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    Chapter One 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Deandre Jackson dribbled up the court, calling the play by holding a single finger aloft.  Glancing up, he saw that the shot clock had been deactivated.  His team was only one point down, and with twenty seconds left in the game, they had time enough for a single attempt at winning the game.  A million different scenarios flashed through his mind, most of them bad.  Still, he held firm, pausing just beyond the half-court line and dribbling in place for a few seconds.  He couldn’t leave any time.  Make or miss, he’d have the last shot.   
 
    With eight seconds left, he made his move.  One dribble, a crossover, a drive to the line – it was his signature move, and one he’d practiced more times than he could count.  And in his career, it had been successful far more times than it hadn’t.  He stopped suddenly, stepping back to create space between him and the lanky defender tasked with guarding him.  The shot was there.   
 
    Deandre sprang into the air, his back straight, his form perfect.  His entire life had been leading to that moment, and he felt time slow down.  He hung in the air, the ghost of countless repetitions guiding his movements.  His wrists flexed, the ball feather-light in the palm of his hand.  He knew he’d make the shot.  He had to know.  It was who he was. 
 
    But then it happened.   
 
    Nico Bolshek, his team’s power forward, cut toward the basket.  His eyes wide, he looked like a great, hulking bear.  And he was wide open; the lane to the basket had been vacated. It was instinct that drove Deandre.  Find the open man.  Deliver the ball.  Decades of experience meant that he couldn’t have stopped himself, even if he wanted.  It was the smart basketball play.   
 
    Deandre’s shot became a pass, the ball fired with a flick of his wrist.  None of his opponents expected it.  Nobody even tried to stop it from finding its mark.  Deandre heard the crowd gasp as the ball found its target.  Nico caught it effortlessly; for a big man, he had soft hands.   
 
    The giant Latvian jumped, extending the ball toward the hoop.  In that moment, in that split seconds when Bolshek hung in the air, the entire game flashed through Deandre’s mind.  The slow start, the furious comeback after halftime, his forty-two points, a dozen assists, and the smothering defense that had been the hallmark of his career.  And after all that, he’d given up the last shot because it was the right play.  It all came down to a routine layup.  Nico had done it a million times.  More than a million.  It was too easy. 
 
    Disaster struck quickly.  One moment, Bolshek was elevating for the layup, extending his six-foot-ten frame toward the rim, and the next, the ball was sailing out of bounds, having been blocked by an unseen and unnoticed defender.  The clock expired before the ball landed, announced by a horn ringing in Deandre’s ears.   
 
    Bolshek sank to the floor as soon as he landed, covering his head in his hands.  Weeping.  The crowd went eerily quiet.  And every eye in the building rested on Deandre Jackson. 
 
    He’d done it again.  That would be what they thought.  Another opportunity squandered by a player who shrank on the biggest stages.  How often can a player fail in such situations before everyone starts calling him a choke artist?   
 
    When does it become true? 
 
    But Deandre wasn’t thinking of any of that.  Instead, he thought about how hard he’d worked, how much time and effort his teammates had put in, all with the goal of reaching that moment.  And it had all been ruined by a defender who’d made an uncharacteristically huge play.  It was enough to make Deandre want to vomit.   
 
    Later, he wouldn’t remember how long he stood there on that court, ticker tape and confetti falling from the ceiling as the home team celebrated their latest championship.  Some of the other team, friends and men he didn’t recognize alike, approached him. They wished him well.  They patted him on the back.  They all tried to console him.  He didn’t hear it.   
 
    Nor did he specifically recall how he got back to the locker room.  All he knew was that, when he finally came back to himself, he was being asked a question. 
 
    “What was that?” he asked, looking up at Marissa Fields, a leggy, mocha-skinned beauty of a sports reporter.  “I was kind of distracted.”  
 
    She thrust a recorder towards his face, a man with a shoulder-mounted camera hovering behind her, the lens glinting as it recorded him.  “What do you have to say to your critics?” she repeated.  “The ones who say you’re not aggressive enough, that you don’t have the killer instinct necessary to be a true champion.”  
 
    Deandre looked down, gathering his thoughts.  The question wasn’t a new one.  He’d been dealing with different variants of it since college.  But still, it made him angry.  He already boasted two championships and had been in the hunt for another nearly every year in the fifteen seasons he’d been in the league.  He was a champion, more than once over.  Everyone seemed to forget that. 
 
    He let out a deep breath.  No – he couldn’t say that.  People expected their superstars to tread a thin line between humility and arrogance.  Proclaiming oneself a champion would cross that line, no doubt.   
 
    “I do my best to make the right basketball play in any given situation,” he said, wringing his hands.  Thankfully, the camera wouldn’t capture that gesture.  “Nico was open under the rim.”  
 
    “So, you’re saying that it’s Bolshek’s –” 
 
    “I’m saying that the guy who blocked the shot made a really good play,” Deandre interrupted.  “That’s what people always forget.  They get paid, too.  They’re trying to win, too.  We just have to rest up, and in a few weeks, reload.  We’ll be right back here next year.”  
 
    It was the right answer.  Mostly.  Nothing too offensive.  No blame.  It made Deandre sick.  Yes, he blamed Nico – of course he did.  The big idiot had squandered an opportunity for an uncontested dunk because he was too slow off the floor.  He couldn’t say that, though.  He couldn’t throw his teammate under the bus like that.  That wasn’t leadership.   
 
    Deandre glanced around the locker room.  The other players had long since left; only he, Marissa, and the cameraman remained. 
 
    “You’re getting older – thirty-four, right?” said Marissa.  “How much longer do you think you have in the league?  How many more chances do you have left in you?”  
 
    Deandre shook his head, looking down at the carpeted floor.  “Thirty-four,” he mused.  “Seems like it was only yesterday when I came into the league.  I haven’t slowed down yet, though, have I?  I think I’ve still got what it takes.”  
 
    It was true.  Deandre had recorded one of the best seasons of his career; there was no reason to predict a decline.  But that wouldn’t stop people from doing just that.  They’d been saying it since he’d crested thirty, and it wouldn’t stop just because the facts didn’t support the notion.   
 
    “How’s the ankle?” Marissa asked, her tone shifting to something more familiar. 
 
    “It hurts,” he half-growled.  “Seriously – it’s day-to-day right now.  Maybe I’ll have to have surgery.  I don’t know.  We’ll have to reevaluate after a few weeks of rest.”  
 
    “You won a championship early in your career,” she said, going back to her professional cadence.  “What do you say to the critics who claim you can’t win one without another superstar on the roster?  When you won one in Dallas, you had Avery Jameson on the team.  With this time, it’s just you.  Do you need to revamp the roster in order to win another championship?”  
 
    “I’m not the general manager,” he answered.  “But this is a team sport.  If we don’t win, we either need to develop the players we have, or we need to get new players.  That’s how it works.  But we were one shot away from it tonight.  One shot.  We have the talent.  We just have to make the plays.”  
 
    “But what about –” 
 
    “Look,” he said.  “I’ve given you your exclusive, Marissa.  But I’ve got to finish getting dressed, and then I have a press conference where I’m going to have to answer even more of these ridiculous questions.  One more, and I’m done.”  
 
    She shook her head, then pursed her lips.  Marissa never liked being told no.  “Tim,” she said, glancing at her partner.  “Meet me outside, okay?”  
 
    The man nodded, then gathered his equipment before leaving.  When he was gone, Marissa’s posture changed.  She put her hand on his knee, her thumb tracing the long scar down its center, saying, “I know this is the last thing you want to do after a game like this.”  
 
    Deandre shrugged.  “People are going to ask the questions,” he said.  “I may as well give the answers to my favorite reporter.” 
 
    “Favorite, huh?” she asked.  Standing, she smoothed her lilac skirt.  “How about a private interview later?  In my hotel room?  You’ve still got the key, right?” Her tone was flirtatiously expectant. 
 
    Deandre shook his head.  “Not tonight,” he said.  “You know my wife’s here.  Maybe tomorrow, back in Dallas.  Or do you have to stick around here for a couple of days?”  
 
    “Fine,” she said, not bothering to hide her frustration.  She turned to walk away, but Deandre grabbed her wrist.  She jerked it away.  “Don’t fucking touch me!”  
 
    “What the fuck is wrong with you, Marissa?” he asked, stunned by the venom in her tone. 
 
    “Nothing, Dee,” she said. “It’s just…it’s nothing.  Go have fun with your wife.”  
 
    “Marissa,” Deandre said, rising.  “Wait.  Just wait, okay?  You know what this is like.  I’m sorry, okay?  Just…I’ll meet you at the room later.  I’ll be there.”  
 
    “And you just expect me to let you in now?” she asked. 
 
    “I’ll see you in a few hours,” was his response.  He knew she’d played him; the woman was infuriating, and she knew exactly which buttons to push to get what she wanted.  And if Deandre was honest, especially looking at her swaying hips as she left the locker room, he had little desire to stop her from pushing whichever buttons she wanted to push. 
 
    Later, after a torturous press conference, a handful of interviews, and a short conversation with the team’s owner, Deandre found himself standing in the empty hall of Marissa’s hotel.   
 
    Deandre looked left, then right, but only saw an empty hall.  No one had seen him enter the hotel – no small feat for a man who stood well over six and a half feet tall.  Taking a deep breath, he knocked on the door.  After a few moments’ wait, the knob turned, and the door eased itself open.   
 
    In the doorway stood Marissa – without a stitch of clothing covering her stunningly perfect body.  Tall and toned with straightened black hair and curves in all the right places, she was a perfect representation of dark-skinned beauty.  
 
    Deandre didn’t hesitate before stepping into the room and pushing the door shut with his overlarge foot.  In the same motion, he bent down, grabbing the reporter by her naked hips, and lifted her.  She wrapped her legs around his waist and accepted his eager kiss.   
 
    Deep in the passionate kiss, Deandre carried her to the bed.  In a matter of moments, Deandre had shed his clothes.  Their sex was urgent and animalistic - the culmination of a mutual need.  It wasn’t about love.  It was pleasure, pure, simple, and elemental – a man and a woman sharing a passionate moment.  Nothing more.  Nothing less.   
 
    Afterwards, as the two lay in bed, exhausted, Marissa said, “That little bitch doesn’t give it to you like that, does she?” 
 
    Deandre, who had his arm around Marissa’s narrow shoulders, said, “That little bitch is my wife.” 
 
    “Don’t get all indignant with me, Dee,” was her response.  “You can’t defend your wife’s honor while you’re in bed with me.  It just doesn’t work like that.” 
 
    “Fine,” Deandre said, retracting his arm.  “Whatever you say.” 
 
    “So,” Marissa said, sitting up.  She propped herself up, leaning her back against the headrest.  “Do you want to talk about the game?  Off the record, of course.” 
 
    Deandre shook his head.  “I just want to forget this season ever happened.  One shot, Marissa.  One missed shot by a big, dumb Russian, and the season’s down the drain.  Is that what you want me to say?” 
 
    Marissa shrugged.  “I just want you to talk to me.” 
 
    “You’re a reporter,” Deandre said.  She was the absolute last person he should be sharing his real thoughts with. 
 
    “But I’m your friend, too,” Marissa insisted. 
 
    “Is that what this is?” Deandre asked.  “We’ve been doing this for what?  Three years, right?  During the season, we fuck like three times a week.  And it’s great.  It really is.  But once the season’s over, we both go back to our real lives.  We’re not friends, Marissa.  We’re each other’s booty call.” 
 
    “I think I’ve made it abundantly clear that this isn’t all I want,” Marissa answered, her tone cold.  “You’re the one who’s married.” 
 
    “And that’s not going to end anytime soon – not if I have anything to say about it,” Deandre said.   
 
    “So, what are you saying?” Marissa asked. 
 
    Deandre turned away.  “I think you know what I’m saying.” 
 
    “So just like that, it’s over?” Marissa said.  “You fuck me one last time, and we’re done?” 
 
    “You knew what this was,” Deandre said.  “You’ve always known what it was.” 
 
    Marissa replied, “I did, but I thought we were past that.  I thought this…what we have…that it’s grown, right?  We’re not just –” 
 
    “It’s just sex, Marissa,” Deandre said.  “For both of us.  Outside of you interviewing me, when was the last time we did anything outside of a hotel room?  We’re not a couple.  We’re not friends.  Hell – I barely even know you.” 
 
    “You barely….h-how can you…” Marissa stammered.  After a few moments, she said, “Fuck you, Dee.  Just fuck you, okay?  Get your shit, and get the fuck out of my room.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Two 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I’m sorry,” said the driver of the limousine as he pulled through the wrought iron gate.  He was a short, portly man with a rapidly receding hairline.  “But I gotta ask.  You’re him, right?  The one from all those shoe commercials.” 
 
    Deandre nodded. “Yeah.  I’m the guy from the shoe commercials.” 
 
    “My kid’s never gonna believe this,” the man said.  “He’s a huge fan.” 
 
    Deandre rolled down the window, punched a few buttons on the keypad, and the gate swung open.  “You want me to sign something for him?” he asked.   
 
    Always remember the fans – that was his motto.  He knew that, in the end, they paid his salary.  They bought his shoes.  They, ultimately, were responsible for the privileged life he led.  But knowing that didn’t make it any easier to deal with, especially when he’d recently experienced the worst loss of his career. 
 
    Surprised, the man replied, “Really?  You’d do that?”  
 
    Deandre nodded, flashing his best – and very fake – smile.  “Sure, man,” he said.  “Tell you what – I’ve got some basketballs in the house.  I’ll sign one for him.” 
 
    “You don’t have to –“ 
 
    “Nah – I want to,” Deandre said.  “Won’t take a second, and it’ll make his day, right?” 
 
    “I-I don’t know what to say,” the driver responded. 
 
    “You don’t have to say anything, man,” Deandre replied as the car traversed the long, cobbled driveway.  “It’s my pleasure.” 
 
    The man thanked him a few times as they pulled up in front of Deandre’s mansion.  It was a Spanish-style home with way more space than anyone could ever need, and it cost way more than any house should.  But there were certain expectations for a superstar.  And his wife made sure that they met them. 
 
    Deandre quickly jumped out of the car – it was a black Mercedes limousine – and hurried into his house.  Beside the door were a few unopened basketballs.  He grabbed one and took it back outside. 
 
    “What’s your son’s name?” he asked the driver. 
 
    “Sean,” the man answered.  “His name’s Sean.” 
 
    Deandre pulled a felt-tip pen from his pocket, and wrote, Keep Ballin’, Sean!  He finished the inscription with a hasty signature and handed the ball to the driver.  After paying him – and tipping very generously, another one of Deandre’s rules – Deandre said, “Alright man – have a good one.” 
 
    The driver thanked him again, then said, “Good luck next season. I’ll be pullin’ for you guys.” 
 
    Deandre replied, “Thanks,” and waved as the driver pulled away.   
 
    It wasn’t an uncommon interaction; he experienced many such each day.  However, with the way his team’s season had just ended, Deandre had to keep reminding himself to smile, to be personable when all he really wanted to do was lock himself in his house for a few weeks, binge eat Doritos, and go into a Netflix coma.   
 
    But that wasn’t productive, and he had a burgeoning media empire to manage.  Taking a deep breath, he gathered his bags – one in each hand – from the driveway where the driver had left them and mounted the steps to his house. 
 
    A few moments later, he was inside, and being greeted by his wife, Felicity. She threw her arms around him, saying, “I’m so glad you’re home, baby.” 
 
    “Me too,” Deandre replied, dropping the bags in the foyer.  “Where’s Riley?”  
 
    “In her room,” Felicity said.  “She was at the game, though.  Did you see her?” 
 
    Deandre nodded.  “Didn’t her dad want to come?”  
 
    “Couldn’t get in touch with him,” Felicity said, her blue eyes flashing.  “You know how he is.” 
 
    Indeed, Deandre knew exactly how Felicity’s ex-boyfriend was.  To put it mildly, the man was a drunken, often drugged fuck-up.  What a woman like Felicity ever saw in him, Deandre would never know.   
 
    “I made taco soup, if you want some,” Felicity said.  It was one of the few dishes she could manage without some catastrophic mishap in the kitchen.  
 
    Deandre shook his head.  “I ate on the plane.” 
 
    “Do you want to talk about the game?” she asked.  “Because I have, like, a dozen pretty good insults for Nico.” 
 
    “It wasn’t his fault,” Deandre said.  “Or not entirely.  I should’ve taken the shot.” 
 
    Felicity responded, “You made the right play, and you know it.  Everybody does.” 
 
    Deandre laughed mirthlessly.  “You should tell that to the guys on ESPN.” 
 
    “They don’t know anything,” she said.  “They’re just trying to make ratings.  It’s the same thing every year – they need someone to blame, and they always pick the biggest star on the team.  You know that.  Most of them just want to argue, anyway.  That’s what sells.  Not honesty.” 
 
    Deandre let his guard down and walked into the den.  Plopping down on the couch, he said, “If he just could’ve made that simple layup…” 
 
    “I know, baby,” Felicity said, sitting beside him.  She gripped his muscular thigh. 
 
    Laying back on the couch, he ran his hand over his smooth scalp, then looked up at his wife.  She was absolutely gorgeous and looked every inch the cheerleader she’d been when they met.  Blonde hair, blue eyes, and creamy skin (with a hint of a tan), she was the picture of white America’s girl next door.   
 
    Not for the first time, he wondered why he’d ever even considered cheating on her; she was everything he could ever need.  Also, not for the first time, he vowed complete monogamy.  Reaching up, he stroked her cheek.   
 
    “God – get a room, you two,” came a familiar – and completely unwelcome – voice.   
 
    Deandre looked past his wife to see his stepdaughter, Riley.  At twelve years old, she already looked remarkably like her mother.  Anyone could see that she was going to be a beautiful woman when she grew up.   
 
    “I saw you at the game,” Deandre said.  “I’m glad you could make it.” 
 
    “Like I had a choice,” she said, her voice more than a little bratty.  Addressing her mother, she said, “I need a ride to the mall.” 
 
    “For what?” Deandre asked. 
 
    “I’m meeting friends,” Riley replied.   
 
    “We’re going to need more information than that,” her mother said. 
 
    “Fine,” Riley said, drawing out the word.  “Savannah has to buy a new outfit for her mom’s birthday, and then we’re going to a movie.  So – can I go?” 
 
    “Of course you can,” Felicity said.  “Just give me a second, okay?.” 
 
