shut my eyes, waiting for the blow to come.  But it didn’t.  Instead, he let me go.   
 
    Surprised, I opened my eyes to see Luke, the bodyguard, standing over me, his gun pressed against Brett’s forehead.  “That’s it,” he said.  “Back away from the lady.”  
 
    “She’s not a fucking lady,” Brett spat.  But he backed away, his hands raised in submission.  “Big man with a fucking gun.  I bet you’re nothing without it.”  
 
    Luke shrugged. “But I do have it,” he said.  “And you don’t.  So, you’re going to leave her alone, right?” 
 
    Brett started to protest, but, moving like lightning, Luke sent his fist into Brett’s face.  The younger of the two howled in pain, clutching his ruined nose.  Blood spurted out from between his fingers.   
 
    “You broke my nose!” he tried to say.  It came out as a garbled, muffled mess.   
 
    “And I’ll do worse if you don’t leave the young ladies alone,” Luke said, reaching out to grab Luke’s curly hair.  “We understand one another, right?”  
 
    “I…I understand,” said Brett. 
 
    “Good,” Luke said, letting him go.  He holstered his weapon and walked to me, asking, “Are you okay?”  
 
    “Yeah,” I said. “I’m okay.  T-thanks.”  
 
    The rest of my spring break trip – all ninety minutes of it – was fairly uneventful.  As soon as we got into the car, I insisted that I was going home.  I didn’t even want to go back to the house, much less spend another day there.  I was humiliated.  And my self-esteem was at an all-time low.  For the first time since I’d begun my new life as Lana, I felt like an actual freak instead of just an outsider.   
 
    I wept, too.  I cried while we were going back to the rented house.  I wept as I packed my things.  As we loaded the car.  As we drove back home.  I cried more than I’d ever cried in my entire life, but it didn’t do any good.   
 
    It wasn’t until Fiona pulled up in front of my house, and I got out of her BMW, that things got a little better.  Luke, who had scrambled from the trailing SUV and to the trunk, grabbed my bags and walked me inside. 
 
    “I’m sorry,” Luke said, setting my bags just inside the door.  Thankfully, Sarah wasn’t home.  I didn’t want to answer twenty questions about why I was home early.  Or why my cheeks were streaked with tears.   
 
    “It wasn’t your fault,” I said, unable to tear my eyes from the floor.  “God, my life just got a lot harder.”  
 
    “I wouldn’t worry too much about it,” he said. 
 
    “Why?” I asked, finally looking up. “Are you going to threaten to shoot everyone?”  
 
    He shrugged. “Maybe,” he said.  “But probably not.  In my experience, things like this tend to blow over pretty quickly.  When I was in school, there was this guy – he used to always get picked on.  He was really poor, you see?  Like, wearing oversized hand-me-downs poor.  Anyway, he had a crush on the head cheerleader.  He got caught up in that trend where guys would ask girls to prom by making elaborate signs and stuff.”  
 
    “And she turned him down,” I reasoned.  “He was embarrassed, but he got over it.  Is that the way the story ends?”  
 
    He shook his head.  “Not really,” he said. “She said yes.  Then, she stood him up and she and her boyfriend posted a bunch of shit about him on the internet.  So, he went over to this dude’s house and beat him to within an inch of his life.  Almost cost him his enlistment in the marines.”  
 
    I looked him the eyes.  Obviously, the story was about him.  “So, what’s the moral of this story?” I asked.   
 
    “That if he gives you any trouble, I’ll put a stop to it,” he said. “Any rumors.  Any bullying.  Whatever.  Just tell me, and…well…let’s just say he won’t be playing football next season.”  
 
    Conventional wisdom would’ve told me to refuse his help.  I knew that if the situation he described came to pass, I should turn the other cheek.  That was the right thing to do.  But I was so angry.  I hated Brett, and not just for insulting me.  No – I hated him for using me.  For rejecting me.  So, I nodded, “I might take you up on that, Luke.” 
 
    Then, I stood on my tiptoes and kissed him on the cheek.  “Thanks for your help,” I said.  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Twelve 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    It hurt.  That night, I told Sarah everything that had happened.  She was receptive, and even when I got to the part where I’d fellated an eighteen-year-old boy, she hadn’t judged me – at least not outwardly.  She even comforted me as best she could, and I had to keep reminding myself that she wasn’t, in fact, my mother.  She was just playing a role.  And so was I. 
 
    Over the final eight weeks of school, I had to keep that in mind.  I could feel everyone’s eyes on me.  Everyone knew, even if they didn’t say anything.  Apparently, it had somehow gotten around that Luke, who everyone assumed was my boyfriend, would take issue with anyone gossiping about what had happened during spring break.   
 
    So, it wasn’t as bad as it could have been, I suppose, and I managed to maintain my sanity until the end of the school year.  The day after classes had been dismissed, I was sitting on Fiona’s couch while we watched How to Lose a Guy in Ten Days. 
 
    “Matthew McConaughey is so hot in this move,” she said, popping a kernel of popcorn into her mouth.  “I mean, he always looks good, but after he lost all that weight a few years ago, his cheeks kind of look sunken in.”  
 
    I shrugged. “I guess,” I said.  “Too old for me.”  
 
    “Oh, come on,” she said. “You can’t tell me that if he came up to you and said with that sexy accent that he wanted to bang you in a bar bathroom, you wouldn’t do it?”  
 
    I blushed.  “Not much chance of that happening,” I muttered.  “Besides, wouldn’t that make him a pedophile?”  
 
    “Oh, please – you’re turning eighteen next week,” she said.  “You’re close enough to legal.  And I bet he has a big dick.”  
 
    I rolled my eyes, dipping my hand into the bucket of popcorn she had in her lap.  My birthday – which was, in fact, my real birthday, just repurposed for my new identity – was indeed approaching.  While Devin Adams was turning twenty-three, Lana Moore was becoming an official, legal adult.  It was a little disconcerting, because, growing up, I’d often dreaded my birthdays.  My parents had always treated it like a big day, but I had never had many friend with which to share it.  But as Lana, things were different.  Already, Fiona was planning a big party that I didn’t really want.   
 
    I stood up.  “Back in a second,” I said. 
 
    She didn’t really acknowledge.  Instead, she kept watching a shirtless Matthew McConaughey on the television.  I had to admit that he did, indeed, have an incredible body.  I could only imagine running my hands up and down those rippling muscles and… 
 
    “Are you okay?” asked Luke, who was standing by the stairway.  He was doing his best to look unobtrusive, but given that he was well-armed and making no effort to hide it, he was failing in his endeavor.  “You’re all flushed.  Do you need something to drink or something?”  
 
    “Oh, um…no,” I said.  “Just a hot flash, I guess.  It happens.”  
 
    “Right,” he said.  “But…ah…I can’t let you up there.  Mr. Shaw’s in a meeting.”  
 
    “What?  I’m just going to the bathroom,” I said. 
 
    “Use the one downstairs,” he said. 
 
    “I don’t like that one,” I stated.  “It always smells funny.”  
 
    He smirked.  “That would be Big Nose Tony,” he said, referring to one of the house’s other habitual guards.  The man was three-hundred pounds if he was an ounce, and he had a nose like a toucan, hence the name.  It wasn’t hard to believe that he was the one responsible for the bathroom’s atrocious smell.   
 
    “Please?” I said. “I’ll be in and out.  I promise.” 
 
    He sighed. “Fine,” he said. “But be quick.  If Mr. Shaw finds out I let you up there…” 
 
    I stood on my tiptoes and kissed him on the cheek.  He actually blushed, which tied my stomach into knots.  “Thanks,” I said.  “You’re awesome, and don’t let anybody tell you any different.”  
 
    He grinned.  “Just hurry,” he said. 
 
