
        
            
                
            
        

     
   
    American Tranny 
 
    A Novel by Nikki Jenkins 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter One 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Do you think it’s okay?” asked Cherish, toying with the string on her skimpy bikini bottom.  “I mean – it’s not too small, is it?” 
 
    She stood in her best friend’s bedroom, which was decorated just as one might expect from a teenaged girl.  The pale yellow walls bore numerous posters of various boy band members, and a bed with a frilly blue comforter dominated the room. 
 
    Rachel responded, “It’s great.  Really, you look great.” 
 
    Cherish frowned, turning to a full-length mirror.  The person that stared back at her was a cute seventeen-year-old girl with jaw-length blonde hair.  The bikini she wore was blue and pink striped, and barely hid a thing.  The triangular cups (if you could even call them that) only did a nominal job of covering her perky breasts, and the bottom rode so low that it threatened to reveal everything she had down there.   
 
    But she couldn’t deny that she looked good.  Despite the apprehension clearly showing on her face, Cherish knew that the bikini was doing its job well.  It wasn’t there just to cover things up, but rather to tease, and in that endeavor, it succeeded admirably. 
 
    Still, it was far more revealing than anything she’d ever worn, and that made her nervous.  Turning to Rachel, she said, “I don’t know.  It looks okay, I guess.  But are you sure I shouldn’t wear something…you know…a little more conservative?” 
 
    “If you want,” Rachel said.  “But I think it looks amazing on you.” 
 
    Where Cherish was cute, Rachel was gorgeous.  A few inches taller than Cherish, she was model-thin and perfectly proportioned.  With her long black hair and classically beautiful features, she was extremely popular with boys in a way that Cherish could never hope to match. 
 
    Not that I’d want to, Cherish thought quickly, though even in her mind, there was more than the barest hint of a doubt she acknowledged.   
 
    She and Rachel had been best friends since the third grade, but often Cherish found herself dreaming about something more.  They were so thoroughly connected that Cherish simply couldn’t imagine that taking their relationship to another level would result in anything but blissful happiness.  Despite her long-standing crush, Cherish had never made the slightest move. 
 
    “Have you asked your dad yet?” Rachel asked. 
 
    Cherish shrugged.  “He doesn’t care.” 
 
    “Are you sure?” Rachel persisted.  “It’s only a couple of months away –” 
 
    “He won’t say no,” Cherish replied.  “He’ll just be glad I’m getting out of the house for a while.” 
 
    Cherish glanced at the clock.  “Oh God – is it really seven o’clock?  I’m sorry – I have to go, or he’s going to be pissed.” 
 
    She retreated to the bathroom and began removing the bikini.  First came the top, revealing her pert breasts.  Next came the bottom, which she slipped down smooth, hairless legs.   
 
    “Did you use that new tape?” Rachel called from the other side of the door. 
 
    “Yeah,” Cherish said.  She reached between her legs, grabbing the end of the athletic tape that decorated her genitals, and pulled it loose.  “It doesn’t hurt at all.” 
 
    As soon as the tape came off, her penis and testicles fell free.  They weren’t big; far from it, in fact.  But they were still there, a constant reminder of who she really was.  She didn’t spare them a thought, but instead, began to remove her makeup. It wasn’t heavy, but Cherish knew the consequences of missing even the smallest bit.  After she was satisfied that her face was makeup free, she began removing her fingernail polish.  It was tedious and time-consuming, but eventually, her nails were polish-free.   
 
    She spared a moment to look at herself in the mirror.  Even without the makeup, she was pretty.  Her face didn’t bear the slightest trace of masculinity; nor did her body (aside from what was between her legs).  Without that particular piece of evidence, she appeared to be a normal teenaged girl. 
 
    Cherish shook her head.  I don’t have time for this, she thought. 
 
    Reaching into her bag, she retrieved a well-used ace bandage, and began wrapping it around her chest.  It was tight and uncomfortable, but completely necessary.  By the time she was finished, her chest had only the slightest of protrusions.   
 
    Satisfied with the results, she pulled a tee-shirt out of her bag, which she donned without preamble.  Next came a pair of white boxer shorts.  A baggy sweatshirt, a pair of jeans, and a baseball cap completed the look.  Once she’d pulled on a set of ankle socks and a pair of well-worn sneakers, she stared at herself in the mirror. 
 
    “I’m a boy.  I’m a boy.  I’m a boy,” she repeated - over and over until she started to believe it.  The mantra made her want to cry out in frustration.  But she kept on.  Like so much else in her life, it was necessary.  “I’m a boy.  I’m a boy.”  Her voice changed with each repetition until she sounded like a young man on the edge of puberty.  It wasn’t perfect, but it was enough to complete the disguise. 
 
    Cherish had gone into the bathroom, but Chase emerged.  “Did I miss anything?” he asked, turning around slowly.  If he’d missed even the slightest trace of femininity, there would be dire consequences. 
 
    Rachel shook her head.  “No,” she said.  “You’re good.” 
 
    “I’ll see you at school tomorrow, then,” Chase said, gathering his bag and slinging the strap over his shoulder.  “And before you say anything, yes – I’ll ask my dad about spring break.” 
 
    After sharing a brief hug, Chase left his best friend’s room and descended the steps.  “Later Dr. Gaines,” he called before leaving the house.  A middle-aged woman, yet still pretty despite her age, Rachel’s mother said a distracted goodbye in response. 
 
    Chase quickly covered the distance between the door and his beat-up, 1984 Toyota Corolla.  It was faded yellow with rust creeping from the wheel wells down the rocker panels, and it had a huge crack splitting the windshield.  Still – it was his most prized possession because it offered him the freedom to live his life.   
 
    Getting into the car, he turned the key, and the engine came to life.  It didn’t roar, but it didn’t sputter either.  Before putting the car in reverse, he spared a glance at his friend’s house.  It was a two-story, white colonial style home with a well-manicured lawn.  All in all, it said one thing – money.   
 
    That was one of the many advantages Rachel had over Chase; she’d never really want for anything.  Chase, on the other hand, would no doubt have to scratch and claw for everything he’d ever get.   
 
    At least they don’t throw it in my face, Chase thought as he backed out of the driveway, and began his drive home.  The short trip was uneventful, allowing Chase’s mind to wander.  And inevitably, his thoughts settled on his double-life, which occupied his mind until he pulled into his own driveway. 
 
    He stared at the house in which he’d grown up, steeling himself.  Where Rachel’s house had been clean, well-manicured, and well-maintained, the home Chase shared with his father was wild.  A thick blanket of unraked leaves covered the lawn, and the hedges lining the front of the house were uneven.  The low-slung, brick building wasn’t that small, but to Chase, it felt confining and threatening.   
 
    Chase took a deep breath, cutting his eyes to the rearview mirror.  “I’m a boy,” he said.  “I’m a boy.  I’m Chase.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Two 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chase opened the door as quietly as he could, hoping to slip into the house unnoticed.  He needn’t have bothered, however; his father was sitting in the living room, drinking a beer while watching the Sunday night football game.   
 
    “Dinner’s on the stove,” the man said.  “Game just started.” 
 
    Chase knew what was expected and quickly went into his bedroom.  He threw his bag into a corner, barely noticing the room’s decorations.  If Rachel’s bedroom had been a typical teenaged girl’s, then Chase’s room was the exact opposite.  A few posters of scantily clad bikini models were scattered across the grey walls, and the furniture was non-descript.  Boys weren’t supposed to care about that sort of thing, after all.   
 
    He quickly shed his jeans, pulling on a pair of sweatpants in their place.  His baseball cap was tossed onto the bed, atop a thick, comfortable blanket which mingled with white sheets.  Despite it being a constant reminder of his lies, the room was messy and comfortable with a distinct lived-in quality that Rachel’s room could never match.   
 
    Chase’s bare feet slapped against the hardwood floor as he made his way through the hall, and into the kitchen.  A huge pot stood on the stove; he didn’t have to look inside to know that his father had made chili.  Even if it hadn’t been a Sunday tradition, the smell would have given it away.   
 
    After retrieving a bowl from the cabinet, Chase ladled a small portion of the aromatic concoction into it.  Grabbing a cola from the refrigerator, he took it into the living room, where the game was just kicking off. 
 
    “How’s Rachel?” his father asked as Chase sat down. 
 
    “Good,” was Chase’s short answer.   
 
    Chase’s father assumed that the two were a couple, and Chase hadn’t bothered to dispel the notion.  He’d even recruited Rachel into the lie, hoping to reinforce his father’s assumption.  It was a useful deception; his father would never have understood why any red-blooded, American boy would want to spend so much time with a girl he wasn’t dating.  He just wasn’t built that way. 
 
    “That all you’re eating?” the older man asked.   
 
    Chase nodded.  “Not really that hungry.”   
 
    His father snorted.  He hated the fact that Chase barely ate, and frequently chastised his son for eating “like a girl” – which meant that Chase preferred small portions and salads, and he rarely ate meat.  Thankfully, this time, his father confined his criticism to a simple, “Whatever.” 
 
    Sparing a glance at the man, Chase noticed that he was wearing a stained, black and gold tee shirt emblazoned with the New Orleans Saints logo.  It was his “lucky” shirt, which he was convinced actually affected the way his favorite football team played.  It was one of the many aspects of football fandom that Chase simply couldn’t understand.   
 
    Still – he had little choice but to watch the games.  His father practically demanded it – just like he’d insisted that Chase learn to work on cars, hunt defenseless animals with a high-powered rifle, and catch fish that they threw back into the nearby lake.  It was all part of being a man.   
 
    “Look at this faggot,” Chase’s father said, pointing to the screen with a beer in hand.  “Bet he wants to get tackled.  I don’t know how they let a guy like that on the field.  Fucking pansy.” 
 
    Chase looked at the screen to see the league’s only openly gay player – a linebacker named Derrick Timmons who played for the Dolphins.  He’d just made a special teams tackle on the opening kickoff, and was celebrating with his teammates.  Chase wanted so badly to point out that his father wouldn’t have dared say that to the man’s face (the player was well over six feet and two-hundred-and-forty pounds of solid muscle, while Chase’s father was short, stubby, and had a beer gut).   
 
    “If he was on the Saints, I wouldn’t even watch,” he continued, taking a gigantic swig of his Michelob Light.   
 
    “Yeah,” Chase muttered noncommittally.   
 
    The game went on, and Chase cheered when appropriate, derided players when they failed to make tackles, and questioned whether the coaches were insane after each pivotal decision.  Throughout the game, his father sprinkled various hateful comments into the commentary – especially when Timmons made a play.   
 
    Through it all, though, Chase remained mostly silent, taking it stoically.  He wanted to call his father to task.  He wanted to say that the man’s sexual orientation had nothing to do with his ability to play football.  Moreover, he wanted to point out that his father had no right to judge another person’s life.  But he knew that doing so would put his own lies in jeopardy – which was the last thing he wanted. 
 
    It was the same reason that, each Sunday morning, he went to his father’s church.  It wasn’t that he disagreed with Christianity – far from it, in fact.  When pressed, he even considered himself a Christian.  The problem was that his father’s church took intolerance to a whole new level.  It seemed that every other sermon was about the threat of homosexuality on the country’s moral fabric.  There’d even been one sermon that focused on the evils of transgenderism that made Chase’s stomach lurch.   
 
    Chase’s mind wandered as the game went on, and he barely paid attention.  Thankfully, the game got out of hand by halftime.  Even though it was a playoff game, his father wouldn’t have expected to continue watching a blowout.  So, he slipped into his room and, closing the door behind him, he locked it.   
 
    Slipping out of his sweatshirt, Chase also removed the tee-shirt beneath it.  Unwrapping the ace bandage, he freed his breasts with an appreciative sigh.  Going to his closet, Chase rummaged through an old gym bag (where he kept his feminine clothes), and retrieved a pair of white cotton panties.   
 
    After getting out of his sweatpants and boxers, he slipped them up his legs.  They fit snuggly, comfortably.  Putting his tee-shirt and sweatpants back on, Chase gathered his laptop from his dresser, and threw himself onto his bed.   
 
    Within a few minutes, he had the computer fired up and was filling out college financial aid applications.  Chase knew that his father expected him to come work at the garage, but that was simply out of the question.  His secret would inevitably come out eventually, and when it did, he knew his father would want nothing to do with him.  And second, he had bigger plans than that.  What they were, he didn’t know.  All he really knew was that he wanted something more than working at a garage, fixing cars for the rest of his life. 
 
    And third, he wanted to be Cherish full-time.  It scared him, sure, but he’d wanted it for as long as he could remember.  He had convinced himself that it would make him complete, that he’d finally find some semblance of happiness.   
 
    It was a good dream. 
 
    Chase lost track of time as he filled out the forms, and by the time he looked at the clock, it was twelve-thirty.  Closing his lap top, Chase put it on the dresser.  After digging in his drawer for a few moments, he pulled out two bottles of pills.  Two pills from one bottle, four from the other – he put them into his mouth, tossed his head back, and swallowed.   
 
    After lying down, he clicked off the lamp which stood on a nightstand beside the bed.   Despite the late hour, sleep wouldn’t come.  Instead, he stared at the ceiling, thinking of how great his life would be if he could simply get away from his childhood home and all the bigotry that came with it.  Eventually, though, he fell into a dreamless sleep. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Three 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chase was jarred awake by the incessantly annoying beep of an alarm clock.  Rolling over, he turned it off, and threw his blanket aside.  He swung his legs off of his bed and leaned over.  For a moment, he almost felt normal – at least, until he felt the familiar weight of his breasts and the reality of his situation came crashing in. 
 
    Thankfully, he didn’t have to worry about his father seeing him; the older man had long since set off for work.  So, Chase rose and went into the kitchen where he sleepily made himself a cup of coffee and a light breakfast of toast smeared with apple preserves.   
 
    It was nice, pretending that he wasn’t different.  As he nibbled on the toast, he felt like any other girl.  There was no bandage wrapped around his chest.  He didn’t have to worry about his mannerisms.  And he didn’t have to wear his hated male clothes.  Just a tee-shirt and his panties.  It was a good feeling – at least until he let reality catch up.   
 
    The simple fact was that he wasn’t normal.  He wasn’t a girl – not yet.  Nor was he a boy, really.  He’d chosen a different life long ago.   
 
    Once Chase had finished his meager breakfast, he set about getting ready for school.  After taking a quick shower (during which, he gave his legs a quick shave), he bound his breasts, and donned his school’s uniform – a navy blue, polo style shirt, khakis, and stout, brown shoes.  Once he’d brushed his hair in a decidedly masculine style, he checked his appearance in the bathroom mirror. 
 
    If no one looked too closely (and most people didn’t), he could pass as a normal guy.  Sure, he was small.  And maybe his shape was a little off; his hips were quite a bit wider and rounder than any boy’s had a right to be.  But the combination of baggy clothes, a hefty dose of denial, and well-practiced masculine mannerisms completed the disguise.   
 
    Chase gathered his books, his wallet, and keys, and left the house.  The drive into school was uneventful, save for a slight traffic jam caused by a minor accident.  After pulling into the parking lot and finding an empty space, Chase looked into the rearview mirror, and repeated his masculine affirmation.  Ready for the day, he got out of the car, and went into the school. 
 
    As Chase pushed through the locker-lined halls, he thanked God that he was largely ignored.  Small, unpopular Chase didn’t warrant any attention – positive or negative – and that’s exactly how he preferred it.  As he passed Rachel (who was surrounded by a group of admirers, friends, and sycophantic hangers-on), he allowed himself the smallest of smiles, which she returned.  It was enough to buoy his mood by more than a few notches.   
 
    Not for the first time, he imagined himself at the center of all that attention – but not as Chase.  Rather, in his daydream, he was a beautiful, popular version of his alter-ego, Cherish.  Maybe she would have been a cheerleader like Rachel.  That would have been nice.   
 
    He was so engrossed in his imagined life that he ran into Carver Jackson, the captain and quarterback of the school’s state championship-winning football team.  The tall, broad shouldered figure wore his letterman jacket like the well-deserved badge of honor it was.  Well-muscled, confident, and handsome, Carver was everything a young man should be.   
 
    The impact sent Chase to the floor.  Carver turned to see the much-smaller boy gathering his books, and extended a hand.  “You okay, man?” he asked. 
 
    Chase nodded.  “Fine,” he said, ignoring the other young man’s offered hand.  “Sorry.  I wasn’t looking where I was going.”  He began gathering his books and felt an inevitable twinge of disgust when Jackson began to help him.  He didn’t need help, and especially not from Carver Jackson. 
 
    “Have you seen Rachel this morning?” he asked, his voice a baritone that Chase’s own tone could never achieve.   
 
    Chase nodded.  “She’s back there at her locker.” 
 
    Carver handed Chase a handful of books.  “If you…um…well, if you see her, just…you know, tell her I asked about her, okay?  Tell her I said ‘hey’. Or ‘what’s up,’.  Or…I mean…just said I asked about her.”  
 
    “O-okay,” Chase muttered, intending to do no such thing.  It wasn’t that Carver was a bad guy; he wasn’t.  He’d never been anything but nice to Chase.  No – if he was honest (and he rarely was with himself), he was insanely jealous of the strapping quarterback.  Not only was he a popular athlete, but he was also everything Rachel wanted in a guy, while Chase himself was, well, to put it nicely, unsuited to Rachel’s particular tastes.  And that galled Chase more than anything else.   
 
    “Really?  Awesome,” Carver said.  “Just make me seem cool, okay?” 
 
    The worst part of it was that the idea of helping Carver gave him a pleasant feeling in the pit of his stomach; he craved the other boy’s approval.  A weak smile crossed Chase’s face.  “Yeah…um…sure,” he said. 
 
    Carver flashed his infectious grin and playfully punched Chase’s shoulder.  “Thanks, bro.  Really.  And look – watch where you’re going, okay?” 
 
    Chase nodded, standing in the center of the hallway for a long moment as he watched the quarterback stride down the hallway like he owned the school.  It wasn’t until the bell rang that he climbed out of his stunned reverie.  
 
    During his first class (biology), he daydreamed through a seriously boring lecture on cell structure.  While his musings remained PG-rated, they contained quite a bit more Carver Jackson than he was willing to admit.  For what seemed like the hundredth time, he was pondering what Carver’s lips might feel like when the bell rang once again, signaling the end of class.   
 
    His second class was a calculus lesson which, predictably, held his attention quite well.  The rigidity of mathematics had long appealed to Chase, and because it interested him, he always did well.  It was also one of the few classes he shared with Rachel, and, despite the fact that he knew it was silly, he wanted so badly to impress her.   
 
    After eating lunch alone, Chase steeled himself for the real hurdle of the day (gym class).  Ever since he was twelve years old, he’d been able to abstain from physical education on account of a doctor’s note from Rachel’s mother.  While it was legitimate, Chase feared the day that the teacher would realize that the long-standing doctor’s note was from a psychiatrist and tell him that he’d have to participate just like the rest of the boys.   
 
    That scenario was a problem for one glaring reason.  He could only imagine how badly getting dressed and undressed in front of a bunch of teenaged boys would go for him.  Sure, when he was fully clothed, Chase could hide what he was.  But without that armor?  They’d no doubt be able to see that he was not, in fact, just like any other boy.   
 
    He needn’t have worried.  Coach Turner was so used to Chase’s lack of participation that he simply ignored him.  While the other boys changed and played basketball, Chase sat in the bleachers reading – all the while, his eyes wandering past his book and to the sweaty, muscular boys engaged in athletic competition.   
 
    One day, he knew he’d have to confront the fact that he was, at the least, nominally attracted to men.  What he’d have to figure out, though, was whether or not that attraction was to the idea of one of them treating him like a girl, or if it was something deeper, more real.  But that day had not yet come.  He’d long resolved to put it off as long as possible. 
 
    The rest of the day followed a similar pattern.  In his classes, Chase always sat in the back of the classroom; he couldn’t bear being noticed any more than absolutely necessary.  Directly after gym, Chase went to history class where he tried unsuccessfully to pay attention while the teacher, Mrs. Reynolds, droned on and on about post-World War I Germany.  His day concluded with English class, where he was expected to care about some centuries-dead writer.   
 
    As soon as the final bell rung, Chase hurried to his beat-up, yellow Toyota, and left the parking lot.  Despite the traffic jam that accompanied the school’s dismissal time, it was the absolute best part of Chase’s day because he knew that, in only a few short minutes, he’d be able to let his guard down.   
 
    By the time he got to Rachel’s house, the anticipation was nearly killing him.  He didn’t knock as he went through the door; he was far more comfortable with Rachel’s family than with his own father.   
 
    No one was home, so he mounted the stairs and went into Rachel’s room.  Quickly, he covered the distance between the door and the two drawers which contained his clothes.  Without hesitation, he began stripping off his boy’s clothes (and the ace bandage which bound his breasts) until he stood completely naked in Rachel’s room.  After retrieving the athletic tape from one of the drawers, he tucked his genitals between his legs, and taped them down.  Once he pulled on a pair of pink, cotton panties, there wasn’t the slightest bulge to betray his secret.   
 
    He let out a sigh, finally relaxing, before he finished dressing.  By the time Rachel arrived (she always ran a little later than Chase), Cherish had taken Chase’s place.  She’d chosen a pair of short shorts and a tight tee-shirt with capped sleeves.   
 
    “You got here quick, huh?” Rachel said, setting down her book bag.   
 
    Cherish shrugged.  “I guess.” 
 
    Rachel pulled her blue polo-style shirt over her head, and tossed it into the corner.  Next came her blue, plaid, thigh-length skirt, which ended up in the same pile of dirty clothes.  Rachel admired herself in a full-length mirror, patting her stomach.   
 
    “Do you think I’m gaining weight?” she asked.   
 
    Cherish swallowed hard, staring at her best friend’s flawless body.  No matter how many times she saw Rachel in various states of undress, she always felt like some sort of pervert for feeling attracted to her friend.  Shaking her head, “No.  Of course not,” she answered.  “You look good.” 
 
    Rachel shrugged.  “If you say so,” she said before grabbing a pair of sweatpants from atop her bed.  She pulled them on before grabbing a ratty sweatshirt from the floor.  After she pulled it over her torso, Rachel said, “You’re going to have to help me with my math homework.  I didn’t understand a thing Mrs. Erickson was talking about.” 
 
    Cherish replied, “You probably weren’t paying attention, were you?”  
 
    Rachel grinned, and Cherish’s heart skipped a beat.  “I might have been a little distracted.” 
 
    “Who was it this time?” Cherish asked.  “Brad?  Or was it Keenan?  Maybe Ryan?” 
 
    “Carver Jackson,” Rachel said.  “He said he ran into you in the hall this morning.  Or ran into Chase.  Whatever.  He’s cute right?  With that body.  And those brown eyes?  God – I’d let him do whatever he wanted to me.” 
 
    Cherish turned away, blushing.  “He’s…um…alright, I guess.  I mean, if you like that sort of guy.” 
 
    “What’s that supposed to mean?” Rachel asked.  “Every girl likes that type of guy.  He’s tall, handsome, and smart.  And sweet – you should know that as well as anyone.  You remember what he did for you a couple of years back?” 
 
    “How could I forget?” Cherish asked.  At school, Chase had found himself on the wrong end of a trio of bullies when Carver had stepped in, defending him.  The whole school had seen it.  “He’s cute, okay?  And he’s a nice guy.  What do you want me to say?”  
 
    “Fine – don’t be such a bitch about it,” Rachel said.  “Jesus.”  
 
    After a moment, Cherish turned back around, saying, “Sorry.  I’m just…I’m under a lot of stress right now.  I sent off my financial aid applications last night – you know, after I had to listen to my dad go on and on about how some gay football player was the worst thing to happen in the history of the game.  At least the Saints lost.  Dad won’t even watch football again until next season.  I’m just in a weird place right now.  It’s not you.” 
 
    “So you didn’t ask him about spring break, huh?” Rachel asked. 
 
    “Not yet,” Cherish admitted.  “I will though.  And even if I don’t, I’m still going.  I don’t even care what he says.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Four 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “It would be a lot easier if you had some guy friends,” Rachel said as she pulled into Chase’s driveway.  Being brand new, her car was so much nicer than Chase’s, but to him, it felt sterile.   Or perhaps it was just his mind’s way of making him feel better about his own, less-than-perfect vehicle.   
 
    “You don’t understand, do you?” Chase responded.  “Even if I did have friends like that, he would automatically be suspicious.  You know that if it weren’t for you, he’d already have sent me off to some scared straight camp or something.  And if I told him I was going to be spending a week with a bunch of other guys?  Yeah – he’d automatically jump to the wrong conclusion.  It’s better if he thinks I’m spending a romantic week with you.” 
 
    “That’s so messed up,” Rachel said.  Of course she’d think that, having a perfectly reasonable mother.  Chase wasn’t so lucky.   
 
    Chase shrugged.  “I can’t help the way he is,” he said, grabbing the door’s handle, and levering himself out of the car.   
 
    Not for the first time, Chase wished his mother was still alive.  Not only had she been a kind, gentle woman who’d loved him unconditionally, but she’d understood him in a way no one else seemed to.  And while she had never had the chance to discover Chase’s true nature, he was sure that she would have accepted him.  It was just the sort of person she’d been. 
 
    After all, she’d been the impetus through which Chase had become Cherish.  Though the feminine persona came much later, she had introduced him to Rachel’s mother, Dr. Gaines, who had, in turn, been the driving force behind Chase’s self-discovery.  So in a way, his mother was directly responsible for the best part of his life.   
 
    And if she hadn’t died from a brain tumor when he was eleven years old, Chase had little doubt that his life would have turned out immeasurably better.  Maybe he would have been able to take that final step, to live his life in the open.  Perhaps he wouldn’t have had to deal with his father’s bigotry.  It was a good fantasy, but ultimately, it was a useless dream.  Life wasn’t a fantasy.   
 
    Shutting the door, Chase had little choice but to face reality.  He turned, waving at his only friend.  “I’ll see you tomorrow,” he said through the open window.   
 
    “Just do it quick,” advised Rachel.  “Rip it off like a band-aid.  It’ll be better that way.” 
 
    “Yeah,” Chase said, shouldering his bag.  “Right.  Like a band-aid.” 
 
