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Introduction

“Are you a woman? That was the question I really needed to answer in class.”
This is an illustrated romance novella, complete with beautiful images inside. Enjoy!

∞∞∞

For so long, I hid in the background, sketching the girl I wished I could be while pretending I was someone else. Then Arthur walked into my life—patient, funny, impossible to ignore—and made me believe I could be seen.

But finding the woman in me and the taste of first love… were never simple.

Clutch your Pearl Necklace Tight and

Prepare for a Transgender Romance Ride!

Note: This story contains transgender romance, transgender transformation, gradual feminization, friends to lovers, coming-of-age, and first-time feminization tropes. Some real places and people were referenced but the story is a work of fiction. The cover image is from Brightlucky Press.

I’m Lilly Lustwood and I’m a transgender woman. I’m a senior editor by day and I recall and write my romantic rendezvous by night.

Most of my titles deal with feminization. A fragment of what makes me find happiness in my gender identity, amidst the discrimination against women like me, is my transformation.

When I look in the mirror and I gaze at my authentic self, I know that no matter what happens, I’m living my life and not somebody else’s idea of how I should.

The clothes I wear, my long black hair, the fruity bath products that I use, the hormone medications I take before I go to bed, the sillage of my floral perfume, the surgeries I’ve undergone, and every step that I take with my size 12 Jimmy Choos, are all proudly from me…

…from my authentic feminine self.

Picture this…

❖   I have long and straight black hair and stand 5ft 6in.

❖   My curvaceous physique enjoys silk dresses

❖   I’m blessed with huge cat eyes and heart-shaped lips

❖   I want to share the rest, but that’s not very lady-like *wink*

Now that you know what your storyteller looks like, let’s get to Are You a Woman.


Free Vip Mailing List

∞∞∞

Before we get to the exciting part, I’m cordially inviting you to be a Lilly Lustwood VIP.

IT DOESN’T COST ANYTHING. All you have to do is Join my Mailing List.

I will be sending you FREE Exclusive Romantic Content that you won’t find anywhere else.

My First Gift For You

[image: A screenshot of a book  Description automatically generated]

Apart from that, I’ll also send you Announcements of my New Releases and Promos.

I won’t send you anything that’s not related to my stories and I won’t share your information with any person or entity.

CLICK TO READ FOR FREE

or Copy this Link -> stats.sender.net/forms/er756a/view

Note: Please check your Spam or Promotions tab
if the confirmation doesn’t arrive in your inbox.

Love Always, Lilly


Chapter 1

∞∞∞

THE CAFETERIA smelled like fried chicken and burnt coffee, but I barely noticed. I had my sketchbook propped open against the plastic tray, pencil resting in my fingers as I stared at the half-finished drawing. Another face stared back at me, softer than mine, the jawline trimmed down, hair spilling past the shoulders. She was me, but not really. She was the version of me I only ever saw in quick daydreams, one I could erase with a swipe of the eraser if anyone came too close.

No one did, though. They rarely did.

Clusters of students filled the tables around me. Laughter, shouts across the room, the clatter of trays being set down—it all swirled like white noise I wasn’t part of. I picked at the fries on my plate, greasy salt on my fingers, and went back to shading her cheekbones.

“Hey, Carter!” Some guy from my stats class passed by and slapped the back of my chair. I jerked forward, nearly smearing the page. He didn’t even look to see what I was drawing. He kept moving, tray balanced in one hand as he joined a table full of baseball caps and booming voices.

I lowered my head, heart beating faster for no reason. The drawing looked exposed even though no one cared. I flipped the page halfway shut, covering her eyes with my palm until I felt calmer.

I thought about what it would be like to walk through the cafeteria as her. Not John with his slouched shoulders and oversized hoodie, but the girl on the page. She’d toss her hair back, maybe even laugh when someone shouted her name. She’d belong here.

The thought made me ache in some small way I couldn’t quite name.

The table in front of me scraped loudly as chairs moved. Two girls plopped down with iced coffees, chatting about some frat mixer. I caught fragments of words—“hot,” “ridiculous,” “shots”—before I pushed my earphones in, even though I wasn’t playing music. It gave me an excuse to drift further away.

My notebook was full of girls like her. Different versions, sometimes bolder, sometimes softer, always more alive than me. I never showed them to anyone. Not Maya, not my parents when they asked if I was still drawing. It was safer this way, tucked into the spiral of cheap paper.

I tried to focus on my fries again, but the ketchup had congealed into a dark puddle. My appetite vanished. I tapped my pencil against the page instead, keeping the rhythm steady like it could drown out the laughter echoing off the cafeteria walls.

Across the room, Arthur Hayes laughed at something one of his teammates said. He stood out without trying, tall and easy, his smile quick and practiced. Everyone seemed to know him, or at least want to. He had a book open in front of him, thick with notes crammed into the margins, which didn’t fit the stereotype of guys like him.

I shouldn’t have been staring. I lowered my gaze back to my page, to her face. I added a strand of hair falling across her cheek. It was safer to think about her than the boy who didn’t even know I existed.

My phone buzzed in my pocket. A text from Maya lit up the screen: Where are you hiding now? I smiled faintly and didn’t answer. She’d tease me later, accuse me of being a hermit again.

The cafeteria noise rose another notch. I shut my sketchbook gently, sliding it into my bag like I was tucking away a secret. The girl’s eyes disappeared into the dark, and I told myself I’d bring her back later, in my room where no one could see.

For now, I kept my head down, tray empty except for cold fries, and slipped out between the tables as quietly as I’d arrived.
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The lecture hall always smelled faintly of dry-erase markers and old carpet. I took a seat near the middle row, close enough to hear but not so close that Dr. Marquez would notice me. The hum of chatter filled the space, notebooks snapping open, laptops flickering to life. I slid mine out slowly, as if it might draw attention, and clicked it awake. The screen glowed pale against the dim lights.

Dr. Marquez strode in, her heels clicking against the floor, a stack of folders pressed to her chest. She had this sharp, confident presence that silenced everyone without her saying a word. I admired it secretly, the way people leaned toward her like she carried gravity.

“Alright,” she began, setting the folders down. “Welcome to Psychology 203. We’ll be covering identity development this semester—how we define ourselves, how others define us, and what that tension creates.”

I pressed my pen to the margin of my notebook, already doodling absent circles. Identity. The word itself made my stomach twist.

She went on about readings, essays, the syllabus. I tried to listen, but my brain kept skipping ahead, wondering how badly I’d struggle with the assignments, whether I’d be able to keep up. Stats already felt like quicksand. If this class piled too much on, I wasn’t sure how I’d manage.

Then she lifted one of the folders, flipping it open. “This semester, I’ll also be conducting a voluntary research study. It’s tied to our theme—identity, specifically gender identity. Participation is optional, of course, but those who join will have the opportunity to explore questions in a deeper, personal way. Think of it as a guided conversation with yourselves.”

Students shifted in their seats. A few muttered, some looked intrigued, others rolled their eyes. I froze.

Gender identity.

Dr. Marquez smiled faintly at our reactions. “It’s not a test, it’s not therapy. It’s a space for reflection. The questions are simple, but they might linger with you longer than you expect. If you’re interested, sign-up sheets are here at the front. You’ll receive timeslots for one-on-one sessions. Confidentiality is guaranteed.”

My heart thudded. Simple questions? What did that even mean?

The rest of the lecture blurred. She went over Freud, Erikson, identity crisis theory. Words swam in front of me, too heavy to hold. My pencil tapped against the edge of the desk. All I could hear was that phrase—gender identity study.

I told myself not to think about it. Not to risk it.

What if I signed up and she asked something I couldn’t answer?

What if I froze, or worse, slipped and revealed the kind of drawings hidden in my sketchbook?

Yet when she dismissed the class, something tugged at me. Students packed up, voices rising again as bags zipped and chairs screeched. A line formed near the front. I told myself I’d leave, go back to my dorm, bury myself in fries or stats problems. But my feet didn’t move toward the door.

They moved forward.

The line wasn’t long, just a handful of curious students. I fiddled with the strap of my backpack, watching the sign-up sheet get passed down. Names filled each line neatly, some scribbled quick, others bold. When it reached me, my palms were damp.

I stared at the paper. Blank slots stared back.

“Go on,” someone behind me whispered impatiently.

I wrote: John Carter.

My handwriting shook. I shoved the pen back into the cup and slid out of line quickly, clutching my bag like it might anchor me.

Outside, the sun was too bright, glaring off the library windows. I blinked hard, walking fast as if anyone could see what I’d just done. My chest felt hot, my thoughts loud.

Why did I do that?

Maybe because I was tired of only seeing her in the margins of my sketchbook. Maybe because, for once, I wanted to say something out loud and not erase it after.

I didn’t have the words yet, but maybe Dr. Marquez’s questions would give me a place to start.

Later that night, my dorm desk looked like a battlefield—half-empty coffee cups, crumpled scratch paper, the stats textbook lying open like it was mocking me. Numbers swam on the page, symbols I couldn’t wrangle no matter how many times I reread the formulas.

I pressed my palms against my eyes and groaned. “Why am I even in college if I can’t pass this?” I muttered, though no one was there to hear. My roommate was out with his girlfriend again, leaving me to stew in fluorescent light and the faint hum of the mini-fridge.

I tried another problem. It looked identical to the last one, except the numbers were rearranged like a cruel joke. My pencil broke halfway through an equation, lead snapping against the page. I tossed it onto the desk and shoved the book aside.