    I scampered up the stairs, and quickly found my way to the bathroom.  I let myself in, did my business, and, as I was washing my hands, I heard raised voices coming from down the hall. 
 
    “I don’t fucking care if the Israelis are pissed!” screamed Mr. Shaw.  “Those guns aren’t moving from the dock until they pay what we tell them to pay.  Jesus Christ, Tony – the warehouse at the dock, for God’s sake.  Are you a fucking moron?”  
 
    I stuck my head out of the bathroom. 
 
    “No, boss,” came Tony’s muffled reply from Mr. Shaw’s study.  “I just get confused as to which warehouse is which.  I mean, we got guns in 3282, the coke in 3591, and the girls in 3951.  Those numbers get jumbled up sometimes.”  
 
    “Just get it right, Tony,” he said.  “And tell those Jewish bastards that we ain’t playin’.”  
 
    “Anything else, boss?” asked Tony. 
 
    “No,” Shaw said.  “And for God’s sake, man – light a fucking candle when you use my bathroom.  Fiona complained about the stink again yesterday.”  
 
    “Sorry, boss,” came the big man’s reply. 
 
    I hurried from the bathroom, repeating the numbers in my head.  I’d just hit the jackpot, and I was eager to tell Sarah what I’d overheard. 
 
      
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
      
 
    “So,” I said, sitting on the edge of the couch. It had been three days since I’d reported on what I’d overheard, and, according to Sarah, the police had launched a raid on the warehouses in question.  And now she’d gotten a phone call from Captain Hiller.  “What happened?”  
 
    “Nothing,” she said, putting her phone on the coffee table.  “They moved on the warehouse, and they recovered some contraband, but there’s nothing there that’s going to lead back to Shaw.  They only arrested one guy – Tony Calderone – and they don’t really have anything to pin on him.  He’s going to walk.”  
 
    I groaned.  “Jesus, I thought this was going to be it,” I said.  I’d already started to think about going back to being Devin.  And though I was admittedly a little confused about whether or not I wanted to be a guy, I definitely still believed in the mission.  Shaw belonged behind bars, and I thought I’d recovered the information that would put him there. 
 
    “We just have to keep going,” she said.  “I know it’s hard for you, but –” 
 
    “Hard,” I muttered.  “You don’t know hard, mom.”  
 
    She winced at my tone.  “My life has been upended, too,” she said.  “I still love you, baby.”  
 
    “Like a daughter,” I said.  “Look – I get it.  I know things are never going to go back to the way they were.  You’ll never see me as a man again.”  
 
    “Lana, I –” 
 
    “For what it’s worth, I don’t know if I will either,” I said.  “I don’t know if I even want to go back.”  
 
    “Really?” she asked.  “You would stay a girl?”  
 
    I shrugged.  “I don’t know,” I admitted. “Maybe.  I mean, there are a lot of reasons to.  It’s easier.  Plus, I’d be lying if I said I didn’t enjoy parts of it.”  
 
    “I…I didn’t know that,” she said. “I thought…I don’t know…I guess I just expected to go back to the way things were.”  
 
    “I don’t think that’s possible,” I said.  “But whatever I choose, I’d like the choice, you know?  I’d like to get through with all the lying.  I mean, Fiona’s my friend.  I know she can be a little annoying sometimes.  And she thinks of me like a pet or something.  But her heart’s in the right place.  And I’m actively trying to tear her life apart.  Believe me, I don’t always sleep well at night.”  
 
    “It’ll all work out,” Sarah said.  “I promise.”  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Thirteen 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I got you something,” said Fiona.  “I was going to wait until your actual birthday to give it to you, bit I had a feeling that you might be embarrassed if I did it at your party.”  
 
    “W-what did you do, Fee?” I asked, a little frightened.  Sometimes, Fiona wasn’t the most conscientious person in the world.  For example, her idea of a good Christmas present had been matching vibrators for the whole group of friends.  Everyone had been embarrassed by it, but I’d thought I was going to literally die of humiliation.  That hadn’t kept me from using the phallic sex toy, of course, but I was suitably embarrassed by my actions.   
 
    “If you mention Christmas again, I’m going to give you a titty twister,” she said, holding up her thumb and forefinger, which she’d bent into a fair imitation of a pincer.  “This is a good thing.”  
 
    “That will embarrass me,” I added. 
 
    She rolled her eyes, then said, “Oh, for God’s sake, just come up here with me.”  
 
    She dragged me off of her couch and up the stairs.  We passed by her father, who smiled at me like I hadn’t, only a few days before, tried to put him in jail for the rest of his life.  Of course, he had no way of knowing what had happened.  “Where are you girls off to in such a hurry?” he asked. 
 
    “I’m going to show Lana her birthday present,” announced Fiona.  “It’s okay if I give it to her early, isn’t it?”  
 
    He smiled.  “Of course,” he said.  “And remember – no expense spared.  Just make sure she’s happy.” 
 
    “Thanks, daddy,” Fiona said, kissing her father on the cheek.  Then, she asked, “I’ve been meaning to ask – I haven’t seen Uncle Tony for a few days.  Is he sick or something?”  
 
    “Ah,” said Shaw.  “Tony’s…working out of town now.  I know how much you liked him, but it was unavoidable.  I’m sorry, sweetie.”  
 
    Fiona pouted.  “He didn’t even say goodbye,” she said.  “I guess I just thought…I don’t know…I thought he was…whatever.”  
 
    “I’m sure he’ll send you an email or something, sweetie,” Shaw said.  “Now, run along.  Give Lana her present.”  
 
    Fiona’s mood had obviously soured.  Mine had as well, because I knew that Big Nose Tony hadn’t chosen to work out of town.  Somehow, the blame for the raid had fallen on him, and he’d been forced to bear the consequences.  Just that morning, Sarah had told me that they’d found his bloated body floating in the bay.   
 
    But I wasn’t supposed to know that, so I tried to force it from my mind.  Still, I couldn’t stop imagining the man’s body, all discolored and bloated and covered in seaweed, floating in the murky water.  I was responsible for that.  Me, and nobody else.   
 
    I glanced up at Luke, who stood at the top of the stairs.  What if it had been him?  Would that have been worse?  Could I have taken that kind of guilt?   
 
    I was still pondering those questions when Fiona led me into her room and sat down in front of her computer.  Within a few seconds, she’d pulled up a plastic surgery website.   
 
    “What’s this?” I asked. 
 
    “The first thing I want to say is that I think you’re beautiful,” she said. “You’re gorgeous.  I mean, I wish I was as skinny as you.” 
 
    “Stop buttering me up,” I said.  “What’s going on?”  
 
    “Okay, so – I know you’re super self-conscious about your body,” she said.  “I know you want bigger boobs.  And I see how you look at your face sometimes.  So, um…I guess I kind of got you the solution to all those problems.”  
 
    “Still not grasping what you’re saying,” I admitted. 
 
    “I got you plastic surgery,” she said. “My doctor, the one who did my boobs?  Well, daddy said we can get him to do yours, too.  And facial feminization.  And this thing where they shave down your Adam’s apple.  And whatever else you want.  He doesn’t care how much it costs, either.  He just wants you to be happy.  So do I.” 
 
    I almost fainted.  Instead, I just sat on her bed, and hard.  “This…you’re talking about…that’s, like, a hundred thousand dollars’ worth of work,” I said. 
 
    “I know,” she said. “But don’t worry – daddy says it’s, like, a tax write-off or something.  He said that he’s actually making money here.  Somehow.  I don’t know.”  
 
    “I don’t think that’s how taxes work,” I muttered. 
 
    “He does that with a lot of stuff, though,” she said. “Lots of charities and stuff.”  
 
    “Is that what I am?” I asked. 
 
    “W-what?  No!” she said.  “It’s just…you need it, right?  And there’s no way your mom could afford surgery like that.  She’s, like, a public defender or something, isn’t she?”  
 