    Brightening considerably, Riley said, “Thanks, mom.  And…uh…Dee…sorry about the game, okay?” 
 
    “It’s fine,” Deandre said as the girl scurried from the room. 
 
    Felicity climbed off the couch, and said, “We’ll talk some more when I get home.”  I want to go over a few of those insults I’ve been working on.” 
 
    Later, after Deandre had made good on some of his desires to veg out in front of the television while eating junk food, he found himself getting ready for bed.  Felicity had returned home from the mall without her daughter, who was staying the night with a friend, but there existed a mutual, unsaid agreement not to address the game further.  Instead, Felicity had joined him on the couch, and the two had snuggled while watching television.  That had felt good.  It had been mildly distracting at least.  But as he brushed his teeth, Deandre couldn’t keep his mind from wandering back to the game.  Thankfully, Felicity sensed it, and she endeavored to distract him. 
 
    Standing beside him at her own vanity, she said, toothbrush still in her mouth, “You’re shooting that commercial next week, right?”  
 
    He nodded, spitting toothpaste into the sink.  “Yeah,” he said. “Shouldn’t take more than a couple of days.  And then I’ve got that meeting with Nike coming up, too.  Then, there’s the charity benefit.”  
 
    She brushed her teeth, then rinsed her mouth out.  “Remember not to let your plate get too full,” she said, patting him on the bare chest.  “I’d like you to spend some time with Riley, if possible.  She’s barely seen you since the season started.”  
 
    It was all Deandre could do not to sigh.  While he loved Riley, she wasn’t daughter, and it wasn’t for lack of trying on his part.  He’d tried – really tried – to bridge that gap between stepfather and the real thing, but she was resistant.  After almost six years, the girl still hadn’t really warmed up to him.  At best, she thought of him as her mother’s husband.  At worst, he was just some guy who didn’t deserve respect or consideration of anytime.  Part of it was the fact that she was on the verge of being a teenager, but he couldn’t help but think that a good portion of his inability to connect with her stemmed from how different they were.  If he’d been white, he couldn’t help but think, things might’ve been a little different.   
 
    “She doesn’t want to spend time with me,” he said before rinsing the toothpaste out of his mouth.  He gargled a little mouthwash, then said, “So long as the Deandre ATM stays open, she doesn’t give a shit about me, and you know it.”  
 
    “You know that isn’t true,” Felicity said, pushing her hair behind her ear and wrapping one arm around his waist.  “She’s just a kid, and she doesn’t know how to deal with the fact that her dad never seems to have time for her.  But you’re always there.  You’re solid.  She’ll remember that.  She loves you.  And so do I.” 
 
    He sighed, placing his hand over hers.  She ran her fingers over the defined ridges of his stomach muscles.  His wife wasn’t wrong.  And standing there wearing nothing but a thin, satiny nightgown, she looked incredible.  His libido – and manhood – reacted accordingly, and he turned, bent his neck, and kissed her, deeply and passionately.   
 
    Even after six years of marriage, the fire was still there.  In fact, it was hotter than it ever had been, and the two quickly ended up naked and in bed.   
 
    Felicity pulled away, opening her eyes lazily.  “Don’t take this the wrong way,” she said, focusing on his face.  “But are you wearing contacts?”  
 
    “What?” he asked, taken by surprise. 
 
    “Contacts,” she said.  “Your eyes look…blue.”  
 
    “Ha, ha,” he deadpanned.  He shook his head.  “Blue eyes…” 
 
    “I’m serious.  Here,” she said, turning over and rummaging in the nightstand beside their bed.  She retrieved a small compact and flipped it open.  She held up to his face, saying, “Look.”  
 
    “This is dumb,” he muttered.  “Great joke, Felicity.  Really…oh…oh, God.” 
 
    She was right.  His eyes hadn’t just gotten a little lighter.  It wasn’t a trick of the light.  His eyes were a piercing blue that matched his wife’s shade almost exactly.  And because of his dark skin, they looked even more prominent.   
 
    “W-what the fuck…” 
 
    “What are you looking at me for?” she asked.  “You think I have any idea what’s happening here?”  
 
    And so, the two forgot their amorous intentions, grabbed their phones, and started trying to research sudden changes in eye color.  They didn’t get much real information, and before they went to bed, they agreed to treat it as a temporary thing. 
 
    “If it stays like this,” Deandre announced.  “I’ll talk to Dr. Faris.”  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Three 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “What the hell you do to your skin?” asked the makeup girl, Lana.  She’d worked with Deandre on a multitude of photoshoots – he liked to take of his own, and he’d graduated high school with her.  “You got that Michael Jackson thing going on?”  
 
    Deandre glanced up at Lana.  She looked much the same as all the hairdressers back home.  Straightened hair.  Long, brightly colored nails.  More curves than she knew what to do with, and an attitude to match.  She, more than anyone he knew, told things like they were – the lone voice of unabashed truth in his life. 
 
    And her concern – or judgment – was valid.  It had been three weeks since the championship loss, and since then, his skin had gotten at least two or three shades lighter. 
 
    “Nothing,” he said, blinking.  The colored contacts he wore to hide his new eye color couldn’t be felt, but that didn’t stop him from thinking they could.  He’d gotten them two days after they’d changed colors, but he hadn’t taken any other actions to figure out what was going on.  He hoped it would just go away.  “It’s just the light or something.”  
 
    “Nigga, it ain’t the light,” she said, her hand on one plump hip.  “You used to be one of them full-on African niggas.  Now, you practically high yella.”  
 
    Deandre ground his teeth, but he didn’t respond.  She was right.  Exaggerating, but right.  And it scared him.  “Just put the makeup on, Lana,” he growled.  “I don’t want to hear it.”  
 
    She rolled her eyes, but she knew better than to argue.  After all, she was an employee.  In fact, almost everyone in his life, save for Felicity and Riley, were only there because they were paid to be there.  And he was certain that, had he been working some normal job instead of being paid millions, his wife and her daughter wouldn’t be a part of his life, either.   
 
    It was a lonely thought, and one he’d had so many times that he couldn’t count.  However, it was a reality of his life, and it had been like that for as long as he could remember.  Even going back to college, he’d had hangers-on and “family” that wanted to profit off of their relationship to him.  It had only gotten worse when he got the NBA, and it had steadily devolved from there.   
 
    But what was he supposed to do?  He had money.  He had influence.  And what was all that for if not to help the people he cared about?  He was wholly committed to making a difference in as many lives as possible, but even so, the fact that he was as important a figure as he was made it all but impossible to determine who cared about him for him, rather than what he could do for them.   
 
    Deandre dwelled on those thoughts while Lana sulked through the application of his makeup, and when she was done, he mechanically went through the motions of the commercial shoot.  He never liked being in front of the camera, but it was part of the job.  It was part of being who he wanted to be, so he endured as best he could.   
 
    Once his day of shooting was finished, he changed out of his wardrobe – or uniform, as it was a replica of the one he’d worn for so many games – and went home.  When he got there, he plopped himself down on the couch, turned on the television, and was watching a wilderness survival show when Felicity came home. 
 
    Clutching two armfuls of bags, she leaned down, kissing him on the cheek. “How was it?  Going to be an Oscar winner?” she asked, grinning. 
 
    He got off the couch and grabbed some of the bags, saying, “They don’t give Oscars for commercials, Felicity.  And it was fine.  Except for Lana.” 
 
    Felicity rolled her eyes as she went to the kitchen.  Setting the bags on the bar, she said, “What’d she do this time?  Did she accuse you of losing touch with your roots again?  I swear, I don’t know why you keep her around.”  
 
    “She’s practically family,” he said, helping his wife put the groceries up. 
 
    “You say that about everybody,” she said.  Lana and Felicity didn’t get along, and neither of them tried to hide that fact.  “They’re mooching off you.  I wish you could see that.”  
 
    Deandre could.  He just didn’t care to do anything about it because he was afraid of how alone he’d be if he suddenly lost all the people he supported.   
 
    So, he decided to change the subject.  “Does my skin look lighter to you?” he asked. 
 
    “What?  I mean, a little,” she said. “But you haven’t been in the sun much, and –” 
 
    He leaned on his hands, hanging his head.  “Yeah,” he said. “You’re right.  I’ll get over it.”  
 
      
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
      
 
    “You doing tattoo removal or something?” asked Malik Washington, dribbling the ball idly.  It was the first time they’d gotten together after the championship game, and though it had been almost a month, neither of them had gotten over it.  “Get tired of them or something?”  
 
    Deandre held his hands out, and Malik passed the ball.  Deandre caught it, then elevated for a shot.  He didn’t even have to watch it to know it was going in.  A telltale swish told him he’d made the shot.  He glanced at Malik, his best friend and teammate.  The two men couldn’t have been more different.  Malik was barely six feet tall, had no tattoos, and had graduated to Princeton, of all places.  Deandre, by contrast, was six-and-a-half feet tall, layered with muscle, and, if he’d been allowed, he would’ve gone straight into the NBA out of high school.  Instead, because of the rules, he’d spent the bare minimum of one year in college and had been the first overall pick in the draft.  He was a superstar before he’d played a single minute in the NBA, and he’d made good on that designation by winning multiple Most Valuable Player awards, a couple of championships, and making over a dozen All-Star appearances.  Malik hadn’t had that kind of success.  In fact, it was all he could do to hang onto his starting job.  But they were friends, and they trained together in the offseason.   
 
    “What are you talking about?” he asked. 
 
    “Your tattoos,” he said, pointing.  “They’re, like, fading or something.”  
 
    Deandre rolled his eyes.  “Whatever,” he said.  His skin had continued to lighten, but he’d pointedly ignored the fact that he looked as light-skinned as if he was mixed-race, like Malik, whose mother had been Nigerian, and his father who’d been a white state senator in his native Rhode Island.  “Just give me the ball.”  
 
    Malik did, and they continued their workout.  To Deandre’s surprise, his ankle felt amazing.  And his knee felt better than it had in years, since well before the surgery that had sidelined him for an entire season on three years before.  His shoulders didn’t hurt.  His back felt great.  And he had better wind than he’d had in years.  It was like he’d stumbled into the fountain of youth without even realizing it.   
 
    It was amazing, and he certainly wasn’t going to look a gift horse in the mouth.  After, the two men found themselves sitting on the nearby bench, drinking their after-workout supplements.  For most of his life, Deandre had found solace on the court.  No matter what else was going on in his life, when he was on that hardwood floor with a basketball in his hands, everything was right.  It had gotten him through his mother’s cancer diagnosis.  It had helped him deal with her subsequent death.  Whatever bad happened to him – or those around him – basketball was always there.  It was his home.   
 
    “You alright, man?” asked Malik, throwing his arm over the back of the bench.   
 
    Deandre shrugged.  “I feel great,” he said.  “Like I’m ten years younger.” 
 
    “Yeah,” he said. “You had a little extra bounce out there.  New supplements?”  
 
    Again, Deandre shrugged his muscular shoulders.  “Not really,” he said.  “Just clean livin’, man.”  
 
    “Understatement,” Malik said.  Early on in his career, Deandre had realized just how important taking care of his body was.  And so, he’d spent hundreds of thousands of dollars making sure it got the best care possible.  From diet and a veritable army of personal trainers to space-age cryotherapy, he’d employed the latest and greatest training and recovery methods.  And it worked, too.  Outside of the one missed season, he’d been mostly healthy for the majority of his career.  And given his advancing age – for professional sports, anything past thirty was old – he was remarkably healthy.   
 
    “You get them to commit to the contract extension yet?” Deandre asked.  “Or you hitting free agency next year?”  
 
    Malik answered, “That’s between my agent and the front office.  I don’t know how talks are going.” 
 
    That wasn’t a good sign.  “You want me to talk to Mr. Harris?” Deandre asked.  “I’m sure if I told him –” 
 
    “I’m good, man,” said his friend, standing.  He threw a towel over his shoulder.  “Same time tomorrow?”  
 
    Deandre grinned.  Of all the people in his life, Malik might’ve been the only one who never asked for anything.  “Same time,” he said. 
 
      
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
      
 
    Six weeks after that last game, Deandre had to admit that something was wrong.  Of course, it was difficult because he was so used to not having to worry about his physical ability.  Growing up and always being the biggest, strongest, and the fastest had left him taking such things for granted.  So, when he first started getting weaker, he couldn’t help but engage in a little denial. 
 
    First, it was while working out with weights, when he couldn’t lift as much as he was used to.  Then, it was in the gym, when his shots started falling short.  Or when Malik started finishing before him during conditioning.  But even then, he managed to deny that there was anything wrong, at least until he saw himself in the mirror one night before bed. 
 
    He’d never looked like a body builder.  His frame was too long and lean for that.  But he’d never been scrawny, either.  For a basketball player, his muscles were quite bulky, the product of good genetics and a lifetime of hard work.  But looking in that mirror, he saw something he never could’ve expected to see: weakness.   
 
    “I think I need to go to the doctor,” he said. 
 
    Felicity poked her head into the bathroom.  “Are you sure?” she asked.  “It might just be the offseason.  You haven’t been eating as much, and –” 
 
    “I’ve lost almost thirty pounds, Felicity,” he said.  “I weighed this morning.  And it’s all muscle.  I don’t know.  I’m weaker, too.  Not as fast.  I mean, I feel great.  Better than great.  But the results just aren’t there.  I’m going to make an appointment with Dr. Faris.  He’ll keep it quiet.”  
 
    That was important.  If the media got wind of even the smallest issue, they’d blow it out of proportion.  Any sort of leak, and ESPN would be speculating that he had cancer or AIDS or something worse, all without a shred of evidence one way or the other.  They’d cite “sources”, and say whatever would get them most clicks or views or whatever, and all the while, he’d have to deal with the aftermath.  Careers ended over situations like that, and even if his job was safe, his next contract wouldn’t be.  Deandre wouldn’t put it past the team to use rumors against him during negotiations.   
 
    “I’ve got to go,” he said.  He absently rubbed the nearly completely faded tattoo on his right arm.  “I’m worried, okay?  Really worried.  With my skin and my eyes and everything else…I mean…what if it is cancer or something?” 
 
    She put her arms around him, hugging him tightly.  “It’s nothing,” she said.  “It’ll be okay.”  
 
    “But what if it’s not?” he asked, wrapping his own arms around her narrow shoulders.  “My family, we have a history of cancer.  And heart disease.  And sickle cell.  Diabetes.  Everything.”  
 
    “You’re not sick,” she said.  “It’s probably just a hormone issue or something.  I promise you, it’ll be fine.  We’ll go to Dr. Faris, and he’ll tell you you’re okay.  You’ll see.” 
 
    “I hope you’re right,” he said. “I really, really hope you’re right.”  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Four 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Okay, so I want you to try to remain calm, Deandre,” said Dr. Faris.  He was a short, mostly bald man with glasses, and he’d been Deandre’s doctor since he’d gotten to the NBA.  “Because this is going to come as a bit of a shock to you.”  
 
    “Just lay it on me, doc,” Deandre said.  He’d prepared himself for the worst, and though he didn’t exactly want to deal with something like cancer, he was ready to work just as hard to beat it as he’d ever worked on his career.  Even if he hadn’t suspected something serious, the battery of tests the doctor had ordered, along with the second round he’d felt were necessary, cemented his fatalistic view.  “I’m prepared.” 
 
    Felicity gripped his hand, her fingers cold.  But there was no tremble there.  She was a strong woman – always had been.  She’d risen from the ashes of a failed, abusive relationship with her ex-boyfriend to not only get her life straightened out, but to raise a daughter the best way she knew how.  She had even graduated college while working two jobs – one of which was as a cheerleader – and raising Riley.  She was a good woman, and he knew he’d need her support if he was going to fight whatever was wrong with him. 
 
    “Not for this,” the doctor said.  “Deandre, I don’t know how to say this.  It’s kind of unprecedented, and as far as I can tell, there’s really no medical explanation for what’s happening to you.”  
 
    “W-what do you mean?” Deandre asked.  “The tests didn’t tell you anything?”  
 
    “They told me a lot,” he said.  “You’ve lost over an inch in height, almost forty-five pounds, and your skin has begun to lose its pigmentation.”  
 
    “We know that, doctor,” began Felicity.  However, before she could continue, Deandre cut her off. 
 
    “Wait, I’ve lost height?” he asked. 
 
    “You’re a little under six-foot-five, now,” the doctor said. 
 
    “That’s…that’s…crazy,” Deandre said. 
 
    “That’s what I’m saying,” the doctor stated.  “But that’s not the strangest part.  Your testosterone production has almost completely ceased.  Your body chemistry most closely resembles a prepubescent girl’s.  And your cells…Deandre, your cells show none of the hallmarks of age.  I looked at your X-Rays, your MRIs, and your knee looks like it was never injured.  Your ankle is fully healed, too.  Not even a hint of inflammation.  No more bursitis in your shoulder.  No arthritis in your wrists.  It’s all healed, and overnight, too.  It’s a miracle.”  
 
    “A prepubescent girl?” Deandre whispered. 
 
    “After all that, that’s what you heard?” asked Felicity.  “Men.  What’s causing it, Dr. Faris?”  
 
    The doctor shrugged.  “We’re still working on it,” he admitted.  “I’m going to send your bloodwork over the Mayo Clinic.  They’ve got a top-notch –” 
 
    “No,” Deandre said. “This…none of this can get out.  Not until we know what’s going on.”  
 
    “I’m GP, Deandre,” the doctor said, taking off his glasses.  “I am not equipped to diagnose this, whatever it is. You get a cold, I’m your guy.  Need a flu shot?  Sure.  I can take X-Rays and do prostate exams.  But this?  This is beyond me, and I’m not ashamed to admit it.  You need a specialist.”  
 
    “Do you know what’ll happen if people hear what you just said?” he asked. “My next contract, gone.  My shoe deal – goodbye.  My endorsements, gone.  I can’t let people hear my name and prepubescent girl in the same sentence.  I just can’t.”  
 
    The man sighed, rubbing the bridge of his nose.  “Fine,” he said.  “I have a friend who works in San Francisco.  He runs a private lab.  I think I can convince him to work on this without anybody’s names being dragged into it.  He owes me a favor.”  
 
    Deandre shook his head.  “Thanks, doc,” he said.  “Really.  Thank you.”  
 
    “We’re going to figure this out, Deandre,” he said, patting the other man’s leg.  “I promise.”  
 