I needed a break before I shredded the whole thing.

The library was quieter than usual that night, just the shuffle of pages and the occasional cough echoing in the tall room. I slipped into a table by the window, laptop open but untouched, textbook flipped to the same chapter that had haunted me all week.

I stared blankly at the first problem, my reflection faint on the glass. Dark circles under my eyes, hoodie hood pulled low. I looked like I was hiding from the world.

A burst of laughter broke the silence. I glanced over my shoulder.

Arthur Hayes sat two tables away, surrounded by a couple of teammates. Their varsity jackets were draped over chairs, their voices too loud for the hushed space. Arthur leaned back, grinning, tossing a pen between his hands like it was a game. For a moment, I rolled my eyes. Typical.

Then one by one, the guys left. A slap on the back, a joke about practice tomorrow, and suddenly the table was empty except for Arthur. The noise faded with them.

I expected him to pack up, too, but he didn’t. He pulled a thick history book closer, pages covered in tight, messy notes. His grin disappeared, his face shifting into focus, jaw tight as he scribbled something in the margins. The contrast jolted me—this wasn’t the carefree Arthur who laughed like he owned the room.

I found myself staring too long. His concentration was magnetic in a way I didn’t want to admit. He tapped his pen lightly, lips moving as he read under his breath. He looked…serious. Thoughtful.

My stomach twisted.

I forced myself back to my own book, but the numbers blurred again. No matter how hard I tried, my eyes slid back toward him. Watching him balance both versions of himself—the loud, effortless guy and the quiet, studious one—made me feel like I was missing something important.

I closed my laptop. Enough. If I kept this up, I’d never finish anything.

On the walk back to my dorm, I wondered which version was real. The Arthur who made everyone laugh, or the one buried in his notes?

And why did I care so much?


Chapter 2

∞∞∞

THE ROOM was smaller than I expected, tucked behind the psychology department like a secret. A round table sat in the middle with only two chairs. The blinds were drawn halfway, letting in a slice of afternoon light that cut across the carpet.

Dr. Marquez gestured for me to sit. She carried a notebook, her posture calm, almost casual, as if this were just another office hour. I tried to match her calmness, but my palms were damp and my heart kept tripping over itself.

“Thank you for volunteering, John,” she said, settling across from me.

“This isn’t a test. There are no wrong answers. Just honesty.”

I nodded, though my throat already felt tight.

She flipped a page in her notebook. Her pen rested against the margin. “Let’s start with something simple.” She met my eyes.

“Are you a man?”

The words dropped like stones. I blinked, searching for air. My mouth opened but nothing came out.

“Or,” she continued gently, “are you a woman? Both? Neither?”

I stared at her. My chest was tight, like the question itself had trapped me.

“I… I don’t know,” I whispered finally.

Her expression didn’t change. No judgment, no impatience. She just nodded once, like she’d expected that answer.

“That’s fine,” she said.

“You don’t need to know right now. What matters is that you sit with the question.”

Sit with it. The words echoed in my head like a dare.

I forced myself to look away, down at my hands twisted together on the table.

What would happen if I said yes, I’m a man?

Would it sound false even to my own ears?

What if I said woman?

That felt too big, too dangerous, like a secret I wasn’t ready to let slip into the air.

Dr. Marquez waited. She didn’t push, just let the silence stretch. The hum of the ceiling fan filled the space between us.

Finally, she said, “When you think of yourself—your future, the person you want to be—what comes to mind?”

I swallowed. Images flickered through me like they always did. Long hair brushing my shoulders. Makeup that didn’t smear in shame. A voice that didn’t sound like it belonged to someone else.

But saying it out loud felt impossible.

“I don’t know,” I said again, quieter this time.

She closed her notebook gently, as if the session had ended even though I hadn’t given her anything real. “That’s alright. Sometimes the not-knowing is where we begin.”

I nodded, grateful she didn’t press further, but also unsettled. The question lodged itself in my chest, stubborn and sharp.

When I left the room, the hallway looked the same as before—posters peeling from bulletin boards, students shuffling past—but everything felt tilted. I kept hearing her voice.

Are you a man?

Are you a woman?

Both?

Neither?

I couldn’t stop replaying the silence that had followed.

Later that day, I was back at the library. I sat hunched over the stats textbook again, pages covered in numbers I couldn’t string together. My pencil tapped against the table, a useless rhythm that only made me more aware of how stuck I was.

I tried the same equation for the third time, but halfway through the steps it collapsed. My eraser smudged the paper until the numbers blurred into gray streaks.

[image: A person standing in a library  AI-generated content may be incorrect.]

“Looks brutal,” a voice said.

I froze. Arthur stood across the table, a backpack slung over one shoulder, his hair falling across his forehead in an effortless way I could never manage. He pointed at my book.

“Stats?”

I nodded quickly, eyes dropping back to the mess of numbers.

“Yeah. I’m… not good at it.”

He pulled out the chair next to me without asking. “No one’s good at it. Except maybe the professors, and they enjoy watching us suffer.” He smirked, pulling his own notebook from his bag.

I stared at him. “You… like stats?”

“No,” he said. “But I had to pass it last year. Coach threatened to bench me if I didn’t. So I figured out a system.”

“System?” I asked.

“Yeah.” He flipped to a page in his notebook filled with neat columns. “Break it down like you’re teaching a kid. Don’t think of it as numbers, think of it as steps. Follow the steps, you’ll survive.”

He slid the notebook toward me. His handwriting was tight, angled, strangely careful for someone who looked like he belonged on a basketball poster.

I hesitated, then pulled the notebook closer. “This actually… makes sense.”

“Good.” He leaned back, stretching his long arms.

“So, what’s killing you the most?”

“All of it,” I admitted.

He laughed softly. “Fair. Let’s start small.”

We worked through a problem together. His voice was steady, patient. Whenever I messed up, he didn’t sigh or roll his eyes—he just circled the mistake and said, “Try it this way.”

At one point, I groaned and dropped my forehead to the table. “I’m hopeless.”

Arthur nudged my arm with his pen.

“You’re not. You just need someone to slow it down for you.”

I lifted my head, meeting his eyes. They were serious, focused entirely on me, and for a second I forgot what the question even was.

“You don’t have to help me,” I said.

“I know,” he replied. “But I want to. Besides, it’s good practice for me. Makes me feel smart.”

That made me laugh quietly, the sound surprising me.

We kept going until the numbers didn’t look like a foreign language anymore. I wasn’t perfect, but I didn’t feel like drowning either. By the time we stopped, I had three solved problems in front of me and a tiny flicker of pride in my chest.

Arthur leaned back, folding his arms. “See? Not hopeless.”

I smiled faintly. “Thanks. Really. I don’t think I could’ve done this without you.”

He shrugged like it was nothing. “No problem. I like helping.”

Something about the way he said it made me believe him.

When he packed up his notebook, he glanced at me again.

“You’re in Marquez’s psych class, right?”

“Yeah,” I said cautiously.

“Thought so. Saw you in there.” He slung his backpack over his shoulder.

“She’s tough, but she’s fair. You’ll be fine.”

I nodded, unsure what else to say. He gave me one last grin before heading out, leaving me staring at the solved problems like they were trophies.

For the first time in weeks, I didn’t feel like a total failure.

Back in my dorm, the room felt heavier than usual. The desk lamp cast a yellow pool across my notebook, the kind of light that made everything look more private. I sat with the pen uncapped, tapping it against the lined paper, unsure where to start.

The solved stats problems from earlier peeked out of my bag. I should have felt relieved, but instead my mind kept circling back to Dr. Marquez’s words. The question she’d asked wouldn’t leave me alone.

Are you a man?

A woman?

Both?

Neither?

The silence that had followed me out of her office returned, pressing in at the edges. I lowered the pen and wrote the words slowly: Am I a woman?

The letters looked foreign on the page. My chest tightened just seeing them there. I wanted to cross them out, but I couldn’t. They stayed, black and unblinking.

I stared at them for a long time, heart thudding, like the paper itself might shout if someone walked in.

My hand moved on its own, sketching curves along the margin. A face appeared, softer, hair brushing the shoulders, lips fuller than mine would ever be. I shaded the eyes darker, imagining them lined with makeup. She looked like the girls in my sketchbook, but this time she was next to words I couldn’t erase.

Without thinking, I scribbled another name near hers. Arthur. The letters looped awkwardly, like I didn’t want to admit they’d come from my hand. I drew them again, smaller, beside the curve of her jaw.

I dropped the pen, startled at myself. Heat rushed up my neck. I flipped the page over quickly, pressing my palm flat against the paper as if to smother it.

Why did I do that?

Maybe because earlier, sitting beside him, I’d felt… safe. Like I wasn’t just the awkward kid drowning in equations. He hadn’t laughed at me. He hadn’t made me feel like a burden.

I closed the notebook, sliding it under my pillow where no one would find it. My roommate wouldn’t care enough to look, but the thought still made me nervous.

The room was quiet, just the hum of the fridge and faint footsteps in the hall. I turned off the lamp and lay back, staring at the ceiling. The question pulsed through me, echoing with every breath.

Am I a woman?

No answer came, but the words refused to fade.


Chapter 3

∞∞∞

I GOT TO the library earlier than I needed to, too restless to wait in my dorm. The stats book sat open in front of me like a brick wall, and I kept flipping the pencil between my fingers. My stomach churned, not from the math but from the thought of Arthur actually showing up.