    As Rachel backed out of the driveway, she gave him an eager thumbs-up.  Chase tried to mimic the gesture, but knew it was half-hearted at best.  It had been almost a month since he’d told Rachel that he’d ask his father about spring break, but he’d yet to take that all-important step.  Mostly, it was because he had definite ideas about how his father would react to the whole idea, and they were most assuredly not pleasant.  His only hope lay in the fact that his father wasn’t particularly interested in his life.  Perhaps apathy might prevail where tolerance might fail. 
 
    Though it was only a few steps, by the time Chase reached the door, his heart was beating wildly, and there was a definite lump in his throat.  One verbal misstep, and his entire world would unravel.  What if his father guessed the true purpose of the trip?  What if Chase hadn’t been as careful as he’d thought?  What if his father had found his stash of feminine accoutrements?  The consequences of such a discovery nearly overwhelmed Chase, threatening to send him careening into a full-blown panic attack.   
 
    Thankfully, however, Chase was well-practiced at quelling his well-worn anxiety, the shadows of which were his constant companions.  He lived the majority of his life in fear, and he had become quite adept at quashing those ever-present demons.  He turned the knob and pushed through the door, hoping for all the world that his lies weren’t plastered all over his face.   
 
    He needn’t have worried, however.  His father was in his customary place, lounging in his favorite, well-worn leather recliner, a remote in one hand and a Michelob Light in the other.  Absently, he flipped through the channels, trying to find something to distract him from the boredom that was his petty existence.   
 
    He wasn’t a big man, but to Chase, his father was incredibly intimidating.  Balding, and with a gut that told the story of his taste for beer, he chose to decorate his face with a sprawling mustache reminiscent of a movie cowboy.  His narrow, watery eyes were split by a hawkish nose which had long since abandoned its normal hue for the reddish tint of alcoholism.  Once, he might have been handsome; Chase always told himself that his mother must have seen something in the man.  But those days had passed.  Chase, to put it mildly, was incredibly grateful that, in the realm of looks, he took after his mother.   
 
    “Hey,” Chase squeaked, forgetting for a moment to force a masculine tenor.  He coughed, trying to cover up his mistake.  “Whatcha watchin’?”  
 
    The man grunted, shrugging his shoulders.  “Nothin’ on,” he said.  “Sandwich stuff in the fridge if you’re hungry.” 
 
    “I ate at Rachel’s house,” Chase said.  
 
    “Suit yourself,” was the predictable response.  When Chase realized that his father had nothing else to say, he retreated down the hall, and into his bedroom.  After discarding his bag, and changing out of his school clothes, he set about doing his homework.  It took a bit longer than he’d expected, but eventually, he finished.  If he’d been honest with himself (and he rarely was), he would have admitted that he was stalling.  But with his homework done, he had no excuses left.   
 
    It felt like going to his own funeral, walking down the hall.  How his father might react was unpredictable; he could acquiesce without question, or he could beat the hell out of his son.  Or anything in between.  So it was with quite a bit of trepidation that he sat down on the couch.   
 
    “Dad?” he said, careful to maintain his vocal façade.  He was committed; after all, he’d already put it off for over three months.  If he wanted to go, he couldn’t procrastinate any longer.  “Um – can I ask you something?”  
 
    “What?” his father grunted.  Short but sweet.  A half-dozen empty Michelob bottles sat on the coffee table.  “Go ahead – spit it out.” 
 
    “Uh, yeah – so you know that spring break’s coming up, right?” Chase asked.  He didn’t wait for an answer, but rather continued unabated, “Well, I was wondering if I could, you know, go down to the gulf with Rachel.” 
 
    “I thought you were gonna come down to the shop and help out,” his father said.  “Get a jump on the rest of your life.” 
 
    Chase shrugged.  “That’s just it, right?  I’ve got the rest of my life to work at the shop,” he lied.  He had absolutely no intention of ever working there again.  But that was a discussion for another time.  “But this…well…I mean…it’s supposed to be…” 
 
    “Special, right?” his father supplied, his face softening.  “I get it.  I do.  It wasn’t that long ago that I was your age.  And I had pretty girlfriend too.”  He looked away, then took a swig of his beer.   
 
    Chase didn’t know what to say, so remained silent. 
 
    “Any supervision?” the man asked.  He turned to see Chase shake his head.  “I didn’t think so.  I guess it comes down to one question, doesn’t it?  Can I trust you?”  
 
    “I…um…yeah, Dad,” Chase blurted.  “Of course.” 
 
    “Because the last thing I want is to, nine months from now, have a grandbaby,” the older man responded.  “I’m not so out-of-it that I don’t know what you’re going to be doing there.  But just promise me you won’t fuck up.” 
 
    “I…um…I promise,” Chase said.  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Five 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Cherish lay in her bed, somewhere between sleep and full wakefulness.  A shaft of light filtered through the blinds on the window, highlighting a collection of lazily-floating dust motes.  She’d been awake for nearly an hour, but she’d yet to lever herself from the bed.  Her father had long since left for work, and she was all alone with her thoughts.  In her solitude, she let herself truly embrace her real identity, discarding the “Chase” persona in favor of something far more feminine.  It was freeing, to be sure, but it was also depressing in that she knew it was temporary.  In public, she’d have little choice but to become Chase once again.  It was a tedious, but ultimately necessary, deception.  Idly, her mind drifted back to the series of events which had led her to acknowledge her true gender.   
 
    The journey from Chase to Cherish had begun nearly seven years before, in a small, well-furnished office belonging to Rachel’s mother, Dr. Gaines.  Cherish remembered being so afraid, sitting in that office; it had all seemed so intimidating, going to a psychologist.  In young Chase’s mind, such a thing was for the crazy people he saw in movies – not someone like him.  Though he had a litany of issues – depression and social anxiety among them – Chase didn’t think he needed professional help.  It was only at his mother’s insistence that he’d agreed to meet the doctor. 
 
    As it turned out, Dr. Gaines was nothing like he expected, and the woman had quickly become something of a confidant for the young, confused Chase.  As he became more and more comfortable with the psychologist, the underlying issue of gender dysphoria had become apparent, and it was with her guidance that he’d begun to explore a new identity.   
 
    If Chase had allowed himself to see what was as plain as day, he’d have known that he was always different from the other boys.  He never wanted what they wanted, never connected with them on any sort of masculine level.  However, eleven-year-olds aren’t known for their introspective nature, and he’d never considered the reality that he was really a girl – not until Dr. Gaines guided him towards that conclusion.  Once she made that suggestion, though, Chase knew it was true.  With that premise in mind, the pieces of his psyche seemed to click together perfectly, forming a clear picture of femininity.   
 
    It was on the heels of that discovery that Chase’s mother died.  Outwardly, she never knew of Chase’s realization, but Cherish comforted herself by imagining that she’d known all along.  Why else would she have sent him to therapy?   
 
    Just after his mother’s death, Chase made the decision to transition, adopting the name “Cherish” to go with a new feminine identity.  That decision would normally have required some form of parental consent, but given the circumstances, Dr. Gaines allowed herself to be convinced otherwise.  It was supremely unethical, but anyone who knew Chase’s father would know that he’d withhold his permission.  His mother’s meticulously forged signature was all the consent he’d ever get.  But it was enough. 
 
    Cherish considered the day she began hormone replacement therapy as her true birthday.  Chase had just turned twelve-years-old, and was still grieving the loss of his mother.  Rather than send him into depression, her death had steeled his resolve.  The confrontation with mortality had driven home the fact that his life could end at any moment, and it had given him the courage to take the first step towards happiness.  That day, Chase became Cherish, and he became she.  It was also the day she met her best friend, Rachel. 
 
    Even back then, Rachel was beautiful in a way no twelve-year-old had any right to be, and from the moment Cherish met her, she’d been completely smitten.  Dr. Gaines had enlisted her daughter to ease Cherish’s transition, and they quickly formed a friendship that had the two spending nearly every free moment together.   She was there when Cherish began puberty.  They were together when Cherish began to experiment with makeup.  Rachel was there as Cherish developed her “Chase” disguise, as she experimented with different ways to hide her burgeoning femininity.  And she was there when Cherish first ventured into the world as a girl.  In short, Rachel had become exactly what her mother had envisioned: a means by which Cherish could feel accepted and encouraged while she developed into the woman she was meant to be. 
 
    There were pitfalls, to be sure – not least of which was the inequality of their respective statures in their high school’s social hierarchy – but they’d maintained their friendship throughout it all, and they were both better for it.   
 
    Cherish sighed, considering the future.  No doubt, she’d move away as soon as she graduated high school.  Her grades and test scores were good enough to secure a scholarship at a state school, but she couldn’t escape the fact that her father would cut her off as soon as he learned the truth of her choices.  She had no intention of keeping up the façade past high school, which meant an end to any meaningful relationship with her father.  He wouldn’t support her – emotionally or financially.  In fact, she expected the exact opposite of that.   
 
    But those were thoughts for another day.  Pushing the grim speculation to the back of her mind, Cherish rose.  She needed to get over to Rachel’s, so they could plan their impending spring break trip.  After showering, she taped herself up, donned a pair of blue panties, and dressed herself in loose-fitting jeans, a bulky hoody, and a baseball cap.  Looking in the mirror, she knew that a close inspection would reveal the true nature of her body; she had to wear an ace bandage around her chest most days for a reason.  However, it was a good enough disguise to allay the suspicions of nosey neighbors.  Grabbing her backpack, she quickly left her room, then the house itself, and got into her yellow Corolla.   
 
    The drive to Rachel’s house was uneventful, and Cherish allowed her mind to wander as she drove the short distance.  Soon, she arrived at her destination, exited the car, and found herself pushing her way through the front door.  She didn’t bother knocking; she hadn’t been considered a guest in that house for years.   
 
    Dr. Gaines sat in the den, typing on a laptop.  She looked up, saying, “Oh – hello Cherish.  How are you?” 
 
    “Good,” Cherish responded.  “Rachel upstairs?”  
 
    “If she’s even up,” the psychologist said, glancing upward.  “You know how she is.  Are we still on for next Tuesday?  You’ve missed your last two sessions.” 
 
    Cherish nodded, beginning to mount the stairs.  “Sorry – I’ve been kind of busy.  But yeah.  I should be able to make it.” 
 
    “Don’t forget!” Dr. Gaines called, her voice echoing in the narrow stairway.   
 
    Cherish had little intention of visiting Dr. Gaines in an official capacity.  While she acknowledged the fact that the psychologist had helped her immeasurably, she considered herself to have outgrown the necessity of a psychologist.  She knew what she wanted.  She knew who she was.  And no amount of conversation with Dr. Gaines would change that.  Besides – if she needed to talk, Cherish had but to approach the doctor in the far less constrictive confines of the house.   
 
    Reaching Rachel’s door, Cherish burst through without thought, and was surprised to see a very naked Rachel.  Judging by her wet hair, she’d just finished showering.  Without bothering to cover herself, Rachel said, “You really should learn to knock, you know?” 
 
    “S-sorry,” Cherish said, averting her eyes.  While she had little doubt about her gender, her sexuality was another story altogether.  She couldn’t deny that she felt at least a modicum of attraction to her oldest friend, especially when confronted by her beautiful nudity.   
 
    As Rachel pulled on a pair of plain white underwear, she asked, “So – did you ask him?”  
 
    “Yeah,” Cherish responded.  “He said I could go.” 
 
    “Seriously?” Rachel asked, slipping a tee-shirt over her bare chest.  It did little to disguise her perfect breasts.  
 
    Cherish nodded, trying to think of anything else but her friend’s body.  She was predictably unsuccessful.  “He said he didn’t care,” was Cherish’s explanation.  “Like, at all.  I think I could have told him I was moving to Iraq and gotten the same response.” 
 
    “Don’t be like that,” Rachel said.  “You know he cares about you.  He’s just –” 
 
    “Screw him,” Cherish interrupted.  Changing the subject as she sat on Rachel’s bed, she said, “You know we’re going to have to go shopping, right?  There’s no way I have enough for a full week at the gulf.”  
 
    Rachel perked up.  “Shopping?  That’s the magic word!”  
 
    That Rachel was so stereotypically feminine was what made her such a perfect friend for Cherish.  While Cherish knew she’d never be able to match her friend’s femininity, it provided a good example for which she could strive.   
 
    “You want to go today?” Rachel asked.  “I bet I could get Mom’s credit card.  We could even go to that mall over in Pensacola, so we don’t run into anyone from school.  Because you definitely need to get at least a couple of bikinis.  A few cute outfits, too.  Definitely some new underwear.  And –” 
 
    “Do you think I need all of that?” Cherish asked.  “I mean – it’s only for a week.  I have a bunch of clothes already.  I just thought I needed a couple of new outfits.  And I’ve already got that swimsuit I got a couple of months ago.” 
 
    Rachel frowned.  “No offense, but your wardrobe is lacking, and you know it.  No – you need all new clothes.  Think of it like this:  when we go to college, you’re going to need a complete wardrobe.  This is a good starting point.  And, you know, best of all is that it’s going to be free.” 
 
    “Just because you put it on your mom’s credit card doesn’t make it free,” Cherish said. 
 
    “Free to us,” Rachel said.  “So it’s settled, then?  It’s going to be great.  You’ll see.” 
 
    Cherish wanted to argue that she hadn’t even agreed to go, but she knew that it would do little good.  Besides, the thought of expanding her wardrobe mingled with her desire to spend the day with her friend to produce an undeniable feeling of excitement.   
 
    “Get dressed, then,” Cherish said.  “I’ll just wait downstairs to –” 
 
    “You’re getting dressed too!” Rachel said, taking Cherish’s arm.  “The whole point of going to another state is so you can go as Cherish.  Plus, it’d look really weird if a boy were trying on girls’ clothes, right?  No – I’ll pick something out for you.” 
 
    Cherish gave the slightest of protests, but her heart wasn’t in it.  Despite the anxiety that inevitably accompanied any outing as Cherish, she wanted nothing more than to let the world see her real identity.  Thankfully, though, Rachel didn’t pick out anything too crazy – a simple, blue top and a pair of form-fitting shorts coupled with a pair of open-toed sandals to create a casual, yet undeniably feminine ensemble.  Completing the look was a bit of lip gloss, eye-liner, and a touch of foundation. 
 
    Once they were both dressed (Rachel wore a similar outfit), Rachel snatched her mother’s credit card, and they left for the mall in Pensacola.  Cherish held her breath until they were well out of Fairhope, the small Alabama town where they lived.  It was a forty-five minute drive to the mall, so it gave them ample time to discuss their plans.   
 
    “So you’ve never been to Destin?” Rachel asked.   
 
    Cherish shook her head as she stared out the window.  “No,” she said.  “I’ve been down to Gulf Shores a few times, but it’s been a long time since I’ve seen the beach.” 
 
    “How can you live on the Gulf Coast and not go to the beach?” was Rachel’s next question.  
 
    “Think about it,” Cherish said.  “Boys don’t wear shirts at the beach.”  
 
    “Oh,” Rachel said, putting it together.  Until recently, Cherish hadn’t been comfortable going out in public as a girl.  So wearing a feminine swimsuit was completely out of the question.  The only other option was to maintain the masculine persona, which presented a host of problems all its own.  No – she hadn’t really had much choice in the matter. 
 
    “Are you going to be okay, then?” Rachel asked.  “I know you get a little nervous.  There are going to be a lot of people around, and –” 
 
    “A lot of people?” Cherish interrupted, feeling a sense of panic.  “I thought we were going to Destin to get away from everyone.  You know I can’t see people from school as Cherish.  It’ll get back to my dad, and –” 
 
    “I probably should have told you,” Rachel said.  “But one of the reasons I wanted to go to Destin is because that’s where Kurt and his friends are going.  You remember him, right?  I told you all about him.” 
 
    Cherish, of course, knew all about Kurt.  Rachel had met him while visiting Auburn University, and had quickly developed an insatiable crush.  Even though they lived in different parts of the state, the two had kept in touch via social media and email.  The good news was that he had no frame of reference for Cherish’s identity.  The bad news was that he would no doubt monopolize Rachel’s time, leaving Cherish to fend for herself. 
 
    “The cute one from Huntsville?” Cherish asked, trying to mask her displeasure with ignorance.  
 
    Rachel nodded.  “Yeah,” she said.  “Their spring break is going on at the same time, and we sort of thought it would be a good, you know, opportunity to reconnect.  Don’t worry, though.  He has a lot of really cute friends.  And I bet they’re all single, too.” 
 
    “I thought it was just going to be us,” Cherish said, beginning to pout.   
 
    “Oh, c’mon, Cherish,” Rachel replied.  “Don’t be like that.  You sound like a jealous girlfriend or something.  It’s not a big deal.  We’ll still spend plenty of time together.” 
 
    “Right – or you’ll just abandon me in the middle of a bunch of guys I don’t know,” Cherish responded.  “All so you can make out with some douchebag.  Yeah.  Not that that would ever happen, right?” 
 
    “That was one time,” Rachel said.  “And it was, like, a year ago.  This is different, and you know it.” 
 
    “Yeah?” asked Cherish.  “How?  Because it seems really similar to me.” 
 
    “Well, for one, you’re not going to be Chase this time,” Rachel explained.  “And two, Kurt isn’t a douchebag.  He’s a really nice guy.” 
 
    It was hard to argue with her first point.  The incident in question had occurred the previous year, when Rachel had invited Cherish to a party.  She hadn’t wanted to go – not least because she would be forced to attend as Chase – but had allowed herself to be convinced.  As soon as they arrived, Rachel had abandoned her.  The second point, however, was debatable.  Rachel thought that any guy who met her high standards of attractiveness was a “nice guy” because, to her, they always were.  She simply didn’t see how they treated everyone else. 
 
    “And third,” Rachel continued.  “You need this.  You need to get out there as Cherish, and you need to learn to socialize.  Mom says that it’ll be a huge step for you.” 
 
    “So you’re discussing my mental health with your mother, huh?” asked Cherish.  “So much for doctor-patient confidentiality, right?” 
 
    “Yeah,” Rachel said.  “Probably a little late to worry about ethics, right?  She thinks of you like a daughter, and you know it.  Just like you’re as good as my sister.  We’re way too close for that doctor-patient crap to apply.” 
 
    “I’m sorry,” Cherish said, realizing that she’d hit a nerve.  “I just thought we’d get to spend some time together, you know?  That I’d kind of ease into this.  I’m just nervous is all.  It feels like I’m getting thrown into the deep end.  And I’m not even sure I can swim.” 
 
    “It’ll be okay,” Rachel said.  “You’re ready for this.  It’ll be great.  You’ll see.  And you might even meet a boy.” 
 
    Cherish blushed at the prospect.  Changing the subject, she said, “So what’s your mom going to do when she sees the credit card bill?” 
 
    Rachel shrugged.  “I’m totally blaming you,” she said.  “She won’t care if I tell her it’s to help you in your transition.” 
 
    Cherish grinned.  “And if you get a few new outfits out of it too?”  
 
    “Cost of doing business.”  She giggled.  “Seriously, though – you’re going to have a great time.  I guarantee it.” 
 
    Cherish wasn’t convinced, but she agreed anyway.  Like she always did. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Six 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Cherish leaned against the car window, staring at the passing landscape.  Buildings with kitschy facades and garish paint jobs assaulted her eyes, telling her that they were nearing their destination.  The closer they got to the beach, the more the locals considered pastel greens, blues, and yellows to be acceptable design decisions.   
 
    “If I see one more mailbox with seashells on it, I think I’m gonna puke,” she muttered.   
 
    Rachel laughed.  “Get used to it,” she responded, glancing at her friend.  “You know how it is.  If it doesn’t have a seashell or a palm tree on it, we might forget we’re at the beach, right?”  
 
    Cherish gave a half-hearted chuckle.   
 
    Recognizing Cherish’s lack of communication for what it was, Rachel asked, “What’s wrong?  I know it wasn’t a GREAT joke, but it wasn’t as bad as that, right?”  
 
    Cherish shook her head.  “No – I’m just…I’m just nervous, I guess,” she answered.  It was a truthful statement, but it wasn’t the whole truth.  She was nervous, sure; she’d never spent more than a couple of consecutive days as Cherish.  Confronted with an entire week of public femininity, she couldn’t help but feel a bit anxious.  More than that, though, she was deathly afraid of being recognized, of being outed.  However, she’d voiced that particular concern, and Rachel had dismissed it as ridiculous.  No one they knew was spending their spring break in Destin, which, of course, was the primary reason they’d chosen it as their destination.  It was an irrational fear, and Cherish knew it.  But knowing that it wasn’t logical and controlling it were two very different things.   
 
    “It’ll be fine,” Rachel said.  “You know that, don’t you?  This is what you want, isn’t it?  Think of it as a dry run, you know.  When we go to college, this is going to be every day.  I know it’s a little nerve-wracking, but you’re ready for this.  Nobody’s going to find out your secret.  It’s going to be great.  You’ll see.  For this week, you’re just like any other girl on spring break.” 
 
    “Yeah,” Cherish said.  “I know.  I get it.  And I know it’s gonna be great.  Like I said, I’m just nervous.  It’s kinda a big deal for me.” 
 
    “No – I understand,” Rachel responded.  “But I’m here.  You’re here.  We’re looking cute as hell, and we have all new clothes.  There are going to be so many hot guys, and –” 
 
    “So is one particular hot guy gonna be there?” Cherish asked, hoping to derail Rachel’s train of thought.  Her sexuality was still sort of up in the air, and she hadn’t quite had the opportunity to explore that particular quagmire of emotions.  As it turned out, it was a successful strategy, because Rachel immediately perked up.   
 
    “He’s getting there tomorrow morning,” Rachel said, grinning.   
 
    “Are you really gonna go through with this?” Cherish asked.  “I mean, you barely know him, and –” 
 
    Rachel shrugged, keeping her eyes on the road.  “Probably,” she said.  “And we’ve been talking for months now.” 
 
    “That’s not the same and you know it,” Cherish said.  “He could be, like, a psycho or something.  Kurt Sager, the axe-murderer.  He even SOUNDS like a serial killer, doesn’t he?  I bet he strangles puppies in his spare time, and –” 
 
    Rachel playfully backhanded Cherish’s arm.  “Stop,” she said with a giggle.  “He’s a good guy.  You’ll see.” 
 
    “Will I?” Cherish asked.  “From the way you’re telling it, you two aren’t gonna come out of the bedroom long enough for me to even meet him.” 
 
    “Oh, shut up,” Rachel responded, still grinning.  “He’s staying at the house next to ours, so –” 
 
    “Easy access, huh?” Cherish interrupted, teasing the other girl.  “So much for playing hard-to-get, right?”  
 
    “You’re not going to stop, are you?” Rachel asked.  “Just wait until you like a boy.  I’m going to –” 
 
    “Be locked in a room with Kurt the axe murderer?  Or in his basement while he feeds you with a bucket,” Cherish interrupted again, laughing.  “Seriously, though – don’t abandon me all week, okay?  I know you’re excited and everything, but this is kind of a big week for me.  I think I’ll be okay, but…”  
 
    “No, I get it,” Rachel stated.  “I won’t do that.  You know that, don’t you?  I know how big of a deal this is for you, and I know you need my support.” 
 
    “You sound like your mom,” Cherish said.   
 
    “God – don’t say that,” Rachel replied.  “She’s infected my mind!  Tell me about your childhood!   Tell me your deepest, darkest fears!” 
 
    Cherish giggled.  “Well, Dr. Rachel – I’ve been having these dreams…” 
 
    “Repressed sexuality,” Rachel said. “Next.” 
 
    “And panic attacks,” Cherish stated. 
 
    “Obvious childhood trauma,” Rachel diagnosed. 
 
    “And uncontrollable rage,” Cherish added. 
 
    The two friends continued to go back and forth with fake psychological issues and Rachel’s diagnosis for a while until the game petered out.  Meanwhile, they drew ever closer to their destination, eventually arriving at a small white house perched on stilts.   
 
    “Not bad, huh?” asked Rachel as she pulled into the shell-covered driveway, parking underneath the house’s substantial deck.  “One of the doctors in mom’s building owns it.” 
 
    “Perks of hanging out with doctors, I guess,” Cherish said, shrugging.  “And where’s serial killer Kurt staying?”  
 
    Rachel pointed at a much-larger house across the narrow, gravel road.  “I think it’s that one,” she said.  “He and a bunch of his friends rented it.” 
 
    “Must be nice,” Cherish muttered, but thankfully Rachel didn’t hear.  She never quite understood the advantages that having money gave her, and had difficulty getting just how different life was when your parents didn’t have to live on a budget.   
 
    “And the beach is right over there,” Rachel explained, pointing across the road which ran perpendicular to house’s lot.   
 
    “Yeah – I got that,” Cherish said, not bothering to mask her sarcasm.  “The huge body of water kind of gave that away.” 
 
    “Alright, smartass,” Rachel said.  “Let’s get everything unloaded, and we can go check it out.  Or do you have another sideways comment to make?”  
 
    “Not right now,” was Cherish’s response.  “But I can’t make any promises.”   
 
    Their lighthearted banter continued as they got out of the car and began to unload their luggage and supplies.  They were well enough acquainted that they both understood that it was a necessary distraction from the reality of Cherish’s nerves.   
 
    She’d chosen to wear a comfortable pair of shorts and a conservatively cut tee-shirt that was still unmistakably feminine.  Her nails were freshly painted bright pink, a thin coat of makeup decorated her face, and her feet were clad in a pair of white flip-flops with a rhinestone at the intersection of the straps.  She had fully committed to her feminine persona; she hadn’t even packed a set of male clothes – a first for the normally conservative Cherish.  Chase had been banished for the duration of the week, and it felt simultaneously freeing and confining.   
 
    Rachel, by contrast, was anything but conservative.  Far from her mother’s watchful eye, she’d chosen to wear a pair of cut-off denim shorts that threatened to expose her rear and a spaghetti-strapped top that fell far short of her pierced navel.  Like Cherish, her nails were freshly manicured, but her face was makeup free.  Her perfect complexion certainly didn’t need the help, and she knew it – a fact which Cherish had more than a little trouble forgetting.   
 