    “Assistant district attorney,” I said. 
 
    “Right,” Fiona said.  “But this way, you get the best of the best.  I thought…I thought you’d be happy.”  
 
    She sat down next to me, saying, “We don’t have to do it if you don’t want to.  I just…I don’t know…I’m sorry if I offended you or anything.”  
 
    Suddenly, I felt like such an asshole.  Fiona had tried to do something nice for me, something incredibly generous.  And I’d responded by getting angry because it implied that I wasn’t perfect.  Of course I wasn’t.  I admitted that to myself every single day.  And what’s more, I’d researched the very same surgeries she was offering on my own – for if I chose to remain female, once everything was said and done. 
 
    However, she wasn’t just giving me the gift of a perfect body.  No – she was forcing my hand.  If I had the surgeries, I was making a choice, then and there.  Whatever else happened, I’d be stuck with the results.   
 
    And strangely, I was okay with that. 
 
    So, I hugged her.  “Thank you,” I said. “This is the best gift anybody’s ever given me.”  
 
    She grinned, then wiped a couple of tears of happiness from her cheeks.  “You don’t know how happy that makes me,” she said. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Fourteen 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “It’s not too late to back out,” said Sarah, sitting in the driver’s seat of her Mercedes.  I was in the passenger’s seat, wearing sweatpants and a tee-shirt.  “You know that, right?  You don’t have to do this.”  
 
    I looked out the car window at the passing scenery.  It was raining, so the windows were a little foggy.  Over the previous few weeks, I’d had four different consultations with two separate doctors.  One specialized in facial surgeries.  The other would be responsible for the alterations I’d selected for my body.  And for a while, it kind of felt like creating a character in a video game.  But suddenly, as I was staring down the barrel of my first surgery, it was all too real.   
 
    My stomach felt like it was twisting itself into knots as I thought about all the ways my life would change after the surgeries.  In addition to the breast implants and the facial feminization, the doctors had convinced me to undergo body contouring, which would leave me with a completely feminine shape.  The only thing that would remain of my old life was what was between my legs. 
 
    “I know,” I said, drawing shapes on the window.  “But I want this, Sarah.”  
 
    “Do you?” she asked.  “Really?  This isn’t just for the job?”  
 
    “I don’t care about that anymore,” I said.  “I mean, I care about putting Shaw in jail.  I’m still committed to that.  But after it’s done, I’m not going back to being Devin.  I don’t want to.”  
 
    “I figured as much,” was her response. 
 
    “Are you disappointed?” I asked, glancing over at her. 
 
    She shrugged. “Of course I am,” she said. “But I’m not surprised.  After that first day with Destiny, I knew you weren’t coming back.  I hoped, obviously, but I didn’t really expect it.  And then you made friends.  You did…what you did with that boy.  And now this.  This is just how it’s got to be.”  
 
    She wasn’t wrong.  I could scarcely imagine going back to being Devin.  In fact, the entire notion seemed abhorrent to me.  Alien.  Wrong.  I just hadn’t realized it until I’d had the decision forced upon me.   
 
    But that didn’t mean I wasn’t terrified.  I was deathly afraid that, once everything was said and done, I’d emerge from that hospital looking like Frankenstein’s monster.   
 
    “It’s the body contouring first, isn’t it?” she asked.  “What’s that even consist of?”  
 
    “Liposuction and fat injections,” I said. “I don’t know, really.  But it’s supposed to help widen my hips and give my butt a little extra jiggle.”  
 
    “More junk in the trunk, huh?” she asked. 
 
    “You are so old,” I said, forcing a smile. 
 
    “How dare you?” she asked, feigning offense.  “I’ll have you know that I only vaguely remember MC Hammer.  Vaguely.”  
 
    “And I barely even know who he is,” I said.  “Like I said, old.”  
 
    We shared a laugh, and then she pulled into the hospital parking lot.  After finding a spot, we sat there for a long moment before she said, “It’s all going to turn out okay.  These are the best doctors in the world.” 
 
    “I know,” I said. 
 
    “And they get paid like it, too,” she said.  “I saw the bills.”  
 
    “Comforting,” I muttered.  “Come on.  Let’s get in there before I chicken out.”  
 
    We went through the parking lot and into the hospital, where we checked in.  About twenty minutes later, I was called back to a room where I was told to change into a hospital gown.  I undressed, then, before donning the gown, I looked at myself in the mirror.  The skinny, vaguely androgynous person staring back at me would soon be an image from the past.  I could almost imagine the changes I was about to undergo, and I couldn’t help but smile.   
 
    I slipped on the gown, then, after a few minutes, I was led into a room with a few hospital beds.  I lay down on one, and a nurse started the I.V.  She left me there, and soon, Fiona and Sarah were by my side.   
 
    Fiona gripped my hand, saying, “I know it’s scary.  But it’s going to be great.  You’ll see.”  
 
    I squeezed it. “Thank you,” I said. “Really.  Thanks.”  
 
    “You’re welcome,” she said. 
 
    We made small talk for a few more minutes before a nurse appeared to wheel me back to the operating room.  I said my goodbyes, and then I was being pushed down the hall.  After a short time, the nurse guided my bed into an operating theater.   
 
    Another man appeared, identifying himself as the anesthesiologist.  He put a rubber mask over my face, and told me to count down from ten.  I got to six before unconsciousness overtook me.   
 
      
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
      
 
    I barely remember waking up the first time.  What I do remember is the pain.  It wasn’t overwhelming – the drugs took care of that – but it felt like I’d been in a serious car accident.  My whole body ached, throbbing with every beat of my heart.  But even more prevalent in my mind was the fact that the doctor said that the surgery had been a complete success.   
 
    I hardly had time to recover – only two days – before I was whisked back into another surgery.  That time, it was the facial feminization and tracheal shaving, and the recovery was even more painful.   
 
    Finally, a week after my second surgery, I had my implants put in, and compared to what I’d already been through, that was a cakewalk.  I spent another four weeks in recovery. 
 
    So, after almost two months in the hospital, they finally released me.  It took another three weeks before my bruises were gone and the swelling had completely dissipated.  And it wasn’t until then that I really let myself inspect the results.   
 
    I stood in front of the full-length bathroom mirror, entirely naked and in awe of the body I’d been given.  There were was no trace of masculinity left in my body.  My hips were wide, my waist narrow, and my legs shapely.  My breasts – modest C-Cups – were perfectly formed and looked almost entirely natural.  But the most shocking change was to my face.   
 
    I didn’t look like a different person.  I was one.  And what’s more, I was beautiful.  Not pretty.  Not striking.  Not handsome.  Beautiful.  My green eyes looked wider, more expressive.  My cheeks were fuller, my jaw and chin more delicate.  I could’ve been a model.  In fact, I looked a little like Sarah Michelle Gellar from that vampire show.  But with bigger boobs and actual hips, I amended in my own mind.   
 
    And it all scared the hell out of me.  In a good way.  I think.   
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Fifteen 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Damn,” said Fiona, looking me up and down.  “You look good.”  
 
    It was the first time she’d seen me without all the bruises or swelling, and I knew she was a little surprised.  Not only was my body the equal to hers, but I’d worn clothing that accentuated that fact.  A tight tank top that exposed my midriff, and short, cut-off denim shorts did little to hide my new assets.  And her reaction made me feel good.  So, I raised my arms and turned a circle, grinning the whole time. 
 
    “Sexy might be a better word,” I said.  I cupped my breasts, adding, “But these things are heavy.  Like, super heavy.”  
 
    She smirked at me. “Well worth it, though,” she said. 
 
    I couldn’t agree more, because, over her shoulder, I could see Luke staring at me, mouth agape.  Normally, he was a fairly cool customer, but that composure had disappeared the instant he laid eyes on the new me.  That made me feel good.  Really good.   
 