I pulled a lip balm from my pocket, twisting it up just enough to swipe across my lips. The faint shine caught the light from the window, and I rubbed them together quickly, embarrassed even though no one was watching. I slipped the tube back into my hoodie pocket and buried my face in the textbook.

A chair scraped beside me. “You’re early,” Arthur said, dropping his backpack onto the table. His smile was easy, casual, like this was just another Tuesday. He smelled faintly of laundry soap and something sharper, maybe cologne he didn’t mean to wear heavy.

“Couldn’t sleep,” I muttered.

He laughed. “Stats nightmares?”

“Something like that.”

He slid into the seat, pulling his notebook out. “Alright, let’s make peace with the enemy. What’s killing you today?”

I pushed the book toward him, pointing at a page full of formulas.

“All of it.”

He chuckled, shaking his head. “Good thing I’m here then.”

The first half hour slipped by easier than I expected. He explained things like he wasn’t in a rush, drawing arrows and breaking problems into smaller steps. His handwriting leaned to the right, neat enough that I wanted to copy it just for the sake of order.

When I messed up, I braced for the sigh or the mocking tone I knew too well from guys like him back in high school. Instead, Arthur tilted his head and said, “Close. Try flipping this number here.”

I erased and rewrote, following his lead. The answer clicked into place. For a moment, I let myself breathe.

“See? Not hopeless,” he said, nudging my elbow with his pen.

I smiled faintly, caught off guard. “You’re actually good at this.”

“Don’t sound so surprised.”

“I thought… you know. Athletes don’t usually…” I trailed off, realizing how bad it sounded.

He raised an eyebrow. “Don’t usually what?”

“Care. Or… help.”

Arthur leaned back, crossing his arms. “You’ve had some bad luck with jocks, huh?”

I swallowed, the memory of locker room laughs pressing in.

“Something like that.”

“Well, I’m the exception,” he said simply.

“I like seeing people get it. Makes me feel useful.”

His voice was calm, without the edge of teasing. That, more than the words, disarmed me. For the first time in years, sitting across from someone like him, I didn’t feel small. I didn’t feel like a target. I felt… guarded, cared for, and frankly, special.

He caught me staring at him too long, and I dropped my eyes back to the page, cheeks warming. “Thanks,” I muttered, pretending to recheck the problem.

He only smiled, turning to the next equation like he hadn’t noticed at all.

We left the library when our stomachs started growling at the same time. Arthur laughed when mine rumbled loud enough to echo in the quiet hallway, and I mumbled something about not eating breakfast.

“Come on,” he said, slinging his backpack over one shoulder.

“Cafeteria’s still open. My treat.”

“You don’t have to—”

“I want to. And besides, you earned it. You actually solved three problems without wanting to throw your book across the room. That deserves fries at least.”
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I followed him out into the crisp afternoon air, hugging my books tighter. The quad was full of students sprawled on the grass, the sky a pale blue stretching above the brick buildings. Walking beside Arthur felt strange, like I’d been pulled into someone else’s orbit. He walked with the easy confidence of someone who didn’t worry about being noticed. I kept my head down, but somehow the space between us felt safe, not suffocating.

We grabbed food—burgers for him, a grilled cheese and fries for me—and found a table by the window. The cafeteria buzzed with chatter, silverware clinking against trays, but it blurred into background noise.

“So,” Arthur said, unwrapping his burger, “where’s home for you?”

“Small town in Indiana,” I said.

“Not much to do there. Just… cornfields.”

He grinned. “Sounds peaceful.”

“It’s boring,” I corrected, nibbling on my fries. “Everyone knows everyone. Which is good, until you don’t want them to.”

Arthur nodded like he understood. “Divorced parents. My mom’s in Denver, dad stayed in Illinois. I bounce between them during breaks. Growing up was… loud.”

I tilted my head. “Loud how?”

“Lots of arguing. Mostly over me. Who I was living with, whose rules I was breaking, all that.” He took a bite of his burger, chewing slowly before adding, “I think it made me grow up fast. Or maybe it made me good at pretending I had everything figured out.”

I stared at him. He said it so casually, but there was weight beneath it.

“That sounds… hard.”

He shrugged, wiping his hands with a napkin. “Yeah. But it also made me realize family doesn’t always mean stability. Sometimes you make your own stability.”

I envied how easily he admitted it, like peeling back a layer of himself didn’t cost him anything. Meanwhile, I couldn’t even tell him that my dad thought I was weak, that I hid sketchbooks full of girls who looked more like me than I did.

“I guess I’m not great at that,” I murmured.

“At what?”

“Making stability.”

Arthur leaned forward, elbows on the table.

“You showed up today. You’re trying. That counts for something.”

I didn’t know what to say. My throat tightened, and I hid behind another fry.

He didn’t push. He just let the silence settle, like he knew I needed it. For someone who could fill a room with laughter, Arthur had a surprising way of making quiet feel safe.

I found myself smiling, even if it was small.

“Thanks. For the food. And… the tutoring.”

“Anytime,” he said, and for once I believed him.

The park near campus was mostly empty at night, just a few scattered students walking dogs or smoking under the lamps. I sat on the cold bench, hoodie zipped to my chin, waiting for my best friend, Maya. My backpack leaned against my leg, sketchbook tucked inside.

She showed up a few minutes later with a CVS bag swinging from her wrist. “Sorry, line was insane. But I got snacks. And…” She dangled a black tube in front of me like a prize.

“Mascara. You’re welcome.”

I rolled my eyes, though my cheeks warmed. “You didn’t have to.”

“I wanted to. And besides, your lashes deserve attention. Don’t argue.” She plopped down beside me, pulling out a pack of cookies.

“So. Spill. You had lunch with Arthur today.”

“It wasn’t—”

“Don’t even start. I saw you two walking across the quad. You looked like a rom-com poster.”

I groaned, tugging my hood lower. “It wasn’t like that. He was just… helping me with stats.”

Maya snorted. “Helping you with stats, buying you lunch, making you laugh for once in your life. Sure, totally platonic.”

I fiddled with the strap of my bag, heat creeping up my neck.

“He’s… nice.”

“Nice?” She leaned closer, eyes glinting. “John, you like him.”

I shook my head too quickly. “No, I don’t.”

“You’re blushing.”

I covered my face with my hands, muffling my voice. “Shut up.”

She laughed and dug the mascara out of the bag. “Here. Distraction time. Let me see your eyes.”

“Maya—”

“Trust me.” She uncapped the tube, the wand glistening under the lamp.

“Just tilt your head back.”

Reluctantly, I obeyed. She brushed the wand carefully along my lashes, her tongue poking out in concentration. When she finished one eye, she leaned back to admire her work.

“There,” she said.

“Wow. It brings the brown out. Makes your eyes look warmer.”

I blinked, the lashes feeling heavier, strange but not unpleasant. She handed me a small mirror from her bag.

The reflection startled me. The change was small, barely anything, but it made my face look different. Softer. More like the sketches I hid.

“See?” she grinned. “Told you.”

I swallowed hard, staring at my reflection. For a second, I imagined Arthur noticing. His steady gaze, the way he said I wasn’t hopeless.

My heart stuttered, and I shut the mirror quickly.

“It’s just makeup,” I said, but my voice wavered.

“Maybe. But you like it,” Maya said gently.

I didn’t answer. I just stared at the lamplight on the pavement, trying not to smile, trying not to think too hard about why my chest felt tight in a way that wasn’t entirely bad.


Chapter 4

∞∞∞

MAYA’S DORM room always looked like chaos, but the fun kind—clothes spilling from drawers, half-burned candles on the desk, a stack of mismatched mugs by the window. She had dragged me there on a Friday night with the promise that she had “a solution” for my endless circling around Dr. Marquez’s question.

“So you still can’t answer it, huh?” she said, kicking her chair around to face me.

I shrugged, sitting stiffly on her bed.

“It’s not exactly something you can just answer. Are you a man, are you a woman, both, neither… It feels like a trap.”

“It’s not a trap,” she said, grinning.

“You just don’t know yet. So we’re gonna test-drive an answer.”

I blinked. “What?”

“Makeover night.” She pulled a plastic bag from under her desk and dumped it out—foundation, blush, lipsticks, a curling iron, and even a wig with chestnut-brown waves. A dress in shimmery navy pooled onto the chair.

“We’re going full glam, baby.”

My throat tightened. “Maya, I can’t—”

“You can. You want to. Otherwise you wouldn’t be here, sitting on my bed, waiting for me to convince you.”

She was right, and I hated that she was right.

I let out a shaky laugh. “You’re impossible.”

“And you’re my favorite project.” She clapped her hands.

“First step: shave.”

Half an hour later, after a borrowed razor, a mountain of shaving cream, and Maya’s relentless commentary, my face and legs felt smooth in a way that startled me. The sensation was strange, intimate, like I had peeled away a layer of myself I didn’t need.

Maya held up the wig. “Ready?”

I shook my head. “Not even a little.”

She ignored me, settling me in front of her mirror. She brushed foundation across my skin, her touch surprisingly gentle. My reflection blurred, then sharpened again with each layer—eyeliner tracing new edges, mascara making my lashes dark and heavy, lipstick pulling my mouth into a shape I barely recognized.

When she was done, she plopped the wig onto my head, adjusted it until the waves framed my face.

I stared at the girl in the mirror. She looked nervous, awkward in the borrowed dress Maya zipped her into, but she was… real. Not just a sketch hidden in my notebook.

Maya leaned over my shoulder, grinning.

“Damn. Look at you. Who is she?”
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I shook my head, voice catching. “That’s not me.”