      
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
      
 
    Deandre spent the next few weeks in isolation.  In fact, he barely even spoke to his own wife.  Instead, he distracted himself by focusing on practicing on the basketball court he’d had constructed in his home.  It wasn’t regulation size, but it was close enough that, in a pinch, he could maintain his routine.   
 
    Not that it seemed to matter much.   
 
    Every day, it felt like he was shorter.  Lighter.  Weaker.  He even began sleeping in the guest room so his wife didn’t have to see everything that was happening to him.  He ate alone.  He slept alone.  For all intents and purposes, he was.   
 
    The doctor didn’t seem to have any answers, either.  Even as he shrank – he kept track of his height by making marks on the doorframe of the guest bathroom – he heard little from Dr. Faris or his mysterious friend who was running tests.  In a lot of ways, that was more troubling than the changes themselves.   
 
    “I don’t know what I’m going to do,” he confided in Felicity.  She’d cornered him as he sat on the bed, idly flipping channels.  “Camp is in a month, and I’m barely six-two.  I can’t play at that height, even if I could get my…my strength back.”  
 
    It was all he could do to dunk, which he’d been doing since sixth grade, much less compete with the basketball players in the world.   
 
    “Dr. Faris and his friend will figure it out,” she said. “They’ll develop a treatment, and you’ll get through this.  Think about it like when you had the surgery on your knee.  That was hard, too.  And sure, maybe this will take a season to recover from.  So what?  You’ll come back better and stronger than before, just like you did then.”  
 
    She wasn’t wrong.  After he’d tore the two major ligaments in his knee, he’d thought his career was all but over.  Sure, he could probably come back and play, but he thought that his time as the best player in basketball was at an end.  However, after the surgery, he’d worked harder than he ever had before, and he’d recovered enough of his old ability to win the MVP the season he came back.   
 
    Recovery, he knew, was a mindset.  That was what most people didn’t understand.  It wasn’t enough to just go through the motions.  You had to live it, breathe it.  It had to be the most important thing in your life.  And for Deandre, it had been.  Of course, genetics had their say, too.  He’d always been a fast healer.   
 
    But this was different.  Nobody knew what was happening to him, and bit by bit, he felt like he was losing everything that made him special.  After being a veritable god among men, his worst nightmare was living the rest of his life being average.  Or worse.   
 
    “I hope you’re right,” he said, laying back. 
 
    “You sure you don’t want to come sleep in our bed?” she asked.  Felicity had been understanding about his need for isolation, but that didn’t mean she wouldn’t make an effort.  “It’s getting mighty lonely up there.”  
 
    Deandre was tempted, but he shook his head.  “No,” he said, thinking about the other ways he’d changed.  “Maybe another day.  I need to think, and I can’t do that with you around.”  
 
      
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
      
 
    Deandre had been weak.  Despite his many, many promises to himself, he’d lost the battle with monogamy more times than he could count.  So, why did he feel so guilty?  As he lay back on the hotel bed, watching the escort undress, he couldn’t figure it out.  Before, with women like Marissa as well as the basketball groupies who were always around, the guilt hadn’t come until after the act.  But there he was, on the cusp of getting the relief he didn’t dare seek with his own wife, and there was a nervous tumble in his stomach.  He thought it was guilt, but he had to admit it felt a lot like anxiety, too. 
 
    Wearing only his newly purchased boxer briefs – his old ones had proven too large for his rapidly shrinking frame – Deandre stared at the girl.  She was beautiful, but given how much he’d paid, that was an expectation.  With black hair, green eyes, and a creamy complexion, she had a body that was a veritable work of art.  Maybe a literal one, given the prevalence of plastic surgery.   
 
    Not for the first time, he regretted the series of decisions that had led him down that road.  After another two weeks without answers from the doctor, Deandre had cornered the man in his office.  And that confrontation had led to Deandre flying out to San Francisco to be tested by Faris’ friend.  That had come and gone, and Deandre was flying back in the morning without any of the answers he’d come for.  But maybe, he thought, he could at least get a little relief for his sexual frustration.   
 
    The girl, as if reading his mind, climbed onto the bed.  She wore nothing but a garter belt and a pair of stockings, and she looked every bit the woman Deandre had expected.  And his manhood responded predictably, standing at attention.  She crawled between his legs and pulled down his boxer briefs, revealing Deandre in all his glory.  ‘ 
 
    “Don’t be nervous, baby,” the girl said, wrapping her fingers around his penis.  Even hard, the pinkish-purple head barely protruded from her fist.  It, too, seemed to have shrunk, probably even more than the rest of his body.  “I like them small.”  
 
    Deandre’s heart fell into his stomach, settling there like a ball of lead.  Small.  He was small.  Almost tiny.  Deandre’s face must’ve been an indication that she’d said something wrong, because she immediately started to apologize.   
 
    “Just go,” he muttered, his erection disappearing as he pulled his underwear up.  “Just go.”  He grabbed his wallet and retrieved a wad of bills.  He didn’t even bother counting it before thrusting it into her hands.  “Just get the fuck out.”  
 
    She apologized again, but, with the money already in hand, the girl didn’t hesitate to gather her things and flee the hotel room.  That left Deandre to stew in his own inadequacy.  He had little experience with that, and so, before long, the tears started falling down his face.  He wept right there in that hotel room, the prostitute’s perfume still hanging in the air.  He wept, and he wondered what more humiliation he could endure.   
 
    Some time later – it could’ve been hours or minutes, for all he knew – Deandre found himself standing front of the bathroom’s mirror.  He stared at his reflection, hardly recognizing himself.   
 
    The doctor had measured him that day, and he hadn’t even cleared six feet, and his weight had been similarly diminished.  More, he had to look pretty closely to even see the faintest outlines of his tattoos.  Couple that with the light, yellow-ish pigment of his skin, his light-colored eyes, and his finer, straighter hair, and he looked like a completely different person.   
 
    But what was he going to do, besides wait for the doctors to figure it out?  What other option did he have? 
 
    “None,” he said.  “I can’t do a thing about it.”  
 
    So, he flipped the light switch, turning out the lights, and retreated to his bed.  He cried some more before finally drifting off to sleep.   
 
      
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
      
 
    Deandre sat on the couch, staring at the television for a long moment before turning it off in disgust.  He tossed the remote onto the couch, frustrated at his situation.   
 
    “What’s wrong?” asked Felicity.  He turned to see her coming down the stairs.   
 
    “They’re all talking about me,” he complained.  “Camp’s started, and all the questions have started.  Nobody knows what’s going on, and it’s making everything worse.” 
 
    “What is the team saying?” she asked. 
 
    He shrugged.  “I told them that I was dealing with an illness,” he said.  “They trust me, so they’re letting it slide for now, but it won’t be long before they start poking around and trying to figure everything out.  They’ll want their own evaluation, and –” 
 
    “And then the cat’s out of the bag,” she said, sitting next to him.  “You could tell them the truth, you know.”  
 
    “What would I tell them?” he complained.  “That I’m under six feet now?  That I can’t even touch the net, much less dunk?  Or that I’m basically white?  They wouldn’t even let me in the facility right now.  Nobody would recognize me, for God’s sake.”  
 
    He wasn’t exaggerating, either.  If anything, he’d undersold the breadth of the changes.  After another few weeks, his body had further transformed until he looked like a completely different person.  The last time he’d bothered to measure his height, he was five-ten, and he knew he’d lost a little more since then.  More, he was down to a little over one-hundred-and-fifty pounds, which left him looking scrawnier than he’d been since before he hit puberty.  But that wasn’t the worst of it.  No – that was reserved for his skin color.  He was white.  Completely.  His skin had lost the yellowish tint, replacing it with pink.  That, combined with his completely blonde, straight hair and blue eyes, made him look as Caucasian as any suburban white boy.  It was nauseating.   
 
    “You could tell them that you’re sick,” she said.  “You’ve got Dr. Faris to back you up.  He’d tell them the –” 
 
    “But he doesn’t know!” Deandre bellowed.  “Nobody knows!  Not why I’m shrinking.  Not why I’m freaking white, now.  Not why my whole face feels like the bones are shifting under the skin!  Nobody knows a damned thing, and I don’t…I just…n-nobody knows!” 
 
    He collapsed into tears, and Felicity wrapped her arms around him, trying to comfort him.  After a while, he looked up, his cheeks streaked with tears, and she asked, “What did you say about your face?”  
 
    “It’s…changing,” he said.  “I can feel it.  It itches, and it hurts. I don’t know.  I think…I think I’m turning w-white for real.”  
 
    Felicity pushed a lock of blonde hair out of his eyes – he hadn’t a haircut in almost two months – saying, “We’ll figure it all out.  You’ll be fine.  I promise.”  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Five 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I don’t want to retire,” Deandre said, sitting across from his agent, Mason Dean.  The man looked as sleazy as anyone Deandre had ever known.  With his slicked-back hair, smarmy smile, and gleaming white teeth, he was the stereotype of a sports agent, right down to the stylish suit he wore.  But he got things done, and probably better than anyone else in the business.  Deandre trusted him. 
 
    The man shook his head.  “It’s necessary,” he said.  He’d taken the news of Deandre’s mystery illness as well as could be expected.  At first, he’d thought he was being pranked, but after seeing the progress photos from Dr. Faris’ various examinations, he’d been convinced.  And immediately, his mind had gone to work on the problem.  “Unless you want everyone to know your business, it’s the only way.  If you don’t retire, you’re going to be forced to use their doctors.  And as soon as that happens, the whole world will know what’s happened to you.”  
 
    “But if he retires, his contract is void, right?” asked Felicity, her hand over Deandre’s.  It wasn’t much smaller than her husband’s.   
 
    “If he doesn’t, he’ll open himself up to litigation,” said Mason.  “He’ll have to give some money back, and that’s an optimistic view of the impact.  He’ll probably lose his endorsements.  He’ll lose everything.  The business will crash.  It won’t be pretty, Felicity.  I know it sucks, but we’re backed into a corner here.”  
 
    “Jesus,” Deandre said, running his hand through his silky, blonde hair.  “I can’t believe everything’s happening so fast.  It was just a couple of months ago that I was looking forward to getting back –” 
 
    “You just need to concentrate on getting better,” said Mason.  He stood.  “I’ll take care of all the retirement paperwork.  You can announce it on Twitter.  And don’t take any calls.  Not unless we’ve pre-screened them.  We can’t let any of this get out.”  
 
    Deandre nodded.  “Just tell me when,” he said. 
 
    The sports agent flashed his bright smile.  “You’ll beat this,” he said. “And then, next year, you can come back.  Your contract will be over then, so you’ll be a free agent.  We’ll get a contract that makes you forget all of this.  You’ll see.”  
 
    Again, Deandre nodded, and then, after Mason left, he turned to his wife, asking, “We’re going to need to tell Riley, soon.”  
 
    Felicity shook her head.  As soon as Deandre’s condition had become serious, she’d sent her daughter to stay with her grandparents on the other side of the country.  But she knew he was right.  “She’s not going to take it well,” she said. 
 
    Deandre shrugged.  “That makes two of us,” he said.  “Don’t you think I’m freaking out about all this?  Because I am.”  
 
    “I know,” said Felicity.  “Have you heard anything from that lab in San Francisco?”  
 
    “No,” said Deandre, leaning back on the couch.  Tilting his head to the ceiling, he continued, “Dr. Faris thinks they’ll know something soon.  I’m not making any bets, though, if you know what I mean.  I don’t think anybody knows anything.”  
 
    “They’re smart people, Dee,” she said. “They’ll figure it out.”  
 
    “Sure,” he said.  “But what if they don’t?”  
 
    “Dee, they’ll –” 
 
    “I’m serious, Felicity,” he said. “What if they don’t?  Am I going to spend the rest of my life like this?  Or worse, what if it continues?  What if I end up as a midget?  Or some kind of freak?  There’s no precedent for this.”  
 
    “You just have to have faith, Dee,” she said.  “It’ll work out.” 
 
    Faith.  It was all he could do not to scoff.  His mother had had faith.  She’d gone to church every single Sunday and on most Wednesdays.  She’d prayed.  She had tithed, even when she really didn’t have the money.  And what was her reward?  Wasting away from lymphoma.  Cancer has no dignity, and by the time she’d passed, she hadn’t either.  Since then, Deandre hadn’t attended a single church service, and he had no intention of changing that.  So if not God, what was he supposed to have faith in?  That good things happened to good people?  Even if they did – and he had plenty of doubts about that; he’d seen far too much suffering to subscribe to that sort of thought – he didn’t consider himself a good person.  Certainly, he tried to help.  He donated money.  He spent time at homeless shelters and children’s hospitals.  He probably did more for the community than any other athlete in the country.  But he didn’t consider himself a good person.  And if they knew all the things he did, all the times he’d sinned and told himself it would be the last time, nobody else would either. 
 
    “I hope you’re right,” he said.  However, he didn’t really believe she was. 
 
      
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
      
 
    Deandre stared at his phone.  There were more unanswered texts and emails than he could reasonably count – from teammates, media, and team officials; even the owner had tried to call him.  He had only answered a few, and even those he’d stuck to canned answers.  He wanted to spend more time with his family.  His body was breaking down.  He wanted to concentrate on his philanthropic efforts.  They were good lies, but to anyone who knew him, they were just as plainly exactly what they were – lies.  But Deandre didn’t know what else to do.  He couldn’t tell anyone the truth.  Never that.   
 
    “We’ve got to talk, Dee,” said his wife.  He looked up to see her standing in the doorway of the room he’d adopted as his own.  “A serious talk about what we’re going to do.”  
 
    He stood, then pushed past her into the hall.  “I don’t care,” he muttered.  “Do whatever you want to do.” 
 
    “Just because you can’t play doesn’t mean life has to stop,” she said, frustration straining her tone as she pursued him.  “You’ve got a lot of decisions to make about the business, and –” 
 
    He wheeled on her.  “I don’t care!” he growled, spreading his arms.  “I don’t.  God, you have no idea what I’m going through, Felicity.  You don’t.  I can’t play basketball anymore.  Get that through your head!”  
 
    “You don’t know that,” she said.  “If you can change one way, you can go back.  They just have to figure –” 
 
    “Not according to the doctors,” he spat.  He’d gotten an email from Dr. Faris’ colleagues in San Francisco, and the news hadn’t been good.  After running every test they knew, they still didn’t have an answer for what had instigated the transformation.  More, they’d said that, based on what they could see, once he’d settled, there was little chance of a reversal.  “They said…they…there’s no going back, Felicity.  I talked to the doctors.  I’m going to be stuck like this.”  
 
    “Oh, God,” she said, clamping her hand over her mouth.  “I’m so sorry, Dee.  But we’ll get –” 
 
    “If you say we’re going to get through this again, I’m going to scream,” he said.  “I’m going to scream and…ahem…” 
 
    His voice had broken.  He cleared his throat, then tried to speak again.  It didn’t change.   
 
    “I…m-my voice,” he muttered.  His wife’s eyes widened.  His voice had jumped in pitch, making him sound like a child, and not a male one.  “Oh…f-fuck…” 
 
    Felicity didn’t hesitate.  She threw her arms around him, pulling him close.  Deandre couldn’t help but notice that he was barely an inch taller than his wife, and that realization made the tears come all the faster.   
 
      
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
      
 
    Deandre stared into the mirror.  The transformation had continued unabated, erasing all traces of the man he’d been.  With his white skin, blonde hair, blue eyes, he had almost identical coloring as his wife.  More, his nose had narrowed, and his eyes had widened; nobody who saw him would think of him as anything but a teenaged white boy. 
 
    “Or a girl,” he muttered, pushing his hair behind his ear.  He could admit that much, if only to himself.  If there was a masculine cast to his features, it was incredibly faint.  To make matters worse, he’d been forced to wear some of his wife’s castoffs – unisex sweatpants and tee-shirts, sure, but the knowledge that they’d belonged to a woman made it somehow worse.   
 
    Even so, he’d almost grown used to the process, at least to the point where the continued progress of his transformation had ceased to surprise him.  Still, when he heard his own high-pitched and girlish voice, he had to work hard to suppress a cringe.   
 
    “Dee?” came his wife’s voice.  Deandre stuck his head out of the bathroom to see Felicity.  “They’re here.”  
 
    He nodded, then followed her into the living room.  There, he found Dr. Faris, his agent, Mason Dean, and his lawyer, Arie Goldman.  They all, each and every one of them, looked grim.  And surprised, though they’d all seen the various stages of his transformation. 
 
    “God,” Goldman said.  At well over six feet, he was a tall man with watery eyes and a receding hairline.  “Dee…” 
 
    Goldman had been Deandre’s lawyer since he’d been drafted, and he’d been something of a father figure to him.  But now, Deandre only saw pity in his small eyes.   
 
    “Yeah,” Deandre said, putting on a brave face.  “I guess I’m one of you, now.  Can we please just get this over with?”  
 
    “I’m still not sure if this is a good idea,” Dean said.  “You could still recover, and bringing you back would be –” 
 
    “Dr. Faris and his colleagues don’t think so,” Deandre said.  “I have to do something now while I can.  If I don’t, things are going to get bad.  It’s better if Deandre Jackson dies now.”  
 
    It was a drastic measure, suggested by Goldman when he’d been informed of Deandre’s condition.  But as much as Deandre hated the idea, it made sense.  If he faked his death, Felicity would get legal control of everything.  She’d be able to take all the business meetings Deandre couldn’t, and nobody would ever be able to stop her.  And while Deandre wanted to think of it as a temporary measure, he was enough of a realist to recognize that it could be permanent.  If that turned out to be the case, Deandre Jackson was already effectively dead.  Making it official just made the transition easier. 
 
    “Did we decide on a story?” he asked when none of them responded to his proclamation.  “I’m leaning toward plane crash.”  
 
    “Overseas,” suggested Goldman.  “Less investigation.”  
 
    Mason Dean said, “If you’re dead set on going through with this –” 
 
    “I am,” Deandre stated.  “It’s the only way to move forward without losing everything.  If all this comes out, I’ll lose my endorsements.  I have a lifetime deal with Nike that would be in jeopardy.  Same with EA and the video game.  And all my investments.  People wouldn’t buy things because this version of me said so.  It’s better if people remember the way I was.”  
 
    Dean shook his head.  “Plane crash, then,” he said.  “That’s the best way.”  
 