    Fiona stepped aside. “Come in,” she said.  “Daddy won’t be home for another hour or so.  Maybe you can put on a little show for him, huh? Show him what his money paid for?”  
 
    I pushed past her, saying, “Gross.”  
 
    She laughed.  “Take a joke, slut,” she said, shutting the door before accompanying me to the den, where she threw herself onto the couch and flicked on the television.  I joined her, tucking my feet under me.   
 
    “You’re going to make a splash when school starts back,” she said.  “I bet all the boys are going to be tripping over themselves to talk to you.”  
 
    I rolled my eyes, pushing my hair behind my ear.  “Please,” I said.  “They’ll still know what I am.  I bet it won’t be much different.”  
 
    As it turns out, she was right.  The next week, when school let back in, I was confronted with a level of male attention I couldn’t have been prepared for.  It wasn’t just from the students, either.  Even the male teachers couldn’t keep their eyes off me.  And I liked it.   
 
    Still, it took until the end of the day until one of them worked up the courage to ask me out.  We were standing by a cluster of lockers when David Stackhouse approached.  He was tall, thin, and looked like a young Johnny Depp, which is to say that he was far too pretty to be a boy.   
 
    “Lookin’ good, Lana,” he said, leaning on the locker next to me as I put my books into it.  “Damn good, girl.  You doing anything tonight?”  
 
    “I don’t know,” I said, not bothering to look at him.  “Is there anything going on?”  
 
    He shrugged.  “Some friends are getting together at my lake house,” he said. “You and your friends are invited.”  
 
    “Lucky us,” I said, turning to face him.  “And when we get up there, are you going to slip us something so you and your friends can do all sorts of fun things to us?  Well, fun for you, I guess.  We’d be unconscious.”  
 
    Surprised, he said, “What are you talking about?”  
 
    “Please – everybody knows what you did to Clarissa,” I said, referencing his ex-girlfriend.  “Slipping her a roofie?  That’s low.”  
 
    His smile faded.  “I didn’t give her anything,” he said. 
 
    I rolled my eyes.  “Please,” I said.  “It’s common knowledge.  Everybody knows that’s why she transferred to a different school.  So, why don’t you turn around and take your fuck-boy self back wherever it is you came from.  Asshole.”  
 
    He was about to retort, but apparently, he thought better of it.  Instead, he just said, “Forget it, then.  I didn’t want to get with a fucking tranny anyway.  No matter how hot you are now.”  
 
    I didn’t even hesitate to slap him.  “Fuck you, asshole,” I said.   
 
    “Be careful,” he said.  “No bodyguard here to protect you now.  And I’m not a pussy like Brett Lang.”  
 
    Fiona stepped up beside me.  “Yeah,” she said.  “You’re a different kind of pussy.”  
 
    “Wasn’t talkin’ to you,” David said, not even glancing at Fiona, who stood shoulder-to-shoulder with me.   
 
    “I was talking to you, though,” she said. “Just so you know, my dad thinks of Lana as another daughter.  You understand what that means, right?”  
 
    His face when pale.  “I…I didn’t mean…just don’t…tell…” 
 
    “Just go,” Fiona said.  And miraculously, he did.   
 
    “What was that all about?” I asked. 
 
    “Oh, please – you know what my dad is,” she said.  “David’s dad has had a few run-ins with mine.  And the last I heard, my dad told his that if he ever messes with the Shaw family again, he’ll castrate them both.”  
 
    “And that somehow includes me, now?” I asked. 
 
    “I said it does, didn’t I?” she said.  “But don’t worry.  You won’t hear from David again.”  
 
    “Good,” I said.  It was the first time I had seen a hint of her ruthless father in Fiona.  But suddenly, I was forced to realize that she was, in fact, her father’s daughter.  If the situation called for it, she could probably be just as merciless as he routinely was.   
 
      
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
      
 
    “I…I don’t know,” I said, frowning at Fiona.  Like me, she was wearing nothing but her underwear, and the lingerie set she’d chosen was, to put it mildly, extremely skimpy.  It looked like nothing so much as what a stripper would wear onstage.  Of course, that was the point.   
 
    “You are such a prude,” she said.  My own “outfit”, if you could call it that, was at least as skimpy as Fiona’s.  And each time I glanced into the mirror, I was forced to acknowledge that I wore it well.  In fact, I was forced to admit that I looked like any number of popular Instagram models, complete with the impossibly thin waist, feminine curves, and enhanced lips.  “You’ve been working out for more than a year to get that body.  I can’t imagine whey you wouldn’t want to show it off.”  
 
    “But the internet is forever,” I said.  “You get that, right?  What about when I apply for jobs and stuff when I’m older?  They could just pull up my Instagram and see a bunch of half-naked pictures.”  
 
    “First of all, that’s not a bad thing,” she said.  “You said it yourself – you like the attention.  And second –” 
 
    “I said I liked it when boys look at me,” I corrected.  “I’m not saying that I want my nudes and lewds all over the internet.”  
 
    “Same difference,” was her response.  “And second, you can always just delete the account later.  Come on.  It’s no worse than those pictures you posted on Reddit.”  
 
    I groaned, running my hand through my hair.  I couldn’t believe I’d told her about that.  In fact, I couldn’t believe I’d done it in the first place.  Posting a bunch of naked pictures – with my face obscured – on Reddit was the most risqué thing I’d ever done.  However, that was part of the draw.  That, and the overwhelmingly positive response I had gotten.  I couldn’t count how many private messages I’d gotten, most telling me how much they wanted to fuck me.  And the dick pictures.  God, those.  Dozens.  More than a hundred, maybe.  I’m not proud of it, but images of those had flashed into my mind as I’d masturbated with the vibrator Fiona had gotten me for Christmas.   
 
    “This is different,” I said.  “Those were anonymous.”  
 
    “What about when you left the door open for Luke to see you changing?” she asked.  “Or when your top ‘accidently’ came off in the pool the other day?  Or –” 
 
    “God, fine!” I said.  Over the previous few weeks, I’d been making something of a fool of myself around Luke.  I wanted him to notice me – and he did – but he still hadn’t made the move I wanted him to make.  “Just show me what to do.”  
 
    Fiona grinned.  “I knew you’d see it my way,” she said before launching into a series of poses, each meant to accentuate all the best parts of her body as she took selfies.  I followed suit, and, admittedly, I found myself having a good time.  After spending most of my life either fading into the background or getting attention for all the wrong reasons, it was nice to know how much people – especially men – liked looking at me.  I wasn’t an attention whore, but I wasn’t far from it.   
 
    Eventually, we finished taking the photos and launched our separate Instagram accounts.  Within an hour, we’d already started getting followers.  Within a day, there were dozens of them.  And within a week, hundreds.  It was, to put it mildly, quite a boost to my ego, and I couldn’t help but feed off of it.   
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Sixteen 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I’m sorry,” Luke said, running his hand through his shortly cropped hair.  “I’ve overstepped, haven’t I?  Just don’t tell Mr. Shaw, okay?  He doesn’t want us fraternizing with his daughter or her friends.”  
 
    I stood in front of him, one hand on a cocked hip.  I wore my school uniform, but I’d started unbuttoning the top few buttons to let my “girls” breathe.  My skirt also pushed the boundaries of decency, as it was one of my old ones.  It hadn’t been made for a body like mine.  So, the result was that I looked like a sexy schoolgirl from the type of softcore pornographic movie you’d see on late-night premium cable.   
 
    Or better, if I was honest.   
 
    “You really need to work on your confidence,” I said.  “You know this whole ‘aw, shucks’ thing you have going on isn’t sexy.  It’s a little cute, but not sexy.”  
 
    “I don’t understand,” he said. “Are you –” 
 
    I stepped closer, putting my hand on his chest.  Slowly, I traced a finger down it, ending at his belt buckle, which I toyed with.  “Stop thinking,” I said.  “My answer is yes, idiot.  I’ve been trying to get your attention for two months now.”  
 