“It is,” Maya said firmly. “That’s Jen.”

The name landed in my chest like a spark. Jen.

I blinked hard, eyes stinging. “I look ridiculous.”

“You look amazing. Stop crying or your mascara will run.”

I laughed through the tears, swiping at my cheeks. The laugh sounded different—lighter, freer.

She grabbed her jacket. “Come on. You’re not wasting this look sitting here.”

“Where are we going?”

“Frat party down the block. You’re gonna walk in as Jen and see what it feels like.”

My stomach twisted, but when she tugged me toward the door, I didn’t resist. The wig tickled my neck, the dress clung to my thighs, and my heart pounded like it wanted out of my chest.

Still, for the first time, I wasn’t walking out as John. I was walking out as Jen.

The house throbbed with bass, lights pulsing like a heartbeat. I hesitated on the porch, fingers locked around Maya’s arm. She squeezed once, then twice, the signal we used for you’ve got this.

“You look gorgeous,” she said near my ear. “Own it.”

I nodded, even though my knees felt floaty. The wig brushed my collarbone when I breathed. I followed her through the door into heat and noise—beer, cologne, something sugary. Voices rose and broke like waves. I kept my chin tucked, afraid my face would give me away, and then someone said, “Hey,” and another voice followed with “You new?” and I realized the attention was landing on me, not skimming past.

Maya steered me to the kitchen. “Water first,” she said, filling a red cup.

“Sip. Smile. If anyone’s weird, you tell me.”

A boy in a baseball cap leaned onto the counter. “Haven’t seen you around.”

“Visiting,” I said, the word tumbling out. I didn’t know why I said that. It felt safer than explaining anything real.

“What’s your name?” he asked.

Maya cut in. “This is Jen.”

The name curled through me again. I held the cup with both hands.

“Hi.”

He grinned. “Well, hi, Jen.” His eyes flicked down my dress and back up.

“Want a drink?”

“I’m good,” I said too fast.

Maya arched an eyebrow at him. “We’re fine, thanks.”

He raised his hands in surrender and drifted away. I let out a breath I didn’t know I was holding.

“You’re okay,” Maya said softly. “We can leave anytime.”

“No,” I said, surprising both of us. “I want to stay. Just… a minute.”

We moved with the crowd toward the living room. A girl with glitter on her cheeks brushed my arm and said, “Love your hair.” I touched the wig reflexively and murmured thanks. Two guys by the speakers did a double take when I passed and offered me a spot near them. I shook my head, but my mouth tilted into a smile I couldn’t stop. The room felt like a soft blur.

People saw me.

Not John blending into the wall.

Me.

A boy with a soft jaw and dimples leaned close. “You dance?”

“Not well.”

“Lucky for you, I do.” He laughed, friendly, not pushy. I let him spin me for half a song, our steps clumsy, my dress catching air when I turned. Heat rushed to my cheeks. When the chorus hit, he let go and bowed theatrically.

“You’re a natural.”

“I’m really not.”

“Could’ve fooled me.”

I drifted back toward the doorway, the music nudging through my ribs. I felt dizzy, but it wasn’t fear exactly. It was weightlessness. The mascara made my gaze feel heavy; the lipstick kept reminding me not to lick my lips. I touched the chain at my throat to steady myself and looked up.

Arthur stood across the room, halfway between the stairs and the couch, holding a bottle he hadn’t opened. His smile was aimed at someone else, but then he saw me. The smile faltered. His eyebrows lifted, confused, then something like recognition widened his eyes. He didn’t move at first. He just stared.

I almost looked away. Instead, I raised my hand in a tiny wave I hoped he wouldn’t notice. He noticed. He set the bottle on a side table without looking and crossed the room like the floor had flattened for him.

“Hey,” he said, stopping just close enough that I could hear him over the music. His voice lost its party volume.

“Sorry—do I know you?”

I swallowed. “It’s… me.”

His eyes searched my face, tracing the line of the wig, the sweep of eyeliner, the curve of my mouth. He didn’t laugh. He didn’t smirk. He took a breath like the room had shifted.

“John?”

“Jen,” I said, the word smaller than I meant it to be.

“Jen,” he repeated, like he was testing it in his mouth. It didn’t sound wrong when he said it. “You look…” He didn’t finish, which scared me for a second, until he tried again.

“You look beautiful.”

My cheeks went hot so fast I nearly pressed my palms to them.
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“Don’t,” I said, but I was smiling. “I’ll cry.”

He smiled back, slow. “Then I won’t say it again. Not right now.”

The house lurched louder when someone cranked the volume. He leaned closer.

“Want to get air?”

I nodded. We slipped through the hallway and out the back door into the yard. The night was cooler than I expected. Grass wet under my shoes, string lights sagging between trees. Laughter spilled from the porch behind us, but it softened out here, like the night was on our side.

Arthur shoved his hands into his pockets and rocked on his heels, suddenly awkward. I had never seen him look unsure before. He looked at me the way he looked at textbooks when he was figuring out where to start.

“Thanks for helping me earlier this week,” I said, because silence made my chest feel loud.

“With stats.”

“Anytime,” he said. “I meant that.”

“I know.”

He glanced toward the house, then back at me. “I didn’t know you were—” He stopped, winced. “That sounded dumb. Sorry.”

“It’s okay.”

“I just mean… you seem… happy.” He tilted his head.

“Are you?”

The question hit me harder than I expected. I looked at the string lights until they blurred. “Right now? Yeah.” I laughed under my breath.

“It’s terrifying. And I’m happy.”

He nodded like that made perfect sense. “Good.”

A silence settled that wasn’t uncomfortable. I could hear the music through the walls, the bass a distant pulse. A moth tapped the bulb over the back door, frantic and soft. I tucked a strand of wig hair behind my ear, then realized it wasn’t mine and let my hand fall.

Arthur’s gaze followed the movement.

“Can I say something without messing this up?”

“Probably,” I said.

“I keep thinking about the first time I sat next to you. You were so quiet I almost missed you.” His mouth quirked. “And then you asked me to explain variance like it was written in code, and I realized you’re not quiet at all. You’re just careful.”

“I’m trying not to be,” I admitted. “Careful.”

He nodded, thoughtful. “If I do anything that makes this weird, tell me. I don’t want to mess it up.”

“You’re not,” I said. “You haven’t.”

His shoulders loosened. “Okay.”

There was a beat where neither of us moved. The world felt like it had narrowed to the glow of the bulbs and the sound of our breathing. He lifted a hand, slow enough that I could stop him if I wanted, and touched a curl at the end of the wig.

“This is new,” he said softly.

“Everything is,” I said.

He let the curl fall. “Can I—” He cut himself off again, brow furrowed.

“Can you wha—"

He bent his head, not rushed, like he’d studied my face and had chosen the gentlest path. His mouth met mine with a warmth that surprised me. He didn’t grab or push. He waited. The lipstick tasted like berries. I felt my hands hover uselessly in the air, then land on his shoulders. The world receded—the music, the lights, the sound of the porch door. It all fell away until there was only the question of how and the answer of yes.

When he pulled back, his forehead edged against mine.

“Hi,” he said, breathless and quiet.

I laughed. “Hi.”

He searched my eyes, still close enough that I could see a tiny scar above his eyebrow. “You okay?”

“I think so.”

“You’re shaking.”

“I know.” I didn’t try to hide it. “I’m… happy.”

He smiled, something uneven and real. “Me too.”

The door banged open and someone shouted for beer. The moment cracked, but it didn’t vanish. Arthur stepped back half a pace, giving me space like he’d promised he would. “We can go back in,” he said, “or we can stay here and make fun of the playlist.”

“Both are tempting.”

He grinned. “You pick.”

“Stay,” I said. “Just for a minute.”

We stood under the string lights while the party roared behind us, our shoulders almost touching, our breaths lining up without trying. He didn’t reach for me again, and I loved him a little for that. It was enough to stand there and feel the night hold.

When we finally drifted back through the crowd, people brushed past like we were part of the furniture. A girl grabbed my hand and told me my dress was a dream. A guy nodded at Arthur like they shared a secret. We threaded through the room until the hallway opened and the front door loomed.

Arthur paused there, one hand on the knob.

“Can I walk you back?”

“Yes,” I said, before I could talk myself out of it.

On the porch, the music fell to a dull thud. The air smelled like rain even though the sky was clear. He kept a gentle pace beside me, not touching, not rushing, the quiet between us easy.

Halfway down the block, he said, “Jen.”

“Yeah?”

“It suits you.”

I didn’t answer right away. I let the name move through me, settle where it wanted to live. “Thanks,” I said finally, the word small and full.

We reached the corner where Maya had peeled off to meet a friend. I pointed toward my dorm.

“I can make it from here.”

Arthur nodded, hands back in his pockets.

“Text me when you get in?”

“I don’t have your number.”

He smiled, a little crooked. “Then I should fix that.”

We traded phones. He typed, then handed mine back with a soft tap to my knuckles. “Goodnight, Jen.”

“Goodnight.”

He waited until I’d crossed the street before he turned away. I looked back once. He was still there, watching to make sure I got inside.

My heart raced all the way up the stairs.

Back in my dorm room, the silence hit me harder than the music ever had. I shut the door gently, leaning against it for a second as if the wood could steady me. My heart was still racing, cheeks hot, lips tingling where Arthur’s mouth had been.

The wig felt heavy on my head, the curls brushing my shoulders every time I moved. I reached up like I was going to pull it off, but my hand froze.

I didn’t want to.