    “So, it’s settled?” asked Deandre.  Everyone agreed.  “Then make it happen.”  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Six 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Deandre looked up at his wife.  It had finally happened; even though she was barely five-five, she was taller than him.  And in her heels, she towered over him in a way that made him incredibly uncomfortable.  In fact, she was bigger – in every way – than Deandre.   
 
    “This is really weird,” said Riley, looking at them from where she sat on the couch.  “Just so you both know.”  
 
    “Riley!” scoffed Felicity.  “Apologize!  Right this second!”  
 
    “It’s okay,” was Deandre’s soft-voiced reply.  “She’s not wrong.”  
 
    “Still,” Felicity argued.  “It’s impolite.”  
 
    “Oh?” asked the twelve-year-old Riley.  “I mean, your freaking husband looks like my big sister, and you’re –” 
 
    “Out,” said Felicity, pointing to the stairs.  “Now.  Or I’m taking your phone away for the next month.  So help me God, I’ll –” 
 
    With a dramatic sigh, Riley stood and stomped up the stairs.  It wasn’t until her door slammed that Deandre let out a breath he hadn’t known he’d been holding.  “That went well,” he said. 
 
    Riley had just gotten home from visiting her grandparents, and it had taken quite a bit of convincing for her to believe that Deandre was who they claimed he was.  And Deandre didn’t blame her, not really.  He looked nothing like the man he’d been.  In fact, it was easy to think of that version of him as dead, just as the news had reported.  Still, it was difficult being reminded of how far he’d fallen. 
 
    The faked death had turned out better than expected, and the entire world had accepted it without a bit of doubt.  And the number of online tributes, the ESPN special they’d aired on him, and the avalanche of “thoughts and prayers” directed at his wife actually made him feel better about his life.  It seemed that death made everyone forget all of his shortcomings.  Nobody ever mentioned his penchant for choking in big games.  No – everyone was positive, which is a rarity in the world of sports media. 
 
    But none of that helped Riley accept that her stepfather was only a little bigger than her, and the girl hadn’t taken it well.   
 
    “She’ll come around,” said Felicity.   
 
    “She’ll be the first, then,” he muttered, plopping down on the couch.  “Because I have no idea what I’m going to do now.”  
 
    “Until the doctors figure out that you’re –” 
 
    “I got an email yesterday,” Deandre said. 
 
    “What?  From the doctors?” she asked.  “Why didn’t you tell me?”  
 
    Deandre shrugged.  “Embarrassed, maybe?” he said.  “I mean, it wasn’t good news.”  
 
    “They still haven’t found anything, huh?” she asked.   
 
    “No,” he said. “They found something.  But like I said, it isn’t good.”  
 
    “What was it?  Is it…like…cancer or something?” Felicity asked, concern coating her voice. 
 
    “No,” he said.  “I’m healthier than I’ve ever been.  The doctors said that it’s like my cells…they’re…renewing themselves.  Or something.  I didn’t really understand it, honestly.  But when they broke it down for me, it came down to a pretty simple concept.  Genetically speaking, I’m sixteen years old.”  
 
    “W-what?” she asked.  “What the hell are you talking about?”  
 
    “My cells,” he said. “My organs.  My everything.  It’s like I’m de-aging.”  
 
    “B-but that’s impossible,” said Felicity.   
 
    “They thought so, too,” he stated.  “It took a lot of money to convince them not to put me in some kind of study.  But that’s not the worst of it.  If that was all there was to it, that would be kind of nice, actually.  Fountain of youth, right?”  
 
    “Just tell me the bottom line,” she said. 
 
    “Genetically…I’m…you know, my DNA and chromosomes and stuff…it’s like…it’s like I’m a white girl,” he said.  Swallowing hard, he said, “I think that’s what I’m turning into.”  
 
    “Jesus,” she muttered. 
 
    “Something like that,” he said.  It had taken him more than a day to come to terms with what they’d told him.  At first, he’d been in denial, but eventually, he’d come to accept it.  He didn’t like it, obviously, but there really wasn’t much he could do about it.  And besides, after almost three months’ of unexplained changes, it was kind of nice to get some answers, even if they weren’t the ones he wanted to hear. 
 
    “What else did they say?” she asked. 
 
    Deandre shook his head.  “Not much,” he admitted.  “Just that things are starting to slow down.  They said that, as long as it all keeps following the same pattern, it’ll settle in a month.  Maybe six weeks.  After that…nobody seems to have any idea what’s going to happen.”  
 
    Neither of them said anything after that, mostly because there just wasn’t much to say.   
 
      
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
      
 
    “I don’t want to do this,” Deandre said, flicking his eyes at the therapist’s door.  It seemed huge and intimidating. 
 
    “You have to talk to someone, Dee,” said Felicity.  “And I’m not qualified to help you deal with this.  She is.”  
 
    “The last thing I want is for other people to know what’s going on with me,” he said, glancing at the door again.  “I’m fine.” 
 
    “You are not fine,” she said.  “You spend most nights crying.  I’ve heard you.  And you’ll barely even let me touch you.  I’m trying to help, and you keep pushing me away.”  
 
    “What do you want me to say, Felicity?” he squeaked.  “I’m serious.  What am I supposed to do?  There’s no guidebook on how to deal with this kind of thing because – news flash – as far as anybody can tell, it’s never happened to anyone before.  I have to break out progress pictures just to convince anyone I am who I am.  And you think some family therapist is going to help me?  It’s ridiculous.”  
 
    “You need this,” was her only response to his tirade.   
 
    “I don’t want it,” he said. 
 
    “Too bad,” she stated, using the same tone she often used with her daughter.   
 
    Deandre wanted to argue.  He wanted to tell her that just wasn’t going to do it, but it’s incredibly difficult to stand up to someone when she’s bigger and stronger than you.  More, she had complete control over every aspect of his life.  He couldn’t even drive because his face didn’t even begin to match his driver’s license.  In fact, as far as strangers were concerned, he was her androgynous – probably female – child, and the few times he’d gone out in the previous few weeks had left him with a very different impression of how the world worked.  Being treated like a child, even if it wasn’t intentional, made him feel like one.  And that, in turn, made it easier to act immature.   
 
    So, he sulked.  But he didn’t argue.  Not anymore.   
 
    Finally, a receptionist told them that the therapist would see them, and Felicity led him into the woman’s office.  Once they were both seated, the therapist herself appeared from another door, saying, “Sorry about that.”  She planted herself in a comfortable-looking chair across from the sofa where Felicity and Deandre sat.  “I’m Anne.”  
 
    “Felicity,” said Deandre’s wife, extending her hand.  “And this is Dee.”  
 
    “Hey,” he said. 
 
    “My husband briefed me on your condition, Mr. Jackson,” she said.  Conveniently, she was Dr. Faris’ wife.  “Or do you prefer Deandre?  Dee?  What would you like me to call you?”  
 
    “Dee is fine,” Felicity said. 
 
    “Yeah,” Deandre said, still sulking.  “Dee’s good.”  
 
    “Mrs. Jackson, if you don’t mind, I’d like to talk to Dee alone,” the therapist said.  Deandre looked up, seeing the woman for the first time.  She was pretty – far better looking than Dr. Faris, really – and she had an honest face.   
 
    “Are you okay with that, Dee?” Felicity asked. 
 
    Deandre nodded. “I’m not a kid,” he said.  “I’ll be fine.”  
 
    Felicity rose and left, leaving Deandre with the therapist.  She cleared her throat, then said, “Let’s talk about your adjustment.  How are you dealing with the changes?”  
 
    “Badly,” he said.  “I mean, it’s messed up, right?  How am I supposed to deal with it?” 
 
    “How do you feel about it?” she asked. 
 
    “Like I’m half the size I should be,” he said. 
 
    “Is size important?” was her next question. 
 
    “I’m supposed to be an NBA player, so yeah,” he stated.  “You know who I am.  You know what I was supposed to be.  I’m not that.  Not anymore.  You know, the season already started.  My backup is leading the league in scoring.  I never knew he had it in him.”  
 
    “Is that a bad thing?  I’d think you would be happy for your teammate,” she said. 
 
    “I am,” he said.  “Or I want to be.  Me and Terrance, we never really got along anyway.  He was a star in college, but he tore his knee up.  Fell to us, and…well…I guess he didn’t like being on the bench.  And I liked knowing that I was still better than the next generation.  I don’t know.  It sounds stupid, now.  After everything, I mean.”  
 
    “It’s not,” she assured him.  “It’s very human.” 
 
    “But I’m not supposed to be human,” he insisted.  “That’s the thing.  I’m supposed to be bigger than life.  A superhero.  A freaking god.  But now, look at me.  I don’t know how to do this.  I don’t know how to be anything but what I was.”  
 
    “Human,” she said.  “You’re a person, just like everyone else.  But you need to come to terms with a few hard truths.”  
 
    “Yeah?  Like what?” he said. “Like the fact that I’m never going to be him again?  Like the reality that I’m turning into a fucking girl?” 
 
    “Language,” she admonished. 
 
    “Sorry,” he said. 
 
    “But you’re not wrong,” was the therapist’s next statement.  “You are turning into a young girl.  When you walked in, I would’ve pegged you at thirteen.  Maybe an immature fourteen.  And unmistakably female, despite your attire.” 
 
    Deandre looked away.  She had a point, though he didn’t want to admit it. 
 
    “What am I supposed to do?” he asked. 
 
    “Accept that you can’t be a man anymore,” she said. 
 
    “I can!” he insisted.  “I talked to the doctors, and they said that I could take testosterone and –” 
 
    “And your system would collapse in on itself,” the therapist stated. “I read the file.  More, I spoke with your doctors.  I spoke to my husband.  Hormone therapy is not an option for you.”  
 
    They’d told him the same thing, but he hadn’t accepted it.  Not until the therapist said it. 
 
    “But just because you can’t be Deandre Jackson doesn’t mean you can’t be happy,” she said. “Think of this as a second chance.  You can live a new life.  Do you know how many people would give anything to suddenly go back and get another shot?”  
 
    “I was happy with the one I had,” he said, tears gathering at the corners of his eyes. 
 
    “Maybe,” she stated.  “But that life, it’s gone.  You have to accept that.  You have to come to terms with being what you’re going to be.”  
 
    “W-what if I can’t?” he asked, weeping openly.  “What if it’s too much?”  
 
    “It won’t be,” the woman said.  “And I’ll be here to help you along the way.  I promise.” 
 
    The rest of the session went much the same way, and by the end, Dee felt a little better about his prospects.  Certainly, he didn’t like it, but that didn’t seem to matter much.  He couldn’t change anything, and so, he had little choice but to accept it and adapt.   
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Seven 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Dee held up the garment, its fabric pinched between the thumb and forefinger on each hand, trying to touch it as little as possible.  “I am not wearing these,” he said, frowning.  “I don’t care.  I’m just…I’m just not.”  
 
    Felicity set her jaw, frustration evident on her beautiful face.  She wore a grey, skirted business suit, black pumps, and a cream-colored blouse.  She was the epitome of a high-powered businesswoman, provided that that businesswoman looked like a former NBA cheerleader.  Still, she held herself with an authority that she’d never had before.  It was understandable, given the fact that she’d been running Dee’s business, and doing it well, by all accounts.  He couldn’t be sure, but there was a strong possibility that he was making more money now that he was “dead” than before everything began.   
 
    But that wasn’t the subject of his focus.  No – the pair of plain, white, cotton panties in front of his face held the entirety of his attention.   
 
    “They’re the right size,” she said.  “And you’re the one who keeps saying you’re trying to turn the page.  This is how you do that.” 
 
    Dee looked away, tossing the panties onto the bed.  In the three or four weeks since he’d begun therapy, he had made incredible progress in moving on from the person he’d once been.  Certainly, that was helped by the fact that he’d continued to change.  At a shade over five feet tall and no more than a hundred pounds, he was about as far from the man who’d won countless awards as a basketball player.  But that acceptance, that acknowledgement that he had little choice but to leave his old life behind was little more than a mental exercise.   
 
    He hadn’t taken any steps toward changing his life – not really – and in his head, he kept thinking that someday soon, the changes would be reversed.  Of course, that wasn’t likely.  The doctors who’d worked so diligently on his case had all but abandoned it when he’d refused to become their guinea pig and let them publish his case in medical journals.  Dee could accept a lot of things, but becoming a laughingstock wasn’t among them.   
 
    Felicity was the only other person who knew everything, and as such, she’d tried to take steps toward helping him integrate into a new life.  Thus, the panties that he’d just tossed aside.   
 
    “I could wear boys’ underwear,” he said, sitting next to where he’d thrown the panties.  “I could dress like…like…” 
 
    “And then what?” she asked.  “You heard the doctors, same as me.  Once you quit changing, you’ll start growing like a normal girl.  And a pretty one, too.  Do you think you’ll want to spend the rest of your life pretending to be something you’re not?”  
 
    “There’s still a chance –” 
 
    “No, Dee,” she said.  “There’s no chance of going back.  Not unless whatever twist of fate did this to you suddenly reverses itself.  That’s the point.  You’ve got to move on.  You have to make the best of this.” 
 
    She sat on the bed next to him.  She seemed so big.  So mature.  By contrast, Dee felt like a child who’d just thrown a tantrum.  Of course, he probably looked like it, too.  “It’s not fair,” he muttered. 
 
    His wife put her arm around his shoulders.  “It’s not,” she said.  “But that doesn’t change anything, does it?  This is the way it’s got to be.  Whether you accept that now or in a week.  A month.  A year.  It doesn’t matter because you’re going to get here eventually.  You may as well just do it now.”  
 
    “That’s easy for you to say,” he said.  “The worst part is that I know you’re right.  Mrs. Anne and I have been talking about it in my therapy sessions.  I know that I’m going to have to move on.  I just…I just can’t.”  
 
    “Why?” was Felicity’s answering question. 
 
    “W-what?” he asked.  “You know why.  I’m not…not…a g-girl.”  
 
    “But you are,” she said.  “Deandre Jackson is dead.  He has been for a couple of months now.  You just haven’t acknowledge it yet.”  
 
    ‘H-how do I do that?” he asked. 
 
    “Wear the underwear,” Felicity said.  “That’s a start.  But I think it’s time we gave you a new name.”  
 
    “What?  Why?  What’s wrong with Dee?” he asked. 
 
    “It’s too similar to your old name,” she stated.  “You need something new.  Something no one will associate with Deandre Jackson.  Something feminine.”  
 
    He stared at the floor, but he didn’t answer.  His name.  The notion of changing it was a good deal more frightening than wearing panties.  It was the only thing left of his old identity, and he couldn’t help but cling to it.   
 
    But like was so often the case, Felicity was right.  He couldn’t move on until he truly became someone new.  And that meant abandoning his old identity.  His old name.   
 
    “What about Madison?” he whispered. 
 
    He heard Felicity’s sharp intake of breath, but it didn’t surprise him.  Madison was the name they’d discussed using if they ever decided to have a child of their own.  But that wasn’t going to happen.  Not now.   
 
    “Madison,” she said, her voice quiet.  “Madison Case.  You could be my niece.  It…it could work.”  
 
    “Yeah,” said Dee.  Or Madison.  “I guess it could.”  
 
    Then, without any more hesitation, he snatched the panties from the bed, stripped out of his overlarge boxer briefs, and slipped them up his smooth legs.  They fit perfectly.  His manhood – or what was left of it – barely even made a bulge.   
 
    “It really could work,” he said. 
 
      
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
      
 
    Madison howled, struggling against the weight holding him to the ground.  It came out in a high-pitched scream as his stepdaughter gripped his nipple and twisted it savagely.  It briefly took his breath before the scream resumed.  And the tears.  Always the tears. 
 
    But in Madison’s defense, the pain was unreal.  In his playing days, he’d dealt with torn ligaments, more sprained ankles than he count, cramps in his legs, and innumerable other injuries, and all with minimal complaint.  As a professional athlete, his pain tolerance was, simply put, higher than that of most people.  However, he’d never felt anything like the pain of having his nipple twisted by his stepdaughter.   
 
    Luckily, it didn’t last long, because Felicity soon appeared in hall, yelling, “What the hell are you two doing?”  
 
    Riley sprang off of her stepfather.  “He started it!” she spat. 
 
    “I didn’t!” was Madison’s reply.  “I just wanted to watch ESPN, and –” 
 
    “And I didn’t!” the girl growled.  At only twelve years old, she and Madison were of a size.  And the young girl was clearly stronger than Madison, as evidence by the fact that she’d easily overpowered him.  “You’re the one who tried to take the remote!”  
 
    “And you pushed me!” he argued. 
 
    “You tried to hit me!” was her response. 
 
    “I only tried to get you off me!”  
 
    “But you –” 
 
    “Enough!” screamed Felicity.  “Both of you, go to your rooms!  Now!” 
 
    “But Felicity, I’m not –” 
 
    “But mom!” 
 
    “Now!” Felicity cut them both off.  “I swear to God, if you don’t go to your rooms right now, I’m going to make your lives a living hell.  No T.V.  No tablets.  No phones.  No internet at all.  Now, go!”  
 
    Briefly, Madison thought about arguing.  He wanted to point out that he wasn’t a child, that he was a grown man who deserved respect.  But that tactic hadn’t worked on Riley.  In fact, it had ended with him being physically dominated by a pre-teen.  And while Felicity’s discipline wasn’t typically heavy handed, she wasn’t above taking her daughter over her knee and spanking her.  And given the look on the woman’s face, Madison felt pretty sure that, if he resisted too much, he’d find himself in that same situation, regardless of who he’d once been.  So, just like Riley, he stomped upstairs, sulking all the way, and barricaded himself in the guest room.   
 
    After slamming the door and throwing himself on the bed with a dramatic sigh, he couldn’t help but think about the unfairness of it all.  Ever since he’d taken his new name – and his new identity; he had the birth certificate and other pertinent paperwork to prove it – Felicity had stopped treating him like an adult.  In fact, she treated him no differently than she treated her own daughter.  It was one of the reasons he’d tried to assert his dominance over Riley in the first place.  And that certainly hadn’t gone well.  Not well at all.   
 
    After a few minutes, he levered himself off the bed and looked at himself in the mirror.  Over the previous few weeks, the changes had decelerated, but they hadn’t stopped.  Not that that was a comfort.  He was still tiny, and now he had the wardrobe to match.  His tee-shirt – one of Riley’s castoffs, just like his denim shorts – bore a sparkly unicorn.  That, combined with his petite body and nearly shoulder-length blonde hair to make it absolutely clear what he was.   
 