    “Y-you have?” he asked. 
 
    I rolled my eyes, then laughed. “You’re lucky you’re pretty,” I said. “Because you definitely aren’t too quick on the uptake.  Yes, I’ve been trying to get your attention.  Or do you really think I forget to close the bathroom door while I’m showering that often?  Or when I asked you to rub lotion on my back while I was laying out by the pool?  Or when I flipped over, giving you a good look at the girls?  I mean, Jesus, Luke.  I was practically beating you over the head with it.”  
 
    He smiled.  “So, you do want to go out?” he said.  “Like, on a date?”  
 
    “What have I been saying?” I said.  “Of course I do.”  
 
    His grin widened.  Then, a second later, it faded.  “You can’t tell anybody, though,” he said. “Not Miss Fiona.  Not Mr. Shaw.  Nobody.”  
 
    “Fiona already knows I have a crush on you,” I said.  “She’s fine with it.  And you can trust her.  I promise.” 
 
    “Are you sure?” he asked. 
 
    I nodded, my hand still lightly touching his torso.  Even through his shirt, I could feel his muscles.  It was all I could do not to run my fingers over those ridges.   
 
    “I’m sure,” I said.  “She’s been encouraging me to do something about it, honestly.  She suggested that I corner you in the bathroom one day and have my way with you.”  
 
    “S-she did?” he asked. 
 
    “And if you’d taken the bait any of those times I left the door open, I would have,” I said.  During more than one of my masturbatory sessions, I’d imagined just that scenario.  In my fantasies, he’d come in, push me against the wall, and fuck me until I was screaming his name.   
 
    He smiled down at me.  “You’re a little different than I thought you were,” he said. 
 
    “Aren’t we all?” I asked, stepping back.  “Tonight.  Seven.  Pick me up at my house.”  
 
    “I’ll be there,” he said.   
 
    Without another word, I retreated up the steps and into Fiona’s room.  I collapsed onto the bed, wishing I had my vibrator with me.  Not that I’d have done anything at Fiona’s house.  I was comfortable there – in fact, I had stayed over so often that I practically lived there – but not that comfortable.  So, I just lay there, my heart beating out of my chest until Fiona appeared in the doorway. 
 
    She had a towel wrapped around her chest, and her hair was wet.  As soon as she shut the door, she discarded the towel, saying, “What’s got you all hot and bothered?”  
 
    I sat up.  “He did it,” I said.  “He finally did it.”  
 
    Nude, and with her body still glistening from her shower, Fiona said, “You are really going to have to be more specific.  Who finally did what?”  
 
    “Luke asked me out,” I said, trying to suppress the grin spreading across my face.  I was unsuccessful.   
 
    “Seriously?  He did?” she asked.  She sat next to me, and though she still hadn’t bothered to put any clothes on, I hardly noticed her body.  Sexy as it was, my tastes had shifted considerably over the sixteen months since I’d begun my journey into womanhood.  I could still appreciate her beauty for what it was, but it wasn’t sexual.  She was like my sister.  “What did you say?”  
 
    I rolled my eyes.  “That he was an idiot for taking so long,” I said.  “But he’s picking me up tonight at seven.”  
 
    She grinned.  “I know the perfect outfit,” she said.  “Just you wait -you’re going to look gorgeous.”  
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    Luke stared at me, wide-eyed and mouth agape.  “You look amazing,” he said.  “Better than amazing.  Like, perfect.”  
 
    Standing at the foot of the stairs, I said, “Thanks.  You don’t look so bad yourself.”  
 
    Even without Luke’s reaction, I knew I looked good.  I had a mirror, after all.  But it was nice to get the confirmation.  I wore a red cocktail dress that showed off every single curve of my body.  My hair was loose, and my makeup was just heavy enough for an evening out.  Fiona had practically dressed me, treating me like a doll.  And while it was a little annoying, the results spoke for themselves.   
 
    On the couch next to where Luke was standing, Sarah smiled a motherly smile.  “Luke’s been telling me all about his plans for the future,” she said.  “He wants to own a Starbucks franchise, if you can believe it.”  
 
    He smiled shyly.  “If I can save up enough money,” he said.  “They’re expensive.”  
 
    “Very,” Sarah said, her smile tightening.  “You two have fun, okay?”  
 
    “We will, mom,” I said, grabbing Luke by the arm and guiding him to the door.  He tried to say goodbye, but I cut him off by dragging him out of the house.  Once the door was shut, I said, “Sorry about her.  She’s super protective sometimes.”  
 
    And it didn’t make any sense.  She wasn’t, after all, my real mother.  And while we’d once been a couple, we both knew that ship had long since sailed.  Perhaps she was just taking her role a little too seriously.  In any event, it was annoying.   
 
    Luke and I made small talk as he drove me in the black SUV to a nearby Italian  restaurant.  It was one of my favorites.   
 
    “I didn’t think you knew I liked this place,” I said as he escorted me inside.   
 
    “I pay attention,” was his response, and soon, we’d been seated, and our drink orders were taken.   
 
    “So,” I said. “Starbucks, huh?”  
 
    He shrugged, smiling sheepishly.  “Or some other coffee shop,” he said.  “I don’t know.  Maybe an attached bookstore or something.  I think it’d be popular.”  
 
    “I didn’t take you for much of a reader,” I said. 
 
    “Looks can be deceiving, I guess,” he said.  “But I get it.  People look at me, they see what I do, what I’ve done, and they think I’m just a dumb thug.”  
 
    “I don’t think that,” I insisted.  Although, his assessment wasn’t too far off the mark. 
 
    “Maybe not,” he said.  “Most people do, though.  My point is that I’m a former recon marine.  A sniper.  And I was good at it, too, until I saw some things I couldn’t condone.  They tried so hard to keep me in the service – they threw bonuses and stuff at me – but I just couldn’t do it.”  
 
    “What did you see?” I asked. 
 
    “Not important,” was his answer.  “What I’m saying is that I’m that.  I’m also a guy who loves nerdy stuff.  I’ve been into comic books most of my life.  I have a pretty big collection, too, and not the kind you keep in plastic sleeves.  Mine are just in a cardboard box because I like to read them.  I also have probably three-hundred paperbacks in my apartment.  Most of them are science fiction or fantasy.  I used to have a weekly Dungeons and Dragons game with a couple of guys I knew in the marines, too.”  
 
    “Makes me feel almost two-dimensional,” I said. 
 
    “You’re not,” he said.  “Nobody is.  All I’m saying is that I’m not only what you see on the surface.  I hate when people assume that.”  
 
    “I…I’m sorry,” I said, chastised.  I had always looked at him as something of an object.  The subject of my fantasies.  He wasn’t a real person.  But now, looking across that table and into his intense eyes, I knew he was much more than that.   
 
    “Listen,” he said, reaching out across the table and gripping my hands.  “I know this probably isn’t really how you envisioned this going.  Not really a first date conversation, right?  But I don’t feel like this is a first date.”  
 
    “Me neither,” I admitted. 
 
    “I’ve been watching you for so long,” he stated. 
 
    “I’ve been watching you, too,” I said. 
 
    “And I like what I see,” was his next statement. 
 
    “Me too,” I replied.  “All of it.  Even your pretentious little rant.  I like that you care about stupid comics or science fiction books.  I’ve seen you reading them, by the way.  When you’re waiting outside the school for Fiona to get out, you’re always reading.”  
 
    “I like the way you try to be like Fiona, but you’re different,” he said.  “You’re deeper.  Better.  More genuine.  I like that you stand up for yourself.  And I like that you’re not afraid to be yourself.”  
 
    I smiled.  “So,” I said. “I guess it’s safe to say that we like each other.  What now?”  
 