Not yet.

I crossed to the mirror above my desk, flicking on the lamp. The girl looking back at me was flushed, lipstick a little smudged, eyeliner holding strong. She looked like she belonged to the night I’d just had, not the morning classes or the cafeteria lines.

I pressed my fingers lightly to my lips, replaying the way he’d asked first, the way he’d said my name like it wasn’t borrowed. Jen. It stuck inside me, warm and steady.

My heels clicked softly against the floor when I paced, restless energy refusing to settle. I dropped onto my bed, dress folding awkwardly around me. I twisted one of the wig’s curls between my fingers, winding and unwinding it.

Sleep didn’t feel possible. Every time I closed my eyes, I saw Arthur’s expression when he realized who I was. Not laughter, not disbelief—just that pause, then the word beautiful.

I lay back on the pillow, staring at the ceiling. Mascara clumped my lashes together when I blinked. My skin felt tight with makeup, but I still couldn’t make myself wash it off. It felt like armor, fragile but necessary, proof that tonight had happened.

The clock glowed past midnight. I curled onto my side, dress bunched at my knees, wig hair spilling across my face. My body hummed with nerves and joy, too tangled to sort out.

Eventually my eyes grew heavy, and I let them close. I fell asleep like that—lipstick fading, lashes dark, still dressed as the girl I had been brave enough to be.

And for once, I didn’t dream of erasing her.


Chapter 5

∞∞∞

THE WEEK after the party felt like living on a new planet. Arthur and I hadn’t labeled anything, but we kept finding excuses to see each other—study sessions in the library, late-night coffee runs, quiet walks back to our dorms. I didn’t dress up the way I had that night with Maya, but I carried the name Jen quietly inside me like a secret flame.

Arthur didn’t call me that again, not yet, but I caught the way his gaze lingered, softer than before, like he was seeing more than I was letting on. It was enough to make me float through the days, even with exams creeping closer.

Friday night, I left the library with a bag full of flour, cocoa powder, and eggs I’d picked up at the student market. Arthur had mentioned offhand that he loved brownies, so I told him I’d bake cupcakes. I wasn’t much of a baker, but the idea of handing him a box of chocolate-smudged paper cups made me weirdly excited.

The night air was cool, damp with the promise of rain. I adjusted the bag against my hip and cut across the quad, earbuds still dangling from my pocket. The campus was quieter than usual, the kind of quiet that made footsteps echo too loud.

That was when I saw them.

By the old oak near the philosophy building, half-hidden in shadow, Arthur stood with a girl pressed against him. She wore a short denim skirt and her laugh carried across the grass. His hands bracketed her waist, and before I could blink, his mouth was on hers.

The world tilted.

I stopped dead, the bag of ingredients slipping from my arm and hitting the pavement with a thud. Eggs cracked inside. Cocoa dust puffed faintly from the seams. My throat closed around something jagged.

Arthur didn’t see me. Or maybe he did and didn’t care. He kissed her again, longer this time, one hand sliding up her back like he’d done with me in the yard under the string lights.

The scene blurred through the wet sting in my eyes. My body felt numb, like I’d stepped outside myself. I wanted to move, to shout, to demand an explanation—but my legs rooted to the spot.

Finally, I staggered back, heart pounding so loud I couldn’t hear the music still bleeding faintly from my earbuds. The bag tore in my grip, spilling sugar onto the sidewalk. I let it fall, clumsy and useless, and turned away before I collapsed right there in the open.

My chest burned as I stumbled across the quad, tears streaking down my cheeks, makeup smearing under my eyes. I didn’t care who saw.

Arthur’s laugh with that girl still echoed in my head, twisting every moment we’d shared into something flimsy. I’d thought I was special. I’d thought maybe he saw me.

But under that tree, I was invisible.

I didn’t remember crossing half the campus. One minute the tree was behind me, the next I was pounding on Maya’s door with hands that wouldn’t stop shaking. She opened it in a big tee and socks, hair piled into a messy knot, eyes going wide when she saw my face.

“What happened?” she asked, pulling me inside before I could answer.

“I—” The word shredded in my throat. I wiped at my cheeks and left black streaks on the back of my hand. Mascara had bled down like small tracks.

“I saw him.”

“Arthur?” She shut the door with her hip and steered me to the bed.

“Sit. Breathe.”

I sat. Breathing felt like dragging a heavy box up stairs. “He was with someone. By the oak near philosophy. He was… kissing her.” The last words came out small, like I was a kid reporting a broken toy.

Her mouth tightened. She reached for the box of tissues and set it beside me, then grabbed micellar water and a cotton pad from her desk. “Head up.”

“I don’t want—”

“Head up,” she repeated, softer.

“You’ll scratch your eyes raw like that.”

I let her tilt my chin. The cotton was cool against my skin, the sting around my eyes easing. A small mercy in a night that felt like it had slipped sideways.

“Do you know her?” she asked.

I shook my head. “She laughed. Like the party laugh. It felt like I was hearing it from inside a jar.”

She wiped carefully, then sat beside me and pressed our shoulders together.

“Okay. So. Facts. You and Arthur were not official.”

“I know.” I twisted a tissue until it looked like a thin rope. “We’d been… talking. Studying. Walking. He kissed me.”

“He asked first, right?”

I nodded. My chest squeezed at the memory—how gently he’d said it, the way he’d waited. “I thought… maybe it meant something.”

“I know.” She sighed, long and unwilling. “And maybe it did. But this?”

She shook her head. “This is him being a boy, not a man.”

The room seemed to steady around those words, like she’d set something heavy down.
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“A boy,” I repeated.

“Boys think attention is a paycheck they can spend anywhere.” She looked at me.

“Men make choices they plan to live with.”

I stared at my hands. The faint shimmer of lip balm from earlier still clung to my thumb. I’d bought flour and cocoa and eggs like some idiot domestic fantasy was waiting for me on the other side of the night.

“I was going to make cupcakes,” I said, and a little laugh slipped out—sharp and painful. “He said he liked brownies, and I thought… cupcakes are close enough.”

Maya’s hand found mine and stilled the nervous rope I was making from the tissue. “That’s not stupid.”

“It feels stupid.”

“It feels tender,” she corrected. “Which is brave. You were making something. He was collecting moments. Those are not the same sport.”

I let my head fall to her shoulder. Her shirt smelled like laundry and the cheap vanilla body spray she loved. “I keep thinking maybe he didn’t see me. Maybe he thought I wouldn’t pass by there. Maybe it wasn’t anything.”

“Maybe,” she said, not buying it.

“But even if it wasn’t anything to him, it was something to you. That matters.”

Tears gathered again. I pressed the heel of my hand to my eyes.

“I hate that I’m crying over a guy.”

“You’re not crying over a guy,” she said. “You’re crying because you let yourself be seen, and the person you trusted didn’t hold that carefully.”

The words landed somewhere deep. I swallowed them down and nodded.

She nudged me. “Hey. Look at me.”

I lifted my head.

“I will bully him if you want,” she said solemnly.

A laugh burst out of me—real this time, even if it wobbled.

“You’d get banned from campus.”

“Worth it.” She bumped her knee against mine.

“Do you want me to text him?”

“No,” I said quickly. The idea of her stepping into it made everything feel smaller. “I don’t… I can’t talk to him right now.”

“Then we won’t.” She stood, rummaged in her snack drawer, and produced a bag of pretzels like a magician. “Salt therapy.”

“I can’t eat.”

“Then hold them.” She dropped the bag in my lap and flicked on her rainbow string lights. The room softened. “You’re staying here.”

“I should go—”

“You’re staying,” she repeated.

“I’ll take the floor if you want the bed, or we can both fit like sardines. Your choice.”

I stared at the pretzels. My phone buzzed in my pocket. We both looked at it like it might bite.

“Is that him?” she asked.

“I don’t know.” My fingers wouldn’t reach for it.

Maya did instead, but only to slide it face down on the desk. “Not tonight.”

I sank back onto the pillows and let out a breath I’d been holding since the tree. The ceiling had a crack that ran like a river above us. She flopped down beside me and started narrating the crack’s imaginary journey—past the light fixture, through a canyon, into a quiet lake. It was stupid. I smiled anyway.

“Tell me a nice thing,” she said after a while.

“Not about him. About you.”

I thought. It felt like searching a dark drawer. “I liked the way the wig felt against my neck,” I said finally. “Like I had hair. Real hair.”

Maya squeezed my hand. “Then we’ll get you another one. One that’s yours.”

“I don’t know if I’m allowed to want that.”

“You are. You’re allowed to want anything that makes you feel more like yourself.”

Silence stretched, gentler than before. Outside, someone shouted down the hall, then laughed it off. A door slammed. Somewhere a shower turned on. The small sounds of other people’s lives made mine feel less like it was falling apart.

I turned to Maya. “It hurts,” I said, small.

“I know.” She brushed a stray hair from my forehead. “But it will hurt less. Not because you’ll forget, but because you’ll build around it. That’s what you do.”

I didn’t trust my voice, so I nodded.

She shifted, tucking the blanket around my shoulders like I was a kid. “Sleep. If you wake up, wake me up.”

A thin, helpless laugh slid out of me. “Okay.”

She clicked off the main light. The string lights glowed at the edges like a soft promise. I closed my eyes and listened to Maya breathe. The ache didn’t go anywhere, but it stopped clawing for the door. It sat beside me, quiet enough that I could fall asleep.

Before I drifted, Maya whispered, “He’s a boy, not a man.”

I held the words like a small shield and let the dark take me.