    A girl, and a young one at that.  If he’d seen someone who looked like him in public, he’d have thought her to be, at most, twelve-years-old.  The same age as Riley. 
 
    He sighed.   
 
    Madison was long since past lamenting his condition.  He was past wishing circumstances were different.  And he’d planted himself directly in the path of depression.  His therapist, Mrs. Anne, tried to help, but there really wasn’t a rulebook in getting through what had been forced on Madison.   
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Eight 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Oh, my God,” said Riley, standing in the bathroom doorway.  Having just stepped out of the shower, Madison was completely naked, his entire, slim body on full display.  “I didn’t…I’m…I…” 
 
    She didn’t know what to say, and if Madison hadn’t panicked and thrown one hand over his groin and, instinctively, his arm over his chest, he might’ve understood.  It was the first time Riley – or anyone, really – had seen how his body had settled, and it was a striking picture indeed.   
 
    Not only had he continued to shrink, settling in at a few inches under five feet and barely eighty pounds, his genitals had been altered significantly as well.  His penis, once long, thick, and proud, wasn’t even a shadow of its former self.  If it was an inch long, Madison would’ve been surprised, and his testicles were nowhere to be seen.  They’d retreated into his body completely.  The effect was that, unless someone looked closely, it would’ve been easy to mistake him for a girl, even naked. 
 
    Of course, that wasn’t really a mistake.  According to Dr. Faris, his organs had miraculously changed as well, and aside from the lack of a vagina, he was completely and irrevocably female.  He even had ovaries.  So he, for all intents and purposes, was a she.  And while she’d made strides in accepting that reality, being so exposed in front of her own stepdaughter wasn’t exactly ideal.  So, she reacted accordingly. 
 
    “What are you doing?!” she screeched.  “Don’t you know how to knock?!”  
 
    “I’m sorry!” insisted Riley, turning away.  “I didn’t know…I thought…oh, God – I’m so sorry!”  
 
    “Close the door!” Madison insisted, sounding exactly like what she was – a young girl whose privacy had been violated.   
 
    Thankfully, Riley didn’t argue.  She didn’t make one of her bitingly sarcastic comments.  Nor did she hesitate in shutting the door.  Even so, Madison’s heart was beating out of her chest, and her cheeks were on fire with embarrassment.   
 
    It didn’t really matter that, realistically, she didn’t have anything to be embarrassed about.  As a girl, she shouldn’t have been ashamed of her feminine body being exposed to another girl.  However, there was still enough Deandre left in her that the whole situation was an exercise in humiliation.   
 
    But what was she supposed to do?  It was always going to happen, sooner or later.  And complaining about it did little good.  So, she wrapped her towel around her chest – like Felicity had shown her – and padded out of the bathroom and to her room.  Even so, she locked the door behind her, ensuring privacy.   
 
    A few seconds later, she’d selected a pair of panties; she ignored the more juvenile garments, one of which was emblazoned with some blonde Disney princess, in favor of a white pair with yellow trim.  They fit perfectly, as did the grey tee-shirt and shorts Felicity had bought to fill out her wardrobe.  It all fit so differently than what she was used to, but that was to be expected from clothing meant for a ten-year-old girl.   
 
    At first, it had been incredibly humiliating to wear such things, but even she had to admit that they were more than appropriate.  Maybe it was resignation.  Or perhaps her taste had changed along with the rest of her body.  But the idea of wearing boys’ clothes seemed even worse than draping herself in the most feminine of garments.   
 
    After she was dressed, Madison left the room, descended the stairs, and found a familiar place on the couch.  Riley was already there.   
 
    “I really didn’t mean to –” 
 
    “Let’s just not talk about it,” said Madison.  “That only makes it worse.” 
 
    “I didn’t know you were…um…I thought…I didn’t know you were, like…a girl,” she said.  Madison gave a mental groan.  “I mean, mom said that you’re a girl.  But…I thought you were just smaller and stuff.”  
 
    “I am,” Madison said.  “And stuff.  Just…please, can we just not talk about this?”  
 
    “It’s hard, isn’t it?” she asked.  When Madison didn’t answer, the girl went on, “I know it is.  It has to be, right?  I know you guys don’t tell me much, and I get it.  But I can see how things have changed.  She treats you like you’re my little sister.”  
 
    “So?” asked Madison. 
 
    “Do you want me to treat you like that?” the girl asked.  “Not the bad parts.  You know, the good stuff.  I could teach you stuff.  I could help you dress right.  We could watch movies together, and…and…I don’t know.  I guess I always wanted a sister.”  
 
    Madison recognized what the girl was offering.  Things between them had never been great, but since Madison had gotten smaller than her stepdaughter, everything had gotten worse.  Riley rarely missed a chance to tease the smaller girl, and the first incident where she’d overpowered the former man hadn’t been the last.  And now she was offering something of a truce.  More, she was offering sisterhood, and all that entailed.   
 
    “T-that would be nice,” Madison admitted. 
 
    Riley beamed, then handed Madison the remote.  “You can even pick what we watch,” she said.  “Just no basketball.” 
 
    Madison smiled.  “We can watch whatever you want,” she said. “Maybe I’ll like it.”  
 
      
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
      
 
    “I don’t want to,” said Madison, sitting in the back seat of Felicity’s SUV with her arms folded over her thin chest.  It had been over a month since she’d finished changing, and Felicity had declared that she needed new clothes.  “I can just wear what I’ve been wearing.” 
 
    “Riley’s hand-me-downs don’t fit you right,” said Felicity, turning into the mall parking lot.  “Besides, if you’re going to start school in the fall, you’re going to need an entire wardrobe.”  
 
    Madison groaned, but she didn’t say argue the point further.  As far as she was concerned, the idea of going to school – again – was ridiculous.  She’d already passed, and there was nothing she had left to learn.  Of course, Felicity had pointed out that Deandre Jackson had gone to school.  Deandre Jackson had already graduated high school.  But Madison Case hadn’t.  And an eleven-year-old girl who didn’t go to school would draw notice.  Madison had reluctantly agreed, and so, in a couple of short months, she’d be enrolled in the sixth grade.  As a girl.  With a bunch of other kids that age.  It was going to be a catastrophe.  The only silver lining was that Riley would be there, a couple of grades ahead, and looking after her.   
 
    “Shopping is fun,” Riley said as Felicity pulled into a parking space.  She was big enough to ride in the front seat.  Unlike Madison.  “You’ll see.”  
 
    Riley did see, though, the first half of the shopping spree had been torturous.  Felicity made her try on all sorts of clothes, including dresses, skirts, and even bathing suits.  And all the while, Madison was sure someone would see through the ruse.  She wasn’t a real girl.  What if someone saw the miniscule bulge in her panties?  What if someone figured it all out?  They didn’t, of course, and for good reason.  But that didn’t stop Madison from expecting the worst.   
 
    It wasn’t until mid-way through the experience that Madison began to relax, the change in attitude precipitated by a kind, middle-aged woman who owned one of the mall’s many independent clothing boutiques.   
 
    “Oh, your daughters are just adorable,” the woman said.  “They look like twins!”  
 
    “Not quite,” said Felicity, not bothering to correct the woman’s erroneous assumption.  Even clinging to the identity they’d chosen for Madison, they were just cousins.  “But thank you.”  
 
    As the woman bustled through the shop, helping them select Madison’s new wardrobe, she couldn’t help but feel a bit of the woman’s enthusiasm rubbing off on her, and by the time she’d tried on her second dress – a puffy, yellow number that was intended for special occasions – she was actually enjoying herself.   
 
    Not that she would’ve admitted as much.  No.  Never that. 
 
      
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
      
 
    “I don’t get it,” said Madison, gesturing toward the screen.  She and Riley had been curled up on Riley’s bed, watching some mindless, teen-centric television show.  “Why would she stay with him?  He’s such a dick.” 
 
    “Seriously?  Look at him,” said Riley.  “He’s so cute!”  
 
    Madison rolled her eyes.  “That’s all you think about now,” she said.  “It’s always boys.  It’s gross.”  
 
    “Is this Deandre talking?  Or Madison?” asked Riley. 
 
    Madison groaned.  It was the same question she always asked when Madison didn’t agree with something she was doing.  “Can’t it be both?” she asked. 
 
    “No,” was Madison’s reply.  “Because girls our age think about cute boys.  It’s just how it is.”  
 
    Madison hated when Riley took that tone.  She sounded like she was trying to imitate a teacher or something, and if she didn’t have the weight of experience behind her words, she would’ve laughed at the “older” girl.  As it was, Riley had taken it upon herself to teach her “younger” cousin all about girlhood, and for her, that meant watching an endless stream of cheesy dramas, listening to Taylor Swift, and, of course, talking about boys.  The last topic seemed to be the focus of her thoughts, because she never seemed to get enough of discussing which ones were cuter, who was cooler, or which one probably kissed the best.  It was disgusting.  Mostly.  Well, not even mostly – to Madison’s horror, the seemingly endless discussions had infected her mind to the point where, even when she wasn’t with Riley, she couldn’t help but ponder the same subjects.   
 
    “Okay, so even if he’s a total jerk, you’d go out with him?” asked Madison. 
 
    Riley shrugged.  “I don’t know,” she said. “Maybe.  Or maybe we’d just kiss a little.  And he’s really sweet on the inside.  You remember when he bought those earrings for Vanessa?  I’d just…if he did that for me…” 
 
    Madison bit her lip.  That line of thought did have its benefits, even if she didn’t want to admit it.   
 
    “Let’s just watch the show,” she said, her mouth suddenly dry.  “I want to see if Luke gets with Brianna.”  
 
    Later that night, long after Riley had fallen asleep next to her, Madison couldn’t quite the confusion coursing through her mind.  It was one thing to have the body of a pre-teen.  It was something else altogether to have the mind of one.  And bit by bit, she could feel herself slipping into that quagmire.   
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Nine 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I don’t know if I can do this,” said Madison, standing in front of the mirror and staring at her reflection.  She wore a fairly typical school uniform – plaid skirt and a white blouse – beneath which were a pair of featureless, white panties.  In short, she looked like a normal, sixth-grade student at Phillips Academy, if a very pretty one.   
 
    And that was the problem.   
 
    Over the summer, she had gotten used to walking, talking, and acting like a girl.  Riley’s tutelage had paid off, and she’d mastered the act.  In fact, there were times when it didn’t even feel like she was playing a role; she was simply being herself.  However, being thrust into a school with her supposed peers without so much as a safety net was a daunting proposition, and one which had dominated her thoughts for more than a couple of weeks.   
 
    All of her doubts seemed prominent in her mind, and suddenly, she was certain that no one would believe she was what she appeared to be.  She’d be found out, and then, she’d be the laughingstock of the world.  The great Deandre Jackson, prancing around in a schoolgirl’s outfit and pretending to be a girl.  It was enough to elicit quite a bit of nausea. 
 
    “It’s going to be okay,” said Felicity, standing behind her.  “You’re ready for this.”  
 
    “W-what if I’m not?” was Madison’s question.  She looked up at Felicity.  “What if nobody likes me?”  
 
    “They will,” the older woman said.  “Pretty girls are always popular.”  
 
    Madison’s heart fell into her stomach.  Pretty girls.  That’s what she was, whether she felt like it or not.  And Felicity was right.  Good-looking girls had as easy of a time as athletes when it came to popularity.  Maybe easier.   
 
    “Come on,” said Felicity.  “Get your things.  We don’t want to be late.” 
 
    Madison gathered her bag and joined Felicity and Riley in the SUV.  She took her customary seat in the back and tried not to vomit while Felicity drove to the school.  When she finally made it, Madison was actually sweating in spite of the vehicle’s top-notch air conditioning.   
 
    “We’re here, Maddy,” said Riley.  “Come on.  It’s not a big deal.” 
 
    “Go ahead, Riley,” Felicity said.  “She’ll catch up in a minute.”  
 
    Madison pointedly didn’t look up, not at Riley, who no doubt wore an expression of pity.  Not at the school, that loomed in all its gothic-architecture glory.  And not at Felicity, who was staring at her with an expression usually reserved for mothers turning loose their children for the first time.  It wasn’t inappropriate.  Over the few months since Madison had accepted her girlhood, Felicity had acted as her mother, not her wife.  It was easier that way.   
 
    “We can’t sit her all day, Madison,” Felicity said, her tone gentle. 
 
    “You could homeschool me,” Madison suggested. 
 
    “You know I can’t do that,” Felicity stated.  “I’ve got to run the business.  And it wouldn’t be fair to you.  You need to get out there and be with kids your own age.”  
 
    “I’m thirty-five,” Madison deadpanned. 
 
    “No,” Felicity corrected.  “You’re eleven, going on twelve.  That’s who you are, now.  Deandre is –” 
 
    “Gone,” Madison interrupted.  “I know.  God.  I know.  I never liked school the first time.” 
 
    Felicity smiled.  “But you have to go,” she said.  “And who knows?  You might feel differently this time.”  
 
    Madison sighed.  Of course, Felicity was right.  They’d been through it a number of times, and going to school made sense in nearly every way.  However, facing down the barrel of a return to middle school wasn’t a pleasant thing, necessary though it was.   
 
    After a few more moments, Madison said, “I guess there’s nothing else to do but to do it.”  
 
    And so, she said goodbye to Felicity, got out of the car, and walked on unsteady legs into her new school.   
 
      
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
      
 
    “I’m never coming back,” complained Madison, sitting on the steps of the school.  “I’m just not.”  
 
    Riley, who sat next to her, rubbed her back.  It was a comforting gesture, but it didn’t really help.  Not with the day Madison had just had.  On the surface, it shouldn’t have been that bad.  Nor should it have been unexpected.  But everything had caught Madison by surprise, leaving her near tears by the end of the day. 
 
    “What happened?” Riley asked. 
 
    “What didn’t happen?” countered Madison.  “First, I couldn’t get anything right in class…” 
 
    That had been a lesson learned.  She’d always been, at best, an indifferent student, but she’d never thought of herself as ignorant or stupid.  After being lost during her initial lessons in math and science, she’d been forced to reevaluate that self-appraisal.  Clearly, Deandre’s talent on the court had gotten him special treatment, and he’d been passed through classes he had no business passing.  Madison would get no such treatment.   
 
    “And then the boys wouldn’t leave me alone…” 
 
    It was like Madison had a target on her back.  It wouldn’t have been so bad if it had been like the shows she and Riley watched.  Flirting and grand declarations of love were one thing, but sixth grade boys didn’t go that route.  No – they teased.  The popped the straps of her training bra.  The played with her hair.  It was like their goal in life was to annoy her into submission.   
 
    But they were nothing compared to the girls.   
 
    “And Haley Scofield kept calling me surfboard,” she complained.  “They all laughed at me.  Just because she’s got boobs doesn’t mean…it doesn’t mean…” 
 
    “Haley Scofield is a cow,” Riley said.  “It’s fine.  I bet she’s just jealous.”  
 
    “O-of what?” Madison asked.  “I’m stupid and ugly and…and…I’m just not coming back.  I’m not.  And you can’t make me.”  
 
    “Mom can,” Riley said.  “But look – it’s going to be fine.  I promise.  Just trust me, okay?  In a few weeks, you’ll laugh about all this.”  
 
    “Y-you think so?” asked Madison. 
 
    “I know so,” was Riley’s reply.  “Now, come on.  Mom’s probably in the car line already.”  
 
    And so, Madison followed her “sister”.  Or cousin.  Or stepdaughter.  Whatever designation she gave her, there was one label that seemed intent on sticking: friend.  Riley was her friend.  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Ten 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I know I shouldn’t really care about this stuff,” said Madison.  Pointing to her head, she continued, “Up here, I mean.  Like, stressing out over which boy likes me and which ones don’t…it’s not something I ever expected.”  
 
    “It’s normal,” was Riley’s response.  Like Madison, she wore only her panties and a tee-shirt.  Unlike Madison, puberty had begun to rear its ugly head, and twin mounds of flesh strained the confines of her tee-shirt.  They weren’t big, but they were certainly there.  However, Madison barely noticed, save to feel a slight pang of jealousy course through her mind.  That was soon followed by shame, which she tried to suppress.   
 
    Madison lay back on the other girl’s bed.  “I mean, I know Kyle likes me,” she said. “But he’s just…like…he’s not as cute as Jacob.”  
 
    “What about Matt?  I saw him sitting across from you at lunch yesterday,” replied Riley, grinning.  “He looked like a lost puppy dog.”  
 
    “He did not!” Madison said. “He just…he’s going to help me with math.  That’s it.  I would never…” 
 
    Never what?  As the statement hung in the air, Madison realized what she’d been thinking.  She would never go out with a boy like Matt.  The implication, of course, was that she’d go out with a different sort of guy.  That she wanted to.  That she was attracted to them.   
 
    And that terrified her.   
 
    “Mom says you need to pick an afterschool activity,” Riley said, sensing Madison’s discomfort.  “Have you thought about what you might want to do?”  
 
    Madison shrugged.  At first, she’d considered going out for the school’s basketball team.  However, that notion had been quickly disabused by her performance in gym class.  Whatever skill she’d once had in the sport had gone the same way as the rest of her body.  There’s nothing quite so humbling as being beaten soundly by a bunch of pre-teen girls, and she had little desire for a repeat performance.  And she thought that any other competitive sport would probably be met with similar results.   
 
    “I don’t know,” she admitted.  “I’m never going to be in the WNBA, and I can’t really see myself getting onto the debate team or something.”  
 
    Her academic pursuits hadn’t gone much better.  And while, over the previous month, she’d managed to keep her head above water by virtue of hours spent studying, she knew she’d never be a model student.   
 
    “Have you thought about cheerleading?” asked Riley.  As an eight grader, she was the captain of the squad.  “It’s really fun.”  
 
    “Yeah – I’d look really great in one of those short skirts,” Madison said.  “I bet everyone would laugh at my scrawny legs.”  
 
    “You’d be surprised,” Riley said.  “Besides, you have to do something, and you’ve got the build for cheering.  I bet you’d be a natural, and I could teach you everything you need to know.”  
 
    “R-really?” asked Madison.  “You do that?”  
 
    “Of course I would!” Riley said.  “We’re basically sisters.”  
 
    Madison grinned.  “Thanks,” she said.  “I…um…I’ll think about it.”  
 