    He glanced to the door.  “We could get out of here,” he suggested.  “I’m not really hungry.” 
 
    I licked my lips.  “Me neither,” I said. 
 
    So, before we’d even ordered our meal, Luke slapped a hundred-dollar bill on the table, and we left, hand-in-hand. 
 
      
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
      
 
    He pushed me against the wall, pinning each of my wrists with one of his hands.  Leaning in, he kissed me.  Passionately.  Urgently.  It was so different than anything I’d ever felt before, and in the best way possible.  He pulled away, breathing deeply.   
 
    “Are you sure you want this?” he breathed.   
 
    I nodded, then craned my neck to kiss him. 
 
    After leaving the restaurant, we had raced to his place, and as soon as we got inside, we got down to the business we’d both been dreaming about for months.  My dress had already been dragged down to my waist, and his belt was already unbuckled.   
 
    He let me go, and my hands immediately went back to his belt.  I finished unbuckling it and unfastened his pants.  They fell down his muscular thighs, exposing his boxer briefs.  I quickly slipped my hand under the waistband of his underwear and grasped his hardening manhood.  His hand found my breast, massaging it roughly.  It wasn’t pleasurable, per se, but the knowledge that he liked it was enough.  I moaned my approval.   
 
    At some point, Luke unfastened my bra, and my breasts sprang free.  He broke off the kiss, and instead, turned his attention to my erect nipples.  I continued to work my hand on his cock as he tongued them.   
 
    But as fun as making out and nipple play was, I knew where I really wanted to go.  So, without preamble, I dropped to my knees, dragged his underwear out, and stared lovingly at his cock.   
 
    It was big.  Not porn star big, but a really good size. And veiny.  I leaned forward, licking the head and tasting salty precum.  I smiled, then wrapped my lips around it.   
 
    It wasn’t my first blowjob, and since the ill-fated act that had occurred during spring break, I’d practiced often enough on my vibrator that I felt well-suited to the task.  I bobbed my head back and forth, and his fingers snaked their way through my hair.  I took as much of his shaft as I could.  Back and forth.  Up and down.  Over and over again until, at last, I was ready for something else.   
 
    So was he.   
 
    As soon as I turned around, Luke dragged the hem of my dress up to my waist, exposing my round ass.  I’d worn a black thong, mostly because I think I knew how the date would end.  He practically ripped the undergarment off me, then knelt behind me, and plunged his tongue between my cheeks. 
 
    I gasped at the unexpected act.   
 
    I thought he was just going to fuck me.  That’s what I wanted.  But he just dove right in there, tonguing my hole like an expert.  And God, it felt good.  Like nothing I’d ever experienced, really.  I pressed my face against the wall, closing my eyes as I luxuriated in the feeling.   
 
    When he stopped, even though I knew it heralded the arrival of the main event, I was a little disappointed.  Luke truly was a renaissance man, as skilled at eating ass as he was at his job as a bodyguard, and I was sad to see the end of his masterful ministrations.   
 
    That didn’t last long because, without much more delay, he plunged his saliva-slick cock inside me.  It wasn’t slow, and I didn’t want it to be.  He went at me like a jackhammer.  One thrust after another, in rapid succession.  And it was so much better than anything I’d ever felt with my vibrator.   
 
    I moaned.  I cried out.  He grunted.  The sound of flesh slapping against flesh filled the air.  And then I felt it building.  The pleasure.  The ecstasy.  Building and building until it felt like a bubble about to burst.   
 
    “Harder!  Faster!” I screamed.  He obliged.  And a few thrusts after, I exploded.   
 
    I yelled out for God as every muscle in my body contracted, all at once.  My legs shook, and I knew that, without the wall propping me up, I would have collapsed.  My anus clenched around his cock, pulsing with each wave of pleasure arcing through my body.  Over and over, one rolling wave after another.   
 
    It was the most powerful orgasm I’d ever experience, and it nearly overwhelmed me.  I thought I was about to die.  Or that I was just now experiencing life.  Or some weird combination of the two. 
 
    In any case, I hardly even noticed when he shot his load inside me.  Thick ropes of sticky cum, all for me.   
 
    Finally, I sagged against the wall.  He pulled out, breathing hard from the exertion.  My own breath was coming in ragged gasps. 
 
    He turned me around, pinning me against the wall as he kissed me deeply.  “I think I might love you,” he whispered. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Seventeen 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “So many red flags,” said Fiona.  We’d just gotten finished with our workout, so we were both dressed in yoga pants, sports bras, and sneakers.  “Like, he’s the president of red flag nation, and you’re giving him your passport to hold while you visit.”  
 
    I rolled my eyes.  “He’s a good guy,” I said. 
 
    “A good guy who’s literally a trained killer,” Fiona said. “What happens when you make him mad?  I know a girl who –” 
 
    “You mean you read about a girl online,” I said. 
 
    She sighed. “Fine,” Fiona said. “I read about a girl who was married to this Navy SEAL.  He’s, like, fine, and then she does something to piss him off, and he snaps, puts her in the hospital.”  
 
    “Sounds like she shouldn’t have pissed him off,” I said.   
 
    “That’s not the point, Lana,” she said, exasperated.  “You know –” 
 
    “I get what you’re saying,” I said.  In fact, I had a difficult time thinking of Luke – the sweet guy I’d been dating for close to two weeks – as anything but the loving boyfriend he’d proven to be.  He was kind, thoughtful, and he treated me like a princess. What’s more, he didn’t seem put off by what I had hanging between my legs.  To him, it was just part of me, and it deserved loving too.  “I do.  But that’s not him.”  
 
    “My dad doesn’t hire stable people,” she said.  “You know what he does, don’t you?  I mean, Luke wouldn’t be guarding me unless he’d already proved his loyalty to daddy.”  
 
    I sighed, lying back on her bed.  “I know your dad’s a criminal or something,” I said. “Like, he’s the mob.”  
 
    She sat next to me.  “Nobody is the mob,” she said.  “And he’s not Italian, anyway.  This is different than that.  There are less rules.  I’m not supposed to know much about it, but I’ve seen this stuff most of my life.” 
 
    “Like what?” I asked. 
 
    “Like when daddy came home covered in blood that time,” she said.  “And Uncle Tony never came back from working out of town.”  
 
    “He killed him?” I asked. 
 
    She shrugged. “Like I know,” was her response.  “But my point is that guys like Luke or Tony or whoever, they’re not good guys.  I mean, it’s fun to think about playing with them, but…well…I’d never for a second want to be with one of them.  And I don’t think you should either.”  
 
    “You were the one who encouraged me to do it,” I said. 
 
    She shook her head. “That’s because I thought it was just…you know…about sex,” she said.  “It should have been.  But this boyfriend-girlfriend, Romeo and Juliet stuff, it has to stop.  You can’t do this.” 
 
    “Are you going to tell on us?” I asked, sitting up.  “Run to daddy and tell him all the ways we’re –” 
 
    “No!” she said.  “I would never…” 
 
    “Then just support me,” I said.  “And trust me.  I know what I’m doing.”  
 
    “Do you?” she asked.  “How many boyfriends have you ever had?  How many times have you even had sex?”  
 
    “That’s not the point,” I insisted. 
 
    “It is the point,” was her response.  “I’m just trying to look out for you.”  
 
    “I know,” I said, putting my hand on her thigh. “I do, and I appreciate it.  But you have to understand that Luke’s different.  What we have is different.” 
 
    “You’ve been together for, like, two days,” she said. 
 
    “Two weeks,” I corrected.   
 
    “Whatever,” was her response.  “My point is that you don’t even know each other.  But I can see that you’ve got to make your own mistakes.  And that’s fine, I guess.  Just…well…I’ll be here for you.”  
 
    “Thanks,” I said. 
 