    After the two girls had finished unloading the car and unpacked their clothes, they immediately set off for the beach.  There was still quite a bit of daylight left, and they wanted to utilize it to its fullest extent.  Walking across the wide street which ran parallel to the coast, they covered the meager distance in the space of a few minutes, and before they knew it, they were spreading out their towels on the pristine, white sand.   
 
    Cherish lay back, soaking in the sun’s rays while she tried to act like nothing was amiss.  However, she couldn’t quite shake the feeling that she didn’t quite belong.  Wearing her skimpy bikini, there was little evidence that she was anything but another girl on spring break.  But she knew, and that was enough to set her mind to work, imagining all sorts of situations where her secret might be discovered.   
 
    “Hello – you in there?” Rachel asked, waving her hand in front of Cherish’s face.   
 
    Startled, Cherish said, “Huh?”  
 
    “While you were spaced out there – rude, by the way – I was talking about Kurt and his friends.  And I was saying that there’s bound to be one or two that might be interested in you,” she explained.  “I asked if you’d like that.”  
 
    Cherish cringed.  Rachel knew good and well that such questions made her incredibly uncomfortable.  They’d talked about it dozens of times, and the end result was always one of ambiguity.  The reality was that Cherish had no idea what she liked, and Rachel knew it.  That she kept pushing her toward a “normal” attraction to guys was one of Cherish’s least favorite of Rachel’s characteristics.   
 
    It came from a good place, she knew.  In Rachel’s mind, of course Cherish liked boys – it wasn’t even a question.  She just wanted to coax her friend into admitting it.   
 
    Cherish took a deep breath, the salt air filling her lungs.  “Maybe,” she said.  “I don’t know.  I mean, I just…I can’t say absolutely no, right?  But do I think it’s going to happen?  Probably not.”  
 
    “Don’t be like that,” Rachel countered.  “You always do that.  Don’t.  Just don’t.”  
 
    “Do what?” Cherish asked. 
 
    “Hedge your bets,” Rachel answered.  “You want it both ways.  Just say you’d like a boy to pay attention to you.  It’s okay.  Girls are supposed to like boys.  And I know good and well that you’re just like any other girl in that respect.”  
 
    “More psychoanalysis?” Cherish sighed. 
 
    “I’m serious,” Rachel insisted.   
 
    “I know,” was Cherish’s response.  “Look – I get it.  I do.  I know that you’re just trying to be a good friend.  And I know you want me to be more like you.  Maybe I will, you know, hook up with a boy this week.  But next to you?  Nobody’s even going to look at me.”  
 
    “Don’t sell yourself short,” Rachel stated. 
 
    Cherish looked away.  The veiled compliment was supposed to derail her friend’s train of thought, ending the conversation.  But Rachel was more persistent than usual.   
 
    “Listen, Rachel,” Cherish said, sitting up and pulling her knees to her chest.  Staring at the crashing waves, she continued, “I appreciate what you’re doing.  But in all seriousness – I don’t know what I like.  I really don’t.  I’m still trying to get used to being me, and I haven’t quite gotten to the part where I try to figure out who I want to be with.  Sometimes…sometimes, I like boys.  I do.  And yes, I think about, you know…kissing them and stuff.  But other times, I think about girls the same way.  I don’t know if I’m a lesbian or bisexual or just confused, but I can’t say that I’m ready to make that choice right now.  So when I say that I might kiss a boy this week, I really mean that it might happen.  I’m not trying to be evasive or anything.  I just don’t know.”  
 
    Rachel didn’t say anything for the longest moment.  It was the most honest answer Cherish had ever given anyone regarding her sexuality, and as the silence stretched out between the two friends, she felt increasingly vulnerable with the passage of each second.  Finally, after what felt like an eternity of doubt, Rachel broke the silence. 
 
    “Have you ever thought about me like that?” she asked, her voice soft and tentative – a far cry from the boisterous timbre of her typical tone.  She sounded almost vulnerable, a trait which Cherish would never have applied to Rachel.   
 
    Cherish almost shouted, “Yes!” at the top of her lungs.  She wanted to because she’d dreamed of intimate moments with her friend for almost as long as she knew what those intimate moments ought to look like.  Good sense, though, prevailed.   
 
    “Of course not,” she lied.  “You’re like my sister.”  
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Seven 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Cherish sat on the beach, watching the moonlight’s reflection glittering on the gently rolling waves.  She leaned back, enjoying the peacefulness of it; living so close to the Gulf, it was easy to take its beauty for granted.  But in that moment, she was incredibly grateful that she was afforded the simple luxury of reveling in its natural splendor.   
 
    Of course, it could’ve just as easily been the effects of the three wine coolers Rachel had practically forced upon her.  She wasn’t really a drinker – not that she’d had all that many opportunities – and she had to admit that she her tolerance to the stuff wasn’t nearly as formidable as Rachel’s.   
 
    The day had been one of the most pleasant in Cherish’s recent memory.  After enjoying the sunny beach for a few hours, they’d retreated back to the house, where Cherish had grilled a couple of hamburgers.  It was one of the few useful things her father had ever taught her, and even the act of cooking on a grill had been couched in masculine posturing.  Still, Cherish had learned well, and she was quite proud of her abilities.  Rachel seemed to agree, which made Cherish’s heart jump inexplicably into her throat.   
 
    After dinner was when the wine coolers had come out.  Cherish still wasn’t quite sure where Rachel had acquired the six-pack of sweet beverages, but she didn’t quite have it in her to resist her friend’s insistence upon drinking them.  As they drank, their conversations ranged from their favorite movies (Rachel’s taste ran toward whatever was popular at the moment, while Cherish’s tended toward classics) to music, and even veered into mockery of the small, white house’s beach-themed decorations and pastel color scheme.  Seashells and generic prints of coastal landscapes abounded while every piece of furniture seemed to be constructed of white-painted wicker.  It certainly screamed “beach”, but neither Rachel nor Cherish could think of a reason someone would choose to decorate their house in such a way.  It wasn’t like they could forget where they were, after all.   
 
    Their silly conversations had the comfortable tone of friends who’d known one another for years, who’d experienced each other’s ups and downs and everything in between.  Certainly, Cherish still held back; she wasn’t, by nature, a trusting person, but she was more open with Rachel than she could ever be with anyone else.  Moreover, she let herself truly become the girl she so often had to hide, which, truthfully, was one of the biggest reasons she clung to her friendship with Rachel so fervently.   
 
    They could have gone like that all night, if it weren’t for Rachel’s inability to leave her phone alone for more than a few minutes.  Even with that distraction, it lasted well past midnight, and didn’t end until Rachel spent a solid five minutes constructing a text to one of her many admirers.  Deciding that it was well past time for bed, Cherish told her friend that she was going to sleep.  Rachel objected, calling her a stick in the mud, but didn’t really put up much of a fight.  She was far too distracted.   
 
    Cherish retreated into the small bedroom she’d claimed, and even went so far as to lay in bed for almost an hour before she gave up.  Sleep simply wouldn’t come; she was too excited about the coming week.  It was one thing to be a girl when it was just Rachel and her.  It was another thing entirely to assume that identity around other people.  And what’s more, she would be completely exposed.  To anyone who saw her, they wouldn’t even think about her hidden boyhood.  They’d see a girl – nothing more, nothing less – the prospect of which made butterflies dance in her stomach.   
 
    Finally, after what felt like hours, she gave up, knowing she couldn’t sleep.  Her head still spun slightly from the alcohol, but she certainly wasn’t a stumbling drunk.  However, it did make decision-making quite a bit easier, which is how she found herself trekking across the street and plopping down on the beach to enjoy the view.   
 
    She didn’t know how long she’d been there when she heard the shuffling of sand behind her.  Reasoning that it must be Rachel approaching, she didn’t immediately react.  However, when a distinctly male voice intruded upon the silence, she jerked to awareness.   
 
    “I’m sorry – I didn’t mean to scare you,” an apologetic male voice intoned.   
 
    Her heart beating wildly, Cherish wondered if she could outrun him.  She couldn’t get the best look at him, but he seemed tall, slim, and broad-shouldered – the profile of an athlete.  Her mind immediately switching gears, she considered screaming.  Maybe Rachel would hear her.  And then what?  Even if she wasn’t asleep – which had been the case when Cherish had left the house – what could she do?   
 
    Why was she so afraid, though?  He didn’t seem threatening.  Taking a deep breath to calm herself, she said, “Then you shouldn’t sneak up on people.” Her voice was steadier than she could’ve imagined it would be. 
 
    He laughed.  “Sneak up on you?” he said.  “I didn’t even know you were here.  It’s, you know, kind of dark.” 
 
    “What do you want?” Cherish asked.  “And who are you, anyway?”  
 
    “First of all, I don’t want anything,” he answered.  “Me and my friends just got here.  We’re staying across the street.  I just wanted to see the beach.  And my name’s Kurt, by the way.”  
 
    “Cherish,” she stated.  “And you’ve seen the beach.  Lots of sand and water.  Don’t drink it, though – salty.”  
 
    “Good tip,” was Kurt’s response.  “You’re Rachel’s friend, right?”  
 
    Cherish rolled her eyes.  Couldn’t the guy catch a hint?  Apparently not, because he sat down beside her.  Suddenly, she was very aware of her extremely brief shorts and the barely-there tank top.  She wasn’t even wearing a bra, and her nipples felt incredibly noticeable.  Crossing her arms in front of her chest, she said, “Yeah.  Her best friend.  And you’re quarterback Kurt, right?  From Huntsville.”  
 
    “I guess,” Kurt said.  “I mean – yeah, I’m from Huntsville.  And yes, I play football.  But that’s not, you know, the whole story.” 
 
    “I’m sure,” Cherish said.   
 
    “Okay – let’s turn it on you, then,” Kurt said.  Cherish could practically hear his grin.  “If I’m quarterback Kurt, what’s your adjective?  Who are you?”  
 
    Transgender Cherish, she wanted to say.  Rachel’s friend, Cherish, she thought was just as accurate.  Beyond that?  Boiling down her identity to a single descriptor seemed silly.   
 
    “That’s stupid,” she answered. 
 
    “Exactly my point,” Kurt responded smugly.  Rachel wanted to punch him in his stupid face, but she restrained herself.  For one, it wouldn’t do much good.  She’d never been what anyone would call a physical person.  For another, he was right – which only served to infuriate her even more.  Thankfully, though, he dropped it.   
 
    Neither spoke for a long while as they both stared at the waves.  Finally, after a few minutes, Kurt said, “You know, this is the first time I’ve ever seen the ocean.  In person, I mean.”  
 
    “Really?” Cherish asked.   
 
    “My mom says we went to Gulf Shores when I was really little, but I don’t remember it,” he said softly.  “It’s bigger than expected.”  
 
    Cherish didn’t know how to respond, so she remained silent.  After a few seconds, Kurt continued, “Rationally, you know it’s huge, right?  I mean, it’s the ocean.  It has to be big.  But looking at it, under the open sky, with all those stars – it really makes you feel small.”  
 
    “Yeah,” was Cherish’s inarticulate response.  She felt stupid but didn’t quite feel up to an intelligent reply.  Part of it was the lingering effect of the alcohol, but a bigger cause was the fact that Kurt had quickly proven that he was not what she expected.  He wasn’t the big, dumb jock Rachel usually went for.  Certainly, he was big, and as one of the state’s best football players, he definitely qualified as a jock.  But their short conversation had revealed him to be so much more than that.  It was no wonder he hadn’t responded well to being called “Quarterback Kurt”.   
 
    “That’s why I want to study physics when I get to college,” he said.  “My dad wants me to do something like sports management – something that won’t be challenging, you know?  So I can focus on football.  I think it’s such a waste.”  
 
    “Physics?  Really?” Cherish blurted.  He was full of surprises, wasn’t he?  And the fact that he’d steered the conversation in that direction was proof that it was on his mind.   
 
    “Don’t sound so surprised,” Kurt countered.  “Just because I play football doesn’t mean I’m incapable of –” 
 
    “No – that wasn’t what I meant,” Cherish interrupted.  “I’m not being rude.  I’m kind of in the same boat, believe it or not.  My – uh…my dad wants me to come work with him when I graduate, and I want to go to college.  I don’t want to be stuck in Alabama all my life, you know?”  
 
    “Me either,” Kurt said.  “So, what do you want to major in?  If you say physics, I’ll know you’re just trying to get in my pants, by the way.”  
 
    “W-what?  I don’t…that’s not…”  
 
    “A joke, Cherish,” he said.  “It was a joke.”  
 
    Cherish wasn’t so sure.  It sounded an awful lot like flirting to her, and it left her feeling a bit funny, like her insides were turning flips.  Still, overriding that was a singular notion that she wanted the conversation to keep going as long as possible.   
 
    “If I had to choose right this second, probably accounting,” she said.  “But that could change.”  
 
    “Accounting?  Really?” Kurt asked.  “That’s probably the most responsible degree you could possibly get.  Are you sure there’s not something else in there?  Like photography?  Or art?  Painting?  You know – something you love.”  
 
    Cherish bit her lip.  She’d chosen accounting because it was exactly what Kurt described – safe and responsible – and most people took the answer and ran with it.  Most congratulated her on her “good sense” or pointed to her and talked about her having it all figured out.  But it wasn’t the truth – not by a long shot.   
 
    “I like to draw,” she said, surprised at her own honesty.  “If I had my way – and I know this isn’t going to happen – I’d draw comic books.  Like manga, or something.”  
 
    Oh my God, she thought.  What did I just say?  She had never voiced that desire to anyone and had barely ever admitted it, even to herself.  That she had told someone she’d just met about it was incredibly surprising, and it made her feel even more vulnerable than she already did.   
 
    “Comics, huh?” Kurt asked.  “Like Superman or Batman or something?  That’s kind of cool.”  
 
    “No, not, like, normal superheroes,” she said.  “Why do people always assume that’s all comics are?  I swear, there’s so much more to it than –” 
 
    “Calm down – I’m just trying to say that it’s cool, okay?” Kurt said.  “And it is.” 
 
    Cherish let out a calming sigh.  “Sorry,” she said.  “It’s just that when you say ‘comics’ everybody thinks of the Marvel movies.  I want to do something a lot more, you know, mature than that.  Like, tell a real story and stuff.” 
 
    “That sounds awesome,” Kurt responded.  “It really does.”  
 
    Suddenly, Cherish jumped as the phone in her lap began to vibrate.  She picked it up to see a text from Rachel, asking where she was.  Cherish held it up, and said, “I’d better get back to the house.  Rachel’s freaking out, and it’s late anyway.”  
 
    “Yeah,” Kurt stated, rising from the sand.  “No problem.”   
 
    He reached down, offering his hand to Cherish.  She took it, and he helped her to her feet.  It was a simple gesture, but it made her feel more like a girl than she’d ever felt before.  The whole conversation had, really.  Brushing the sand off of her bottom, she said, “Thanks.”   
 
    “Hey – maybe we can hang out some more,” Kurt said as she turned to walk away.  “I mean, if you want.” 
 
    “I-I’d like that,” was Cherish’s instinctive response.  When Kurt didn’t immediately follow her, she asked, “You coming?”  
 
    “Nah,” he responded.  “I’m going to stay out here for a while.  It’s nice.”  
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Eight 
 
      
 
      
 
    “It’s a simple concept, Cherish,” Rachel said.  “Don’t you understand anything about boys?” 
 
    “I understand enough to know that people don’t like it when you try to manipulate them,” was Cherish’s response.  Rachel had just revealed her plans concerning Kurt; she intended to ignore him for a few days so that he’d want her all the more.  It was a silly game, and Cherish said so.   
 
    “God – it’s not manipulation,” Rachel said, taking a sip from her orange juice.  They were sitting in the house’s breakfast nook, and both were feeling the after effects of the previous night’s alcoholic adventures.  “It’s part of the game.  Everyone plays it.  It’s just how it’s done.” 
 
    Cherish looked away.  “That’s stupid,” she said, pulling knees to her chest.  Like Rachel, she wore the clothes she’d slept in, meaning a pair of white, cotton panties and a tee-shirt.  She wanted to wear something far more modest, but more than anything, she wanted to fit in with Rachel.  To that end, she’d chosen to let her friend take the lead.  “If you like him, just, you know, say so.  If he likes you back, you get together.  Why does it have to be game?”  
 
    Rachel sighed.  “You might be a girl, but you’re still thinking like a boy,” she said.  “If you make it too easy, they’ll lose interest.  They won’t think you’re worth it, and they’ll find someone who is.  Ask mom about it next time you have a session; it’s instinct.  Guys like to chase.  They like to hunt.  And if you want to catch one, you have to let that play out.”  
 
    “Whatever,” Cherish said, thinking the whole premise was dubious.  “I’m going to get a shower.”   
 
    She rose, her unbound breasts jiggling beneath her tee-shirt.  It was a strange feeling; at home, she nearly always had her torso tightly wrapped, and the lack of constriction felt both liberating and awkward.  She tried to ignore it, to minimal success, as she walked toward the small beach house’s single bathroom. 
 
    Once inside, she undressed, mechanically removing each article of clothing until she stood naked but for the strip of athletic tape constraining her genitals.  For a moment, she imagined a day when she wouldn’t have to worry about such things.  She didn’t hate her penis – it was a part of her, after all – but she did hate what it represented.  It was a mark of her imperfect femininity and a constant reminder that she was so very different from everyone else.   
 
    Digging her fingernails under the coarse tape, she slowly peeled it off.  Despite the fact that she didn’t like to even think of what hung between her legs, she was grateful for the freedom as the air circulated around the appendage.  Still, Cherish didn’t want to hesitate.  Having the tape holding her birth-gender at bay felt like something akin to armor, which ironically, was little different from when she bound her breasts at home.  It was part of the assumed identity, and she felt naked without it.   
 
    After turning on the shower, and testing the water, she stepped beneath the cascade of warm water.  It was incredibly relaxing, and Cherish stood beneath the stream for longer than she intended.  Distracted, she didn’t even hear the door open, and literally jumped when the shower curtain was flung aside.   
 
    “Could you take any longer?” Rachel asked, smirking.  Cherish’s arm flew to her breasts while her other hand covered her groin.  Rachel was already completely naked, her nude body on full, unabashed display.  “Scoot over.  We can use it at the same time.”  
 
    Cherish didn’t know what to do.  Rachel had long had a casual attitude toward nudity, but Cherish had never seen her so blatantly naked.  Though she looked away, she wanted, perhaps more than she cared to admit, to stare unabashedly as her friend stepped into the shower behind her.   
 
    To say it was an awkward shower would be a massive understatement, and Cherish spent the vast majority of it praying that her equipment wouldn’t suddenly decide that it was a good time to assert itself.  It didn’t happen often, but it was still capable of working as intended, even if it was a rare – and often pitifully weak – occurrence.  And being in such close proximity to a beautiful, naked girl was more than enough to get that particular engine revved up.  Thankfully, it chose to remain inert, and Cherish got through the suddenly quick shower with a minimum of embarrassment.   
 
    Once she’d finished her abbreviated shower, she got out and began to dry off.  It wasn’t long before Rachel had finished as well.  When she exited, she said, “You know – your body’s looking really good lately.  What’ve you been doing?”  
 
    Cherish blushed.  She was embarrassed to admit it, but she’d spent the past few months in preparation for the near-nudity of the beach.  She’d been on a diet, of course, but she’d also found a workout program online that was designed to enhance her feminine curves.  It had begun to pay off, resulting in just what it promised – a more womanly body.  When Cherish told her friend what she’d been doing, Rachel said, “Definitely keep doing what you’re doing.  It’s working.” 
 
    “T-thanks,” Cherish said, wrapping the towel around her chest.  Leaving the bathroom, she quickly covered the distance to the bedroom she’d claimed and shut the door behind her.  Surrounded by the blessed solitude, she finally let herself feel the panic that had been slowly building.  What did it mean?  Was Rachel flirting?  Was it normal female behavior, showering with a friend?  Or was it just one of Rachel’s many quirks?  Cherish had no idea what to think of what had just happened, and after a few minutes, resolved to act as normally as possible.  After all, they had an entire week together.  If something was going to happen, it would.  If it wasn’t, it wouldn’t.   
 
    Secure in that knowledge, she began to dress.  First, came the inevitable tape, leaving her groin flat and featureless.  Next was her pink and blue bikini, which was far more revealing than the one she’d worn the day before.  Rachel would say that that was the point.  Once everything was securely in place, she donned a pair of short, cutoff denim shorts and a tank top.  Completing the look was a pair of sandals.   
 
    After blow drying her hair, she put it up in a simple ponytail, and applied a minimal coat of makeup.  All in all, the effect was that of a beach-ready, teenaged girl, which is exactly what she was.  Looking in the mirror, she was satisfied with her appearance.  No one would ever mistake her for a beauty queen, but she thought she could pass for a cute girl-next-door.   
 
    With a bit extra, she thought, spoiling her own mood. 
 
    By the time she made it into the kitchenette, Rachel was similarly ready for the day.  She looked so effortlessly beautiful that Cherish ached.  Was it jealousy?  Or desire?  A little of both?  It didn’t matter.   
 
    “You ready?” Rachel asked.   
 
    Cherish nodded.  “Yeah,” she answered.  They’d decided to spend the morning going to the various beach-themed shops.  Cherish didn’t have much money to shop, but she’d earned a little doing odd jobs at her dad’s garage.  Rachel, on the other hand, had what seemed like a nearly limitless credit card.   
 
    It was definitely jealousy.  Mixed with desire, maybe, but the envy was undeniable.  Cherish shoved it aside.  Rachel couldn’t help the fact that she had everything.  She was Cherish’s best friend, and she definitely didn’t deserve to be the subject of such jealousy.   
 
    Rachel grabbed her keys from the nearby bar and led Cherish outside.  The sun was already bright, and the sky was a particularly vibrant shade of blue.  As soon as she stepped out onto the raised deck, Cherish saw a half dozen young men across the street.  A few were lugging boxes and suitcases from a four-wheel-drive truck with oversized tires.  The others were sitting in lawn chairs, drinking beer from aluminum cans.  Cherish quickly picked Kurt from the small crowd; he was the tallest among them, and he was easy to spot.  Seeing the girls, he waved and started to jogged across the shell-covered road that separated the two beach houses. 
 
    As Kurt approached, Cherish couldn’t help but notice how strikingly handsome he was.  The previous night, his looks had been dulled by the scant moonlight, but in the bright light of day, his strong jaw, sharp features, and piercing blue eyes were unmistakable.  His handsome face coupled with his shirtless, muscular torso to show Cherish exactly why Rachel had taken such a liking to him.   
 
    “Ladies,” he said, coming to a halt beside Rachel’s car.  “How are we doin’ this morning?”  
 
    Gone was the introspective vulnerability of the night before, replaced by a cocky surety that was both attractive and off-putting at the same time.   
 
    Rachel smiled with false shyness.  “Good,” she said.  “When did you get in?”  
 
    “Late last night,” he answered.  “If you two aren’t busy tonight, you should come by.  We’re having a party.”  Cherish felt like he was staring at her when he added, “You should come.”  
 
    Rachel answered, “Maybe.  If we don’t have anything better to do, I mean.”   
 
    “Wouldn’t want you to change your busy schedule or anything,” Kurt said, following it with a wink.  “But it won’t be the same without you.”  
 
    After a few more minutes of Rachel dancing around committing to going to the party they both knew she’d attend, Kurt was called away by one of his friends.  He waved as he crossed the narrow road, yelling, “See you there!”  
 
    Cherish waved back, but Rachel said, “Don’t do that.  He’ll think you want to go.”  
 
    “I DO want to go,” Cherish said, getting into the car.  The encounter with the handsome young man had been a little nerve wracking, not least because she still wasn’t incredibly comfortable with her situation.  After all, she’d never really been Cherish around anyone else but Rachel and Dr. Gaines, and she was constantly worried that someone would see through what she still saw as a disguise.   
 
    That discomfort eased slightly as the day went on, the first part of which was spent walking the boardwalk and visiting the various shops it contained.  Still, she couldn’t shake the feeling that, everywhere she looked, someone was staring at her, figuring out her secret.  Other than that, though, it was turning out to be a really good day – until Rachel sent Kurt a text.   
 
    “Who do you keep texting?” Cherish asked, as she picked at her lunch, which consisted of a few fried shrimp purchased from, fittingly, a place called “The Shrimp Shack”.  It was little more than its name implied, but the food was good.   
 
    “Kurt,” Rachel answered, her fingers never stopping.  “I wanted to see if him and his friends wanted to come down to the Wharf in a little bit.  I want him to see me in my bikini.  He needs to know what he’s missing tonight.”  
 
    “What do you mean?” Cherish asked.    
 
    “Wharf.  Beach.  Bathing suit,” Rachel answered.  “Pretty simple concept.”   
 
    “No, I got that,” Cherish answered, though she wasn’t nearly as blasé about the prospect of parading her body in front of what promised to be hundreds of people.  The Wharf was the center point of the beach’s activity and had become the de facto gathering place of young people like Cherish and Rachel.  Located right on the beach, there were volleyball nets, an arcade, a few restaurants, and a couple dozen other parasitic businesses catering to the needs of the teenaged beachgoers.  Capping it all off was a huge sound system sponsored by a local Top 40 station, making it a perfect environment for partying teenagers, which also made it something of a nightmare scenario for the introverted Cherish.  “I meant the part about what he’s ‘missing’ tonight.”   
 
    “Oh, that,” Rachel said, setting down her phone.  “I mean – I’m not going to just, you know, hook up with him.  So, tonight’s going to be my “ignore Kurt” night.  Break him down, then tomorrow, I’ll let him get inside a little.  By the next night, he’ll do whatever I want.”  
 
    “But haven’t you guys been planning this for, like, six months?” Cherish asked.  “I know you said you wanted to make him work for it, but –” 
 
    “God, I forget how naïve you are sometimes,” Rachel interrupted.  “That’s not how it works.  If we were really together, yeah.  Sure.  But we’re not.  So he gets to work for it so that when he finally does get with me, he’ll appreciate it.  It’s basic psychology.  And don’t eat so much,” she said, pointing to the half-finished shrimp.  “You don’t want to look bloated when we get to the Wharf.”  
 