    Of course, thinking about it soon became doing it, and the next day, Madison began her training.  To her surprise, she had quite an affinity for the sport, and soon, she’d picked up the basics.  Felicity enrolled her in a tumbling class, and, after only a few weeks, she’d started mastering skills she’d never expected to master.   
 
    It felt good, too, being good at something again.  She hadn’t realized how much of her identity was tied up in being, not just Deandre, the man, but Deandre, the basketball player.  Going back to the first time she’d picked up a basketball, it was all she’d ever known.  That was who she was.   
 
    But things had changed, and now, she wanted to be Madison, the cheerleader.  That felt good.  That felt right, and she bent her entire will toward accomplishing that goal.   
 
      
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
      
 
    Madison was on cloud nine.  After getting the news that she’d made the cheerleading squad, she couldn’t stop grinning.  Sure, she wouldn’t officially be a cheerleader until her seventh-grade year, but that didn’t seem to matter.  After working so hard for almost two months, she’d tried out and made it.  It was the first real victory of her new life, and she was savoring it.   
 
    So, it was understandable that her friend’s question caught her by surprise. 
 
    “W-what?” she asked, suddenly aware that every eye belonging to the occupants of the lunch table were on her.   
 
    “Who do you think’s cuter?” asked Becky, a brunette girl with a regrettable nose.  No doubt, her father, one of the city’s most prominent plastic surgeons, would fix that sooner or later.  “Mike or Chad?”  
 
    Immediately, Madison glanced toward the two boys in question.  In another life, she might’ve found it difficult to make such a determination.  After all, they were twelve-year-old boys.  But as her peers, they seemed older.  More mature.  They were contemporaries.  What that said about her own mindset was a question for another day.   
 
    Of course, she had her preference.  Mike was tall – for his age, of course – with shaggy brown hair and the cutest dimples she’d ever seen.  By comparison, Chad was practically a bridge troll.   
 
    “I am not answering that,” Madison said, smiling slightly.   
 
    “I heard Chad has the biggest dick in the school,” interjected Laura, a redhead who’d also made the cheerleading squad.  “Like, it’s a foot long.”  
 
    “Gross!” Madison said.   
 
    Suddenly, all the other girls – Becky and Laura, Samantha and Kristy – were staring at her.  Becky said, “I thought you liked boys.  Are you a lesbian or something?”  
 
    “W-what?  No!” she insisted.  “I mean, yes.  I like boys.  I love boys.  But that’s just –” 
 
    “You are so immature,” Laura said.  “I bet you’ve never even seen a real dick.”  
 
    It should’ve sounded ridiculous, mostly because the chances that any of them had any sexual experience whatsoever, aside from kissing at a school dance, was laughable.  On top of that, Madison had, in fact, was intimately acquainted with the male anatomy.  Not only had she once possessed the part in question, but she’d also showered with countless men.  And she’d yet to see a foot-long dick.   
 
    However, what should’ve sounded ridiculous simply wasn’t.  Under the scrutiny of her friends, Madison felt embarrassed, and she had no idea how to respond.  So, she just mumbled, “You guys are jerks!” before grabbing her lunch and leaving.   
 
    Laughter trailed her, killing whatever was left of her good mood.   
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    “They’re just a bunch of bitches,” said Riley, her hand on Madison’s back.  Both girls were still wearing their school uniforms.  “I hope you know that.” 
 
    Madison sat on the bed, her head bowed and quivering with the tears flowing down her cheeks.  “They were talking about me between classes,” she said between sobs.  “All of them.  And Haley Scofield was there, too.  They were all making fun of me.  Saying I was flatter than any boy.  A-and…and…Laura said she thought I was a l-lesbian.”  
 
    “Are you?” asked Riley. 
 
    “No!” insisted Madison.  “I mean…God…I don’t know.  Maybe?  I used to l-like girls.  Maybe they’re right.”  
 
    “And it’ll be fine either way,” Riley said.  “Nobody cares if you like girls or boys.  Not really.  They’re just jealous.” 
 
    “Of what?” Madison asked, looking up. 
 
    “Seriously?  You honestly don’t know, do you?” asked Riley.  “You’re the prettiest girl in your class.  Everybody knows it, too.  So they’re making fun of you to try to make themselves feel better.” 
 
    “T-that’s stupid,” Madison replied. 
 
    “It’s how girls are,” Riley stated.   
 
    “B-but…but…they…I mean, they’re dumb,” Madison said.  “They’re talking about boys in our class, and they’re talking about their…you know…stuff.  And…Laura said she’s not a virgin, and…and…” 
 
    “Laura’s an idiot,” said Riley.  “A foot long?  Seriously?” 
 
    “How would you know?” Madison asked. 
 
    “I have the internet,” Riley answered.   
 
    “But you’re not…you know…you haven’t…” 
 
    Riley shook her head.  “No,” she said.  “Not yet.”  
 
    “Good,” Madison said. 
 
    “You’re getting dangerously close to sounding like Deandre,” Riley said, grinning.  “Might want to get that under control.”  
 
    Madison laughed, because she wasn’t wrong.  For a brief second, Madison had been thinking like Deandre, who’d never accept that his stepdaughter might be sexually active.  And while Madison still wouldn’t approve, she could now see how things could happen.  If she’d been a little more completely female, meaning that she didn’t have that tiny excuse for a penis hanging between her legs, she would’ve considered doing things like that herself.   
 
    “What is wrong with me?” she whispered, lying back and sighing dramatically.  “Do you know what I was just thinking about?  Doing it with Chad.  That’s gross, isn’t it?  I mean, I’m old enough to be –” 
 
    “Deandre was,” Riley said.  “Not Madison.  Madison’s the same age, and what you’re feeling is natural.”  
 
    “Doesn’t feel natural,” Madison replied.  Though that was a lie.  It felt more natural than anything she’d ever felt.  But then again, so did the fervent desire to hit puberty and grow a pair of breasts, something that she’d never expected to feel.   
 
    “I know it’s hard,” Riley said.  “But you need to try to leave all that behind.  You’re a girl.  That’s it.  Just forget about Deandre, and be Madison for real.  Don’t act.  Just be her.  You’ll be a lot happier, I think.”  
 
    “I…I’ll try,” Madison said.  “I’ll try.”  
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Eleven 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Madison woke up feeling vicious cramping in her stomach.  For all her vaunted pain tolerance, born of muscling her way through so many injuries, it was the worst pain she’d felt in her entire life, made more frightening by the fact that it had come out of nowhere.  Before she’d gone to bed, she had been texting her study buddy, Matt, about random stuff; with the end of the school year having arrived, it wasn’t strictly necessary to stay in touch, but Matt was a nice guy.  And he made her laugh.  So, they’d kept in touch.   
 
    Of course, she’d also kept in touch with everyone else – even the various girls with whom her relationship alternated between bitter enemies and loving friendships.  And a few other boys who seemed hellbent on getting her attention.  She ignored them.  Mostly.  Sometimes.  Sure, she texted a few of them most every day, but her texts were short.  She didn’t want to lead them on or anything.   
 
    In any case, she’d been in a good mood and feeling as well as she’d ever felt when she had gone to bed, which made the pains twisting her insides into knots all the more surprising.  She stumbled out of bed and staggered to the bathroom.  Why, she didn’t really know – it wasn’t like she thought she was going to vomit.  Or like she needed to use the toilet.  It was a different pain altogether.  But go the bathroom, she did, and when she got there, she practically collapsed onto the tile floor.   
 
    Eventually, after quite some time, the pain subsided enough that she managed to drag herself off the floor.  She looked in the mirror, seeing her tear-streaked cheeks and red-rimmed eyes.  She looked horrible, but the again, that wasn’t that surprising. 
 
    And then she glanced at the floor, and her heart caught in her throat.   
 
    Blood.   
 
    There was blood on the floor, right where she’d been sitting.   
 
    In a flurry of activity, she dragged her panties off and inspected them.  Sure enough, the crotch was bloody.  Not soaked, but there was enough blood that it was an alarming sight.  Panicking, Madison clutched her going, looking for a wound.  There wasn’t one.   
 
    “Oh, God,” she muttered, realizing what had just happened.  Some of the other girls at school had talked about it.  More, having been an adult, she knew what that blood represented.  She’d had her first period. 
 
    But how?   
 
    She didn’t have a vagina.  There was nowhere for blood to get out.  Right? 
 
    Unless… 
 
    She pushed the thought from her mind, rummaged through the bathroom cabinets until she found some of Riley’s feminine supplies, and wadded her panties into a ball.  A second later, she was down the hall and cramming a maxi pad into the lining of a fresh pair.  She tucked the bloodied underwear under her bed, and crawled under the sheets, trying to make sense of what had just happened.   
 
    She couldn’t.   
 
    Nor could she sleep.  Instead, she just lay there, staring at the backs of her eyelids while she tried to figure out what having a period meant.  She remembered Dr. Faris saying that her organs were female, but she’d never expected to ovulate.  Did that mean she could get pregnant?  If so, where would the baby come out?   
 
    But most prevalent in her mind was one simple fact: if she’d had her period, surely the other developments associated with female puberty would soon be her reality.  That meant breasts.  That meant curves.  That meant shedding her biggest source of insecurity.  As terrifying as the idea of becoming a woman was, Madison found herself smiling.  She was almost looking forward to it.   
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    “It’s natural,” said Dr. Faris. 
 
    “There’s nothing natural about any of this,” Madison muttered.  It had been three days since her first period, and after finding Madison’s bloody panties under the bed, Felicity had insisted that they go to the doctor.  So, being forced to visit the place where everything had started was one source of her irritation.  The other was that, on the drive to Faris’ office, she’d caught a few snippets of sports talk radio, and what she’d heard was, in a word, irksome.   
 
    Apparently, the man who’d replaced Deandre Jackson, Terrance Wayne, was coming off of a near-MVP season, and he was the favorite for the award in the coming year.  More, he’d managed to lead his team to a championship.  Virtually the same team with whom Deandre had failed to win.  It was like Wayne was living Deandre Jackson’s life, and it left a sour taste in Madison’s mouth.   
 
    “Well, as natural as can be,” the man said.  “You’re developing just like any other girl your age.”  
 
    “Not many thirty-five-year-old girls,” Madison growled. 
 
    “Maddy!” Felicity hissed.  “I thought we left all that behind.  Be nice, or so help me…” 
 
    It was all Madison could do not to roll her eyes.  “Fine,” she said.  Then, to the doctor, she asked, “So, I’m all girl inside, huh?  I could get, like, pregnant and stuff?”  
 
    “Hypothetically,” the man answered.  “If you had the…ah…right equipment, that is.”  
 
    “If I had a pussy,” Madison said. 
 
    “Vagina!” Felicity spat.  “When we get home…” 
 
    “Ah, yes,” said a clearly uncomfortable Dr. Faris.  No doubt, he wasn’t accustomed to dealing with snippy preteen girls, and Madison certainly qualified for that particular label.  “If you had a vagina, you would be a complete female.  Genetically as well as physically.  Which brings me to something we need to talk about… 
 
    “What is it, doctor?” asked Felicity.  “What are you not saying?”  
 
    “There’s a procedure,” Faris said.  “It’s generally used for intersex children to…ahem…confirm the female gender.”  
 
    “You want me to have a sex change,” said Madison. 
 
    “Confirmation,” Faris corrected.  “Think of it as a correction, if you will.  If you went ahead with the procedure, you’d be able to live a normal, female life.”  
 
    “So, I’m some kind of freak, now?” asked Madison, glaring at the doctor. 
 
    “That’s not what he said,” was Felicity’s response. 
 
    “Sounded that way to me,” Madison stated.  “You want to mutilate me, right?  What if I suddenly start changing back, huh?  I’d be the old me, but without a dick.  No thanks.  I’ll pass.”  
 
    “Madison, we’ve been over this…” 
 
    “I said no, Felicity,” Madison said, crossing her arms.  “Just no. It’s my decision, isn’t it?  Well, I’ve made it.  Just…just…no.”  
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Twelve 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Mom’s right, you know,” said Riley, stepping out of the bathroom.  She took off the towel, revealing her naked body.  Even though the other girl had continued to blossom, Madison hardly noticed.  Instead, she fussed with her bikini top.  “You really should think about doing it.”  
 
    “I don’t want to,” Madison said.  Or rather, she did want to, and that frightened her because, in the back of her mind, she did think that, someday, she might be able to return to masculinity.  It felt like an alien concept, sure, especially given that she had the body of a twelve-year-old, but the same could’ve been said for her current situation before femininity had crashed down on her.  “Does this top seem tight to you?”  
 
    “It looks like the boob fairy came by overnight,” the other girl said, giggling.  She bent down, retrieving her own bikini bottoms and pulled them up shapely legs.  A second later, she was fully clothed – if that could be said for a girl in a bikini.   
 
    Madison couldn’t help but grin because she knew Riley was right.  Her budding breasts weren’t big.  In fact, they were hardly even noticeable.  But Madison could see the puffiness that would herald her very own set of breasts.  She couldn’t wait until they filled out, just like Riley’s had.   
 
    “Can I ask you something?” asked Riley, sitting down.   
 
    Madison responded, “Go for it.”  
 
    “What was it like?” she asked.  “Being a guy, I mean.  Being black.  Being, you know…you.”  
 
    Madison sat beside her.  That was the last thing she really wanted to think about.  But she owed Riley an answer.  “I don’t know,” she said.  “Good, I guess.”  
 
    “That’s not the kind of answer I was looking for,” Riley said.  “I’m talking about being a dude.  Having a thing between your legs.  Doing it with…you know…girls.”  
 
    Madison sighed, lying back on the bed.  Once, she might’ve felt incredibly uncomfortable wearing so little around Riley.  Even though their bikinis were perfectly modest, they still weren’t really clothed.  Not the way Deandre might’ve considered it.  But now?  It was just natural.  Normal.  They were just a couple of girls.   
 
    “Imagine being so sure that you were God’s gift to everything but being terrified that you’re not,” Madison said.  “Think about knowing that you can have just about any girl you want, but still being scared she’ll say no.  I was probably the best athlete in the world, but I was scared to death that somebody would figure out that it was all an illusion.  I worked so hard to get where I was.  Hours and hours spent in the gym, and that was even before I got to high school.  And then, when I hit my growth spurt, everybody wanted a piece of me.  My mom…she…she was a good person, but she wasn’t prepared for that.”  
 
    “She got cancer, right?” asked Riley. 
 
    “Yeah,” Madison answered.  “But I lost her before that, really.  She didn’t care what I did.  She didn’t really care who I was.  The only thing that mattered was basketball.  I’m beginning to think that’s how everybody in my life thought.  That’s why school’s so hard for me now.  I never learned any of this stuff back then.  I didn’t need to.  They just gave me good enough grades to get through.”  
 
    “I wish they’d do that for me, sometimes,” Riley said, trying to inject a little levity into the conversation.  “I mean, Geometry.  Ugh.” 
 
    Madison sat up, smiling.  “Do you really want to spend the last weekend before school starts back talking about Deandre?” she asked.  “Or do you want to go hang out at the beach?  This beach trip is supposed to be fun.”  
 
    Riley shrugged.  “I don’t know,” she said.  “I don’t mind talking about stuff like this.  I know you try to hide it, but I get how hard it is for you.  Maybe I can help.”  
 
    “I’m fine,” insisted Madison.  “Come on.  Let’s go.”  
 
    And so, the two girls left the beach house where they were staying for the summer and went to the beach.  There, they quickly found themselves to be the center of attention, chiefly from boys their age – and even from ones who were far too old and should’ve known better.  It felt good.  And scary.  But mostly good. 
 
      
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
      
 
    “I don’t know about this, Riley,” said Madison, adjusting her dress.  It felt far too short, and every breeze threatened to expose her panties.   
 
    “Just relax for two seconds, Maddy,” the other girl said.  Like Madison, she was wearing a sundress, but hers was white while Madison’s was a pale blue.  And, of course, she filled it out much better than the “younger” girl.  “We’re never going to see them again.  Just have some fun and let loose.  You need this.  Think of like practice.”  
 
    Practice for what, Madison wondered.  However, she wasn’t naïve enough that she didn’t know precisely what the other girl was up to.  She’d pushed Madison into a double date with a pair of boys from the beach precisely because she wanted Madison to have something of a dry run.  No consequences.  No strings.  Just a chaste date with a boy she’d never see again after they went home.  Or given how excited Riley seemed to be, maybe not so chaste.  The other girl was almost giddy. 
 
    Of course, Madison didn’t blame her.  Her date, named Cole, was fourteen, tall, and with shoulders like a grown man.  More, he looked a little like the actor who played Thor in all those Marvel movies.  Madison’s date, his younger brother, was cute, too, but he was still on the wrong side of puberty, and he’d seemed shy.  Madison’s own reticence hadn’t helped matters, either.  But she’d agreed, and Felicity had already dropped them off in front of the beachside carnival.  She had no choice but to go ahead with the date, even though her stomach was doing all sorts of gymnastics.   
 
    She followed Riley to the ticket booth, where they met the two boys.  Both wore pastel shorts and white, collared shirts – something of a uniform for affluent boys in that age group.  Still, they looked good, which made Madison all kinds of confused.   
 
    “Hey,” said her date, Jay.  “You look…pretty.”  
 
    “You too,” Madison said. “I mean, not pretty.  Handsome.  You look…um…good.  Very nice.”  
 
    Riley giggled, already latching onto Cole.  He laughed, too, and Madison blushed.  “So cute,” Riley said.  “Young love, right?”  
 
    Jay set his jaw, anger and frustration flashing on his face.  He liked being made fun of even less than Madison did.  “Let’s…um…do you want to go…you know…” he stammered. 
 
    “Yes!” Madison said, eager to get away from Cole and Riley.  The last thing she wanted to see was the two making out, which seemed all but inevitable.  So, she grabbed Jay’s arm and pulled him away. 
 
    “You two kids have fun!” Riley shouted.  Madison’s blush deepened. 
 
    “Do you want to ride something?” asked Jay.  “Or talk?  I don’t know how this is supposed to go.” 
 
    Madison glanced at him.  Away from his big brother, he seemed more confident.  It looked good on him.  “I don’t know,” she said.  “We can talk, I guess.”  
 