      
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
      
 
    “And who is this?” I demanded, looking down at Sarah and some unfamiliar man on the couch.  When I’d gotten home, they’d been snuggling and watching a Netflix movie. 
 
    “Oh,” the man said, standing up.  He was tall – probably six-three – and looked like he was probably close to forty.  He extended his hand.  “I’m Zack.”  
 
    I took it, saying, “Okay?”  
 
    “Zack, honey – I think it’s time you should get home,” said Sarah, standing.   
 
    “Yeah,” said Zack.  He was handsome enough, but he definitely bore the signs of his age.  He even had a receding hairline.  “I guess so.  It was nice to meet you, Lana.”  
 
    “Likewise,” I said, watching him leave.  I didn’t fail to notice that he gave Sarah a peck on the lips before he left.  So, as soon as the door shut, I asked, “What’s going on here?”  
 
    “Don’t get your panties in a bunch,” Sarah said.  “I can explain everything.”  
 
    I arched an eyebrow.  “Go ahead,” I said.  “I’m waiting.”  
 
    “You and I, we haven’t been together for a while,” she said.  “We’re past that, right?  We agreed we were past that.”  
 
    “So, you just shacked up with the first accountant you saw?” I asked. “I thought you didn’t like old guys?  I thought you liked…well…boys that looked like me.”  
 
    She shrugged. “Maybe I did,” she said.  “But I have to be realistic.  I’m not getting any younger, Lana.  And I wouldn’t mind having kids one of these days.” 
 
    I stamped my foot on the ground, saying, “And your biological clock is ticking like this?”  
 
    She smiled.  “Marissa Tomei was so good in that movie,” she said. “But essentially, yes.  I mean, I know it’s weird.  I get it.  But it was weird watching you go out with that guy the other day, too.  I just hope…I don’t know.  I hope we can just…that we can keep things civil.”  
 
    I sat down, running it over in my head.  I certainly didn’t like the idea of Sarah dating.  For so long, it had been just us two.  And it didn’t matter that, for almost a year-and-a-half, we’d played the roles of mother and daughter.  It also didn’t matter that the idea of having sex with any woman, let alone one I’d come to look at as a mother, grossed me out.  No – I was jealous in spite of the facts.   
 
    “His name is Zack, though,” I said.  “Doesn’t that dry you up?”  
 
    “That’s gross, Lana,” she said. 
 
    “You’re the one dating a guy named Zack,” I pointed out.  “I didn’t pick his name.” 
 
    “God, you’re such a little asshole sometimes,” she said. “Seriously, though, are you okay with this?  If you’re not ready, I completely understand.” 
 
    “Of course I’m not ready,” I said. “It’s weird as heck.  But that doesn’t mean I don’t want you to do it.  I just hope…” 
 
    “What?” she prompted. 
 
    “Well, can you not date a guy named after Saved by the Bell?” I asked, grinning at her.  “Who’s next?  Screech?  A.C., maybe?  I think I’d even prefer if you were dating a girl named Kelly.”  
 
    “Oh, shut up,” she said. “He’s a good guy.”  
 
    I shrugged, saying, “Well, the first time he breaks the fourth wall, I’m kicking him out of the house.  Just saying.”  
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Eighteen 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    I ran my hand over Luke’s washboard stomach, tracing my fingers over the ridges of his abdominal muscles.  I never got tired of his body.  And judging by our sex life, he didn’t get tired of mine, either.  The man never found a part of me he didn’t want to lick or kiss.   
 
    I looked up at him, asking, “What are you thinking?”  
 
    We were both naked and lying in his bed, and he was lost in post-coital thought.  Leaning against the headboard, he had one hand behind his head, and the other was around my shoulders, his fingers idly toying with a few strands of my hair.   
 
    “Nothing,” he said.  “Just…I don’t know if I’m cut out for the gangster life is all.”  
 
    “What do you mean?” I asked. 
 
    He had been surprisingly open about his life.  He had even intimated how difficult killing a man as a civilian was.  In Luke’s mind, the people he’d killed in the service of his country didn’t count.  They were the enemy.  They were the bad guys.  But the thugs and gangsters he’d had to murder while in Shaw’s employ?  Those were different.  It was a skewed way of looking at things, but I think it was the only thing keeping him sane.   
 
    “Do you remember Tony?” he asked. 
 
    I nodded. “Big guy,” I said.  “Stunk up the bathroom.” 
 
    He grinned. “Yeah,” Luke said.  “That was definitely Tony.  Had a nose like that Muppets character.  Gonzo.  Remember him?  Blue alien looking thing?”  
 
    “Vaguely,” I said.  “But what about Tony?”  
 
    “I killed him,” he said.  “Right in front of Mr. Shaw.  He’d gone to the cops or something, and you don’t do that to a guy like Shaw.”  
 
    “Jesus,” I said. 
 
    “And now he’s giving me a promotion,” Luke said.  “I need the money, too.  Guarding Miss Fiona, it’s easy.  A little annoying sometimes, but I know I won’t have to kill anybody.  Probably.  But a promotion?  He’ll want me to kill people.  That’s why he brought me on in the first place.  But Fiona, she liked me.  So, I got bodyguard duty instead.”  
 
    “And you don’t want to kill people,” I reasoned. 
 
    “I don’t,” he admitted.   
 
    “Then leave,” I said.  “Go do something else.”  
 
    He barked a harsh laugh.  “Yeah, you don’t just leave an outfit like this,” he explained.  “Not knowing the things I know.”  
 
    “L-like what?” I asked. 
 
    “I know where most of the bodies are buried,” he said.  “Tony’s in an unmarked grave just off County Road Sixteen.  There was this weasel named Eric McIntyre, too.  He’s in an oil drum down in the delta.  There are fifteen or sixteen of those out there.  All in one place, too.  Shaw likes his trophies.  I heard he visits them sometimes.  I’d have dissolved them or something.  Sunk them in the bay.  But Shaw, he’s crazy.”  
 
    I swallowed hard.  I had just gotten enough information to sink Shaw.  I could take it to Hiller first thing in the morning, and by the afternoon, it could all be over.  Shaw would be lucky if all he got was a jail sentence, especially if there were fifteen bodies out there that belonged to him.   
 
    “Sounds like it,” I said, trying to cover up my excitement. 
 
    “I just don’t want to join them,” he said.  “Sometimes, I wish I had a way out.  Sometimes, I wish I could just disappear.  With you, of course.”  
 
    “Where would you go?” I asked. 
 
    “I don’t know,” he said. “And honestly, I don’t think I’d care so much, so long as you’re with me.”  
 
    “That’s sweet,” I said, hugging him tightly.   
 
    “That’s me,” he said. “I’m just that kind of guy.”  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Nothing?” asked Sarah.  “No stray comments?  No confessions?”  
 
    I shrugged, saying, “I don’t know what to tell you.  He doesn’t tell me anything.”  
 
    It was a lie, of course.  In addition to my boyfriend’s confession about the location of all of Shaw’s “trophies”, he’d also let other details slip into our conversations.  The latest of which was the time and place of an upcoming shipment.  He didn’t say what it was, obviously, but I knew it wouldn’t be legal.  However, in the three weeks since I’d learned those secrets, I hadn’t told another soul.   
 
    And I knew why, too. 
 
    I hadn’t suddenly developed some aversion to doing the job I’d set out to do.  I still believed Shaw needed to pay for all the pain and suffering he’d caused.  But I knew that if I told Sarah, who would then tell Hiller, it wouldn’t be long before Luke got caught up in the whole thing.  And I couldn’t lose him.   
 
    So, despite my better judgment, I remained silent.  
 
    “I don’t know what you want me to say, Sarah,” I said. “I just haven’t found anything out.  What’s the sudden rush?”  
 