    Cherish pushed the few remaining shrimp away.  “Yeah,” she said, still hungry.  “You’re right.”  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Nine 
 
      
 
      
 
    Meals less than half finished, Cherish and Rachel left the small, outdoor dining area abutting the yellow, plywood building that housed the Shrimp Shack.  Rachel noisily sucked her diet Coke through a straw, then said, “Maybe you can find you a boy, too.  I saw a few this morning that looked kind of cute.” 
 
    “They were thirty yards away,” Cherish responded as they traversed the crowded boardwalk.  “How do you know what any of them really look like?  And besides, I’m not here this week to get some guy to like me.  That’s not what this is about.”  
 
    “That’s what EVERY spring break is about,” Rachel countered.  “I’m not saying you should, you know, give it up.  But making out with one would be a big step for you.  And it’s the perfect opportunity, too.  None of them know who you are.  They don’t know anything about Chase.” 
 
    Cherish looked away, trying to ignore her friend’s constant chatter.  While there was a part of her that very much wanted to be like Rachel, that wanted to let a boy pursue her, she was far from sure that it had anything to do with her sexuality.  More likely, it was a simple desire to be wanted.  What girl didn’t want that, after all?   
 
    She pondered the nature of her own desires as Rachel went on and on about cute boys.  Cherish’s only contribution was the occasional monosyllabic confirmation that she agreed with her friend.  Inevitably, as they walked along the boardwalk, Cherish’s thoughts turned to her secret.  Even after only a day and a half, her life as Chase seemed like a foggy memory.  Or nightmare, if she was honest.  The constant out-of-place feeling that dogged Chase’s every moment had faded to a weak, dull pressure on her mind.  
 
    It wasn’t just comfort, though that was part of it.  It was freedom.  Belonging.  A sense of rightness.  And it was almost intoxicating.   
 
    “What’s wrong with you?” Rachel asked as they reached her car.  She opened the door, and peered over the roof.  “You’ve been spaced out for the last ten minutes.” 
 
    “I’m fine,” Cherish responded, opening her own door.  “I’m just thinking, you know?” 
 
    As they both got into the cherry red coupe, Rachel asked, “About what?”  
 
    “You know – everything,” Cherish answered once she was inside the vehicle.  The black, leather seats were extremely hot, but she ignored it.  Rachel turned the ignition, put the car into gear, and started to back out of the parking space.  Looking out the window, at the crowds of people, she continued, “This is my first time really being Cherish full time.  I don’t have to think about when I’m going to change.  I don’t have to worry about anybody recognizing me.  I can just…I can just be me.  And it’s weird.” 
 
    “Good weird, though, right?” Rachel asked, sending the car rocketing forward with the slightest nudge of her foot on the accelerator.  It was far too fast for a parking lot, but Cherish wasn’t about to criticize her friend’s driving.  They’d had that argument before, and it hadn’t ended well.  Instead, she buckled her seatbelt hurriedly, and gripped the sides of the seat.   
 
    “Yeah,” Cherish stated.  “Good weird.  Like, great weird, really.  Awesome weird.”   
 
    “So why do you look like that time your dad took your puppy away?” Rachel asked.   
 
    “I don’t look like that,” Cherish said. 
 
    “Well, you don’t look happy either,” Rachel countered. 
 
    “I’m scared, okay?” Cherish blurted.  She pushed a stray lock of hair behind her ear.  It had grown longer than it ever had before, and that length required some adjustment.  “Scared that someone’s going to see through all of this.  And scared that they won’t.  But most of all, I’m scared of going back home, and doing the ‘Chase’ thing all over again.  I don’t want to be that person.  I don’t want to go back.”  
 
    Rachel pulled the car onto the shoulder of the road, and put it in park.  Turning to Cherish, she said, “First of all, nobody’s here is going to mistake you for a boy.  Look at yourself – you’re pretty.  You’ve got a great body.  Nobody’s going to think you’re a guy.  And that’s a good thing, because you’re not.  You haven’t been one in a long, long time.  Maybe not ever.” 
 
    Her compliments prompted a shy smile from Cherish.  She was right, of course.  She almost always was.   
 
    “And second, when we get back home, you only have to be ‘Chase’ for a couple of months,” Rachel said.  “Once you turn eighteen, you can move in with me and mom.  And then, when we go to college, you’ll have a completely fresh start.  No more ‘Chase’.  Just Cherish.”  
 
    Thankfully, Cherish hadn’t been wearing much makeup.  If she had, the moisture in her eyes would have ruined it.  As it was, though, she wiped her eyes, sniffed, and said, “Thanks.  I don’t know what I’d do without you.  You know that, right?” 
 
    Rachel responded, “Awww….that’s so sweet.  Now pull yourself together.  We’ve got some boys to flirt with.”  
 
    Cherish didn’t respond, but instead watched a parade of pastel houses on stilts and high-rise condominiums pass as Rachel pulled back onto the street.  It wasn’t long before Rachel pulled into another crowded parking lot.  After driving around for a few minutes, looking for a space, they eventually found one, and got out.   
 
    That’s when Rachel started to undress.   
 
    “What are you doing?” Cherish asked, looking across the busy parking lot.  Hundreds of people cavorted on the beach beyond – each wearing nothing but bathing suits.  Her heart jumped into her throat.  “C-can’t I just…you know…wear this?”  
 
    “What?  No,” Rachel answered, having already taken her shirt off, which revealed her yellow bikini top.  It barely contained her full but perky bosom.  As she unbuttoned her denim shorts, she said, “It’s a beach, Cherish.  People wear bathing suits at the beach.  You don’t want to look weird, do you?” 
 
    Cherish was more worried about someone noticing an out-of-place bulge.  The tape had held thus far, but what if it failed?  What if everyone on that beach was suddenly treated to a view of something they never expected to see on a girl?   
 
    “Don’t be a baby about this,” Rachel stated.  “I mean, seriously – if you’re going to be like this, I’ll take you back to the house.  I’m not going to be the girl with a weird friend who doesn’t wear a bathing suit at the beach.  I’m just not.” 
 
    “But…I…um…”  
 
    “Fine!” Rachel said, rummaging through her bag, after a second, she found her keys.  They jingled as she pointed at Cherish.  “We’ll go.  I’ll give up part of my day to –” 
 
    “No,” Cherish interrupted.  She hooked a couple of fingers under her shirt and dragged it over her head.  “I’ll be fine.  I’ll…I’m fine.”  
 
    Rachel’s face lit up with a grin.  “Are you sure?” she asked, feigning concern.  “I’ll take you back if –” 
 
    “I told you I’m fine,” Cherish said.  “I need this, right?  It’ll be fine.” 
 
    Cherish slowly unbuttoned her own shorts and dragged them down her smooth legs.  After she stepped out of them, she tossed her discarded clothes into Rachel’s bag.  “H-how do I look?” she asked, crinkling her brow and biting her lip.   
 
    Rachel’s smile widened.  “Gorgeous!” she said.   
 
    “There’s nothing, you know…down there, right?” Cherish asked, her eyes darting toward the ground. 
 
    “Just like any other girl,” Rachel assured her friend.  “I’ve got some more tape in the bag, too.  Just in case it comes loose.  It’s supposed to be waterproof, but if it comes loose, you can go into the bathroom and –” 
 
    A sudden wave of nausea sent Cherish’s world spinning.  Her breath started to come in ragged gasps as she leaned against the sunbaked car.  She barely felt the hot surface on her palms as panic threatened to overwhelm her.  Almost immediately, Rachel was at her side, a comforting hand on her shoulder.   
 
    “It’s okay,” Rachel said.  “Come on, Cherish.  Breathe.  Like mom taught you.  Breathe.”  
 
    As panic seized her, it was almost like she’d forgotten how to breathe.  It was irrational.  It didn’t make sense.  But that didn’t make it any less real.  With a considerable amount of effort, she tried to control her breathing.  In.  She wanted to pant.  Out.  It took every ounce of willpower not to suck the air back in as quickly as possible.  In.  Out.  Slow and steady.  Her heart beat so quickly that she was sure it would burst.   
 
    I’m a girl, she thought.  I’m a girl.  I’m a girl.  I’m a girl.  I.  Am.  A.  Girl.  I am a girl.  She repeated the mantra over and over in her mind, muttering under her breath, and slowly, the panic began to subside.  Suddenly, she was aware of Rachel’s hand on her shoulder, the heat on her palms, the cool sea breeze on her mostly naked skin… 
 
    Her breathing slowed.   
 
    “I-I think it’s passing,” she said.  “I’m okay.  I’m just…I’m okay.”  
 
    “What was it?” Rachel asked.   
 
    “Everything,” Cherish responded, standing up.  As she did so, she resisted the urge to cover herself.  “The bathing suit, the boys, the crowd…I just kept imagining someone noticing it and pointing.  Laughing.  But it was stupid.  I know it’s stupid.” 
 
    “It’s not stupid, Cherish,” Rachel said, a note of genuine concern in her voice.  “I was being a bitch, wasn’t I?  We don’t have to –” 
 
    “No,” Cherish said, far more confidently than she actually felt.  “I can’t run from this, can I?  I’m a girl, just like you.  Just like all those other girls out there.  And I chose this bikini.  I like the way I look in it.  It’s uncomfortable, but I need to do it.” 
 
    Though her newfound confidence was a façade, the mask lent her strength.  As did Rachel’s concerned support.  It was just as well because she’d spoken truthfully.  She couldn’t hide from it.  If she wanted to be a girl – a real girl, and not just play dress up in the comfort of Rachel’s room – she knew that behaving as such in public was a necessity.   
 
    “It’s just that you’ve had seventeen years to get used to this kind of thing,” she said.  “You’ve been wearing bikinis in public for as long as you can remember.  But me?  I haven’t had the chance to get used to it.  I can’t remember the last time I wore something even half as revealing as this in public.” 
 
    Usually, she was in her “Chase” costume – baggy clothes that hid her feminine curves.  But they did have another purpose as well: they were meant to help her blend into the background.  Nobody noticed Chase.  Even when she was able to go out as Cherish, her wardrobe had skewed toward the conservative end of the spectrum.  Next to Rachel, no one ever saw her.   
 
    But in the bikini?  They couldn’t ignore her body – not when she was prancing around half naked.  The bathing suit was at least as skimpy as Rachel’s – all strings and tiny patches of stretchy, pink and blue fabric – and left very little to the imagination.  If the tape ever came loose, she’d be exposed in a few scant seconds.   
 
    And then what?  
 
    The question echoed in her mind.  What would happen if someone saw what she was?  Certainly, they wouldn’t treat her the same.  She’d grown up in one of the most conservative places in the country, and it was too much to hope that progressive acceptance would follow such a revelation.  Beyond surprise, though, she didn’t know how people might react.  Certainly, she expected to be ostracized.  And she’d heard stories about transgender women being beaten.  Some had even been killed.  She was afraid, and for good reason.   
 
    Even so, Cherish couldn’t let fear rule her life.  She would not!  If she did, a normal life would forever evade her grasp.   
 
    “I’m okay, though,” she said, her breathing finally under control.  Her heartbeat was only slightly accelerated.  “Really, I am.  I just…I just needed a second.  I’ll be fine.”  
 
    After a few more minutes of standing in the hot sun, listening to Rachel’s soothing reassurance, the two girls set off across the parking lot toward the Wharf.  Cherish suppressed her still-very-real panic as they descended the wooden stairs, which led to a similarly constructed, raised path to the beach. 
 
    At first, Cherish noticed every stare, every glance.  People were looking at her, and it made her very, very uncomfortable.  Rationally, she knew that she could pass without question.  She’d started hormones before puberty had taken hold of her body and she had developed accordingly.  When people saw her – especially as Cherish – they saw a teenaged girl.  She knew it, but that didn’t quiet her screaming thoughts. 
 
    In her mind, each of those stares were accusatory, and every conversation centered on one, simple question: “Why is that boy pretending to be a girl?”  
 
    As she stepped onto the beach, the hot sand filling her sandals with each step, Cherish felt like she was the center of the universe, and in the worst way possible.  Vaguely, she was aware of Rachel’s reaction to seeing the boys.  She waved.  She squealed.  She threw her arms around Kurt in a less-than-chaste hug.   
 
    “Hey,” Kurt said after disentangling himself from Rachel’s hungry arms.  Suddenly, Cherish realized that he was speaking to her.  She looked up, seeing his wide smile.  “What’s up, Cherish?”  
 
    His attention banished Cherish’s fears to the back of her mind.  His bright, blue eyes were focused solely on her, and she couldn’t help but feel a fluttering in her stomach that had nothing to do with fear.   
 
    “H-hey,” she said, the words coming out far less smoothly than she might have wanted.  “What’s…what’s up?”  
 
    “Not much,” he said.  “We were just about to play a game of volleyball.  You two in?” 
 
    “Sounds fun!” Rachel said with mock enthusiasm, trying desperately to get the attention back on her.  “Right, Cherish?”  
 
    “Um…I don’t…I mean…I g-guess,” she answered.  Rachel let out another squeal of faux excitement as she grabbed Cherish’s upper arm.   
 
    “We’ll go easy on you,” Kurt said, that infuriatingly perfect smile still on his face.  “You can even be on my team.  C’mon – I’ll introduce you to the guys.”  
 
    “Okay,” Cherish said dumbly as Rachel dragged her along, following Kurt toward a group of half a dozen guys and a few girls.   
 
    Once they reached the group, Kurt said, “This is Rachel.  And Cherish.” He pointed at both as he said their respective names.  Then, he introduced his friends. 
 
    Brock was a towering slab of bearded muscle and looked as if he could start on the New Orleans Saints’ offensive line.  Tommy was much shorter, but well-muscled, and looked like he expected the world to fall at his feet.  Glenn was almost as tall as Kurt, but much slimmer, and had a face like a pinched rat.  Kevin was tall and muscular, but with a layer of fat that gave him a portly appearance.  Zack looked like a blonde haired, blue eyed male model.  And Nate, who Cherish would later learn was Glenn’s brother, was dark-haired, slim, and looked like he didn’t belong in the same group as the other guys.   
 
    Cherish had to consciously remind herself to breathe.  They were all obvious athletes, and they, each and every one, looked like nothing so much as the sort of guys who would inevitably bully her alter ego.  She could see it in their eyes, their mannerisms.  But there was something different about the way they looked at Cherish.  They seemed kind.  Accepting.  And hungry.  She could feel their eyes undressing her, could see the thoughts behind those lustful gazes.  And though they made her slightly uncomfortable, she didn’t altogether dislike it – mostly because her only other experience with their type was as Chase, and had been limited to derision, insults, and, on occasion, physical pain.  It felt nice to be on the other side of that fence.   
 
    The other girls there, too, but Cherish barely paid them any attention.  She was too wrapped up in being assessed by the guys.   
 
    Before she knew it, they had divided into teams and positioned themselves on either side of a volleyball net.  Cherish looked around; she was by far the shortest person on the court.  Even the other girls had a couple of inches on her, and the guys – well, even the shortest of them towered over her.  For the hundredth time, she wondered if she’d made a mistake, agreeing to play.  However, there was little time to back out, because one of the other girls – Cherish vaguely remembered her name as Samantha – served the ball to the other team.  Tommy set it, and Nate jumped to spike it.  He’d mistimed his jump, and the spike lacked any sort of velocity.  But it was coming right at Cherish.   
 
    Reflexively, she let out a small squeal, and tried to imitate the few volleyball players she’d seen.  Coordination, though, had never been Cherish’s strong suit, and she nearly missed the ball entirely.  It grazed off of her knuckles, and hit the sand with a dull thud.   
 
    Oh, God, she thought, bracing herself for beratement that never came.  Her failure was only met with a good-natured laugh, as Kurt said, “I’m guessin’ volleyball’s not your game, huh?”  
 
    Cherish barely heard his voice.  No – her mind was focused on the fact that he’d come up behind her, placing his hand on the small of her back.  It was a slight touch and probably meant nothing – but it felt somehow intimate.  And reassuring.  And altogether surprising.   
 
    “Um…I guess not,” she answered.  “Sorry.” 
 
    “No big deal,” he said, his voice amused.   
 
    Someone threw the ball under the net, rolling it to Samantha, and the game went on.  It was a disaster.  Cherish was absolutely hopeless at the game, and rarely even made contact when she tried to hit the ball.  But no one seemed to care all that much.  The other girls weren’t much better than her (except for the aforementioned Samantha, who’d been playing volleyball since middle school apparently), and the boys seemed to take quite a bit of pleasure in their ineptitude.   
 
    It was such a departure from what Cherish was used to.  Though she hadn’t participated in gym for a couple of years, she’d seen the way the other boys treated anyone who didn’t quite measure up.  They were teased mercilessly, and often bullied.  In fact, she’d been the victim of such in the years before she’d gotten her get-out-of-gym-free card.  And the boys on the beach were no different from any other alpha male.  They all wanted to win.  They all wanted to be the best.  And they certainly didn’t tolerate weakness – except, it seemed, where girls were concerned. 
 
    They seemed so human, so normal, and so very likable.  Even though her nerves still threatened to send her into panic mode, Cherish began to have fun.   
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Ten 
 
      
 
      
 
    Cherish had been in the car for almost ten minutes, but her face was still flushed with excitement.  And it was no secret, either.  Rachel kept glancing at her, a small, knowing smile on her face.   
 
    “Told you it would be fun,” the other girl said, not looking away from the road as she turned down the shell-covered drive that led to the house.  “You didn’t believe me, but I told you.” 
 
    Cherish couldn’t keep an excited grin from her own face.  The rest of the day had followed the same pattern established by the volleyball game.  And while Cherish had bounced from terror to happiness and back again on numerous occasions, it had all gone off without a single hitch.  Nobody had figured out her secret, and as the day had gone on, she’d almost forgotten what was between her legs.  She truly felt like a girl, and in every way possible.   
 
    “I saw you talking to Brock,” she said, the car pulling to a stop in front of the white, stilted house that was their temporary home.  “A lot.” 
 
    Cherish blushed.  “He was talking to me,” I said.  In fact, the brutish young man had refused to leave her alone.  Even when she barely listened to what he had to say, he kept finding reasons to touch her, to talk to her, to… 
 
    “When he picked you up,” Rachel said.  “I thought you were going to lose it, the way you squirmed.  Were you really scared?  Or was that an act?”  
 
    Cherish looked away, the blush deepening.  She’d been terrified when Brock had picked her up and, despite her many protests, carried her into the ocean.  Everyone – even Rachel – had laughed.  But feeling his big, meaty hands all over her body and knowing that she had absolutely no chance to stop him from doing whatever he wanted, it was terrifying.  And exhilarating.  That had made her feel as much like a real girl as anything else the day had had to offer.   
 
    “Kurt didn’t seem happy you were ignoring him,” Cherish said, hoping to change the subject.  “You shouldn’t mess with him like that.” 
 
    Rachel rolled her eyes.  “I know what I’m doing,” she said, shutting off the ignition and opening the car door.  She got out, and Cherish followed.  She no longer felt self-conscious in her bikini.  It felt right.   
 
    Over the car’s roof, Cherish asked, “Do you?  He doesn’t seem the type to play games.” 
 
    “Every guy plays games,” Rachel said, slamming the door.  “I still think we should skip the party tonight.  Let them know we –” 
 
    “No!” Cherish said.  “I want to go.  I mean…I thought we’d decided…” 
 
    “You decided,” Rachel said.  “But fine.  Whatever.  We’ll do what you want.  But I’m not even talking to Kurt.  I might even flirt with one of his friends a little.  Zack is hot.”  At Cherish’s wide-eyed stare, she said, “I won’t actually do anything with him.  Maybe a little making out.  But it’s just to let Kurt know I’m not his.  Not yet.”  
 
    As the two ascended the flight of stairs leading up to the house, Cherish considered the fact that her friend was an unrelenting tease.  She’d never really been around the other girl with other people, especially not with boys, and she had been surprised to learn that Rachel really enjoyed flirting.  And teasing.  And manipulating guys.  It was a little off-putting.   
 
    The two went inside and immediately took a shower – together, again.  It was Rachel’s idea, of course.  She kept saying that they didn’t have time to take separate showers.  Cherish knew better, but she didn’t argue.  Even so, it wasn’t nearly as awkward as it had been the first time.   
 
    Maybe I’m getting used to it, she thought as she stepped out of the shower to grab a towel.  Or maybe I really don’t like girls. 
 
    That last thought set her head to spinning.  Of course she liked girls.  She always had.  But she couldn’t deny that the male attention she’d gotten that day was intoxicating.  The way they looked at her, the way they latched onto any excuse to touch her, the way they really paid attention – it was all part of it.  But there was more.  There was always more.  Images of their hard, muscular bodies, glistening with sweat, kept flashing through her mind.  More than once, she’d found herself wondering about what was under their swim trunks.   
 
    “You’re blushing again,” said Rachel, stepping out of the shower.  She didn’t immediately wrap the towel around herself.  Instead, she inspected herself in the mirror, turning this way and that.  “I wish I had your butt.”  
 
    “W-what?” Cherish muttered.   
 
    “Your butt,” she said, looking over her shoulder, her back arched to present her derriere perfectly to the mirror.  “It’s so round.  Mine’s too flat.  No matter how many squats I do, it just doesn’t pop.”  
 
    “You’re crazy,” Cherish said.  “You’ve got a great body.”  
 
    “You’re sweet,” she said, grabbing another towel. 
 
    As the two continued to discuss their various strengths and flaws – imagined, in Rachel’s case, Cherish was sure – the two girls started to get ready for the party.  First was hair.  Then makeup.  Then came the choosing of outfits.  Rachel chose a pair of white shorts that hardly covered more than her bikini had; if Dr. Gaines had ever seen her daughter wearing something like that, she’d have never let her leave the house again.  Rachel’s top was just as revealing, in its own way.  Loose, and with a neckline that left one of her shoulders bare, it was as long as her shorts.  But considering that she hadn’t worn a bra – and it was obvious – it looked absolutely scandalous to Cherish.   
 
    By contrast, Cherish had chosen something a little less casual – a simple, white sundress, short enough to make her feel completely exposed, but still not so short that she actually was, with a pair of brown, wedged heels.  When the two girls stood side-by-side, the effect made Cherish’ heart flutter.   
 
    Was that really her?  With those long, well-formed, tan legs?  With the obvious cleavage?  With that cute face?  It was everything she ever could’ve hoped for.  And, in a way, it was everything she had always feared.  It wasn’t that she didn’t want to be pretty.  She did, and more than just about anything.  However, standing next to Rachel, even she had to admit that she wasn’t that far off from her friend, in terms of attractiveness.  And that shook the foundations of her world.   
 
    “They’re not going to know what hit ‘em,” said Rachel, a small, impish smile on her face.  Quickly, it faded, though.  She turned to Cherish, saying, “Be careful, okay?  I know you don’t have much experience with this.  Some of those guys might get drunk.  And if they do…” 
 
    “I’ll blow my rape whistle if anybody does anything I don’t want them to do,” Cherish said, trying to make a joke. 
 
    “You don’t have a whistle,” Rachel pointed out. 
 
    Cherish rolled her eyes. “I know,” she said. “It was a joke.  I’ll be fine, Rachel.  If anything happens, I’ll scream.  Or kick him between the legs like I did with Jeff Persons that time.” 
 
    “Didn’t he beat the crap out of you after that?” she asked. 
 
    “Details,” Cherish muttered.  “The point is that I’ll be okay.  So will you.  This is about having fun, right?”  
 
    Cherish was still riding high off the day’s events; being accepted so easily had gone to her head.  But the familiar fear still crept along the back of her mind, ready to pounce at the slightest sign of weakness.   
 
    “Fun,” she said with a note of finality.  “Fun.”  
 
      
 
      
 
    *     *     * 
 
      
 
      
 
    Cherish had been to parties before – a few, at least.  But when as she walked across the narrow, shell-covered drive separating the two houses, she couldn’t help but feel nervous.  A million questions kept rolling through her mind.  Was she dressed appropriately?  What was she going to do if some guy really came onto her?  How would she fend him off?  Did she even want to?  Was she pretty enough?  Should she drink?  And if so, how much?  It almost made her dizzy, just thinking about it.  However, shoulder-to-shoulder with Rachel, she made her way to the other house without much incident.   
 
    After climbing the steps – all the houses along the beach were built on wooden pylons – she was surprised to see how well-appointed the place was.  Nearly devoid of the tacky decorations that filled the white house, it looked like a normal, if expensive, home.  And it was filled to the brim with young people.  Some, like Kurt’s friends, she recognized, but there were quite a few more that she’d never met.  Her heart fluttered a bit each time she saw a handsome guy, and a bloom of jealousy erupted when she saw a pretty girl.  Or was it the other way around?  She couldn’t tell.   
 
    For her part, Rachel glided into the house like she owned the place.  In fact, to any outside observer, she would have looked like it was her party, and before a few minutes had passed, she was surrounded by other people all clamoring to get her attention.  Male or female, it didn’t matter.  They all wanted a piece of Rachel.   
 
    Cherish had her own admirers – Brock among them – but she suddenly felt adrift.  Alone.  Overwhelmed.  On the beach, it had been easy.  It was open and felt safe.  But the house, surrounded by strange girls and guys, some of them making out on various couches, felt confining.  And terrifying.   
 
    Feeling the beginnings of a panic attack taking hold, Cherish retreated to the raised deck on the house’s side.  There were other people out there, but it was easy to find a secluded corner in which to steady her nerves.  Leaning against the railing, she stared off across the street and at the ocean.  She breathed deep.  Once.  Twice.  Three times.  Over and over, until she finally felt some semblance of calm washing over her. 
 
    That shattered when she heard Kurt’s voice.  “Not into crowds, huh?” he asked, stepping up beside her.  He leaned on the railing, and out of the corner of her eye, Cherish could see his profile.  His slightly curly, blonde hair looked unruly, but in a way that gave her the impression that it had taken hours to get it just right. 
 
    “Not really,” she admitted.   
 
    Turning, he propped himself on his elbow.  “You look really pretty tonight,” he said. 
 
    “You…um…look pretty, too,” Cherish muttered.  Then, realizing what she’d said, she amended it, saying, “Not pretty.  Handsome.  Whatever.  You know what I mean.”  
 