    And so they did.  As they walked through the carnival, pausing periodically to play games – and losing – the two made small talk, jokes, and got to know one another a little.  And after about thirty minutes, Madison came to realize that she liked him.  Or that’s how she interpreted the butterflies dancing in her stomach.   
 
    “My brother’s kind of a dick,” Jay said.  “He’s going to start at quarterback for his high school team this year.  First time a freshman’s ever done it, and he thinks he’s special because of it.”  
 
    “Familiar story,” Madison said.  Her own wasn’t so different, and her reaction had been similar.  By the time she got to her sophomore year, she was an insufferably arrogant asshole.  It wasn’t until she’d been in the NBA for a year or two that that had started to fade away.  Hopefully, Cole would fare better.   
 
    Jay shrugged.  “I guess,” he said.  “You…um…you’re really pretty.”  
 
    “Thanks,” Madison answered, the butterflies fluttering more quickly.   
 
    He stopped.  So did she.  They were in a secluded corner of the carnival; nobody could really see them.  He stepped closer.  Her stomach twisted into knots.  He bent down.  She tilted her face to his.   
 
    And then it happened. 
 
    They kissed the way inexperienced preteens are wont to do.  Inexpertly.  Shyly.  But earnestly.  As Madison’s tongue wrestled his, she could think of little else besides how handsome he was.  How nice.  How understanding.   
 
    Rationally, she realized that she barely knew him.  After a half-hour’s conversation, they were still strangers.  And he wasn’t that handsome.  But nobody told her hormones that, and he obviously felt the same way, because the kiss went on until they were both out of breath.   
 
    Madison pulled away, smiling slightly.  “You’re a good kisser,” she said.  He wasn’t, but that didn’t really matter.   
 
    “Y-you too,” he said.  “D-do you want to do it again?”  
 
    Madison grinned, then nodded, and before long, their lips were locked together again.   
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Thirteen 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “You liked it, right?” asked Riley, sitting next to Madison on the flight home.  Felicity had chartered a private plane, so they had the whole thing to themselves.  However, neither girl wanted to sit alone, especially after what had happened on their last night there.  The memory of kissing Jay was still fresh in Madison’s mind; in fact, she could think of little else.  Her thoughts, though, bounced between excitement and shame.  After all, she’d spent the bulk of the night making out with a thirteen-year-old boy.  Despite the fact that she’d accepted her new life, she had difficulty accepting that.  But then again, it had felt good.  Really good.  Right.  So, to say that she was conflicted was a vast understatement. 
 
    “I shouldn’t have,” Madison said, looking out the window.  “For so many reasons.”  
 
    “Is it about Deandre?” she asked; she always referred to Madison’s old life as if it had belonged to a different person altogether.  It helped.  Madison nodded, and Riley continued, “Deandre’s gone.  I know there’s still a little left, but you’re Madison now.  And Madison likes boys her own age.  There’s nothing wrong with that.” 
 
    Madison nodded.  There was a huge part of her that agreed with the other girl.  After all, it was clear that she’d changed, mind as well as body.  Was it really so farfetched to think that her preferences had been altered as well?   
 
    Of course it wasn’t, which Madison kept telling herself.  It was completely logical.  However, reason doesn’t often rule unopposed, and doubt inevitably kept creeping into her thoughts.  She tried not to dwell on it.   
 
    “What are you girls gossiping about?” asked Felicity, suddenly appearing over Madison’s shoulder.  “You both look guilty.  If I had to guess…boys?”  
 
    Riley grinned.  “Maddy had her first kiss!” she said. 
 
    Madison’s jaw dropped.  “I…you can’t…that’s not…w-why did you tell her?” she stammered. 
 
    “It’s not a big deal,” Riley insisted.  “I tell mom everything.”  
 
    “Not everything,” Felicity said, sliding into a nearby seat.  “But close.”  
 
    Madison stared straight ahead, blushing furiously.  It was one thing to kiss a boy, but to have Felicity know?  That was something altogether different, and for so many reasons.  Whatever was left of Deandre barked his discontent in the back of her mind; the last thing he wanted his wife to know was that he’d made out with a young boy.  Or that he liked it.  And the rest of her, the parts that were wholly Madison, was just as embarrassed, and for reasons she couldn’t quite grasp.   
 
    “It’s okay,” Felicity said.  “I had my first kiss when I was about your age, too.”  
 
    “Really?” Riley asked.  “How did it go?”  
 
    Felicity sighed.  “I was twelve,” she said.  “And I was at an older girl’s party.  Everyone else there was thirteen or fourteen.  Growing up, I was really into dance, and I was good, too.  So, I got put in the more advanced classes.  I made friends, I guess.  Or they liked me well enough to invite me to birthday parties and such.  Anyway, somebody had the bright idea of playing spin the bottle.”  
 
    Riley grinned, leaning forward.  Madison wanted to jump out of the plane. 
 
    “I was so nervous,” the woman explained.  “But I couldn’t just run away from it.  Besides, there were a lot of good-looking guys there.  So, when it came my turn, I took it, and the bottle landed on Walter Lewis.”  
 
    “Was he older?” asked Riley.  “Was he cute?”  
 
    “Yes,” Felicity said.  “And no.  He was kind of the outcast of the group, to be honest.  Grew up to be an accountant.  And he looks okay, now.  But back then, he was a little pudgy.  He didn’t have great skin.  And he had braces.  I did it anyway, right there in front of everybody.  And it was nice.  Not that he’s who I would’ve picked or anything, but it was better than I thought it would be.”  
 
    “Gross,” Madison said. 
 
    “It’s not gross!” Riley insisted.  “It’s cool.”  
 
    “My point is that you’ll remember this for the rest of your life, Madison,” said Felicity.  “You’ll look back on this one day, and you’ll remember him fondly.  Chances are, you’ll never see him again.  But this memory, it’ll always be with you.  So, just let yourself enjoy it.  You’ll never get another.”  
 
    Of course, that wasn’t entirely true, and Madison was living proof.  She’d had her first kiss, as Deandre, more than twenty years before.  Latricia Dees, a girl who’d developed early and new just which buttons to push to get guys to do what she wanted.  She had Deandre wrapped around her little finger – that is, until she slept with someone else, got pregnant, and went downhill in a hurry.   
 
    But that was a thought for another day.  That was a thought from another life.   
 
    “You’re both growing up so fast,” Felicity said.  She reached out, gripping Riley’s hand.  “My little girl, going into high school.” Then she looked at Madison.  “And you’re going on a year since you became Madison.  I’m so proud of you both.  So proud.”  
 
    “Mom,” said Riley.  “You’re crying.”  
 
    The woman wiped her tears away.  “I love you both,” she said.  “I hope you know that.”  
 
    And Madison did.  Regardless of what else had happened, she knew that Felicity loved her.  And both she and Riley said as much. 
 
    “I have some news,” Felicity said.  “Good news.  Really good, actually.  I was going to wait until we got home, but now is as good a time as any.”  
 
    “W-what is it?” asked Riley. 
 
    “I’m adopting Madison,” Felicity said.  “Officially.”  
 
    “A-adopting me?” asked Madison.  “Like, you’ll be my mom?”  
 
    “If you want,” Felicity said.  “I know this is a weird situation.  I know you’ll probably have some trouble dealing with this, and if you don’t want to do it, I understand.  It can just be paperwork if you want; you don’t have to treat me –” 
 
    Madison threw her arms around Felicity.  “Of course I want it,” she said, crying tears of happiness.  “You’re the best mom anyone could ever want.”  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Fourteen 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Human beings are adaptable.  Throw a person into the most difficult of circumstances, completely upend his life, and force him to become something he never wanted to be.  He’ll resist, at first.  He’ll try to cling to what he knew.  But eventually, he will adapt because, in the end, that’s what people do.  So it was with Madison.   
 
    Over the next two years, Madison moved further and further away from her masculine identity, and by the time summer after her eighth-grade year came around, she had all but left him behind.  The only remnant of her manhood remained the tiny thing between her legs, and even that had come to represent her femininity, at least in her mind.   
 
    Seventh grade was filled with all the hallmarks of the transition into teenage years.  A developing body, the effects of hormones, unwanted skin blemishes, and a sudden obsession with the opposite sex were but a few of the key changes.  But it was also marked by a series of firsts.  For Madison, she cheered at her first football game, feeling every eye in the stands on her as she flounced around in that tiny, revealing skirt.  She went to her first dance, enduring the awkward but persistent hands of her date as he copped various feels.  And she found her academic footing, landing on the honor roll for the first time in her life.   
 
    But it wasn’t all sunshine and daisies.  No.  There were hardships as well, some imagined and others all too real.  First among those issues was the reality that she wasn’t, whether she wanted to pretend to be or not, like the other girls.  She had a secret, and she had to hide it at all costs.  Because of that, gym class became something of an adventure in anxiety and fear until she learned how to properly conceal her tiny bulge with artfully arranged medical tape.   
 
    The other problems were part and parcel to becoming a young woman.  The hormones coursing through her body made her emotional, which meant that every tiny problem seemed like the end of the world.  And usually, those problems had to do with boys.  Frustrating, annoying, and altogether irresistible boys.   
 
    None of it was serious, really.  Not to an adult.  But to a girl budding into womanhood, and all that came with it, even the most flippant of remarks the least trustworthy of rumors became mountains of doubt and neurosis.  That year, she cried more than she ever had in her life.   
 
    But she laughed, too.  She laughed and she smiled, because, all things considered, she was happy.  Of course, there was a reason for that, too.  The development that had begun during the summer had continued, and while she didn’t have the body of a swimsuit model, she showed the promise of one with every subtle curve.  The boys noticed.  How could they not?   
 
    Eighth grade was more of the same, except that she was a little more confident.  A little more mature.  A little better developed.  She cheered.  She went out with – and kissed – boys.  She lived the life of a normal girl.   
 
    But deep down, Madison wasn’t sure.  She wanted to fully commit.  She wanted to forget about Deandre’s life.  But each time she heard someone mention her old team – or the replacement who seemed to be taking over the NBA – she felt a pang of regret.  She missed her old life, if only weakly.  Those feelings were always temporary, though, and soon, Madison would find herself living the life she’d begun to build.   
 
    However, her resolve was threatened when, toward the end of her eighth-grade year, Madison discovered that Felicity had begun dating again.  She cried that night, and for a few nights after that, but she didn’t say anything.  What right did she have to tell the woman what she could do with her life?  After all, for nearly two years, their relationship had been one of mother and daughter.  They hadn’t been husband and wife for a long, long time.  And, even in her most contrary mood, Madison had to admit that they never would be again.   
 
    It was that realization that broke her of Deandre’s influence.   
 
    Even if, somehow, she was able to go back, what awaited her?  A broken down, aging body?  A wife who would never see her the same again?  A wife who had taken years to move on?  Could she take that from Felicity?  Did she want to go back to being Deandre Jackson, with all that pressure? 
 
    No.  No, she didn’t.   
 
    That’s when she realized that, after everything, she preferred being Madison.  It was a sobering thought, and completely unexpected.  But it shouldn’t have been, because, as she looked back at her three years of middle school, she had to admit that she’d been happier during that time than she had been in her whole life.   
 
    Sure, Deandre’s life was simpler.  Go out, win some basketball games, get paid.  Make love to various women.  Workout.  Win basketball games.  Get paid.  Rinse, repeat.  It was the same thing, over and over.  He’d had no hobbies.  Few friends.  No life, aside from basketball.  That was the sacrifice he’d made for greatness.   
 
    But as Madison? She was free, and in a way that Deandre was incapable of even understanding.   
 
    So, it was with renewed commitment that she faced her future.  She accepted that she was a girl, and she didn’t want it any other way. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Fifteen 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “You look like you’re about to walk into your first day in prison,” said Felicity, glancing over at Madison, who sat in the passenger seat of the SUV.  It was new, with glossy black paint.  “It’s just high school.”  
 
    Madison wanted to sink into the seat.  She wished Riley was there.  But her sister had been picked up by her latest boyfriend that morning, leaving Madison on her own.  And she felt like she was going to vomit.   
 
    She hadn’t realized how used to being on the top of the totem pole she’d gotten.  She was comfortable at Phillips, her old school.  But looking up at the sprawling campus of the upscale high school where she’d been enrolled, she couldn’t help but feel a sense of foreboding.  It was all so new.  So different.  And she had the benefit of knowing exactly how everyone looked at incoming freshman, having lived it once before, albeit in a very different environment.   
 
    “It’s just high school,” she muttered, echoing her mother’s statement.  It helped.  A little.  Or maybe that was just her own mind trying to convince itself.  Whatever the case, sitting in the car wasn’t going to help.  So, after telling her mother she loved her, she squared her shoulders, took a deep breath, and got out of the car.  Thankfully, while she was mounting the steps to the front doors, her friend, Julie, called her name.  Madison turned to see the other girl, a tall, gangly blonde with braces, hurrying up the steps, lugging a heavy backpack. 
 
    “Wait up!” she said.  “I don’t want to go in alone.”  
 
    “It’s just high school,” Madison repeated, this time trying to inject a little confidence into her tone.  “We’ll be fine.”  
 
    “Easy for you to say,” Julie said.  “Did those things get bigger?  Or am I seeing things?”  
 
    Madison shrugged, suddenly aware that her breasts had grown a cup size over the summer.  They were only B-Cups, but they were full and perky, and they looked a lot bigger than they were on her petite frame.   
 
    Even though she’d grown a bit, she was still barely five feet tall, and according to Dr. Faris, she didn’t have much growth left in her.  At best, she’d reach Felicity’s height.  At worst, she’d maybe grown another inch.  It was so strange.  Once, height had seemed so important to her, but she’d gotten used to being small.  And besides, as a girl, nobody was going to look down on her – figuratively, if not literally, speaking – for being short.  That couldn’t be said for her time as Deandre.  But that was in the past.  All but forgotten.  Like a hazy dream, half-remembered and fading fast.   
 
    She and Julie entered the school, and Madison was surprised to see that it wasn’t really all that different from Phillips.  Certainly, the students were older.  More mature.  Some of the boys were growing facial hair.  Most of the girls had developed at least a little.  And there were basso voices mingling with the higher-pitched ones.  But they weren’t so different than what she’d left behind. 
 
    Of course, there were exceptions to every rule, and one of those exceptions was Riley’s latest boyfriend, a senior who looked like he’d been driving for ten years named Keith.  He was tall.  Broad-shouldered.  No doubt, he had to shave every day.  And he had the frame of a seasoned athlete, which, of course, he was.   
 
    Madison recognized something in Keith.  He had a swagger about him with which Madison was intimately familiar.  Maybe it was an act, like it had been for Deandre.  But like Deandre, it had become second nature.  She saw a bit of herself in that boy, and she didn’t like it.   
 
    Riley had developed as well.  In the previous two years, she’d traipsed right up to the cusp of womanhood, and she stood there, right on the edge, poised before complete development.  She might’ve only been sixteen, but she looked older.  And she was her mother’s spitting image.   
 
    Madison yanked her attention away from her sister.  Riley could take care of herself, as she’d proven by deftly navigating her way through high school for two years.  And Madison needed to focus on herself. 
 
    “It’s just high school,” she repeated under her breath.  Over and over again, like a mantra, until she actually believed it.  Mostly.  Or at least a little.   
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    Cheerleading got Madison through her freshman year.  She’d always had something of an obsessive personality; without something to focus on, she was lost.  As Deandre, it was basketball, and once Madison had settled into her new life, it became cheerleading.  It was her whole life.  If she wasn’t practicing tumbling, she was going through routines.  She watched videos.  She did everything she could to be the best.   
 
    And it paid off. 
 
    Even though she’d only been doing gymnastics and dance for a few years, as opposed to the lifetime of experience possessed by her peers, she quickly surpassed them.  The combination of her petite body, her natural grace, and hard work meant that, by the end of the year, she was one of the best on the squad.   
 
    All that practice had other effects as well, especially on the development of her body.  Her scrawny legs thickened with muscle, and soon, it became clear that she was developing a body much like that of her sister and mother, both dancers and cheerleaders in their own right.  And with that came plenty of male attention, especially from older boys who saw her as an easy mark.   
 
    To Madison’s credit, she recognized the predatory nature of their attentions.  They liked her because she was young, pretty, and vulnerable.  And for the most part, she resisted their overtures.  Certainly, like any young girl, she flirted.  She basked in the flattery.  But she didn’t give them what she wanted.  She probably would have, if she hadn’t had her secret.  But she did, so she didn’t.  And that was the end of that. 
 
    More than once, though, Madison found herself fantasizing about giving in.  Whether it was Kurt, the basketball player, Deion, the son of a rap mogul, or Greg, the star pitcher on the baseball team, it didn’t matter.  It was easy to imagine herself melting in their arms.  It was easy to wonder about their anatomy, about what they no doubt wanted to do to her.  About being a normal girl.   
 
    All that, and she had to deal with the demands of her schoolwork, as well.  So, it wasn’t terribly surprising when she hardly knew what to think when Riley came into her room, crying.   
 
    “What’s wrong?” she asked, looking up from where she’d been studying.  Finals were on the horizon, and if she wanted to maintain her perfect GPA, she had to work for it.  But that took a backseat to her crying sister. 
 
    Riley sank to the bed.  She wore a thin tank top that barely concealed her breasts and a pair of short, cheerleading shorts that must’ve been from her freshman year.  Or maybe they were Madison’s.   
 
    “I…I did something bad,” Riley said.  “Really bad.”  
 
    “What’s going on?  Do I need to get mom?” Madison asked. 
 
    Riley shook her head, sniffing loudly.  “She wouldn’t understand,” Riley said.  “I…I don’t know who else to talk to…about…about this.”  
 
    “Just tell me what’s going on,” Madison said, trying to comfort her sister.  “Tell me how I can help.” 
 
    “T-that’s just it,” Riley said.  “You can’t.  N-nobody can.  I k-killed it already.  Oh, God.  I already killed it.”  
 
    “It’s going to be okay,” Madison said.  “Just tell me what happened.  Tell me everything.” 
 
    And Riley did.  Through tears and between sobs, she told Madison how, despite being on birth control, she’d gotten pregnant.  “I…I missed my period, and…I mean…I took that test…and…and…I didn’t believe it at first,” she mumbled.  “I took two more, but I was…I was p-pregnant.”  
 
    “And you got an abortion,” Madison guessed. 
 
    “I killed it,” Riley said.  “It was going to be my baby…and…and I killed it.”  
 