Three days later, home always smelled faintly of motor oil from the garage and whatever perfume my mom wore to her night shifts. I dragged my duffel through the door on Saturday morning, mascara scrubbed away but the faint shadow of it still clinging beneath my eyes. I thought no one would notice.

Dad noticed first. He was on the couch with the TV murmuring low. He squinted at me, jaw tightening. “What the hell is that under your eyes? You out of your mind, boy?”

Heat flushed up my neck. I rubbed at my face with my sleeve. “It’s nothing. Just… leftover.”

“Leftover what?” His voice carried that sharp edge I knew too well.

“You been sneaking around with your mother’s makeup? Jesus, John. Enough of this gay crap. You’re supposed to be in college, not… whatever this is.”

Mom appeared from the kitchen, still in her scrubs, hair pulled back.

“Michael,” she said warningly.

He stood, gesturing at me like I was a stain he couldn’t scrub out. “Look at him. He’s smudged up like a clown. People are gonna think—”

“Enough,” Mom cut in, firmer this time. She stepped between us.

“He’s tired. Leave it.”

Dad shook his head, muttering, and disappeared into the garage. The slam of the door rattled the frame.

I stood frozen, duffel strap biting my palm. Mom sighed and touched my arm lightly. “Don’t listen to him. He doesn’t understand. Get some rest.”

I nodded, though the knot in my chest didn’t loosen.

My sister Clara padded down the hallway, earbuds dangling. She stopped halfway down the stairs, eyes narrowing as she looked at my hands. I followed her gaze. Tiny chips of polish clung to my nails, glitter faint in the light.

She didn’t say anything. Just stared for a long second, then slipped past me into the kitchen without a word. Somehow that silence felt heavier than Dad’s shouting.

I made it to my room and dropped the duffel by the bed. The posters on the wall looked like they belonged to someone else, the boy version I kept trying to wear but couldn’t fit. My chest ached with Arthur’s laugh tangled in another girl’s hair, Dad’s voice telling me I was out of my mind, Clara’s quiet eyes catching what I thought I’d hidden.

It was too much.

By Saturday afternoon, I couldn’t breathe in the house anymore. I packed up my bag and told Mom I needed to get back early to study. She kissed my cheek and didn’t ask questions. Dad didn’t come out of the garage to see me off.

The bus ride back to campus was quiet. I sat pressed against the window, earbuds in, music humming low, staring at my reflection. It was faint, but I could still see it—the softness around my eyes, the ghost of mascara, the truth I couldn’t wash away.


Chapter 6

∞∞∞

BY THE TIME a month had passed, my phone was full of missed calls and unread texts from Arthur. His name blinked across the screen almost every night, sometimes with short messages—Can we talk? Why are you ghosting me? I never answered. I deleted some, left others to rot in the inbox like ghosts.

Maya knew. Of course she knew. She didn’t press, but the questions hung between us whenever she caught me staring at my phone too long. Finally, one night, she closed her laptop and said,

“We’re not doing this anymore.”

“Doing what?” I asked, though my voice cracked, betraying me.

“Circling the drain. You’re drowning in silence.” She crossed the room and sat on the edge of my bed. “You need to choose yourself. Not him, not your dad, not anyone. You.”

Her words broke something loose in me. My throat ached, and before I could stop it, tears welled.

“I don’t even know who that is,” I whispered.

She reached for my hand. “Yes, you do. You’ve known since the night I put mascara on you in the park. Since the party. Since before. You just won’t say it.”

The tears spilled over, hot and unstoppable. I shook my head, but the truth pressed so hard against my chest it had to come out. “I’m not John.”

She squeezed my hand tighter. “Then who are you?”

The room blurred through my tears. I forced the words out, broken but clear.

“I’m Jen.”

The name echoed in the quiet. Relief surged through me, raw and overwhelming, like I’d finally dropped a weight I didn’t realize I’d been carrying every day. My shoulders slumped, and I sobbed into my hands.

She wrapped her arms around me, rocking gently. “There she is,” she murmured into my hair.

“There’s my Jen.”

I clung to her like a lifeline, crying until I laughed, the sound watery but real. “It feels… good,” I admitted, breathless.

“It should,” she said. “It’s yours.” She pulled back and wiped my cheeks with her thumbs. “And you know what we’re doing this weekend?”

I sniffled. “What?”

“Another makeover. Bigger. Better. We’re buying you things that are yours, not just borrowed from my CVS runs. Wigs, dresses, whatever you want.”

I laughed again, shaky but freer than I’d felt in weeks.

“You’re relentless.”

“Damn right.” She grinned, her eyes bright.

“Jen deserves relentless.”

For the first time in a long while, I believed her.

After a shopping day, the mirror in Maya’s dorm lit me up in a way my old one never had. A new wig—longer, straighter, the shade of brown I’d always wanted—framed my face. The makeup was softer this time, less party glam and more… me. My dress was thrifted, a deep green slip that clung at the hips. It wasn’t perfect, but it was mine.

I held my phone up hesitantly. “This is stupid,” I muttered.

She snorted. “It’s not stupid. It’s historic. First selfie as Jen, about to make history on your private account.”

I rolled my eyes but snapped a picture anyway, lips parted just enough, eyes catching the light. I stared at it for a long time before posting. My stomach twisted as the little circle spun.

Within minutes, the notifications came. You’re beautiful. Stunning. Heart emojis. Flame emojis. People I barely knew, people I’d never met, strangers who had no idea what my dad would say if he saw me like this—all of them saw me. And they didn’t laugh.

I set the phone down quickly, overwhelmed, but the warmth lingered. They’d called me beautiful. The word lodged in my chest like a secret I wanted to keep replaying.

I thought that I’d already done everything that night, but Maya tugged me into a club downtown. The bass thumped under my feet the moment we stepped inside. Neon lights painted everything pink and blue. For once, I didn’t feel like a shadow on the edge of the room. I moved with Maya, swaying to the music, laughing when she spun me in a clumsy circle.

People flirted with me—girls complimenting my hair, boys leaning close to ask my name. I gave it freely: “Jen.” The syllable rolled off my tongue like it belonged there.

For hours, I danced and laughed and forgot to be careful. My feet hurt, my dress clung to me with sweat, but I didn’t want to stop. I felt alive in a way that textbooks and dorm rooms could never give me.
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But between songs, when I ducked into the bathroom to catch my breath, the mirror reminded me of everything I was avoiding. Arthur’s name still glowed in my missed calls. His messages still sat unanswered. No matter how many strangers told me I was beautiful, I couldn’t shake the image of him under that tree with someone else.

Maya found me leaning against the sink, eyes glassy. She looped an arm around my shoulders.

“Hey. Don’t let him rent space in your head tonight.”

“I’m trying,” I said.

“Good. Because he doesn’t deserve the rent.”

She kissed my cheek and dragged me back to the dance floor.

I laughed and let her. For the rest of the night, I ghosted Arthur with every spin, every song, every smile. I couldn’t tell him how betrayed I felt, even if technically he wasn’t mine. The wound was still open, and I wasn’t ready to hand it back to him.

But as the night bled into morning, I knew one thing for certain: I wasn’t John anymore.

I was Jen.

And she wasn’t going anywhere.

A day later, the library was almost empty that afternoon, the kind of quiet that made every page turn sound loud. I sat in our usual corner with the stats book open and a highlighter uncapped, pretending I could focus. The new wig was tucked under a beanie, makeup soft, hoodie zipped to my chin. I didn’t want to be seen and I wanted to be seen in the same breath. It was exhausting.

A shadow fell across my table. I looked up and forgot how to breathe.

Arthur.

He didn’t smile. He didn’t lean on the chair like he owned the place. He stood there with his backpack hanging off one shoulder, eyes careful.

“Hey, you’re back…” he said, voice low. “Can I sit?”

Every cell in my body wanted to run and wanted to stay. I swallowed. “Okay.”

He slid into the chair without scraping it, like even the sound of wood on tile might spook me. For a second he just looked at his hands. Then he said, “I thought I could do the same, ghost you too. But I can’t do the part where I never see you again.”

I stared at the highlighted line on my page until the words stopped meaning anything.

“Boo!” I playfully said.

“You’re always here when you’re overwhelmed.” He gave a tiny, sad smile. “Stats corner.”

I closed the book. “Why are you here, Arthur?”

“Because I miss you.” The words came out too fast, like he’d rehearsed and the rehearsal had failed. He dragged a hand over his jaw. “Because I’m sorry. And because I need to explain, if you’ll let me.”

My throat felt tight. “Explain what?”

He met my eyes and didn’t look away. “Why you stopped talking to me. I have guesses. But I don’t want to guess wrong and make it worse.”

I kept my voice steady by force.

“I saw you. By the oak near philosophy. With a girl.”

His face changed—shoulders dipping, mouth pulling like he’d been bracing for a hit and it finally landed. “Okay,” he said softly.

“I had a feeling it was that.”

“I was carrying flour and eggs,” I said, a laugh catching in my mouth and breaking into something else. “I was going to make you cupcakes.”

He shut his eyes for a second. When he opened them, they were bright with something I couldn’t name.

“Jen.”

Hearing my name from him did something to me I didn’t want to admit. I looked at the table. “We weren’t official,” I said quickly.

“You didn’t owe me anything.”

“That’s true,” he said. “But I owed you care. And I didn’t give it.”