    Looking at him, she knew that he did.  Kurt was the kind of guy who knew exactly how handsome he was, but not in an arrogant way.  It was just his reality. 
 
    Cherish looked down, embarrassed.  A split second later, she felt his hand – big and calloused – pushing her hair behind her ear.  Then, he cupped her chin, pulling it up.  “You don’t have to be nervous around me,” he said.  “I like you.”  
 
    “I…um…I like you, too,” was Cherish’s response.  Glancing through the glass, sliding doors separating the rest of the house from the balcony, she spied her friend.  Rachel was sitting on Zack’s lap.   
 
    “Want to go over to the beach?” he asked.  “We could talk some more.  And you could get away from all these people.”  
 
    Before she knew what she was doing, Cherish nodded.  “I-I’d like that,” she said.  “I really would.”  
 
    And then he was leading her down the steps and to the driveway.  Hand-in-hand, the two crossed the street and ended up in much the same spot as they were the night before.  But instead of talking about philosophy or future plans, Kurt’s lips were on Cherish’s almost as soon as they sat down.   
 
    It wasn’t Cherish’s first kiss, but it might as well have been.  Once, when they were fourteen, she’d practiced a little with Rachel during one of their sleepovers.  But that had been chaste.  And awkward.  And embarrassing.  With Kurt, though, it was different.   
 
    He was so insistent, his tongue nimbly invading her mouth and twining with hers as their lips locked together.  Cherish’s head spun.  Her heartrate doubled.  They weren’t kissing each other.  He was kissing her.  He wanted her.  At long last, someone wanted Cherish.  It was an alien concept, the simple idea overwhelmed her almost as much as the physical act itself.   
 
    And God, his lips were so soft.  But firm, too.  And his hands on her face felt right.  His hands on her waist, then cupping her breasts – she pulled away, realizing where they’d be going next.   
 
    “What’s wrong?” he asked, seeming almost as breathless as her.  “What did I do?” 
 
    “Nothing,” Cherish breathed, a small quiver in her voice.  Butterflies danced in her stomach.  “I just…I just wanted to do something else.”  
 
    “I’m sorry,” he said.  “I didn’t mean to come on so strong.  There’s just something about you that –” 
 
    “No – it’s not that,” Cherish said, her mind whirling.  She didn’t want to scare him away.  But she also couldn’t let him find something between her legs that would ruin everything.  Or could she?  Briefly, Cherish considered telling him everything.  He would understand, right?  He was a nice guy.  And he liked her, didn’t he?  Besides, he deserved to know.  Even as the thoughts entered her mind, Cherish suppressed them.  There was no way she was telling him anything about her…condition.   
 
    But how could she keep him from finding out on his own.  The man seemed like he had three sets of hands, and there was no way she could keep them away for long.  She didn’t even know if she really wanted to.   
 
    God, of course I do!  I’m not an idiot! 
 
    Then, the solution dawned on her.  There was only one thing that could take his mind off of it all.  But was she willing to take that step?  A big part of her screamed that she was, that she wanted it more than just about anything, but there were still doubts.  As she bent over, her fingers finding the zipper of his pants, she shoved the doubts away and into the back of her mind.   
 
    Before long, she’d managed to unzip his pants.  She’d felt it long before, but suddenly, the thing hardening beneath that suddenly-thin-seeming fabric seemed so intimidating.  But she’d already made up her mind.  She needed to do it.  She wanted to.  So, with a deep breath, Cherish reached beneath his underwear, grasped his manhood, and pulled it out.   
 
    It wasn’t huge.  Nor was it small.  It was just…normal.  And warm.  Was hers that warm?  She bent down, and without a moment’s more hesitation, she licked the tip.  And again.  Again.  Just like she’d seen in porn.  It felt weird.  Wrong.  But right, too.  And satisfying.  She wanted to keep going, but something made her hesitate.  Was it her masculinity?  Fear?  Or was it something else she couldn’t really define?   
 
    It didn’t matter.  She was committed to it the moment she’d pulled it out of his pants.  So, without any more hesitation, Cherish wrapped her lips around it and began giving him an enthusiastic, yet inexperienced blowjob.   
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Eleven 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Cherish awoke the next morning, and for a moment, she almost forgot what she’d done the night before.  With the sunlight filtering through the room’s curtains, and the last vestiges of drowsiness still clinging to her mind, it felt like a normal enough day.  And then, suddenly, she remembered.  Blushing, she thought back to the night before when, on the beach, she had given her first blowjob.   
 
    It shouldn’t have been embarrassing.  And it wasn’t.  Not really.  But it wasn’t that long ago that she’d denied even liking men.  So, there was still a certain degree of guilt associated with the act.  Still, she didn’t regret it.  Quite the opposite, in fact – she longed to do it again, and much, much more.   
 
    Almost immediately, she imagined a future where she and Kurt went to the same university, fell in love, and got married.  In that dream, he wouldn’t care that she hadn’t been born female.  He’d love her for who she was.  They’d buy a house in the suburbs, and she’d be the perfect housewife.   
 
    It was a stupid fantasy – she didn’t even want to live that kind of life, with or without Kurt.  She wanted to travel, to live in a big city, to have an important and fulfilling job.  She wanted to be a strong woman, not some simpering housewife whose only contribution to the world was how well she kept house.  But it was a powerful fantasy, nonetheless, and she dwelled on it for almost twenty minutes before finally pushing herself out of bed.   
 
    It wasn’t until she went into the kitchen and saw Rachel pouring a glass of milk that something dawned on her.  A sense of betrayal swept through her mind as she considered what she’d done.  Rachel liked Kurt.  And Cherish had all but stolen him right out from under her friend’s nose.   
 
    Suddenly, Cherish felt like throwing up.  She hadn’t even thought of it the night before.  In fact, she hadn’t thought of much except for Kurt and the swell of her desire.   
 
    “I have to tell you something,” she blurted.   
 
    “Where did you disappear to last night?” Rachel asked, putting the milk back into the refrigerator.  She took a sip from her glass.  “I looked for you.  So did Brock.” 
 
    Rachel winked, and Cherish felt her heart jump into her throat. 
 
    “I was with Kurt,” she said, her eyes downcast.  Then, in a rapid-fire tumble of words, she told her friend the whole story.  Throughout it all, Rachel remained silent, expressionless.  Finally, Cherish ended with, “I’m so sorry.  I don’t know what came over me.  It all happened so fast, and –” 
 
    “Does he know what you are?” asked Rachel, interrupting her friend. 
 
    “What?  No!” Cherish answered.  “I mean, I almost told him.  I wanted to.  But…I just couldn’t.”  
 
    “Are you going to tell him?” was Rachel’s next question.  Still, her expression hadn’t changed.  It was unnerving.   
 
    “I don’t know,” Cherish said.  “A-are you mad?”  
 
    “Why would I be mad?” asked Rachel.  “It’s not like I told you I liked him, right?  There’s no way you could’ve known what I had planned for this week.  Oh, wait.  I told you all of it.  You knew exactly how much I liked him, and you just…you just weaseled your way in there, didn’t you?  And now I have no chance, do I?  You get a couple of days of being a girl, and you’re already trying to steal my man.”  
 
    “I didn’t try to –” 
 
    “Oh, please,” Rachel said, interrupting her.  “Of course you were.  You got a taste of not being invisible, and you wanted to use it.  I just don’t understand why you’d use it on the one guy I had picked out for me.”  
 
    “T-that’s not fair,” Cherish muttered.  “I didn’t go after him.  He came after me.”  
 
    “Sure,” Rachel said.  “The thing is – I’m not even mad.  Not really.  I’m just hurt.  I thought we were sisters.  I thought you cared about me.”  
 
    “I do!”  
 
    “You’re not acting like it,” she said, looking away.   
 
    “I won’t see him, okay?” Cherish said, near panic.  “I’ll go home today.  I will!  I just…I don’t…I can’t not have you…I can’t lose you.  You can’t hate me.  You just can’t!” 
 
    Rachel sighed. “Every time I get mad at you, you remind me how new all this is to you,” she said.  “I don’t want you to leave.  We’re here for you, aren’t we?  This is part of being a girl.  Sometimes, we like the same boys.  We just have to deal with it.  And right now, it looks like he likes you a lot more than he likes me.  So, you can have him.”  
 
    “I…I can?” asked Cherish. 
 
    “Just be careful,” Rachel said. “Guys like him, they’re not, you know…they aren’t always honest.  What you see isn’t always what you get.  He probably just sees a cute, vulnerable girl that he can take advantage of.” 
 
    “He likes me,” Cherish muttered.  “He does.  We talked about physics and art and…he likes me.  I know he does.”  
 
    Rachel shrugged.  “Maybe he does,” she said.  “But still, be careful.  Just be careful.”  
 
    “I will,” Cherish said. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Twelve 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Cherish lay on the beach, her head in Kurt’s lap as he stroked her hair.  It had been a wonderful day, and it was turning into an even better night.  After another fun-filled day in which they’d ridden go-karts, played miniature golf, and hung out on the beach, Rachel and Kurt’s friends were back at the house, partying.  Cherish and Kurt, though, were content to spend a romantic evening in one another’s arms.  To Cherish, it was perfect. 
 
    “What are you going to do?” she asked, looking past his face and into the starry night.  A few misty clouds drifted by.  “You know, when you graduate?” 
 
    “Are you asking what I want to be when I grow up?” he asked, grinning down at her.   
 
    “If that’s how you want to put it,” allowed Cherish.  “Seriously – you said you wanted to study physics, right?”  
 
    He shrugged. “It’s complicated,” the handsome young man answered.   
 
    “I can get complicated,” Cherish responded.   
 
    “Okay, fine – it’s complicated because my dad wants me to focus on football,” he said.  “Like, really focus.  He thinks I’m going to go pro and be some star NFL quarterback or something.” 
 
    “And you don’t?” Cherish asked. 
 
    “I think it’s stupid to put all my eggs in that basket,” Kurt stated.  “I mean, sure – that would be cool, I guess.  And I do love football.” He sighed, momentarily pensive before continuing, “My mom worked for NASA.  She wasn’t, like, a rocket scientist or anything.  She worked in human resources.  But I remember her taking me to the space center and showing me around.  I didn’t want to be, like, an astronaut – not like all the other kids who end up going there.  I wanted to be the guy who put everything together.  I wanted to be the guy who made sure they got where they were going safely.”  
 
    “You can do that and play football,” Cherish pointed out. 
 
    He barked a harsh laugh that stunned Cherish.  There was little humor in it.  “Do you know what they all told me on my recruiting trips?” he asked.  “They didn’t want me getting in over my head.  That’s what they said.  And my dad just agreed with them.  I told you before, he wants me to do something like sports management or something.  Like I’m some idiot who can’t do anything else. It makes me so angry sometimes.”  
 
    “I understand,” Cherish said, and she did.  She’d never been able to discuss her own goals with anyone.  Her father was all but off-limits because of his expectation that she’d end up turning a wrench at the garage.  And Rachel would never have understood her fascination with often-quirky comics.  To her, the pinnacle of comic-related media was the Marvel movies. 
 
    “I feel like you really do,” Kurt stated.  “More than anybody I’ve ever met, really.”  
 
    Cherish smiled.  “You’re going to make me blush,” she said. 
 
    “No, I’m serious,” Kurt said.  “It’s like I can tell you anything, and I don’t have to worry about you judging me.  Or telling me what to do.  You know when to listen.”   
 
    He lay back, groaning, and Cherish sat up.  In the moonlight, Kurt really did look like the perfect example of the all-American young man.  Square-jawed, blue-eyed, and with a head full of curly, blonde hair, he was the sort of guy every father wanted his son to be.  Not for the first time, she considered that her own father would’ve loved for Chase to have turned out so well.  A resulting tinge of jealousy flitted through her mind before it was squashed by desire.   
 
    “It’s so weird,” Kurt said.  “It’s been a while since any girl wanted to listen to what I had to say.  Most of them only care about what I am, what I’m going to be.  They want to date the quarterback.  The football star.  But you, you’re different.  I get the feeling you don’t care about that kind of thing.”  
 
    Cherish shrugged.  “Not a big football fan,” she said.  “My dad is, and he used to make me watch all the time.  But I’ve never liked it much.”  
 
    “Even if I was playing?” he asked.   
 
    “I might make an exception,” she said.  On a whim, she threw her leg over him, straddling him.  Leaning down, she planted a kiss on his lips.  When she broke away, she added, “Maybe.” 
 
    He quirked a crooked smile.  “Maybe?” he asked.  “Just maybe?”  
 
    Again, she shrugged.  “If I’m not too busy,” she said.  “Now, if you were winning a Nobel Prize or something…I mean, that really turns a girl on.”  
 
    They both laughed, and before they knew it, the night had devolved into a makeout session.  Cherish was so into it that she barely even realized that Kurt’s hand was sneaking beneath the waistband of her shorts.  He’d almost reached the tape when she suddenly jerked away.   
 
    Suddenly, everything came crashing in on her.  He couldn’t find out.  Not like that.  Maybe not ever.  After all, it was entirely possible that she’d never see Kurt again after the week was over.  She could hold out that long, right?  She didn’t have to tell him.   
 
    But I want to, she thought, convinced that he’d understand.  That’s what kind of guy he was.  She was certain.  But even so, she couldn’t tell him.  She wouldn’t.  Not unless she had to.   
 
    “Let’s go back up to the party,” she said.   
 
    “You sure?” Kurt asked, his hands on her thighs.  “We could have a lot of fun down here by ourselves.  A lot of fun.” 
 
    “I…um…I don’t want to abandon Rachel,” she said. 
 
    Kurt’s eyes narrowed, and Cherish knew what he was thinking.  Rachel could take care of herself.  In fact, she probably had every guy in that house wrapped around her little finger.  But he didn’t point that out.  Instead, he simply said, “If you want to go, sure.  We’ll go.  But I don’t think it’s a surprise when I say that I’d rather hang out down here with you.”  
 
    Inwardly, Cherish groaned because she wanted nothing more than to keep going the way they’d been going.  But she had her secrets to keep.  And that required sacrifice.  Still, when the two were crossing the street back to the rented house, she couldn’t help but wonder if she’d made a big mistake.   
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Thirteen 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I guess you’re just going to hang out with your new boyfriend all night,” said Rachel, who managed to keep the annoyance in her voice to a minimum.  “What’s new, right?  I’ll just go my own way.” 
 
    Cherish groaned, but she didn’t immediately answer, mostly because Rachel was right to be a little frustrated.  The week was supposed to be about the two girls bonding, about Cherish growing as a woman.  But it had turned out to be little more than a week-long date between Cherish and Kurt.  Rachel had been all but forgotten, but as guilty as Cherish felt, she couldn’t bring herself to regret it.  In fact, she was half-convinced she was in love with the young man.   
 
    “He’s not my boyfriend,” Cherish maintained, adjusting her top as she twisted this way and that in front of the mirror.  The spaghetti-strapped top left most of her flat, tanned stomach uncovered, and her white shorts were as short as any Rachel had worn.  In short, she looked as sexy as she ever had.   
 
    “Could’ve fooled me,” said her friend.  “You haven’t told him yet, have you?”  
 
    “Told him what?” asked Cherish. 
 
    “You know what,” was Rachel’s response.  “About what you are.”  
 
    “No,” Cherish admitted.  “And I’m not going to.  He doesn’t need to know that.”  
 
    It was a lie, though.  It wasn’t that she was eager to tell anyone; she wasn’t.  But she’d already put a stop to their amorous activities more than once, and she was tired of it.  She wanted to let it go all the way.  She wanted to lose her virginity.  And if that was going to happen, she had to tell him.  Plus, the two had talked about getting into a real relationship.  They’d go to college together.  They would be a real couple.  And Cherish thought the young man deserved to know the truth.   
 
    But telling Rachel that was a mistake, and for so many reasons.  Not only would Rachel never let her hear the end of it about her plans, but she’d also try to talk her out of it.  Of course, she’d try to convince Cherish that it was for her own good, that she was only trying to protect her.  But Cherish knew the truth.  Rachel was jealous.  She tried to hide it.  But Cherish knew.   
 
    “Good,” Rachel said, doing her makeup in the vanity mirror.  “Because that wouldn’t end well.  You know that, don’t you?”  
 
    Cherish rolled her eyes.  “Yes, mother,” she said.  “I know.”  
 
    Rachel pretended not to notice the other girl’s sarcasm.  Instead, she finished her makeup, then said, “I’m proud of you, you know.  For this week.  You really surprised me.” 
 
    “Did I?” Cherish asked. 
 
    “Yeah,” the other girl answered.  “I mean, I thought you’d spend the whole week trying to hide what you are.  I thought you’d end up dragging me back here as soon as you thought anyone was looking at you.  But you didn’t.  You’ve made me forget that you aren’t a real girl.”   
 
    Cherish was simultaneously grateful and angry about that comment.  Sure, it was probably just a slip of the tongue.  She’d done as much herself on more than one occasion.  But that didn’t keep her from feeling angry at her friend’s implication that she wasn’t a “real girl”.  However, couched in that insult was a compliment.  She chose to focus on the latter.   
 
    “Thanks,” she said.  “For dragging me here.  I know I didn’t make any of it easy.” 
 
    “No,” said Rachel. “You didn’t.  But I’ll forgive you because that’s what sister’s do.”  
 
    Cherish smiled.  “Let’s go party,” she said. 
 
      
 
      
 
    *     *     * 
 
      
 
    Cherish leaned against the balcony, a cheap beer in her hand.  The moon shone overhead, casting everything in a light blue glow, and a cool breeze flowed off the nearby Gulf of Mexico, carrying with its undeniable scent.  She eyed the beverage, wondering how anyone could like the stuff.  But it was what was on hand.  And besides, it was the least of her worries that night.   
 
    She glanced up at Kurt, who sat beside her, admiring the contours of his face.  No one else was in sight.  “What are you thinking?” she asked. 
 
    He took a sip of his beer before answering, “That I wish I wasn’t going home tomorrow.  I wish we never had to go home.”  
 
    Cherish snuggled close to the tall, muscular teenager.  He always said the right thing.  “Me too,” she said.  “But we’ll see each other again when we get to college, right?”  
 
    Kurt nodded.  He’d already committed to playing football for Auburn University, and while that wasn’t Cherish’s first choice of colleges, she’d already decided that she would follow him there.  Then, every day would be like the past week they’d shared.  It was perfect.   
 
    But intruding on that perfection was a blanket of anxiety.  She was sure Kurt would accept her.  She knew what kind of a person he was.  But what if she was wrong?  What if he rejected her?  Cherish didn’t know if she could handle that kind of rejection.  If she couldn’t be with him, she knew she’d just die.   
 
    Still, it had to be done, and the sooner the better.  Any other delay would only make things worse.   
 
    “I…I…um,” she began, pulling away.  “I have to tell you something.  And I don’t know if you’re going to like it or not.”  
 
    His eyes narrowed.  “What is it?” he asked.  “You have a boyfriend, right?  That’s what it is.  I knew this was too good to be true.  I knew there was no way you –” 
 
    “I don’t have a boyfriend,” she said, her voice quivering with anticipation of what she’d decided to tell him.  He did deserve to know.  He did!  So, why was she so nervous? 
 
    “Then what is it?” Kurt asked, his expression one of open concern.  “Whatever it is, we’ll figure it out.” 
 
    “I…I-I’m a…I’m…I wasn’t born a girl,” she heard herself whisper.   
 
    “Oh?” he said, grinning.  Why was he smiling?  “Good one.  Really good.  I thought there was really an issue.  I thought you were going to tell me you were, like, fourteen or something.  Not that we couldn’t figure something out if that was the case, but this?  Good joke, Cherish.  You almost had me for a second, too.  You should be an actress.”  
 
    “An actress?” she asked, confused.  Then, like a ton of bricks, it hit her.  He didn’t believe her.  A bloom of pleasure erupted in her mind; she was so convincing as a girl that even when she told him the truth, he didn’t believe it.  But that satisfaction faded almost immediately, because it didn’t change anything.  He still needed to know the truth.  He had to if they were ever going to have any sort of future – and she did want a future with him.  She’d thought of little else since the moment she’d met him.  So, summoning her courage, she said, “I’m not joking, Kurt.  I’m really not.  I was born a boy.  My name…my legal name is…Chase.  And –” 
 
    He gripped her arm.  “Just stop it,” he said, squeezing.  “Somebody’s going to hear or something.  And they’ll believe that shit.  They will until you prove it.”  
 
    “Y-you’re hurting my arm,” Cherish muttered, trying to pull away.  It was useless.  Kurt’s grip was like iron.  And he wasn’t smiling anymore.  Suddenly, she was afraid.  Very, very afraid.  “I…o-okay.  I was…um…I was joking, okay?  I was joking.  Ha…ha…let’s just pretend I didn’t –” 
 
    “Prove it,” Kurt said, looming over her.  How did someone loom, sitting down?  She didn’t know, but Kurt pulled it off.  His jaw set, he said, “Don’t move.” 
 
    Kurt shoved his free hand under her shorts.  She felt panic wash over her as he found her panties and plunged beneath them.  “What the fuck?” he asked.  “Is that tape?”  
 
    “I…I’m s-sorry…” 
 
    It was all Cherish could say as Kurt’s fingers kept exploring past the tape and between her legs.  She even saw the moment he found something he wasn’t really expecting to find.  Beneath the tape, Cherish’s genitals didn’t make a big bulge, but nobody would ever mistake it for anything but what it was.   
 
    Kurt jerked his hand away as if burned and scrambled backwards, looking at her with a mixture of fear, anger, and disbelief.  “Y-you’re…a…you’re a….” 
 
    “I’m sorry,” Cherish muttered, tears already flowing down her cheeks. “I know I should’ve –” 
 
    She never finished the sentence, because before she knew it, Kurt’s fist had connected with her face, sending her sprawling along the deck.  Then another fist fell.  And another.  Cherish tried to defend herself.  She held her hands in front of her face and curled into a ball.  But Kurt was so much bigger, so much stronger.  She couldn’t stop him.  She just couldn’t!  A fourth blow rained down on her head, dizzying her.  The next sent her into blessed unconsciousness.   
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Thirteen 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Cherish awoke to a cacophony of pain and confusion.  For a few moments, she had no idea where she was and little memory of what had happened.  But as her surroundings came into focus, she began to remember.  Looking left, then right, she saw a typical hospital room.  Florescent light painted everything in an artificial glow, and the room was undecorated, but for a bevy of machines, an I.V., a cheap, flat-screen television, and a pair of uncomfortable-looking chairs.   
 
    She started to push herself upright, but she collapsed a second later, her head spinning.  What’s more, her sides and chest had erupted into a volcano of fiery pain that brought tears to her eyes.  She lay there for a few minutes, wondering if the agony would ever subside.  It didn’t – not at first, at least.  Slowly, though, it faded to a dull ache.   
 
    With tentative, exploratory hands, she touched her face.  It was heavily bandaged, leaving her to wonder just how bad it was.  In her mind, she looked like a burn victim.  Or Quasimodo.  Or Sloth, from The Goonies.   
 
    “Don’t pick at that,” came a voice from the corner.  Unable to move without being overwhelmed with agony, Cherish cut her eyes to the corner, seeing Dr. Gaines.  She was bathed in light from the nearby bathroom, from which she’d clearly just come.  Cherish relaxed, a sense of relief flooding through her.  She wasn’t alone.  “You’ll bust your stitches.” 
 
    Cherish’s hand fell to her side.  “How bad is it?” she asked, her voice little more than a whisper.  It was the best she could do. 
 
    “Four broken ribs,” Dr. Gaines said.  “Fractured wrist.  Multiple contusions on your face.  Broken nose.  You’re lucky those other boys stopped it before it got worse.  He might have killed you.” 
 
    Suddenly, Cherish remembered what had happened.  Kurt had gone insane.  And it was all her fault.  She should’ve told him sooner.  Or never told him at all.  No – that would’ve been better.   
 
    “Where’s Kurt?” was her next question. 
 
    “Jail,” Gaines said, sitting on the edge of the bed.  She patted Cherish’s leg.  “He can’t hurt you now.  His friends tried to say that they didn’t know what happened.  They lied to the police, at first.  But an idiot could have seen what was going on.  You’re lucky Rachel called the police before any of them knew what was going on.  Who knows what would’ve happened otherwise?” 
 
    Kurt was in jail.  She was safe.  It still seemed like it had happened to someone else.  Or like it was a dream.  A nightmare.  It wasn’t supposed to be like that.  He was supposed to have accepted her.  They were in love.  They were going to spend the rest of their lives together.  She’d known that.   
 
    And she had been wrong. 
 
    “W-where’s Rachel?” she asked, feeling tears trickle down her cheek. 
 
    “Downstairs,” Dr. Gaines said.  “Getting coffee.  She was so upset.  I think she thought you weren’t going to make it.  I tried telling her that you would be fine, but you know how she is.  She’s always been a worrier.” 
 
    Cherish glanced away.  How could someone have flipped such a switch?  How could Kurt have reacted the way he had?  Just because she had a penis, it didn’t mean that she’d really changed.  But she had seen the fury in Kurt’s eyes.  There was no mystery there – just hate.  And anger.  So, so much anger. 
 
    For years, she’d read stories about men who’d reacted poorly to being “trapped” by a transgender girl – not that that was what she’d done.  Or was it?  Maybe.  But what else was she supposed to do?  Walk around with a sign proclaiming that she had a penis?  Who would even talk to her, then?  She’d be a freak.  A circus attraction.  Someone for everyone to point at and laugh.   
 
    “Your father is on the way,” Gaines said, breaking through Cherish’s self-pitying reverie.  “And he knows everything.” 
 
    “W-what?” Cherish asked. “How?” 
 
    “The police called him,” the older woman answered.  “They told him the circumstances.  He called me while I was driving here, and…I couldn’t lie to him, Cherish.  I told him everything.  Or almost everything.  I…I’m sorry.” 
 
    “Me too,” was the only response Cherish could muster.  It came out in a defeated whisper. 
 