    “It was a collection of cells,” Madison said, trying to comfort her sister.  “You didn’t do anything wrong.”  
 
    Riley looked up, tears in her eyes, and asked, “Then why do I feel like a murderer?”  
 
    Madison had no answer.  Not that would help her sister.  Logic didn’t matter.  Reason wasn’t important.  Scientific facts were equally inconsequential.  Riley was distraught, and nothing but time was going to help her to clear that hurdle.  So, Madison did her best to comfort her sister, knowing good and well that it would probably do little good. 
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    By the time Madison’s sophomore year rolled around, her sister seemed like a changed person.  She and Keith had broken up, but that wasn’t noteworthy.  Or it wouldn’t have been if Madison didn’t know the truth.  He had wanted to keep the baby.  She didn’t.  And while both acknowledged that it was her choice, that kind of rift doesn’t simply heal.  So, they went their separate ways.   
 
    During this time, the two sisters grew closer.  Whether it was just a natural escalation of their friendship or a sisterly bond or the result of Madison’s efforts to be there for Riley when no one else was, it grew deeper than either of them could have ever anticipated.   
 
    They told one another everything, right down to the finest detail.  So, when, toward the end of Madison’s sophomore year, she had her first real sexual experience, she told Riley everything. 
 
    “It was weird,” Madison said.  They were sitting on Riley’s bed, both in shorts and tee-shirts.  “I mean, not bad.  Just weird.”  
 
    “But you liked it, right?” Riley asked.  “You liked giving him a blowjob.” 
 
    “Ugh,” Madison said.  “I hate that you call it that.”  
 
    “What would you prefer?” the older girl asked.  “Sucking cock?  Fellatio?  A BJ?”  
 
    “God,” Madison said, shaking her head and grinning.  “Just shut up.”  
 
    Riley laughed.  “I’m being serious, though,” she said. “You did like it, right?  I know you.” 
 
    “Fine,” Madison said.  “I liked it.  We were sitting in his truck and making out, and…I don’t know…I felt it in his shorts.  And it just felt natural, I guess.  Why?  Does that make me a slut?”  
 
    Riley shrugged.  “I was younger than you when I did it for the first time,” she said.  “I lost my virginity when I was fifteen.  Mike.  Don’t know his last name.  I was at Megan Velaski’s party, and somebody raided her parents’ liquor cabinet.  So, I was kind of drunk and…well…I just ended up in her parents’ room with this guy.  It was fun, I guess.”  
 
    “You don’t remember it?” asked Madison. 
 
    Again, Riley shrugged.  “I do,” she said. “But it was over so quickly.  He was embarrassed about it, I guess.  So that was awkward.  Going back downstairs was worse, because I was sure that everybody knew.  They didn’t.  Or if they did, nobody ever mentioned it.  I don’t know.  But we’re talking about you, right?  What’s his name?  It’s Josh, right?” 
 
    Madison nodded. 
 
    “He’s cute,” Riley said. “Does he have a big thing?”  
 
    Madison blushed, then smiled.  Indeed, Josh was blessed with quite a sizable tool.  In fact, it was a little intimidating, especially when Madison thought about where that thing was supposed to go.  It was all she could do to get her mouth around the thing; she couldn’t imagine taking it…inside of her… 
 
    Her smile faded.   
 
    “What’s wrong?” asked Riley. 
 
    Madison looked away.  “I don’t know,” she said. “I guess I just…I just realized that that’s as far as it’ll ever go.”  
 
    Riley gripped her sister’s knee.  “You don’t know that,” she said, trying to sound optimistic. 
 
    “I do know,” Madison said.  “I’m a freak.  Anybody who ever sees me down there is going to know it, too.”  
 
    “Maddy, I –” 
 
    Madison was already on her feet.  “I’m going to bed,” she said.  “Good night.”  
 
    That night – and more than one after that – she cried herself to sleep. 
 
      
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
      
 
    Junior year wasn’t so different than Madison’s previous one.  Milestones came and went.  Getting her driver’s license.  Getting her “first” car – a white Jeep, complete with all the off-road fixings that would never get used.  Her first prom, during which she did everything she could to keep her date from finding her tiny, but significant, extra appendage.  He wasn’t happy about it, either, and after, he spread all sorts of rumors about all the things they supposedly did, most of which Madison wasn’t physically capable of doing in the first place.  But she took it in stride.  They were just rumors.   
 
    Or that’s what she told herself.  Still, it didn’t feel good, especially in those first few weeks, when she was sure everyone was staring at her, judging her.  It didn’t help that Riley, her best friend, had gone off to college, either.  They still kept in touch.  They talked every day.  But Riley had her own life.  She’d pledged a sorority.  She had a new boyfriend.  And her classes took most of the rest of her attention.   
 
    Felicity wasn’t much help.  With running the business – which had grown even further since Deandre’s “death” – and her suddenly full dating life, the woman had plenty on her plate without having to deal with her husband-turned-daughter’s high school issues.   
 
    She was very much alone.   
 
    Sure, she had friends.  She was friendly with most of her squadmates.  And Madison’s looks meant that she was rarely without an opportunity for male companionship.  Like her sister, she’d developed into quite a beautiful young woman who, unsurprisingly, favored their mother.  Madison had no idea how that worked, given that they didn’t share genetics, but she wasn’t going to question it.  She was long past that. 
 
    So, to distract herself from loneliness, Madison threw herself into cheerleading.  It wasn’t basketball.  It didn’t have the rewards at the end of the tunnel.  The best she could’ve hoped for was a partial scholarship to a state school.  However, that was never why Deandre had practiced so hard.  He had done it for the same reasons that Madison put so much effort into cheerleading.  The work was its own reward.   
 
    And the distraction wasn’t a bad side effect, either. 
 
    It was just after one of those workouts when she heard her doorbell ring.  She went to answer it, still sweating from training, to find Matt Hawthorne standing there, a heavy bookbag on his shoulder.  Madison had known him since sixth grade, and for most of that time, she hadn’t really noticed him.  Certainly, they were friends, and they often found themselves as study partners.  However, Madison had never gotten that feeling with him.  You know the one.  The butterflies.  The tingles.  The attraction.   
 
    But that had changed when Matt showed up for their junior year a changed man.  Whether he’d found the gym, gotten a growth spurt, or simple grown up a little, the results were undeniable.  He’d gone from a short, stubby afterthought into a lean, muscular young man worthy of notice.  Madison wasn’t proud of it, either.  She kept telling herself that she should’ve been attracted to the person instead of the body.  But that’s not how hormones work, and she was just as much their slave as any sixteen-year-old girl.   
 
    “Oh, crap,” she said.  “I completely forgot…” 
 
    He shifted the heavy backpack. “Oh,” he said. “Sorry.  I could come back tomorrow or something.”  He groaned. “I don’t know why I said. that.  The test is tomorrow.  We can’t study for tomorrow’s test after we’ve already taken it.”  
 
    However much he’d changed, Matt’s personality was still the same.  It made Madison smile. 
 
    “Give me a second,” she said, letting him in.  “Let me take a shower.  You can wait down here.  It won’t take long.”  
 
    And before he could even shut the door, Madison had bounded up the stairs, lamenting the fact that she smelled like a girl who…well…had spent the last couple of hours working out.  Once, that might not have mattered when it came to studying with Matt.  But now, it did, and she couldn’t get in the shower quickly enough.   
 
    She made quick work of it, and before she knew it, she was studying her face in the mirror, trying to get her makeup just right.  Next came the outfit – casual but cute, right?  That was the ticket.  So she chose a pair of cutoff, denim shorts and a tank top. Briefly, she considered going without a bra.  No doubt, her nipples would tent the thin fabric of the tank top, demanding attention.  The thought amused her, but she dismissed it.  There was forward, and then there was throwing herself at a boy.  She didn’t want the latter, so she put on a bra, dressed, and went downstairs to find her mother talking with Matt. 
 
    After a little small talk, Felicity left the two alone, and Matt blurted, “You look really nice.” 
 
    Madison grinned.  “You too,” she said, deciding that she wanted something more than friendship from Matt.   
 
      
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
      
 
    “I don’t understand,” Matt said, furrowing his brows.  Madison had been dating him for almost six months, and they were well into their senior year.  He was taking her home from dinner with his parents when they’d pulled into a secluded spot, perfect for teens wanting a bit of privacy.  But while Matt had had something else in mind, Madison wanted to talk, and about something very specific. 
 
    “Intersex,” she said.  “That’s what they call it.”  
 
    “I…I still don’t…w-what are you saying?” he asked. 
 
    It had been a long time coming.  Matt had come to fill the void left when Riley had gone to college, which meant that, in addition to being her boyfriend, he was her best friend.  He was good person who she trusted more than anyone in her life.  And she owed him the truth.  Or at least some version of it he could wrap his head around.  So, she’d decided to tell him that she was intersex. 
 
    “I’m telling you that I’m not like other girls,” she said. “Not down there.  Inside, I am.  I have everything other girls have.  I even have periods.  It’s just…well…I don’t…you know…God, why is this so hard?  I don’t have a vagina.  Not yet.  I could get this surgery to…I don’t know…fix the problem.  And then I’ll be normal.”  
 
    “So, you’re…what?  You’re just flat down there?” he asked, clearly confused.  And a little panicked. 
 
    “Not exactly,” was her response.  It took him a second to follow that train of thought, but when he found its conclusion, his eyes widened.  She said, “Yeah.  It’s tiny.  Like, maybe an inch.  And I don’t have anything…you know…else.”  
 
    “You have a dick,” he said. 
 
    “I have a vestigial penis,” she corrected.  “It’s not a big deal.  Like I said –” 
 
    “It kind of seems like a big deal,” he muttered.  “Why didn’t you tell me sooner?”  
 
    “I…I wanted to,” she said.  “I did.  It’s just…I’m a girl.  I’ve a-always been a girl.  And…I mean…I didn’t want anyone to treat me differently just because…b-because…” 
 
    “Because you have a dick,” he said, staring straight ahead.  She could see his jaw flexing.  “Or vestigial penis, I guess.”  
 
    “I…I’m sorry,” Madison said. 
 
    “Yeah,” was his response.  “Me too.”  
 
    She reached out to touch him, but he flinched away.  “What’s wrong?” she asked.  “I…I’m still the same…person…” 
 
    “Are you?’ he asked.  “What do you want from me, Madison?  Seriously?  I’m all ears, because I have no idea what to do in this situation.  I came here thinking we were going to make out, maybe fool around a little, and you spring this on me?  You tell me that you’ve been lying to me – no, to everyone – for your whole life?  I know you say intersex.  You call it a vestigial penis or whatever.  But you know what I hear?  That you’ve got a dick.  That’s what I hear, and I’m freaking the hell out because you never…because I never…I mean, you should have told me sooner.  I deserved to know.”  
 
    “Yeah,” Madison said.  “I…I guess…I’m sorry.  I really am.”  
 
    “You should be,” he said.  And then, he started the car and drove her home.  That night, Madison decided to get the surgery she’d been putting off for so long.  It was a cold comfort, because whatever relationship she’d had with Matt was over.  He hadn’t said as much.  In fact, he’d just said that he needed to think.  But she knew she’d lost him for good.   
 
    And so she cried. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Sixteen 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Madison had the surgery, and it wasn’t nearly so difficult a choice as she thought it would be.  After all, she’d been living as a girl for seven years, at that point, and she could scarcely imagine going back to her old life.  Even if it was possible, she’d made a conscious decision to embrace her new life.  In fact, she saw it as the last wall standing between her and true acceptance, and she crashed through it without an ounce of regret.   
 
    Still, surgery is surgery, and even the simplest are often dangerous.  And though she was attended by the best surgeons in the field – nearly endless money had its perks – this was no simple procedure.  But she had faith.  And besides, she also had support – from Felicity, from Riley, from her therapist, Mrs. Anne, and from Dr. Faris, her husband.  Matt’s absence brought with it a pang of heartache.   
 
    It hadn’t been a long romance, but it had been impactful.  And to a teenage girl – no, an eighteen-year-old woman, now – losing him seemed like the end of the world.  She bore it with stubborn stoicism, though, and she resolved to never have to deal with its like again.  That was the impetus behind the surgery.  That was why she chose as she had. 
 
    The surgery itself went off without a hitch, and when she awoke – to a cacophony of discomfort, muted by an avalanche of drugs – she was told that it had been completely successful.  And what’s more, during recovery, she discovered that her body reacted strangely, healing far more quickly than it should have.  There’s a difference between a surgically constructed vagina and the real thing, but you couldn’t have told from inspecting Madison’s.  It was one more quirk of her transformation, it seemed, and within a month, she was completely recovered to the point where even a gynecologist couldn’t have distinguished Madison from a genetic woman.   
 
    It would’ve been a fantastic thing, if it weren’t for what happened a few days after her surgery.   
 
    She was in the hospital bed, alone for the first time since she’d gotten the hospital room.  Felicity was getting coffee.  Riley had gone home to get a shower.  No nurses.  No family.  Just her.  And a strange but familiar man pushing his way through her door. 
 
    He was tall.  Nearly six-and-a-half feet, if he was an inch, and his skin was almost as dark as Deandre’s had been.  More, he had the lanky, long-limbed body of a basketball player, which Madison knew he was.   
 
    “W-what are you doing here?” asked Madison, pushing herself upright.  She reached for the button which would summon the nurse, but Terrance Wayne beat her to it.  He snatched it away, grinning.  “What do you want?”  
 
    “To see you,” the man said, his voice silky smooth.  “To gloat, perhaps.  To tell you what you’ve lost.  To let you know who did this to you.”  
 
    “I don’t know what you’re talking about,” Madison said. 
 
    “Please,” Terrance stated, shaking his head.  “You must’ve wondered.  All this time, you must have thought about why.  Who.  How.  I can answer those questions for you.  In fact, I intend to, whether you ask them or not.  Just to watch you squirm.”  
 
    “P-please leave,” Madison said, her voice trembling.  “Someone’s going to be here in a few seconds, and –” 
 
    “Nobody’s coming,” he said.  “Just you and me.  If that new pussy of yours was healed, I’d fuck you.  And you’d like it.  I know you would.  Too bad.  I do like white girls.  But we have that in common, don’t we?  After all, you married one.”  
 
    “I don’t –” 
 
    “Stop,” said Terrance.  “Say another word, and I’ll make you regret it.  I swear it.”  Madison choked back her tears.  Terrance continued, saying, “Good.  Self-control.  Most kids your age don’t have that.  But then again, you’re not like them.  I did that.”  
 
    He grinned evilly before continuing, “My mother was Haitian.  Did you know that?  She knew things.  She taught me all about vodou.  But my grandmother, she was the real mambo.  A priestess.  She helped me with the curse.  That’s what changed you.  That’s what transferred your power, your strength, your talent, to me.  It wasn’t a one-for-one exchange, but I didn’t need that.  I just needed something to put me over the top, and that’s what I got.  That extra edge.  The side effect was my idea. 
 
    “I could’ve killed you,” he went on.  “I considered it.  I never liked you, you know.  Always strutting around like you were the world’s best at everything.  Demanding perfection.  Acting like you were just that.  Perfect.  You weren’t.  You proved that in your last game, didn’t you?  I saw in your heart.  I saw the fear.  I saw that you were just a little boy, scared of being beaten.  Scared of success, too.  Scared of everything.  Twisted and scared.  That was you.  Grandmother, she convinced me to give you a second shot at getting it right.  I gave it to you, but probably not in the way she expected. 
 
    “I used your wife as the template,” he said.  “Just a couple of hairs.  That’s all it took.  I fucked her. Did you know that?  While you were with that reporter right after the game, I consoled her.  I showed her what a real man was like.  She loved it, too.”  
 
    “Fuck you,” Madison managed through gritted teeth.  “She would never –” 
 
    “Believe it or not,” Terrance said, shrugging his wide shoulders.  “Not my concern.  I watched as you changed.  Bit by bit until your ‘death’.  That was smart.  I hoped you’d be exposed to the world, but you managed to spoil that for me.  Still, I watched you.  I can’t count the number of reports I got from various private investigators, all detailing your new life.  The struggles.  The tears.  The boys.  Oh, so many boys.  I have photos of that first time you sucked a cock.  Do you want them?  I could email them to you, and –” 
 
    “Get to the point,” growled Madison. 
 
    “Ah, so impatient,” said the man.  He leaned over the bed.  “The point is that every curse comes with a safety valve.  A way out.  It’s how they work.  You can’t get results unless there’s a chance of reversal.  And you just squandered your chance.”  
 
    “How?” Madison asked, but she knew the answer. 
 
    He smiled broadly.  “So long as you had that tiny bit of the old you left, there was a chance,” he said.  “Eight years.  That’s all it would’ve taken.  You would’ve changed back, then.  It probably would’ve killed me, too.  All that strength being yanked out of me.  But you gave in.  You accepted your new life.  I suppose I should thank you for that.”  
 
    “Get out,” Madison said, her throat raw.  She swallowed.  “Just get out.”  
 
    His grin widened.  “Thank you, Deandre Jackson,” he said. “Without you, I wouldn’t be the man I am today.  Four championships.  Three MVP awards.  Two scoring titles.  I have the life you wanted, and unlike you, I appreciate it.  So, thank you.  Enjoy being a little girl.”  
 
    And with that, he was gone, leaving a weeping Madison in his wake.   
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Epilogue 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    After Terrance Wayne’s revelation, Madison should’ve been depressed.  She should have been angry.  But as she recovered from her surgery, she wasn’t.  The curse, if that was what it was, may have been cast with evil intentions, but it hadn’t turned out the way Terrance or his grandmother might’ve expected.  No, because Madison didn’t hate them for it.  After the initial shock wore off, after she confronted her mother about the betrayal, she realized that it didn’t change anything.  Not really.  She hadn’t wanted to go back, and she still didn’t.  So, whatever regret Wayne had hoped to foster had fallen fallow.   
 
    Madison was a woman, and she wouldn’t have had it any other way.   
 
    Still, the next year, when she saw on the news that her tormentor had broken his leg in two places, nearly losing the appendage, she couldn’t help but smile.  There was some justice in the world.   
 
    Karma, maybe.   
 
    Whatever the case, Madison was happy.  Not content.  She still had hopes and dreams, and, like so many young women, she had no idea how to attain them.  However, they were Madison’s dreams.  No Deandre’s, because, for years now, he’d been dead.  Only Madison remained.   
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