    She sighed, massaging her forehead as she leaned forward.  “They’re questioning this whole thing,” she said.  “Hiller had that heart attack last month, and –” 
 
    “Wait, Hiller had a heart attack?” I asked.  “Why didn’t you tell me?”  
 
    She looked up.  “Must have slipped my mind,” she said.  “But he was the driving force behind this operation.  Only him, Hopkins, and Jameson even know the details.  But without Hiller, it’s…I don’t know…I guess the future just doesn’t look too bright.”  
 
    “After all this, they’d just pull the plug?” I asked. 
 
    “I don’t know, Lana,” she said.  “Maybe.  Sure.  If they don’t see results, that could happen.  So, I’m going to ask you again – do you know anything?”  
 
    “No,” I said.  “Nothing.  I would tell you if I did.  Just like with those warehouses last year.”  
 
    She let out a long breath before saying, “I know.  I’m just a little tense is all.  I hoped this case would make my career.  But now?  It all just feels like a giant waste of time.  And you, I can only imagine how you feel.”  
 
    “I’m fine,” I said. “I just want…I just want to put Shaw away.  That’s all.” 
 
    “We will,” she said.  “This is just a hiccup.  We’ll get him, Lana.  I know we will.  We just have to keep going.”  
 
    “I hope so,” I lied.  “I hope you’re right.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Nineteen 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “You…y-you set me up?” I asked. 
 
    “I had to, baby,” said Luke.  “Mr. Shaw would have killed both of us if I didn’t feed you that information.”  
 
    I was still reeling from his confession.  Not only had he been lying to me, he’d done so at the behest of his boss.  There were never any barrels in the delta.  He hadn’t been there when Tony was killed.  None of it was true.  It had all been bait for a suspected snitch.  For me.   
 
    “Why?” I asked. 
 
    “Because your mom’s an assistant district attorney,” he said.  “Because he figured that you might’ve overheard about those warehouses a few months back.  Because he’s a paranoid asshole.  I don’t know, Lana.  I really don’t.  I just know that if I didn’t do it, he’d have disappeared me.  And you, too.  Probably your mother.”  
 
    “Jesus,” I muttered, burying my head in my hands.  I had dodged an obvious bullet, and I didn’t even understand what I’d been doing.  “I don’t know how I’m supposed to react to this.”  
 
    He rubbed my back.  “Just…I don’t know,” he said. “Just try not to think about it.” 
 
    I wheeled on him, furious.  “Try not to think about it?  Seriously?” I barked.  “I probably won’t sleep for a freaking month, Luke!”  
 
    “I know, and I’m sorry,” he said.  “I just didn’t know what else to do.”  
 
    “Yeah,” I said. “Just…I mean…just go, okay?  I’m not in any sort of a mood to deal with you right now.”  
 
    “But Lana, I thought –” 
 
    “Just go!” I growled. 
 
    And to my surprise, he did.   
 
    Everything had been for nothing.  I was only a few months away from graduating – for the second time, no less – from high school.  I had become a woman in almost every conceivable way.  And they had always known that I was a security risk.  All the clever maneuvering.  All the acting.  And they knew that I wasn’t what I seemed to be.   
 
    I was crying when Sarah got home.   
 
    She sat next to me, asking, “What’s wrong?  What happened?” 
 
    So, I told her.  I told her everything.  About how I’d been duped.  The lies.  The trap. Everything.  I ended the explanation by saying, “And now I have no idea what’s going to happen.  I don’t even know who I am or what I’m going to do.  I loved him.  I really thought I loved him.”  
 
    She let out a deep breath, leaning back on the couch.  She said, “You do love him.”  
 
    “W-what?” I asked.  “He lied to me.  He could’ve gotten me killed.”  
 
    “He did what he could to save you,” she stated.  “That’s got to count for something, doesn’t it?”  
 
    “Not much,” I muttered, tears still streaming down my cheeks.   
 
    “But something,” she said.  “Listen, Lana – I haven’t had much luck in that arena, but I’ve been in love before.  I left him because I thought he cheated on me.  He didn’t.  I found that out a few months later.  But that doesn’t matter.  My point is that, sometimes, love isn’t really enough.  You’ve got to learn to accept things as they are.  Love is good.  It’s great.  It’s the fuel, right?” 
 
    “I guess,” I allowed. 
 
    “But it takes work,” Sarah explained.  “It takes us looking past things we don’t want to look past.  Forgiveness. Even forgetting, sometimes.  He made a bad decision.  Or maybe he made a good one, as you’re both still alive.  But either way, he did it because he loves you.  So, my advice?  If he loves you and you love him, don’t let that go.”  
 
    “And what about the investigation?” I asked. 
 
    “Leave that to me,” was her response. 
 
      
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
      
 
    A week later, the investigation ended.  There wasn’t a big meeting.  I didn’t even speak to Hiller.  In fact, I hadn’t spoken to him in more than a year.  Instead, Sarah just told me over dinner.   
 
    And to my surprise, it was a relief.  A weight off my shoulders.  I hadn’t even realized the sheer amount of stress I’d been carrying around, and it was all due to the investigation.  Suddenly, I was free, and I couldn’t have felt better.   
 
    “What are you going to do now?” she asked. 
 
    “I…I don’t know,” I said.  “They didn’t cancel my I.D. or anything, did they?”  
 
    “It slipped through the cracks,” my onetime girlfriend said.  “As far as the government’s concerned, you’re still Lana Leigh Moore.”  
 
    “Then…then I guess I’ll just live my life,” I said.  “I graduate in a couple of months.  I was thinking that maybe I could go to college or something.”  
 
    “What about Luke?” she asked. 
 
    I shrugged.  “I think I can give him another shot,” I said.  “I mean, he’s an idiot sometimes, but I do love him.  Comic books and all.”  
 
    She smiled.   
 
    And so did I, because, as far as I was concerned, I had my whole life ahead of me.  I was young, beautiful, and I had a man who loved me.  The world was there for the taking.   
 
    “What about you?” I asked.  “There a future with Saved by the Bell?”  
 
    She laughed.  “No,” she said. “Turns out, he was kind of an asshole.  But I’ll figure something out.”  
 
    “Good,” I said.  “Mom.”  
 
      
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
      
 
    I wish I could say that Luke and I lived happily ever after, but that would be a lie.  In fact, we didn’t make it more than a month after my graduation from high school before we broke up.  It wasn’t any one reason, but rather a combination of factors that led to the dissolution of our relationship.  Chief among those was that he was controlling and prone to fits of jealousy.  And for a girl who, by that point, had a social media following in the six-figures, that kind of thing wasn’t really conducive to a happy relationship.  So, I dumped him.   
 
    Later, after my freshman year of college, I found out that he’d been killed in a shoot-out with the police.  I cried for three or four days after that.  Admittedly, I blamed myself.  If I’d stayed, I could have changed him.  I could have put him on the straight and narrow.  I could have nudged him away from that life of crime.  It was a silly notion.  He made his choices, and, eventually, I was forced to realize that what happened to him wasn’t my fault.  Still, it hurt.   
 
    As for Fiona, we remained best friends throughout college.  We had the same classes – both majored in business.  We pledge the same sorority.  We even dated a few of the same guys, and to disastrous results.  But I never told her my true origins.  That would’ve served no one and nothing.   
 
    Her father met his end a year after Fiona and I got our degrees.  At that point, we’d started a chain of high-end clothing boutiques together, so, I was right there with her when I found out that he’d been killed by one of his own bodyguards.  I even went to the funeral.  After all, he’d all but adopted me into his family.  It was the least I could do, regardless of the fact that he’d been a murderous criminal.   
 
    I love my life.  I love who I am.  Being a woman is the best thing that ever happened to me.  However, I do still sometimes wonder what would’ve happened if I’d never accepted that assignment.  Would I have eventually found my way to womanhood anyway?  I had never even considered it before, so probably not.  And that is a depressing thought.     
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