      
 
      
 
    *     *     * 
 
      
 
      
 
    The next morning, Cherish felt simultaneously better and worse.  On the one hand, she could think straight.  On the other, the pain of her injuries hadn’t faded even a little, which left her constantly counting the minutes before she could get another bit of pain medication.  Still, that was a good distraction from the turmoil in her mind.  Sometimes it was, at least.  However, as the hours crept on, she couldn’t go more than a few seconds without thoughts of her father intruding on her thoughts.   
 
    He was coming.  That’s what she knew.  And he knew everything.  Everything.  That’s what Dr. Gaines had said.  Everything.  He would know just how far Cherish had gone toward being a girl.  And he would know how much further she intended to go.  The dam of secrecy had been broken, and she felt like she was about to overwhelmed by a flood of judgment, hate, and disapproval.  The anticipation was torture.   
 
    Dr. Gaines sat in the chair, looking at her phone.  Rachel was in the other one, dozing fitfully.  She hadn’t said more than a few words to Cherish.  Whether her tongue was stayed by anger, disappointment, or fear, Cherish couldn’t decide.  And if she was honest, she didn’t really want to know.  It was yet another confrontation she didn’t want to endure.   
 
    “He’s here,” the doctor said, standing.  I’m going to meet him outside.  She favored Cherish with a small smile.  “Just try to relax.  It’s going to be okay.” 
 
    Then, she left the room, leaving Cherish to endure the knotting of her stomach.  It was easy for Dr. Gaines to say that it was going to be okay.  She didn’t have to live with the man.  She hadn’t seen the depths of his homophobia.  But Cherish had.  She knew it all too well.  And it scared the hell out of her.  But what was she supposed to do about it?  She couldn’t very well go anywhere.  Even if she could lever herself out of bed, there was nowhere to go.  Her only choice was to simply endure whatever her father had in store for her.  And that lack of choices steeled her spine, in a way.   
 
    “She is your daughter, Jack!” came Gaines’ raised voice from outside the room.  “She deserves your support.” 
 
    “I don’t have a fucking daughter,” came Cherish’s father’s gruff voice.  “I have a son who’s mutilated his body with chemicals.”  Gaines started to retort, but Jack cut her off, saying, “Enough.  Either shut up, or you can leave.” 
 
    “Leave?” Gaines said. “I’m all that girl has!” 
 
    “The shut up,” Jack said, barging into the hospital room.  As soon as his eyes flowed to Cherish, a look of disgust bloomed on his red-cheeked face.  “Jesus.” 
 
    “H-hey, dad,” Cherish managed. 
 
    “You really fucked up, didn’t you?” her father asked.  “Tricked the wrong guy, huh?  As far as I’m concerned, it serves you right.” 
 
    “You can’t mean that!” Dr. Gaines said, her voice filled with indignation.  “Your daughter was assaulted, and you’re casting blame –” 
 
    “My son,” he said, the word dripping venom.  “Is a faggot who tried to trick some normal guy.  He got what he deserved.”  
 
    Cherish’s face reddened, because she’d been thinking along much the same lines.  It was her mistake.  She should have kept to herself.  Or she should’ve told him right off.  The reason she hadn’t was because – deep down – she’d known exactly how Kurt would react.  But she wasn’t gay.  She was a woman.  And it was past time her father understood that.   
 
    Emboldened by the fact that her secret was out, she said, “I’m a girl, dad.  I’ve always been a girl.  A woman.  I’m not gay or a faggot or anything else you want to call me.  I’m a girl.  And I intend to stay a girl from now on.” 
 
    “Is that so?” asked Jack.  “We’ll see.  We’ll see.”  
 
    Then, without another word, he left the room. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Fourteen 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The rest of the hospital stay – which lasted three more days – and the trip home were as awkward as that first encounter.  Maybe more, because Cherish’s father refused to even speak to her, aside from grunted commands.  Go here.  Do this.  Get in the car.  That was it.  The man was angry and disappointed, and despite Cherish’s many, many attempts at conversation, he had no intention of talking to his child.   
 
    That silence gave Cherish plenty of opportunity to dwell on her plight.  Chase was gone, and for good – that much, she knew.  From there on out, there’d be no more hiding behind a bound chest or baggy clothes.  By the time she got back to school, everyone would know about the weird kid who turned out to be transgender.  She didn’t know how, but it would happen as sure as the sunrise.   
 
    Part of that was empowering.  Knowing that she didn’t have to pretend anymore was incredibly satisfying.  But it was also terrifying.  Letting people who’d known Chase see Cherish?  She knew that would be nerve wracking.  And humiliating.  All the guys who’d bullied her, who had called her names and beaten her up would come back with a vengeance.  They’d feel vindicated in their bigotry.  And they wouldn’t let her be.  Cherish knew that would happen, too. 
 
    But more than anything, she thought about her last encounter with Kurt.  It wasn’t so much that he’d beaten her up.  She had been on the wrong end of fights before.  No – it was the feeling of being so helpless, of seeing the rage and hate in his eyes that told her that, given the chance, he would have killed her.  And worse, he probably wouldn’t even feel bad about it.  He would’ve felt justified.   
 
    And that disgusted her.   
 
    Certainly, Cherish acknowledged her part of the blame.  She hadn’t handled it well.  He had gotten emotionally invested, and then, when it turned out she wasn’t what he expected her to be, he’d snapped.  And she could have forgiven him if he’d simply yelled or screamed or dumped her; she considered herself a girl, but she wasn’t so naïve as to think everyone would feel the same way.  It would’ve been a depressing turn of events, but she could have accepted it.  But to react with such hatred?  That wasn’t just a result of a situation that had gotten out of hand.  Rather, it was a man being confronted by something he already hated.  Just thinking about it made her want to cry because she had seen that same hatred in her own father’s eyes. 
 
    However, she remained stoic throughout the whole drive home.  Even when her father’s old truck went over bumps that made her feel like someone was stabbing her in the side with tiny knives, she didn’t cry out.  She didn’t complain.  She wasn’t going to give the man the satisfaction.  He wanted silence, so that’s what he was going to get.   
 
    Finally, after a few hours, the pulled into the driveway.  Still, her father didn’t speak.  Nor did he offer to help her with her bags.  He just turned off the ignition, got out, and stalked into the house.  That left Cherish to fend for herself, shouldering bags she shouldn’t have even tried to carry and lugging them inside.  Because of her fractured arm, it took three trips to get everything back inside.  By the time she was finished, her father had already planted himself in his customary chair and cracked open a beer.  He sat, staring at nothing as he drained the thing.  Eager to avoid any further interaction with the man – especially once he got drunk, which is exactly what he seemed to be doing – she retreated to her room.  Cherish didn’t relax until the door was shut and locked behind her. 
 
    Sinking to the bed with a painful sigh, she looked around.  The once-comfortable room looked like a cage of masculinity.  The poster-clad walls felt like they were closing in on her, accusing her of still trying to live a lie.  So, without a moment’s hesitation, she rose and ripped the posters of scantily clad women from the walls.  She didn’t need them star back at her any longer, especially not when she’d come to acknowledge her own sexuality.  How could she have ever denied it? 
 
    Then and there, she decided that she was going to rid herself of every last vestige of Chase.  Tomorrow, she thought, she’d get rid of his clothes.  She would get rid of the photos.  She would move on.   
 
    But not right now, she thought.  Right now, I just want to go to sleep. 
 
    And after getting undressed – awkwardly – she slipped under the covers and fell into a dreamless sleep. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    *     *     * 
 
      
 
      
 
    The next morning dawned, and Cherish awoke slowly.  The pitter-pat of seasonal rains beat a steady tattoo on the roof, and a pleasant – or maybe it was just reassuringly familiar – humidity hung in the air.  Throwing her blankets off her mostly naked body, she rose, clad in only a tee-shirt and a pair of pink panties.  Idly, she wished her father could see that.  It was almost a challenge.  He had to accept her.  He just had to! 
 
    Sleepily, she ambled into the hallway and into the bathroom, where she sat to relieve herself.  That came naturally, now.  After taking care of her business, she washed her un-casted hand and looked into the mirror.  Thankfully, she wasn’t as disfigured as she’d once expected.  Certainly, purple bruises bloomed on a face contorted by swelling, but already, the shape looked almost normal.  Her eye was almost open all the way, now.  And if it was still bloodshot, so what?   
 
    Her ribs still hurt each time she breathed, though, and she had forced herself to get used to taking shallow breaths.  That helped a little.  And on her right arm was a pink, plaster cast that covered most of her forearm.  In short, she looked like she’d had the hell beaten out of her.  But at there wouldn’t be any permanent damage.  At least she was alive.  It could have worked out very, very differently.   
 
    After washing her face – awkwardly – she retreated back to her bedroom where she found some shorts to put on.  They were cotton and not as revealing as most of what she’d worn at the beach, but they were plainly of feminine cut.  There was still a note of challenge in her mind as she went out of her room and down the hall into the living room, where her father looked like he hadn’t moved from the night before. 
 
    He was awake, and he looked like he might’ve changed clothes.  But more than a dozen beer bottles and a half-empty bottle of whiskey decorated the coffee table.  Fox News played on the television, but he didn’t seem to be paying it one whisker of attention.  He just stared straight ahead, dazed.   
 
    “Good morning,” Cherish said, not bothering to moderate her voice with masculinity.  Because she’d started hormones before the onset of puberty, her voice had never changed.  She had learned to fake it, but after her decision the night before, that seemed pointless.  “I’m going to make some eggs.  You want some?” 
 
    The man didn’t answer.  He didn’t even act like he’d heard. 
 
    “Dad?” she said, stepping in front of the television.  “Did you hear me?” 
 
    “I heard you,” he muttered. 
 
    “I know this is awkward,” Cherish said.  “But –” 
 
    “Get out,” he said. 
 
    “What?  I don’t have school today, and –” 
 
    “You have until the end of the day to get out of my fucking house,” he growled, his red-rimmed eyes finally coming into focus to bore into Cherish.  “I won’t have someone like you living under my roof.” 
 
    “I…I don’t understand,” Cherish said, feeling like she’d been struck a physical blow.  She almost staggered.  “Y-you’re kicking me out?” 
 
    “I can’t change what you’ve done,” the man said, sounding disturbingly lucid despite the fact that he’d consumed enough alcohol to fell a wild boar.  “All those chemicals and medications you took, they ruined you.  I thought about bundling you up and sending you to one of those church camps.  They’d straighten you out.  But I saw those medical reports.  I know what that doctor did to you.”  
 
    “She…she didn’t do anything to me,” Cherish stammered. 
 
    “Don’t fucking lie to me,” her father grunted, shifting in the chair.  “I know that’s how you got the drugs.  I know she’s been giving them to you for God knows how long.  Long enough to fucking ruin you.  You’re not my son anymore.  You’re just a freak that used to be.  I don’t even know you.” 
 
    “I…I don’t…I don’t know what to say,” Cherish admitted, feeling tears running down her cheeks.  “I thought you…I thought you loved me.” 
 
    The man picked up a beer and hefted it to his lips.  After taking a long swig, he said, “You thought wrong.  Now, go pack your shit and get the fuck out.”  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    *     *     * 
 
      
 
      
 
    Cherish knocked on the door, her every possession – or at least, the ones she wanted to take with her – in the back of her beat-up car.  After her father’s ultimatum, she’d been in a daze.  And though she hadn’t had much to pack – just a few mementos, aside from the clothes she hadn’t unpacked from her trip – it took her quite a while to load everything into the car.  A part of her had been afraid he’d keep the car, too.  After all, he had paid for the thing.  It was technically his property.  But he didn’t.  In fact, he simply ignored his daughter as she left.   
 
    The drive to Rachel’s house had been filled with tears.  Cherish didn’t like her father.  She hated him, and she kept telling herself that she didn’t need his approval.  But he was still her father.  And he’d made it quite clear that he wanted nothing to do with her anymore.  That would take its toll on anyone, she thought.  Anyone at all.   
 
    Dr. Gaines answered the door, and seeing Cherish’s tear-streaked face, she put her arm around the younger girl’s narrow shoulders and ushered her inside.  “What happened?” she asked. 
 
    Cherish told her everything.  “I just didn’t know where else to go,” she sobbed.  “I just need somewhere to stay for a couple of days until I can –” 
 
    “You can stay here as long as you want,” the therapist said.  “As long as you need.  You’re family.” 
 
    Cherish sniffed.  All the acceptance she’d ever wanted was right there on the woman’s face.  But it didn’t feel like enough.  Or rather, it wasn’t a replacement of what she really wanted from her own father.  And she hated herself for feeling that way.  Still, she was grateful.  Very, very grateful.   
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Fifteen 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The few weeks left of school were both revelatory and humiliating for Cherish.  As she had predicted, the usual suspects came out of the woodwork to bully her.  How they had found out about had happened was a mystery, but even if they hadn’t known, the fact that she’d made no effort to conceal her true gender ensured, at the very least, teasing.  If it weren’t for the diligent staff, she would’ve no doubt had to endure far worse than hurtful words.   
 
    “I don’t know how they know,” she said, trying to ignore a particularly venomous exchange from a pair of football players.  They’d heard all about the incident at spring break, and her still apparent injuries had confirmed all the rumors.  “It was just you and me there.”  
 
    Rachel, who walked beside her, shook her head.  “I don’t know, either,” she said, hurrying through the hall.  Her own reputation had taken a bit of a hit, too.  Suddenly, she wasn’t the popular cheerleader who could have any guy she wanted.  No – after spring break, she was the “transgender freak’s” friend.  And that label didn’t carry with it the same social status.  “Just ignore them.” 
 
    They repeated the same exchange on multiple occasions over the next few weeks until, at last, their last school day dawned.  For some, it was bittersweet.  It was a new beginning, but it was also an end to a significant chapter in their lives.  For Cherish, though, it was the end of a nightmare.  She couldn’t wake up soon enough.   
 
    Later, on the eve of the graduation ceremony, she sat in her friend’s bedroom.  Cherish wore a pink-and-white striped pair of pajama pants and a tee-shirt, while Rachel lay on the bed, wearing only a mismatched set of bra and panties.   
 
    “I’m thinking about not walking,” Cherish said. 
 
    “What?  Why?” asked Rachel. 
 
    “I don’t know – I just want it to all be over,” Cherish answered.  “No more school.  No more Fairhope, Alabama.  I just want to leave all this behind.”  
 
    “You should do it,” her friend advised.  “You’ll regret it if you don’t.”  
 
    “Yeah, no – I probably won’t,” she said.  As much as she hated everything else that had happened, she couldn’t deny that living with Rachel – as Cherish – was a revelation.  She didn’t have to pretend anymore.  Sure, she’d had a taste during spring break – she still shivered at the memory of what had happened there – but being a full-time girl felt better than she could’ve ever anticipated.   
 
    Even so, she still was a bundle of raw nerves.  At night, she’d wake up, screaming and drenched in sweat.  She’d rarely remember those dreams, except for the vague impression that she was afraid of big, strong men.  And the ones she could remember, she didn’t want to think about.  At school, it was worse.  Every time she found herself alone, she was convinced someone was going to jump her, and nobody would be there to stop it from going further.  Living with that kind of fear was one of the reasons she didn’t want to attend the graduation ceremony.  The other was almost as obvious. 
 
    “Is he going to be there?” Rachel asked.  She didn’t have to specify that “he” meant Cherish’s father.   
 
    Cherish barked a harsh laugh.  “No,” she said.  “Definitely not.  As far as he’s concerned, I don’t exist.” 
 
    “Jesus,” Rachel said. 
 
    “Don’t think he’s going to help,” Cherish deadpanned.  “But I think I’ve decided.  I really don’t want to go to the ceremony.  Nobody else wants me there, anyway.  And I don’t see any reason to do it.  Plus, I feel like if I go, something bad is going to happen.  I don’t know what.  I’m probably just paranoid.  But I think it’s best if I stay away.” 
 
    “Then I’ll stay away, too,” Rachel said.  “We can go shopping or something.  I bet –” 
 
    “No,” Cherish said. “You go.  You have friends.  You’ve got family who want to see you walk across that stage.  You deserve it.”  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    *     *     * 
 
      
 
      
 
    It wasn’t easy.  After graduation – which felt like such an arbitrary “end of the line” because she didn’t go the ceremony – Cherish fell into a deep pit of depression.  Or fear.  Or anxiety.  Maybe all of it at once.   
 
    “Why don’t you just try to be happier?” asked Rachel, leaning against the bed, watching a video on her phone.  Meanwhile, Cherish simply lay in her friend’s bed, staring at the ceiling.  Often, she’d find herself in that situation.  Either that, or she’d distract herself by watching Netflix.  In any case, she knew she wasn’t happy.  How could she be, given her circumstances?   
 
    “What do I have to be happy about?” she asked.  “I can’t go to college.” 
 
    “You can still go,” Rachel said.  “This is all just temporary.  They can’t keep your scholarships –” 
 
    “They’re already gone,” Cherish said.  “Rescinded.  That’s what every last one of them said.  And even if they weren’t gone, I can’t afford it.  I have to get a job.  I’ve got to find somewhere to live.  I can’t –” 
 
    “You can stay here!” Rachel said. “Mom’s already said you can –” 
 
    “You were there, Rachel,” Cherish said.  “Either I drop the charges against Kurt, or they’re going to investigate your mom.  She’ll lose her license.  As long as I’m here, they’re going to keep coming after me.  I know they are.  I have to go.” 
 
    It wasn’t entirely true.  While they had been visited by an anonymous man saying he was “representing everyone’s best interests” who had, indeed, implied that pursuing the case against Kurt was a mistake, she felt sure that dropping the charges would see them clear.  However, in the month since graduation, Cherish had felt increasingly out-of-place.  She didn’t belong, and everyone in that house knew it.   
 
    “Who do you think he was?” asked Rachel.  “That guy, I mean.” 
 
    “It’s not hard to figure out,” Cherish said, not looking at her friend.  “Kurt is going to play college football at one of the state’s biggest schools.  I’m sure the man was hired by one of the alumni to make this go away.  That kind of thing happens all the time.  If I didn’t drop the charges, I’m sure your mom would’ve already lost her license.  I didn’t have a choice.”  
 
    “I guess,” Rachel said.  “But that doesn’t mean you have to leave.” 
 
    “You’re leaving,” Cherish said.  “Or did you forget?”  
 
    “But mom’s staying,” Rachel stated.  “You can –” 
 
    “I’ve got a little money in a savings account from when mom died,” Cherish said.  “That’ll get me set up somewhere until I can get a job.  I’ll be fine.  Maybe I can go to college later.  I will.  But right now, I just don’t have much of a choice.” 
 
    And she didn’t.  Not for the first time, she wished there was an easier way out of all that.  Maybe running away was the right path.  Maybe she could build a new life for herself.  Or maybe it would just be more of the same. 
 
      
 
      
 
    *     *     * 
 
      
 
      
 
    “I wish you weren’t going,” said Rachel, standing on the porch.  The time had finally come, and she was going off to school.  Ironically, she’d chosen to attend Auburn, ostensibly because of their great veterinary program.  However, that choice tickled the back of Cherish’s mind; was it possible that she might still harbor feelings for Kurt?  Certainly not.  She knew what he’d done to Cherish.  Nothing could forgive that.  “There’s no way I can convince you to stay with mom?” 
 
    “I told you before,” Cherish stated.  Her belongings were already in her car.  She was ready to set off toward a new life.  “I’ve got to go.  I wish I didn’t.  I really do.  But this is something I have to do.”  
 
    And it was.  Cherish wasn’t sure about much; in the short few months since the incident at spring break, she’d grown less and less certain about everything.  However, she knew that she couldn’t stay – not in Fairhope, not in Alabama, and certainly not with Dr. Gaines.  There were too many bad memories associated with all of it, and she thought that moving a couple of states away might just solve her problems.   
 
    My problems, she thought.  God, I really am an asshole.  I just wish I could move on. 
 
    But she couldn’t.  Every night, she dreamt of the assault, and sometimes, it went a lot further.  Sometimes, he held her down and had his way with her.  In those dreams, Kurt wasn’t as handsome.  He was almost demonic.  Shed awaken from those dreams drenched in sweat and with panic bursting through her chest.  And that anxiety had begun to creep into her everyday life, too.  Every time she went out – which was increasingly rare – she always felt like someone was watching her.  Sometimes, she would turn around, half-convinced that she’d find Kurt following her, malevolence etched on his face.   
 
    It was silly.  A delusion.  It wasn’t real.  But it was there, all the same.  No – she had to move.  She had to get away where nobody knew who she was or what she’d been through.  It was the only way to regain some semblance of her sanity. 
 
    “You’ll visit, right?” asked Rachel.  “You can come to one of the football games or something.” 
 
    “Yeah,” Cherish said. “Sure.  You know how much I love football.” 
 
    “A joke?” asked Rachel.  “That’s progress, huh?” 
 
    Cherish shrugged. “I guess,” she said, a small smile on her face.  “I am going to miss you, though.  You know that, don’t you?” 
 
    “I’m going to miss you, too,” Rachel said.  She wrapped her arms around the shorter girl’s shoulders.  Pulling her close, she said, “Just take care of yourself, okay?  Make good decisions.” 
 
    “I always do,” Cherish said before breaking off the hug.  She wiped the tears from her cheek.  “Don’t get pregnant at your first frat party or anything.” 
 
    Rachel rolled her eyes.  “Call me if you need anything,” she said.  “I’ll be there in an instant.” 
 
    “So will I,” came Dr. Gaines’ voice.  Both Rachel and Cherish turned to see the older woman standing in the house’s doorway.  “I know why you have to go, but I still wish you’d stay.  I don’t think I’d ever forgive myself if I didn’t at least offer it one last time.” 
 
    Cherish gave the woman a tight smile. “You know I have to go,” she said.  “But thank you.  For everything.  I don’t know what I would’ve done without you.”  
 
    The two hugged, and Dr. Gaines reiterated that she thought of Cherish like a second daughter.  She told her to keep in touch and that if she needed anything, she only had to ask.  Cherish appreciated that.  It was more than her own father had ever said. 
 
    Eventually, it wound down until there was nothing left to say.  So, after a final set of goodbyes, she went to her car and, with only a brief moment of hesitation, set off to a new life.   
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Sixteen 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Cherish’s once-broken arm was aching by the time she’d managed to carry her belongings up to the third-floor apartment she’d leased.  But it was a good ache, mostly because she’d allowed herself a sense of excitement about the rest of her life.  Certainly, she expected hurdles aplenty.  Being a young woman alone in a new city was bad enough, but the issues resulting from her assault were still prevalent in her mind.  However, they couldn’t drown out the optimism of starting over.   
 
    The apartment itself wasn’t much to look at; she had some money, but it had to stretch.  So, the Timber Ridge apartments were all she could afford.  Still, despite its lack of room or the thin walls or anything else that screamed “cheap!”, it was enough.  It was only temporary, after all.  She would get a job – probably at some office or something – and she would soon be able to afford better.  In her mind, that wasn’t the case. 
 
    Within a month, even she had to acknowledge her own naivety. The only job she’d manage to get was at one of New Orleans’ many cafes as a barista.  And it wasn’t enough.  Slowly but surely, her savings dwindled until, two months after she’d moved into he apartment, she was facing down the barrel of destitution.  Even the cheap apartment was a luxury she couldn’t continue to afford.   
 
    Briefly, she considered calling Dr. Gaines or Rachel.  Certainly, they would help her.  But for those two months, she’d avoided either one.  In fact, she had avoided any human contact other than what she got at work.  Was it fear?  Depression?  Something else entirely?  She didn’t know.  All she knew was that it was far easier to simply ignore everyone else than to make the effort to connect with anyone.   
 
    Idly, she found herself searching online for a way to make quick cash, and soon, she found herself directed to a cam girl site.  Cherish had never been so sheltered that she didn’t know what it was.  Nor was she morally against it.  A lot of girls like her did it.  Transitioning was expensive, after all.   
 
    And so, she found herself a few days later, sitting on a bed in front of a freshly-bought webcam, wearing nothing but a new lingerie set.  She hadn’t bothered to conceal her bulge.  Nor could she hide her nerves.  Even as she turned the camera on and started the session, her heart beat out of her chest.   
 
    The first session wasn’t very profitable.  Nor was it terribly fun.  In fact, it was kind of boring, save for the fact that her stomach had twisted itself into knots and her already frayed nerves felt as exposed as they’d ever been.  Throughout it all, as she removed articles of clothing, as she played with herself, as she tried to please her scarce few fans, she wondered what everyone back home would say if they knew what she’d become.   
 
    For most of them, she didn’t care.  Aside from Rachel – who’d bid good riddance to her – she’d never had many friends.  Or any, really.  There were a couple of people who weren’t outright nasty to her, but even they had faded away when the truth of her transgenderism had come to light.  But what about Dr. Gaines?  Surely, she wouldn’t approve.  Nor would her father, she thought, the notion flitting across her mind like an unwanted shadow.  As much as she didn’t want to care what he thought, Cherish couldn’t stop.  He was still her father, after all.  And whether he accepted it or not, she was his daughter.  That meant something.  It had to. 
 
    The session came and went, and so did the next.  As the days flowed into one another, occupied by shifts at the café or sessions in front of the camera, time passed.  Before she knew it, a week was gone.  Then a month.  Then six.  And with every passing minute, Cherish’s mental state devolved.   
 
    Most nights, she lay awake in her narrow bed, trying not to pay attention to her neighbors’ arguments.  More, though, she tried not to confront the realities of her own life.  Nobody cared about her.  She knew that.  Nobody wanted her.  She knew that, too.  She was all alone, she had no future to speak of, and there was little she could do about either fact.   
 
    It was on a Tuesday night, a little over six months after she had moved to New Orleans that she lay in her bathtub, fingering a boxcutter she’d stolen from work.  Nobody would miss her if she was gone.  Nobody.  Not really.  Sure, Rachel and Dr. Gaines would be temporarily saddened.  They’d probably take care of her funeral arrangements.  But that would quickly fade.  After all, both women had their own lives to live.  They didn’t have time for some like Cherish.  No one did.   
 
    Cherish sat there, the boxcutter’s blade poised a couple of inches from the delicate skin of her wrist.  She wanted to do it.  It made so much sense.  A couple of cuts, a few minutes of pain, and it would all end.  She would drift off into nothingness, and the world would be a better place for it.  She knew it would.   
 