Silence stretched, the ceiling vent humming. He reached into his bag and took out a notebook, like he’d come prepared to teach me again. He didn’t open it. He just held it, a fidget anchor. “I was stupid,” he said. “Or worse—cowardly. I kept telling myself not to be serious about anyone. It’s easier to be liked by everyone a little bit than to show up for one person all the way.”

“It’s not easier,” I said.

He huffed a breath that wasn’t quite a laugh. “Turns out it isn’t. I thought I could stay floating. Then you showed up and made ground feel possible. And I freaked out.” He rubbed the spine of the notebook with his thumb.

“I wasn’t sure I was ready to fall in love with someone like you.”

I flinched. “Someone like me?”

He lifted a hand, palms up, quick. “I don’t mean that the bad way. I mean—someone real. Someone brave. I wasn’t sure I could do it. And I hurt you while I was busy being unsure.”

I let the words sit between us. The part of me that wanted to protect the hurt tightened its grip. The part of me that had stood under string lights with his forehead pressed to mine started to loosen.

“You could have told me,” I said.

“You could have said you were scared.”

“I should have.” He nodded once. “I’m saying it now. I was scared. I also didn’t want to get it wrong. With you.”

My laugh came out thin. “You did anyway.”

“I did,” he said simply. “And I’m going to spend time proving I won’t do it again. If you let me.”

He opened the notebook then, like muscle memory, and turned it to me. “Also, I brought this back.” His mouth softened. “Stats. If you still want help.”

I stared at the neat columns, the careful steps he’d written for me months ago. The ache in my chest shifted, not gone, but less sharp.

“You don’t have to tutor me to fix this,” I said.

“I know,” he said. “But I met you here. It felt right to start here again. Slower. Better.”

I swallowed. “Is that all?”

“Every day I don’t see you feels stupid.” He smiled, small and crooked.

“Because I like you. Because I keep hearing your laugh when you try to hide it. Because I miss the way you look at a problem like it’s a door you might be brave enough to open. Because I want to know what your favorite breakfast is and whether you hate cilantro and what you were like at twelve and whether you’d let me carry your heavy bag when you pretend it’s not heavy.”

He shook his head, almost embarrassed. My eyes burned. I blinked hard and frowned at him. “You can’t just say all the right things.”

“I’m not trying to,” he said. “I’m trying to say the true things.”

We sat in the air of it. A librarian pushed a squeaky cart past our aisle and vanished again. I glanced at my phone on the table, face down. No new messages. The month of ignoring him crowded my throat with guilt and relief.

“Why didn’t you fight for me sooner?” I asked.

“I thought you needed space,” he said.

“And your friend Maya, scared me a little.” A quick grin flashed and faded. “And I wanted to be someone you could say yes to without feeling cornered.”

The way he said yes made heat crawl down my spine. I picked up the highlighter, then set it down again.

“I’m still hurt.”

“I know,” he said. “I’m not asking you not to be.”

“What are you asking?”

He inhaled, steadying himself. “For another chance. For something real. For rules that mean something.”

He pushed his chair back, slow, and before I could process it, he slid to one knee beside the table. It wasn’t grand or dramatic; it was clumsy and careful, like he didn’t want the gesture to scare me. A couple across the room glanced over and then looked away.

My hands flew to my mouth. “Arthur—”

“I’m not proposing,” he said quickly, flushing.

“I’m asking.” He looked up at me, every guard dropped. “Jen, will you be my girlfriend? Officially. Not a maybe. Not a float. Me and you. And part of that means I don’t kiss anyone else. You don’t, either. If we’re in, we’re in.”

The library spun a little, then steadied. My heart beat everywhere at once. I searched his face for a joke and didn’t find one.

“Right here?” I whispered, half-laughing through tears I hadn’t meant to show.

“In stats corner?”

He smiled like he couldn’t help it.

I could have said no.

I could have told him to wait another month, to suffer like I had.

But I remembered his hands staying gentle on my shoulders under the string lights. I remembered Maya’s voice the night I said my name out loud: there she is. I remembered flour and eggs cracking on the pavement and the way it had felt like I’d broken, and I realized I hadn’t broken. I’d bent. I’d learned where I could hold and where I needed to be held.

“Stand up,” I said, because the sight of him on his knee in a library was making me laugh and cry at once.

He stood so fast he bumped the table. We both grabbed the wobbling books, laughing under our breath. When the table settled, he looked at me like I was a miracle he didn’t trust yet.

“Yes,” I said.

His breath left him like he’d been punched. “Yeah?”

“Yes. I’ll be your girlfriend.” The word felt huge and oddly simple.

“No kissing other people.”

“Deal,” he said, immediate. “God, deal.”

I stepped around the table. He met me halfway, stopping just short like he’d promised he would.

“Can I—”

“Yes,” I said, and rose on my toes.

The kiss was different from the yard. It was softer, steadier, like an agreement. He tasted like peppermint. His hand hovered at my waist and settled only when I leaned into it.

For a second I felt the old fear flicker—the one that said I wanted too much. It faded when he made a small sound in his throat and pulled back first, breath shaking.

“Hi,” he said, forehead almost touching mine.

“Hi,” I said, laughing into the word.

I pressed a hand to his chest and felt the quick thud there. “We’re going slow,” I said.

“I’ll walk,” he said. “You set the pace, but you don’t get to sprint and vanish again.”


Chapter 7

∞∞∞

THE AUDITORIUM buzzed with voices, rows of folding chairs filled with students, faculty, and people who just wanted free pizza. The banner strung across the back wall read Identity in Focus: A Campus Forum. Dr. Marquez stood at the podium, flipping through her notes with that same calm that always made the room bend toward her.

I sat in the middle row, knees pressed tight together, palms damp against my skirt. Maya squeezed my hand once, her nails painted silver tonight.

“You’re fine,” she whispered.

“I don’t even know if I’ll be called,” I whispered back.

“You will,” she said like it was fact.

I fiddled with the hem of my sleeve, my heart beating so fast it drowned out most of the opening remarks. All I caught was Dr. Marquez saying, “Identity is never static, and it is never simple.” The words hit too close, and I ducked my head.

From the back of the room, I felt Arthur’s gaze before I saw it. When I finally looked, he was leaning against the wall, arms crossed but not closed off. He nodded once when our eyes met, a small smile playing at his mouth. I swallowed hard and turned back to the stage.

The panelists spoke, students asking questions about labels, safety, community. I half-listened, twisting Maya’s rings around her fingers where our hands were linked.

Then Dr. Marquez scanned the crowd. “We’ve heard from the panel. I’d like to invite a few students from the audience to share. Identity isn’t only theory—it’s lived.” Her eyes flicked, landed on me, and didn’t move.

“Jennifer Carter. Would you?”

My stomach dropped. Maya squeezed my hand so hard it almost hurt. “Go,” she said.

I stood, legs trembling, and walked toward the microphone. The crowd blurred, faces melting into color and shape. My heartbeat roared in my ears.

The mic stood too tall. I adjusted it with shaking hands.

Dr. Marquez’s voice floated from behind me. “Tell us what identity means to you.”

I looked out at the rows of students, at Maya’s shining eyes, at Arthur’s steady focus. My breath stuttered.

The question returned like it had in that small office weeks ago: Are you a man? Are you a woman? Both? Neither?

The silence stretched, heavy and waiting.

My throat tightened, but I forced the words through.
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“Yes,” I said. My voice cracked, then steadied. “I am a woman.”

The room held still for a heartbeat, like it needed to make space for what I’d just said. Then the applause began—soft at first, then louder, until it filled the space and washed over me.

Maya was on her feet, clapping with tears sliding down her cheeks. Arthur didn’t clap right away. He just looked at me, stunned, then proud, his eyes bright in a way I couldn’t mistake.

I exhaled, shaky but freer than I’d ever been. The weight I’d carried for years slipped off my shoulders, leaving me lighter, steadier. For once, breathing didn’t feel like work.


Epilogue

∞∞∞

THE LIBRARY smelled the same as it always had—dry pages, pencil shavings, that faint tang of stale coffee—but the way I lived inside it had changed. I sat at our old stats corner, hair falling in soft brown waves past my shoulders, the wig long since retired to the back of a drawer.

Two years of hormones had reshaped me gently but surely. My face was rounder, cheeks carrying a glow even under the harsh fluorescent lights. My body had softened too, curves filling the outline of the floral blouse tucked into my jeans. Gold hoops swung when I shifted, catching the dim light.

It was past one in the morning, final exams looming like storm clouds, and the formulas on the page swam until they blurred. I pressed the heel of my hand to my forehead, muttering, “Come on, Jen, you’ve got this,” even though I knew I didn’t.

The chair across from me scraped suddenly. I startled, looking up.

Arthur grinned down at me, suit jacket draped carelessly over his arm and a box of brownies in hand.

“Still talking to yourself at stats corner?”

My mouth fell open. “Arthur.”

“Law student privileges,” he said, dropping his bag onto the table.

“I can sneak into any library I want.”

I laughed, covering my face with my hands.

“What are you doing here?”

He leaned across the table, resting his chin on his folded arms. “I brought sustenance. I also heard my favorite girl was drowning in equations again. Thought I’d offer my services.”

“Don’t call me your favorite girl,” I teased, though my chest swelled warm.

He raised an eyebrow. “Why not? You are.”

Heat rose to my cheeks. Two years, and he still managed to undo me with the simplest things.

He slid into the chair, tugged my notebook closer, and started flipping through my scribbles. “You’re still making the same mistake,” he said gently.

“See this? You’re flipping the denominator.”

I groaned. “I’m cursed.”