    So, why couldn’t she make that first cut?  Why couldn’t she do it?  She wanted to.  A big part of her needed it.  But she couldn’t.  Fear stayed her hand.  Cold, hard dread gripped her heart.  She set the razor-edged tool aside.  Then, like was so often the case, she wept. 
 
    On top of everything else, she was weak.  They all knew it.  That’s why she hadn’t told Kurt sooner.  She was afraid.  Terrified that he’d see through to the truth.  Her father had called her a freak.  So had the other kids at school.  And she knew it was true.  She knew it.  But she couldn’t put herself out of her own misery.  She was too scared.   
 
    It was no surprise that Rachel had abandoned her.  After a month of unreturned texts, the other girl had stopped even trying.  Dr. Gaines had hung on longer, but that was because she probably felt some responsibility as a therapist.  She didn’t really care.  She just wanted to fix the broken monster.  And her father?  He might as well not have existed, for all the attention he’d shown his daughter.  Or son.  Or whatever Cherish was.   
 
    “I…I don’t deserve this,” Cherish sobbed.  Everyone she’d ever cared about had turned on her.  Her father.  Rachel.  Kurt.  Dr. Gaines.  They had forced her into a life of objectification.  They had pushed her into a deep, dark pool of depression and self-loathing.  And she couldn’t blame them.  She couldn’t.  Because despite what she kept mumbling to herself as she lay in that bathtub, she did deserve it.  She deserved that, and much, much more.   
 
    But deserved or not, it was the only life she had.  So, she went on with her life.  Certainly, most days she did so in a robotic daze, but she kept going.  One foot in front of the other.   
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Seventeen 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Eight months after Cherish had moved to New Orleans, she sat in the corner of the café where she worked, using their free wifi.  A half-full cup of tea sat on the small, circular table, nearly ignored, as she perused Reddit, looking at all the responses she’d gotten from her latest advertising push.  From time to time, she would post photos of herself on appropriate subs, linking to her cam girl account.  It was the best advertising she could do, but it also tended to clog up her inbox with unsolicited nudes, messages, and requests to meet.  But as annoying as it sometimes was, it was still necessary; after all, she still had to pay the bills.   
 
    It was strange, though.  No matter how many men followed her, no matter how many told her how beautiful she was, it didn’t make her feel any better about herself.  She knew she was pretty, of course.  One look into the mirror said as much.  But she was still a freak.  That thing hanging between her legs made that readily apparent.  And all her fans?  All her followers?  All those pitiful men who spent money to watch her play with various toys?  To them, she wasn’t a real girl.  No, to them, she was simply the object of a fetish.  A sex toy no different than the various vibrators she’d bought for her shows.   
 
    Even so, she couldn’t deny that being admired sent a wave of excitement up her spine.  How many of them claimed to be straight?  How many were the sorts who’d have bullied her in high school?  Some had wives.  Some had kids.  Girlfriends.  Lives.  But so many sent her messages saying they’d give it all up just to get a taste of her.  That kind of worship can’t be ignored.   
 
    But it was also empty.  So, so very empty.  None of them knew her.  They only knew her online persona, which consisted of flirtatious comments, a few photos, and a couple of videos.  It wasn’t real.  But they didn’t care.  They just wanted the version of her they saw online.  So, as arousing as it could sometimes be, it only added to her depression.   
 
    “You mind if I join you?” a male voice said, intruding on her thoughts.  Cherish looked up to see a tall, thin man standing over her.  He had jet black hair, a bit of scruff on his face, and his features had an elongated look about them.  He wasn’t ugly, not precisely, but he wasn’t handsome, either.  Or he wouldn’t have been if it weren’t for his eyes.  Green seemed like such an inadequate descriptor, but it was the only one Cherish could think of.  But they seemed to see through her in a way that almost made her squirm in her seat.  He gave her a crooked smile, saying, “All the other tables are taken.” 
 
    Cherish jerked back to awareness and looked around.  Indeed, the café was packed.  Every other seat was occupied.  Even the outdoor area was full, which, in the middle of spring, with the southern heat and humidity bearing down on everyone, was quite a rarity.  Even so, she thought about denying him.  Or simply getting up to leave.  Certainly, she didn’t want to talk to anyone, least of all a man.  However, she couldn’t quite think of a reason to deny him, so she just nodded, saying, “Fine by me.”  
 
    He smiled, saying, “Thanks.”  After sitting down, he reached into a leather messenger bag and retrieved his own laptop.  There were stickers for bands Cherish had never heard of on it.  “I’ll try not to disturb you.” 
 
    Cherish nodded but didn’t otherwise respond.  As she turned her attention back to her own computer, though, she couldn’t help but wish she’d worn something a little cuter.  As it was, she wore a simple black tee-shirt emblazoned with a meaningless slogan and a pair of cutoff, denim shorts.  Completing the look were some thick-rimmed glasses, hastily put-up hair, and minimal makeup.  In short, she looked exactly like what she was: a girl who’d gotten dressed quickly and for comfort.   
 
    What I wouldn’t give for a little more makeup and a pretty sundress, she thought.   
 
    It was a silly notion.  She wasn’t there to impress anyone, least of all some stranger who just happened to sit at her table.  However, knowing that it was silly didn’t change the way she felt.   
 
    “I’m Jacob, by the way,” the man said, not looking up from his laptop.  “Just so you know who you’re ignoring.”  
 
    In spite of herself, Cherish smiled.  But she quickly suppressed it, and she certainly didn’t respond.  Instead, she forced her attention back to responding to the many messages she’d gotten on Reddit.  And for a while, she succeeded.  But with each passing second, her attention drifted back to the man across from her.  Before long, she was sneaking tiny glances at him, and each time she did, she became further convinced that her original assessment wasn’t exactly accurate.  He was handsome.  Not gorgeous, of course – not like Kurt, who looked like an Abercrombie model – but handsome all the same.   
 
    “I’m Cherish,” she said.   
 
    He looked at her over his laptop screen.  “Nice to meet you, Cherish,” he said.  “Come here often?”  
 
    “What?” she asked. 
 
    He laughed, a short, urgent sound.  “Sorry,” he said, smiling ruefully.  His eyes held her transfixed.  “I know that sounds like a creepy pickup line.  I really was asking if you come to this café often.”  
 
    “Oh,” she said.  “I…um…I work here,” she said. “Part-time.”  
 
    “That’s cool,” he said.  Why couldn’t she look away from him?  “Student?” 
 
    She tore her gaze from his, glancing out the nearby window.  She barely saw the street or the pedestrians strolling by on the sidewalk.  “No,” she said.  “Not yet.  I’m saving until I can afford it.  You?”  
 
    He shook his head.  “Not really cut out for the whole school thing,” he said.  “I’m a musician.” He laughed again.  “That sounds pretentious, doesn’t it?  I know it does.  I play guitar in a little band.  It’s not like I think I’m going to be a rock star or something.  I don’t.  I just like to play.  And I’m decent enough at it that it helps me afford rent.  At some point I’ll have to grow up, though.”  
 
    Cherish stared at him, more than a little surprised.  It must’ve been written all over her face, because he smiled again, saying, “Yeah – I’ve got no filter.  Sorry.  It just sort of tumbles out sometimes.  You’ve obviously got the same problem.” 
 
    “What?” asked Cherish. 
 
    The smile never left his face. “Bad joke, I guess,” he said.  “You know, because you haven’t really said anything.  And you clearly don’t want to talk to me.  Sorry.  I’ll just go.” 
 
    He stood, but Cherish reached out, grabbing his wrist.  “You can stay,” she said.  “A little openness is nice.”  
 
    He grinned again and sat down.  “You might not say that after a few more minutes,” he stated.  “I almost never shut up.” 
 
    Over the next half hour, he was true to his word.  He barely stopped talking, but to Cherish, almost everything he said was interesting.  Before long, her laptop was closed and she was focused entirely on Jacob.  She learned little about him, save that he played the guitar, sang poorly, and worked as a night stock boy at a local supermarket.  More than the mere facts, though, she got a sense of who he was.  And she liked him.  For the first time in months, she actually liked someone.  So, when he announced that he had to go, she was genuinely disappointed.   
 
    “Can I see you again?” he asked, and Cherish’s heart soared.   
 
    “Sure,” she said.  “Tonight?”  
 
    He smiled.  “Come to The Blue Cube tonight,” she said.  “It’s a club where my band’s playing.  We can hang out after.” 
 
    Cherish smiled.  “Sounds fun,” she said. 
 
    “It’s a date,” Jacob said, smiling before leaving a stunned Cherish behind. 
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Eighteen 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The concert, such as it was, wasn’t much more than a wall of noise to Cherish’s untrained ear.  She’d never attended a live concert, and if she was honest, she preferred what she heard on the radio – not that anyone on that stage was ever going to get that sort of opportunity.  Even so, she enjoyed watching Jacob onstage because he seemed to like what he was doing.  That, at least, brought a smile to her face. 
 
    Even as she stood in that dingy bar, though, she wondered if she’d dressed appropriately.  Most of the other patrons wore what looked like hand-me-down clothes that had seen better days, most in neutral blacks or greys or browns.  By contrast, she’d chosen a flirty, white sundress that didn’t even reach mid-thigh, a pair of wedge heels, and a matching, wide leather belt.  Completing the look was impeccably applied makeup and a wavy hairstyle she’d spent more than an hour on.  In short, she stuck out like a sore thumb, which made her feel incredibly out of place. 
 
    It was all worth it, though, when she saw the look on Jacob’s face when his eyes came to rest on her.  He was pleased.  More than pleased.  And she felt her cheeks redden in response.   
 
    Jacob and his band played for a little more than an hour, and when they’d finally finished, they got a loud cheer.  Perhaps, she thought, they were better than she’d thought.  She still didn’t quite understand it, though.  In any case, Jacob quickly found her and introduced her to the rest of the band.  She tried to pay attention, but she could barely hear and she didn’t really catch their names.  Thankfully, he dragged her out of the bar and into the New Orleans night air. 
 
    “Not really your scene, is it?” he asked.  He wore a pair of skinny jeans with a black belt studded with silver.  His tee-shirt was tight, and his boots were heavy.  “I get it.  It’s not mine, either.  But I grew up with those guys.” 
 
    “Yeah,” Cherish muttered as he took her hand.  It felt good, his fingers twined with hers.  He lead her down the sidewalk.  “Where are we going?” 
 
    He shrugged.  “I don’t know,” he said.  “Just thought we’d go for a walk.  You’re not from here, are you?” 
 
    She shook her head, saying that she was from Alabama.  “I moved her about eight months ago,” she said. 
 
    “Why?” he asked. 
 
    “Family issues,” was her response. 
 
    He nodded sagely.  “I can understand those,” he said.  “My dad kicked me out when I was sixteen because he found my stash of weed.  I tried telling him that it was just marijuana and that it’s legal in half the country, but he wasn’t hearing it.  I haven’t talked to him since.”  
 
    Cherish didn’t respond, though she ached to tell him about her relationship with her own father.  But that would’ve lead to something else, and she wasn’t quite to the point where she wanted to reveal her secret.   
 
    “You really don’t talk much, do you?” he asked after a couple of minutes.   
 
    Cherish shrugged.  “I do when I have something to say,” was her response.   
 
    He clutched at his chest.  “That hurts,” he said.  “As someone who babbles a lot, that really cuts deep.  Okay, so we’re on a date, right?  We’re supposed to be getting to know one another, aren’t we?  Why don’t we do the whole question-and-answer thing?  I ask a question.  You answer it.  Then you get to ask, and I answer.  We repeat until we get tired of each other.”  
 
    Cherish gave a quick chuckle.  “Okay, I’ll go first,” she said.  “What’s your favorite movie of all time?” 
 
    “Easy Rider,” he said.  “It’s an old movie with –” 
 
    “I know what Easy Rider is,” she said. “When I was growing up, my dad used to watch old movies every Sunday morning, and that was one of his favorites.  It’s, like, one of the only good memories I have of him.” 
 
    “My turn,” he said.  “I noticed some anime stickers on your computer.  What’s up with that?”  
 
    So, she told him that she’d always wanted to draw comics and that she didn’t know if she’d ever get the chance.  It seemed like such a silly dream, especially since she’d been forced to play with herself on camera just to make ends meet.  How was anything else she ever did going to overshadow that?   
 
    The two went back and forth for the next half hour, learning things about one another.  Favorite movies, music, books – all the superficial tastes that make people who they are.  They talked about their mutual disdain for sports, their shared love of good coffee, and their future plans.  It was one of the most edifying conversations Cherish had ever had, and by the time the night wound to a close, she felt like she knew him at least as well as she’d ever known anyone in her whole life.   
 
    After riding the bus back to Cherish’s apartment building, the two stood outside her door.  “I had fun,” Jacob said.  “I really want to do this again.  And I think you do, too.” 
 
    Cherish did.  More than anything, she did.  But there was only one problem. 
 
    “I…I have to tell you something,” she said. “And you’re not going to like it.  You’re probably never going to want to see me again after this.” 
 
    She looked away.  The last thing she wanted was for everything to end.  She liked Jacob.  She truly did.  And she knew how he was going to react.  Maybe he wouldn’t have been as violent as someone like Kurt.  But then again, he might.  Fear wrapped itself around her heart, and she clutched the pepper spray she had in her purse.  Jacob said, “What is it?” 
 
    “I’m transgender,” she breathed.  “I’m a transgender girl.  I know how that sounds, and I know you probably won’t ever want to see me again, but that’s just how it is.  I…I don’t…I understand if you hate me.” 
 
    Cherish could feel his eyes boring into her, but she didn’t dare meet his gaze.  She could only imagine the anger and hatred burning there.  She didn’t want to see it.   
 
    “Doesn’t matter,” he said.  “You’re a girl.  I like you.  That’s all that matters.” 
 
    Cherish looked up, barely noticing the tears flowing down her cheeks. “R-really?” she asked. 
 
    “Really,” he said, cupping her chin.  Then, he leaned in, planting his lips on hers.  Fireworks erupted in Cherish’s brain as his tongue mingled with hers.  When they broke away, he just smiled. 
 
    “You really don’t care?” she asked. 
 
    “I really don’t,” was his response.  “I’ll see you tomorrow?” 
 
    “Tomorrow,” she said, dazed as he set off down the corridor.  Cherish almost collapsed.  He didn’t care.  He really didn’t care. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Nineteen 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Cherish sat across from Rachel, who’d come into town during summer break.  The other girl looked much the same as she had the last time Cherish had seen her, the year before.  Just as pretty.  Just as confident.   
 
    “I’m sorry,” she said.  “I’ve been really busy with school.  I know that’s no excuse.  I should’ve come to see you sooner.  How have you been?” 
 
    “Good,” said Cherish, and for once, it wasn’t a lie.  Certainly, she still had her multitude of issues.  When she let herself think about it, she still felt a deep melancholy that would sometimes overtake her life for days.  But she’d pushed through it as best she could.  And then there was her relationship with Jacob, counteracting the whole thing.  In fact, she was convinced that he was the only thing keeping her sane.  Without his influence, Cherish had little doubt that she would’ve long since succumbed to the worst parts of her nature.  “I might have enough to go to school by spring semester.” 
 
    “Really?” asked Rachel.  “From working as a barista?” 
 
    “Yeah,” Cherish lied.  “And I’ve been…you know…seeing someone.  Someone really nice.” 
 
    Rachel quirked an eyebrow.  “Does he know about you?” she asked.  “I don’t want to see you in the hospital again for trying to trick some poor guy into –” 
 
    “He knows,” Cherish said, interrupting the girl who’d once been her closest friend.  As it stood, she wasn’t so sure that was still the case.  Of course, she still cared about Rachel.  However, increasingly, she had begun to wonder how much Rachel really cared about her.  Had the other girl befriended her at her mother’s behest?  Was she just another part of Dr. Gaines’ therapy?  Or did she truly like spending time with Cherish.  Once, she might have scoffed at the idea that Rachel wasn’t her real friend.  But having spent over a year with little contact had given Cherish a different perspective.  “And he still likes me.” 
 
    Rachel shrugged.  “I guess it takes all kinds,” she said.  “Mom says you’d be a lot better off if you’d just have that final surgery.  She knows a doctor who’d do it mostly pro bono.  And –” 
 
    “I’d appreciate it if you and your mom didn’t discuss my condition,” Cherish stated.  “That’s private.”  
 
    Rachel raised her hands in surrender.  “Fine,” she said.  “Whatever.  Tell me about this guy, huh?” 
 
    “His name is Jacob,” Cherish said.  “And he’s great.  He’s a musician, and we’ve been going out for almost four months now.”  
 
    Cherish’s mind drifted back to the multitude of dates she’d had with Jacob.  Some were corny stereotypes – miniature golf, bowling, movies and the like – but others were incredible experiences she’d never forget.  She’d gone to her first real concert.  He had taken her to see all best parts of New Orleans.  And he had even introduced her to his mother, Janine.  Never once had he acted like she was anything but she appeared to be, either.  That was the best part.   
 
    “Four months,” Rachel said.  “I’ve been going out with a guy, too.” 
 
    “Really?” Cherish asked.  “What’s his name?” 
 
    “That’s…um…kind of why I came down here,” she said.  “I figured it would get back to you eventually, and I wanted you to hear it from me.” 
 
    “Hear what?” Cherish asked, her stomach in knots.   
 
    “I’m dating Kurt,” Rachel said.  “And I have been for a while now.” 
 
    It took Cherish a long moment to grasp what her friend had said.  And when she did, all she could mutter was, “Kurt?” It came out in a whisper. 
 
    “I know you two had your little incident,” Rachel explained.  “But that’s in the past, right?  You don’t have to –” 
 
    “H-he put me in the hospital,” Cherish breathed.  “He would have killed me if…if…he should be in jail.  He threatened your mom and…h-how could you?” 
 
    “How could I?” she asked.  “Seriously?  That’s how you’re going to go at this?  Like it’s my fault?  You’re the one who seduced him, Chase.  You’re the one who tricked him.  I’m surprised he didn’t hurt you worse, honestly.  You tried to turn him gay or something.”  
 
    “M-my name is Cherish,” Cherish said.  “And I didn’t trick him.  You know I didn’t.  He came onto me, and…and…you…you really think it was my fault, don’t you?” 
 
    “He never would have touched you if he had known you weren’t a real girl,” Rachel said. 
 
    With that sentence, Cherish’s whole world came crashing down.  Not a real girl.  The one person who’d always treated her like she wasn’t a freak had just revealed her true thoughts.  She’d never thought of Cherish as a girl.  She was a charity project.  She was a science experiment.  She was a freak.  It was written all over the other girl’s face. 
 
    Without a word, Cherish rose from her seat.  She took a step toward the door, but Rachel grabbed her arm.  “Where are you going?” she asked. 
 
    Cherish glared at the girl she’d once considered her friend.  She didn’t anymore.  Who could be friends with a freak, right?  “I never want to see you again,” she said, jerking her arm away.  Striding away, she ignored Rachel’s protests.  Or tried to, at least.   
 
      
 
      
 
    *     *     * 
 
      
 
      
 
    Cherish sat on the worn, old couch.  “I don’t really want to talk about it,” she said, her eyes glued to the floor of Jacob’s apartment.  The place was even smaller than hers, and quite a bit rattier.  Apparently, playing the odd gig and working as a stock boy didn’t pay quite as well as being a cam girl.  Jacob sat beside her, his hand on her thigh.  “It’s over now.” 
 
    She’d already explained the whole story – everything that had happened at the spring break incident – and about what Rachel had done.  She’d talked about how betrayed she had felt.  And she had explained how she never wanted to see her one-time friend again.   She spent the whole time crying.   
 
    “It’s wrong,” Jacob said.  “Everything about it is wrong.  He should be in jail for assault, if not attempted murder.”  
 
    “I dropped the charges,” Cherish explained.  “There was this guy; he was like a lawyer or something.  I don’t know.  But he came to us and said that if I didn’t drop the charges, they could make things very difficult for Dr. Gaines.  She prescribed my hormones without parental consent.  She did it because she knew my dad would never agree to it.  And this guy was threatening her.  What else was I supposed to do?  I had to do it.  I had to, Jacob.” 
 
    “I know you did,” he said.  “It’s just not fair.  This guy, he does something like that, and he doesn’t have to pay any consequences?  And what about your dad?  He just kicks you out?  It’s wrong, Cherish.  It’s all wrong.” 
 
    “You think I don’t know that?” she asked, turning to face him.  “That’s the story of my life.  Nothing’s fair.  It’s not fair that my mom died before she could help me.  It’s not fair that I have a transphobic dad.  It’s not fair that the only person I ever really considered a friend sees me as a boy pretending to be a girl.  None of it’s fair, Jacob.  That’s life.”  
 
    “I wish I could help you,” he said.  “I don’t know how, but I wish I could.” 
 
    “Nobody can help me with this,” Cherish said.  “Nobody can do a damned thing.”  
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Twenty 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “We don’t have to do this yet,” said Jacob, his hand on Cherish’s thigh.  The couple sat on the mattress.  “I know it makes you uncomfortable.” 
 
    “That’s not it, exactly,” Cherish said, looking away.  The room looked exactly as it always did, which is to say that it looked like Jacob hadn’t really moved in.  With the man’s possessions still mostly in boxes and his bed being a simple mattress with a blanket, it certainly didn’t look permanent.  But it felt like Jacob.  It smelled like him.  And so, she felt comfortable there.  It was the impending act that set her nerves on edge. 
 
    Wearing nothing but her bra and panties, she was as exposed as she’d ever been with Jacob.  So was he, wearing his boxers and a tee-shirt.  Until that point, their sexual relationship had been limited to oral sex, making out, and a lot of heavy petting.  Jacob still hadn’t seen Cherish’s male equipment, though he had felt it a couple of times.   
 
    It wasn’t that Cherish didn’t want to have sex with him.  She did, and more than just about anything she could imagine.  Each time she performed for one of her shows, she imagined him instead of one of her many toys.  But she was also terrified.  It was one thing to say you were okay with your lover having a penis; it was something else entirely to be confronted with it in person.  And given her track record, Cherish was convinced that all of his understanding, all of his acceptance would flow right out the window at the sight of the hateful thing.   
 
    But it had to happen eventually.  One way or the other, she had to know.  Because she loved him, and not in a lost puppy dog sort of way.  It wasn’t some temporary thing, either.  She loved him as a woman loves a man, and she knew he felt the same way.  And as surprised as she was by that fact, she wanted to express that love in a physical way.  She needed to, despite her trepidation.   
 
    “I’m just afraid,” she said. “I’ve never done it before.” 
 
    “I’ll be gentle,” Jacob said.  He was little more experienced than her, though his three previous partners made him seem worldly beyond compare.  “I love you.”  
 
    Hearing the words melted Cherish’s resistance, and before she knew it, her lips were on his.  Her hands were exploring his whole body, and his hers.  Suddenly, he grasped her manhood, squeezing it lightly before starting to stroke.  It felt good.  God, it did, and not just physically.  He hadn’t hesitated.  He didn’t care.  It was just part of her.  He loved that couple of flaccid inches just as much as anything else.   
 
    What followed was a fury of discarded clothes, kisses, and awkward sex.  Awkward, but satisfying.  Edifying.  And revelatory.  If Cherish knew Jacob loved her before, losing her virginity to him banished all doubt to the dimmest corners of her mind.  She knew.  She knew, absolutely, unequivocally, and without a hint of question, that he loved her.  And she loved him.   
 
    It was everything she could’ve hoped it would be. 
 
    After, as they lay on that bare mattress, the scent of musky sex and sweat hanging in the air, Cherish said, “That was fun.” 
 
    Jacob laughed.  “That’s an understatement,” he said.  And then they did it again. 
 
    From that day going forward, the two couldn’t get enough of one another.  Sometimes, they’d have sex two or three times a day.  At Jacob’s apartment, in public bathrooms, at Cherish’s place – wherever the mood struck them, they did it.  Jacob even participated in a couple of Cherish’s shows; he hadn’t even batted an eyelash when she revealed that tidbit of her revenue stream.  He’d just accepted it as what it was: necessary.  In short, they were a young couple in love, and Cherish couldn’t have been happier.   
 
    However, good sex and a loving relationship couldn’t quite smother her depression.  There were times when it still felt like she was wading through a stream of filth to reach the kind of happiness she craved.  And when she did finally get there, that same filth clung to her, weighing her down.  Being happy was an effort, and it was one that exhausted her. 
 
    For his part, Jacob understood, and in his way, he tried to help – usually by showering her with kisses until she lost herself in their passion.  But mostly, he just listened.  He just listened and understood.  And for that, Cherish was grateful.   
 
    One afternoon, after an epic bout of sex that had lasted almost two hours, the two lay on Cherish’s bed, exhausted.  Her bedroom couldn’t have been more different than Jacob’s.  She didn’t have many decorations, but the room wasn’t empty, either.  And she had a real bed, covered in a snug, white comforter.  A few of her drawings were pinned to the wall – Jacob insisted – reminding her that she wasn’t just a sex worker.  She had dreams.  She had other things that gave her life meaning.   
 
    “I need to tell you something,” Jacob said, his voice low.  He lay on his back, his hands behind his head while Cherish snuggled close, her arm draped over his chest.  She could feel the swell of his every breath.  “And I don’t know if you’re going to like it or not.” 
 
    “What is it?” Cherish prompted. 
 
    “My dad’s dead,” he stated. 
 
    She had suspected as much; after all, she’d only ever met his mother – a small woman who looked like a breeze my topple her – and he rarely spoke of his father.  But then again, she didn’t talk about her dad, either, so she couldn’t have been sure they weren’t simply estranged. 
 
    “I killed him,” Jacob added. 
 
    Instinctively, Cherish pulled away.  She sat up, saying, “You killed him?  Is that a metaphor or something?” 
 
    “No,” Jacob said.  “I killed him with a baseball bat.  And I’d do it a hundred times over, if I had the chance.  He used to beat my mom.  Me too, but mom always got it worse.  God, I remember it so clearly.  Sometimes, I can’t get it out of my head.  Mom had made pork chops that night.  It was dad’s favorite.  She knew he’d been having trouble at work – he was a car salesman – and she wanted to put him in a good mood.  I helped her make the mashed potatoes.  I remember that so vividly, being in the kitchen with my mom.  Laughing.  Joking.  Being happy.  And then he stormed in.” 
 
    Jacob didn’t speak for a few seconds.  Finally, he continued, “I knew from the second he came through the door that something bad was going to happen.  He had been drinking, and for a while, by the look of it.  That was when it was always the worst.  When he drank, I mean.  Sober, he might just slap her around, but when he drank…sometimes, he put mom in the hospital.” 
 
    “Jesus,” Cherish muttered. 
 
    Jacob barked a harsh laugh.  “Jesus.  Dad would always ask forgiveness for Jesus.  He’d apologize, too.  But if he was really sorry, he wouldn’t have kept doing it.”  He shook his head and continued, “This time, though, it was different.  I didn’t know it at the time, but he’d just lost his job.  Poor performance, apparently.  And he’d spent the day drinking.  He was looking for a fight.  I could see it in his eyes.  But if mom wouldn’t have burned the pork chops…sometimes, I wonder if things might have turned out differently.  It doesn’t matter, though, because she did burn them.  And he flew off the handle.”  
 
    He sighed.  “He didn’t use his open hand,” Jacob said.  “That’s how I knew it was going to be bad.  He balled his fist and punched her like a man.  You’ve seen my mom.  She’s so little.  Even then, I was bigger than her.  She dropped.  Just, you know, went to the floor.  She wasn’t quite unconscious, but she wasn’t awake, either.  Dad wanted more, though.  He bent over her and grabbed her by the neck.  I was moving before he picked her up, though.  I grabbed my baseball bat from near the front door – all my baseball stuff was there – and I went to him.  I was swinging before I knew what I was doing.”  
 
    Cherish saw tears streaming down Jacob’s cheeks.  “You were protecting your mother,” she said.   
 
    “I know,” he muttered.  “But I didn’t swing just once.  Or twice.  This was one of those aluminum bats, and by the time I finished, it was all deformed and dented.  And his face was a pile of…of…it wasn’t a face anymore.  The coroner said he probably died after the first or second swing.  I didn’t care, though.  I had so much rage built up.  So much fear.  I did what I had to do.  And I’d do it again.” 
 
    “Why are you telling me this?” she asked. 
 
    “Because you deserve to know,” Jacob said.  “Because you need to understand that sometimes, you can’t just run away from your problems.  Sometimes, you have to take matters into your own hands.” 
 
    “I don’t understand,” Cherish said. 
 
    “You’re depressed because you never got closure with anyone in your life,” Jacob explained.  “All these people who wronged you – that asshole quarterback, the girl, your dad – they all got away without paying any sort of price.  Kurt’s probably still a homophobic asshole.  Rachel still looks at you as an accessory, a toy doll to play dress-up with.  And your dad still hates you.  They’re all terrible people.  You know they are.  But they’ve never had to so much as think about what they did to you.” 
 
    “What are you saying I should do?” she asked. 
 
    “I’m saying you should confront them,” Jacob said.  “Tell them what they did to you, tell them how they made you feel.  It’s not a bat to the head, but it might help you move on.  That’s what I’m saying.  That’s all I’m saying.” 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Twenty-One 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “He would drive a Camaro,” said Jacob, looking across the street.  “Prick.” 
 
    Cherish sat in the passenger seat of her beat-up Corolla, her stomach tied in knots as she stared at Kurt’s car.  It was brand new, of course – probably a gift from some rich football booster – and a jet black that glistened after the rain that had been falling for most of the night.   
 
    “We don’t have to do this,” Cherish said.  They’d been following Kurt for almost a week, and they’d yet to find him alone.  Neither one wanted to confront him when he was surrounded by a half-dozen of his teammates.  “I can just send him an email or something.  That’s closure enough.” 
 
    “No,” Jacob said. “You know it’s not.  He needs to understand that what he did has consequences.”  
 
    They’d had the argument multiple times, and the result had always been the same.  She loved Jacob, but he was as stubborn as anyone she’d ever met.  Maybe that was one of the reasons she did love him.  Or perhaps she loved him in spite of it.  Either way, she couldn’t get him to budge.  He’d made up his mind that she needed to do this, and that was that.  Anything less simply wouldn’t do.  So, they waited.   
 
    The plan itself was simple.  She would confront him, say what she needed to say, and they would leave.  That was it.  Jacob was only there if things got out of hand.  Though, seeing her thin boyfriend – God, it felt good to think of him like that – she doubted he would be much protection against the much more muscular Kurt.  Besides, Jacob wasn’t a violent person.   
 
    Except he had killed his own father.  She didn’t blame him for it, of course.  In fact, Cherish was proud of him.  He’d protected his mother in the only way he knew how.  He was a hero, as far as she was concerned.  He was.  It was just that she couldn’t quite forget what he’d confessed.  That he had the potential for such violence inevitably colored her perception of him.   
 
    “Here he comes,” Jacob said, leaning forward as he peered out the window toward the bar beyond Kurt’s shiny car.  The tall athlete looked much the same as Cherish remembered, except that in the almost two years since that fateful spring break, he’d put on even more muscle.  But his attitude was clearly the same.  Flanked by a pair of giants – linemen, surely – he swaggered out of the bar.  Thankfully, Rachel was nowhere to be seen.  Sometimes, she was. 
 
    “Same as every other day,” Cherish said.  “If we go now, he’ll just sick his buddies on us.”  
 
    “Just wait,” Jacob ordered.  And Cherish did.  In the instances when Rachel had been with Kurt, she’d wanted to cry.  Seeing her hanging all over the man who’d beaten her half to death made her stomach roil.  And seeing how happy she looked doing it made Cherish want to scream.  Even thinking about it, she tightened her fist until her knuckles went white.  Kurt was an asshole, sure, and transphobic.  But Rachel was worse.  She’d pretended to be Cherish’s friend.  Cherish had trusted her.  Not anymore, though.  Now, she only trusted Jacob.  He was the only one who deserved it. 
 
    The three men milled around the front of the bar for a few minutes before, miraculously, they split up.  It was time.  It was finally time.  But she hesitated.  What if Kurt got angry?  What if he became belligerent?  Memories – still clouded by the head trauma of being beaten near to death – flashed through her mind.  She didn’t want to go through that again.  She didn’t want Jacob to, either.   
 
    “Come on,” he said, letting go of the hand she hadn’t realized he’d been holding.  “Let’s do it.” 
 
    The two behemoths were out of sight.  In fact, nobody was around, except Kurt.  And he didn’t seem to be paying a bit of attention to his surroundings.  He was confident that nobody would mess with him.  After all, he was who he was, and in college town, a football player was practically a god. 
 
    Jacob got out of the car, and Cherish followed.  It was all she could do not to tremble as she followed him to Kurt’s car.   
 
    “No autographs,” slurred Kurt, clicking the fob of his keys.  The car beeped.  “Or selfies or whatever.”  
 
    “Not here for that, man,” Jacob said, his voice steady.  Cherish wished she could feel that kind of confidence.  “I’m her for her.” 
 
    Kurt’s eyes narrowed in confusion.  Then, a split second later, he saw Cherish.  And against all odds, he smiled.  “Back for more, freak?” he asked, reaching to open the door. 
 
    Quick as a snake, Jacob’s hand flashed out, grabbing Kurt’s wrist.  He pulled it away and shoved Kurt into the front fender.  “She’s not a freak, asshole,” he said. “And you’re going to listen to what she has to say.” 
 
    Kurt rubbed his wrist, staring daggers at Jacob.  “That’s my throwing arm, you dick,” he said.  “It better not be hurt.  I swear to God.”  He glared past Jacob at Cherish.  “Fine.  Say what you want to say.  I want to be seen with your kind.” 
 
    Anger erupted in Cherish’s mind. “My kind?” she growled.  “My kind?  I don’t want to be seen with you, you fucking asshole.  You fucking bigot.  Yeah, you beat me up.  You hurt me.  But it wasn’t because who I am.  It was because of who you are!  You wanted me!  You liked me!  And then when you found out what I was, you panicked.  You freaked out because you thought it made you gay or something.  Maybe you are, deep down.  I don’t –” 
 
    It all happened so fast.  One second, Cherish was working her way up to a crescendo of righteous anger, and the next, Kurt had launched himself at her.  He almost even made it.  But Jacob was there, tackling him against the car.   
 
    Kurt was bigger.  Kurt was stronger.  Probably more coordinated, too.  But still, Jacob got the upper hand.  And when he did, he didn’t hold back.  The first punch sent Kurt staggering.  The second pushed him to his knees.  And the third put him on ground.  But Jacob didn’t stop, not until Kurt was lying on the ground, his face barely recognizable for all the blood and blossoming bruises.  As the other man squirmed, Jacob stood over him, his breath coming in short, ragged gasps.   
 
    Then, he turned to Cherish, saying, “Your turn.” 
 
    “W-what?” she asked. 
 
    “Hit him,” he said.  “You need to hit him.” 
 
    “I…I don’t want…I’m not…” 
 
    “He hates you almost as much as he hates himself,” Jacob said.  “He deserves this.  You know he does.  Think about what he did to you.” 
 
    And she did.  She thought about the relationship that could’ve been.  She thought about how he had reacted to finding out her truth, about the sheer hatred in his eyes.  She thought about how that one moment had sent her careening down a path of depression and borderline destitution.  It was because of him that she’d been forced to become a cam girl.  It was because of him that she hadn’t been able to go to college.  It was because of him that she lay awake most nights, her heart in the clutches of formless fear.  It was because of him that she jumped each time a man spoke loudly around her.  All of that was his fault.  And he deserved to pay. 
 
    Suddenly, she was standing over him, her fists clenched.  She didn’t feel afraid anymore.  Not right then, at least.  She just felt angry.  And she channeled that anger into her fists.   
 
    Nobody could ever say that the blows did much good – not by themselves, at least.  But each time she hit him on one of the already-injured parts of his face, he groaned.  It wasn’t about that, though.  Not really.  It was about her.  It was about feeling control.  It was about drowning out the fear. 
 
    When she finally came back to herself, Cherish was straddling the beaten boy – he wasn’t a man; he was just a boy pretending to be such – and her arms were aching with exhaustion.  Tears streamed down her face, and blood splattered her white tee-shirt.  If she could’ve lifted her arms, she would’ve kept going.  But she was spent.  She’d done what she had to do. 
 
    Recognizing that, Jacob lifted her to her feet.  “Go back to the car,” he said. “I’ve got to talk to Kurt here for a second.” 
 
    So, she went, almost in a daze.  But at least she wasn’t afraid anymore. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Twenty-Two 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The drive back to New Orleans took about six hours, during which Cherish experienced a cacophony of emotions.  On the one hand, she felt vindicated.  It wasn’t exactly an eye for an eye – Kurt didn’t have to deal with losing everything he’d ever had – but it was close enough that she thought it an almost fitting repayment for what he’d done to her.  More than once, though, she wished Jacob had permanently injured the man’s throwing arm.  Maybe then he would feel a portion of the loss he’d caused Cherish.   
 
    On the other hand, she kept looking at her bloody knuckles, at her once-white shirt, at Jacob, and she wondered what gave them the right to do what they had done.  Certainly, Kurt had deserved it – and much, much more.  But the violence of it still horrified her. 
 
    Or was it excitement?  She couldn’t deny the power she felt, kneeling over him.  Even amidst the other emotions flowing through her, she could recognize that well enough.  It was the first time in her life that she had ever had control – real control – over anyone.  And it felt good.  It felt right.   
 
    “It’s going to be okay,” Jacob said, not looking away from the road.  They’d just passed into Mississippi, which meant they’d been driving for a couple of hours.  “I made sure of that.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” Cherish asked. 
 
    “I talked to him,” he said.  “He won’t tell anybody who did it.”  
 
    Cherish was embarrassed to think that she hadn’t even thought of that.  “How can you be so sure?” she asked. 
 
    “Because I told him I’d kill him next time if he did,” Jacob said.  It was a statement of fact.  A promise.  There was little anger in it.  “And his parents, too.  He believed me.” 
 
    Cherish swallowed hard.  “Would you?” she asked. 
 
    “To protect you?” he asked, glancing her way.  “In a heartbeat.  He deserved worse than what he got.” 
 
    Cherish nodded, but she didn’t respond otherwise.  What was there to say?  She wanted to feel something about his statement.  She should’ve been afraid.  Or at least disapproving.  But she wasn’t.  She simply agreed with him.   
 
    “I’ve never been in a real fight,” she said.  “I’ve been beaten up before.  In school, I was just the quiet kid who seemed a little off.  I don’t think anybody even suspected I wasn’t a…a boy.  Even after I started taking hormones and developed, they didn’t see anything but what they wanted to see.  I was good at pretending, too.  Really good.  But they always knew I was weak.  They knew I was different, even if they didn’t know how.  And you know how kids are about that kind of thing.” 
 
    Jacob nodded.  No doubt, he’d had his own bouts with bullying.  He’d hinted at as much, but he’d never said it outright.  Even so, Cherish could recognize the scars.   
 
    “But I never fought back,” she said.  “I might’ve tried a couple of times, but my heart was never in it.  And it never lasted long.  I was smaller.  I was weaker.  And I didn’t want to do it anyway.  This was different, though.  You felt that, too, right?  I could have done anything I wanted to Kurt, and there was nothing he could do about it.” 
 
    “I felt it, too,” Kurt admitted. 
 
    After a couple of minutes of silence, she said, “It made me feel better.  About everything, I mean.  A lot better.”  
 
    “Good,” Kurt said.  “Because I think we should do it again.  With Rachel.  Or your dad.  Someone else.”  
 
    “A-again?” asked Cherish.  “No.  No, we can’t.  This was a one-time thing.  There’s no way I could do this to anybody else.” 
 
    Even as she said the words, she knew them for a lie.  While she had no interest in physically hurting Rachel – that was crossing a line – she could practically feel her fists on her father’s face.  He was just as culpable as Kurt, surely.  He’d caused her just as much pain.  He deserved what Kurt had gotten.  He did.   
 
    But was she willing to take that step?  He was her father, still.  Wasn’t he?  Not according to him.  From his perspective, she was just another freak.  A mistake.  A fucking tranny.  So, what loyalty did she have to him, really?  What did she owe him?  Nothing.  Nothing at all.  And if a stranger had treated her the way he had… 
 
    She let the thought dangle, but she didn’t say anything else.  She simply dwelled on it, growing angrier with every second. 
 
      
 
      
 
    *     *     * 
 
      
 
      
 
    Cherish paced back and forth, her heart racing as she wondered why she’d agreed to the plan already in motion.  Looking around the empty garage, she felt the tug of memories.  Not all of them were bad.  Some of the men who’d worked with her father were decent human beings.  Certainly, she was sure they wouldn’t have accepted her as she was, but back when she’d spent so much time there, they’d been good to her.  That had to count for something, didn’t it? 
 
    Overwhelmingly, though, the place only served to remind her of the lies of her childhood, of how far she’d had to come, of how alone in the world she’d been before meeting Jacob.  They weren’t comforting thoughts, especially given what she’d come back home to do.   
 
    Do you even know what you came here to do?   
 
    The thought had barely crossed her mind when the door swung open to reveal Jacob, who was dragging a heavy burden behind him.  A heavy, human-shaped burden wrapped in a trash bag.   
 
    She let out a sigh of relief.  “I was starting to worry,” she said, her heart racing.  “Did you have any trouble?” 
 
    “He was already drunk,” Jacob grunted, pulling the load across the concrete ground and to a lone chair.  “The stuff knocked him cold.”  
 
    “The stuff” was a horse tranquillizer Jacob had gotten from God-knows-where.  Maybe online.  Or from one of his sketchy friends.  She didn’t know, and at that moment, she didn’t really care.   
 
    “Help me out,” her boyfriend said. “He’s heavy.”  
 
    Even in his prime, her father had been a stocky man.  Short, but well-built.  And he was far from his prime, which meant that his muscles had mostly gone to seed, replaced by fat.  He was well over two-hundred pounds of dead weight, which made levering him into the chair more than difficult.  But, after removing the trash bags, they managed the feat with minimum difficulty.  Then, they went to work binding his hands and feet to the chair.  By the time they were finished, there was no way he was going to move.   
 
    Jacob backed away, stretching with his hands on the small of his back.  Cherish noticed a small, snub-nosed revolver jammed into his waistband.  “Just in case,” he’d said.  Cherish didn’t want to look at the weapon, much less think about what “just in case” meant.   
 
    The plan was simple enough, and it wasn’t so different than what they’d done to Kurt.  Confront him.  Say her piece.  And then make him regret his actions.  Simple, but effective.  Cherish craved the closure she knew it would bring. 
 
    That isn’t to say that she hadn’t resisted doing it at all, though.  She had, and for almost a month.  In the end, though, Jacob – and her own anger – had prevailed.  From that point, the plan had come together easily enough.  And even if a few reservations still floated around in her head, Cherish was committed.  She wanted to show him.  To teach him.  To work out her anger and make him pay.  That would make everything better.  She was sure of it. 
 
    “What now?” she asked, squatting on her heels in front of her father.  He was still unconscious, which meant that his head sagged, and drool dripped down his bearded chin.  She could smell the stink of alcohol on the man. 
 
    “Wait for him to wake up,” answered Jacob.  “It shouldn’t be that long.  I didn’t give him a full dose.”  
 
    Cherish nodded, but she didn’t move.  Neither did.  And it was almost an hour until the man began to stir.  It was another five minutes before his eyes opened, and when they did, they were confused and unfocused.  Finally, after a few more minutes, he managed to mutter, “W-what’s going on?” He tried – unsuccessfully – to move.  He growled, “W-what the fuck is going on?” His eyes came to focus on Cherish.  “What the fuck are you doing here, you fucking tranny freak?  I swear to God –” 
 
    A second later, Jacob’s hand flashed out, backhanding him with enough force to send him crashing to the floor.  Standing over the fallen, bound man, Jacob said, “I’m going to pick you up, now.  If you insult her again, I’m going to hit you again.  I don’t know how many you can take, but I’m perfectly fine being here all night.”  
 
    “Help!  Fucking help!” the man screamed.  The only answer was the echo of his own voice.  And Jacob’s humorless laughter.   
 
    “Nobody’s going to hear you, old man,” he said.  “Scream all you want.  That’ll just make this take a lot longer than necessary.”  
 
    Cherish’s father went silent, but he continued to glare at his daughter.  Jacob paid it no attention, pulling the chair upright.  “You are a horrible human being,” Jacob said.  “If it was up to me, I’d kill you here and now.  But it’s not.  Your daughter has something to say to you.”  
 
    Cherish took a deep breath.  “I…I hate you,” she said, her voice small.  Afraid.  “I wish you’d died instead of mom.” 
 
    “So do I,” the man muttered.  Cherish did everything she could to ignore it. 
 
    “I had to sneak around and hide who I was for years, all because I knew how you’d react,” Cherish kept on.  “I knew who you were.  But when you finally found out, I hoped you would be somebody else.  I hoped you could finally be the dad I wished you were.  I was stupid.  You can’t change because you’re miserable person.  I think you’d have hated me even if I wasn’t transgender.”  
 
    The man began to respond, but Jacob silenced him with a growled, “Shut up and listen!”  
 
    Cherish turned away.  “I understand it, you know,” she said.  “I get it.  I probably remind you of her.  But that’s not why you’re here.  You’re here because you failed as a father.  You abandoned me because you didn’t approve of what I am.”  Wheeling on him, her voice rose, “Do you think I chose this?  Why the fuck would I have?  I’ve gotten nothing but hate for it.  This is who I am because I can’t help it.  And you should have known that.  You should’ve…you should have supported me!  But you couldn’t.  You didn’t.  And I almost killed myself because of it.  I had the razor and everything.  Inches from my wrist.  I wanted to do it.” 
 
    “You should have,” the man whispered.  “Good riddance.” 
 
    All thought fled Cherish’s mind as she launched herself at the man.  She punched.  She kicked.  She bit.  And she clawed at his face.  But it wasn’t enough.  She wanted more.  She wanted to be stronger.  She wanted to do what Jacob had done to his father.  There wasn’t a bat, though.  But there was something else. 
 
    “Give me the gun,” she said, sitting atop her bound father.   
 
    “Are you sure?” asked Jacob. 
 
    “One-hundred percent,” she said, her tone even.  Turning to him and holding out her hand, she said, “Give me the gun.” 
 
    He did.  It felt strange in her hand – not like a deadly weapon at all.  Just heavy.  She fitted her hand around the grip and stared at it.   
 
    “What are you gonna do with that, you little bitch?” her father spat.  His face was a mass of cuts and scrapes.  But the damage was superficial.  Painful, but nothing serious.  “You don’t have the balls.” 
 
    Cherish stood, turning her back on him as he continued to taunt her.  She wanted to put a bullet in him as much as she’d ever wanted anything in her whole life.  The world would be a better place without him.  She knew it would.  But still, she hesitated.  He was her father.  He was a living, breathing human being.   
 
    No, she thought, turning back to him.  He’s a piece of shit. 
 
    Without warning, she aimed at his kneecap and fired.  The gun went off with a deafening bang, but the shot was true.  His knee exploded, blood and viscera flying everywhere.  The man howled in pain.  She aimed again, this time stepping closer.  And the other knee followed the first.  Her father’s howls were almost as loud as the gunshot.  Certainly, they were more disturbing.  She reveled in it.  He deserved to die screaming. 
 
    And when she finally aimed at his head, he did.  The resulting silence felt louder than the screams. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Twenty-Three 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Cherish and Jacob rode in silence, just as they’d remained silent throughout the cleanup in the garage.  The body – Cherish didn’t even want to think of it as her father – was deposited into the trash bags, the blood was cleaned with bleach, and when they were finished, all evidence of that a crime had been committed had been erased.  It was like it had never happened – except for the body.   
 
    “We can dump it in the bay,” Jacob suggested, breaking the silence.  “Either the alligators or the crabs will get it.”  
 
    “I don’t care,” Cherish said.  “Whatever you think is best.” 
 
    It was true.  She didn’t care what happened to the body.  There was a part of her that wanted to go to a police station and confess everything.  She had killed a person.  She had murdered her own father.  That was wrong, no matter if he deserved it or not.  She deserved punishment for that.   
 
    But she also felt justified.  And she wasn’t going to put Jacob in that kind of danger.  All he’d wanted was for her to get closure.  He hadn’t known she would go crazy.   
 
    Almost on as if he could read her mind, Jacob said, “It’s not your fault.”  
 
    “I pulled the trigger,” she said, turning her tear streaked face toward his.  “Me.  Three times.  I could’ve stopped after one or two, but I finished it.  I killed him.  Who else’s fault would it be?”  
 
    “His,” Jacob said.  “Actions have consequences.”  
 
    “That’s what I’m afraid of,” Cherish muttered. 
 
    “This is just like what happened with my dad,” he said.  “He brought it on himself.  You can’t be blamed for doing what you did.” 
 
    “I think most of the world would blame me,” she said, looking out the window as they traversed back roads.   
 
    “I think everyone would understand,” Jacob said. “I do.”  
 
    “You’re biased,” she said.  “You love me.” 
 
    “I do,” he responded, turning down a poorly marked dirt road.  Tree limbs crowded the road, scratching against the car as they creeped steadily forward.  Eventually, they came to a clearing.  “Come on.  We have to get rid of the thing.”  
 
    The thing.  The body.  Her father.  “I thought you said we could put him in the bay,” she said.  “This isn’t the bay.” 
 
    “Changed my mind,” Jacob said, getting out of the car.  He pointed toward the far side of the clearing, saying, “We’re burying him over there.  Nobody will ever come back here.  Nobody’s ever going to find him.”  
 
    A second later, Cherish followed him to the back of the car, where the body lay next to a pair of shovels.  Where did those come from, she wondered.  When she asked, Jacob just shrugged, “I was prepared for the worst.”  
 
    It made sense enough, and the two of them toted the body to where Jacob had indicated.  After going back to get the shovels, the two set to digging.  Jacob covered far more ground than her, but even with his frantic pace, it took hours to dig a proper hole.  When he finally judged it deep enough, he dragged the body inside, and without a moment’s hesitation, started shoveling dirt onto the trash bag-clad corpse.  Cherish joined in. 
 
    By the time they finished, she had blisters on her hands, and the sun had started to peak through the trees.   
 
    “Did you want to say anything?” Jacob asked, leaning on the shovel. 
 
    Cherish nodded.  Then, she looked at the mound of freshly turned earth, saying, “Fuck you, asshole.”  
 
    Suddenly, she realized that she didn’t regret it.  She wanted to.  She knew she should.  But she didn’t.  He did deserve it, like Jacob had said.  In fact, she regretted not making him suffer more.  If she’d hesitated for a few moments before firing that final shot, he would’ve felt the consequences of his actions even more.  And she would’ve enjoyed watching him squirm, powerless and without an ounce of hope.  He deserved that.  He did.   
 
    She spat on the ground, and without another word, stalked back toward the car. 
 
      
 
      
 
    *     *     * 
 
      
 
      
 
    After killing her father, Cherish’s life began to improve.  Against all odds, it was like a giant weight had been lifted from her shoulders.  And when the police finally contacted her, telling her that he was dead, she almost wept with happiness.  More, he’d never bothered to write a will, so she got his assets.  It wasn’t much – just the house, the garage, and a meager bank account – but after everything was sold, it gave her enough that she could finally realize her dream of going to college.   
 
    Through it all, Jacob was there beside her.  He made her feel safe.  Protected.  When everyone else had abandoned her, he’d been there.  He gave her what she needed.  And if she ever needed it again, he would do the same thing over.  She knew it as well as she knew anything else in the world. 
 
    The two were married three weeks after Cherish’s father was declared officially dead.  And so, they began their life together.  A man and a woman.  Husband and wife.   
 
    The night after they were married at the courthouse, they lay in one another’s arms.  Jacob looked her in the eyes, asking, “Are you happy?”  
 
    She smiled at him.  “I think I am,” she said.  And for the first time in her life, she truly meant it. 
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