He chuckled, circling the error. “Not cursed. Just distracted.” His hand brushed mine, deliberate.

“Want me to walk you through it?”

I nodded, biting back a smile.
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We worked in quiet for a while, his voice low and patient, the way it had been the very first time. But eventually I set my pen down and looked at him fully, the law books peeking from his bag, the tired crease near his eyes, the way he still showed up.

“I love you,” I blurted.

He blinked, then smiled slow, certain.

“Good. Because I love you, too.”

My throat tightened, not with fear but with something steady, something whole. He reached across the table, fingers curling around mine, and I didn’t care that the library was empty except for the night guard at the front desk.

We kept studying until the words blurred again, exhaustion pulling at us both. At some point, my head dropped onto my folded arms, his warmth close beside me. I felt the brush of his lips against my hair before sleep claimed me, the quiet of the library wrapping us both.

~THE END~

Did you enjoy Are You a Woman? In that case, I hope you can check out my first full-length Transgender Transformation novel The Love Hormone.
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“Along with the Estrogen and Anti-androgen, I took EVERYTHING, including the Risk of Falling in Love.”

It contains over 43,000 indelible words that will open your eyes to the possibility that transformation can lead to Happily Ever After. It is a brave story of a nurse who got kicked out of the house for wearing a dress and eventually meets an arrogant yet oh-so-charming doctor who will not only steal her parking slot, but also her heart.

Read The Love Hormone

Can’t get enough? Let’s multiply that urge three times more with this bundle that contains some of my chart-topping illustrated feminization and transgender transformation steamy romances.
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“Eleven fine femboys, feminized by chance, self-discovery, and love.”
This is an illustrated novella collection, it includes beautiful images inside. Enjoy! No cross-additions guaranteed. You won’t find these best-selling stories in any of my other collections.


Story 1 – Secret Girlfriend
I didn’t expect that the price to pay to be walking the hallways with them would entail me, serving the jocks food and drinks every weekend… in his sister’s clothes.


Story 2 – Becoming My Mother
Little did I know, it was the beginning of a new role that I’d never imagined I’d assume to heal my stepfather’s wounded heart.


Story 3 – Female ID
It was only the beginning of something more challenging. Something that would compromise the life I’d gotten so used to living.


Story 4 – In The Navy
I didn’t expect that I’d be asked to slip into something more appropriate for the bedroom and not the ocean. Something that was so out of character and out of my job description. But then again, he was the Captain, it was his ship, and I had to follow his orders...


Story 5 – Cheerleader By Chance
When I met the cheer captain… everything changed. Even my wardrobe!


Story 6 – The Secretary
Being his secretary not only opened me to a world of lingerie, dresses, and scintillating shoes. He also bossed me around to unleash the yearning and absolutely gorgeous woman within me.


Story 7 – Old Maid
When I stumbled upon the chance of discovering my glamorous alter ego and the chance at love, I started questioning if I was still okay with being the male version of an old maid.


Story 8 – Angel Baby
She was beautiful, kind, and had all the answers to my questions. But then, she started telling me to try the shoes of another person, and that pair… had six-inch heels.


Story 9 – My Crazy Girl
One night, I met that drunk girl in the subway station, my crazy girl who showed me how femininely beautiful this world could be and left me questioning if I was ready for it.


Story 10 – Miss Meow
During one of my overtimes, I decided to wear one of my creations—the ones that he deemed were trash. Soon after, night after night, I would prowl the dark streets and discover facets of myself in my tight and glossy leotard—letting everyone know how extraordinarily fun it was to be Miss Meow.


Story 11 – After Midnight
My hands started having a life of their own and clicked the Women’s Shoes category and then the cosmetics section. I thought the mystery ended with girly things. Little did I know, my nights would turn sleepless—prowling and yearning to satiate my novel hunger for… men. 

Clutch your Pearl Necklace Tight and Prepare for a Feminization Romance Ride!

Note: This collection contains feminization, transgender transformation, romance, and first time with a transgender woman tropes.

Read Femboy Diaries


Hello Lilly
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So, okay, I know that you can’t wait to read the book but I can’t help but share with you my excitement (I know, I don’t look too thrilled in that photo but it’s the only one I could find where I’m holding the telephone, lol) but trust me, I am!

I’ve created an exclusive Fansly(profile) where I post feminizing and enchanting audio clips to help you achieve your most dazzling version.

Apart from the hypnotic lessons, I also post bonus content such as photos and scalding real-life stories along with POV clips that can lull (or get your blood rushing) depending on your choice, xo.

I’ll be updating it weekly with new content so stay tuned.

CLICK HERE TO LISTEN

(Not working? Simply search on Fansly(lillylustwood)


Book Bundles

∞∞∞

Need more of my romantic bedtime stories? It’s your lucky day! All of my bundles are unique, and none of the stories were cross-added so you can buy all of them without having to worry about whether or not a story already appeared on another bundle.

With these bundles, you’re going to save more than 50%. Love love love!
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Custom Story

∞∞∞

Did you know that I also write custom/commission-based stories? Yes, I do, and I will write it to the tee based on your liking. Here’s a sample of a commission story I’ve created for one of my lovely readers.
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Added to that, if you’re a Lilly Lustwood reader, you’re quite aware of how colorful my prose is and I do three rounds of edits before I publish. Please understand that masterpieces cannot be rushed.

Don’t take my word for it, here’s what one of them had to say:

“I love the story!!!! Ty for writing almost 100 pages for Michelle and Evelynn—I’m sure they’re happy you gave them such love and attention as well. <3 My only disappointment came when I finished reading, but I realized I can re-read as much as I want.

Your storytelling skills are so great—if there’s any way I can leave a review please let me know! I truly enjoyed every moment of this commission.” -Michelle

Get Your Own Story


Audiobooks

∞∞∞

I know that many of you prefer consuming a book while doing something else. Most especially when it’s some of my books which are hard to read even with one hand haha!

That’s why I’ve created audiobook versions of my top sellers. They’re available on Audible and other major distributors!
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Listen to Audiobooks


Find Femboys
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Many of my readers love dressing up and have not fully transitioned for various reasons. Some of them also live double lives and are happy dressing up femininely part-time.

I get a lot of emails, but I can’t accommodate each and every one of them, so I created a community called Find Femboys. It’s a kink-positive platform allowing sissies, crossdressers, femboys, and people who love them to chat, exchange, meet, and more in a safe online space.

We have over 30,000 ACTIVE MEMBERS from around the world!

✓    44 Free Messages Daily

✓    View 44 Profiles/day

✓    Faster PHP system

✓    Support replies in 24–48h

App version in the works!

You don’t even need to upgrade to VIP to enjoy most of it.

Creating an account is as easy as 1-2-3. See you there!

Visit Find Femboys


Latest & Other Titles

Here’s the latest book from Lilly Lustwood…
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“Well, you got Cinderella! That’s your costume for Halloween week.”

I only wanted to grow my stream. That’s how it started—me, a shy Valorant grinder from Oregon, joining a Discord crew led by Trent Knightley, the rising star everyone wanted to duo with.

I thought it’d be simple: play well, get noticed, maybe finally hit affiliate. But then came the wheel—the crew’s annual Halloween challenge. And when it landed on Cinderella, everyone laughed. Everyone except Trent, who just said, “You got this, Robyn.”

I told myself it was just a bit. Seven days in a dress, a few good clips, then back to normal. But the longer I streamed, the more I liked who I became on camera. So did Trent. We became the internet’s favorite duo until the noise got ugly—people calling him names, questioning what he felt for me, for us.

He pulled away. I pretended I understood. But when Halloween night came, everything changed.

Read Femboy for Halloween

Lilly Lustwood is a bestselling author of Transgender Romance. She has written hundreds of books but there are titles that truly helped introduce her to a wider range of readers. Here are just some of her bestselling books of all time.
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Want her classic works or check out some obscure ones? Feel free to check out these titles below.
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Author’s Message
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Dear Romantic Reader,

Thank you very much for purchasing and reading Are You a Woman?

For a writer, I can’t seem to find the best word to describe how grateful I am for your support.

If you enjoyed this book, KINDLY (with puppy-dog eyes) give it a Rating and Review.

Let’s get it to the overall bestseller list <3

Should you feel the need to send me a message concerning this book, your love life, or just about anything, please feel free to follow the pages below and Subscribe to my Mailing List to get updates on Free Books, Promos, and New Releases.

You can also follow my author profile on Amazon simply by visiting the Amazon Page below, you will get e-mails from Amazon whenever I have a new book, xo.

Mailing List (stats.sender.net/forms/er756a/view)

Home Page (www.lillylustwood.wordpress.com)

Amazon Page (www.amazon.com/Lilly-Lustwood/e/B0B9X11BMR/)

Facebook | Twitter |(@LillyLustwood)

TikTok @LillyLustwoodTok

Goodreads (www.goodreads.com/lillylustwood)

Fansly(www.fansly.com/lillylustwood)
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Amy Sue Prize, a 21-year-old shy and reserved
transgender lady from Pennsylvania, has saved
a lot of money just to travel to New York to see
her favorite rock singer Curtis Cox du Vour
perform for free in Madison Square Garden.

To her surprise, Curtis wasn’t the man

she pictured him to be behind the curtains.
Just how far would she go to prove her love |
for him in this tale of |
The Superstar’s Sissy Secret?

" Book written by Bestselling Author
Lilly Lustwood

Audiobook narrated by World Top Erotic Hypnotist
Devlin Wylde (Wylde in Bed)
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